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August 2016 — Munich, Germany

Kian Berger had been the best player on every pitch he'd ever stood on. He found out otherwise on a Tuesday, in August, in a heat that made the artificial grass smell like hot tyres.

There were a hundred of them. Maybe more. Boys in borrowed kit and boys in kit too new, kids who'd been driven three hours and kids who'd been driven six, all of them funnelled onto four pitches behind the academy's glass front like cattle into pens — except cattle didn't try to look casual about it. Kian counted the ones doing keepie-uppies they didn't need to do. Eleven. Eleven boys performing relaxation for nobody. He stopped counting because his stepfather's voice arrived in his head, dry and gentle the way it always was: you watch people the way other boys watch the ball, Kianjan. One day someone will pay you for it.

He hoped it was today. Today would be good.

The men with clipboards wore the crest on their chests, the old Münchner shield, the nineteen-oh-four under it small enough that you had to know to look. Kian knew to look. He'd known to look since he was six. He found the one who mattered without being told — there was always one who mattered, the still one, the one the others kept glancing at — a broad man by the halfway line who hadn't written anything down yet and didn't seem in a hurry to start.

Don't look at him. Don't let him see you looking at him.

He looked at the pitch instead.

That was where he saw the blond kid.

He saw him the way you see a fault in glass — not the glass, the fault. Everything around the kid moved at trial speed, which was to say too fast, all of them sprinting at nothing to be seen sprinting. The blond one didn't. He jogged. He had the ball and then he had it again and then he had it a third time, and Kian understood after about ninety seconds that the kid simply did not give it back. He was a closed system. He took it, he beat someone, he beat someone else, he scored or he didn't, and either way the next time it came near him it was his again. He passed to no one. Not once.

It should have been ugly. Selfish football was ugly; Kian had been raised to find it ugly, the way some families found bad table manners ugly. This wasn't ugly. This kid was good in a way that made the ball-hogging feel less like greed and more like a man eating alone because no one had ever shown up.

Blond. Built like he'd skipped a year somewhere — shoulders the others hadn't grown into yet. Green eyes, even from here, even squinting. He scored, jogged back, and didn't celebrate, which Kian filed away as either arrogance or its exact opposite and couldn't yet tell which.

Both, he thought. It's going to be both.

He didn't know why he thought it. He didn't examine it. There wasn't time, because a man with a whistle was reading names off a sheet and butchering half of them, and Kian heard his own coming and braced for it.

"Berger, Kian."

He let his shoulders down half an inch. Berger. Clean, German, two syllables, nothing to trip on. His mother had given him a different name to start with and then the world a different one to live under, and most days Kian was grateful for the trade and tried not to think about why a trade had been necessary. Berger got read off lists without a pause. Berger didn't make a man with a clipboard look up.

He jogged onto pitch three. They put him in blue.

•  •  •
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The drills he didn't care about. Cones, weak foot, the kind of thing you could do half-asleep, and he did them well enough and watched everyone else do them, which was the actual point of being there as far as he was concerned. You learned more from how a boy received a ball under no pressure than from how he struck one. Half of them were stiff with wanting it. One kid two cones over had hands that shook. Kian had wanted to tell him it was fine, everyone's hands shook, but you didn't do that to a stranger you were competing against, so he hadn't.

Then they made teams and played, and football started, and Kian forgot to be nervous because there wasn't room.

He was a ten. He'd always been a ten — not because anyone gave him the number but because the position was just a name for the thing his head already did, which was hold the whole pitch at once, all twenty-two of them, the shape of the spaces between them, where a space would open before it opened. He didn't think of it as a gift. He thought of it the way you think of being tall. It was just the height he saw from.

His team was bad. He spent ten minutes being a ten on a team that couldn't read him, sliding passes into rooms nobody walked into, watching the ball roll out for goal kicks while a winger stood pointing at where he'd wanted it instead of where it was. Frustrating. Familiar. The story of every trial, every academy week, every birthday side his stepfather had stitched together out of neighbourhood kids: Kian seeing a pass two seconds before it existed and nobody else getting the memo.

And then the blond kid got moved onto his team.

A coach did it without ceremony — pointed, said a name Kian didn't catch, and the kid jogged across the line and pulled a blue bib over his head, and for the first time all morning Kian was on the same side as the closed system.

He didn't expect anything from it. You didn't, with a player like that. Kian made his run anyway, the run he'd been making for ten pointless minutes, peeling off the back of the last defender into the channel where the grass was empty and would stay empty —

The ball came.

