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    For everyone who's ever loved in secret—
may you find the courage to step into the light.




  
"The only way to be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only way to do great work is to love what you do."

— Steve Jobs

"Some things are worth fighting for, even when you're terrified."

— Nate Reyes
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Chapter 1: San Diego

Ethan Cole



The flight attendant recognized me in first class.

"Mr. Cole! My son is your biggest fan." She clutched the armrest of my seat like I might evaporate if she let go. "Would you mind...?"

I minded. God, I minded. But I smiled the smile I'd learned to wear before I could throw a slider, and I said what I always say: "Of course. Happy to."

She handed me a napkin. I signed it with the Sharpie I keep in my carry-on because this happens everywhere: airports, restaurants, gas stations. Ethan Cole, #21. The handwriting is perfect. Always. My father made sure of that when I was seven, hours of practice at the kitchen table while my mother made dinner and pretended she couldn't hear his critiques about my penmanship.

"Thank you so much! He's going to die. He watches every single game."

"Tell him I appreciate the support." I kept the smile locked in place until she walked away, then turned to the window and let it fall.

The clouds below us looked like cotton batting. Perfect for photographs, meaningless in your hands.

That's your life.

I pushed the thought down. Checked my reflection in the window. Still composed, still controlled. My jaw was set at the angle my media coach recommended. My hair was styled but not obviously so. Even alone, I couldn't stop performing.

Five months.

Five months since Chicago. Five months since a hotel bar in a city neither of us calls home, where we sat across from each other like two people defusing a bomb. Where he said: "I'm asking you to try. With me. In secret."

Five months of texts that vanished after reading. Five months of pretending to hate someone I couldn't stop thinking about. Five months of lying to everyone who mattered. The lies were easier than the truth. Because the truth was terrifying.

I was in love with Nathaniel Reyes.

The plane shuddered through turbulence. I pressed my palm against the window. Cold, smooth, separating me from 35,000 feet of nothing. My other hand found the inside pocket of my jacket, where a cheap prepaid phone sat against my ribs. The plastic was warm from proximity to my chest. I'd been carrying it there since Chicago. A talisman. Proof that I wasn't alone inside the glass cage I'd built around myself.

I hadn't looked at it since takeoff. Rules. We have rules now, and one of them is: don't be stupid in public.

Don't be stupid in public might as well be the Cole family motto. The only lesson my father ever taught me that stuck. Control the narrative, Ethan. Control how you appear, and you control how you're perceived. Perception is reality. He'd said it a thousand times until I couldn't tell where the performance ended and I began.

The phone vibrated against my ribs.

I glanced around. The businessman across the aisle was buried in spreadsheets, laptop glow turning his face blue. The flight attendant was doing beverage service three rows back. No one was watching. No one ever watched when it mattered.

I slipped the phone out just enough to see the screen.

SEVEN: Landed. Getting a cab. 30 min.

Thirty minutes. He would be at the hotel in thirty minutes. And I was still two hours out, crawling through the sky toward San Diego, toward a boutique hotel where I'd booked a room under the name James Wright. My middle name and my grandmother's maiden name. A person who doesn't exist, for a life I can never admit to.

The phone felt dangerous in my hand. If someone saw, if the wrong person glanced over, read those two words on the screen...

Landed. Getting a cab.

How innocent. Just a friend coordinating travel. Except acquaintances didn't make my heart race like this. Didn't make my palms sweat.

I typed back: Still in the air. Two hours maybe.

His response came immediately: I'll be waiting.

Three words. My chest tightened around them like a fist.

I'll be waiting. Such a simple promise. Such an impossible thing.

I deleted the thread. Rule number one: no evidence. Every text, every message, every digital proof that he existed in my life, erased. Future archaeologists would find nothing but agent emails and family group chats. The hollow digital footprint of a man with no inner life at all.

That's the point, I reminded myself. That's what keeps you safe.

But safe had started to feel like a prison cell. Comfortable. Familiar. Suffocating.



The taxi from the San Diego airport smelled like pine air freshener and stale upholstery.

Artificial and cloying, the scent hit me the moment I climbed in. The leather seat was cracked beneath my thighs, hot from sitting in the California sun. The driver had talk radio playing, low enough to be irritating but not loud enough to understand.

