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The email arrived at 6:13 in the morning, while Ines Bergström was standing barefoot in her kitchen with one hand inside a bag of frozen blueberries.

She saw the subject line light up her phone beside the blender.

CONTRACT RENEWAL — CONFIDENTIAL

The blueberries rolled from her palm and struck the stainless-steel pitcher one by one. Small, hard sounds. Like hail against a window.

Outside, the city had not decided whether to wake. The apartment windows reflected the kitchen back at her: white cabinets, black counters, four meal-prep containers aligned beside the sink. MONDAY had been written across two lids in block capitals. TUESDAY across the other two. Beneath each day, in smaller handwriting, she had listed protein, carbohydrates, sodium.

Her phone vibrated once more.

Ines wiped her fingers on a dish towel before she picked it up. The towel left a dark streak of blueberry juice across her palm.

She opened the email.

Coach Feye had not written it. That was the first thing Ines noticed.

The message came from Henrik Dahl in Player Operations, a man she had met twice in seventeen years. Both times, he had worn a suit to training grounds where everyone else wore boots.

Dear Ms. Bergström,

Following a comprehensive review of projected squad needs—

Ines stopped.

She put the phone down.

The blender waited with its lid off. Spinach at the bottom. Oats. Protein powder. The frozen berries sat on top like stones.

She picked the phone up again.

Following a comprehensive review of projected squad needs and in recognition of your historic contributions to the program, we are pleased to offer a one-year extension through the conclusion of the upcoming World Cup cycle.

Her thumb remained perfectly still against the edge of the screen.

One year.

Not unexpected.

Not generous.

Not an insult, exactly.

The sort of offer that could be presented at a press conference as respect.

She continued reading.

The proposed extension will be contingent upon participation in the federation’s leadership transition initiative, including a formal mentorship role with incoming player Delphine Marchetti.

There it was.

Ines read the sentence again.

Then a third time.

The refrigerator compressor clicked off, and the apartment became so quiet she could hear the faint wet drag of her thumb moving over the glass.

Delphine Marchetti.

Twenty-one years old. Left-footed. Fourteen goals in nineteen league appearances. Record transfer fee. A highlight reel built from nutmegs, chipped keepers, and celebrations performed directly into whatever camera happened to be nearest.

Ines had seen the videos. Everyone had.

The federation’s social account had posted one yesterday: Marchetti in a black training top, her long braid whipping behind her as she cut between two defenders and struck the ball into the top corner.

THE FUTURE HAS ARRIVED, the caption said.

Ines had watched it twice without sound.

Now Player Operations wanted her to teach the future where to stand.

She scrolled.

The mentorship component would include integration support, technical development, media appearances, and leadership succession planning as determined by the coaching staff.

Leadership succession planning.

Her knee gave a soft pulse beneath the brace.

Not pain. Not yet. A warning tap from somewhere deep behind the kneecap, where cartilage had worn thin enough for three different specialists to use the word management.

She set the phone down again.

This time, it landed harder.

A blueberry had escaped onto the counter. She pressed her thumb over it until the skin split and purple flesh spread beneath her nail.

At nineteen, Ines had sat on the floor of a national-team changing room while Annika Svan packed her locker into a grocery bag.

Not a kit bag. Not one of the embroidered travel cases issued to senior players. A thin plastic bag from a supermarket two streets away, its handles stretched white around a pair of boots.

Annika had been thirty-two. A central midfielder with one hundred and six caps. The first player whose name Ines had ever written on the back of a shirt.

No speech had been given.

No one had known it was her last training session until Annika started taking photographs out of the locker.

“What happened?” Ines had asked.

Annika folded the grocery bag handles together.

“They need the space.”

By the following Monday, her name had disappeared from the group chat.

Ines looked back at the email.

A formal response is requested by Friday at 17:00.

Friday.

They had given her until Friday evening to agree to train her replacement.

The phone rang in her hand.

MARISOL FEYE.

Ines watched the name until the third vibration, then answered.

“Morning,” Feye said.

Behind her voice came the hollow echo of an office too large for one person. Ines pictured the coach at the tactics table, coffee untouched, match footage paused on a screen.

“You knew,” Ines said.

A pause.

Not long. Feye never allowed silence long enough to become an admission.

“I asked them to let me speak to you first.”

“They didn’t.”

“No.”

Ines put the blender lid on. Turned it clockwise until it locked.

