

    
        
          RIVAL BY NIGHT

        

        
        
          VITOR ZINDACTA

        

        
          Published by VITOR ZINDACTA, 2026.

        

    



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

    
    

    
      RIVAL BY NIGHT

    

    
      First edition. June 9, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 VITOR ZINDACTA.

    

    
    
      Written by VITOR ZINDACTA.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

RIVAL BY NIGHT

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

EPILOGUE

Also By VITOR ZINDACTA

About the Author


SYNOPSIS

At Crestwood High, football is religion, and Friday night is church service.

Nate Sterling has the world at his feet. As the star quarterback for the Crestwood Lions and the coach's son, his life is a perfectly written script: precise passes, the perfect cheerleader girlfriend, and a guaranteed scholarship to the Ivy League. But beneath the helmet and the blinding spotlights, Nate hides a secret that could destroy his untouchable reign: he feels absolutely nothing for the life everyone envies.

On the other side of the line of scrimmage—and the social hierarchy—is Jaxson Miller. A ferocious linebacker , known for his calculated aggression and intimidating silence. Jaxson plays with a rage that no one understands, coming from the wrong side of town, fighting for every yard as if it were his last. To him, Nate Sterling is everything that's wrong with the world: privileged, spoiled, and untouchable.

When a tactical change forces the defense and offense to train together for the state championship, a clash between Nate and Jaxson is inevitable. What begins as a rivalry fueled by testosterone and sparks of hatred quickly transforms into an electric tension that no playbook could have predicted.
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​CHAPTER 1
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THE WEIGHT OF THE GOLDEN CROWN

The smell of freshly cut grass mixed with the pungent odor of liniment and teenage sweat created the suffocating atmosphere of the Crestwood Lions' locker room. It was a Friday in October, and the air was so electric that if someone lit a match, the whole school building would explode. Outside, the roar of the crowd was already beginning to form, a deep, continuous sound like distant thunder approaching. For most of the boys inside, that sound was fuel. For Nate Sterling, it sounded like the crackle of a guillotine being sharpened.

Nate sat before his locker, the cold metal against his bare back offering brief relief from the heat that seemed to emanate from his own skin. He twirled the football in his hands, feeling the texture of the leather, the rough seams against the tips of his calloused fingers. Snap. Back off. Read. Pass. The mechanics were simple. Life, however, insisted on being complicated.

“Hey, Captain,” Tyler’s voice, his starting wide receiver , broke his trance. Tyler slapped Nate’s shoulder hard, adrenaline already pumping. “You’ve got that look again. The ‘I’m overthinking’ look. Cut it out. Tonight we’re eating the Eagles alive.”

Nate forced a smile. It was the patented "Sterling Smile," the one that appeared in the local newspapers and the school yearbook.

"Just visualizing the routes, Ty," Nate lied, standing up. He was six feet tall, with broad shoulders that seemed to carry the weight of the entire city of Crestwood. "We're going to take them down."

He put on the shoulder pads, the hard plastic clicking into place like medieval armor. As he pulled on the blue and gold jersey with the number 10, his eyes scanned the locker room. He saw the rookies vomiting nervously in the corners, the veterans banging their helmets and shouting obscenities to motivate themselves. And then, in the darkest corner, away from the main chaos, he saw Jaxson Miller.

Jaxson was... different. While the rest of the team functioned on the basis of collective hysteria, Jaxson was a block of silence. He sat there, finishing tying his cleats with surgical precision. He was a linebacker , built like a brick wall, but with an agility that defied physics. Dark hair, shaved on the sides, and eyes that seemed to absorb light instead of reflecting it.

As if sensing the weight of Nate's gaze, Jaxson lifted his head. Their eyes met through the mist of body spray and vapor. There was no smile, no nod, not even the friendly acknowledgment of teammates. There was only a cold intensity, a silent challenge. Jaxson held the gaze for two seconds—long enough to make Nate's stomach clench in a way that had nothing to do with the game—and then returned his attention to the tapes on his wrists.

🍂

The tunnel leading to the field was a noisy birthing channel. The school band played the Lions' war anthem, the cheerleaders formed a glittering human corridor, and the stadium announcer shouted names that echoed through the cold autumn night.

— AND NOW, LEADING THE LIONS... THE GOLDEN BOY... NAAAATE STEEEERLING!

Nate ran. He tore through the paper barrier, feeling the camera flashes explode in his peripheral vision. The world became a blur of stadium lights and deafening screams. He ran to the center of the field, raising his helmet, acting out the role he was born to play. But his mind was disconnected, floating somewhere above the packed stands.

The warm-up was routine. Nate was throwing perfect spirals, warming up his arm. But his eyes kept wandering to the defense. Jaxson was there, taking down a training dummy with a violence that seemed personal.

"Gather around!" Coach Sterling, Nate's father, shouted, his voice cutting through the air like a whip. He was a large man, his face permanently red, marked by stress and high blood pressure.

The team knelt around him. The smell of earth and testosterone was overwhelming.

“Listen carefully,” the coach began, looking at each of them, but his gaze lingered a little longer on Nate. “The Eagles think they can come to our home and disrespect our turf. They think our defense is slow and our offense is predictable.” He paused dramatically. “Tonight, we’re not just playing for a win. We’re playing for a legacy. No one leaves this field without leaving blood, sweat, and soul on the grass. Understand?”

— YES, SIR! — The collective cry was primal.

"Defense, I want constant pressure on their quarterback. Miller!" The coach pointed to Jaxson.

"Yes, coach." Jaxson's voice was deep and controlled.

— I want you to be that boy's shadow. If he breathes, I want you to feel his breath. If he blinks, I want you to be there when he opens his eyes. Nullify him.

Jaxson simply nodded, a silent promise of destruction.

Nate felt a strange chill. He silently thanked Jaxson for being on his team. The idea of Miller coming at him with killing intent wasn't something he wanted to experience. Or maybe, somewhere deep and repressed in his psyche, it was exactly what he wanted. He shook his head to push away the intrusive thought. Focus, Sterling. Focus.

The game began with a high kick. The ball spun in the black air, landing in the hands of the Eagles' returner, who was promptly overwhelmed by the Lions' special teams. The crowd roared.

Nate put on his helmet. The world narrowed to the rectangular visor. The noise of the crowd faded, becoming a background hum. He stepped onto the field, trotting with the trained arrogance of a leader.

— Blue 42! Blue 42! Set, hut!

The ball flew into his hands. The impact of the bodies on the front line sounded like a car crash. Nate took three steps back, his eyes scanning the field. His receivers were marked. The protective pocket around him began to collapse. He saw a green blur—the Eagles' color—break through the offensive line.

Instinct took over. Nate spun to his left, dodging an arm that tried to grab his shirt. He ran to the sideline, improvising. He saw Tyler waving from the back of the field. It was a risky, body-crossing pass. The kind of pass his father hated.

Nate threw. The ball traveled thirty yards, a tight spiral, and landed perfectly in Tyler's hands, who spun and ran into the end zone .

Touchdown.

The stadium erupted. Nate raised his arms, feeling his teammates pounding on his helmet.

"That's it, Sterling! You're a magician!" shouted one of the blockers.

As he walked back to the sideline, panting, Nate glanced at the defensive bench. Jaxson was standing there, holding his helmet by the face shield. He wasn't celebrating. He was watching Nate. Analyzing. As if dissecting the play, searching for the flaw, the weakness. That look made Nate feel naked, even under pounds of protective gear.

