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CHAPTER ONE
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Riley

The box marked KITCHEN — FRAGILE had been sitting in the middle of my living room for six days. I'd unpacked exactly one mug from it — the chipped blue one Dylan said made our apartment look like a college dorm — and used it every morning since, drinking bad coffee and staring at the lake through windows that desperately needed cleaning.

Cedar Lake, New York. Population four thousand and change. The kind of town where the grocery store clerk already knew my name by day three, where the diner on Main Street had a chalkboard outside that said Today's Special: Mind Your Business (and the meatloaf), and where the nearest Target was forty-five minutes away, which I was choosing to view as a feature, not a bug.

I'd moved here because the rent was cheap and the listing had a photo of the lake at sunset that made my chest ache in a way I couldn't explain. That was the whole decision. That was the level of life planning I was operating at.

My phone buzzed on the counter. Work email — third one this morning, and it wasn't even eight. I glanced at the subject line: RE: RE: RE: Q3 Restructuring — Action Items. My stomach clenched. I swiped it away without opening it and pulled up the other notification instead. Calendar reminder.

Travis Kane — Running Coach Intake | 9:00 AM | 14 Birch Lane

Right. This was happening.

Six weeks ago, my doctor had looked at my blood pressure numbers, then at my face, then back at the numbers, and said, "Riley, you're twenty-six years old and your resting heart rate looks like a man twice your age. You need to move your body, manage your stress, or both. Preferably both." When I'd asked if doom-scrolling counted as cardio, she hadn't laughed.

So I'd Googled "running coach Cedar Lake" from my new rental cottage, expecting nothing, and found exactly one result. A bare-bones website with a stock photo of a trail, a list of credentials that included a collegiate track background and fifteen years of coaching experience, and a contact form that said Tell me your goal and I'll tell you if I can help.

I'd typed: I used to run in high school. I haven't run seriously in years. I need to stop feeling like I'm dying. Subtle.

He'd emailed back within an hour: Come to the gym Saturday at 9. Wear shoes you can move in. We'll figure out the rest.

No sales pitch. No intake questionnaire. No seventeen-page waiver. Just come, wear shoes, we'll figure it out. I'd said yes before I could talk myself out of it.

Now I was standing in my bathroom in compression shorts and a tank top, staring at my reflection and trying to decide if I looked like someone who was about to start a training program or someone who was about to have a panic attack at a stranger's house.

Both, probably.

I ran my hand through my hair — too long, sun-bleached from the one thing I had been doing since moving here, which was sitting on the dock and slowly turning into a lobster. My face looked tired. My body looked like what happened when you spent three years hunched over a laptop eating takeout pad thai at ten p.m. and calling it dinner. I still had the bones of the runner I'd been in high school — calves that hadn't completely quit, a narrow frame — but everything else had gone soft and vaguely defeated.

"You're not dying," I told my reflection. "You're just... deconditioned."

My reflection did not look convinced.

I grabbed my keys, my dented Hydro Flask, and the last shred of my dignity, and drove to 14 Birch Lane.

*   *   *
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The house was modest — single-story ranch, faded blue siding, big yard that backed up to a tree line. A navy blue F-150 sat in the driveway, mud-flecked and well-used, a cooler strapped into the truck bed like it lived there. But the thing that caught my eye was the garage.

The door was rolled up, and even from the driveway I could see it wasn't a garage anymore. Rubber flooring. Mirrors along the back wall. A pull-up rig in the corner. Resistance bands hanging from hooks. A whiteboard mounted next to the door, covered in what looked like training plans — names, dates, splits, notes in sharp handwriting. There was a fan the size of a jet engine pointed at the center of the room, and the whole space smelled like rubber mats and something clean, like eucalyptus.

This was not the vibe of a man who was winging it.

I parked behind the truck and sat in my car for a solid thirty seconds, bouncing my knee and telling myself this was fine, this was normal, people hired coaches all the time, this did not have to be a big deal.

Then the man walked out of the garage, and it became a big deal.

He was tall. That was the first thing — probably six-two, with the kind of frame that suggested he'd been seriously athletic once and had kept most of it through stubbornness and habit. Broad through the chest and shoulders. Thick thighs that his track pants did absolutely nothing to hide. His arms were tan from the elbows down, forearms roped with muscle, and he had a silver whistle hanging from a lanyard around his neck like he'd just come from practice.

His face was — okay. His face was a problem. Strong jaw, salt-and-pepper stubble that was maybe three days past its last trim, hazel eyes that caught the morning light and went almost amber. Deep smile lines, but he wasn't smiling. He was squinting at my car with an expression that said you're three minutes early and I clocked it.

He looked like the kind of man who'd played a sport in college, blown out a knee, and spent the next fifteen years turning discipline into a personality trait.

I wanted to climb him like a tree.

Stop it, I told my dick. We're here for cardiovascular health.

I got out of the car, grabbed my water bottle, and walked toward him with what I hoped was the casual confidence of a man who had his life together and not the frantic energy of a golden retriever entering a dog park.

"Riley?" His voice was lower than I expected. Gravel and warmth, like bourbon over ice.

"That's me." I stuck out my hand. "Thanks for fitting me in."

His handshake was firm — not the crushing kind, just solid. The kind that said I'm here and I'm paying attention. His palm was calloused. His hand was enormous. It swallowed mine completely, and he held it for exactly one beat longer than professional before letting go.

"Travis Kane. Come on in."

I followed him into the garage gym, trying not to stare at his back, which was wide and moved under his fitted gray t-shirt in a way that should've been illegal before noon. He walked with the easy, ground-eating stride of someone who'd spent decades moving efficiently. Even the way he grabbed a clipboard off the wall was economical — no wasted motion.

"Have a seat." He nodded toward a bench against the wall. I sat. He stayed standing, leaning against the pull-up rig with his arms crossed, looking down at me with those amber-hazel eyes.

I felt very assessed. Not judged — assessed. Like he was taking inventory of every part of me and filing it somewhere behind those eyes.

"So," he said. "Your email said you used to run."

"High school cross-country. I was okay. Not great. Made varsity junior and senior year but never placed at anything that mattered."

"And since then?"

"Sporadic. A jog here and there. Nothing structured." I took a swig from my water bottle mostly so my hands had something to do. "The last three years have been... desk-heavy."

His eyes tracked down my body — not sexual, clinical. Posture, proportions, where I was carrying tension. He was reading me like a training manual, and somehow that was worse than if he'd been checking me out, because it meant he was seeing everything. The soft middle. The rounded shoulders. The way I was sitting like someone who'd been folded into an office chair for a thousand days straight.