“You approved it.”

“I approved a one-year contract.”

“With conditions.”

“With a transition plan.”

The clipped phrasing was deliberate. Feye used language the way she set a defensive block: no open channels, no gaps to run through.

Ines pressed the heel of her hand against the counter. The blueberry stain marked the white surface beneath it.

“You want me to make her ready to take my place.”

“I want the squad to survive the next four years.”

“I asked about my place.”

“You’re both in the roster plan.”

“For how long?”

The line went quiet enough for Ines to hear Feye breathe through her nose.

There.

The answer.

Ines reached for the blender switch.

“Ines.”

She turned it on.

The blades tore through frozen fruit, drowning the coach beneath a hard mechanical roar. Purple climbed the inside of the pitcher in a vortex.

Ines let it run too long.

When she shut it off, Feye was still speaking.

“—not a punishment.”

“What isn’t?”

“Marchetti.”

Ines removed the lid. The smoothie smelled faintly metallic from the spinach.

“I know what she is.”

“Do you?”

The question landed differently than Feye intended. Or perhaps exactly as intended.

Ines poured the drink into a glass. A thick purple ribbon slid over the rim and down her knuckles.

“Friday,” she said.

“You don’t have to wait until Friday.”

“I do.”

She ended the call.

For thirty seconds, she stood at the counter and drank because the schedule said she needed to drink. Four hundred and eighty calories. Thirty-six grams of protein. Enough carbohydrates for the morning session.

She tasted none of it.

At 6:41, she changed into training clothes.

At 6:52, she was in the underground garage.

At 7:08, she drove past the turn for the official training facility and continued toward the municipal track on the edge of the city.

The stadium gates were chained, but Ines knew where the fence sagged behind the western bleachers.

She had been coming there since her second knee surgery.

The track surface was still slick from overnight rain. Water had collected in the inside lane, reflecting the floodlight towers in broken silver pieces. Ines set her bag beneath the stands, removed her warm-up jacket, and tightened the brace around her right knee until the straps bit.

No cameras.

No coaches.

No performance staff asking for her workload numbers.

She walked to the starting line.

The cold entered through the mesh of her boots.

She lowered her body, fingertips against wet rubber.

Leadership succession planning.

She ran.

Her first sprint was ugly. Too much force in the opening stride, shoulders climbing toward her ears. She crossed the hundred-meter line with her chest tearing for air and walked back without checking the time.

Again.

By the fourth, the scar tissue around her knee had warmed.

By the seventh, rain had soaked the cropped hair against her skull.

By the ninth, her lungs scraped.

A sensible player would have stopped.

A younger Ines might have imagined that endurance meant never hearing the body object.

At thirty-four, she heard every objection.

She simply overruled them.

On the twelfth sprint, her right foot slipped half a centimeter at the start. Her knee shifted inside the brace, a quick bright flash under the patella.

She stumbled.

Caught herself.

For one suspended second, she stood bent at the waist with both palms braced above her knees.

The track blurred beneath the rain.

Not here.

She straightened before anyone could see, though there was no one to see.

Then she walked back to the line.

The plane touched down after dark.

Delphine Marchetti woke to the shriek of landing gear and the woman beside her crossing herself three times.

Cabin lights came on in stages. Faces emerged from the dark. Seat belts snapped open before the aircraft had finished turning toward the gate.

Delphine pulled one earbud free.

Her phone had no signal yet, but notifications waited in pale rows across the locked screen.

Bo: Tell me you didn’t bring the entire apartment.

Her agent: Car will meet you outside arrivals. Do not speak to press without Nadia present.

Her father: Training Monday. Don’t let travel become an excuse.

No welcome.

No congratulations.

Nothing about the record fee announced across every sports channel in Europe that morning.

Delphine put the earbud back in without answering him.

A song beat against her skull, bass too heavy for the cheap headphones. She turned it louder.

In the overhead compartment, one of her three suitcases had shifted during landing. The cabin door sprang open when a flight attendant unlatched it, and the bag pushed forward hard enough that Delphine caught it against her shoulder.

“Careful,” the attendant said.

“I have it.”

The answer came too fast. Too loud.

The woman blinked.

Delphine smiled, showing the chip in her front tooth.

“Sorry. Long flight.”

She had packed two suitcases herself. Clothes, boots, recovery equipment, camera rig, speakers, six bottles of the hair oil she could never find outside Marseille.

Her mother had packed the third.