🍂

The halftime whistle blew with the Lions leading 14-7. The locker room was less tense, but still focused. Coach Sterling was drawing new plays on the whiteboard, the scoreboard creaking annoyingly.

Nate sat up and took off his helmet, running a hand through his sweaty blond hair. He needed water. He needed air.

He stood up and walked to the drinking fountain area, which was in an adjacent corridor, a little further away from the main commotion. He bent down to drink, the icy water going down painfully into his parched throat.

— Nice play in the first quarter.

Nate choked slightly, the water going down the wrong way. He straightened up, coughing, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Jaxson was leaning against the white-tiled wall, his arms crossed over his broad chest covered by the number 52 jersey.

"Miller," Nate said, his voice coming out a little hoarser than he intended. "Thank you. The defense is holding up well."

"You exposed your right rib," Jaxson said bluntly.

Nate frowned. "What?"

— On the throw. You raised your arm too high and twisted your torso too early. If that defensive end had been half a second faster, he would have broken your ribs. You're telegraphing your movements when you're under pressure.

The criticism was technical, cold, and precise. And it irritated Nate deeply. He was the Golden Boy . He had just thrown a touchdown. Nobody criticized Nate, except his father.

"It worked, didn't it?" Nate retorted, adopting a defensive stance, crossing his arms to mirror Jaxson's. "We're winning."

Jaxson pushed himself away from the wall and took a step forward. The space in the narrow hallway suddenly seemed tiny. He was only a few inches shorter than Nate, but he was denser, more solid. There was a gravity around Jaxson that pulled everything toward him.

"Luck isn't strategy, Sterling," Jaxson said, his voice low, almost a whisper lost beneath the noise from the main locker room. "I'm saying this because if you break down, the team loses. And I don't like to lose."

Nate held Jaxson's dark gaze. There was something in those eyes... it wasn't just hostility. Was it concern? No, that was impossible. It was intensity. An intensity that made Nate's heart pound erratically against his chest, in a rhythm different from that caused by physical exercise.

"I know how to take care of myself, Miller," Nate said, stepping forward and encroaching on Jaxson's personal space. It was a dominant move, something he used with the other players to assert his position as captain.

But Jaxson didn't back down. He didn't even blink.

"I hope so," Jaxson murmured. His eyes drifted briefly to Nate's lips and then back to his own, too quickly for Nate to be sure if it had actually happened. "Because they're going to come out swinging in the second half. Adjust your stance. Stop dancing and throw the damn ball."

Before Nate could formulate a clever or biting response, Jaxson turned and went back to the locker room, leaving Nate alone in the cold hallway, his heart pounding and a confusing sensation of heat rising up his neck.

"Adjust your stance..." Nate repeated to himself, incredulous. "Who does he think he is?"

But deep down, Nate knew. Jaxson was the only guy on that team who didn't buy into the "Perfect Nate Sterling" fantasy. And that was terrifying. And, in a way Nate would never admit out loud, absolutely fascinating.

🍂

The second half was a trench warfare. The field, now damp from the night dew, became slippery and treacherous. The Eagles tied the game in the third quarter, and the tension increased exponentially.

There were two minutes left in the game. The score was 14-14. The Lions had possession of the ball at the 40-yard line. It was the moment of truth.

"Come on, guys!" Nate shouted into the huddle , trying to inject confidence into his exhausted teammates. "Two minutes. One drive. Victory is ours."

He looked at the offensive line. They were tired, breathing heavily, steam billowing from their mouths like wounded dragons.

The play was called. A short pass to gain yards.

Nate received the snap . The Eagles' defense blitzed. All of them. It was a wall of green jerseys coming at him. The Lions' offensive line collapsed.

Nate felt panic rising. He searched for a target, any target. But the passing windows were closed. He tried to run, but a hand grabbed his ankle. He stumbled.

And then came the impact.

It wasn't an ordinary tackle . It was like being run over by a freight train. Two defenders came crashing down on him, their combined weight crushing him against the hard, cold ground. Nate's helmet slammed onto the grass with a dull crack. The air escaped his lungs in an agonizing wheeze.

He saw stars. The world spun and darkened at the edges.

The referee's whistle sounded, shrill and distant.

Nate tried to stand, but his legs felt like they were made of jelly. A sharp pain radiated from his right shoulder—his throwing arm.

— Nate! — Someone shouted.

He blinked, trying to clear his blurry vision. The stadium was silent. That awful silence that happens when the team's star player doesn't get up.

Suddenly, strong hands grabbed his shirt, not to pull him down, but to steady him.

"Don't move fast," a voice ordered close to his ear. It was deep, calm amidst the chaos.

Nate looked up. Jaxson was kneeling beside him. He shouldn't have been on the field; it was offensive turn. But Jaxson was there, holding Nate's shoulder pads, preventing him from falling back onto the grass. His eyes, usually cold and distant, were wide, sweeping over Nate's face with frantic urgency.

"Miller?" Nate whispered, grimacing in pain.

"I saw the safety coming from the blind side," Jaxson said through clenched teeth. "Shit, Sterling. Breathe. Where does it hurt?"

— Shoulder — Nate groaned.

The coach and medical staff rushed in, pushing Jaxson aside. But for a brief second, before being pulled away, Jaxson squeezed Nate's good shoulder . A firm, anchoring touch.

"Hang in there," Jaxson said.

While doctors examined Nate under the merciless stadium lights, all he could focus on wasn't the excruciating pain in his golden arm, nor the disappointment etched on his father's face. All he saw was Jaxson Miller, standing a few feet away, fists clenched and an expression that, for the first time, looked not like that of an indifferent teammate, but like someone who was about to burn the world down if Nate wasn't okay.

That was Nate's last play of the night. But he had a strange feeling that the game between him and Jaxson was only just beginning.

The walk off the field was a funeral march attended by three thousand people. Nate wasn't carried on a stretcher—his pride, and probably the fear of what his father would say if he showed such weakness, kept him standing. Supported on the shoulders of medical attendants, he dragged his boots across the grass, each step sending an electric shock of agony through his collarbone and right shoulder.

The announcer mumbled something about "medical attention," but the sound was muffled, as if Nate were listening underwater. He glanced at the scoreboard one last time before entering the tunnel. The clock read 1:12. The score was still tied. Without him, the reserve, a nervous freshman named Timmy, would have to lead the final drive.

Nate knew, with the cold certainty of someone who understands statistics, that the game was lost.

As soon as they entered the concrete tunnel, the night's chill was replaced by the stuffy, clinical air of the stadium's infirmary. They sat him on the examination table, the paper crumpling beneath his thighs. The team doctor, Dr. Evans, a man who smelled of mint and latex, began to cut open Nate's shirt.

"Don't cut the shirt," Nate murmured, his voice thick with pain. "It's your lucky shirt."

"Your luck ran out when that hundred-pound linebacker decided to use you as a mattress, son," said Dr. Evans, without stopping the scissors. The fabric gave way, exposing the pale skin that was already beginning to turn purple and swollen.

The infirmary door burst open. It wasn't a worried entrance; it was an invasion. Coach Sterling walked in, his face even redder than before, the vein in his temple throbbing dangerously. He didn't even glance at Nate's face. His eyes went straight to his injured shoulder.

"What's the diagnosis, Evans?" the trainer barked. "Is it broken?"

"We haven't done the X-ray yet, Coach," the doctor replied calmly, feeling the joint. Nate hissed in pain, squeezing his eyes shut. "But it looks like an acromioclavicular separation. Grade two, maybe three."

