
Table of Contents

Chapter 1

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

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Dylan Voss was very good at sitting.

Excellent, actually.

Elite-level sitting.

If Dalton Ridge University handed out athletic scholarships for warming the bench, clapping enthusiastically, and pretending not to be dead inside, Dylan would've been a four-time All-American.

He knew exactly when to stand during timeouts.

Exactly when to slap a teammate's shoulder after a big play.

Exactly how hard to cheer without sounding bitter.

He'd perfected the art of looking supportive.

Nobody ever talked about how exhausting that was.

The arena was packed tonight. More packed than usual.

Students filled the lower bowl in a blur of school colors and homemade signs. Music blasted from the speakers between possessions. The pep band pounded through another fight song while the crowd roared every time Dalton Ridge managed a decent run.

Dylan watched every second of it from the same place he'd spent most of the season.

The end of the bench.

His kingdom.

His prison.

Whatever.

He bounced one leg nervously as the game clock ticked under a minute.

Down eight.

The starters looked exhausted.

Sweat soaked through jerseys.

Bodies moved slower.

Guys bent over during stoppages with hands on their knees.

Coach Talbot paced the sideline like a man personally offended by the concept of losing.

Dylan sat up straighter.

This was usually the point.

The point where Coach emptied the bench.

The point where guys like Dylan got sixty seconds of meaningless basketball.

A rebound.

A defensive possession.

Something.

Anything.

"Voss!"

Dylan nearly launched himself out of his chair.

His heart jumped into his throat.

Finally.

Coach pointed.

Dylan was already halfway standing.

Then Coach barked, "Get Maddox some water."

The hope died so fast it almost made him dizzy.

"Yep."

Dylan grabbed the bottle and jogged toward the scorer's table.

Nobody noticed.

Why would they?

The crowd was screaming.

The game was ending.

Keir Maddox barely glanced at him before taking the bottle.

"Thanks, man."

"No problem."

Dylan jogged back to the bench.

Back to his seat.

Back to his kingdom.

His prison.

Whatever.

Again.

The final thirty seconds disappeared.

A missed three.

A foul.

Two free throws.

The crowd began filtering toward the exits before the buzzer even sounded.

When it finally did, Dalton Ridge lost by eleven.

The sound afterward always felt strange.

Not silence.

Worse.

Disappointment.

Thousands of people making disappointed noises all at once.

The team filed toward the tunnel.

Dylan followed with the others.

Head down.

Hands shoved into his warmup pockets.

Trying not to think about the fact he'd played exactly zero minutes.

Again.

The locker room was chaos.

Not loud chaos.

Angry chaos.

A different thing entirely.

Showers slammed on.

Lockers banged shut.

Equipment hit concrete floors harder than necessary.

Coach Talbot stood in the center of it all delivering a speech nobody wanted to hear.

"We got outworked."

Nobody responded.

"We got out-hustled."

Still nothing.

"We got embarrassed."

That one earned a few annoyed looks.

Because losing by eleven wasn't exactly an embarrassment.

But nobody was dumb enough to argue.

Dylan sat quietly at the far end of the room.

The same spot he always used.

Away from the stars.

Away from the reporters.

Away from the conversations that mattered.

He unlaced shoes that still looked practically brand new.

The irony wasn't lost on him.

"Maybe next time."

Dylan looked up.

Isaac Boone dropped onto the bench beside him.

The backup point guard looked almost as miserable as Dylan felt.

Almost.

Dylan managed a weak smile.

"That's what they put on my tombstone."

Isaac laughed.

A real laugh.

Then immediately looked guilty for laughing.

Which somehow made Dylan feel worse.

"Sorry."

"It's fine."

"No, seriously."

Dylan waved him off.

"It's okay, man."

But it wasn't.

Not really.

Nothing about this season felt okay anymore.

He'd come to Dalton Ridge believing hard work would matter.

Believing coaches noticed effort.

Believing that if he kept showing up, kept improving, kept grinding, eventually he'd earn his chance.

Instead he'd become furniture.

Friendly furniture.

Helpful furniture.

Bench furniture.

One by one, teammates drifted out.

The room slowly emptied.

The shouting faded.

The showers stopped.

Eventually even Coach disappeared.

Dylan remained.

Not because he had a reason.

Just because leaving meant accepting tonight was over.

Accepting nothing had changed.

Accepting tomorrow would probably look exactly the same.

He stared down at the floor.

At the faded team logo painted across the concrete.

At the scuff marks left by hundreds of players who'd come before him.