Delphine had discovered it was overweight at check-in and opened it on the airport floor to find three jars of preserved lemons, a blanket crocheted by her aunt, framed family photographs, and enough spices to season the team cafeteria for a month.

At the bottom, wrapped inside an old training shirt, was the photograph.

She had not looked at it during the flight.

She could feel it now anyway.

Twelve-year-old Delphine, all elbows and missing confidence, standing outside a stadium tunnel in rain two sizes too big for her jacket. Ines Bergström beside her, twenty-five then, one arm around Delphine’s shoulders. Blonde hair plastered to her forehead. A split lip from the match. The captain’s armband bright against her sleeve.

On the back, in handwriting that slanted sharply uphill:

Keep demanding the ball. — Ines

Delphine had pinned the photograph above every bed she had slept in since.

Academy dormitory.

First professional apartment.

Her mother’s spare room after the ligament strain when Delphine had become convinced, for six ugly weeks, that no club would ever call again.

She had taken it down before anyone from the moving company arrived.

No one here needed to know.

At passport control, a boy in a national-team jacket recognized her.

His eyes widened. He nudged his mother, then raised his phone.

Delphine lifted her chin automatically.

The smile arrived without permission. Bright. Certain. The smile from sponsorship shoots and post-match interviews and every morning she had woken afraid someone would discover she was only as good as yesterday’s numbers.

The boy took the picture.

“You’re going to be incredible,” he said.

His mother pulled him toward the next queue.

Delphine slid her passport across the counter.

The immigration officer looked from the document to her face.

“Purpose of visit?”

“Work.”

“What kind?”

Delphine glanced past him at the enormous federation advertisement covering the arrivals hall.

Ines filled most of it.

She stood at the front of the team, arms folded, pale eyes fixed on something beyond the camera. Seventeen years of caps and broken records compressed into one clean image beneath the words:

ONE MORE STAR. ONE TEAM.

Delphine’s own face had been added in the lower right corner, smaller but impossible to miss.

The future tucked beside the legend.

The immigration officer followed her gaze.

“Football,” Delphine said.

He stamped the passport.

Outside baggage claim, photographers crowded against the barrier.

Nadia, the federation press officer, waved from behind two security staff. Beside her stood Coach Feye in a charcoal coat, one hand tucked into a pocket.

Delphine stopped walking.

Not because of the cameras.

A woman stood several meters behind Feye, near the glass doors leading to the car park.

Tall. Broad through the shoulders. Cropped blonde hair still damp, though no rain had fallen for hours. A black brace visible beneath the hem of her training shorts. Her posture held rigid against a faint favoring of the right leg.

Ines.

Not twenty-five, smiling through a split lip.

Not frozen above a childhood bed.

Thirty-four. Tired. Real.

Watching her.

Delphine’s fingers found the hem of her sleeve and twisted the fabric once around her knuckle.

She let go before anyone could notice.

Feye stepped forward.

“Delphine Marchetti,” she said. “Welcome.”

The cameras began firing.

Delphine pulled the familiar grin into place.

“About time, no?”

A few reporters laughed. Nadia’s shoulders lowered.

Across the arrivals hall, Ines did not smile.

Delphine looked at the brace again. At the wet hair. At the hands hanging loose by Ines’s sides, the right one marked purple along the base of the thumb.

For years, people had told Delphine she would replace her.

Coaches said it as praise. Journalists used it in headlines. Her father had played Ines’s match footage beside Delphine’s from the time she was fifteen, freezing the screen whenever Delphine’s positioning fell short.

Look at her discipline.

Look at her timing.

That is the standard.

Now the standard stood ten meters away, carrying her exhaustion like another piece of equipment.

The photograph inside Delphine’s suitcase seemed suddenly childish. Worse than childish.

Cruel.

Feye turned and gestured.

“Ines has agreed to help with your integration.”

Ines’s gaze shifted to the coach.

Only for a second.

It was enough.

Delphine’s smile tightened until the chipped tooth pressed against her lower lip.

Agreed.

She understood the lie because she had told versions of it herself.

Happy to be here.

Honored by the opportunity.

Ready for the challenge.

Ines crossed the distance between them.

Up close, she smelled of rain, menthol gel, and the salt left on skin after exertion. A pulse moved once in her jaw.

Delphine had imagined this meeting a hundred times.