"First time in San Diego?" the driver asked, catching my eye in the rearview mirror.

"Yes." Lie. I'd played here three times, but he didn't need to know that. He didn't need to know anything. The Titans cap I'd worn on the flight was stuffed in my bag, replaced by a plain black baseball cap that could belong to anyone. Nondescript and forgettable. A man with no name and no history.

The Golden Boy disappears. James Wright appears.

It felt like putting on a costume, except backwards. Taking off the costume, maybe, for the first time. James Wright doesn't have endorsement deals or a father who texts critiques after every game. James Wright doesn't need a woman on his arm for the cameras, doesn't need someone smiling like she's getting paid, because she would be getting paid, because that's how my life works.

James Wright just wants to check into a hotel and wait for someone.

I watched the city scroll past the window. Palm trees and Spanish-style architecture. Tourists in flip-flops. That particular quality of California light that made everything look like a commercial. The hotel was in the Gaslamp District, surrounded by restaurants and bars and the kind of nightlife I never participated in. Too risky. Too visible. The Ethan Cole from the tabloids was a ghost, a carefully managed apparition who showed up for approved events and vanished otherwise.

But James Wright could walk these streets without anyone caring.

The thought was more intoxicating than anything I'd ever tasted.

The driver let me out in front of a boutique hotel that looked nothing like the corporate chains I usually frequented. Old brick, wrought-iron balconies, a discreet entrance, the kind of place you'd walk past twice before noticing. I paid cash, tipped well enough to be forgettable, and walked through the doors like I belonged there.

Confident. Anonymous. Nobody.

The lobby was small and elegant. All dark wood and muted lighting, the kind of place where the staff noticed nothing. A jazz playlist drifted from hidden speakers. Miles Davis, maybe. The air smelled of espresso and something floral.

The desk clerk barely glanced at my face. "Reservation for Wright?"

"Yes."

She handed me a keycard. Suite on the top floor. Private. I'd requested it specifically: no view, but minimal traffic. Fewer chances of running into anyone.

Fewer chances of getting caught.

"Enjoy your stay, Mr. Wright." Her smile was professional, empty of recognition. Perfect.

"Thank you." My voice was steady. My hands were not. I tucked the keycard into my pocket and walked toward the elevator with the measured stride of a man who had nowhere important to be.

The elevator ride felt eternal. My reflection stared back from the polished doors. Dark blond hair still styled despite eight hours of travel, jaw set in that neutral mask I'd perfected since childhood. America's sweetheart. A man so controlled he'd never lost a night's sleep in his life.

Except that was a lie too.

I hadn't slept well in five months. Not since Chicago. Not since we'd sat across from each other in that hotel bar and made it official, turned the wanting into a pact, followed immediately by the worst decision of my life: believing I could handle the weight of what I'd agreed to.

It had started before Chicago. That was the part I kept circling back to, the part that wouldn't let me sleep. Denver. All-Star Weekend. July. A hotel room where the wanting had built to something neither of us could contain, and we'd crossed every line I'd told myself was uncrossable.

The discovery that my body knew how to want things my mind had never allowed it to consider. Lying tangled in hotel sheets while the sun came up, his heartbeat under my ear, both of us too stunned to speak.

Then I'd run. Not from the room, but from what had happened in it. Two months of silence. Two months of pretending Denver never happened, that the kiss was a mistake, that I could go back to being the man I'd always been. But Nate hadn't let me forget. He'd texted once a week, always casual, always deniable. Good game. Or: Saw the interview. You looked tired. Or, the one that finally broke me: I miss you. Even though I shouldn't.

I'd called him that night. Sat in my empty apartment surrounded by all the trappings of success and dialed a number I'd memorized but never used. His voice when he answered, surprised but hopeful and carefully guarded, had undone something in my chest.

"What do you want, Cole?"

"I don't know. Everything. Nothing."

"That's not an answer."

"I know. I'm sorry. I'm just—I can't stop thinking about you. About that night. About what it would be like if—"

"If what?"

"If we were different people. If the world was different."

A long pause. Then: "We're not different people. And the world is what it is. But that doesn't mean we can't try."

