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Chapter 1

Part 1:

The Rivalry's Flames


The bonfire roared against the summer night, sending embers spiraling into the deep blue sky. The smell of woodsmoke mingled with the salt of fried food from the vendors nearby, and the hum of conversation buzzed around the field. The annual Riverbend Summer Kickoff was always like this—loud, electric, alive with tension. But tonight, it felt even heavier.



Alex Carter stood near the fire with his Haven Ridge teammates, their laughter loud and rowdy, a way to fill the space that nervous energy left behind. His dark hair, tousled from an earlier soccer scrimmage, gleamed in the firelight as he took a swig of his soda, scanning the crowd instinctively. The rival colors of Cedar Valley High stood out like warnings—blues and whites cutting through the sea of Haven Ridge maroon.



He couldn't help but smirk. Cedar Valley had their track stars, but they couldn’t touch Haven Ridge when it came to soccer. Not since he’d been made captain last year, and he’d be damned if that was going to change anytime soon.


“Think they’re sizing us up?” Landon asked, elbowing Alex in the ribs. His voice was thick with the kind of arrogance that came with being unbeatable for too long.

Alex shrugged, leaning against one of the folding chairs set around the fire. “Let ‘em. It’s the closest they’re getting to beating us this season.”


Landon barked out a laugh, but Alex wasn’t fully paying attention. His eyes had landed on a group near the food truck on the far side of the field. Cedar Valley’s track team. The colors gave them away, but it wasn’t the rivalry that held his gaze—it was one of their captains.


She stood just outside the pool of light cast by the bonfire, the flame’s glow flickering on her skin in uneven bursts. She was tall, her dark hair tied back in a loose ponytail, and even in the dim light, Alex could tell she had the kind of lean, athletic build you could only get from hours on the track. Her arms were crossed over her chest as she laughed at something one of her teammates said.

Alex didn't know her name, but there was something in the way she held herself. Unflinching, like nothing rattled her.

“Earth to Carter.” Landon snapped his fingers in front of Alex’s face. “Where’d you go?”

Alex blinked, dragging his attention back to his teammate. “What?”

“I asked if we’re still heading to Mason’s after this.”

Alex nodded distractedly, but his gaze flicked back to the girl near the food truck. For a second, just a heartbeat, her eyes met his across the field. Something stirred in his chest, unexpected and unwanted, as she held his gaze.

But just as quickly, she turned away.

Alex felt a jolt of confusion run through him. He didn’t even know her, and yet...

“You sure you’re good?” Landon asked, following Alex’s line of sight, but by then the girl had disappeared into the crowd, lost in the swirl of students milling around the bonfire.

“Yeah,” Alex said, though the word felt hollow. “Yeah, I’m fine.”


On the other side of the field, Riley Morgan had noticed him, too, though she wasn’t about to admit it.



Her heart was still racing from that brief, accidental glance across the fire. Alex Carter, captain of Haven Ridge’s soccer team—everyone in town knew his name. Even though their schools rarely crossed paths off the field, their rivalry made sure of it. The stories about him were legendary. How he’d scored the game-winning goal at the championships last year. How he carried Haven Ridge on his back.


But standing here, surrounded by her track team, Riley felt the weight of Cedar Valley’s expectations pressing on her shoulders, more than she wanted to admit. Her coach had made it clear: this season was everything. Riley’s track scholarship was on the line, and with the championship coming up, they couldn’t afford distractions. Especially not from the other side.

“Riley, you listening?” Sarah’s voice snapped her back to the present. Her best friend nudged her playfully, a grin splitting her face. “Or are you too busy eyeing the competition?”

Riley shook her head, forcing a laugh. “Please, like I’d waste my time with Haven Ridge.”

But even as she said it, her mind wandered back to that boy by the fire—the one with the sharp eyes and the easy confidence. She could feel the tug of curiosity, an itch she didn’t want to acknowledge. It didn’t matter. In a week, they’d be back on their respective fields, and whatever strange pull had momentarily sparked between them would be forgotten.

