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  Chapter one
The Starting Line


Sweat slicked the nape of her neck as Avery approached the field, late, but not so late that she’d expected a stranger. His commands cut through the late afternoon sun, too young, too loud, and way too sure of themselves to be Coach Miller’s. Avery shaded her eyes. The man stood center track with a whistle in one hand and a clipboard in the other. It could only be the new guy—Hart, she remembered, Declan Hart—and he was doing his best to hide the smirk on his lips as his gaze drifted over her damp running tank and bare legs. Avery hesitated, breathing hard. He’d seen her. There was no way now to slip past without getting called out. 
The team circled around him like moths drawn to the golden light. It felt chaotic and loud compared to her solitary runs over break, when she'd spent hours alone with nothing but the pounding of her heart and her feet against the track. She'd figured today would be easy. Coach Miller would send them off with the usual pep talk about doing their best, and she'd cruise through the season already miles ahead. 
Instead, this. A sea of fresh faces clustered around someone too young, too authoritative, and too damn cocky to let her slide. She stopped at the edge of the field, out of breath and out of her element, and knew that he'd already marked her as late. Avery could feel his eyes on her, relentless and assessing. If she had any shot of escaping unnoticed, it was long gone. She squared her shoulders and made her way toward the circle. 
"Way to show up, Thompson!" His voice carried over the noise, cutting sharp like a knife through warm butter. "Think you're the exception, or just bad with a clock?"
His words sent a flush of anger, or maybe embarrassment, racing up her neck. The team turned to watch, curiosity written across their faces. He locked eyes with her, holding her gaze longer than was comfortable, and in that single moment, she could feel the dare beneath his calm. Avery’s breath came fast, both from the run and from the way he singled her out like he'd been waiting. She'd been at the top since freshman year, always one step ahead. Now, for the first time, she was off balance. It left her unsteady, searching for a footing that had always come naturally before. 
Her pulse roared in her ears as she moved closer, and she was aware of how her shorts clung to her thighs, damp with sweat. Declan Hart’s attention was trained on her like a target. He was too composed for a last-minute fill-in. Avery struggled to keep her voice from shaking as she finally answered, "Not late enough to skip the surprise party." 
He let out a short, humorless laugh. "Cute. Give me four extra laps for thinking you’re special."
There was something else there, something more than just a coach’s authority. He called her out and reined her in at the same time. She wasn’t used to it, not like this. Avery turned sharply, refusing to let him see her uncertainty, and hit the track at full speed. 
Declan watched her go, eyes lingering on her bare legs and the sway of her braid. The rest of the team went back to running drills, and she tried to concentrate on the laps, but the heat in her chest wasn’t from exertion. She pushed hard, fighting for control. Her pulse and his words raced together, each step echoing, "Think you're the exception?" She couldn’t shake the feeling of being seen, singled out. His gaze and his authority had a weight she couldn’t ignore. 
Avery tuned in to his commands, so different from what she’d expected, and felt something she wasn’t ready for—a magnetic pull. His voice, so different from Coach Miller’s gruff monotone, was crisp and controlled, guiding the team with confident precision. She picked up speed, determined to show him. She’d be the first to admit she could be impulsive, especially when challenged. Avery Thompson never backed down. 
Her breath came ragged as she finished the laps, glancing his way only to find him watching her again. Even from a distance, she could see the hard set of his jaw and the intensity of his gaze. Her heartbeat was everywhere: in her chest, her throat, her ears. Declan jotted something down, and she caught sight of a scar across his knuckles. For a moment, her curiosity eclipsed her resentment. 
She doubled down, sprinting the final stretch, hoping to make some kind of impression—hoping, maybe, to surprise him—but when she slowed to a stop, it was Declan’s smirk that greeted her. Breathless and flushed, Avery struggled not to look away first.
The team gathered, and he called them in with a wave. "Let’s have a quick meeting!" 
Avery joined the circle, legs still burning, heart still pounding. Declan’s presence loomed larger than life. "I’m Coach Hart," he announced, crossing his arms. "Some of you know me from track camps. For the rest, we’re going to get real familiar. Your last coach gave you plenty of leeway, but that’s not my style. I expect your best. If that’s a problem, you know where the door is."
His gaze swept the group and landed squarely on Avery. Her mouth went dry. Her tongue stumbled on the words she’d been about to say, and she realized she was fidgeting, fingers twisting the hair tie on her wrist. She tried to keep her breathing steady, tried to ignore the hot prickling at her neck. It was just a new coach. She shouldn't care this much.
The rest of the team nodded, looking determined. Avery fought to match their resolve, but she felt Maddie’s elbow in her ribs and heard her friend’s stage whisper. "Told you he was hot."
Avery flinched, taken off guard by how loud Maddie was. It took a second to regroup. She shot Maddie a look, but her dry retort got tangled somewhere in her throat. Her best friend wasn’t fooled. Maddie raised her eyebrows and grinned, refusing to let it drop. 
"If there aren’t any questions, that’s it for today." Declan dismissed them, still in control, still with the air of someone who knew exactly what he was doing. His gaze lingered one last time, then shifted away.
The team broke apart. The first practice had been less than an hour, but it felt like forever. Avery collected her things, doing her best to look calm and in control. Maddie was at her side, animated and relentless. 