"Try what?"

"To see if this is real. In secret. Just you and me, figuring it out. No pressure, no promises. Just... trying."

That phone call had led to Chicago. October. The hotel bar with its amber lighting, the booth in the corner where we'd sat across from each other pretending to have a civilized conversation, the moment when his knee had brushed mine under the table and neither of us moved away. We'd made it real that night. Not the kiss — that was Denver, already months behind us, already seared into my skin. But the agreement, the pact to try, to see if this thing between us could survive — that was Chicago. His voice low across the table: I'm asking you to try. With me. In secret. And my hands shaking under the table because I knew, even then, that saying yes would change everything.

Now here I was. Five months later. Still trying. Still terrified. Still wanting him so badly it felt like a physical ache.

The suite was nice enough. Modern furniture, muted colors, the kind of room that tries not to be memorable. A king bed dominated the space, white sheets crisp against charcoal accent pillows. The carpet was thick enough to muffle footsteps. The walls were probably soundproofed.

I drew the curtains closed before I did anything else. Then checked the door lock. Then checked it again. The paranoia had become second nature, a constant hum of vigilance that never quite went away.

This is how criminals must feel, I thought. Always watching for the moment everything falls apart.

But I wasn't a criminal. I was just a man who wanted to kiss another man without his entire world imploding. Surely that shouldn't require spy-level tradecraft. Surely there was something deeply wrong with a system that made two adults feel like fugitives for wanting each other.

I sat on the edge of the king bed and stared at the burner phone. One message from the number saved as "Seven," the only contact in the whole phone.

SEVEN: Checked in. Room 1847. Waiting.

He was here. He was in this building, three floors below me, waiting.

My hands were shaking.

Ethan Cole's hands do not shake. Ethan Cole threw a no-hitter in college with his pulse never breaking ninety. Ethan Cole faces down lineups that have ended careers, and his fastball doesn't waver.

But James Wright's hands? Those could shake.

James Wright could want things.

I typed back: Coming down. Ten minutes.

I didn't need ten minutes. I needed to breathe. I needed to remember what I was doing here, why I'd come, and whether I was making a mistake that would unravel everything I'd spent twenty-four years building.

Everything I'd spent twenty-four years building was a hollow phrase. It described endorsement deals and perfect statistics and an Upper East Side apartment that felt like a museum. It described family dinners where my father criticized my curve and my mother planned my wedding to women I'd never met. It described a life that looked perfect from the outside and felt like suffocation from within.

It didn't describe anything that mattered.

Nate mattered. That was the terrifying truth I'd been running from since last May, since a fastball hit his shoulder and he charged my mound and I looked into his eyes and saw—

I still don't have words for what I saw. Fury, yes. That brawl had made headlines for a week. But underneath the fury, something else. Recognition. Like he saw me, the real me, the one I kept hidden, and wasn't afraid.

I haven't been able to unsee it since.

Eight minutes. I was stalling. I'd flown across the country for this, planned around my schedule for weeks, lied to my agent about "rest and recovery," and now I was sitting on a hotel bed counting minutes like they might save me from what came next.

Nate was waiting.

I grabbed the keycard and walked out before I could change my mind.



The hallway on his floor was empty. Beige carpet, cream walls, the kind of bland hotel corridor that existed in a thousand cities across the country. My footsteps sounded too loud in the silence: the soft thud of leather soles against industrial carpeting, the whisper of fabric as my arms swung at my sides.

Room 1847 was at the end. Corner suite, same layout I'd requested. We both knew the drill by now. Corner rooms have fewer neighbors. Fewer ears. Fewer chances for someone to hear something they shouldn't.

I stood outside his door for longer than I should have.

This is real, I told myself. Not texts or fantasies or the memory of a kiss in Denver that I've replayed so many times it feels like fiction. This is me, about to knock on a door, about to see him for the first time since we decided to try.

My hand hovered in front of the wood. My knuckles ached with tension.

One season at a time, he'd said. That was the deal.

I knocked.

Three seconds. Then the lock clicked, and the door swung open.

And there he was.

Nathaniel Reyes. "The Wild Card." Iron Harbor Steelheads center fielder, batting champion, the man sports media called my greatest rival.