"Recovery time?" the coach asked, crossing his arms.

Nate opened his eyes and looked at his father. " Dad, it hurts like hell. Dad, I'm scared." But those words died in his throat. At that moment, he wasn't a son; he was a depreciated asset. A broken piece of machinery that needed repair or replacement.

"Weeks, Coach. Maybe the rest of the season, depending on the severity," the doctor stated.

The silence that followed was heavier than the defenders who had fallen on Nate. Coach Sterling let out a long, trembling sigh, running a hand through his thinning hair. He looked at Nate for the first time, but there was no compassion in his eyes. There was disappointment. A raw, unfiltered disappointment that cut Nate deeper than any physical injury.

"You held onto the ball for too long," the father said, his voice low and deadly. "I've been telling you all week: drop the ball quickly. You hesitated. And now... now we're screwed."

"I didn't have anyone open," Nate tried to defend himself, but his voice came out weak.

"You're the quarterback , Nathan! You create the opening!" The father's shout echoed off the tiled walls. "Timmy just threw an interception. We lost the game. The Eagles won in our house. And now my starting quarterback is out of action because he couldn't follow a simple instruction."

The father turned and left, slamming the door behind him.

Nate sat there, half-naked, shivering from cold and shock, while the doctor applied an ice pack to his shoulder. A single, treacherous tear escaped his left eye. He furiously wiped it away with his good hand before Dr. Evans could see.

"Your father is... under a lot of pressure," the doctor offered, a weak excuse that they both knew was a lie. The man was a tyrant, whether he won or lost.

"I know," Nate said, numb. "Just... get it over with."

🍂

Thirty minutes later, with his arm in a black sling and painkillers beginning to dull the sharp edges of his pain, Nate walked slowly toward the main locker room.

The place was a mausoleum.

Normally, after a game, there would be noise—shouts of victory or heated discussions about the defeat. But today, the silence was absolute. The players changed clothes without looking at each other. The sound of zippers going up and metal doors banging were the only noises. The 17-14 defeat hung over them like a cloud of toxic smoke.

Nate went to his locker. He felt their sidelong glances. No one said anything, but he could hear their thoughts. It's his fault. If he hadn't gotten hurt, we would have turned. Or worse: The Golden Boy finally broke.

Trying to get dressed with only one arm was a logistical humiliation. Nate struggled with the jeans, managing to pull them up with difficulty, but the button was an insurmountable obstacle for his clumsy left hand. He cursed under his breath, frustration bubbling in his throat, mixed with the throbbing pain and the effects of the medication.

He pressed his forehead against the cold metal of the locker, taking a deep breath, trying not to fall apart in front of thirty boys who expected him to be invincible.

— Get out.

The voice came from the back of the room. Deep. Authoritative. It wasn't the coach.

Nate turned his head. Jaxson Miller was standing in the middle of the locker room, already dressed in gray sweatpants and a worn black t-shirt. He held his backpack on one shoulder, looking bigger and more dangerous than ever.

"What?" asked Tyler, the receiver .

“You heard me,” Jaxson said, his eyes scanning the room with that predatory intensity. “Everyone out. Now. The bus leaves in ten minutes. Go get your seats.”

"Who named you captain, Miller?" a defensive tackle grumbled.

Jaxson took a step toward him. Just one step. But it was enough. The boy stepped back, grabbed his bag, and hurried out. One by one, like dominoes falling before a force of nature, the rest of the team emptied the locker room. They didn't understand Jaxson, and what high school boys don't understand, they fear.

In less than a minute, the locker room was empty. Only the hum of fluorescent lights and the sound of a dripping shower remained.

Nate and Jaxson.

Nate swallowed hard, continuing to struggle futilely with the button on his pants. He didn't want Jaxson's help. He didn't want Jaxson's pity. Especially not Jaxson's, who saw him in a way that made Nate feel exposed.

He heard heavy footsteps approaching. Boots on the rubber floor.

"You're going to end up ripping that button off," Jaxson said. He stopped right next to Nate. Too close. He smelled different now—cheap school soap mixed with something natural and musky, like rain and earth.

"I can do it," Nate growled, his fingers slipping again.

"Stop," Jaxson ordered. It wasn't a shout. It was a calm instruction.

Before Nate could protest, Jaxson's hands were there. Large, calloused hands, roughened by manual labor and sports. Jaxson pushed Nate's clumsy hand away without excessive gentleness, but without brutality either. With surprising dexterity, he buttoned Nate's jeans in a second.

The contact was brief. Jaxson's knuckles brushed the skin of Nate's abdomen, just above the waistband of his pants. It was an accidental touch, purely functional. But it sent a wave of heat through Nate's body that had nothing to do with the pain in his shoulder. He held his breath, his heart pounding against his ribs like a trapped bird.

Jaxson didn't move away immediately. He stood there, inches away, looking at the work done, and then looked up.

They were close. Close enough for Nate to see the small golden flecks in Jaxson's dark irises. Close enough to see a small scar cutting across the linebacker 's left eyebrow .

"The shirt," Jaxson said, reaching out to grab Nate's polo shirt that was hanging on the hook.

"I..." Nate began, his voice faltering.

"Bad arm first," Jaxson instructed, ignoring the protest. He held the right sleeve open.

Nate obeyed, moving like an automaton. He carefully slid his injured arm through his sleeve, biting his lip to stifle a groan as the movement tugged at the ligament. Jaxson watched every micro-expression on Nate's face, his eyes narrowing at every sign of pain.

Once his arm was inside, Jaxson pulled the shirt over Nate's head and smoothed it over his chest and good shoulder. He adjusted the collar with precise movements. It was a strangely domestic, almost intimate gesture, performed in the most masculine and aggressive setting possible.

"Why are you doing this?" Nate whispered, unable to contain the question. "You hate me. Everyone knows it."

Jaxson stopped, his hands still hovering near Nate's collar. He looked deeply into Nate's eyes, a silent storm swirling in those dark depths.

"I hate what you stand for, Sterling," Jaxson said, his voice hoarse and low. "The privilege. The arrogance. The idea that the world owes you something just because you have a pretty smile and a strong arm."

The implicit compliment ("nice smile") hit Nate like an unexpected punch, but the criticism came soon after to balance it out.

"But," Jaxson continued, taking a tiny step back, creating a space that felt cold now that he was gone, "I saw you today. You took that hit because the offensive line failed, and you didn't throw anyone under the bus when the coach asked."

Nate blinked. Had Jaxson overheard the conversation in the infirmary? Or did he just know about it ?

"We're a team," Nate said, reciting the line his father had taught him since he was five years old.

Jaxson let out a short, humorless laugh. “No, Sterling. We’re a bunch of idiots playing a game to entertain a town that would forget our names tomorrow if we broke our legs. You’re the only one who believes in this ‘brotherhood’ bullshit. That’s what’s going to kill you. Or your dad will kill you first.”

The mention of his father made Nate tense up. "Don't talk about my father."

"Someone has to speak up," Jaxson picked up Nate's backpack from the floor and slung it over his left shoulder, his good shoulder. "Come on. The bus is about to leave. If you stay here whining, you'll have to walk all the way home. And in that condition, you'll pass out before you even get to the main avenue."

Jaxson turned and started walking toward the exit, expecting Nate to follow. And Nate did. Because, strangely, following Jaxson Miller seemed like the only safe thing to do in a world that had suddenly become very dangerous.

