

    
        
          The Perfect Catch : A College Football Fake Dating Romance

        

        
        
          Alina Rose

        

        
          Published by Alina Rose, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE PERFECT CATCH : A COLLEGE FOOTBALL FAKE DATING ROMANCE

    

    
      First edition. June 8, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Alina Rose.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235976818

    

    
    
      Written by Alina Rose.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty - Epilogue

Further Reading: Blitz My Heart : A Grumpy Linebacker × Sunshine Physical Therapist Sports Romance

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


RILEY

Security guards at Riverside University apparently don't appreciate resourcefulness.

"Ma'am, I'm going to need you to leave the premises." The guard—barrel-chested, mid-fifties, with a name tag that reads Barry—grips my elbow like I'm a threat to national security and not a five-foot-six journalism student with a camera bag and a desperate dream.

"Barry. Can I call you Barry?" I flash my most disarming smile, the one that usually gets me out of trouble. It doesn't work. His expression remains granite. "I have a press pass. Well, a student press pass, but it's laminated and everything—"

"Doesn't grant you access to the football facility." Barry's tone suggests he's had this conversation before. Probably with me. Three times this week, in fact.

I dig my heels into the polished linoleum floor of the athletic complex hallway, but Barry outweighs me by a solid hundred pounds. He keeps walking, and I'm half-dragged, half-stumbling along beside him like a particularly uncooperative terrier.

"I just need ten minutes," I try again, breathless. "Five minutes. I'll interview Coach Donovan, get some B-roll footage of the weight room, and I'm gone. You'll never even know I was—"

"I'll know." Barry shoots me a look that's one part exasperation, two parts grudging respect. "Because I'll be the one filling out the incident report."

We pass a massive wall of championship banners and framed photos of Riverside football legends. Guys who went on to the NFL, whose jerseys are now retired and enshrined behind glass like religious artifacts. At the end of the hall, beneath a spotlight that makes him look like a Roman statue come to life, is him.

Chase Lancaster.

Number 7. Quarterback. Six-foot-three of arrogance, athleticism, and absolutely zero interest in helping me save my failing documentary project.

He's leaning against the wall in athletic shorts and a compression shirt that should be illegal, scrolling through his phone with the kind of casual indifference that only comes from being told you're special every day of your life. His dark hair is still damp from practice, curling slightly at the edges. Even from fifteen feet away, I can see the sharp line of his jaw, the tattoo that snakes up his left forearm, the confidence that radiates off him like heat.

He glances up as Barry drags me past.

Our eyes meet.

His are dark, amused, and—unless I'm projecting—just a little bit curious.

I expect him to look away, go back to his phone, continue existing in his world of endorsement deals and ESPN highlight reels.

He doesn't.

Instead, Chase Lancaster watches me get escorted out of the building like a common criminal, and the corner of his mouth twitches.

He's laughing at me.

Fantastic.

I yank my arm free from Barry's grasp as we hit the lobby. "I can walk myself out, thanks."

Barry crosses his arms. "See that you do. And Miss Brooks?" He softens, just barely. "Maybe try the official channels next time."

"I did. Twelve emails, four phone calls, and a formal request submitted through the athletics communications office." I hoist my camera bag higher on my shoulder, pride stinging more than my bruised elbow. "Nobody's responding."

"Can you blame them?" Barry nods toward the flat-screen TV mounted above the lobby desk, where ESPN is playing on loop. "After that video, they're not letting any media near the team."

I follow his gaze.

The video.

It's been everywhere for the past two weeks: grainy cell phone footage from an off-season party showing Chase Lancaster in the center of a chaotic scene, surrounded by drunk girls in bikini tops, red Solo cups littering the floor. The headline beneath the clip reads: Riverside's Golden Boy or Just Another Playboy? NFL Scouts Concerned About Lancaster's Off-Field Behavior.

I've seen it a dozen times. Everyone has.

And yeah, it looks bad. But something about it feels... incomplete. Like there's context missing. The video cuts off abruptly, and Chase's expression in the freeze-frame isn't smug or pleased—it's frustrated. Uncomfortable, even.

Not that anyone cares about nuance when there's a scandal to sell.