"Stand up for me."

I stood. He pushed off the pull-up rig and walked toward me, circling to my side. "Feet hip-width. Arms relaxed."

I adjusted. He stepped closer — close enough that I could smell him. Clean sweat and something woody, like cedar or sandalwood, and underneath that, the sharp green note of whatever soap he used. My pulse did something inconvenient.

"Your hips are rotated forward," he said, and then his hands were on me.

Both palms on my hip bones, thumbs pressing against the front of my pelvis, adjusting the tilt. My entire brain short-circuited. His hands were warm and huge and right there, fingertips spanning from my hip crease to the top of my glutes, and he was correcting my pelvic alignment like it was nothing, like he touched people all day and this was completely unremarkable.

To him, it probably was.

To me, it was the most anyone had touched me in eight months.

"There," he said, pressing slightly until my pelvis shifted. "Feel the difference?"

"Yep," I said, way too fast, popping the P. "Yep, yeah, totally feel that."

Please stop touching my hips. Please never stop touching my hips.

He stepped back, and the air between us felt ten degrees colder. He made a note on his clipboard. I stared at a spot on the wall and tried to convince my body that a postural assessment was not foreplay.

"Tight hip flexors, internally rotated shoulders, weak glutes," he said, reading off his notes like a grocery list. "All desk stuff. Fixable. How's your breathing?"

"Uh... present?"

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close. "Deep breath in for me. Through the nose. Expand the ribs, not the chest."

I breathed. He watched my torso move, nodded.

"Chest breather. We'll work on that." He set the clipboard down on the bench. "All right. Let's talk about what you actually want."

"I want to run a half marathon," I said, and it was the first time I'd said it out loud. It sounded insane coming out of my mouth. I couldn't run a mile without wheezing and I was talking about thirteen point one.

He didn't blink. Didn't laugh. Didn't give me the look I was bracing for — the sure, buddy look.

"Okay," he said. "What's the timeline?"

"I... don't know. I don't know what's realistic."

"Five to six months if you're consistent. Seven if life gets in the way, which it will." He said it with the flat certainty of someone who'd guided a hundred people through this exact conversation. "We train three days a week — Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday. Tuesday and Thursday are speed and strength. Saturday is your long run. You follow the plan on your off days. You don't skip recovery. You tell me when something hurts before it becomes something that really hurts. And you show up. That's the deal."

"I can show up."

"Good." He held my gaze. "Because that's the only thing I can't teach you."

He held out a printed sheet — a week-one training plan, neatly formatted, every session mapped out with paces and distances and notes. I took it, glancing down at the first entry: Saturday — Baseline 5K. Lake Trail. 6:00 AM.

"Six a.m.?" I said weakly.

"Best light. Best air. Fewer people." He almost smiled again. Almost. "You'll learn to like it."

I very much doubted that, but I nodded, because there was something about the way he said it — you'll learn to like it — that made it sound less like a prediction and more like a promise. Like he was going to personally make sure of it.

"Any questions?" he asked.

About sixty, most of which were inappropriate. Are you single? Do you always stand that close? What would happen if I asked you to put your hands on my hips again?

"Nope," I said brightly. "I think I'm good."

"Good." He stuck out his hand again, and when I took it, he covered our clasped hands with his other palm. A coaching gesture, probably. A motivational thing. Firm pressure, warm skin, those hazel eyes locked on mine with an intensity that made me feel like I was the only person on his schedule today, this week, this year.

"There's potential here," he said. "I can see it. But potential doesn't mean anything if you don't work for it."

"I'll work for it."

"Then I'll see you Saturday. Five forty-five. Don't be late."

He released my hand. I turned, walked back to my car on legs that felt weirdly unsteady for someone who hadn't done any actual exercise, and got in.

I sat there for five full minutes.

The training plan was in my passenger seat. My hand was still warm where he'd held it. My hips were still tingling where he'd pressed them into alignment, and I was replaying there's potential here, I can see it on a loop like it was the first kind thing anyone had said to me in months.

Which, honestly, it might have been.

My phone buzzed. Another work email. Another restructuring thread. Another digital reminder that the life I'd built in Chicago was a house of cards I'd already walked away from.

I looked at the training plan. Saturday. 5:45 AM. Lake trail. Baseline 5K.

This was supposed to be about running. About getting my blood pressure down and my heart rate under control and proving to myself that I could commit to one thing — one thing — and see it through without quitting or being quit on.

It was supposed to be simple.

But I could still feel his hands on my hips, the press of his thumbs against my pelvis, the gravel of his voice saying work for it like it was both a challenge and an invitation. And I knew — sitting in my car in this man's driveway, clutching a water bottle and a training plan and the tattered remains of my composure — that this was not going to be simple.

Not even close.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Travis

I'd been up since four thirty.

Not because I needed to be. The baseline run wasn't until six, and the lake trail was a seven-minute drive from my house. But sleep had become a negotiation I lost more often than I won, and somewhere around year two of waking up in an empty bed, I'd stopped fighting it and started using the hours. Coffee at four forty-five. Foam roll at five. Review the day's plans at five fifteen. Load the truck by five thirty.

Routine was the scaffolding that held me together. Take it away and I was just a forty-year-old man in an empty house with too many mirrors in his garage and a dog-shaped hole in his life that Megan had taken with her to Portland along with the good coffee maker and twelve years of whatever the fuck we'd been doing.

I pulled into the lake trail parking lot at five forty and killed the engine. October in Cedar Lake meant the mornings bit — mid-forties, mist coming off the water like the lake was breathing, the trees along the shore going orange and red in a way that looked like someone had set them on fire from the inside. I'd run this trail a thousand times. Biked it. Walked it after the divorce when running felt like too much purpose for a man who'd just had his reasons for doing anything walk out the front door with a suitcase and an apology that sounded rehearsed.

I got out, popped the tailgate, sat on the edge with my coffee, and waited.

Five forty-three. The kid had two minutes.

The kid. I needed to stop calling him that, even in my head. Riley Voss was twenty-six years old — a grown man with a job and a lease and the haunted look of someone who'd recently detonated his entire life and was still picking through the wreckage. Not a kid. But something about the way he'd sat on my bench on Saturday — bouncing his knee, gripping that water bottle like a life preserver, looking at me with those wide blue eyes like I was going to hand him the answer to a question he hadn't figured out how to ask — made every protective instinct I had sit up and bark.