The man I'd spent five months trying not to fall for.

He looked different than he did on the field. Softer. The sharp edges that made him a fearsome presence at the plate had been filed down, leaving behind something more vulnerable. He was wearing a plain gray t-shirt that clung to his chest in ways that made it hard to think, jeans that sat low on his hips, bare feet on the carpet. Bare feet meant he was comfortable. Meant this was a space where he felt safe.

His dark hair was longer than last season, messier, curling at his collar. The stubble he never shaved was thicker now, darker against his brown skin, framing a mouth that had occupied far too many of my thoughts.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey."

Neither of us moved. The doorway held us both like a frame around a picture. I could smell him from here: something warm and woody, a cologne I didn't recognize, mixed with soap and coffee. He must have had some recently. The thought felt intimate.

His eyes found mine. Brown so dark they looked black, burning with an intensity that had intimidated entire dugouts. But right now, looking at me, they were something else.

Relieved. He looked relieved to see me.

Like he hadn't quite believed I would come. Like part of him had been waiting for me to change my mind, to stay on the ground in New York, to choose my safe, hollow life over the dangerous thing we were building together.

"You gonna come in?" The corner of his mouth twitched. "Or should I get you a chair for the hallway?"

I stepped forward. He stepped back. The door closed behind me with a soft click that felt like the turning of a key in a lock.

And then his hands were in my shirt and my back was against the wall and his mouth was on mine, and—

God.

Five months. Five months of distance, and his kiss still felt like coming home to a place I'd never lived.

His lips were warm, slightly chapped, moving against mine with a desperation that matched my own. I tasted coffee, dark roast, and something sweeter underneath. Mint, maybe. The thought that he'd prepared, that he'd been waiting here wondering if I'd really come, made something ache behind my ribs.

I grabbed his shoulders and pulled him closer. The fabric of his t-shirt bunched under my fingers, soft cotton over warm muscle, and I could feel his heart pounding against my chest. Fast. Matching mine beat for beat.

He made a sound against my lips, something between relief and hunger, and it undid whatever control I had left. My hands moved on their own, finding the hem of his shirt, sliding underneath to warm skin. His stomach tensed under my palms, and he made another sound, lower this time, that vibrated through both of us.

"Five months," he said between kisses. His mouth found my jaw, my neck, that spot below my ear that made my knees weak. "You made me wait five goddamn months."

"You said one season—"

"I know what I said."

He kissed me again, deeper, and I forgot how to form sentences.

The wall was cool against my back, a sharp contrast to the heat between us. His hands found my hips, pulled me forward, and our bodies pressed together in ways that made thinking impossible. I felt him everywhere: his chest against mine, his thigh between my legs, his breath hot against my skin.

We didn't make it to the bed the first time. The wall was enough: his body pressing mine into the expensive wallpaper, his hands everywhere, my leg hooked around his hip. It was fast and desperate and nothing like the careful, controlled man I'd pretended to be my entire life.

Ethan Cole would never do this. Ethan Cole was composed, measured, the picture of restraint. Ethan Cole went to charity galas and smiled for cameras and held whatever woman's hand his mother placed in it like he meant it.

But I wasn't Ethan Cole right now. I was just a man who'd been starving, and he was the first real meal I'd had in months.



Afterward, we made it to the bed.

The sheets were tangled around us, expensive cotton against overheated skin. The room smelled different now: sweat and skin and something indefinably us, a scent I'd carry with me back to New York. Nate lay on his back, one arm thrown over his eyes, chest still rising and falling fast. The lamp cast golden light across his skin, highlighting muscle, the dark hair trailing down from his navel, the small scar on his collarbone from a collision with an outfield wall.

I was on my side, watching him. Something I'd never let myself do when we were opponents on the field. There, I catalogued his tells for competitive advantage: the stance shift when he guessed fastball, the hitch in his swing when he was tired. Here, I catalogued different things. How his eyelashes fanned against his cheeks. The slight parting of his lips as his breathing slowed. The rhythm of his pulse in the hollow of his throat.

"You're staring," he said without moving his arm.

"You can't see me."