It came before he'd finished the run. It came to the space, not to his feet — to where his feet were going to be, weighted so he didn't have to break stride, so it met his run at the exact second the run met the gap. Nobody had played him that pass. Nobody had ever played him that pass. He'd played it, to other people, a hundred times, and watched them not arrive. He arrived. He didn't even have to think; his body did the maths because the maths had already been done for him, somewhere behind those green eyes, half a second ago.

He took it first time. One touch, no backlift, just redirected the thing past the keeper's hands into the bottom corner because the blond kid had given him a pass so good that scoring was the only polite response.

Then he turned around.

The kid was already looking at him. Not at the goal. At him. And the look was — Kian didn't have the word for it at fourteen and wouldn't reach for it for years, but his chest did something stupid and specific anyway, a kind of drop, like the floor of a lift. The kid looked at him the way you look at the one person in a crowded room who laughed at the same wrong moment you did. Oh, the look said. It's you. You're the one who was always supposed to be in the room.

There you are, Kian thought, and had no idea who he was saying it to.

Neither of them smiled. That was the part Kian would remember. Two fourteen-year-olds who'd just scored the goal of the morning, and neither of them did the thing you do, the arms, the shout, the run to the corner. The kid just held his eye for one beat too long and then jogged back to the halfway line like it was nothing.

Like he was already pretending it was nothing. Kian recognised the move because it was his own.

•  •  •
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After that the trial stopped being a trial and became a conversation only the two of them were having.

It was the most fun Kian had had inside a football in his life. He'd give the kid the ball into feet with his back to goal and the kid would lay it off and spin, already gone, already in the channel, and Kian would put it back into the gap before the gap finished opening, and it kept working, every time, the two of them passing a sentence back and forth that the other eighteen boys on the pitch couldn't hear. The bad winger stopped pointing and started just watching, like everyone else. Even the still man on the touchline had a pen out now. Kian clocked that — clocked it and let it go, because for once the thing he was watching wasn't the man who decided his future, it was the boy who kept finding him.

"You're not passing to anyone but me," he said, the one time they ended up jogging back level.

"You're the only one who's there," the kid said. He didn't look over when he said it. He had a low voice for fourteen and a flat way of using it, no spin on the ball at all. Bavarian under it somewhere, the countryside vowels. "Everyone else runs where the ball was."

"And I run where it's going to be."

"Yeah." A pause, three strides long. "Annoying."

Kian laughed — a real one, surprised out of him — and the kid's mouth did something at the corner that wasn't a smile but was clearly a smile's older, more guarded brother. Then a defender nicked the ball off someone and the game pulled them apart again and that was the whole conversation. Eleven words and one almost-smile. Kian carried it around for the rest of the session like something he'd shoplifted.

He didn't get the kid's name. Names were being shouted constantly, all morning, and somehow not that one, or not at a moment Kian could attach it to the face, and he was too — what. Too something. He didn't ask. Asking would have made it a thing, and Kian had a precise teenage instinct, even then, for which things you didn't make things.

•  •  •
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They blew the whistle for the last time at noon. The boys clumped toward the water, the heat coming up off the pitches now in a wobble, and the man who mattered, the still one, walked the line of them with his clipboard against his chest, saying a few quiet words to one boy here, one boy there, the way you'd thin out a garden. Kian stood with the others and tried to look like a boy who didn't need to be told anything.

The man stopped in front of him.

Up close he was older than he'd looked, grey coming in at the temples, a nose that had been broken and set by someone in a hurry decades ago. He had a striker's stillness — Kian knew it on sight, the economy of a man who'd spent a career not wasting a single movement until the one that mattered. His eyes went over Kian once, top to bottom, and didn't perform anything.

"Number ten," the man said. Not a question.

"When they let me," Kian said, before he could stop it.

The man looked at him a half-second longer. Something moved behind his face and was put away. "We'll let you," he said. "Leave your details with Frau Brandl at the desk. The one in the white shoes. Don't lose the form."

He moved on down the line. Kian stood very still and did not let his face do the thing his chest was doing.

We'll let you.

He turned to find the blond kid — he wanted, suddenly and badly, to find the blond kid, to do the look back at him, it's you, it's both of us, we're in — but the kid was already away across the car park, climbing into the passenger side of a big dark car, a man in the driver's seat who didn't look over at him, just started the engine the second the door shut. The kid didn't look back at the pitches. Didn't look for anyone. The car pulled out before Kian had even lifted a hand.

He put the hand down.