I'd assessed a hundred clients. More. I'd put my hands on hips, adjusted shoulders, corrected foot strikes. It was the job. Clinical, necessary, unremarkable.

So I had no explanation for why, when I'd pressed my thumbs into Riley Voss's hip bones and felt the heat of his skin through the thin fabric of his shorts, my brain had done something it hadn't done in two years.

It had paid attention.

Not coach-attention. Not assess the imbalance, note the weakness, build the plan attention. The other kind. The kind where I'd noticed the way his breath hitched. The way his stomach muscles contracted under my fingers. The strip of skin between his waistband and the hem of his tank where the tan gave way to pale, and the fine blond hair below his navel that caught the light from the garage door.

I'd noticed. And then I'd filed it in the box marked absolutely not and moved on with my life.

Headlights swept the parking lot at five forty-four. A beat-up Civic pulled in two spots over, and Riley climbed out looking like he'd lost a fight with his alarm clock. Hair sticking up on one side, eyes puffy, wearing compression shorts and a long-sleeve tech shirt that was inside out. He had his water bottle in one hand and a half-eaten granola bar in the other, and he was squinting at the sunrise like it had personally offended him.

"Morning," I said.

"Is it?" He stuffed the rest of the granola bar in his mouth and chewed with the grim determination of a man who was here under protest. "I want you to know that I haven't been awake at this hour voluntarily since high school. And even then, it was under duress."

"You'll live." I hopped off the tailgate. "Your shirt's inside out."

He looked down. "Goddammit." He pulled it off right there in the parking lot, flipped it, pulled it back on. Three seconds of bare torso — lean, a little soft through the middle, but I could see the frame underneath. The high school runner was still in there, buried under years of desk work and bad sleep. Defined calves. Narrow waist. Shoulders that would broaden when we got him on the pull-up bar.

I looked away before I catalogued anything else.

"How'd you sleep?" I asked, pulling out the handheld GPS I used for baseline tests.

"Like a man who set four alarms and still almost drove into the lake on the way here."

"Eat anything besides that granola bar?"

"...no."

"We'll fix that. Post-run I'm buying you pancakes." I said it before I thought about it — Deb's diner was my usual post-long-run spot, and I brought athletes there sometimes. It was normal. Professional. Not a date.

"Pancakes as a reward for exercise feels like mixed messaging," he said, but he was almost smiling, bouncing on his toes the way he did, and some of the sleep-fog was clearing from his eyes.

"Carb replenishment," I said. "It's science."

"Sure it is, Coach."

Coach. The way he said it — casual, a little teasing, with a warmth underneath like the word meant more than just the job title. I'd been called Coach by hundreds of athletes. High school kids, adult clients, weekend warriors. It never landed anywhere interesting.

From his mouth, it landed somewhere I wasn't going to examine.

"All right." I led him to the trailhead, the GPS beeping as it acquired satellites. "Three point one miles. The trail is a loop — flat for the first mile, gentle climb mile two, downhill finish. I'm not running with you. I'll be at the mile markers with your splits."

"So you're just going to... watch me suffer?"

"That's literally the job description."

He laughed — sudden and loud, a bark that startled a bird out of the bushes. It transformed his whole face, crinkled his eyes, showed teeth. He had a good laugh. The kind that came from the gut, not the throat. The kind you couldn't fake.

I looked away again. Checked the GPS. Checked it twice.

"Listen," I said, and I put my coaching voice on — the one that was steady and low and left no room for argument. "This isn't a race. This is data. I need to see where you are so I can build a plan for where you're going. Don't sprint the first mile and die. Don't hold back to sandbag me, either. Just run your run. Honest effort."

"Honest effort," he repeated, like he was committing it to memory.

"And one more thing." I stepped closer. Not into his space — next to it. Close enough that he had to tilt his chin up slightly to meet my eyes. "When it gets hard — and it will, around mile two and a half — don't stop. Walk if you have to, but don't stop. You stop, you teach your brain that stopping is an option. We're not building that habit."

He swallowed. His blue eyes were very wide and very bright in the early light, and there was something in them that I recognized from a decade and a half of coaching — the look of a person who was about to do something scary and needed someone to tell them it would be okay.

"I won't stop," he said.

"Good." I tapped the start button on the GPS. "Go."

He went.

*   *   *
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The first mile was ugly. Not disastrously ugly — he had the muscle memory, you could see it in his foot strike, the way his arms knew where to be even if the rest of him had forgotten — but his breathing was all wrong. Chest-heaving, shallow gulps like he was trying to sip air through a straw. His pace was too fast for what his body could sustain, running on adrenaline and the desperate desire to impress, and I knew he'd pay for it later.

I let him. This was data. You learned more from watching someone make mistakes than from preventing them.

Mile one split: 8:42. Too fast. He'd fade.

I biked ahead to the mile two marker — I kept an old mountain bike in the truck for exactly this purpose — and watched him come around the bend. His form had deteriorated. Shoulders up by his ears, fists clenched, heel-striking instead of midfoot. The climb was eating him. His face was red and his mouth was open and he looked like a man who was seriously reconsidering every life choice that had led him to this trail at six in the morning.

Mile two split: 10:14. There was the fade.

"Relax your hands," I called as he passed. "Pretend you're holding potato chips. Don't crush them."

He unclenched his fists. It helped — not a lot, but enough. His shoulders dropped half an inch. He glanced at me as he went by, and even wrecked, even oxygen-starved and splotchy and running like a man wading through wet concrete, there was something in that glance. A question. Am I doing okay? Is this enough? Are you going to tell me I'm enough?

I knew that look. I'd worn it for twelve years of marriage.

I biked ahead to the finish.

*   *   *
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Mile two and a half, and he hit the wall.

I could see it happen from fifty yards away. The moment his body went from this is hard to this is impossible. His stride shortened. His pace dropped to barely above a walk. He was weaving slightly, and I could hear his breathing from where I stood — ragged, wet, the kind of breathing that preceded either a breakthrough or a breakdown.

He slowed. Almost stopped. His feet stuttered on the gravel.

I walked toward him. Not running, not rushing. Just closing the distance until I was alongside him, matching his shuffle.

"Sixty seconds," I said.

He looked at me. Eyes glassy, face a mess of sweat and suffering.

"Sixty seconds of hard. That's all I'm asking. Not fast. Not pretty. Just hard. Give me sixty seconds and then you can have the downhill."

"I can't —"

"You can. Sixty seconds. Starting now."