Still, for the rest of the night, she found herself scanning the crowd, wondering if he was watching her too.


Part 2:

First Encounter, Second Thoughts


The bell over the door of Joe’s Mini-Mart chimed, cutting through the quiet hum of the fluorescent lights. Alex stepped inside, wiping the sweat from his brow after a grueling morning soccer practice. He’d been running drills with the team for hours, the heat pressing down on them like a weight. All he wanted now was a cold drink and a few minutes of peace before he headed home.


The store was mostly empty, save for the bored-looking cashier flipping through a magazine behind the counter. Alex headed toward the back where the refrigerators lined the wall, his mind wandering back to the familiar rhythms of soccer. Coach Hartman had been riding them hard lately, pushing them toward another undefeated season. The pressure was constant, unrelenting.

Just as he reached for a bottle of water, the door chimed again. He didn’t pay it much attention until a voice—familiar, low, and sharp—drifted through the aisles.

“Great, of all the places.”


Alex turned, and there she was—Riley Morgan, standing by the entrance, a bag of trail mix in one hand and a bottle of Gatorade in the other. She hadn’t seen him yet, but the annoyance in her voice was clear.


He smirked, leaning casually against the refrigerator door. “Funny, I was about to say the same thing.”

Her head snapped up, her eyes locking onto his. For a second, there was nothing but silence between them—tense, charged, like the space between lightning and thunder. Then she narrowed her eyes.

“Carter,” she said, like the word was a challenge.

“Didn’t expect to see Cedar Valley’s track star slumming it over here,” Alex replied, nodding toward her. “Shouldn’t you be on the other side of town?”

Riley scoffed, tossing the trail mix into her shopping basket. “Joe’s has better snacks, but I wouldn’t expect you to know that. You guys are too busy being ‘undefeated,’ right?”


Alex’s smirk widened. “Hey, don’t be mad just because we have better taste and better records.”


For a moment, Riley stared at him, her lips twitching like she was fighting a smile. “Arrogant, much?”

Alex shrugged, taking a step closer. “Confident. There’s a difference.”

Riley rolled her eyes but didn’t move away. Instead, she crossed her arms over her chest, leaning one hip against the aisle as she tilted her head toward him. “I’m surprised you even recognize me. Usually, soccer players only see what’s in front of them.”

He laughed. “Oh, I recognize talent when I see it.”

The words came out before he could stop them, and for a second, he saw something flicker in her eyes—something that made his pulse quicken. She wasn’t just competitive; she was sharp, quick-witted, and there was no backing down in her. It was like the rivalry between their schools boiled down into a single moment, standing here in the middle of Joe’s Mini-Mart.

Riley’s expression softened, just for a moment, and Alex swore she looked almost... intrigued. But she didn’t let him off the hook so easily.

“Talent,” she echoed, arching a brow. “You mean the kind that outruns your defense every year?”

He snorted. “Only because you’ve never had to face me.”

Riley held his gaze for a beat longer than necessary, and Alex could feel the shift between them. It was subtle but undeniable—like the ground had moved beneath them without warning. The banter, the back-and-forth, it was a distraction from something deeper. A pull neither of them seemed ready to admit, but it was there, humming beneath the surface.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Riley asked, her voice quieting, curiosity replacing the teasing edge.

“About winning?” Alex replied, the corner of his mouth quirking up. “Always.”

“No,” she said, her eyes narrowing slightly. “About—this.”

She gestured between them, and Alex felt a flicker of heat under her gaze. He opened his mouth to say something—he wasn’t sure what—but before he could, the moment broke.

“Riley!” a voice called from outside the store. It was Sarah, her teammate, leaning out the window of her car parked by the curb. “Let’s go, Coach is gonna kill us if we’re late.”

Riley blinked, glancing over her shoulder toward the door, then back at Alex. There was a split second of hesitation, a beat where it seemed like she might stay. But then she shook her head, pulling herself back into the moment.

