[bookmark: _GoBack]Prologue

Eli stood poised just beyond the three-point arc, the ball cradled in his left hand as his fingers dribbled it in a steady rhythm that echoed like the heartbeat of the crowd around him. His defender loomed perilously close, eyes locked onto Eli’s every subtle movement. The scoreboard flickered ominously: 3rd Quarter, 10.3 seconds remaining. North Edgecombe 47, Oak Hill Academy 51.

In those electrifying moments on the court, Eli could almost feel time decelerate. He noticed the sweat trickling down his defender's brow, each droplet glistening as it splashed onto the polished hardwood. With a quick glance, he dismissed his teammate who had started to drift toward him to set a screen. Eli didn’t need a screen. This was his moment, and he was determined to face off against his defender one-on-one—no extra help needed beyond his own intensity.

As the clock flickered to nine seconds, Eli shifted his weight, a quick feint that demanded a reaction. The defender shifted his left foot back, just enough to create a sliver of space—Eli could sense the tiniest crack forming in his defense. The instant the defender’s heel touched the court, Eli surged.

He crossed hard to his right, his hips showing the defender where he was going, then he snapped the ball back to his left side. The defender already committed right, Eli was like a phantom as he zipped past him with two swift dribbles. Near the free-throw line, he halted abruptly, rising into a jump shot that felt almost choreographed. The ball rolled off his fingertips and arced effortlessly through the air.

The buzzer blared like a siren as the net snapped, announcing the end of the quarter. Oak Hill 51, North Edgecombe 49.

Jogging off the court, a surge of adrenaline coursed through Eli as he stole a glance at the stands. His parents occupied their usual perch atop the bleachers. His mother, Emma, applauded, her confident smile radiating pure joy, while his father, Arthur, remained more composed, nodding slowly in approval. Eli winked at them, and the sight of his dad breaking into a wide grin ignited something within him.

As he settled onto the bench, he spotted a prominent scout for Duke positioned just a few rows away from his parents. The anticipation of where Eli would commit to college was palpable. Everywhere he turned, he felt the weight of opinions thrust upon him—coaches pitching their programs, fans speculating about his future, reporters clamoring for an answer. The pressure suffocated him. He didn’t want to let anyone down, but how could he possibly please everyone?

His parents had shown remarkable patience, though Eli glimpsed the exhaustion creeping into their eyes during the endless rounds of calls and visits. He noted his father’s half-suppressed sighs each time a recruiter reached out, his mother’s polite but clipped responses to inquiries about whether Eli leaned towards UNC or any other program.

As the fourth quarter commenced, the stakes rose to an unbearable level. North Edgecombe rarely saw this type of spotlight. ESPN cameras scanned the packed gym, all eyes fixed on Eli—the #1 recruit in the nation facing off against the reigning champions. Yet this was not solely about him. A victory tonight could shine a light on his teammates, possibly earning them the offers they so desperately desired. There was no room for failure—not this time.

The fourth quarter unfolded like a relentless battle. Oak Hill led throughout, but their advantage remained razor-thin—never more than a six-point cushion. With less than a minute left, Oak Hill possessed the ball, methodically draining the clock while holding a four-point lead.

Eli crouched low, meticulously observing their point guard as he set the play in motion. The moment the ball shifted, a spark ignited in Eli's mind; he recognized the play from his exhaustive film study. Timing his movements with precision, he darted into the passing lane and managed to intercept the ball with a flourish. The gym erupted as Eli bolted towards the rim, unleashing a thunderous dunk that reverberated through the arena. North Edgecombe was trailing by just two points.

The crowd roared as the timeout was called. Eli’s coach rallied the team, urging them to mount the pressure. When play resumed, Eli shadowed the action, calculating his next move. As his teammates cornered Oak Hill’s guard, forcing a hurried pass to the center of the court, Eli exploded into action, pressuring the guard until the panic-stricken pass sailed into the stands. Another timeout ensued.

In the huddle, Eli’s heartbeat thundered in his ears as his coach intently scribbled final plays on the clipboard. His gaze traveled to the stands, settling on his parents. Emma was energetically applauding alongside the crowd, her enthusiasm infectious; Arthur, however, was seated firmly, his eyes locked onto Eli’s with unwavering trust. A subtle nod from his father sent a rush of determination coursing through Eli—they had communicated volumes in that brief moment.

You got this.
I got this.
The coach's voice broke through his concentration, directing the final play. “Okay, Eli, you’re coming off a pick, top of the key. It’s your isolation. Take your man off the dribble. Let’s run down the clock and push this to overtime.”

Eli's gaze sharpened, locking onto his coach’s eyes. “No overtime,” he declared with a fierce intensity. “I’m ending this right here.”

His teammates exploded around him with shouts of encouragement, slapping his back in unison. Eli’s coach, half-grinning in disbelief, shook his head, teasingly conceding, “Fine. When you hit this shot, I’m taking full credit for that play.”

As Eli jogged onto the court, a teammate whispered, “Do you rehearse those one-liners?”

Eli chuckled lightly, “Absolutely. Every night, motivational quote book in hand. Want to borrow it?”

The teammate, puzzled, squinted as Eli winked and took his position on the court.

The ball was inbounded, and Eli soared along the baseline, deftly weaving through two solid screens set by his towering teammates. He burst out at the top of the key, catching the ball on a flawless bounce pass.

The clock dwindled: 8 seconds. 7 seconds.

Eli jabbed fiercely with his right foot, decisively ripping the ball to his left. The defender, momentarily off-balance, lunged toward Eli’s right hip, falling for the feint. Eli seized the split-second opportunity, taking two purposeful dribbles and stepping back just outside the arc. The world blurred around him, with everything slowing to a whisper.

Rising for the shot, the gym fell into a haunting silence. The noise faded away, replaced by the echoes of countless hours spent practicing in the driveway—countless shots alone, with teammates, or one-on-one with his father or mother.

As the ball left his fingertips, spinning with grace, Eli held his position in the air, his arm outstretched as the final buzzer resonated through the arena.

The crowd held its collective breath.

The ball swished cleanly through the net, snapping with a resounding crack. Time seemed to suspend for an eternal moment—no noise, no movement—before pandemonium erupted.

His teammates collided with him, tackling him to the floor as fans surged onto the court. Hands pulled him upright, slapping his back in unison as they hoisted him off the hardwood. Eli’s gaze flickered upward, searching for his parents once more.

Emma’s radiant smile lit up her face as she clapped, as if she had foreseen this conclusion from the very beginning. Arthur stood, hands firmly on his hips, a grin stretching wider than Eli had ever witnessed.

In that moment, Eli felt an undeniable sense of belonging deep within his chest—a blissful certainty that he was right where he was meant to be.
