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The sun beat down on the soccer field like it was trying to cook us alive. My jersey clung to my back, soaked through with sweat, and my calves burned from the sprint. Coach Damon’s whistle sliced through the air, but I didn’t stop. Ball at my feet, I pivoted left, sent a pass down the wing, and kept moving. Always moving.

“Drop, Zoe! Reset!” someone yelled—probably Ashlyn—but I ignored it. Marissa was shadowing me again. Of course she was.

She’d been on my heels since warm-ups, breathing down my neck like she owned the field, like she had the deed in her pocket and she wasn’t afraid to let us know about it. Every move I made, she matched. Every pass I played, she tried to outdo. She was like a shadow, if shadows were cocky freshmen with absurd athleticism, a crazy coaching pedigree, and something to prove.

I felt her coming before I saw her—cleats pounding the ground, breath sharp. She went for the tackle.

Not today.

I spun, nudged the ball just out of reach, and watched her momentum carry her past me. She stumbled, caught herself. Our eyes met for half a second—hers narrowed, mine steady.

We both knew it: that was a win for me.

Those had been painfully rare, over the course of our brief rivalry, a rivalry that had physically existed only those few weeks of training camp, but in reality had existed since the previous spring, when we first heard that Marissa Williams was joining our squad. Marissa Williams, the high school senior phenom, the five star recruit of five-star recruits, a true generational talent, described as such even by folks who deployed such effusive praise sparingly. 

Of course, I was happy that she had joined us; it made us instant favorites to win our league, if not the national championship. Of course, part of me was terrified that she had joined us, as she and I both played left wing. I was a junior, three-year starter, all-league every year, but that did not guarantee at all that I was going to start over the freshman wunderkind. 

Five minutes later, she got her win back. A loose ball in the midfield, both of us going in, and somehow, she came out of it cleaner. One touch, then a perfect through-pass that sliced our defense open. The freshman striker scored. Coach Damon blew the whistle and clapped.

“Great read, Marissa! That’s how you anticipate!”

My stomach twisted. I didn’t need to look to know the team was watching. I jogged back to position, jaw tight. I could feel her beside me, grinning.

Practice ended with a tie. Coach Damon called us in, gave his usual training camp speech about competition bringing out the best in us, and then dismissed the team.

I lingered on the field longer than I should’ve. Ashlyn slapped my shoulder on her way out. “You’re still the queen, Zo. Don’t let her rattle you, Cap.”

“Not rattled,” I muttered. “Never rattled. Nerves of steel, Ash. You know that.” I hoped at least Ashlyn bought the lie. I was definitely faking it until I made it, which had worked for me in the past. It didn’t sound convincing as I said it, but I hoped I was just being my own worst critic. 

The locker room was quiet when I finally walked in. Most of the girls were gone already, the air thick with the scent of sweat and various flavors of body spray. My cleats scraped against the tile as I headed to my locker. The last few girls straggled out as I sat there on the bench in front of my locker, contemplating my existence, pondering my athletic future. 

I caught sight of myself in the locker room mirror, staring at the girl I saw there. Zoe Turner, former high school phenom, Zoe Turner, collegiate standout who had already been scouted by multiple MLS squads. In that moment, I thought I didn’t look like that woman. In that moment, I thought looked weak and rattled, like an impostor who had met her match. My jersey was still absolutely glued to my strong, compact frame. My shoulder-length blonde-brown hair was painted against my head. Standing only a shade over five feet tall, I had used my diminutive stature to my advantage throughout my career, taking on kind of a Mighty Mouse persona, using my speed and quickness to my advantage. Now, especially in contrast to the much physically larger Marissa Williams, my size felt like a liability. My sharp, expressive eyes were tired, and my normally confident green eyes had lost a bit of their fire. I looked... tired. Weak. Older. I looked like somebody who was about to lose their starting position. 

That had never happened to me—not in pee wee soccer, not in middle school, not in high school. All that time, at all those different levels, I had been the top dog. Now, here in college, on the precipice of achieving the only dream I’d had for as long as I could remember... suddenly my spot was in danger. 

“What the fuck is happening to me,” I muttered, heaving a heavy sigh as I stared into my own eyes in the mirror. 

It was then that I heard a lock unlatch and a locker door open on the next row over. My curiosity getting the better of me, I stuck my head around the corner, most expecting to see Ashlyn. 

But only one other player was still there. 

Marissa. 

Of course. 

She stood by her open locker, towel slung low on her hips, sports bra damp with effort. That was all she was wearing, that towel and her sports bra. We played the same position, we were both elite players, but physically, we were a study in opposites—where I was small, compact, and lithe, Marissa was tall with a thick, curvy hourglass frame, a guitar-shaped figure accentuated by her soccer uniform, especially when she was sweaty. Though we didn’t exactly like each other, I had to admit she had a beautiful face, with a defined jawline, full lips, chocolate Hawaiian complexion, and a breezy confidence that probably made boys fall in love with her at the drop of a hat. She kept her blonde-brown long hair tied into two pigtails on the soccer field, and, though she was nearly naked, still had her hair tied into those pigtails. 
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