The whole drive home his mother asked him how it went and he said fine, good, they want me, and she put both hands flat on her chest and said something in Farsi to the ceiling of the car that he'd have to live up to for the rest of his life, and his stepfather caught his eye in the mirror and gave him the small nod, the one that meant I knew, and Kian let himself be happy about all of it, the form in his lap, the white-shoes woman, we'll let you — and underneath it, the whole way down the autobahn, a smaller stubborner thing he didn't tell either of them about. A blond kid who passed to no one. Who'd passed to him. Who'd looked at him like the room had finally filled up.

He didn't know the kid's name.

He'd find it out by Friday.

He'd be saying it for the rest of his life.
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October 2016 — Bavaria, Germany

David Brandt's father had won the World Championship the summer before David was born. David had spent fifteen years chasing a man who'd already arrived.

The trophy room was at the front of the house, the room you saw first, the room with the good light. His mother kept it cleaner than the kitchen. Glass shelves, a dehumidifier that hummed, a row of his father's medals lying on black velvet like surgery had been done on them. The caps. The photos — the lifted cup, the open mouth, the confetti caught mid-fall, his father at twenty-six with both fists in the air and the whole world underneath him. In every photo his father was shouting. In none of them was he looking at the camera. He was looking up, at something past it.

David had studied that room his whole life the way other kids studied scripture, and he'd worked out the truth of it early: it wasn't a trophy room. It was a list.

The shelves at the bottom were his. His youth medals, his player-of-the-tournament plastic, the regional under-fourteens cup he'd scored four in the final to win. His mother arranged them lovingly. His father walked past them the way you walk past a child's drawing on a fridge — fond, and finished with. There was a gap on the second shelf from the top, dusted, empty, waiting. David knew what went there. Everybody who came into the house knew what went there. Nobody said it.

He'd been called up by the academy in August. The proper one, the first team's feeder, the building with the glass front. They took eleven boys out of a few hundred. David had been one. He'd known he'd be one before he got out of the car.

He told his father at dinner, flat, the way you reported a score. Münchner took me. Full scholarship. I start with the under-sixteens.

His father had set down his fork. Not fast. Everything his father did, he did at the same unhurried weight, the economy of a man who'd never wasted a movement in his life. He'd looked at David for a moment. And then his hand had come across the table and landed on the back of David's neck — warm, heavy, the whole hand — and squeezed once.

"Good," his father said.

That was it. That was the whole thing. Good. One word and one hand, and David's chest had gone tight and stupid with it, fifteen years old and lit up like a struck match over a single syllable, and he'd hated himself for it even as it happened. He didn't need it. He didn't. He was not a boy who needed his father to put a hand on his neck.

You counted the seconds the hand stayed.

He hadn't. He shut that down.

Because the hand came off. It always came off. And in the space after it his father said, "Under-sixteens. So you're playing up a year." Not a question. "How many did you score? In the trial."

"Two."

"In how long?"

"It was a trial, Papa. Twenty-minute games."

"How many did the boy next to you score?"

And there it was. There was always a boy next to you. The hand on the neck was a deposit and the question was the bill, and the bill was always larger, and David had learned before he could read that the only way to keep the hand coming back was to keep the number going up. Two was a good number. Two was nothing. Two was a thing his father had done before breakfast.

"I don't know," David said, which was a lie, because he knew exactly.

He scored two. The other one scored one. The dark one.

•  •  •
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He hadn't meant to think about the dark one.

He'd been doing well not thinking about him, actually, the better part of two months of not thinking about him, and he was annoyed at how cleanly the kid surfaced now, summoned by his father's stupid question — the boy next to you. There hadn't been a boy next to him. That was the thing. There'd never once in David's life been a boy next to him on a pitch; there'd been obstacles and there'd been spectators and there'd been, occasionally, somebody on his own team competent enough not to actively cost him. That was the ceiling. That was as good as it got.

And then for one morning in August there'd been a boy next to him.

The kid had read him. That was all. That was the whole of it. David would lay it into a channel nobody was running and the kid would already be running it, would meet the ball at the one spot on the pitch where the ball could be met, first time, no fuss, like he'd been told the plan in advance. Nobody had ever been told the plan in advance. David didn't have a plan; the plan was a thing that happened behind his eyes a half-second before his foot moved, and somehow it had also been happening behind the dark kid's eyes, the same plan, the same half-second, two people doing the same private arithmetic and arriving at the same empty patch of grass at the same time.

It had felt —

David stopped.

It had felt like.

He didn't finish it. He'd gotten good, for fifteen, at not finishing certain sentences. He had a whole drawer of them. He'd put this one in the drawer and shut the drawer.