🍂

The school parking lot was filled with waiting parents' cars and groups of teenagers chatting quietly. The defeat had drained the festive energy from Friday night. There would be no party at Tyler's house tonight.

As soon as they left the building, a slender, blonde figure broke away from a group of cheerleaders and ran towards them.

— Nate! Oh my God, Nate!

It was Brittany. Perfect hair, impeccable uniform, eyes wide with performative concern. She had been Nate's girlfriend for two years. They were the school's royal couple. And, most of the time, Nate liked her. She was easy to get along with, understood his schedule, and looked great in photos. But now, seeing her run towards him, he felt only exhaustion.

Jaxson stopped immediately, retreating into the shadows as if allergic to the scene. He handed Nate his backpack before Brittany arrived.

"Your ride's here," Jaxson murmured, his voice returning to its cold, distant tone.

Brittany threw herself at Nate, hugging him tightly, completely forgetting about her injured shoulder. "Ouch!" Nate yelled, recoiling.

"Oh, I'm sorry!" She put her hands to her mouth. "I was so scared! Everyone was saying you'd broken your neck or something! Will you be okay for the fall dance? It's next week!"

Nate stared at her, stunned. Fall dance? He could have torn ligaments that would cost him his college scholarship, and she was worried about the dance?

He glanced over Brittany's shoulder, searching for Jaxson. But the linebacker was already far away, walking alone toward an old, rusty pickup truck parked at the edge of the lot, away from the other students' new cars.

"Nate? Are you listening to me?" Brittany snapped her fingers in front of his face.

"Yes, Brit. I'm listening," Nate sighed, the pain in his shoulder throbbing in sync with the headache that was beginning to form. "Just... take me home. Please."

As they walked toward Brittany's convertible, Nate glanced one last time at the old pickup truck pulling out of the parking lot, puffing out a cloud of gray smoke. He felt a strange pang of envy. Jaxson was going home alone, to a life Nate knew was hard, but it felt... real. Meanwhile, Nate was stuck in his perfect script, with his perfect girlfriend, heading to his perfect house where an angry father awaited him.

For the first time in his life, the Golden Crown felt like it was made of lead. And it was crushing his skull.

🍂

The Sterling home was a modern two-story mansion in the upscale Crestwood Heights neighborhood. Immaculate lawn, automatic security lights, a three-car garage. It was a monument to Coach Sterling's success, built upon state championships and donations from wealthy alumni.

Brittany left him at the door with a soft kiss on the cheek and a promise to call later. Nate went inside. It was dark, except for the bluish light coming from his father's office.

He tried to climb the stairs silently, step by step, praying to become invisible.

Nathan.

The voice came from the office. It wasn't an invitation; it was a summons.

Nate closed his eyes, rested his head on the railing for a second, gathering strength he didn't have, and climbed down.

His father sat behind the large oak table, a half-empty glass of whiskey in his hand, watching the replay of the game on the big TV screen. The image was paused at the exact moment of the sack . The moment Nate went down.

— Sit down — said the father, without taking his eyes off the screen.

Nate sat down in the leather armchair in front of the table, his arm in a sling.

"I spoke with a specialist in Boston," the father said, his voice devoid of emotion. "He's a friend of a friend. He can see you Monday morning. If it requires surgery, we'll operate on Tuesday."

"Surgery?" Nate felt his stomach churn. "But Dr. Evans said rest could..."

“Recovery takes months,” his father interrupted, turning his chair to face him. “We don’t have months. The Ohio State scouts are coming for the last game of the regular season. If you’re not on the field, you can say goodbye to that offer. And without that offer, what are you, Nathan?”

The question hung in the air, cruel and heavy.

"Am I your son?" Nate tried, his voice trembling slightly.

The father stared at him for a long moment, his cold eyes assessing the wounded boy before him.

"You're a Sterling," he corrected. "And Sterlings don't break. Sterlings win. If you need surgery to get back in time, you'll have the surgery. If you need to play doped up on painkillers, you'll play. Got it?"

Nate looked at the man who was supposed to protect him. He saw the ambition, the ego, the fear of failure projected onto him. And he realized, with crystal-clear and terrifying clarity, that Jaxson was right. His father didn't care about his health. He cared about the trophy.

"I understand, coach," Nate whispered. He couldn't bring himself to call him Dad.

Okay. Now go to sleep. You look like trash.

Nate went up to the room, closed the door, and leaned against it, sliding down to the floor. The room was full of trophies, signed balls, newspaper clippings. A shrine to the "Golden Boy." It felt like a prison.

He picked up his cell phone with his left hand. Several messages from Brittany. Messages from the team group asking about the injury.

He ignored them all.

He opened Instagram. He typed in the search bar: Jaxson Miller .

The profile was private. Profile picture: an empty football field, in black and white, in the rain. No face. No bio. Just a number: 52.

Nate stared at the screen for a long time, his finger hovering over the "Follow" button. His heart was racing again, that same electric feeling from the locker room.

Following Jaxson Miller would be a statement. It would be strange. They weren't friends.

But Nate remembered the touch of Jaxson's hands on his waist. The smell of rain and earth. The way he had silently defended him.

Nate pressed "Follow".

He threw his cell phone on the bed and went to the bathroom to try brushing his teeth with his left hand, feeling as if he had just made the most dangerous play of his entire career.

Across town, in a small, poorly insulated trailer, Jaxson's cell phone vibrated on the bedside table. A notification lit up the cracked screen in the darkness:

@nate_sterling10 started following you.

Saturday dawned gray and merciless. The weak autumn sunlight filtered through the closed blinds of Nate's room, striking his eyes like needles. The first thing he felt wasn't the comfort of the Egyptian cotton sheets, but the throbbing, rhythmic pain in his right shoulder. The painkillers had worn off overnight, leaving behind a harsh and painful reality.

He tried to turn around and let out a hoarse groan, instantly remembering everything. The sack . The fall. His father's look of disappointment.

With his left hand, he groped along the bedside table for his cell phone. It was 10:30 in the morning. Late by Sterling standards. His father was probably already at the gym or watching footage of opposing teams' games.

Nate unlocked the screen. The Instagram icon had a red dot.

jaxson_miller accepted your follow request.

Nate held his breath. He waited, refreshing the page, expecting to see the subsequent notification: jaxson_miller started following you.

Nothing.

Jaxson had let him in, but he had no interest in looking back. It was a subtle rejection, a statement of power that irritated Nate more than it should have.

Morbid curiosity overcame wounded pride. Nate clicked on Jaxson's profile. The feed was... sparse. There were no mirror selfies, party photos with red cups, or "game day" posts with cheesy motivational captions. There were only twelve photos.

A photo of a stray dog lying on an old wooden porch. A black-and-white photo of a pair of boxing gloves hanging from a nail. A grainy cityscape of Crestwood taken from the south side—the poor side—where abandoned factories cut across the sky like rotten teeth. And the most recent, posted three weeks ago: a photo of a car engine, with grease-stained hands holding a wrench. Jaxson's hands.

Nate zoomed in on those hands. They were the same hands that had buttoned his pants the night before. Hands capable of destroying and repairing. He felt a strange warmth in his stomach and threw his phone aside as if it were on fire.

"You're pathetic, Sterling," he muttered to the empty ceiling. "The guy breaks his ribs in training and you're analyzing his feed like a groupie ."

The rest of the weekend was a blur of ice, Netflix, and tense silence. His father ignored him, communicating only through notes left on the kitchen counter: "Appointment at 8 a.m. Monday. Be ready." Brittany sent dozens of messages about the color of her dress for the prom, seemingly oblivious to the fact that Nate could barely lift his arm to brush his teeth, let alone dance.