“Guess I’ll see you on the field, Carter,” she said, her voice light but her eyes lingering a second too long.

Alex watched her go, the door chiming again as she left. He stood there for a moment, staring at the empty space where she’d just been, feeling something twist inside him—something unexpected, something dangerous.

Because he knew, just from that brief exchange, that this was no ordinary rivalry. And whatever had sparked between them just now? That wasn’t going away.

Not anytime soon.


Part 3:

The Weight of Secrets

The sun beat down on Haven Ridge’s soccer field, casting long shadows across the freshly cut grass. Alex dug his cleats into the turf, ignoring the tightness in his legs as he pushed through another round of drills. His teammates darted around him, the thud of the ball punctuating Coach Hartman’s sharp commands.

“Carter! Move your feet! Faster!” Hartman’s voice echoed across the field, snapping Alex out of his thoughts.


He gritted his teeth, pushing himself harder, but the distraction was there—like an itch he couldn’t scratch. His mind kept wandering back to the convenience store, to the way Riley’s eyes had lingered on his just a second too long, the way her voice had softened when she’d said this.


What had she meant? And why couldn’t he stop thinking about it?

“Focus, Carter!” Hartman barked again as Alex miscalculated a pass, sending the ball skidding out of bounds.

Alex jogged after it, shaking his head in frustration. Normally, practice was his escape—his place to clear his head, drown out everything but the game. But ever since he’d run into Riley at Joe’s, it was like his mind was split down the middle. One half wanted to stay in control, focused on the season, on maintaining their undefeated record. The other half... well, it kept dragging him back to her.

“Dude, what’s with you today?” Landon caught up to him, clapping him on the shoulder as they jogged back toward the field. “You’re all over the place.”

Alex forced a grin, trying to shake off the tension. “Just tired. Coach is killing us.”

“Yeah, but you’re usually the one killing it.” Landon eyed him suspiciously. “You sure everything’s cool?”

“Yeah, man. I’m good.”

But as they lined up for another round of drills, Alex couldn’t shake the feeling that his secrets were getting heavier, and it wouldn’t be long before someone noticed the cracks.

On the other side of town, Riley’s feet pounded against the track, the rhythm of her breath steady as her body surged forward, arms pumping, legs stretching for every inch of ground. The rest of her team trailed behind, struggling to keep up with her usual pace. Sweat dripped down her back, the heat clinging to her skin, but none of it registered. Her body moved on autopilot, her focus elsewhere.


You’re serious, aren’t you? Alex’s voice echoed in her mind.


It had been days since the run-in at Joe’s, and yet, she couldn’t stop thinking about him—about the way his smirk faded when he realized she wasn’t just playing the rivalry game, the way his words carried a weight that made her question her own.

She didn’t want this. She couldn’t afford it. Her future was mapped out: college, track scholarships, state championships. Every step was a calculated move toward something bigger. There was no room for a distraction like Alex Carter.

Yet here she was, flying down the track like she was trying to outrun her own thoughts.

“Riley! You’re killing us!” Sarah’s voice snapped her back into the present.

Riley slowed her pace, easing off into a jog as her teammates caught up, their breaths coming in ragged gasps. Sarah gave her a half-amused, half-annoyed look as they rounded the corner together.

“Okay, seriously,” Sarah said, brushing a strand of sweat-dampened hair from her face. “What’s going on with you? You’ve been in overdrive since the bonfire.”

Riley shrugged, hoping her nonchalance would cover up the tangled mess in her head. “Just focused. Championship’s coming up.”


“Yeah, but you’re not usually this focused.” Sarah narrowed her eyes, her tone shifting to something softer. “It’s like you’re trying to outrun something.”


Riley opened her mouth to argue, but the words died on her tongue. Was that what she was doing? Trying to run from the fact that Alex Carter—of all people—had somehow wormed his way into her head?

