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​Chapter 1: The Call-Up
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My head felt like someone had taken a blender to my brain and set it on puree. Which, to be fair, was pretty much what I'd done to myself last night. Tequila shots with the team after losing in the playoffs seemed like a great idea at midnight. At nine in the morning, sprawled across my couch in yesterday's clothes with my phone buzzing somewhere in the cushions, not so much.

I fished around blindly until my fingers hit the screen. Twelve missed calls. Thirty-seven texts. Either someone died or I'd done something spectacularly stupid that was now viral. Both options felt equally possible given how last night had gone.

The phone buzzed again in my hand and I squinted at it. Coach Ramirez. Calling me on a Sunday morning after I'd just blown our championship hopes with that missed penalty kick. Perfect. Exactly what my hangover needed.

"Yeah," I croaked into the phone, my voice sounding like I'd gargled gravel.

"Maya. Check your email. Now."

She hung up. No greeting, no small talk, just that clipped tone that meant something serious. I pulled myself upright, which took more effort than it should have, and my stomach did a slow roll of protest. The apartment looked like a crime scene. Pizza boxes, empty bottles, my jersey crumpled on the floor where I'd thrown it in disgust. The number nine stared up at me, mocking.

My laptop was buried under a stack of mail I'd been ignoring for two weeks. Bills, mostly. A promotional flyer for a gym I'd never join. And somewhere under all of that, apparently, life-changing news I'd been too drunk and miserable to notice.

I opened my email and there it was. Subject line: USA Women's National Team Olympic Training Camp Roster.

My heart did this stupid flutter thing, the kind that made me feel like I was twelve again, getting called up to my first travel team. I clicked it open and scanned past all the formal language, the dates, the location in Colorado, the equipment requirements. My name was there. Maya Castellanos. Right there in the middle of the striker list.

"Holy shit," I said out loud to my empty apartment. Then louder, because it deserved it: "Holy shit!"

I was going to the Olympics. Or at least, I was going to try out for the Olympics. Same difference. This was it. This was the thing I'd been working toward since I was six years old and my dad first put a ball at my feet and told me I had his gift. The thing that was supposed to prove I wasn't just Carlos Castellanos's kid riding his coattails. The thing that was supposed to make losing last night matter a little bit less.

I scrolled down the roster, reading names of players I'd idolized, players I'd competed against, players who were about to become my teammates. This was insane. This was actually happening. I was grinning like an idiot at my laptop screen, hangover completely forgotten, already mentally planning what I'd pack, what I'd say to my dad when I called him, how I'd celebrate with the team tonight.

Then I saw her name.

Jade Winters.

My grin died. Of course. Of course she'd be on the roster. Because the universe had a sick sense of humor and apparently my life was the punchline.

I stared at her name like if I looked hard enough it might rearrange itself into different letters, spell out someone else, anyone else. But no. There it was. Jade Winters, midfielder, playing for Portland's team, perfect disciplined ice queen Jade Winters who'd been making my life difficult since we were eighteen.

Six years. Six years of running into her at national showcases, at league games, at every tournament that mattered. Six years of her looking at me like I was a particularly messy problem she couldn't solve. Six years of coaches comparing us, commentators analyzing our different styles, teammates asking if we had history because the tension was that obvious.

We had history, all right. The kind that still made my jaw clench when I thought about it.

I could see it perfectly, even now. College cup finals, my senior year. We were up by one, twenty minutes left, and I could taste the championship. I could feel it. Then Jade happened. She'd stolen the ball from our defense, threaded it through two of our players like they weren't even there, and slotted it past our keeper with this cold precision that made it look easy. Then she'd done it again in overtime. Two goals. Both perfect. Both destroying everything we'd worked for.

I'd watched her celebrate with her team, watched her hoist the trophy, watched her give this composed interview afterward where she said all the right things about hard work and team effort. Meanwhile I was in the locker room trying not to cry, trying not to think about how my dad had flown in to watch and now I'd have to face him with nothing to show for it.

That was Jade. Always perfect. Always controlled. Always making me look like I was just winging it, which, okay, maybe I was sometimes, but that was my style. I played on instinct, on feeling, on those split-second decisions that either looked like genius or reckless depending on whether they worked out. She played like she'd calculated every possibility three moves ahead. Like soccer was chess and she'd already won before the game started.

