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State Finals

The gym smelled like sweat baked into old wood.

Not fresh sweat. Not even recent.

Years of it—soaked into beams, bleachers, and the wrestling mats like the place itself had been sweating since it was built.

Under the harsh state finals lights, everything looked slightly overexposed. The banners hanging from the rafters barely stirred in the stale air, but Bryce Walker still found himself looking at them anyway as he rolled his shoulders near the tunnel entrance.

One more match.

That was all.

One more match and Colton Hayes was out of his life forever.

The thought should’ve felt clean. Final. Satisfying.

Instead, it sat wrong in his chest like something unfinished.

The arena thundered around him—student sections already screaming, coaches barking last-minute instructions, shoes squealing against polished concrete. Somewhere high in the bleachers, metal rattled under someone pounding it like they were trying to shake the building apart.

“Walker!”

“Hayes!”

“Walker!”

“Hayes!”

Bryce flexed his fingers once, slow and deliberate, like he was checking that they still belonged to him.

Across the warmup area, Colton Hayes peeled his hoodie over his head and tossed it toward the bench without looking.

The crowd reacted before it even landed.

They always did.

Colton didn’t look like a wrestler so much as something built to disrupt calm. Dark hair damp at the ends. Broad shoulders that made the singlet look almost incidental. Athletic tape wrapped around two fingers on his right hand—an old injury he refused to respect.

Bryce hated how easy it was to find him.

Hated even more that his eyes did it without permission.

Then Colton looked up.

And locked onto him instantly.

The gym didn’t get quieter.

It just felt narrower.

Like everything outside that line of sight stopped mattering.

Bryce pulled his warmup shirt over his head and dropped it behind him.

The Northview side erupted like they’d been waiting for that exact motion.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer boomed, “your Class 6A state championship match—”

The rest vanished into sound. The crowd swallowed the names before they were even finished.

Everyone already knew what this was.

Walker versus Hayes wasn’t a match anymore. It was history repeating itself until something finally broke.

Sophomore year, Bryce ended Colton’s undefeated streak.

Junior year, Colton split Bryce’s eyebrow open at regionals and kept wrestling like it was nothing.

This year alone: three matches.

One win each.

And one overtime war people still talked about like it had been a street fight disguised as sport.

Bryce stepped onto the mat.

Colton met him halfway.

The referee gave instructions neither of them processed.

Bryce’s heartbeat settled into something slow and heavy, like it had learned this rhythm before his mind caught up.

Colton stood close enough that Bryce could see the faint scar near his mouth.

Bryce had put it there freshman year.

Neither of them had ever acknowledged that.

“Ready?” the ref asked.

Both nodded.

The whistle blew.

The world detonated.

Colton hit him immediately.

Hard collar tie. Foreheads colliding. Shoes screeching as they fought for balance in the center circle.

Noise collapsed into instinct.

Bryce shoved back, caught wrist control, circled left. Colton moved like he always did—relentless, forward pressure, no hesitation once he committed. Bryce barely avoided the first shot, snapping him down just long enough to reset space.

The crowd roared.

Colton laughed.

Actually laughed.

“You’re slow tonight,” he muttered.

Bryce drove into him again.

“Still talking too much.”

Another tie-up. Harder this time.

Heat built fast. Sweat gathering at Bryce’s neck under the lights. Colton’s grip lingered half a beat too long on his arm before Bryce broke it.

Everything about wrestling him felt like too much contact and not enough distance at the same time.

Bryce knew things he shouldn’t have known.

How Colton breathed when he got tired.

How his jaw tightened before a shot.

How his fingers twitched when a match stopped going his way.

Four years of repetition turned into memory without permission.

The first period ended scoreless.

Neither of them let go right away when the whistle blew.

The referee stepped between them like a barrier finally forced into existence.

Colton backed away slowly, eyes never leaving Bryce’s.

Bryce hated that his pulse answered it.

Second period.

Bryce escaped first.

1–0.

Colton responded like it was an insult.