She sighed, slowing to a walk as the rest of the team started to stretch. “It’s nothing. Just... a lot on my mind.”

Sarah didn’t push, but Riley could feel her friend’s watchful gaze as they cooled down. Riley stretched her legs, but her mind was still racing.

Because the truth was, it wasn’t just Alex she was trying to outrun. It was the fact that, somehow, she’d let herself get distracted. Let herself feel something for someone who was supposed to be the enemy. And that scared her more than anything.

By the time Alex made it home, the evening sun was already sinking behind the trees, casting long shadows across the street. He tossed his gym bag onto the floor and collapsed onto his bed, exhaustion finally catching up with him.

He stared at the ceiling, the quiet hum of the fan overhead filling the silence. For a moment, he tried to lose himself in the calm, let the day’s tension slip away. But his phone buzzed on the nightstand, dragging him back into the real world.

He reached for it lazily, expecting it to be Landon or one of his teammates. But when he saw the name on the screen, his heart kicked up a notch.


Riley Morgan.


The message was simple, just a few words, but it was enough to send his mind spinning.

You still serious about what you said?

Alex stared at the screen for a long moment, his thumb hovering over the keyboard. He knew what she was asking. She wasn’t talking about soccer, or their teams, or the rivalry.


She was talking about this—about them, whatever that was.


His fingers moved almost before he made the decision, typing out a response.

Yeah. I am.

He hit send before he could second-guess it, then dropped the phone onto his chest, letting the weight of the moment settle over him.

Because this wasn’t just some rivalry anymore. And if they weren’t careful, it was going to turn into something neither of them could control.


Part 4:

Hidden in Plain Sight


The old Riverbend Library had been shut down for years, a relic of a time when the town cared more about books than rival high school championships. The paint on the brick facade had long since faded, and the ivy crawling up the sides made it look almost forgotten, tucked away on a quiet corner of town where no one ever seemed to go.


That’s why Alex had chosen it.

He pulled his car into the gravel lot, the crunch of the stones beneath his tires the only sound in the stillness of the late afternoon. His fingers tapped nervously on the steering wheel as he glanced toward the entrance, where a faded sign that read “Closed for Renovations” hung lopsided above the door. The town hadn’t bothered fixing it. No one cared enough to.

Alex glanced at his phone. No new messages. She’d said she’d meet him, but now, as the minutes ticked by, he started to wonder if she’d changed her mind.

For a second, he considered leaving. This was a bad idea—he knew that. There were a million reasons why meeting Riley in secret was reckless. They were from opposite sides of the town’s deep-rooted rivalry, with the championship looming over them like a storm cloud. His teammates would lose it if they found out, not to mention Coach Hartman. And Riley’s team... she could ruin everything she’d worked for, too.

But then he saw her.

Riley stepped out from the shadow of a tree at the edge of the parking lot, her dark hair pulled back, her shoulders straight as if she was preparing herself for battle. She paused for a second, meeting his eyes across the empty lot, and in that moment, Alex felt the rest of the world fall away.

It wasn’t about teams, about winning or losing. It was just about her.


She crossed the lot slowly, her steps almost hesitant, and by the time she reached his car, the sun had dipped low, casting a faint orange glow over the rooftops. Alex got out, the door closing with a soft click behind him.


Neither of them spoke for a moment. The silence stretched between them like a fragile thread, ready to snap.

“You came,” Alex said finally, his voice quiet in the stillness.

Riley shrugged, though her gaze flicked to the empty street, like she was checking to make sure no one had followed her. “Yeah. I wasn’t sure if you’d show.”

“I wasn’t sure either.”

That earned him a small smile, though it was gone just as quickly as it had appeared.

They stood there for a moment, just looking at each other, and for the first time since the bonfire, Alex didn’t feel the weight of their rivalry hanging over them. It was strange, seeing her outside of everything else—away from the track, the competition, the expectations. She was just Riley here. Not the Cedar Valley star, not the girl he was supposed to beat.