A useful player, was all. The kid was a useful player. If they'd both signed — and they would have, you didn't pass like that and get sent home — then David would have a useful player to feed off for a couple of years until the academy sold one of them or the kid topped out, which most of them did, the ones who looked like that at fourteen. Useful. Nothing else. David didn't even know his name and saw no reason to learn it. You didn't learn the names of the furniture.

After the kid had scored — the first one, the impossible first-time one off David's pass — he'd turned around and looked at David, and David had looked back, and neither of them had celebrated, and for one second the morning had gone very quiet and very wide.

You're still thinking about how he looked at you.

He went and got his boots.

•  •  •
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The goal was at the back of the property, past the vegetable beds his mother kept, a full-size set his father had concreted in himself the year David turned six. There was a floodlight on a timer. David flicked it and the October dark went hard and white over one half of the lawn and left the rest of the world black, and he set a ball down on the worn patch and started to hit them.

Bottom corner. Bottom corner. Top right, off the underside of the bar, the ping of it carrying flat across the cold fields toward the village. He didn't miss many. When he missed he made himself do five clean ones before he was allowed to stop thinking about the miss. He'd made that rule up when he was eight and never told anyone and never once broken it.

His mother's silhouette came to the kitchen window the way it always did, watched for a while, went away again. She'd leave a plate. She always left a plate, covered, warm, and never said the thing she wanted to say, which David knew was some version of come inside, it's enough, you're enough — and which she never said because in this house it wasn't her weather to change. He loved her for the plate. He didn't go in.

He hit them until his standing foot went numb in the cold and his striking foot stopped feeling like his own, and somewhere in the rhythm of it the tight stupid thing in his chest from dinner went quiet, because this was the answer, this had always been the answer. You couldn't make a man choose you. He'd worked that out early too, earlier than the trophy room, so early he couldn't remember learning it. You couldn't make anyone stay for you. But you could be so good that they couldn't afford to leave. You could turn yourself into a number too big to walk away from. That wasn't love. David knew it wasn't love. But it was the only thing he'd ever found that made the hand come back to the neck, and a boy will run a long way on that, in the dark, in the cold, alone, for years.

He lined up the last ball.

Somewhere across the country a dark-haired kid was telling his mother the academy wanted him, and meaning it as good news, and feeling it as good news, whole and simple, the way David had never once managed to feel anything.

David didn't know that. He didn't know the kid's name. He'd told himself he didn't want to.

He hit the ball into the top corner, hard enough to hurt, and went to get the next one, because there was always a next one, and that was the only promise anyone in his life had ever actually kept.
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Summer 2017 — Bavaria, Germany

Kian had a habit nobody knew about, which was that he checked.

Rooms, mostly. Who was in them, where the doors were, which faces had already decided something about him before he opened his mouth. He'd been doing it so long he'd stopped noticing he did it — the scan, the quick read, the filing of every stranger into fine or watch him. You learned it young when you had his face and his hair and a surname that used to be a different surname. You learned it on away ends, in the back rows of buses, in the eyes of men who heard his German and looked for the catch. He checked. It cost him nothing and it had saved him more than once and he'd assumed, the way you assume about weather, that it was just the climate he lived in.

Then there was the lake.

David's family had the house at Wörthsee, low and old and brown, set back from the water behind a screen of birch, and the first time David brought him out there Kian had walked down through the trees to the shore and felt himself stop checking and not understand, for a second, what the strange light feeling was. It was the absence of a thing he carried everywhere. Down here there was nobody to read. The parents stayed up at the house or weren't there at all; the neighbours were a hundred metres of reeds away; the water was wide and flat and didn't care who he was. He could put the scan down. He hadn't known it was a thing you could put down.

They came out most of that summer. Rode the bikes from training, sweat-stiff and starving, the road going to gravel and then to a path, and at the end of the path you dropped the bikes in the long grass and didn't look back at them. That was the rule that wasn't a rule. You didn't check the bikes. You didn't check anything. You just let them fall where they fell, because it was the one place on earth where Kian already knew the answer to is it safe here, and the answer was yes, and he never got tired of it.

Today David got the bikes down first and was already pulling his shirt over his head, and Kian — still in his boots, still half in kit, sweat drying cold down his back — looked at the water and didn't bother with any of it. He just ran in.

"Berger—" David started, and then Kian was up to his thighs, his knees, the cold of it shocking and total, and he kept going until his boots went out from under him and he went down laughing into the green.

The boots were a catastrophe. He surfaced still laughing and tried to get them off and couldn't, hopping on one leg in chest-deep water, tugging at a heel that had swollen tight, and David stood on the shore with his shirt in his hand and watched him drown himself in slow motion with an expression Kian couldn't have named but felt in his teeth.