Something shifted in his face. The jaw tightened. The eyes focused. And he dug.

It wasn't graceful. His form was gone, his arms were flailing, and he was making a sound on every exhale that was halfway between a grunt and a groan. But he was moving. Faster than before. Pushing through the part of his brain that was screaming quit with nothing but stubbornness and the fact that I'd asked him to.

I counted down the last ten seconds out loud. "Ten. Nine. You're there. Seven. Six. Don't quit. Four. Three. Downhill's yours. One. Done."

The trail tipped downhill and he let gravity take him, stride opening up, and I watched him go. Stumbling, gasping, arms pumping. He looked terrible. He looked like he was going to throw up. He looked like someone who was about to finish something he wasn't sure he could.

I got back on the bike and rode to the finish.

*   *   *
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He crossed the line — a crack in the pavement I'd marked with chalk — at 28:14.

He didn't celebrate. He didn't even stop cleanly. He kind of lurched past the line, staggered three more steps, bent double with his hands on his knees, and made a sound that was somewhere between a cough and a sob. Sweat dripped off his nose and chin, darkening the gravel. His shirt was soaked through, clinging to his back, and his legs were shaking hard enough that I could see it from five feet away.

I gave him a minute. Watched his breathing slow from emergency to merely desperate. He spat on the ground, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and then looked up at me.

That face.

Wrecked. Demolished. Red and wet and raw. But underneath all of it — underneath the exhaustion and the nausea and the physical revolt — there was something bright. Something fragile and defiant and waiting, like a kid who'd brought home a test he wasn't sure he'd passed and was searching his parent's face for the verdict.

I'd seen that look on a thousand athletes. I knew exactly what it needed.

"Good start," I said. "Twenty-eight fourteen. You went out too fast, you chest-breathed the whole thing, and your form fell apart at mile two. But you didn't stop."

His face was still waiting. Still searching.

"I can work with that," I said. And then, because it was true and because he'd earned it and because something in those blue eyes demanded it: "Proud of that effort."

The transformation was instant. His whole body changed — shoulders dropped, chin lifted, and his face broke open into a smile so bright and sudden it was like watching someone flip a switch in a dark room. He straightened up, pushed his sweaty hair back, and the exhaustion was still there but it was under something else now, something warm and startled and hungry.

Like no one had said that to him in a very long time.

Like he'd been waiting to hear it from someone who meant it.

I felt that smile hit me in the sternum. A physical impact, blunt and unexpected, the kind of thing that rearranged something in your chest without permission. I'd praised a thousand athletes. I'd given a thousand post-run debriefs and told a thousand people good job, nice work, way to push through. It was the job. I was good at the job.

But I'd never watched someone light up like that. Never seen praise land like a grenade in someone's whole body, turning them incandescent. Riley Voss didn't just hear the words — he absorbed them. Metabolized them. Ran on them like fuel.

And some part of me — some reckless, uncoached part that I'd kept locked down since the divorce — wanted to see how far that reaction went. Wanted to find out what he'd look like if I said more. Said it closer. Said it with my hands on him and my mouth against his ear while he —

I shut that down.

Hard.

"Pancakes," I said, turning toward the truck. "Let's go."

*   *   *
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Deb's Diner was a Cedar Lake institution — red vinyl booths, laminate tables, a jukebox that hadn't worked since 2014 but stayed because Deb said it "added character." The whole place smelled like coffee and bacon grease and maple syrup, and at 7 AM on a Saturday it was half-full with the early crowd: retirees with newspapers, a couple of guys in hunting camo, and Deb herself behind the counter, a stout woman with silver-streaked black hair and the particular brand of maternal authority that came from feeding a small town for twenty years.

"Travis Kane, you brought a friend." She said it like I'd performed a miracle. "Mark the calendar."

"Deb, this is Riley. He's a new client."

"Uh-huh." She looked Riley up and down — still flushed, still damp, wearing his post-run glow like a second skin — and then looked at me with an expression that said we will be discussing this later. "Booth four's open. Coffee?"

"Please," Riley said, with the fervor of a man who'd been denied caffeine before his run. "God, yes, please."

We slid into the booth across from each other. Riley wrapped both hands around his coffee mug when it came, bent his head over the steam, and inhaled like it was the first good thing that had happened to him all morning.

"So," I said, pulling out the small notebook I carried for post-session notes. "Let's debrief."

"That sounds very official for a man who just watched me almost die on a nature walk."

"Three point one miles is not a nature walk."

"It felt like the Bataan Death March."

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. He was funny when he was wrecked. The filter came off — the people-pleasing, the eagerness, the bouncing nervous energy. What was left was sharper. Drier. A mouth that moved faster than his self-consciousness could keep up with.

I liked it.

"Your pacing needs work," I said, focusing on the notebook. "You went out at eight forty-two and faded to ten fourteen. That's a minute and a half spread, which tells me you're running on adrenaline instead of aerobic base. We'll fix that with zone training — I'll get you a heart rate monitor."

He nodded, chewing a piece of bacon that Deb had delivered without being asked.

"Breathing's the bigger issue. You're a chest breather — shallow, fast, panicky. We need diaphragmatic breathing, belly expansion. I'll give you drills."

"Breathing drills. For breathing. The thing I've been doing automatically for twenty-six years."

"You've been doing it wrong for twenty-six years."

"That's extremely on brand for me."

He said it lightly, but I heard the edge underneath. The self-deprecation that sounded practiced. I set my pen down.

"You finished," I said.

He looked up from his bacon.

"Twenty-eight fourteen, no walking, no stopping. First run in years. That's not wrong. That's a foundation."

He stared at me for a beat too long, and then did the thing — the thing I was going to have to build a defense against — where his whole face went soft and open and grateful, like I'd given him something he didn't know he needed.

"Thanks, Coach," he said quietly.

Under the table, I wrote two words in the margin of his file notes. Not the training notes — the other section. The one I kept for coaching approach, motivation style, psychological profile. The part that was supposed to help me understand how to get the best performance out of a client.

Verbal reinforcement. High response.

I stared at it.

The clinical part of my brain — the part that had built a career out of understanding what made athletes tick — recognized this as useful data. Riley was praise-responsive. Good. That meant I could motivate him effectively, calibrate feedback to keep him pushing, use positive reinforcement as a performance tool. Standard coaching psychology. Chapter three of every sports psych textbook I'd ever read.