For the first time, Nate felt completely alone in a house full of people.

🍂

Monday arrived with the subtlety of a car accident.

Nate stepped out of his father's SUV in front of the main entrance to Crestwood High. He wore a loose button-down shirt to accommodate the black sling that held his right arm against his chest. He'd spent thirty minutes in front of the mirror trying to make his hair look perfect, as if a good hairstyle could compensate for a broken body.

"Keep your head up," said the father, without looking at him, while the car engine roared. "Don't let them see you limping. Weakness attracts predators."

"Bye to you too, Dad," Nate replied, closing the door with his left hand.

As soon as he stepped onto the sidewalk, the atmosphere changed. The usual hum of morning conversations faded into perceptible decibels. Heads turned. Eyes fixed on the sling.

The "Golden Boy" was cracked.

Nate lifted his chin, switching to autopilot. He smiled at the girls who whispered, nodded at the freshmen who made their way through. But inside, he felt like a fraud.

"Hey, champ!" It was Bryce, a backup linebacker who was the size of a closet and had the IQ of a doorknob. He punched Nate in the back with excessive force.

Nate staggered, the pain radiating from his shoulder like an electric shock. He clenched his teeth, blinking back reflexive tears.

"Be careful, Bryce," Nate said, his voice tense.

"Oops, sorry. I forgot you're made of glass now," Bryce laughed, and some of his friends laughed along. "I heard Timmy's going to be the starter on Friday. Maybe you could be the assistant equipment manager. You know, washing the towels."

The humiliation burned Nate's cheeks. A week ago, Bryce would have been begging for an invitation to Nate's party. Now, he could smell blood in the water.

— He's still the captain, you idiot.

The voice came from behind, cutting off Bryce's laughter like a guillotine.

Jaxson Miller was leaning against one of the brick pillars at the entrance, an apple in his hand. He wore an old denim jacket over a gray hoodie, and looked like he'd been there for hours, observing everything.

Bryce turned around, his smile instantly vanishing. "Miller. I was just kidding."

“That was a bad joke,” Jaxson said, straightening up from the pillar. He didn’t look obviously threatening; he didn’t puff out his chest or raise his voice. But there was a promise of violence in his relaxed posture that made the air feel colder. “And if you touch him again, the only thing that’s going to break isn’t going to be his shoulder.”

Bryce swallowed hard, mumbled something inaudible, and quickly walked away, taking his entourage with him.

Nate released the breath he hadn't even realized he was holding. He looked at Jaxson, confused and strangely grateful.

"You didn't need to do that," Nate said, adjusting the strap of his backpack on his good shoulder.

Jaxson bit into the apple, the crunchy sound echoing in the awkward silence between them. "I didn't do it for you. Bryce's an idiot. Someone needs to remind him of his place in the food chain."

"Still... thank you." Nate tried to hold Jaxson's gaze, but his eyes were too intense. They were eyes that saw everything, including the fear that Nate was desperately trying to hide.

"How's your arm?" Jaxson asked, nodding toward the sling.

"The doctor said he might not need surgery. Just aggressive physiotherapy and rest." It was a half-truth. The specialist that morning had been cautiously optimistic, but his father's deadline still hung over his head.

"Hmm." Jaxson finished eating the apple and tossed the stem into a nearby trash can with three-point precision. "Try not to trip over your own feet today, Sterling. The whole school is watching."

And with that, Jaxson turned and went into the building, disappearing into the crowd of students like a ghost. Nate stood in the doorway for a moment, feeling the ghost of Jaxson's touch in his defense, and realized that his heart was beating at that dangerous rhythm again.

🍂

The morning was a test of endurance. Writing with his left hand was a nightmare; his notes looked like hieroglyphs drawn by a five-year-old. Carrying his books was a logistical challenge that left him sweaty and frustrated with each class change.

And then there was Brittany.

She met him during the break, surrounded by her friends.

"Oh, poor thing!" She pouted, patting Nate's good arm. "But the black sling actually goes with his outfit. It's kind of... wounded bad boy . I like that."

Nate felt a deep exhaustion in his bones. "Brit, I need to go to my locker to get my history book."

"Oh, I would go with you, but we have rehearsal now for the new Friday routine." She kissed his cheek. "See you at lunch? Try to save a seat at the popular kids' table, if Timmy hasn't taken yours." She laughed, as if it were a funny joke, and skipped away.

Nate stared at her back, feeling like a discarded accessory.

He walked alone through the crowded corridors, shielding his right arm from the flow of bodies. He reached his locker and managed to open it after three failed attempts with the combination. He switched books, but when he went to close the metal door, he dropped his chemistry notebook. The notebook slid across the waxed floor, stopping a few meters away.

Nate looked at his notebook. Bending down would require a movement his shoulder screamed at him not to make. He looked around, hoping someone would come by and help him. But the hallway was emptying. The bell was about to ring.

He sighed, resigned, and began to squat slowly, his knees bending, his face contorted in anticipation of the pain.

A dark, calloused hand appeared in his field of vision and grabbed the notebook before Nate could reach it.

Nate looked up. Of course. It had to be him.

Jaxson held the notebook, but didn't return it immediately. He was looking at the cover, where Nate had drawn, in a moment of boredom, diagrams of football plays mixed with detailed architectural sketches of bridges and buildings.

"Do you draw?" Jaxson asked, his voice neutral, but with a hint of genuine surprise.

Nate straightened up, feeling his face grow hot. Football was what was expected of him. Architecture was his secret passion, something his father considered "a useless distraction."

"It's just... doodles. Nothing more," Nate said quickly, extending his left hand.

Jaxson flipped through the notebook briefly. His eyes swept over a charcoal sketch of the city library's Gothic structure. "The perspective is perfect," Jaxson commented, closing the notebook and handing it to Nate. "Better than the plays you draw on the field."

Nate grabbed the notebook, holding it against his chest like a shield. "Are you stalking me, Miller?" He tried to sound annoyed, but it came out more like a breathless question.

"We have Chemistry together, Genius," Jaxson pointed to room 304, right behind Nate. "And Mr. Harrison just assigned us as lab partners for the semester, since his old partner, Dave, changed schools last week."

Nate's world stopped for a second. — What?

"Partners. In the lab," Jaxson repeated slowly, as if speaking to a child. A very small, almost imperceptible smile curved the corner of his mouth. "Looks like you're stuck with me, Sterling. And considering you can't even hold a test tube now, I guess I'll have to carry you in this class too."

Jaxson walked past him and went into the classroom.

Nate stood in the hallway, his heart pounding against his ribs. Lab partners. That meant hours together. Three times a week. Sitting side by side.

He should have been horrified. Jaxson was intimidating, critical, and came from a world that Nate's father despised. He was "the enemy."

But as he entered the room and saw Jaxson pulling up the chair next to his on the black lab bench, Nate felt a dangerous thrill bubbling beneath the surface of his fear.

It wasn't fear. It was anticipation.

🍂

Chemistry class was exquisite torture.

Mr. Harrison, a man with thick glasses and an excessive passion for covalent bonds, began the class by explaining the new project: Acid-Base Titration. It required precision, steady hands, and teamwork.

Nate sat on the high stool, feeling useless. "I can read the instructions," Nate offered, trying to help.

"Great. Read it. I'll do the mixing," Jaxson said, putting on his goggles. Goggles should make anyone look ridiculous, but on Jaxson, they only accentuated the strong line of his jaw and the seriousness of his dark eyes.