"I can feel it." He moved the arm, turned his head, and those dark eyes found mine with an intensity that made my chest tight. "What?"

I didn't have an answer. Or I had too many. You're here. We're here. This is real. I keep waiting to wake up and discover it was all a dream.

"Nothing," I said.

He reached over and touched my jaw, a gentle brush of fingertips. His hand was calloused from years of gripping bats, rough against my skin in a way that felt more real than anything else in my life.

"You're thinking too loud. I can hear it from here."

"I'm not—"

"You are. You get this look." He traced my eyebrow, my temple, the line of my forehead. "Like you're running statistics on the conversation."

That was accurate. I caught his hand, held it against my cheek.

"I'm just..." Scared. Happy. Confused. "I'm glad I came."

"Yeah?" His mouth curved. Not his cocky game-day smirk, but something softer, a smile that belonged only to these rooms, these moments. "Me too."

We lay there in silence. The air conditioning hummed. Somewhere in the city, people were living their normal lives: going to dinner, walking on the beach, doing all the ordinary things that didn't involve secret hotel rooms.

"How long do we have?" Nate asked.

"Forty-eight hours. Maybe fifty if I push it."

"That's not much."

"I know."

He rolled onto his side, mirroring my position. Our knees touched under the sheets, a small point of contact that felt enormous.

"So what do we do with it?"

I thought about all the things I wanted. To stay here forever. To walk down a street holding his hand, fingers interlaced like any other couple. To introduce him to my mother and watch her face collapse as her carefully constructed world came crashing down. To tell my father that his golden boy had fallen in love with a man, and to hell with the dynasty he'd spent three generations building.

None of that was possible. Not yet.

"This," I said instead. "We do this."

His hand found my hip, pulled me closer. The sheets rustled as our bodies aligned, warmth against warmth. "Works for me."



I fell asleep before midnight. Something I never did at home, where the silence of my apartment kept me staring at the ceiling for hours. But here, with the weight of Nate's arm across my chest and the sound of his breathing in my ear, unconsciousness came easily.

When I woke, it was still dark. The digital clock read 3:47 AM, red numbers casting a glow across the room. Nate was asleep beside me, face pressed into the pillow, all the sharp edges smoothed away.

He looked younger like this. Less guarded. The tension he wore like armor was gone, leaving behind someone almost soft. His lips were parted, a small line of drool at the corner of his mouth. It should have been unattractive. Instead, it felt like the most intimate thing I'd ever witnessed.

This is the version no one else gets to see. The man beneath the Wild Card. The one who sent me texts at 2 AM when neither of us could sleep—Why do hot dogs come in packs of ten but buns in packs of eight? The one who remembered that I hated mushrooms from a throwaway comment, who looked at me like I was worth wanting despite every wall I'd built.

I reached out and touched his shoulder. Not to wake him, just to confirm he was real. His skin was warm, smooth except for the roughness where he'd gotten a friction burn sliding into second base.

He stirred, murmured something in Spanish too slurred to parse, and settled deeper into the mattress.

I don't know what I'm doing. I don't know how to be this person.

But lying there in the dark, with his heartbeat slow against my palm and his breath warm on my shoulder, I knew one thing for certain:

Whatever this cost me, I was willing to pay.



Morning came too fast.

Sunlight crept through a gap in the curtains, painting a stripe of gold across the bed. The city noise had started: distant traffic, a car horn, muffled voices from the street. San Diego was waking up, and with it came the reminder that the world outside still existed.

We ate breakfast in bed. Room service delivered to a door that Nate answered while I hid in the bathroom like a teenager. I pressed my back against the tile wall, staring at my reflection, cataloguing every way this could go wrong.

The paranoia was exhausting. The paranoia was also keeping us alive.

Through the door, I heard muffled conversation. Nate's voice, easy and charming, thanking someone for the delivery. The click of the door closing. Then: "Clear. He didn't even look up from his phone."

I emerged to find Nate wheeling a room service cart toward the bed.

"Relax," he said, passing me a cup of coffee (black, no sugar, exactly how I drank it). He'd remembered. "The guy was like nineteen. He's probably never watched a baseball game in his life."

"You don't know that."