The other part of my brain — the part that was currently cataloguing the way Riley's throat moved when he swallowed his coffee, the way his damp shirt clung to collarbones that were sharper than I'd noticed before, the way he licked syrup off his thumb and then blushed when he caught me watching — that part recognized something different.

That part recognized danger.

Because praise-responsive wasn't just a coaching category. It was a key. And I was a man who'd spent two years learning to live without anyone to unlock, standing across from a door that was practically begging to be opened.

I closed the notebook. Took a long drink of my coffee. Burned my tongue. Welcomed the distraction.

"Same time Tuesday," I said. "Intervals on the high school track. Bring the heart rate monitor — I'll have one for you."

"You supply heart rate monitors?"

"Part of the service."

"Full service coach." He grinned, and it was the boyish one, the one that showed all his teeth and crinkled his eyes and made him look nineteen instead of twenty-six. "I like it."

Full service. I was going to hear that in his voice at three AM and hate myself for it.

"Eat your pancakes," I said.

He ate his pancakes. I watched him do it, and pretended I was reviewing his training file, and wrote the week's plan in handwriting that was slightly less steady than usual.

When he left — waving from his car, still glowing, still lit up from proud of that effort like the words had battery life — I sat in the booth alone and finished my coffee.

Deb refilled my mug without asking. Leaned a hip against the table. Looked at me with twenty years of knowing exactly who I was and not letting me get away with any of it.

"Don't start," I said.

"Honey," she said, "I'm not starting anything. I'm just observing that in three years of you moping into this booth every Saturday morning, you have never once brought company. And now you bring a pretty blond boy who looks at you like you're the sunrise, and you expect me not to comment?"

"He's a client."

"Mmhm."

"He's twenty-six."

"And?"

"And he's going through a rough patch. He hired me to coach him, not to —" I stopped. "He's a client, Deb."

She patted my hand. Her palm was warm and floury. "Whatever you say, Travis. Whatever you say."

She walked away. I stared into my coffee.

Then I pulled out my notebook, opened it to Riley's page, and looked at the two words I'd written.

Verbal reinforcement. High response.

I picked up my pen. Under the coaching notes, in the section marked Motivation Style, I added a third line.

Careful.

I underlined it twice. Closed the notebook. Left a twenty on the table and drove home to a house that felt emptier than it had when I'd left it.

The whiteboard in the gym had six client names on it. I picked up the marker, found the blank line for Saturday's new addition, and wrote:

RILEY VOSS — Baseline 28:14 — Half-marathon, 5-6 mo.

I stared at it.

Then I circled it.

I didn't circle my other clients' names. I knew that. I circled it anyway, capped the marker, and went inside to take a very long, very cold shower that solved absolutely nothing.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Riley

By week two, my body had declared war on my brain.

Not in the normal way — not the shin aches and hip tightness and the mornings where my quads felt like someone had taken a meat tenderizer to them overnight, although all of that was very much present and accounted for. That pain I could handle. That pain had a purpose. Travis had explained it with the calm authority of a man who'd personally shepherded hundreds of soft, desk-broken humans back from the brink of cardiovascular irrelevance: soreness means adaptation, adaptation means progress, progress means we're on track.

No, the war my body was waging was a different one entirely, and it had nothing to do with lactate threshold.

It was Thursday. Six fifteen in the morning. The Cedar Lake High School track was empty except for Travis, me, and a flock of Canada geese who'd claimed the infield and were honking at us like we were the trespassers. The sky was barely light — pink at the edges, bruise-purple overhead — and the track surface was damp with dew that soaked through my Nikes on the first lap.

Travis stood at the start of the home stretch with a stopwatch in one hand and a clipboard in the other, wearing black track pants and a fitted charcoal henley with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. The forearms were out. The forearms were always out. I was becoming increasingly convinced that Travis Kane didn't own a single garment with intact sleeve cuffs because he rolled them all up to showcase the roadmap of tendon and muscle and sun-darkened skin that ran from his wrists to his elbows, which I'd spent an embarrassing amount of the last four days thinking about.

"Four hundred repeats," he said as I jogged up. "Eight of them. Ninety seconds rest between. I want consistent splits — don't go out like a hero and die on rep five."

"What if I go out like a hero and die on rep three?"

"Then we have a conversation about pacing that you won't enjoy." The corner of his mouth twitched. I was learning to read that twitch — it was the Travis equivalent of a belly laugh. "Heart rate monitor on?"

I held up my wrist. He'd given me a chest strap and watch at Tuesday's session, and I'd worn it every day since, including to bed, including in the shower, including during a work call where my manager had asked why my heart rate was elevated and I'd had to explain that I was "doing breathing exercises" instead of admitting that I'd gotten a text from Travis that said Good session Tuesday. Bring the blue shorts tomorrow, the black ones restrict your stride and my pulse had spiked to 112 because he'd been looking at my shorts closely enough to have a preference.

"On and synced," I said.

"Good. First rep on my whistle."

He put the whistle to his lips. I settled into the starting position — one foot forward, weight low, hands loose. Potato chips, not fists. I'd been practicing.

The whistle cut the morning air, sharp and clean, and I launched.

The first two reps were solid. I held my pace, focused on form — midfoot strike, arms at ninety degrees, breathing from the belly the way Travis had drilled into me until I could do it in my sleep. My splits came in at 1:48 and 1:49. Consistent. Controlled. Travis nodded as I jogged through the rest interval, which was the coaching equivalent of a standing ovation.

Rep three, I started to feel it. The burn in my quads, the tightness in my lungs, the part of my brain that said you could stop, you could walk, you could tell him you're tired and he'd understand. I pushed through. 1:51. Acceptable.

Rep four, the wheels started to wobble. My form was slipping — I could feel my shoulders creeping up, my hands clenching. I came through in 1:54 and bent over during the rest, hands on my knees, trying to pull air into lungs that felt like they'd been shrink-wrapped.

"Shoulders down," Travis called from his position at the line. "Shake your hands out. You're tensing."

I shook my hands. Bounced on my toes. Tried to find the easy rhythm he kept telling me was in there somewhere.

Rep five. This was where it got ugly. My legs were filling with concrete, my breathing had gone ragged, and the voice in my head had shifted from you could stop to you should stop, this is stupid, you're not a runner, you're a guy with shin splints and a crush on his coach who's going to puke on a high school track at dawn.

I came through the line at 1:58 — six seconds off pace — and Travis stepped onto the track.

He didn't jog. He just fell into stride beside me during the rest interval, matching my shuffle, close enough that I could feel the heat coming off his body and smell that cedar-and-clean-sweat scent that was becoming my primary olfactory obsession.