As Nate read through the steps of the procedure, he watched Jaxson work. There was an economical grace in his movements. He measured the liquids with millimeter precision, his large hands handling the delicate glassware with surprising care.

— Add 5ml of phenolphthalein indicator — Nate read, his voice faltering slightly on the complex word.

Jaxson picked up the pipette. He leaned over the counter to reach the flask, and his arm brushed against Nate's good arm. His scent—that smell of rain, earth, and something citrusy—overwhelmed Nate's senses, drowning out the chemical smell of the lab.

Nate observed Jaxson's profile. The long eyelashes that touched his cheeks when he looked down. The small scar on his eyebrow. The tension in his broad shoulders beneath his flannel shirt.

"Are you looking at the solution or at me?" Jaxson asked, without lifting his head, as he dripped the pink liquid into the beaker.

Nate choked. "For the solution. Of course."

Jaxson turned his head slowly, looking at Nate over the edge of his goggles. "You're a terrible liar, Sterling. Your dad taught you how to play football, but he forgot to teach you how to have a poker face ."

"And what did your father teach you?" Nate retorted defensively, touching on a subject he knew was sensitive.

Jaxson's expression hardened instantly. The temperature between them dropped ten degrees. "My father taught me how to survive people like you," Jaxson said, his voice as cold as dry ice. "And how to fix the things they break."

He turned his attention back to the experiment, ending the conversation with the finality of a door slamming in his face.

Nate cringed, feeling like an idiot. He'd crossed a line. He knew, from rumors, that Jaxson's father had been gone for years, or was in prison—the stories varied. But the pain in Jaxson's eyes was real.

They finished the class in silence. But it wasn't the comfortable silence of before; it was a heavy silence, laden with unspoken words and regret.

When the bell rang, Jaxson quickly wiped the bench. "See you at practice," he said, throwing his backpack over his shoulder.

"I'm not going to train," Nate reminded him.

"I know," Jaxson paused in the doorway, glancing back. "But you'll be there. The King can't leave the throne empty for too long, or the rats will start climbing in."

He left, leaving Nate alone with the unsettling realization that Jaxson Miller, the boy who supposedly hated him, seemed to understand him better than anyone else in his life. And Nate didn't know whether that made him want to run away or run straight into his arms.

The afternoon training session had a different flavor when watched from the sidelines. It tasted like ashes.

Nate sat on the cold metal bleachers, wrapped in his team jacket, the sling hidden, but the pain present as a constant reminder. The autumn sun began to dip below the horizon, bathing the field in a golden, melancholic light that made everything seem like an old, sad movie.

Down there, on the lawn, life went on without him.

— Set, Hut!

The voice wasn't his. It was higher-pitched, trembling. Timmy, the freshman, was in the center . He stepped back, his feet moving awkwardly. He didn't have Nate's natural grace, nor the arrogance that made him believe he could throw the ball anywhere. He looked like a frightened rabbit.

Timmy threw a short, safe pass to the tight end . Five yards. A mediocre play.

Coach Sterling's whistle blew. Nate expected the shout. He expected the insults. Weak arm! Cowardly decision!

Instead, the father clapped his hands.

"That's it!" the coach shouted, pointing at Timmy. "Did you see that? He followed the route. He took the insurance. He didn't try to be a hero. That's how you win games! Discipline over ego!"

Each word was a calculated stab to Nate's chest. His father wasn't praising Timmy; he was publicly dismantling Nate, using the substitute as a weapon. " Look at him ," the father seemed to say, " he's the obedient son I wanted ."

Nate sank deeper into his coat, wishing he could disappear.

On the other side of the line of scrimmage , the defense regrouped. Jaxson was in the center, pacing back and forth like a caged tiger. He didn't seem happy with the "safe game" of the reserve offense. He looked bored. And for a predator like Jaxson, boredom was dangerous.

In the next play, the Coach ordered a mock blitz .

Timmy received the ball. He looked to his left.

Jaxson exploded through the middle. There was no block that could stop him today. He went past the guard like the kid was made of papier-mâché. In two seconds, he was on top of Timmy.

In practice, defenders were not supposed to tackle the quarterback . That was the golden rule. A red jersey meant "no touch." You get close, touch with both hands, and stop.

Jaxson didn't stop.

He slowed down enough not to really hurt Timmy, but hit him hard enough to send the boy to the ground, the ball slipping from his hands and rolling across the grass.

The whistle blew shrilly.

— Miller! — Coach Sterling yelled, marching to center field. — What the hell was that? Red jersey! You want to injure my only healthy quarterback ?

Jaxson stood up, extending his hand to help Timmy to his feet (something he had never done with Nate). He looked at the coach, impassive.

"He held the ball for three seconds, coach," Jaxson said calmly. "In a real game, he'd be dead. I'm teaching him the speed of the game. I thought you liked discipline."

The coach turned purple. He opened his mouth to yell, but closed it. Jaxson was right. And, more than that, Jaxson was the anchor of the defense. The coach couldn't afford to break him.

"Get back to the line!" the coach growled, turning his back. "And Timmy, stop whining and hold the ball!"

As Jaxson returned to his position, he glanced at the stands. His eyes met Nate's. Even from fifty meters away, the message was clear: I'm doing the dirty work. Where are you?

Nate felt a shiver run down his spine. Jaxson had just challenged the coach, exposed Timmy's vulnerability, and, in some twisted way, gotten revenge on Nate.

🍂

The training session ended when the sky was already a dark purple. The stadium lights were not turned on to save energy, so the players left the field in the twilight, dragging their feet from exhaustion.

Nate climbed down from the bleachers and waited near the coaches' locker room exit. He needed a ride home. His shoulder hurt so badly he felt nauseous.

The door opened. The father came out, talking to the offensive coordinator and holding a thick clipboard. He saw Nate leaning against the wall, looking small and broken.

The father stopped, checking his watch. "What are you still doing here?"

"Waiting for you," Nate said. "To go home."

The father sighed, shaking his head impatiently. "I have a meeting with the board and then I'll review the videos from the last game with the coaching staff. I'll be here late. Call your mother. Or that girlfriend of yours."

"Mom's on a yoga retreat in Arizona, remember?" Nate said, feeling the bitterness rise. "And Brittany has rehearsal until eight."

"Then call an Uber, Nathan. Solve the problem." The father resumed walking, passing him without looking back. "And make sure you eat some protein when you get there. You look like you've lost five kilos since Friday."

Nate stood on the cold asphalt, watching his father walk away toward the office. The rejection wasn't new, but the indifference... the indifference was a new layer of cruelty. Now that he wasn't useful, he was a logistical inconvenience.

To make matters worse, the sky decided to reflect its mood. A thunderclap rumbled in the distance, and seconds later, a cold, biting rain began to fall.

Nate didn't have an umbrella. He pulled the hood of his coat up with his left hand, trying to protect his sling. He tried to order a car through the app, but his phone screen was wet and his fingers trembled from the cold. "No cars available in your area." Of course.

He started walking. The house was five kilometers away. With his shoulder like that and the rain, it would take an hour. Maybe he'd catch pneumonia and die. It would be poetic. Here lies Nate Sterling, drowned in his own mediocrity.

He had only walked to the exit of the school parking lot when he heard the sound. A guttural roar of an engine that desperately needed a new muffler.

Yellow headlights cut through the darkness and rain, illuminating her solitary silhouette on the sidewalk.