"I know that if you keep tensing up like that, you're going to pull something." He took a bite of toast. "And I have plans for those muscles later."

I choked on my coffee.

His grin was wicked, the same grin he wore when he hit a home run off someone's best pitch. "Too much?"

"I hate you," I said, without any heat.

"No you don't."

He was right. I didn't. That was the whole problem.

We spent the morning doing nothing. Lying in bed, talking about things that didn't matter. He told me about his sisters (two younger, Lucia and Maria, both terrifying), about his mother's cooking (mole that could make grown men weep), about the apartment he kept in Iron Harbor. Two bedrooms, one bathroom, a view of the harbor if you lean out the window and squint. Mom cried when she saw it. Said I could afford more. But more isn't what I want.

I told him about my catcher Marcus, who saw too much and said too little, the only person on the Titans who looked at me like I was human. About the endorsement deals that consumed my off-season. About the media training I'd received since childhood, the endless coaching on how to smile without showing teeth, how to answer questions without saying anything.

"God, that sounds exhausting," Nate said, propped on pillows with his coffee.

"It is."

"Why do you do it?"

"Because it's all I know." The admission felt like removing armor. "Because the alternative (being honest, being real) felt like free-falling with no parachute."

"Felt?" He caught the past tense.

"Feels," I corrected. Then: "But maybe I'm starting to think there might be something worth falling for."

His eyes met mine. The morning light made them look lighter, warm like honey or whiskey.

"That was almost romantic," he said.

"Don't get used to it."

"Too late."

It was easy. Too easy. Like we'd been doing this for years, like the secret wasn't a wall but a window.

"We should talk logistics," Nate said around noon.

"Way to kill the mood."

"The mood will survive." He sat up, pulling the sheet with him. The movement revealed the line of his back: the ridge of his spine, the shift of muscle beneath skin, the small tattoo on his left shoulder blade that I'd discovered last night (a compass rose, inked at eighteen, pointing toward everything he'd ever wanted). "We can't keep doing this randomly. We need a system."

I knew he was right. The flight here had been reckless, a last-minute decision that left far too many loose ends. If we were going to do this for real, we needed rules.

We spent the next hour building them.

Burner phones. Prepaid, no contract, changed monthly. You could buy them at any convenience store, pay cash, walk out anonymous. I would save his number as "Seven" and he would save mine as "Phoenix."

"Phoenix?" I raised an eyebrow.

"Rising from the ashes of your repressed feelings. Symbolic."

"I hate you."

"You love me."

The word hung in the air between us. Neither of us had said it yet. Neither of us was brave enough.

Hotel bookings under fake names. His: Michael Santos. Mine: James Wright. Cash when possible. Never the same hotel twice in the same city.

Meetings only when our teams were in different places. The safest times were away series in opposite directions. Him in Seattle while I was in Miami. Him in Denver while I was in Boston. Neutral territory.

"If someone spots us?" I asked.

"We ran into each other. Rivals doing the small talk thing. Happens all the time."

"Does it?"

"It will now." He reached over and squeezed my hand. His grip was firm, calloused, warm. "We can do this, Ethan. It's not forever. It's just for now."

For now. I clung to those words.



He left first. That was the protocol: separate exits, separate flights, separate lives.

I stood by the window and watched him walk out of the hotel, a duffel bag over his shoulder, just another traveler. He didn't look up. He didn't wave. He disappeared into the crowd like he'd never been there at all.

The room felt emptier without him. The bed still held the imprint of two bodies, the pillows askew, the sheets tangled. The air still carried his scent: that woody cologne, the smell of hotel soap, something underneath that was just him.

I caught myself pressing my face into his pillow.

Pathetic.

But I didn't stop.

My regular phone had seventeen unread messages. My agent. My mother. The Titans PR team with interview requests. A text from Marcus: Where are you? Missed you at the facility today. The noise of my real life, buzzing through the walls like wasps, demanding attention.

I ignored all of it.

Instead, I pulled out the burner phone. One new message.

SEVEN: Flight boards in 20. Already miss you.

I typed back: Me too.

Deleted the thread. Pocketed the phone. And started the long process of becoming Ethan Cole again.



By the time I landed in New York, the Golden Boy was back in place.