"Three more," he said, low, just for me. "You've got three more in you."

"I really don't think —"

"I didn't ask what you think. I said you've got them. Trust the plan."

The whistle. I ran.

Rep six was survival. Pure grit, no grace. Travis ran the first two hundred alongside me — not coaching, not talking, just present, his stride long and easy where mine was choppy and desperate. His hand touched my lower back once, a fleeting press between my shoulder blades that lasted maybe half a second, correcting the forward hunch I fell into when I was tired.

Half a second of his palm flat against my spine, and every nerve ending in my body rerouted to that single point of contact.

1:53. He peeled off at the two hundred mark and let me finish alone.

Rep seven. I was running on fumes and spite. Travis was back at the line, stopwatch up, and as I came around the final bend he started counting me in, that gravel voice carrying across the empty track like it was the only sound in the world.

"Ten seconds. Drive. Drive. Five — four — three — through the line — "

1:50. Back on pace. I didn't know how. My body had no logical reason to have produced that split. But Travis had told me to drive, so I drove.

Last rep. I was shaking during the rest interval. My vision was slightly swimmy at the edges and I could taste copper in the back of my throat, which I was pretty sure meant my lungs were staging a formal protest. Travis walked over. Stood in front of me.

"Last one," he said. "Leave it all here."

"I don't have anything left to leave."

"Yes you do." His eyes were steady. Hazel going amber in the first real light of morning. "You've been holding back a gear all session because you're scared of what happens when you use it. Last rep. No gear left to save. Go."

The whistle.

I went. And he was right — there was another gear. Buried under the fatigue and the burning and the voice that said quit, there was a reserve I didn't know I had, and when I opened it, my legs responded. Stride lengthening, arms pumping, the track blurring under my feet. I wasn't thinking about form or breathing or heart rate zones. I was just running, full open, as fast as my broken-in body could carry me, because he'd told me to and I would've run through a wall if he'd pointed at it and said go.

I crossed the line and the world went white for a second. Staggered. Caught myself. Bent double, hands on knees, dripping sweat onto the track, lungs heaving, legs trembling so hard I wasn't sure they'd hold me.

"Time?" I gasped.

"One forty-four."

I looked up. That was a full four seconds faster than my opening rep. That was the fastest four hundred meters I'd run since high school. That was —

Travis was looking at me with an expression I hadn't seen before. The professional assessment was still there, but it was layered under something else. Something warmer. Something that made his eyes softer and his mouth gentler and his whole face less coach and more man.

"Faster," he said. "That's my boy."

The words hit me like a freight train.

Not in my brain. Not in any place where rational thought occurred. They hit me in my gut, my chest, and then they dropped, a warm liquid freefall straight down through my stomach and into my cock, which went from zero to aching in approximately one point five seconds.

That's my boy.

I stumbled. Not from fatigue — my legs actually buckled, a full-body shudder that started in my spine and rolled through me like a wave. I caught myself on my thighs, still bent over, and every molecule in my body was vibrating at a frequency that had nothing to do with interval training.

My compression shorts were not going to save me. Compression shorts were designed for many things — muscle support, reduced chafing, aerodynamic performance. They were not designed to conceal the fact that your running coach had just called you my boy and you'd gotten instantaneously, aggressively, mortifyingly hard.

I angled my hips away. Stayed bent over. Prayed to every god I'd never believed in that he couldn't see.

"You okay?" His voice was closer. He'd taken a step toward me.

"Yep." My voice was wrecked. Breathless and rough and about an octave higher than normal. "Just — catching my breath. That last one was — yeah."

"Take your time." A pause. "That was a hell of a rep, Riley."

Please stop talking. Please stop saying my name in that voice. Please stop existing for thirty seconds so I can get my dick under control.

I straightened up slowly, keeping my water bottle strategically positioned in front of my hips, and focused every ounce of remaining willpower on thinking about spreadsheets. Quarterly reports. The supply chain logistics presentation I'd sat through last Tuesday. Anything, anything other than the low rumble of that's my boy reverberating through my body like an aftershock.

Travis was watching me. He had the clipboard again, pen moving, but his eyes were on me over the top of it. Reading me. Assessing. And for a split second — barely a flicker, gone so fast I almost convinced myself I'd imagined it — his gaze dropped. Below my face. Below my chest. Just for an instant, to exactly the place I was trying to hide behind a thirty-two-ounce Hydro Flask.

He looked back at his clipboard. His jaw tightened. He wrote something down.

Neither of us said a word about it.

"Cool down," he said, and his voice was perfectly even, perfectly controlled, perfectly professional. "Two laps, easy jog. Then we stretch."

I jogged two laps with a hard-on that didn't fully subside until the middle of the second one, and I kept my eyes on the track and my thoughts on tax codes and my water bottle clutched in front of me like a medieval shield.

*   *   *
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Stretching was a special kind of hell.

We did it on the infield grass, damp and cool, the geese having waddled off to terrorize the soccer goals at the far end. Standard post-run stretches — hamstrings, quads, hip flexors, calves. I knew the routine; Travis had shown me on Saturday and made me practice at home.

What I hadn't accounted for was doing them while my body was still singing from that's my boy, my skin felt electric, and Travis was kneeling two feet away demonstrating a pigeon pose with the kind of flexible ease that made me wonder exactly what other positions those hips could —

"Your hip flexors are tight," he said. "Come here."

No, said the last functioning brain cell I had.

"Sure," said my mouth.

I lay on my back. Travis kneeled beside me, took my right leg below the knee, and pressed it toward my chest. His other hand went to my hip, pinning it flat to keep my pelvis from rotating.

His hand on my hip. Again. Thumb on the crease where my thigh met my groin, four fingers wrapped around the outside of my hip bone, pressing me into the grass. His face was above mine, looking down with that focused, clinical expression, and his hand was right there, inches from where I'd been achingly hard five minutes ago, and I was going to die. I was going to die on the infield of Cedar Lake High School with the geese as witnesses.

"Breathe into it," he said. "I know it's tight."

He had no idea what was tight.

I breathed. He pushed my leg further. The stretch burned — a deep, aching pull through my psoas and hip flexor that was right on the line between therapeutic and obscene. I exhaled hard, and some sound came out that I will maintain to my grave was a groan of muscular discomfort and not a moan.

Travis's hand tightened on my hip. Just slightly. A fractional increase in pressure that could have been stabilization and could have been something else entirely.