Somewhere out there were guys who'd dreamed about playing college basketball and never made it.

He knew he should be grateful.

Really.

He did.

But gratitude didn't stop disappointment from hurting.

The locker room door opened.

Dylan looked up.

Garrett Keane stepped inside.

Immediately the room felt different.

Which was ridiculous.

Garrett wasn't even a coach.

Officially he was an assistant trainer.

Unofficially he seemed to be everything.

Equipment problems?

Garrett fixed them.

Injuries?

Garrett handled them.

Need somebody to unlock the gym at six in the morning?

Garrett already had the keys.

Former Dalton Ridge player.

Former team captain.

The guy everybody liked.

The guy everybody trusted.

The guy who somehow managed to look calm even after losses.

Garrett carried a clipboard beneath one arm and a roll of athletic tape in his hand.

He stopped when he noticed Dylan.

"You hurt?"

Dylan laughed.

A little too quickly.

"Would've had to play for that."

The joke landed and immediately felt wrong.

Garrett didn't laugh.

Didn't pity him either.

Just looked at him.

Really looked at him.

Dylan suddenly wished he'd said literally anything else.

Garrett crossed the room and sat on the bench across from him.

The fluorescent lights caught against his dark hair.

His sleeves were pushed up.

Strong forearms.

Callused hands.

The kind of build that came from years of actual work instead of gym selfies.

Dylan looked away.

"You always stay after losses?"

"Only when I'm feeling dramatic."

This time Garrett's mouth twitched.

"There it is."

"What?"

"The joke."

Dylan frowned.

"What joke?"

"The one you use whenever somebody gets close."

The words landed harder than they should have.

Dylan stared at him.

For a second he forgot how to respond.

Nobody was supposed to notice things like that.

Nobody ever did.

So how had Garrett?

He looked down and attacked his shoelace again.

"Better than crying into a towel."

"Maybe."

The quiet answer surprised him.

Garrett wasn't arguing.

Wasn't teasing.

Wasn't trying to fix him.

He was just... there.

Present.

Listening.

The silence stretched.

Comfortable somehow.

A janitor's cart rattled faintly somewhere down the hallway.

The arena beyond the walls was slowly emptying.

Garrett finally stood.

"If you need ice, training room's still open."

Dylan snorted.

"I didn't do anything."

Garrett paused at the doorway.

Then looked back.

His expression softened slightly.

"Doesn't mean nothing hurts."

And then he left.

The door clicked shut behind him.

Dylan sat there staring at the empty doorway.

One shoe still untied.

One hand frozen on the lace.

His chest felt strangely tight.

Because Garrett Keane had noticed him.

Not Dylan-the-benchwarmer.

Not Dylan-the-good-teammate.

Just Dylan.

And for the first time all season, that felt more dangerous than sitting on the bench ever had.
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Ice Packs

Dylan's wrist wasn't injured.

That was the entire problem.

If it had been swollen, bruised, twisted, or hanging off his arm at a concerning angle, then showing up at the training room at eleven o'clock on a Tuesday night would have felt reasonable.

Responsible, even.

Instead he stood outside the athletic facility staring through the glass doors like a man preparing to commit a crime.

Not a serious crime.

A pathetic one.

The kind involving fake injuries and an embarrassing crush.

The campus had gone quiet hours ago.

Most students were either studying, sleeping, partying, or making decisions they'd regret tomorrow.

Dylan was standing outside the basketball complex rehearsing wrist pain.

Life came at people differently.

He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked through the glass again.

The building was mostly dark.

A few hallway lights glowed.

The weight room still had power.

The training room in the back was illuminated beneath fluorescent lights.

He could leave.

Nobody would know.

Garrett certainly wouldn't.

The thought should have been comforting.

Instead it disappointed him.

Which felt like useful information he absolutely did not want.

"Jesus Christ."

Dylan pushed through the doors.

The lobby smelled exactly the way every athletic facility smelled after dark.

Floor polish.

Sweat.

Rubber.

Stale sports drinks.

Something strangely comforting about all of it.

His sneakers squeaked against polished floors as he made his way down the hallway.

With every step he became more aware that he had absolutely no plan.

What if Garrett asked questions?

What if Garrett knew he was lying?

What if Garrett didn't care enough to notice?

That last possibility bothered him most.

The training room door stood partially open.

Dylan slowed as he approached.

Then stopped.

Garrett sat on one of the exam tables with a clipboard balanced on his knee.

Gray athletic shirt.

Black joggers.

Hair slightly messy.