JFK was chaos as always. Crowds, the smell of fast food and exhaust. I navigated it with long practice, keeping my head down, my cap low.

I smiled for the fans at baggage claim, a mother and daughter in matching Titans jerseys, phones raised. I signed their programs. Thank you so much. Your support means everything. Go Titans.

I waved off the reporters who had tracked my flight. Three of them, clustered near the exit with microphones and hungry eyes. No comment. Just getting home. Talk to my publicist. The same deflections I'd been using since I was nineteen.

I climbed into the town car my mother had sent and answered my father's call about tomorrow's practice with the right words.

"Yes, sir. I'll work on the changeup." My voice was steady. "No, the rest was good. I'm ready."

None of it felt real.

The only real thing was the phone in my pocket, the cheap, disposable phone that no one knew about, carrying the only messages that mattered.

I thought about Nate somewhere in the sky, flying back to his own life. His family who accepted him. His teammates who had no idea. His world, which was smaller than mine but felt bigger. Bigger because there was room in it for truth.

Five months of pretending to hate him on camera, and this is what it costs us: hours stolen in a city neither of us calls home. It's not enough. It'll never be enough.

But for now, with the memory of his heartbeat under my ear, it's everything.

The car pulled up to my building, a gleaming tower on the Upper East Side, all glass and steel, the kind of address that made real estate agents weep with envy. The doorman opened my door with a practiced bow. "Good evening, Mr. Cole. Welcome home."

Home. The word landed wrong, like a pitch that slipped off the seam.

The elevator carried me to the thirty-second floor. The apartment door opened to marble and silence. Three million dollars of museum. I dropped my bag on the entryway bench. The leather thudded against polished stone.

The burner phone pressed against my ribs through my jacket. I reached inside, curled my fingers around the warm plastic, and held it there.

His heartbeat. Hours ago, I'd felt it under my ear, steady and real. The memory pulsed against my palm now, phantom and stubborn, refusing to fade.

I stood in my dark foyer, gripping a nineteen-dollar phone like it was the only thing keeping me upright.
Chapter 2: The Rules

Nate Reyes



The first thing I registered was weight. Not crushing, not uncomfortable. Just the specific gravity of another body pressed against mine, an arm draped across my ribs, breath hitting my collarbone in slow, even intervals.

I kept my eyes shut. Counted the breaths. Three. Four. Five. My left shoulder ached from sleeping on it wrong, the trapezius knotted into a fist-sized complaint that my trainer would have opinions about. I ignored it. Let myself pretend this was something I could just have. A Tuesday morning. Coffee growing cold on a nightstand. Nowhere to be.

Then reality crept in the way it always does. Not a crash, not an alarm. Just the slow, ugly math of the situation assembling itself behind my eyelids.

Hotel room. San Diego. Ethan Cole sleeping on my chest.

I opened my eyes.

The blackout curtains did their job, but a thin line of California sun leaked around the edges, cutting the room into gray shapes. The sheets were twisted halfway down the bed. The air conditioner hummed a low C-sharp that had been annoying me since yesterday, and there was a water stain on the ceiling tile directly above the bed that looked like the state of Texas. Room smelled like hotel soap, skin, the ghost of takeout we never finished.

Ethan was out. Not stirring, not faking, genuinely unconscious in a way that loosened something behind my sternum. His face was mashed against my chest, mouth slightly open, and I watched his eyelids flutter through whatever dream he was running from. Or toward. The worry lines between his eyebrows had smoothed out completely. Without the careful architecture of his public face, he looked younger. Twenty-four. Which he was, but you forget that when you watch a guy command a stadium of sixty thousand people.

Ethan Cole, America's sweetheart, with drool on his cheek and sheet marks pressed into his forearm.

I didn't move. Not because I'm some patient person. I'm not. Ask anyone who's ever been in a lineup behind me at a bodega. But the math was working against us already. In a few hours, he'd be on a flight back to New York, and I'd be in an Uber to the airport with my headphones in and my jaw locked, pretending the last thirty-six hours hadn't happened.

So I stayed. Studied the freckles across the bridge of his nose that never showed up on television. The small scar on his chin from a line drive in college. His eyelashes, which were unfairly long. That fact still pissed me off a little. Genetics.