"You're an idiot," David said.

"Help me, then."

"No." But he was already wading in. "These are the new ones. Coach is going to—"

"Coach isn't here. Nobody's here." Kian got a hand on David's shoulder for balance and hauled his foot up and David, swearing, got both hands on the heel and pulled, and the boot came off all at once so they both went backward into the water in a tangle, and for a second it was all noise and limbs and the cold and David's laugh, which David did not give out for free, which Kian collected like coins.

That was the thing about out here. David was different out here. At the academy he was all edges, a fist of a person, the kid who passed to no one and answered the coaches in one word and looked at the world like it owed him and was late paying. Kian had spent a year learning the edges, learning where they were sharp and where they were just for show. And then David brought him to the lake and the edges went somewhere, and there was this — a boy floating on his back with his eyes shut and his arms out, gone soft in a way nobody else got to see, and Kian was almost sure he was one of the only people who'd ever seen it, and he didn't examine why that mattered to him as much as it did.

He just knew it mattered. He'd gotten used to knowing things about David and not examining them.

•  •  •
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They got the boots up onto the grass to dry, hopeless, and lay back in the long stuff where the sun had it warm. The reeds ticked. Somewhere a dog was losing its mind at a duck and not catching it. Kian's heart was still going from the cold and the wrestling and it took its time coming down.

David lay close. Not for any reason — there was a whole field — but the patch where the grass was flattened and warm was only so big, and so they were in it shoulder to shoulder, close enough that Kian could feel the heat coming off David's arm in the few centimetres of air between them. He was aware of those few centimetres in a way he didn't have a category for. He didn't move his arm. He noticed that he was being careful not to move his arm, and then he noticed that he'd noticed, and then he made himself watch a cloud instead.

It's just warm, he told himself, which was true, and not the thing.

"I'd live out here," David said. His eyes were still shut. He said it the way he said most things, flat, no weight on it, a fact dropped on the grass. "Forget all of it. Just the water."

"You'd be bored in a week."

"Maybe." A pause, long enough that Kian thought that was the end of it. Then, easy, careless, not even opening his eyes: "Be all right with you, though. If it was just this. You don't want anything off me."

He meant the football. Kian knew he meant the football — the brand of it, the people who wanted David for the goals, for the face, for the name on the back, the whole machine that had its hand out the second he stepped off the water. David had a way of dividing the world into people who wanted things from him and the lake. He'd just put Kian on the side of the lake. He'd meant it kindly and lightly and he'd already moved on, his chest rising and falling, the sun on him, none of it costing him a single thought.

It cost Kian something. He felt it land — low, sharp, somewhere under the breastbone — and go on landing, the way a thing does when it's truer than the person saying it knows. You don't want anything off me. As if that were the simple part. As if Kian had any idea, lying here counting the centimetres of warm air he wouldn't cross, what he wanted or didn't want off David Brandt.

He let himself have it for exactly one second. The wanting it didn't have a name. He didn't give it one.

"I want your bike," he said. "Mine's rubbish."

David huffed a laugh without opening his eyes. "You can't even ride yours into a lake right."

"That was a choice."

"That was an idiot."

And it passed, the way it always passed, because Kian made it pass — turned it light, gave it back, kept them both on the warm dry side of a thing he could feel the cold edge of without looking at it directly. David scooped a handful of water off his own chest and flicked it at him and Kian flinched and called him something his mother wouldn't have liked, and the duck-dog barked, and the afternoon went on being the best afternoon, the way every one of them out here was the best afternoon, on repeat, all summer.

The bikes lay where they'd dropped them in the grass. Nobody had touched them. Nobody ever would.

Kian lay in the warm with three centimetres of summer air between his arm and David's, didn't close it, didn't ask himself why not, and was happier than he was anywhere else in his life — which was a fact he held the way David held the lake, carefully, off to one side, separate from all the things you were allowed to want out loud.
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Spring 2018 — Saarbrücken, Germany

There were things you wanted and things you let yourself want, and David had spent his whole life keeping the second list short. It was the one piece of discipline his father had never had to beat into him. He'd come pre-installed with it. You didn't reach for what you couldn't be sure of holding; you reached for goals, for the next number, for the things that stayed where you put them. Everything else was a way to get hurt, and David had decided a long time ago that he was done being a way to get hurt.

The list had been holding fine for sixteen years. Then they put him in a hotel room with Kian Berger.