Reading glasses perched low on his nose.

Reading glasses.

Fantastic.

Just fantastic.

Apparently the universe had decided Dylan wasn't suffering enough already.

Garrett looked up immediately.

Those calm eyes landed on him.

Instantly.

Like he'd noticed Dylan the moment he appeared.

Which did absolutely nothing good for Dylan's pulse.

"You get lost?" Garrett asked.

Dylan held up his wrist.

A terrible performance.

Truly awful.

"I think I tweaked this."

Garrett looked at the wrist.

Then looked at Dylan.

Then looked back at the wrist.

There was no chance he believed him.

Not even a little.

Still, Garrett nodded toward the chair beside the exam table.

"Sit."

Dylan sat.

Immediately.

Without hesitation.

Which somehow felt even more humiliating.

Garrett rolled over on a stool.

Close enough that Dylan could smell laundry detergent and whatever soap Garrett used.

Close enough that Dylan became aware of literally everything.

The room suddenly felt much smaller.

Garrett reached for his hand.

Warm fingers wrapped around Dylan's wrist.

Every coherent thought left his body.

Gone.

Evacuated.

Missing in action.

Dylan stared at a poster showing proper hamstring stretches and devoted every ounce of energy toward appearing normal.

He was failing.

Badly.

Garrett rotated his wrist carefully.

"No pain?"

"Nope."

Garrett raised an eyebrow.

Dylan corrected himself immediately.

"I mean—yeah. Some pain."

Garrett's mouth twitched.

"You sure?"

"Very."

"You just answered both options."

Dylan closed his eyes.

Wonderful.

Excellent work.

Future Nobel Prize winner right here.

Garrett laughed softly under his breath.

The sound did strange things to Dylan's stomach.

"You hiding a knife in your palm," Garrett asked quietly, "or are you always this tense?"

Dylan swallowed.

"Depends who's touching me."

The words escaped before he could stop them.

Silence.

Immediate.

Catastrophic.

Dylan considered his options.

Death.

Running away.

Launching himself directly through the wall.

All seemed reasonable.

Garrett's thumb paused briefly against the inside of his wrist.

Just for a second.

Then he continued the examination like nothing had happened.

Which somehow felt worse.

Much worse.

Because now Dylan had no idea what Garrett was thinking.

"You gonna tell me what's actually wrong?" Garrett asked.

"My wrist."

"Dylan."

God.

That voice.

Patient.

Calm.

Like Garrett already knew the answer and was waiting for Dylan to catch up.

Dylan looked down at Garrett's hand wrapped around his.

The tape around Garrett's knuckle.

The faint scar across his thumb.

The steady warmth of his touch.

Then he looked away again.

"I had a bad game."

Garrett didn't miss a beat.

"You didn't play."

The truth hit harder than any insult could have.

Because Garrett wasn't trying to hurt him.

He was just being honest.

And somehow honesty always landed deeper.

Dylan stared toward the supply shelves.

Rows of tape.

Bandages.

Ice packs.

Everything neatly organized.

Unlike the mess inside his chest.

"That's kind of the problem."

Garrett stayed quiet.

Listening.

Not rushing him.

Not filling the silence.

Dylan hated how safe that felt.

Most people interrupted.

Most people jumped in with advice.

Garrett just waited.

Eventually Dylan sighed.

"You know what sucks?"

Garrett leaned back slightly.

"What?"

"Everybody says the same thing."

"Such as?"

"'Stay ready.'"

Garrett nodded.

"'Your moment's coming.'"

Another nod.

"'Keep working.'"

Garrett folded his arms.

"And?"

Dylan laughed softly.

A sad sound.

"What if they're wrong?"

The room grew quiet.

Not awkward.

Heavy.

The kind of silence that meant something important had finally been said.

Dylan stared at the floor.

"I've spent my whole life waiting for somebody to pick me."

The confession surprised even him.

Garrett didn't look away.

Didn't laugh.

Didn't offer some motivational poster answer.

Instead he said quietly:

"You think being overlooked makes you less valuable."

Dylan blinked.

That landed way too close.

Like Garrett had somehow reached into his head and pulled out the thing Dylan spent years pretending wasn't there.

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't have to."

Dylan groaned.

"You always psychoanalyze athletes?"

"Only the stubborn ones."

"Great."

"You are pretty stubborn."

"You're pretty annoying."

Garrett smiled.

A real smile this time.

Warm.

Easy.

Dangerous.

The kind that transformed his whole face.

Dylan forgot what he was about to say.

Garrett finally
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