"That's exactly why I need access," I say, more to myself than Barry. "The real story is always more complicated than a fifteen-second clip."

Barry shrugs. "Not my call, kid. Now go on—before I have to file that report."

I leave.

Outside, the late September air is crisp, smelling faintly of cut grass and ambition. The Riverside University campus sprawls out before me in all its overpriced, Instagram-ready glory: brick buildings covered in ivy, students lounging on pristine lawns, a bronze statue of the school's founder looking vaguely constipated.

I've been here for four years, and I still feel like an imposter.

Maybe because I'm one of the only students who has to work two jobs to afford textbooks. Maybe because my scholarship is the only reason I'm here at all. Or maybe because everyone else seems to glide through life effortlessly while I'm white-knuckling my way to graduation, terrified that one wrong move will send everything crashing down.

My phone buzzes.

Jasmine: How'd it go? Are you in?

I tap out a reply as I walk toward the parking lot.

Me: Escorted out by security. Again.

Jasmine: RILEY.

Jasmine: This is like the third time this week.

Me: Fourth. But who's counting?

Jasmine: What are you going to do? The documentary is due in three months.

I stop walking.

That's the question, isn't it?

My senior thesis—a documentary on the culture of college athletics, the pressure cooker of expectations, and the human cost of the game—was supposed to be my golden ticket. The project that would get me noticed by the ESPN internship committee. The thing that would prove I belong in sports journalism, even though I'm a woman, even though I didn't grow up with connections, even though people like Tyler—

I shove that thought down before it fully forms.

Tyler doesn't get to live rent-free in my head anymore.

Me: I'll figure it out. I always do.

Jasmine: That's not a plan, babe.

Jasmine: That's a stress response.

I almost laugh. She's not wrong.

The parking lot is half-empty, my beat-up Honda Civic sitting in the far corner like a judgment on my life choices. I'm halfway there when I hear it:

"Brooks!"

I turn.

And there he is.

Chase Lancaster, jogging toward me with the easy, loping stride of someone who's never had to chase anything in his life because everything he wants eventually comes to him.

He's thrown on a gray hoodie, but he's still in shorts, still looking like he stepped out of a Nike ad.

I consider getting in my car and driving away.

I don't.

Professional curiosity, I tell myself. That's all this is.

Chase stops a few feet away, hands in his pockets, eyes locked on mine. Up close, he's even more annoyingly attractive—sharp cheekbones, a small scar above his right eyebrow, and a smile that probably works on ninety-nine percent of the female population.

I'm determined to be the one percent.

"Can I help you?" I ask, tone neutral.

"I don't know. Can you?" He tilts his head, studying me like I'm a play he's trying to read. "You always this persistent, or is breaking into restricted areas a new hobby?"

"I wasn't breaking in. I had a pass."

"A student pass," he corrects. "Which, as Barry so eloquently explained, doesn't get you into the football facility."

"You were eavesdropping."

"I was standing ten feet away. You weren't exactly quiet." His grin widens. "So what's the deal? You writing an exposé on how terrible I am? Because I'll save you some time—it's been done."

There's an edge to his voice beneath the sarcasm. Bitterness, maybe. Or exhaustion.

I cross my arms. "I'm not writing a hit piece."

"Then what are you doing?"

I hesitate.

This is Chase Lancaster. The guy who's been on the cover of Sports Illustrated, who has a hundred thousand Instagram followers, who's projected to go in the first round of the NFL Draft next spring.

He doesn't care about my documentary.

But he's asking.

And I've got nothing to lose.

"I'm working on a documentary," I say. "About college football. The pressure, the expectations, the human side of the sport that doesn't make it into the highlight reels. I need access to the team. Real access—not press conferences and canned interviews. Practices, meetings, behind-the-scenes footage."

Chase's expression doesn't change. "And you thought sneaking in was the way to get that?"

"I tried the official channels. No one's responding."

"Because of the video."

"Because of the video," I agree.

He's quiet for a moment, eyes flicking over me like he's calculating something.

Then he says, "What's your name?"

"Riley Brooks."

"Riley." He tests it out, like he's committing it to memory. "You always this stubborn, Riley?"

"You always this condescending, Lancaster?"

That earns me a real smile—quick, surprised, and genuine.