Coaches loved her. The disciplined one. The reliable one. The one who showed up early and stayed late and never broke protocol.

And me? I was the wild card. The one with natural talent who needed to apply herself more. The one who was brilliant when she was on but frustrating when she wasn't. My dad's daughter, with all the skill and none of the focus.

I slammed my laptop shut and immediately regretted it because the sound made my head pound. This was supposed to be my moment. My chance to prove something. And now I'd have to do it while sharing space with someone who represented everything I was apparently failing to be.

My phone rang again. Dad this time. I let it go to voicemail. I wasn't ready for that conversation yet. He'd want to know every detail, want to start planning my training schedule, want to talk strategy and statistics and all the ways I needed to improve if I wanted to actually make the final Olympic roster. He'd be proud, sure, but it would come wrapped in expectations I wasn't sure I could meet.

I got up and shuffled to the kitchen, found some ibuprofen and chugged water straight from the tap. My reflection in the window looked rough. Dark circles under my eyes, hair in a matted ponytail, still wearing the shirt I'd played in yesterday before everything went wrong.

That penalty kick kept replaying in my head. I'd been so sure. I'd lined it up, I'd seen the angle, and then I'd just blasted it wide like an amateur. Like someone who didn't belong on that field. The disappointment in my teammates' eyes was worse than the loss itself.

And now I was supposed to go to Colorado and compete against the best players in the country, including Jade Winters who probably never missed a penalty kick in her life. Who probably woke up at five in the morning to run drills. Who probably meal-prepped and meditated and did all the things I kept meaning to do but never quite managed.

I picked up my phone and scrolled through the congratulations texts. My teammates from the club team, friends from college, my little sister with about fifteen exclamation points. Everyone was excited for me. Everyone thought this was going to be amazing.

I wanted to feel that. I wanted to feel nothing but pure joy about this opportunity. But all I could think about was that I'd be walking into that training camp as the girl who just choked in the playoffs, competing against Jade Winters who'd probably just led her team to some perfect victory because that's what she did.

There was another email below the roster announcement. Training camp started in two weeks. Two weeks to get my head straight, my body ready, my game sharp. Two weeks to figure out how to be in the same facility as Jade without letting six years of complicated feelings mess with my focus.

I opened the detailed schedule. We'd be there for six weeks. Intensive training, tactical sessions, scrimmages, evaluations. Everything building toward the final roster selection. Only the best would make it to the Olympics. Everyone else would go home with nothing but almosts and maybes.

The email listed room assignments too. I scrolled down, looking for my name, hoping I'd at least get paired with someone cool, someone who'd make this whole thing less intense.

Maya Castellanos, Room 247. Roommate: Jade Winters.

I actually laughed. Like a slightly unhinged laugh that echoed in my empty apartment. Because of course. Of course we'd be roommates. Why would the universe give me anything easy?

I imagined it now. Six weeks of sharing a room with someone who probably folded her socks and organized her protein bars alphabetically. Six weeks of her waking up at dawn while I was still trying to remember where I'd left my cleats. Six weeks of her perfect routine making my chaos look even more chaotic by comparison.

Six weeks of pretending I didn't remember exactly what she looked like when she scored those goals. When she'd turned and her eyes had met mine across the field for just a second, and there'd been something there that wasn't quite triumph and wasn't quite sympathy but landed somewhere in between.

My phone buzzed with another call. Coach Ramirez again. This time I answered.

"You see it?" she asked.

"Yeah. I see it."

"This is your shot, Maya. Don't waste it feeling sorry for yourself about yesterday."

"I'm not—"

"You are. I know you. You're sitting in your apartment right now spiraling about that penalty kick instead of celebrating the fact that you just got called up to Olympic camp." She paused. "Your dad call yet?"

"Went to voicemail."

"Call him back. Then pack your ego away and get ready to work harder than you've ever worked. You've got the talent, kid. You've always had the talent. Now you need to show them you've got everything else too."

She hung up before I could respond. Coach Ramirez didn't believe in long motivational speeches. She believed in short, brutal honesty followed by action.

I stood there in my disaster of a kitchen, holding my phone, thinking about Jade Winters and Olympic dreams and all the ways this could go wrong. Then I thought about my dad, about proving I was more than just his genetics and his famous last name. About standing on that Olympic field representing my country.