"Good," he said. Low. Quiet. Almost to himself. "Other side."

He let go. Switched sides. Did the same stretch on my left leg, and this time I bit the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste copper and kept my eyes fixed on the sky and thought about the geese, the geese, the fucking geese.

When it was over, he stood and offered me a hand up. I took it. He pulled me to my feet easily — barely any effort, just raw upper body strength casually deployed — and for a second we were standing close, his hand still in mine, the early sun cutting across his face and lighting up the amber in his eyes.

"Pancakes?" he said.

"God, yes."

*   *   *
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Deb had our booth ready. I didn't know when it had become our booth — this was only the third time — but booth four at Deb's was apparently Travis's territory, and by extension, temporarily mine.

He ordered black coffee and an egg white omelet. I ordered regular coffee with cream and a short stack with bacon, because life was short and I'd just run four hundred meters in 1:44 and I wanted carbohydrates and pig fat and I'd earned them.

"Earned them," I said out loud, pointing at the menu. "Science."

"Science," Travis agreed, and this time he actually smiled. A real one. Small, close-lipped, but it reached his eyes and transformed his whole face from stern attractive authority figure to devastatingly handsome human man who looks like he'd be warm to fall asleep on.

I looked at my coffee. The coffee was safe. The coffee did not have a jawline.

"You're ahead of schedule," he said, pulling out the notebook. "Week two and you're already hitting splits I had penciled in for week four. The aerobic base is building faster than I expected."

"Is that good?"

"That's very good." He looked at me over the notebook. "It means you were more of an athlete than you're giving yourself credit for. The foundation was there — it was just buried."

Something warm bloomed in my chest. I wrapped my hands around my mug to give them something to do. "My high school coach used to say I had more grit than talent."

"Your high school coach was half right. You've got plenty of both."

I stared at him. He went back to his notes like he hadn't just reached into my chest and rearranged the furniture.

"So," he said, not looking up, "tell me about this corporate job that's eating you alive."

I hadn't planned to talk about it. But something about the booth, the coffee, the post-run endorphin haze, and the easy way he asked — like it was part of the training, like understanding what I was running from was as important as understanding what I was running toward — made me open my mouth and just... let it come.

The consulting gig. The eighty-hour weeks. The reviews that said exceeds expectations while I was quietly falling apart. The way I'd built my entire identity around being useful, being productive, being the guy who said yes to everything and apologized for existing in the margins. The restructuring that was happening now, the emails I dreaded opening, the quiet certainty that they were going to cut my role and I wasn't sure I cared anymore, which scared me more than losing the job itself.

Travis listened without interrupting. No advice. No judgment. No have you tried meditation or just set better boundaries or any of the platitudes that well-meaning people offered when you told them your life felt like a house fire you were watching from inside.

When I finally trailed off, embarrassed by how much I'd said, he set his pen down and looked at me with an expression that was so steady and so certain it made my throat tight.

"Sounds like you were running someone else's race," he said.

I blinked.

He continued, quietly: "You built your whole training plan around what other people wanted your splits to look like. No wonder you hit the wall."

He wasn't talking about running. Or he was talking about running and not talking about running, simultaneously, in a way that made both meanings land at the same time and left me sitting in a diner booth at seven thirty in the morning feeling more seen than I had in years.

"Maybe," I said. My voice came out rough.

"The good news is," he said, picking his pen back up, "you're at the starting line of a different race now. And this time, you get to set the pace."

I didn't trust myself to answer that, so I ate my pancakes and tried to ignore the fact that my eyes were stinging and my chest felt cracked open and the man across from me was looking at me like I was a problem he fully intended to solve.

Not a burden. Not a project. A puzzle. Something worth figuring out.

No one had ever looked at me like that. Dylan certainly hadn't — Dylan had looked at me like I was a piece of furniture that didn't match the room anymore. My mother looked at me like a report card. My coworkers looked at me like a resource to be allocated.

Travis looked at me like I was someone becoming.

I finished my pancakes. He walked me to my car. The handshake was the same as always — firm, warm, lingering a beat longer than it needed to. His thumb grazed the inside of my wrist as he let go, and I felt that graze in my kneecaps.

"Saturday," he said. "Eight miles. Lake trail. Six AM."

"I'll be there."

"I know you will."

He walked to his truck. I got in my car. Drove home on autopilot, parked, walked inside, dropped my keys on the counter, and went straight to the bathroom.

*   *   *
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The shower was hot. Too hot. I stood under the spray with my palms against the tile and my head bowed, letting the water hammer my shoulders and my back and trying to wash the morning off me.

It wasn't working.

That's my boy.

The words were on a loop. A closed circuit running from my ears to my brain to my spine to my cock, which had been at a low simmer since the track and was now, in the privacy of my own shower with no Hydro Flask to hide behind, fully and completely hard.

I pressed my forehead against the tile. Cool against my overheated skin. Steam swirling.

My boy.

I could hear exactly how he'd said it. That gravel voice dropping half a register, the possessive curl of my, the way boy had come out warm and rough like it had been dragged across something. He'd said it like a reflex — like it had come from a place deeper than coaching, deeper than professionalism, some bedrock place where the words weren't motivational but claiming.

My hand was on my cock before I made the conscious decision to put it there.

I told myself it wasn't about him. I told myself it was adrenaline, endorphins, the normal post-exercise hormonal surge that any sports physiologist could explain. I told myself I was just getting off in the shower like any twenty-six-year-old man did after a hard workout, and if my coach's voice happened to be providing the internal narration, that was just a coincidence of timing.

I was a spectacular liar.

My hand moved, slick with soap and shower water, and I wasn't thinking about endorphins. I was thinking about his hand on my hip during the stretch. The press of his thumb in the crease of my groin. The way he'd looked at me when I crossed the line — warm, soft, proud — like I'd given him something no one else could.

Faster. That's my boy.

I stroked harder. Braced my other hand on the wall. Let myself fall into it — the full fantasy, unfiltered, the one I'd been keeping behind a locked door in my head since the first day he'd put his hands on my hips and corrected my alignment.

Travis in the garage gym. After hours. Just us. His hands on me — not correcting, not coaching. Touching. Sliding up under my shirt, spreading across my stomach, pulling me back against his chest. His mouth at my ear, that gravel voice going low and dark: Held pace like a champion. You know what that earns you?

My hips snapped into my fist. I was close already — embarrassingly, humiliatingly fast, my whole body wound so tight from a morning of suppressed arousal that it took almost nothing to get me to the edge.

Good boy.