It was a youth tournament, four clubs, a charmless sports hotel off a ring road in Saarbrücken with a lobby that smelled of chlorine and a vending machine that ate your coins. They'd won their group. They'd won it the way they always won now — David scoring, Kian making, the two of them stitching defences open with passes nobody else on the pitch even saw leave their feet. A man with a long lens had been at the side of the second game. He'd been there for David; David knew the difference now, knew the cameras came for the blond one and let the dark one walk past unphotographed, and he'd started to hate the small clean spike of pleasure he got from it. They came for you. As if being wanted by a lens was the same as being wanted.

Kian never once seemed to notice the lens, or never let on. That was a thing about him. He let David have the things David needed and didn't appear to count the cost, and David had no framework for a person like that, so he'd stopped trying to build one and just — let Kian be in the room.

Which was the mistake. The room.

•  •  •
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They'd been talking in the dark for an hour. That was normal. They did it every away trip now, lights off, two single beds and a metre of carpet between them, the day coming down off them slowly while they took everything apart — the games, the coaches, the other clubs' boys, who was good and who only looked good. Kian saw players the way other people saw weather. David would say a name and Kian would tell him the truth about the kid in two sentences and be right, and David collected the readings the way he collected everything Kian gave him, quietly, into the part of himself he didn't look at directly.

The streetlight came orange through the cheap curtains. The ring road hissed. Somewhere down the corridor a door banged and boys laughed and went quiet.

"You were unplayable today," Kian said. His voice did a thing in the dark it didn't do in daylight — lower, slower, the edges off it. "The second one. I didn't even mean that pass. I hit it wrong and you made it look like a plan."

"It was a plan."

"It was a shank."

"I make your shanks into plans. That's the job."

He heard Kian's laugh, soft, more breath than sound. David lay on his back and looked at the ceiling and was aware of him in the other bed the way you're aware of a fire in a room — not looking at it and knowing exactly where it is, how warm, how close. A metre of carpet. He could hear Kian breathing. He'd started, at some point in the last year, to be able to pick Kian's breathing out of any room, and he'd noted that the way you note a symptom and told no one.

"Brandt," Kian said. Quieter now.

"What."

"Nothing." A pause. The sheets moved. "I don't know. It's good. This. The—" He didn't finish it. Kian, who finished everything, who had a word for every player and every space on the pitch, didn't finish it. "I don't have a lot of places I don't have to think."

David knew what he meant. That was the trouble. He knew exactly what Kian meant, because he had one place he didn't have to think and it was a lake, and lately it had stopped being the lake and started being this — a dark room, a metre of carpet, a voice with the edges off — and he was not going to say that, he was never going to say that, so he said nothing, and the nothing got long.

And then somehow they were both sitting up.

He didn't decide to. That was the part he'd go over later and never make sense of. There was no moment where he chose it; there was just the long nothing, and then the dark had got smaller, and he was up on one elbow and so was Kian, two shapes leaned in over the metre of carpet that wasn't a metre anymore, and David could see the shine of his eyes and the line of his throat in the orange light and could feel, actually feel, the warmth coming off him across the closing gap, the same warmth as the grass at Wörthsee, the centimetres he hadn't crossed then, closing now, on their own, without his permission.

Kian's eyes went to his mouth.

David's went to Kian's.

Don't.

Neither of them moved for what felt like the longest second of David's life. He could feel his own pulse in his neck. He could feel the heat of Kian a hand's width away, close enough that all it would take was — nothing. Less than nothing. A lean. The smallest forward thing in the world and it would be done and it could never be undone, and some animal part of David that he'd kept starved for sixteen years was straining toward it with everything it had —

You can't take it back. You say it, you do it, you can't ever—

They both pulled back at the same time.

It was fast and it was mutual and it was exactly like touching a hot pan, that flinch, the body deciding before the mind got a vote. Kian went back into his own dark and David went back into his and the metre of carpet was a metre again, was a kilometre, and the room was suddenly very loud with both of them breathing wrong.

David's heart was slamming. He stared at the ceiling and ordered it to stop and it didn't.

"David—" Kian started, and there was something in it, something open, the start of the honest thing, Kian about to do what Kian did and name it, lay it on the grass between them where it couldn't be unsaid —

"Go to sleep," David said.

He said it flat. He said it cold, on purpose, the way he'd say it to anyone, the way you'd say it to a teammate who was keeping you up, and he heard it land on Kian and heard Kian decide not to push, heard the small intake of breath that meant a door closing on the other side of the room. Good. That was the job too. You couldn't let it out. You couldn't let it be a thing. A thing could be taken from you, used against you, turned into the reason a man with a long lens stopped coming — and worse than that, far worse, the oldest fear, the one under all the others: a thing he wanted this much was a thing the world would make him pay for, and David had already worked out the exchange rate on wanting, had worked it out in a trophy room before he could read, and it was always, always more than you had.