About showing everyone, including myself, that I belonged there.

Even if it meant spending six weeks with the one person who'd always made me feel like I had something to prove.

I pulled up my dad's contact and hit call. Time to celebrate. Time to panic. Time to figure out how the hell I was going to survive Olympic training camp rooming with Jade Winters.

The phone rang twice before he picked up.

"Mija," he said, and I could hear the pride already in his voice. "I heard the news."

"Yeah," I said, looking around at my messy apartment, at the evidence of last night's poor decisions, at the life I was about to leave behind for six weeks of intensity. "Yeah, Dad. I'm going to the Olympics."

Or at least, I was going to try.
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​Chapter 2: Arrival

[image: ]




I was late. Not dramatically late, not miss-the-orientation late, but late enough that everyone else had already claimed their spots in the locker room by the time I hauled my vintage duffel through the doors of the training facility. The bag was older than me, leather worn soft and scarred from years of my dad dragging it across Europe during his playing days. He'd given it to me when I made my first travel team, said it had good luck built into the seams. Right now it just had two weeks of hastily packed clothes and the faint smell of the lavender sachets my sister had shoved in there when I wasn't looking.

The facility was nicer than I expected. Glass and steel and that particular kind of athletic-complex smell that was part rubber, part sweat, part ambition. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out onto perfectly manicured training pitches, the Colorado mountains doing their dramatic thing in the background. Very inspiring. Very 'this is where champions are made.' I would have been more impressed if my stomach wasn't doing nervous flips.

I could hear voices echoing from deeper in the locker room, that particular buzz of athletes sizing each other up while pretending to be casual about it. I recognized some of the laughs, voices I'd heard in post-game interviews or across crowded fields. These were the best players in the country, and I was about to walk in there like I belonged with them.

Fake it until you make it, right?

The locker room opened up into this sprawling space with individual cubbies lining the walls, each one marked with a name placard. I scanned for mine, dragging my duffel behind me, very aware that heads were turning. Some curious, some friendly, some doing that quick assessment thing where they're cataloging whether you're competition or an ally or somewhere in between.

Then I saw her.

Jade was three cubbies down from what would apparently be mine, and of course she'd already completely moved in. Her gear was arranged with the kind of precision that made my chaotic packing job look like I'd just thrown everything in a bag and hoped for the best. Which, to be fair, I basically had. Her cleats were lined up by type, her training clothes folded in neat stacks, even her water bottles were organized by size. There were labels. She had actually labeled her protein shake containers.

She was bent over, adjusting something in the bottom of her cubby, wearing training gear that looked freshly pressed. Her hair was pulled back in this sleek ponytail that probably required some kind of engineering degree to accomplish. Even from here I could see the focus in the way she moved, like every action had a purpose, like wasted motion was a personal offense.

I'd forgotten how tall she was. Or maybe I'd just spent six years trying not to think about it. She straightened up and caught sight of me, and for a second our eyes met across the locker room. Her expression didn't change, just that same cool assessment she'd always had, like she was watching game footage and I was a play she was trying to figure out.

"Castellanos," she said. Not friendly, not unfriendly. Just stating a fact.

"Winters." I gave her a nod, going for casual, like running into your college nemesis at Olympic tryouts was just another Tuesday. "Nice organizational system you've got there. Very alphabetical."

"It's efficient," she said, turning back to her cubby. Conversation over, apparently.

Right. This was going to be fun.

I found my assigned spot and dumped my duffel on the bench. The name placard was crisp and official looking: Maya Castellanos, Striker. Someone had already put a small American flag sticker on it, which was a nice touch. Made this whole thing feel more real. I unzipped the duffel and started pulling out gear, trying not to notice how chaotic it looked compared to Jade's setup. My lucky socks were balled up with my sports bras, my cleats had somehow ended up at the bottom wrapped in a shirt I'd forgotten I packed, and there was a protein bar that had exploded at some point, leaving chocolate residue on everything.

"Rough flight?" A voice said behind me, amused.

I turned to find a shorter woman with bright eyes and an easy grin leaning against the cubby next to mine. Her placard read Jessica Torres, and I recognized her immediately. Midfielder for the Chicago team, known for assists that made highlight reels.

"Rough packing skills," I admitted. "I'm more of a 'throw everything in and deal with consequences later' kind of person."