“So, this is your secret meeting spot?” she asked, glancing toward the rundown library. “Not exactly subtle.”

Alex laughed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Yeah, well, no one ever comes here. Figured it was better than sneaking around in broad daylight.”

Riley looked at the building, then back at him, her arms crossed loosely over her chest. “Smart.”

They fell into silence again, and Alex could feel the awkward tension creeping in, the air between them thick with things left unsaid. It was easier when they were on opposite sides, when the banter had given them something to hide behind. Now, here, with no audience, no expectations—it felt raw.

“So, what now?” she asked, her voice soft, her eyes searching his.

Alex wasn’t sure how to answer that. He hadn’t thought this far ahead, hadn’t expected the simple act of standing there with her to feel so... complicated.

“I don’t know,” he admitted, leaning against the hood of his car. “Guess I just wanted to see you again. Outside of—everything.”

Riley stepped closer, her gaze never leaving his. “Outside of the rivalry?”

“Yeah. Outside of all that.”

She nodded slowly, her lips pressing into a thin line, like she was weighing her next words carefully. “This is crazy, you know that, right? Meeting like this... if anyone found out—”

“They won’t.” Alex’s voice was firm, more sure than he felt. “We’ll keep it quiet. No one has to know.”

For a moment, Riley looked like she was about to argue. Her brow furrowed, her fingers playing with the edge of her jacket like she was holding something back. But then she sighed, the tension in her shoulders easing just slightly.

“I don’t want to screw this up,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve got too much riding on this season. My scholarship... the championship... I can’t afford distractions.”


Alex swallowed, the weight of her words sinking in. She was right. This was a distraction. It was dangerous, reckless, and it could ruin everything they’d both worked for.


But when she looked at him like that, with her guard down, her eyes searching his for some kind of reassurance, Alex knew he couldn’t just walk away.

“We won’t screw it up,” he said, his voice softer now. “We’ll figure it out. Just... give it a chance.”

Riley didn’t answer right away, but Alex could see the conflict in her eyes, the way her mind was working through the possibilities, weighing the risks. Then, finally, she nodded.

“Okay,” she said, taking a step closer. “But no one can know. Not your friends, not mine. No one.”

Alex held her gaze, the seriousness of her words sinking in. This was more than just keeping a secret—it was about trust. They were stepping into dangerous territory, and if either of them slipped, the consequences could be devastating.

“I promise,” Alex said, his voice steady. “No one will know.”

Riley studied him for a moment longer, then nodded again, like she’d finally made her decision.

“Okay,” she repeated, her voice softer this time. “Okay.”

They stood there for a while longer, the silence between them no longer awkward, but charged with something new—something neither of them could fully understand yet. It was like standing on the edge of a cliff, knowing that one wrong move could send them both over the edge, but neither of them willing to step back.

Eventually, Riley glanced at her phone, the time flashing across the screen. “I should go. Coach will kill me if I’m late.”

Alex nodded, though he felt a pang of disappointment at the thought of her leaving. “Yeah. I’ll see you... around.”

Riley hesitated for a second, then gave him a small, almost shy smile before turning to walk away.

As she disappeared into the fading light, Alex leaned back against the car, his heart still pounding in his chest. He knew this was dangerous, knew that what they were doing could blow up in their faces at any moment.

But he also knew that walking away wasn’t an option anymore.


Part 5:

The Clock is Ticking


The late afternoon sun bathed the Haven Ridge High soccer field in a golden glow, but the beauty of the scene was lost on Alex. His legs moved automatically through the familiar drills, his feet pounding the turf as he sprinted past his teammates, but his mind was a million miles away.



Every pass, every kick, every whistle from Coach Hartman was drowned out by a single thought: Riley.