"Yeah," Kian said into the dark. Soft. Not angry. That was the worst of it, that he wasn't angry. "Night, David."

David didn't trust his own voice, so he didn't use it.

He lay awake a long time. He listened to Kian's breathing go slow and even and knew the exact moment it tipped over into sleep, and he hated that he knew it, and he didn't stop listening. A metre of carpet away the only person who'd ever made him feel like the lake was lying asleep and unkissed, and David Brandt lay in the orange dark and told himself, over and over, in the flat sure voice he'd inherited from the man whose hand he'd spent his life trying to earn, that he didn't want it.

He almost believed it. He'd had a lot of practice.

He just couldn't, for the life of him, stop listening to the boy breathe.
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Autumn 2018 — Munich, Germany

The first time Kian heard the name, it was a punchline.

He'd always believed he knew where the danger was. That was the whole point of the checking — you mapped the threat so it couldn't surprise you, and Kian had mapped his since he was small. It lived on away ends and in the back rows of buses. It lived in the men who heard his clean German and went hunting for the catch, in the eyes that did the arithmetic of his face and his hair and decided what he was before he'd said a word. He knew that danger the way he knew the offside line — instinctively, constantly, without having to look. He'd thought he had it covered.

The day he learned he'd drawn the map wrong, he was seventeen, and it was raining, and there was a television on in the corner of the dressing room.

He'd been pulled up to train with the reserves that autumn — too good for the under-eighteens, the staff said, and his stepfather had cried a little in the car and pretended he hadn't. It meant new dressing rooms. Older bodies, older voices, men with stubble and contracts and cars in the players' lot, men whose approval was a currency Kian wanted so badly he could taste it. He'd been careful with them for weeks. Quiet. Useful. Twice as good on the grass and half as much trouble off it, the way he'd always known he had to be — the foreign kid earns his chair at the table by never once knocking it.

The television was running some Sunday retrospective, a slow montage, an anniversary of something. Kian wasn't watching it. He was unlacing a boot. Then a name came out of the speakers in a presenter's careful voice — Pascal Vermeer — and the room changed temperature, and Kian looked up.

He didn't know the face on the screen. A forward, the caption said, from before Kian was born; grainy footage of a lean man wheeling away in an old kit, a stadium on its feet. Then a later photo, the man older, in a suit, not smiling. Then the dates under the name, the second one too close to the first.

"Oh, here we go," said one of the older players — Krüger, a centre-half with a laugh like a door slamming. "The sad one. They do this every year."

"Who is it?" someone younger asked.

And then Kian heard the story, the way you only ever heard it: in pieces, between other men's laughter, told as a thing that had happened to someone stupid. The good years, skated past in a sentence. Then the rest. How the man had said it out loud, the one thing, near the end of his career, in an interview — said it out loud, can you imagine — and how the grounds had turned on him after that, every away ground, every week, the noise of it; how the club had stopped picking him and then stopped keeping him; how his own people had shut the door, the father who wouldn't take the calls; how he'd gone quiet, and then quieter, and then there was the second date under the first one, and Krüger said the thing about how it ended in four flat words and somebody actually laughed and somebody else said don't, that's dark but was smiling when he said it.

"Lesson is keep it to yourself," Krüger said, pulling a sock on. "If you're going to be like that. Nobody made him grab a microphone."

"Could've had a whole life. Idiot."

"Different time," someone offered, tepid, to the room. Nobody picked it up. It sank.

The TV moved on to a transfer rumour and the room moved on with it, loud again, easy again, the whole thing already forgotten by everyone in it.

Everyone except Kian, who had gone very still with one boot in his hands, and was doing the only thing he knew how to do, which was read the room.

He read it now and understood that he'd had the map upside down his whole life.

The danger wasn't on the away ends. It wasn't out there, in the strangers, in the men who looked for the catch. It was in here. It was Krüger, who'd clapped Kian on the back yesterday and called him a good lad and meant it. It was every warm careless body in this warm careless room, the men whose chairs he'd been so carefully not knocking, the table he'd been trying his whole life to earn a place at. They'd just told him, without knowing they were telling him anything, exactly what they'd do. Not because they were cruel. That was the part that took the floor out from under him. They weren't cruel. They were ordinary, and to ordinary men it was simply a joke, a sad one, an old story about a stupid man who'd grabbed a microphone — and the not-cruelty was so much worse than cruelty, because you couldn't argue with weather.