"I can see that." She laughed, and it was the kind of laugh that made you want to be in on the joke. "I'm Jess. And before you ask, yes, I saw your playoff game. That was brutal."

"Going straight for the throat, huh? I like you already."

"Someone's got to break the ice. Otherwise we all just stand around being professional and intimidated for six weeks." She glanced around the locker room, lowering her voice. "Also, everyone's pretending they're not completely terrified they won't make the final roster, which is exhausting to watch."

She wasn't wrong. There was a brittleness to the energy in here, everyone trying to look confident while internally freaking out. We were all competing against each other for limited spots. Twenty-five players in camp, eighteen would make the Olympic roster. Some of us were going home disappointed.

"So what's your strategy?" Jess asked, hopping up to sit on the bench. "Make friends or make enemies?"

"I was thinking of trying something radical like focusing on soccer."

"Boring. Also impossible. You've seen the room assignments, right?"

My stomach dropped. "Please tell me they're not doing what I think they're doing."

"Oh, they absolutely are." Jess grinned wider. "They're rooming us together based on positions we're competing for. Some kind of psychological warfare technique disguised as team building. You and Winters are going to be best friends by the end of this."

"Or one of us will be dead."

"That's the spirit."

Before I could respond, a sharp whistle cut through the locker room chatter. Everyone shut up immediately, that Pavlovian athlete response to a coach's whistle. A woman strode in, clipboard in hand, radiating the kind of authority that made you stand straighter without thinking about it. She was maybe fifty, with silver threading through dark hair pulled into a no-nonsense bun, and the build of someone who could probably still outrun half of us.

"I'm Coach Martinez," she said, her voice carrying easily through the space. "Head coach for this training camp and, if we do our jobs right, your Olympic coach. You're here because you're the best at what you do. But best isn't good enough for Olympic gold. So we're going to break you down and build you back up, and some of you aren't going to like who you become in the process."

Well, that was encouraging.

"Room assignments are posted by the door. You have one hour to get settled before our first team meeting. I expect everyone suited up and on the pitch at fourteen hundred hours. We're running conditioning tests this afternoon." She paused, scanning the room, her gaze stopping on each of us for a moment. "You all know what's at stake. Act like it."

She turned and walked out, leaving behind a charged silence. Then everyone moved at once, crowding toward the door where a sheet of paper was tacked up. I stayed where I was, already knowing what it would say. Jess bounced off the bench and squeezed into the crowd, then returned with a grimace.

"Okay, so I'm rooming with Patterson, which could be worse. She seems cool." She looked at me with exaggerated sympathy. "You, however, got the special treatment."

"Let me guess."

"Room 247. You and Jade Winters. May the odds be ever in your favor."

I caught Jade's reaction from across the room. Her jaw tightened just slightly, the only indication that she was anything less than thrilled about this arrangement. She pulled her phone from her bag, typed something quickly, then put it away with more force than necessary.

"This is going to be a disaster," I muttered.

"Or wildly entertaining for the rest of us," Jess said cheerfully. "Come on, I'll help you carry your stuff. You've got chocolate protein bar all over your shin guards."

The walk to the residence hall was short, just across a covered walkway that connected the training facility to the dorms. The rooms were nicer than I expected, more like a decent hotel than a college dormitory. Two beds, two desks, a shared bathroom, big windows overlooking the training pitches. Under different circumstances, it would have been great.

Jade was already there when I arrived, naturally. Her side of the room looked like a spread from an athletic lifestyle magazine. Bed made with hospital corners, laptop set up on the desk at a perfect ninety-degree angle, suitcase already emptied and presumably stored somewhere out of sight. She'd taken the bed by the window, which was probably strategic. Better natural light for whatever rigorous morning routine she had planned.

"Hey," I said, dropping my duffel on the other bed. "So this is cozy."

She glanced up from her phone. "I'll stay out of your way if you stay out of mine."

"That's the spirit. Real team bonding energy."

"We're not here to bond, Castellanos. We're here to compete." She set her phone down, finally looking at me directly. "And we both know only one of us is making that starting lineup."

There it was. The thing neither of us had said yet but both of us were thinking. We weren't just roommates. We were rivals for the same spot, and for the next six weeks we'd be living in each other's space, watching each other's routines, seeing each other's weaknesses.