An old Ford pickup truck, one of those boxy ones from the 90s, with peeling paint revealing rust underneath, pulled up beside him. The passenger window was manually opened, creaking in protest.

— Come in — Jaxson's voice cut through the sound of the rain.

Nate blinked, water dripping from his nose. "What?"

— Get in the car, Sterling. Before you melt. I know you're made of sugar.

Nate hesitated. His pride told him to keep walking. But his body craved warmth. And there was something in the darkness of that cabin that seemed... inviting.

He opened the heavy door and climbed in with difficulty, sitting on the cracked vinyl seat. The interior smelled of pine (from those tree air fresheners that hang from the rearview mirror), motor oil, and that unmistakable smell of Jaxson.

It was hot. The heater was on full blast.

"Belt," Jaxson said, without looking at him, putting the truck in gear.

Nate tugged at the seatbelt with his left hand, struggling to fasten it. Jaxson sighed impatiently and leaned over the center console. Once again, he had invaded Nate's space. Once again, Nate's world had shrunk to the smell and warmth of this boy. Jaxson clicked the seatbelt into place.

This time, he didn't move away immediately. His face was inches from Nate's. In the dim light of the dashboard, Jaxson's eyes looked like bottomless pits.

"You're soaked," Jaxson murmured. He reached out and, in a gesture that made Nate's heart stop, pulled the wet hood off Nate's head, letting his tousled, damp blond hair fall over his forehead.

"My father... he had a meeting," Nate stammered, feeling the need to explain why the Prince of Crestwood was hitching a ride in an old tin can.

"Your father's a son of a bitch," Jaxson said, turning back to his side and accelerating the car. The pickup truck sped off on the wet asphalt. "And you need to stop making excuses for him."

The journey was made in silence, with only the sound of windshield wipers battling the storm and the soft music coming from the radio. It wasn't pop, nor the country music that played everywhere in the city. It was alternative rock, something melancholic and heavy.

Nate looked out the window, watching the houses go by. "Do you know where I live?" Nate asked suddenly, realizing he hadn't given them his address.

Jaxson didn't take his eyes off the road. "Everyone knows where you live, Sterling. In the big house on the hill. Where the lights never go out."

There was a judgmental tone in his voice, but also a hint of sadness.

By the time they reached the entrance to the Sterling's garage, the rain had turned into a downpour. The house was dark and imposing, looking more like a fortress than a home.

Jaxson stopped the car, but didn't unlock the doors. He turned off the engine, leaving only the sound of the rain hitting the metal roof. The darkness inside the cabin became intimate, heavy.

"Why did you help me today?" Nate asked, his voice low. "In the hallway with Bryce. In the lab. Just now."

Jaxson turned in his seat, resting his arm on the steering wheel. He looked at Nate with a seriousness that made Nate's stomach churn.

"Because I know what it's like," Jaxson said.

"What's that?" Nate whispered.

"Being trapped," Jaxson replied. "Trapped in a life you didn't choose. Trapped in expectations that aren't yours. I see you, Nate. Not the quarterback . Not the yearbook poster. I see the guy who draws bridges because he wants to escape from here. I see the guy who's afraid of disappointing a father who doesn't even deserve the air he breathes."

Nate felt tears sting his eyes. No one had ever spoken to him like this. No one had ever seen him like this. It was terrifying to be so exposed.

"You know nothing about me," Nate tried, but the denial was weak.

Jaxson leaned in slightly. The electric tension in the air shifted. It was no longer just anger or rivalry. It was attraction. Pure, raw, and terrifying.

"I know you hate football," Jaxson said softly. "And I know you're terrified that someone will find out who you really are."

Nate stopped breathing. The silence stretched, vibrant like a violin string about to snap. Jaxson's gaze fell to Nate's mouth, lingering there for an agonizing second before returning to his eyes.

"Get out of the car, Sterling," Jaxson said suddenly, his voice hoarse, unlocking the doors with a loud click. "Before I do something that will complicate the perfect life you're desperately trying to maintain."

Nate didn't need to be told twice. Fear—and overwhelming excitement—propelled him. He opened the door and leaped into the rain, running toward the porch without looking back.

He heard Jaxson's pickup truck roar and drive away, its red lights disappearing around the bend in the street.

Nate entered the house, soaked, trembling, and with his heart pounding so hard it hurt more than his broken shoulder. He leaned against the closed door, sliding to the floor in the darkness of the empty hallway.

He touched his own lips, where Jaxson's gaze had lingered.

The game had changed. He was no longer just trying to survive the season or please his father. He was playing a new and dangerous game with Jaxson Miller. And for the first time in his life, Nate didn't have the playbook.

But, God, how he wanted to play.
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​CHAPTER 2
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Cut lines and vital signs

The MRI machine sounded like a rhythmic, industrial jackhammer, a deafening thump-thump-thump that seemed to vibrate inside Nate's teeth. He lay motionless inside the sterile white tube, trapped like a bullet in a revolver's chamber. The space was cramped, suffocating, designed to make anyone question their own sanity.

For most people, that tube was a claustrophobic nightmare. For Nate, however, there was a strange, distorted comfort in it. Inside, no one could touch him. No one could ask for an autograph, demand a touchdown , or criticize his posture. He was just a body being mapped by magnets and radio waves. For thirty minutes, he wasn't the "Golden Boy." He was just tissue, bone, and ligament.

The coach spoke through the intercom, his voice metallic: "Take a deep breath and hold it... okay, you can breathe. We're almost done, Nathan."

Nate exhaled. He thought about the previous night. The rain. The old pickup truck. The smell of pine and smoke. The way Jaxson Miller looked at his mouth as if it were the last drop of water in the desert. The memory sent a jolt of heat through his body that had nothing to do with the magnetic radiation. Get out of the car before I do something that will complicate your life.

What was Jaxson going to do? Kiss him? Punch him? Or something worse: completely dismantle him with more of those brutal truths?

"All set," the coach's voice announced, and the table slid out of the tube, bringing Nate back into the cold, fluorescent light of reality.

His father was in the waiting room, sitting with his back straight, furiously typing on his Blackberry . He didn't look like a worried father; he looked like an asset manager waiting for the damage report of a failed investment. Next to him was Dr. Aris, the Boston specialist his father had moved heaven and earth (and probably a few ethical rules) to get an emergency appointment for.

"So?" Coach Sterling stood up as soon as Nate entered the room, still wearing the blue hospital gown that left his legs exposed to the freezing air conditioning.

Dr. Aris, a short man with thick-rimmed glasses and an expression that suggested he would rather be playing golf, gestured toward the illuminated black-and-white images on the computer screen on the wall.

"It's a partial tear of the acromioclavicular ligament," the doctor explained, pointing to a gray, blurry area on Nate's shoulder. "And there's severe inflammation in the rotator cuff. The impact was... substantial."

"Surgery?" the father asked, getting straight to the point.

"It's not strictly necessary," the doctor considered. "Surgery would guarantee long-term stability, but the recovery would take Nathan out of the entire season and possibly the beginning of the next one."

Nate felt a pang of hope. End of season. It meant he could stop. He could rest. He could draw.

"And the alternative?" the father pressed, his narrowed eyes focused on the screen as if he could intimidate Nate's ligaments into healing on their own.

Aggressive physiotherapy. Ice. Strong anti-inflammatories. And complete rest for six weeks.

"We don't have six weeks," the father interrupted. "We have three weeks until the playoffs and four until the Ohio State scouts visit . He needs to be shooting in three weeks."