He was good, Kian thought, and couldn't stop thinking. The grainy man, the stadium on its feet. He was good and it didn't save him.

That was the thing that wouldn't leave. Kian had built his entire self on a single bargain — be good enough and they'll have to keep you, be good enough and you'll have earned the chair, the country, the name on the back, the right to stay. It was the engine he ran on. And Vermeer had been good, had been better than good, had been on the screen with a whole stadium up on its feet for him, and when the grounds decided what he was, none of it had been worth a single thing. The goals didn't save him. The bargain was a lie. There was a thing about Kian that, if it ever got out, no amount of twice-as-good would cover — a thing the warmest room he'd ever sat in would turn into a sad joke and a second date under the first.

And he knew, sitting there with the boot in his hands, that he had it. The thing. He'd known since a hotel in Saarbrücken with a metre of carpet that hadn't been a metre at all. He'd nearly said it out loud in the dark, the way Vermeer had said his out loud, and David had told him to go to sleep, and Kian had been hurt by that for months.

He wasn't hurt by it anymore. He understood it now. David had been saving them both.

There was a second map, too, the one underneath. Because Kian carried this twice, and always would. The country his mother had carried him out of in her arms didn't sit men like Vermeer in front of a microphone and let them ruin their careers. It did something else to them, something the regime put its name to and called justice, and his mother had never had to explain it to him; he'd absorbed it the way you absorb the shape of a room in the dark. Here, the thing he was made you a punchline. There, it made you a sentence carried out at dawn. He belonged fully to neither place and the one feeling could end him in both. There was nowhere on the whole map he got to put it down.

Except a lake. Except a dark room with a boy breathing a metre away.

And those weren't places. They were borrowed time.

Kian finished unlacing the boot. He set it down, neat, beside the other one. He kept his face exactly as it had been, because the room was watching nothing and he made sure there was nothing to watch, and inside, quietly, with a care that would have broken his stepfather's heart to see, he took the brightest thing he owned and he put it away. Folded it small. Found the drawer he'd never had to use and learned, at seventeen, how to shut it.

He was good at the pitch because he saw everything coming. He'd just have to get good at this, too.

"Berger." Krüger, on his way out, cuffing him friendly on the shoulder. "Good session today, son. You've got a gift, you know that?"

"Thanks," Kian said, and smiled at him, warm and easy and entirely closed, and hated how good he already was at it.
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Autumn 2019 — Bavaria, Germany

Maisinger See didn't show up on the map David kept of his life.

He kept a careful map. He'd been keeping it since the trophy room — the ledger of what counted, what was watched, what would be added up later and weighed. Every goal counted. Every camera counted. Every word his father said and didn't say counted, and David moved through the world tallying, because a thing that counted could be lost, and a thing that could be lost had to be guarded, and David had decided long ago that he'd rather guard than grieve.

But there was a lake the road didn't reach, and on the map it was a blank.

He'd found it the summer he turned fifteen, alone, riding too far to get away from the house, and he'd never told anyone it existed until the day he told Kian. Wörthsee was the family's — open, brown, easy, his parents up at the house, the neighbours across the reeds. Maisinger was nobody's. You came off the proper road onto a track and then the track gave out entirely, swallowed by trees, and you got off and walked the bikes the last half-kilometre over roots and leaf-mould, cleats clicking on the dirt, and somewhere in those trees the world's hand came off your shoulder. The phone died first — two bars, one, none, the little spinning thing giving up. Then the city noise went, the far hiss of the autobahn, the planes. By the time the trees opened onto the water there was nothing left of the outside at all. Just a small green lake in a fold of land, reeds going gold, a heron that lifted off the far bank and didn't come back, and a silence so complete that a thrown stone was the loudest thing for a kilometre in any direction.

Nothing out here counted. That was the whole of why he'd brought Kian. Out here the ledger didn't run.

It was the week after Kian turned eighteen. An Altweibersommer afternoon, the strange late warmth that came after the first cold snap and felt stolen, gold light low through the turning leaves, the water holding the last of the day's heat the way only still water did. They'd ridden out after training without saying where. They never said where anymore. They just rode, and David always turned for the trees, and Kian always followed, and neither of them had ever once said the word for what they were doing, which was being somewhere the world couldn't see.

They dropped the bikes in the leaves. Didn't look back at them. That rule held here too — the one safe place, the no-checking — except here it was more than safe; here it was the only square metre of the earth where David's map went blank and his guard came down a fraction without his deciding it should.

•  •  •
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They sat on the flat rock that ran out into the shallows, the warm stone through their shorts, and
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