"You know what, you're right," I said, starting to unpack with probably more force than necessary. "Why pretend this is anything other than what it is? We've got history, we want the same thing, and one of us is going to be disappointed."

"At least we're clear on that."

"Crystal clear." I shoved my clothes into drawers without folding them, very aware that Jade was watching with what might have been horror or might have been judgment. Probably both. "Though I've got to say, the universe has a sick sense of humor putting us together."

"The coaching staff probably thinks it'll motivate us."

"Or they're hoping we'll kill each other and solve their roster problem early."

I caught the tiniest flicker of something that might have been amusement on her face, but it vanished before I could be sure. She went back to her phone, and I went back to unpacking, and the silence that settled between us was loaded with six years of unfinished business.

My phone buzzed. A text from Jess: "Still alive?"

I typed back: "Barely. Send help and better life choices."

"Too late for the second one. You're stuck now."

She wasn't wrong. I looked around the room, at Jade's perfect setup and my explosion of gear, at the two beds that suddenly seemed way too close together, at the next six weeks stretching out ahead of us.

This was going to be something, all right. I just wasn't sure what yet.

Jade stood up, grabbed a water bottle from her precisely arranged collection, and headed for the door. She paused with her hand on the handle. "We've got forty-five minutes before the meeting. I'm going to walk the facility, learn the layout."

"Of course you are."

"You should probably do the same. Unless you prefer going in blind."

"Maybe I like surprises."

She looked at me then, really looked at me, and there was something in her expression I couldn't quite read. "You always did."

Then she was gone, door clicking shut behind her, leaving me alone in our shared space with the distinct feeling that I'd just walked into something way more complicated than a simple roommate situation.

I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling. Six weeks. I could do six weeks. I'd survived worse.

Though as I lay there, listening to the sounds of the facility coming alive with the country's best athletes, I couldn't shake the memory of Jade's face when she'd scored those goals six years ago. The way she'd looked at me after. Like she'd won something and lost something all at once.

My phone buzzed again. Dad this time: "First day. Make it count."

I typed back: "Working on it."

What I didn't tell him was that making it count might be a lot harder with Jade Winters sleeping six feet away from me, being perfect and disciplined and everything I apparently needed to be but wasn't sure I wanted to become.

I grabbed my own water bottle and headed out to walk the facility. If Jade could be proactive, so could I.

Even if it killed me.
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​Chapter 3: First Blood
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The thing about scrimmages is that they're supposed to be practice, a way to gel as a team and test out tactics without the pressure of actual competition. Someone forgot to tell that to the twenty-five athletes on the pitch who were treating this like it was the Olympic final itself. Coach Martinez had split us into two squads, bibs versus skins, and naturally I'd ended up on the opposite side from Jade. The universe continued its stellar track record of making my life interesting.

I'd been playing for maybe twenty minutes when I felt it, that particular awareness you get when someone's watching you too closely. Not the normal defensive attention, but something sharper. I glanced over my shoulder and there she was, tracking my movement with the focus of a predator sizing up prey. Her team had the ball but her eyes were on me, calculating, and I felt something twist in my stomach that definitely wasn't nerves about the scrimmage.

'Focus, Castellanos,' I told myself. This was exactly the kind of distraction I couldn't afford.

Jess got the ball to me with a beautiful through pass that split their defense, and suddenly I was one-on-one with their keeper. Easy goal, the kind I could slot in my sleep. Except Jade appeared out of nowhere, slide tackling from an angle I hadn't seen coming. She got the ball but also got my ankle, and I went down hard on the turf, the impact knocking the wind out of my lungs and possibly my dignity.

The whistle blew. I looked up to find Jade already on her feet, not even breathing hard, like taking me out had been as casual as checking her watch. No hand offered to help me up. No apology. Just that same cool assessment, like she was reviewing game footage in her head and I was a problem she'd just solved.

"That was clean," she said, which might have been true technically but felt like a challenge wrapped in a statement of fact.

I got to my feet, brushing turf pellets off my knees. "Sure. Real textbook."

"Maybe pay attention to your surroundings next time."

And there it was, that particular tone that made my jaw clench. Like she was a coach and I was some amateur who didn't know basic field awareness. Never mind that I'd been playing this game since before I could write my own name, never mind that I'd scored more goals this season than anyone in my division. Jade had this way of making me feel like I was always one step behind, always missing something obvious.
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