A takedown thirty seconds later that nearly drove Bryce off the mat entirely.

The Brookwood section erupted.

When Bryce was returned to neutral, Colton’s hand found the back of his neck—helping him up, fingers pressing into sweaty skin.

Too brief to matter.

Too precise to ignore.

Bryce pulled away first.

The match got uglier after that.

Heavy hands. Forced angles. Bodies colliding at the edge of control.

By the third period, both of them were breathing like they were trying to outrun something invisible.

Tied again.

Of course it was tied.

Bryce bent forward, hands on knees, while the referee explained overtime rules he didn’t need to hear. Sweat dropped from his face onto the mat below.

Across from him, Colton stood with his hands on his hips, chest rising and falling hard beneath the singlet.

Their eyes met again.

Something shifted in Bryce’s stomach.

Not nerves.

Something sharper.

The whistle screamed.

Colton shot first.

Bryce sprawled.

The crowd surged to its feet.

Everything blurred into pressure and motion. Bryce felt the angle open before he saw it. Colton adjusted too late. Bryce spun behind him, securing control as they hit the mat.

Two points.

The whistle blew again.

For half a second, neither of them moved.

Then the arena exploded.

Bryce stood slowly.

He barely felt the referee lift his wrist into the air.

Cameras flashed. Noise poured in from every direction. Someone shouted his name like it belonged to a stranger.

But Bryce wasn’t looking at any of it.

Colton was still on his knees.

Staring at the mat.

Not the crowd.

Not the scoreboard.

Just the mat like it had betrayed him personally.

That bothered Bryce more than it should’ve.

The handshake came automatically.

Sweaty palms. Exhausted grip.

Colton squeezed too hard.

Bryce didn’t let go.

Then Colton leaned in.

Close enough that the noise of the gym felt suddenly far away.

“You didn’t beat me,” he said quietly.

Bryce frowned. “What?”

Colton’s voice didn’t change.

“You survived me.”

The words landed somewhere they didn’t belong.

Then Colton released him and walked off the mat.

Just like that.

Bryce stayed standing for a moment longer than he should have.

Reporters called his name. Coaches moved in. Cameras tracked him.

He didn’t move.

Because down beneath the bleachers, where the tunnel swallowed the light—

he could still feel Colton Hayes walking away.
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Fresh Start

College wrestling rooms all smelled the same.

Rubber mats. Disinfectant. Old sweat trapped in knee pads that had been left too long in lockers and never quite recovered.

Bryce stood in the doorway of Midwest State’s training facility at six-thirty in the morning, listening before he stepped in.

Bodies hit mats with dull impact. Shoes squeaked. Coaches barked corrections over the grind of early practice already in motion.

Fresh start.

That was what everyone kept calling it.

New school. New division. New future.

No more high school drama. No more reporters asking about the rivalry. No more Colton Hayes.

Bryce adjusted the strap of his duffel bag higher on his shoulder and walked inside.

The room was already alive.

Heavyweights drilling shots near the far wall. A coach yelling at someone to keep their head up. A trash can clattering as a guy leaned over it between conditioning sets while teammates laughed like it was routine.

Normal.

Good.

Bryce needed normal.

“Walker!”

Bryce looked up.

Coach Brennan stood near the office doorway with a clipboard tucked under one arm. Thick neck. Gray buzzcut. The kind of permanent expression that suggested disappointment was just his resting state.

“About time,” Brennan barked. “You planning on wrestling this season or modeling for the brochure?”

A few guys laughed.

Bryce dropped his bag by the lockers.

“Yes, Coach.”

“Then get moving.”

Bryce stepped onto the mat immediately.

The room shifted—not dramatically, but enough that he felt it. A subtle recalibration. Like people were checking where he fit into the hierarchy without saying it out loud.

State champion. Top recruit. Walker.

He hated how fast that followed him everywhere.

Practice started brutal.

Midwest State didn’t warm up like they were easing in. They wrestled like they were trying to break something on purpose.

Live goes. Conditioning. More live goes.