The doctor sighed, taking off his glasses and wiping them on his lab coat. He looked at Nate for the first time—a look of veiled pity.

"We can try an accelerated protocol," the doctor conceded reluctantly. "Cortisone injections to control the pain and inflammation. Daily physical therapy. But be warned: the risk of recurrence is high. And if it ruptures completely... his career is over."

Coach Sterling looked at Nate. It wasn't a questioning look. It wasn't a "what do you want to do, son?". It was a silent command.

"We'll do the accelerated protocol," the father decided. "When can we start the injections?"

Nate felt a chill in his stomach that wasn't coming from the air conditioning. He was like a race car being patched up with duct tape to run one more lap before the engine blew up.

"Dad..." Nate began, his voice weak. "What if... what if it doesn't work out?"

"It'll work out," the father said, turning to sign the paperwork. "Because it has to. You didn't work your whole life to die on the beach because of a lucky tackle by a mediocre team. Get dressed. I have to be at school at noon."

Nate returned to the tiny locker room. As he took off his apron and struggled to put on his shirt, he looked at his reflection in the mirror. Deep dark circles under his eyes, pale skin. He looked like a ghost.

Jaxson was right , he thought, buttoning his pants with a trembling left hand. I am his prisoner.

🍂

Arriving at school on Tuesday was different from arriving on Monday. On Monday, there was shock and curiosity. On Tuesday, the novelty had worn off and the cruel reality of high school had set in: if you're not useful, you're invisible.

Nate walked down the hallways, the black sling now looking less like a badge of honor and more like a scarlet letter. He saw Timmy, the backup quarterback , surrounded by some offensive linemen. They were laughing at something Timmy was saying. Timmy, who last week had been carrying Nate's bags, was now holding the court.

The King was wounded. Long live the new King.

Nate went to American History class. He sat in the back, trying to blend into the wall. Brittany wasn't there; she had a dentist appointment, or at least that's what the text message said. Nate suspected she was avoiding being seen with "the injured boyfriend" until she knew if he'd be back in time to be prom king.

He tried to pay attention to the lecture about the Cold War, but his mind wandered.

The classroom door slammed open with a loud creak. Mr. Miller—not Jaxson's father, but the history professor, no relation—stopped talking.

Jaxson came in. He was twenty minutes late. He didn't apologize. He just handed a crumpled detention note to the teacher and walked to his desk.

He was wearing the same denim jacket as yesterday, but underneath was a simple white t-shirt that accentuated his tanned skin. His dark hair was damp, as if he had just stepped out of the shower after gym class.

Jaxson walked down the middle hallway. He passed Nate's desk.

Nate held his breath, waiting... for something. A glance. A nod. An acknowledgment of what happened in the car.

Jaxson didn't even turn his head. He walked past Nate as if Nate were an empty wallet. He went to the back of the room, sat down, crossed his arms, and looked out the window.

Nate's heart sank. Of course , he thought, feeling stupid. It was just a moment of weakness. He gave me a ride. He felt sorry for me. It doesn't mean we're friends. It doesn't mean anything.

But Nate's skin still tingled where Jaxson had touched him the night before to remove his hood. And the silent rejection hurt more than the cortisone the doctor had injected into his shoulder an hour earlier.

When the lunch bell rang, Nate was the last to leave. He didn't want to face the cafeteria. The "Popular Table"—the center of Crestwood's social universe—seemed like a minefield now. If he sat there, he'd have to answer questions about his injury. If he didn't sit there, he'd confirm the rumors that he was "out."

He decided to skip lunch.

He walked towards the library. It was the only place where speaking was forbidden, which meant that no one could interrogate him.

On the way, he passed the trophy room. The illuminated glass corridor where the Lions' glorious history was displayed. There were photos of his father in the 90s, young and strong. There was the ball from the state championship five years ago. And there was an empty space, reserved for this year's trophy.

The empty space seemed to mock him.

Looking at what you've lost?

Nate jumped, turning too quickly. The pain in his shoulder exploded, white and hot.

Jaxson was standing at the end of the hallway, his hands in his jeans pockets. He wasn't looking at the trophies; he was looking at Nate.

"Do you like to show up out of nowhere?" Nate hissed, massaging his chest above the sling.

Jaxson shrugged, walking slowly toward him. The sound of his boots on the waxed floor was heavy, deliberate. "You're easy to find, Sterling. You always go where there are shiny things."

"I was going to the library," Nate defended himself.

"The library is on the other side," Jaxson pointed out.

Nate blushed. He'd been caught. "I was... thinking."

"Thinking about what? What Dad said?" Jaxson stopped beside him, looking at the photo of a young Coach Sterling. The resemblance between Nate and his father was undeniable, but where his father had hard, cruel eyes, Nate's were soft, almost sad.

"He wants me to take cortisone injections and come back in three weeks," Nate confessed. He didn't know why he was telling Jaxson this. Maybe because Jaxson was the only person who wouldn't say, "That's great!"

Jaxson turned to face Nate, his expression darkening. "Cortisone masks the pain. It doesn't heal the damage. If you throw it and take another hit..."

"I know," Nate interrupted. "I know what happens."

"And you're going to do that?" Jaxson asked, his voice low and dangerous. "You're going to let him use you until you're completely broken, just so he can put another piece of metal on that stupid shelf?"

“I have no choice, Jaxson!” Nate exploded, his voice echoing in the empty hallway. “It’s my scholarship. It’s my future. If I don’t play, I stay here. In Crestwood. Forever. Being the guy who ‘almost made it’.”

Jaxson was silent for a moment. He looked deeply into Nate's eyes, searching for the truth there. "Do you think leaving here is the only way to become someone?"

"It's the only way to be free," Nate whispered.

Jaxson let out a bitter laugh. He took a step closer, once again invading that forbidden personal space. “You’re so blind, Sterling. Do you think freedom is found in an Ivy League university or a packed stadium? Freedom is saying ‘no’.”

He reached out his hand, and for one insane second, Nate thought Jaxson was going to touch his face. Instead, Jaxson touched the glass of the shop window, right on top of Nate's reflection.

Learn to say no, Nate. Before there's nothing left of you to say yes.

Jaxson walked away, heading toward the building's exit. "By the way," he called over his shoulder without turning around, "we have chemistry lab now. Don't be late. I hate waiting."

Nate stood there, watching Jaxson's reflection walk away. Nate. He called him Nate. Not Sterling. Not Golden Boy.

Nate.

That sounded like a promise. Or a curse. Nate wasn't sure which, but he knew he wanted to hear it again.

🍂

The chemistry lab smelled of sulfur and disinfectant. It was a smell that would normally make Nate's stomach churn, but today, his anxiety stemmed from a different source.

He entered the room and saw Jaxson already seated on his stool, organizing his materials. Unlike yesterday, Jaxson had placed an extra notebook on the table.

Nate sat down next to him. The proximity was electric. Jaxson's arm was inches from his. Nate could see the fine, dark hairs on Jaxson's forearm, the vein that ran from his wrist to his elbow, pulsing beneath the skin.

"You're late," Jaxson muttered, without looking up.

"The bell hasn't rung yet," Nate retorted, putting his backpack down with difficulty.

"For me, if you're not five minutes early, you're late," Jaxson opened his textbook. "Today we're doing the actual titration. Mr. Harrison said it's worth 20% of the final grade










































































































































































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
AT CRESTWOOD HIGH,
FOOTBALL IS RELIGION.

A NOVEL BY¥

VITOR ZINDACTA






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





