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        As I step onto that field, an electrifying surge pulses through my veins. Soccer isn't just a game; it's the very essence of my being--my life, my dream, my destiny. But when a career-threatening injury strikes, it rips the championship dream from my grasp and leaves my team in despair.

      

        

      
        Then, in strides Alec, a striking man who becomes my unwavering companion on the road to recovery, and the sport I love. What I never foresaw was the all-encompassing love that blossomed between us. Nor did I anticipate the profound consequences that love would bring.

      

        

      
        What I do know, however, is that in his presence, aside from my foster family, I’ve never felt as cherished as I do in Alec's arms.
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            Olivia

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment I step onto the field, quiet for now, but the stands will soon be filled with screaming fans, I can feel the energy coursing through my veins. Soccer is more than just a game to me—it’s my lifeblood, my dream, and my future. I glance down at my toned muscles, the result of years of relentless training and determination, and I know I’m ready to kick ass and hopefully help the team secure a position in the playoffs for the first time in four years. 

      The first two teams I played on never managed to make it into the National Women’s Soccer League, so when I got picked by the North Carolina Sirens, a solid team in the league, I was overjoyed.  

      As I enjoy some alone time stretching under North Carolina’s September sun, my long auburn ponytail sways with each movement I make, slapping my face annoyingly. I complete a deep bend, my nose level with my knee. My athletic build and flexibility have been a point of pride since high school, something I work tirelessly to maintain. Especially after the nicknames I endured during grade school. The taunts and cruel comments from classmates. The endless nitpicking from foster mom number—God, who even knows—when she caught me sneaking a brownie or a cookie. Thank you, God, for bringing Elaine and Grant Walker into my life. They’ve been like real parents to me since the day they took me into their home.

      My daily routine is rigorous, but it’s what keeps me sharp. From early morning jogs around my neighborhood to hours spent perfecting my footwork on the field where I train, I refuse to let anything, or anyone, hold me back from achieving my goals. 

      I discovered a love for soccer in grade eight. Probably the worst player on the team back then, but thanks to my foster brothers, my passion for this sport runs deep, and I know I won’t stop until I’ve reached the pinnacle of success.

      “Hey, Olivia!” A familiar voice calls out, pulling me from my thoughts. I turn to see my teammate, Jess, jogging over with a smile on her face, her raven hair piled into a messy bun on her head. Jess and I have been playing together since we were kids, coming up through the ranks together and experiencing the highs and lows together, sometimes from opposite sides. “You’re looking fierce today. Ready to kill it on the field?”

      “Always,” I respond confidently, a grin spreading across my face. “You know me—I live for moments like these.”

      Jess laughs, clapping me on the shoulder before we head toward the locker room to join our teammates and prepare for the upcoming game. 

      As we walk, I try to settle my thoughts to reclaim the focus I typically have heading into a game because today, I’m restless and jumpy. I have this sense of… I don’t know. Something is off, and I can’t shake it. 

      “Hey, I’ve gotta ask,” Jess begins as we settle into our respective spots in the locker room, “what drives you to push yourself so hard? I mean, I love soccer too, but your dedication has always been on another level altogether.”

      All around us, the vibe is high, like a live pulse beating in the room. Everyone is chattering with excitement. The anticipation is thick, almost overwhelming. I pause for a moment, quieting my mind and considering my answer. There’s almost too much passion inside me to put into words, but I try my best. 

      “Ever since I was a kid, I’ve dreamed of being the best at something. My foster siblings are all athletes, every single one of them, except for Mason, he’s my agent. But they all had something they excelled at. I didn’t.” Before I landed with the Walkers, I figured out how to manage the city bus on my own because my previous foster mom had no desire to take me to and from activities like she did with her own kids. “It’s not just about winning games or breaking records. At the time it wasn’t even something specific. It’s more about proving that I can do anything I set my mind to and defying anyone who’s ever doubted me.” Lots of people doubted me. My own parents gave me up as soon as they could. The foster homes I found myself in didn’t give a rat’s ass about me; they even went out of their way to discourage me from trying new things. They wanted the money the system forked out for taking in unwanted kids, but they didn’t really like the kids. 

      I should thank that last one, though. If it wasn’t for her constant needling, I probably wouldn’t be where I am today. Elaine and Grant, and my brothers and sister, none by blood, but all by heart, liked me for who I was and encouraged me to do what made me happy.  

      Jess nods thoughtfully, her eyes filled with understanding. “You’re going to make history one day, Olivia. I truly believe that.”

      “Thanks.” I reply sincerely, touched by her support. “That means a lot coming from you.” Jess is our goalkeeper, and she’s one of the best in the league.

      As we finish lacing our cleats and pulling on our jerseys, the energy in the locker room becomes electric. Every player is laser-focused, knowing what’s at stake today.

      “All right, ladies,” Coach Johnson announces, rallying us together, “this is it. The game that will determine our future. Go out there and show them what you’re made of.”

      Following a team cheer and each of us patting the head of a tiny stuffed bear we keep for good luck, we exit the locker room and head out onto the field. The stadium roars with excitement. My heart races with adrenaline as I take in the sea of expectant faces. 

      “Let’s do this,” Jess whispers, giving me a quick nod before taking her position on the field.

      “Absolutely,” I reply, steeling myself for the game. 

      As I step onto the field, I’m more determined than ever to do my part to propel our team to victory. This is my chance, and I won’t let anything stand in my way.

      The whistle blows, signaling the start of the game, and immediately, I spring into action, my hair that I forgot to put up whipping behind me as I sprint down the field. 

      Throughout the game, I do my best to showcase my skills, dodging opponents with agility and precision. I weave in and out of the opposing team’s defense, constantly analyzing the field for openings and opportunities to strike.

      “Olivia, over here.” Maisy, another teammate, shouts, waving her arms to draw my attention.

      I quickly pass her the ball, watching as she expertly maneuvers it towards the goal. The crowd roars, but their cheers fade into background noise as my attention narrows to the next move.

      As we continue to play with intensity and determination, I get a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach—an unshakable fear that the weight of this moment might be too much. God, I hate when self-doubt bubbles up to attack. I push it aside, unwilling to let anything deter me. If we make it to the finals, this could be my first winning year.

      And, suddenly, it happens. 

      Everything is perfect. I’m racing down the field. The ball is passed to me. I get it between my feet. Then I collide with another player who comes out of nowhere on my left. My leg twists at an unnatural angle as I crash to the ground. The pain is instant and excruciating, searing through me like a thousand burning needles.

      The crowd gasps in unison.

      “Olivia!” Jess rushes to my side. 

      Maisy and the others are quick to join her. 

      “Are you okay?” Everybody is asking at once, their words, like their concerned faces, blurring together as I suck in the fall air, trying to calm myself.

      Tears well in my eyes as I attempt to assess the damage, but the pain is too unbearable to even move. An icy grip of fear clutches at my heart. Is this it? Could this be the end of my career?

      “Stay down,” Jess urges gently, touching my arm. “Help is coming.”

      I lie there staring up at the sky, vulnerable and wracked with pain and a sense of devastation. My dreams, my ambitions—could they all be slipping through my fingers?

      “Make way!” a voice calls out urgently, cutting through the air as paramedics rush onto the field with a stretcher. Even from my prone position, I can see their grim expressions. They move swiftly, their efficiency highlighting the urgency of the moment.

      “Easy now,” one of them
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