"Heard they brought him in last-minute," she said as they headed off the field. "Guess he’s here to whip us into shape." 
Avery nodded, trying to focus on anything else, on everything else, but Maddie kept talking. "Doubt anyone minds. You see how the guys look at him? They’re terrified. Total man-crush. He must be really intense."
"Good," Avery managed, the only word she could get out. It came out clipped, and Maddie looked at her like she'd just confirmed every suspicion.
"Wow, it’s true," Maddie said, stretching the words. "I thought you were above this kind of thing. Avery’s got a crush on Coach Hart!"
Avery rolled her eyes, but couldn’t quite shake the tension in her chest. "Please," she said, but it wasn’t her usual confident dismissal, and Maddie pounced. 
"Just don’t kill yourself trying to impress him. That whole extra lap thing—did you see his face when you finished? Thought he was gonna explode." Maddie laughed, tossing her hair into a loose ponytail. "Damn, girl. I’d give my left arm for that kind of stamina."
Avery swallowed. Maddie’s teasing gnawed at her. The new coach was still an electric pulse in the back of her mind, and she didn’t like how disarmed it made her feel. She was used to knowing what to do, how to be. Used to confidence. Declan’s presence shifted the ground beneath her feet. 
"You think Miller knew he was going to retire," Avery asked, "and just didn’t tell us?
"Probably didn’t want you freaking out. Not used to surprises, are you?"
"Surprises I can handle. Just... a coach with an attitude." 
Maddie shook her head, still grinning. "Attitude? Is that what they’re calling it now?"
They left the field behind. The shadows stretched long and golden across the pavement. Avery let out a breath, only then realizing how long she’d been holding it. The unsettling heat in her chest lingered. Maddie dropped her teasing for a moment, looked at Avery with the kind of serious concern only she could pull off. 
"You sure you’re good? He came down pretty hard. I can’t tell if you’re about to explode, too."
"Positive." Avery answered too fast. "I’m fine."
"If you say so," Maddie replied, unconvinced but merciful.
She looped her arm through Avery’s, and they walked side by side. Avery tried to clear her head, but each time, she circled back to Declan. What had started as shock and surprise now burned beneath her skin. Her voice was small, almost unsure, when she spoke again. "Probably a bad sign to get on his shit list the first day."
Maddie gave her a sideways glance, amused. "Only if you want him to like you."
Avery was quiet. 
"Oh my God," Maddie said, "you do. You so do." 
The teasing picked up where it left off, a relentless current. Avery was both annoyed and thankful, not wanting to examine why this was all so distracting. Declan's arrival was more than she'd bargained for, but at least Maddie was there to steer her back when she drifted too far. Her fingers went to the hair tie on her wrist, twisting and turning, and the rest of her stayed knotted tight.
Avery and Maddie took their time. They walked slow, knowing it would only be the start of a demanding season. Avery was glad to have her best friend beside her, glad to have someone else’s chatter fill the silence, even if it kept circling back. She felt off-kilter and wound-up. There was a space in her thoughts she couldn’t push Declan out of. 
Halfway across the lot, she stopped and turned back toward the school. Declan was still there. Still watching. The sensation rippled through her, and she wondered if it had been this way all along. She didn’t want to be the girl who let it get to her, didn’t want it to be like this, but the jolt was undeniable. 
He held her gaze for a fraction of a second, and the edges of his mouth quirked up like he knew something. She felt another unsettling thrill, something Maddie might tease her about if she wasn’t careful. The sun dipped lower, shadows now softening to dusk. Avery hesitated before pulling her eyes away. 
They walked the rest of the way in silence. Avery’s steps were slow, and her thoughts even slower. Her breath felt uneven, catching in her throat each time she pictured Declan at the center of the field, too sure of himself and of her. It wasn’t like her, this shaky, uncertain feeling. Avery couldn’t put her finger on why. Maybe she didn’t want to. Maybe it was obvious, even if she wouldn’t say it out loud. 
He shouldn’t be this interesting. She shouldn’t be this distracted. The thrill was one she couldn’t remember feeling before, and she knew, for better or worse, it was going to stay.

      ***Avery sat on the bench, letting her breath return to normal. The locker room buzzed, voices echoing off tile walls and filling the steamy air with exaggerated exhaustion. She peeled off her tank top, still sweaty from her run and from the strange heat in her chest that had yet to leave. Avery was the last to finish changing. She replayed the look Declan had given her, and each time, it sent a confusing shock down her spine. 
She stared into her locker, trying to ignore the conversation around her. It was impossible. The new coach dominated the team’s chatter just as much as he had the practice. Girls she hardly knew laughed and speculated, making loud comments about Declan's looks and what his age must be, voices rising to be heard over the rush of showers. 
He wasn’t what any of them expected. Avery had to admit it was all a bit surreal. She’d felt the same way when she first spotted him—thrown off, unsteady. Now, in the changing room, her thoughts ran on a loop. She tugged off her shoes, pulled her damp socks from her feet, and struggled with the disorienting hum beneath it all. Declan’s presence was everywhere. 
When she tried to get a grip on what exactly had happened out there, it all came back to the way his gaze lingered. On her, specifically. His eyes cutting into her with a kind of focus she wasn’t sure she liked. The directness of it had startled her, more than she wanted to admit. Avery’s skin
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