"Touché." He steps back, hands still in his pockets. "Good luck with your documentary."

He turns to leave.

I watch him go, frustration bubbling up in my chest.

"Must be nice," I call after him.

Chase stops. Looks back. "What?"

"Being able to walk away from things without consequences. Must be nice."

For a second, something flickers across his face—something dark and unreadable.

Then it's gone, replaced by that easy, infuriating smirk.

"You have no idea what you're talking about," he says quietly.

And then he's gone, disappearing back into the athletic complex like he was never there at all.

I stand in the parking lot, pulse still racing, and pull out my phone.

Me: I think I just pissed off Chase Lancaster.

Jasmine: ...why are you like this?

Good question.

I don't have an answer.

All I know is that I need this documentary. I need the access, the footage, the story that's going to launch my career.

And if the official channels won't give it to me?

I'll find another way.

I always do.
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CHASE

The conference room in the Riverside Athletic Center smells like expensive leather and disappointment.

My agent, David Kellerman—fifty-two, perpetually tanned, wearing a suit that costs more than most people's monthly rent—sits across from me with his arms crossed. Next to him is Monica Vega, the publicist the university hired to "manage my image" after the video went viral.

Monica's laptop is open, screen facing me, playing the video on loop.

Again.

I've seen it approximately six hundred times in the past two weeks. Watching it again isn't going to change anything.

"Turn it off," I say.

Monica pauses the video. The freeze-frame is, of course, the worst possible moment: me in the center of the frame, surrounded by three girls in bikini tops, one of them with her hand on my chest, all of them laughing. I look drunk, careless, and exactly like the arrogant playboy the media wants me to be.

Never mind that I was sober.

Never mind that I was trying to get Kelsey—my teammate's little sister—away from some creep who wouldn't take no for an answer.

Never mind that the video cuts off two seconds before I physically removed the girls from my personal space and told the guy harassing Kelsey to get the hell out.

Context doesn't trend on Twitter.

"The damage," Monica says, tapping her pen against her legal pad, "is significant. Three sponsors have pulled out. Your social media mentions are seventy-three percent negative. And according to David, NFL scouts are starting to ask questions."

I look at David. "How bad?"

He doesn't sugarcoat it. "You were projected top five in the draft. Now you're sliding to the back end of the first round. Maybe early second if things don't improve."

The room feels smaller.

Top five versus late first round is the difference between a fully guaranteed $30 million contract and a $10 million deal with incentives. It's the difference between financial security for life and... well, still a lot of money, but not generational money.

Not the kind of money that proves to my father I'm more than just his backup plan.

"So fix it," I say.

Monica leans forward. "That's why we're here. We need to rehab your image. Fast."

"Great. What's the plan? Charity work? A heartfelt Instagram apology? Do I need to rescue a puppy from a burning building?"

"A girlfriend," David says.

I blink. "What?"

"You need a girlfriend," he repeats, like it's the most obvious thing in the world. "Someone stable. Low-key. Preferably not an Instagram model or a sorority girl. Someone who makes you look settled, mature, serious about your future."

I lean back in my chair, arms crossed. "You want me to fake date someone."

"I want you to actually date someone," Monica corrects. "Or at least make it look real enough that the narrative shifts from 'Chase Lancaster, party boy' to 'Chase Lancaster, committed boyfriend with his priorities straight.'"

"This is insane."

"This is damage control," David says flatly. "You're three months away from the biggest moment of your life. NFL teams don't just draft talent, Chase. They draft character. And right now, your character is a question mark."

I want to argue. Want to tell them both that I shouldn't have to perform my personal life for strangers who've already made up their minds about me.

But David's right.

The draft is everything. It's the culmination of four years of film study, weight training, and sacrificing everything that doesn't involve football. It's my chance to prove I'm not just my father's son—I'm better.

And if a fake relationship is what it takes to get scouts focused on my arm strength instead of tabloid gossip?

Fine.

"So where do I find this perfect, low-key girlfriend?" I ask. "You got a catalog I can flip through?"

Monica almost smiles. "We were hoping you'd have someone in mind. A friend, maybe? Someone you trust who'd be willing to help you out?"