I came hard enough to buckle. White-hot, full-body, my free hand slapping the tile for balance as my vision whited out and my mouth opened on a sound I didn't recognize — guttural, desperate, wrecked. I stroked through it, shaking, chasing every last pulse, and the name that came out of me at the peak wasn't a name I should've been saying.

"Travis — fuck —"

I stood there afterward, panting under the spray, water sluicing over my back, hand still loosely curled around my softening cock. The shame arrived on schedule — a hot, prickling wave that started at my scalp and rolled down to my toes. I'd just jerked off to my running coach. My hired professional running coach. The man who shook my hand after every session and called me champ and took me for pancakes at a diner where the owner thought we were cute.

I was so fucked.

Not literally. That was the problem.

I shut off the water. Stood dripping in the steam. Pressed my forehead back against the tile and let out a long, slow breath.

Two weeks. I'd known the man for two weeks. Fourteen days, six sessions, a hundred small touches that were all explainable and professional and completely normal, and I was already coming apart in my shower whispering his name.

My phone buzzed on the counter. I reached for it, towel around my waist, water still in my eyes.

A text from Travis.

Good work today. Your hip flexors need extra attention — I'm sending a video for home stretches. Do them tonight.

And then, a second later:

Proud of you, Riley.

I stared at the screen. Read it three times. Pressed the phone against my chest like a teenager with a love note and hated myself with a fervor that was almost impressive.

I was in so much trouble.

Saturday was going to be a nightmare.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Travis

I hadn't been attracted to anyone in two years.

That wasn't an exaggeration or a bid for sympathy — it was a fact, the same way my ACL was torn or my marriage was over or the coffee maker Megan left behind made burnt, terrible coffee that I drank every morning anyway because replacing it felt like admitting something I wasn't ready to admit.

After the divorce, people — Deb, Marco, Coach Pete, the well-meaning women at the grocery store who kept telling me about their single sons and nephews — had assured me the desire would come back. "Give it time, honey," Deb had said, refilling my coffee. "Your heart's just in recovery mode. Like a muscle. It needs rest before it can work again."

I'd nodded and smiled and privately suspected that whatever part of me had wanted people — wanted skin against skin, wanted the weight of someone in my bed, wanted to be touched by hands that chose to be there — had packed up and left with Megan and the dog, and I was going to spend the rest of my life channeling all that energy into training plans and cold showers and the grim satisfaction of watching other people achieve things I'd stopped wanting for myself.

Two years. Not a flicker. Not a stir. I'd gone on three dates — all set up by Marco, all perfectly nice men, all of whom I'd felt absolutely nothing for — and come home each time to my empty house and my bad coffee and thought, well, that's that, then.

And then Riley Voss had shown up in my driveway with his dented water bottle and his inside-out shirt and his blue eyes full of damage I recognized, and the part of me I'd declared dead had sat up, looked around, and said oh, there you are.

Two weeks. Fourteen days. And I was losing a fight I'd been winning for two years.

Saturday morning. Six AM. Lake trail.

I was already there when he pulled in — same Civic, same too-early squint, but today he was moving differently. Looser. Lighter. He jogged across the parking lot to my truck, bouncing on his toes, water bottle swinging, and gave me the grin. The full one, wide and boyish, the one that made his eyes crinkle and his whole face go bright.

"Morning, Coach."

"Morning. You look awake."

"I've been up since five. Couldn't sleep." He bounced higher. "I think the interval training broke something in my brain. I actually wanted to get out of bed."

"That's the endorphins rewiring your reward system. It'll normalize."

"Please don't normalize it. I like being excited about things. It's new."

There was an earnestness to that — I like being excited about things, it's new — that landed somewhere in my chest and didn't leave. I thought about what he'd told me at the diner. The eighty-hour weeks. The boyfriend who'd left. The mother whose love came with performance reviews. How long had this kid gone without feeling excited to wake up?

Not a kid. Twenty-six. A man.

A man who was currently stretching his quads by pulling one foot up behind him, which tipped his hips forward and arched his back and made his compression shorts do something that I was not going to look at.

I looked at my clipboard.

"Eight miles today," I said. "Longest run of the program so far. I'll bike the first four with you, then run the last four. Conversational pace — if you can't talk in full sentences, you're going too fast."

"Conversational pace. Got it. What should we talk about?"

"Whatever you want."

"Dangerous offer, Coach."

It was. I was starting to understand that everything with Riley was a dangerous offer, because he took every opening and turned it into something warmer and more personal than I was prepared for. The diner debriefs had become a crash course in Riley Voss — his humor, his anxieties, the rapid-fire way his brain connected things, the self-deprecation he used like armor and the genuine vulnerability underneath it. I knew more about him after two weeks than I'd known about my last three dates combined.

That should've been a warning sign. It felt like a gift.

"Let's go," I said.

*   *   *
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The first four miles were easy. October had deepened — the trees along the lake trail were fully turned now, orange and gold and deep red, and the air had that crisp bite that made your lungs feel clean. Riley ran beside me while I biked, keeping a steady nine-thirty pace that was right where I wanted him, and he talked.

About Cedar Lake. About the rental cottage and the dock and how the lake looked at sunset. About his sister Jess, who called every other day and grilled him about whether he was eating vegetables. About the high school kids he'd seen on the track last Tuesday and how one of them, a skinny freshman with braces, had waved at him like he was famous.

"She said 'Are you Coach Kane's new runner?'" Riley laughed between breaths. "I said yes and she said, 'He's the best. He made me not hate running.' And I thought — yeah. Yeah, he kind of did that for me too."

I looked at the trail ahead and said nothing. Some compliments you didn't respond to. You just let them settle.

Mile four, I locked the bike to the trail rack and fell into stride beside him. The rhythm was instant — our gaits synced within ten steps, his shorter stride matching my longer one through some unconscious negotiation. Side by side, matching breath for breath, the trail narrowing enough that our arms brushed on every other swing.

Mile five, he went quiet. Focused. His breathing was controlled now — belly breathing, the way I'd taught him — and his form had tightened up. Two weeks of work showing in his posture, the way he held his arms, the forward lean off his ankles instead of his hips. He looked like a runner. He looked like he'd always been a runner and just forgot for a while.

Mile six, the trail curved along the lakeshore, and the sun came through the trees at an angle that lit everything gold. Riley ran through a patch of it and his hair caught fire — the dirty blond going white-hot, his skin glowing, sweat on his neck and collarbone catching the light like someone had traced him with gilt.
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