He hadn’t seen her since their secret meeting at the library, but they had been texting constantly. Each message felt like a secret piece of himself, something he couldn’t share with anyone else. He had told her about his last practice, how Coach Hartman was already preparing them for the championship match, how every drill felt like it carried the weight of the whole season. She had told him about her track workouts, how the pressure was mounting with every race, every time she pushed herself to run faster, to be better.

And through it all, they kept finding their way back to each other—despite the distance, despite the rivalry, despite everything.

“Carter! Focus!” Coach Hartman’s voice cut through his thoughts like a whip, snapping Alex back to reality.

Alex jerked his head up, realizing he’d just let the ball sail past him, his attention wandering at exactly the wrong moment. His teammates groaned in frustration, and Landon shot him a glare from across the field.

“Sorry,” Alex muttered under his breath, sprinting to retrieve the ball. But even as he jogged back into position, his mind refused to settle.

Every day felt like the clock was ticking louder, counting down to something he couldn’t control. The championship was only a few weeks away, and Coach had already started talking about scouts and scholarships. The pressure was suffocating, and the secret he was keeping was only making it worse.

Landon jogged up beside him, giving him a sideways glance. “Seriously, man, what’s going on with you? You’ve been off all week.”

Alex forced a shrug, trying to play it cool. “Just got a lot on my mind.”

“Yeah, no kidding. We all do.” Landon wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “But you’re not usually like this. You’ve got to pull it together, or Hartman’s going to start wondering what’s up.”

“I’m fine,” Alex said, a little too quickly.

Landon didn’t look convinced, but before he could press the issue, Coach Hartman blew the whistle again, signaling the end of practice. The team jogged off the field, everyone drenched in sweat and ready to head home, but Alex lingered, his mind still spinning.

He couldn’t keep this up. He couldn’t keep pretending like everything was normal when everything was starting to unravel.


Across town at Cedar Valley’s track, Riley stood at the starting line, her muscles coiled and ready to explode into motion. The track felt familiar beneath her feet, the surface smooth, the lanes stretching out before her like an invitation. She had always loved the feeling of control that came with running—the way the world narrowed to just her and the finish line, the way everything else fell away.


But today, as she crouched down, waiting for the whistle to blow, her mind wasn’t on the race. It was on Alex.


The tension between them had grown with every text, every message that made her heart beat a little faster. It was dangerous, what they were doing. It was reckless. But every time she tried to tell herself to stop, to pull back, she found herself drawn to him even more. He was supposed to be the enemy, and yet he was the only person who seemed to understand what it was like to have the weight of an entire team, an entire town, resting on your shoulders.


The whistle blew, and Riley exploded off the starting line, her feet pounding the track, her body pushing forward with a ferocity that made her teammates struggle to keep up. She surged ahead, her breath coming fast and steady, her heart pounding in her ears.

But even as she raced toward the finish line, her mind wasn’t on the race. It was on the way Alex had looked at her at the library, the way he had promised to keep their secret safe, the way he had made her feel like maybe—just maybe—there was a way for them to be something more than rivals.

She crossed the finish line with a full second to spare, her teammates still trailing behind her, gasping for breath.

“Riley, that was insane!” Sarah panted as she caught up, her face flushed. “Are you trying to break a world record or something?”

Riley smiled faintly, though her mind was still elsewhere. “Just... needed to clear my head.”

“Well, whatever’s going on, keep it up. You’re on fire.”

Riley nodded, though her stomach twisted with the weight of what she wasn’t saying. She wasn’t on fire. She was burning out. The pressure was suffocating her, and no matter how fast she ran, she couldn’t outrun the feeling that something was about to snap.

Later that evening, Alex sat in his car outside the library again, his fingers tapping impatiently on the steering wheel. He glanced at the time on his phone, his nerves eating away at him. Riley was late.

She hadn’t texted since practice, and now, as the sun dipped lower on the horizon, he was starting to wonder if she’d backed out. If the pressure had finally gotten to her.

But then, just as he was about to give up and leave, he saw her. Riley stepped out from the shadow of the trees, her pace slower than before, like she was carrying a heavier burden than last time. She crossed the parking lot, her head down, her expression guarded.