I think of the girls in my phone. Models, influencers, daughters of my father's business associates. All beautiful. All wrong.

They'd do it for the attention, the Instagram followers, the clout of dating a future NFL quarterback. And the second the cameras were off, they'd expect something real—or at least access to my credit card.

I need someone who doesn't want anything from me.

Someone who doesn't give a damn about my last name or my highlight reel.

Someone like—

The thought stops me cold.

"I'll figure it out," I say, standing. "We done here?"

David exchanges a look with Monica. "Chase, we're serious. You have maybe a month to turn this around before the pre-draft process starts. Scouts are going to be watching everything you do."

"Then I'll give them something worth watching."

I leave before they can argue.

––––––––
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THE HALLWAY OUTSIDE the conference room is empty except for a janitor buffing the floors and the hum of fluorescent lights. I pull out my phone, scrolling through the messages I've been ignoring.

Twelve texts from my mother asking if I'm okay.

Three from Marcus asking if I want to hit the gym.

One from my father.

I open that one first, even though I know it's going to ruin my day.

Dad: David called. Sounds like you're making poor choices again. Let's talk.

Not "Are you okay?" or "Do you need help?"

Just disappointment, packaged in eighteen words.

I shove my phone back in my pocket and head toward the academic building. I've got a meeting with my advisor, Dr. Renee Huang, in ten minutes. Probably another lecture about keeping my GPA up so I'm eligible to play, even though I've been on the Dean's List for three straight semesters.

Nobody expects the quarterback to be smart.

Just another box I have to check to prove I'm more than the stereotype.

Dr. Huang's office is on the third floor, tucked between the English department and a vending machine that's been out of order since freshman year. The door is half-open, and I knock twice before stepping inside.

"Chase." Dr. Huang looks up from her desk, smiling. She's in her mid-forties, sharp-eyed and no-nonsense, the kind of professor who doesn't care if you're a star athlete—if you don't do the work, you fail. I respect the hell out of her for it. "Right on time. Sit."

I sit.

She slides a folder across the desk. "Your midterm paper on leadership theory. A-minus. Well done."

"Thanks."

"Don't thank me. You earned it." She leans back in her chair, studying me. "How are you holding up? I saw the news."

Of course she did. Everyone did.

"I'm fine."

"Chase."

I exhale. "I'm managing."

"Good." She doesn't push, which I appreciate. Instead, she gestures to a stack of folders on the corner of her desk. "I'm also on the senior thesis review committee this semester. We've been going through proposals for the journalism students."

I nod politely, not sure why she's telling me this.

Dr. Huang picks up one of the folders, flipping it open. "There's one proposal that stood out. A documentary on college football—the pressure, the mental health aspects, the gap between public perception and private reality. It's ambitious. Smart."

Something in my chest tightens. "Yeah?"

"The student is incredibly talented, but she's been hitting roadblocks. The athletic department shut down her access requests after... well." She gestures vaguely, meaning the video. "The administration is in full lockdown mode."

"That sucks," I say.

And I mean it.

I know what it's like to have something you've worked for yanked away because of circumstances outside your control.

Dr. Huang closes the folder. "Her name is Riley Brooks. Do you know her?"

I freeze.

Riley.

The girl from the parking lot. The one who got dragged out of the football facility by Barry, all fire and stubborn determination.

The one who looked at me like I was just another obstacle in her way.

"We've met," I say slowly.

Dr. Huang nods. "She's one of the best students I've ever had. If she doesn't get access for this documentary, it'll derail her entire thesis. And probably her career."

She's not asking me to help.

But she's not not asking, either.

I stare at the folder on her desk, wheels turning.

Riley Brooks needs access to the football team.

I need a girlfriend who's smart, driven, and completely uninterested in my fame.

An idea—reckless, insane, and possibly brilliant—starts to take shape.

"Can I see the proposal?" I ask.

Dr. Huang raises an eyebrow. "Why?"

"Curiosity."

She studies me for a long moment, then slides the folder across the desk.

I flip it open.

The proposal is fifteen pages, meticulously researched, with a shot list, interview questions, and a narrative arc that's more compelling than half the sports documentaries I've seen on ESPN. Riley's written about the human cost of college athletics—the pressure to perform, the mental health struggles, the way players are commodified and discarded.