His hair was wrecked. Completely destroyed. The golden-boy composure that made every post-game interview look like a cologne ad, gone. Just dirty blond strands going in four different directions.

I wanted to touch it. Didn't. Because once he woke up, the clock started. And I wasn't ready for the clock.

My phone sat on the nightstand, dark and silent. The burner. The real one was in my jacket pocket across the room, probably loaded with texts from my agent, from the Steelheads' travel coordinator, from my mother asking if I'd eaten something green recently. Rosa Reyes did not play about vegetables.

I exhaled through my nose. Counted ceiling tiles. There were twelve and a half, if you counted the one the light fixture interrupted.

Ethan shifted. Made a small sound, nothing coherent. His fingers curled against my side, gripping the fabric of the sheet bunched between us. Even in sleep, holding on.

Mierda. I was so far gone.



He woke up in pieces.

First the hand, unclenching. Then a deeper breath, one that broke the rhythm he'd been holding. His body stiffened for exactly one second, that animal moment of where am I, and I felt the tension ripple through him before his brain caught up. Then he exhaled. Pressed his face harder into my chest, which was its own kind of answer.

"Morning," I said. My voice came out rough. Hadn't spoken in hours. My mouth tasted like sleep and bad decisions, and I needed water but the bottle was on the far nightstand and moving would break whatever this was.

He groaned into my sternum. "What time is it?"

"Don't know. Don't care."

He lifted his head. Blinked at me with those stupid blue eyes, still cloudy from sleep, hair flattened on one side and standing up on the other. A crease from the pillowcase ran diagonally across his left cheek.

"Hi," he said. Like he was surprised I was still there.

"Hi."

The smile that cracked across his face was slow and unguarded and absolutely lethal. Not the one he gave reporters. Not the calculated warmth he used in endorsement meetings. This one reached his eyes, crinkled the corners, made him look like a kid caught doing something good for once instead of something expected.

I rolled my shoulders against the mattress. The left one popped, loud and graceless. Tried to play it cool. Failed entirely, because I was grinning back at him like an idiot and couldn't stop.

"You snore," I told him.

"I do not."

"Like a freight train."

He shoved my shoulder, but there was no force behind it. "You're lying."

"Little bit." I caught his hand before he could pull it back, held it against my chest. His pulse was faster than his breathing suggested. "You do this thing, though. Like a whistle. Very cute."

"Shut up." But his fingers curled around mine.

We stayed like that. Quiet. The light from the window shifted by degrees. Somewhere below, a car horn blared, the muffled bass of real life continuing without us.

I should have ordered coffee. I should have checked the time. I should have started the conversation we both knew was coming.

Instead I said, "Hungry?"

His stomach answered before he could. An audible gurgle that made him close his eyes in embarrassment.

"Room service?" I was already reaching for the hotel phone on the nightstand.

"We can't. What if someone—"

"I got it." I picked up the phone, dialed, and ordered for two without letting him finish the objection. Scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, fruit, orange juice, two coffees. I used the voice I reserved for talking to strangers: deeper, no accent, nobody's business. Hung up. "Michael Santos, room 1847. Do not disturb flag stays up. They leave the cart in the hall, knock twice, and walk away."

He was staring at me.

"What?"

"Michael Santos?"

"My fake name." I said it like it was obvious. Like everybody had one.

"You already have a fake name for hotel rooms."

"I already have a lot of things." I held his gaze. Let that sit. "Food'll be here in thirty."

He shook his head but he was smiling again. That private one. The one I was building an entire collection of in a mental drawer labeled things Ethan Cole doesn't show anyone else.

When the knock came, Ethan disappeared into the bathroom without a word. I pulled on boxers and a t-shirt, checked the peephole, waited for the hallway to clear, and dragged the cart inside. "Clear," I called. "Kid didn't even look up from his phone." He emerged a few seconds later, shoulders dropping half an inch, which was ridiculous because we were alone and I'd seen considerably more of him than his shoulders in the last twelve hours. But I understood the instinct. The readiness to disappear. I'd spent years calibrating my own version of it.

We ate cross-legged on the bed
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