Bryce preferred it that way.

Pain simplified everything.

No thinking. No noise. No expectations. Just pressure and response. Action and consequence.

By the end of practice, his lungs burned and sweat soaked through the gray Midwest State shirt clinging to his back.

He sat against the wall unlacing his shoes while the room slowly emptied into the locker room.

“You always look this miserable?” someone asked.

Bryce glanced up.

Eli Turner stood over him holding two water bottles.

Tall. Lean. Dark blond hair still damp from the showers, like he hadn’t bothered to fully dry off.

Bryce recognized him from recruiting rankings immediately.

141-pounder. Sophomore. Fast hands. Faster feet.

“You’re Walker, right?” Eli added.

Bryce nodded once.

Eli tossed him a bottle.

“You wrestle like somebody stole your dog.”

Bryce cracked it open. “Thanks.”

“I meant it as a compliment.”

Eli dropped down beside him against the wall like he belonged there already.

“You got family coming this weekend?”

Bryce swallowed cold water. “Probably.”

“You sound excited.”

Bryce almost smiled.

Almost.

The season-opening invitational was two days away. First official college tournament. National stream. Full brackets. Scouts watching everything that didn’t matter until it suddenly did.

Pressure already lived under his skin like it had moved in early.

“You nervous?” Eli asked.

“No.”

Eli snorted immediately. “Liar.”

Bryce leaned his head back against the wall.

He didn’t get nervous before matches.

He got nervous before everything around them—the attention, the expectations, the version of him people wanted to keep proving real.

People only loved athletes while they were winning.

He’d learned that early.

“You’ll be fine,” Eli said after a beat. “Nobody here expects you to save the program singlehandedly.”

Bryce looked at him.

Eli shrugged. “Coach Brennan does, but the rest of us are normal.”

Bryce let out a short laugh before he could stop it.

It surprised him a little how real it sounded.

—
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Friday came fast.

The tournament arena in Wichita buzzed before sunrise—too many teams in one space trying to turn chaos into preparation.

Warmups. Weight cuts. Coaches pacing with clipboards like they could organize outcomes if they wrote fast enough. Athletic tape scraps stuck to the floor. Hoodies dark with sweat. Energy drinks half-finished on bench seats.

Bryce rolled his shoulders near Midwest State’s section while Brennan shouted match orders somewhere behind him.

Everything felt familiar in a way that almost passed for comfort.

Until Brookwood University walked in.

Bryce saw the maroon warmups first.

Then him.

Colton Hayes moved through the crowd like space adjusted itself around him without permission. Duffel bag over one shoulder. Sleeves pushed up. Hair longer than it had been at state finals, like time had simply kept going for him in a different direction.

Bryce’s stomach tightened before he even registered why.

It was stupid.

Five months.

That’s all it had been.

And still—

his body recognized Colton before his thoughts caught up.

Colton stopped walking.

Looked up.

Found him instantly.

The noise around Bryce didn’t disappear.

It just stopped mattering.

There you are.

That expression hit Colton’s face like it didn’t need words to exist. Like the sight of Bryce completed something.

Then Colton smirked.

Slow. Familiar. Unfairly calm.

Bryce looked away first.

Instant regret.

“Aw, hell,” Eli muttered beside him.

Bryce turned sharply. “What?”

Eli’s eyes bounced between them. “That’s him?”

“Who?”

“The guy from all those videos.”

Bryce didn’t answer.

Because there were too many videos now.

State finals clips. Tunnel confrontations. Highlight edits with music like it meant something cinematic instead of just two people refusing to let go of a rivalry that never stayed on the mat.

People loved violence when it came pre-packaged.

Across the gym, Colton was still watching him.

Not casually.

Not briefly.

Like he had been waiting for this exact moment to resume something unfinished.

Coach Brennan clapped once, sharp and loud.

“Walker! Focus up.”

Bryce forced himself to turn away.

But the pressure was already back.

That familiar tightening in his chest.

Like every room he entered got smaller the moment Colton Hayes was inside it.
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