It's personal.

It's raw.

It's exactly the kind of story that could change the narrative around someone like me.

If it were told right.

By someone I could trust.

I close the folder and hand it back to Dr. Huang. "Thanks for showing me."

"Chase." She fixes me with a look. "Whatever you're thinking, be careful."

I flash her my most charming smile. "I'm always careful."

"That," she says dryly, "is a lie."

––––––––
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I FIND MARCUS IN THE weight room an hour later, benching twice his body weight like it's a warm-up.

He racks the bar when he sees me, sitting up and wiping sweat from his face with a towel. "There you are. How'd the meeting with David go?"

"They want me to get a girlfriend."

Marcus laughs. "Seriously?"

"Dead serious. Someone 'stable' and 'low-key' who makes me look like a responsible adult."

"So basically the opposite of every girl you've ever dated."

"I don't date," I correct. "I go to dinner a few times and then mutually agree it's not working."

"Because you're emotionally unavailable?"

"Because they're dating the quarterback, not me."

Marcus considers this. "Fair point. So what are you going to do?"

I lean against the squat rack, arms crossed. "I've got an idea."

"Why do I feel like I'm going to hate this?"

"You know that girl who keeps trying to sneak into the facility? The journalism student?"

Marcus grins. "Barry's new nemesis? Yeah, I've heard about her. Scrappy little thing, right?"

"She needs access to the team for a documentary. I need a fake girlfriend."

Marcus stares at me. "You're going to ask a complete stranger to fake date you."

"She's not a complete stranger. We've met."

"Once. While she was being escorted out by security."

"Exactly. She's persistent. Determined. And she doesn't give a damn about my reputation, which means she won't get weird when this is over."

"Or," Marcus counters, "she'll tell you to go to hell and then write an exposé about how you tried to bribe her."

He's not wrong.

But something about Riley Brooks—the way she looked at me in that parking lot, unimpressed and unflinching—tells me she's practical enough to see the value in the arrangement.

She needs something. I need something.

We help each other out, then walk away clean.

Simple.

"I'm doing it," I say.

Marcus shakes his head, laughing. "This is either going to be genius or a complete disaster."

"Probably both."

He claps me on the shoulder. "Well, when it blows up in your face, at least it'll be entertaining."

––––––––
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I FIND RILEY'S SCHEDULE the same way I found her proposal: through Dr. Huang, who—after I promise I'm not going to do anything stupid—tells me Riley works at the campus coffee shop most afternoons.

The Grind is one of those aggressively hipster cafes with exposed brick, mismatched furniture, and a chalkboard menu written in needlessly elaborate cursive. It's packed with students cramming for midterms, laptops open, headphones in.

I spot Riley behind the counter immediately.

She's wearing a black apron over a faded band t-shirt, her dark hair pulled into a ponytail, a smudge of what looks like chocolate syrup on her cheek. She's making a latte, focused and efficient, completely in her element.

I wait until the line dies down, then approach the counter.

Riley glances up.

Her eyes widen slightly when she sees me, but she recovers fast. "Let me guess. Venti iced coffee, extra shot, no sugar. You seem like the type."

I'm impressed. "Close. Black coffee. Medium."

"Boring."

"Efficient."

She rings me up. "Three-fifty."

I hand her a five. "Keep the change."

"Wow. A whole dollar-fifty. I'll retire early." But there's a ghost of a smile on her lips as she makes my coffee.

When she hands it to me, I don't move.

Riley raises an eyebrow. "Is there something else?"

"Yeah." I nod toward an empty table in the corner. "Can we talk?"

"I'm working."

"Take a break."

"I don't take breaks."

"Riley." I lean against the counter, lowering my voice. "Five minutes. Please."

She studies me, suspicious and curious in equal measure.

Then she sighs. "Fine. Five minutes."

She tells her coworker she's taking a break, then follows me to the corner table. We sit across from each other, and I realize I haven't actually planned what I'm going to say.

I'm Chase Lancaster. I don't plan. I improvise.

"I saw your documentary proposal," I say.

Riley's expression shifts—surprise, then wariness. "How?"

"Dr. Huang. She's my
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