Alex got out of the car, the soft click of the door cutting through the stillness. “Hey,” he said, trying to keep his voice light, though the tension between them was palpable.


Riley looked up at him, her eyes tired, her shoulders slumped. “Sorry I’m late.”

“No worries,” Alex said, though he could tell something was off. He waited for her to come closer before asking, “You okay?”

Riley sighed, running a hand through her hair as she stopped in front of him. “I don’t know. Everything just feels... heavy right now.”

Alex nodded, understanding all too well. “Yeah, I get that.”

For a moment, they stood in silence, the weight of their secrets pressing down on them from all sides. Alex wanted to reach out, to tell her that it was going to be okay, but even he wasn’t sure if that was true anymore.

“I’m starting to think this was a mistake,” Riley said softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

Alex felt his chest tighten, panic flickering in his stomach. “What do you mean?”

“I mean this,” Riley gestured between them. “Meeting in secret, pretending like we’re not... like we don’t care about what’s happening with our teams. The championship’s coming up, and if we get caught—”

“We won’t get caught,” Alex interrupted, his voice firm. “We’ve been careful.”

“But for how long?” Riley’s eyes searched his, her voice tinged with frustration. “We can’t keep sneaking around forever.”

Alex swallowed, his mind racing. He knew she was right. The closer the championship got, the harder it would be to keep their relationship hidden. But the thought of walking away, of losing her now—it wasn’t something he could handle.

“Riley,” he said, stepping closer, his voice softening. “We’ll figure it out. We’ve come this far, right? We can’t just give up now.”

Riley looked at him for a long moment, her eyes filled with uncertainty. The clock was ticking, and they both knew it. But in that moment, standing there in the fading light, neither of them was ready to let go.

“I don’t know,” she said finally, her voice trembling slightly. “I just... I can’t lose everything.”

Alex reached for her hand, squeezing it gently. “You won’t. We won’t.”

She didn’t pull away, but the fear in her eyes was clear. They were running out of time, and both of them knew it.

But for now, in the quiet of the abandoned library parking lot, they held on to the fragile hope that they could make it work—at least for a little while longer.

Chapter 2

Part 1:

The Thin Line


The locker room at Haven Ridge High smelled like sweat and grass, the familiar, earthy scent clinging to the air after a hard day of practice. The sound of cleats scraping against the floor echoed as the team filed in, some of them laughing, others too exhausted to speak.



Alex sat on the bench near the back, staring at his phone. There was a text from Riley, a simple Can we talk later? But the words felt heavy. Like a weight he wasn’t sure how to carry anymore.



“Carter, you coming?” Landon called from across the room, already halfway out of his uniform. “We’re heading to Carter’s Diner for burgers.”


Alex glanced up, forcing a smile. “Yeah, I’ll catch up in a bit.”

Landon narrowed his eyes, sensing something off. He’d been doing that a lot lately—watching Alex a little too closely, asking too many questions. He wasn’t stupid. If anyone knew when Alex wasn’t himself, it was Landon. They’d been best friends since they were kids, played on the same team for years. But lately, Alex had been distant, distracted, and Landon wasn’t letting it go.

“You’ve been saying that all week,” Landon said, his tone casual, but there was a sharp edge to it. “What’s up?”

Alex sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. He could feel the tension building between them, could feel Landon’s eyes on him, searching for answers.

“Just got a lot on my mind,” Alex muttered, shoving his phone into his bag. “Coach is riding us hard, the championship’s coming up... you know how it is.”

But Landon wasn’t buying it. “You’ve been off lately. More than usual. It’s like your head’s somewhere else.”

Alex shrugged, but his stomach twisted with guilt. He knew where this conversation was heading, knew what Landon was going to say next.

And sure enough, Landon crossed the room and sat down next to him, lowering his voice. “Does this have anything to do with the Cedar Valley girl?”
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