She had planned jokes. Compliments that did not sound like worship. A line about the photograph, maybe, after they knew each other well enough for it to be charming instead of humiliating.

Every sentence vanished.

Ines held out her hand.

“Marchetti.”

Delphine took it.

The grip was dry and hard. A callus dragged against the inside of her thumb.

“Bergström.”

She heard how formal she sounded and hated it.

Ines released her.

Behind them, a reporter shouted, “Ines, what does Delphine’s arrival mean for your future?”

The question cracked through the hall.

Nadia moved at once, blocking the nearest camera. Feye said something sharp to security.

Ines did not turn toward the reporter.

Her eyes remained on Delphine.

For the first time since the plane landed, Delphine wished she could make herself smaller.

Ines looked at her for another second, then bent, lifted the heaviest suitcase by its side handle, and started toward the exit.

“Car is this way,” she said.

Delphine followed.

The glass doors opened on cold night air.

She watched the brace flex beneath Ines’s skin with every step and understood, too late, that arriving was not the same thing as being welcomed.

Sometimes the future entered through the same door the past was being pushed out of.
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Delphine’s name had been printed before Ines arrived.

Not taped to the locker. Not written in marker on a temporary card while the equipment staff decided where to fit her.

Printed.

White letters beneath a clear acrylic plate, fastened to the brushed steel with four silver screws.

MARCHETTI.

The locker beside it read BERGSTRÖM.

Ines stood between the two narrow benches with her training bag hanging from one hand and stared long enough for the automatic lights to dim.

She waved them awake.

The room returned in clean white sections: slate floor, cedar lockers, folded navy kits waiting on every seat. The federation crest repeated across the walls as if anyone inside might forget whom they belonged to.

Ines looked at the lockers again.

For twelve years, the one beside hers had belonged to Greta.

After Greta retired, equipment staff had left it empty for half a season. No nameplate. No folded shirt. Only a faint rectangle in the wood where Greta had taped a photograph of the two of them holding an under-nineteen trophy upside down.

Then Talia had moved into it.

Now Talia’s things were three places down.

Ines placed her bag on the bench.

She opened her locker and began removing items in the same order she always did. Boots on the lower shelf, toes facing out. Tape in the left drawer. Recovery bands rolled by resistance. Electrolyte packets stacked according to sodium content.

She did not touch anything belonging to the locker beside hers.

A plastic-wrapped welcome package sat on Delphine’s bench: training kit, federation handbook, media schedule, a blue folder stamped CONFIDENTIAL.

On top rested a rooming list.

Ines saw her own name before she meant to look.

Friendly — Helsinki

Room 417: Ines Bergström / Delphine Marchetti

Her molars came together.

She picked up the page.

The next trip listed the same arrangement.

So did the one after that.

Behind her, the changing-room door opened.

“You’re early,” Talia said.

Ines lowered the rooming list.

Talia Winters entered carrying two coffees and a paper bag darkened with butter at the bottom. Her curls were gathered beneath a wool cap, and her federation jacket remained half-zipped despite the cold.

“I’m on time.”

“It’s six twenty.”

“Exactly.”

“Training starts at nine.”

Ines folded the rooming sheet once.

Talia noticed.

Her eyes moved to Delphine’s nameplate, then to the page in Ines’s hand.

“Oh,” she said.

Ines folded it again.

“Ines.”

“No.”

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You were going to.”

“I was going to ask whether that paper had personally offended you.”

“It has.”

Talia set one coffee on her own bench. “Rooming list?”

Ines handed it over.

Talia scanned the page. A small line appeared between her brows.

“That’s new.”

“It’s efficient.”

The word came out hard enough to make Talia glance up.

“They told you?”

“No.”

“Could be an error.”

“It repeats three times.”

“Then it’s a committed error.”

Ines took the page back and slid it beneath the welcome folder exactly as she had found it.

Talia watched her straighten the folder’s edges.

“You could ask Feye to change it.”

“No.”

“You don’t want to share with her.”

“I don’t care.”

Talia’s mouth twitched, but she had played beside Ines too long to mistake the clipped tone for calm.

“Right,” she said. “You’re organizing someone else’s paperwork because you’re overwhelmed by indifference.”

The door opened again before Ines could answer.

Voices entered first.

Bo Okonkwo was laughing at something on her phone, one hand pressed to the door while Delphine backed into the room dragging a speaker the size of a small suitcase.

Music leaked from it despite being switched off, a low electronic heartbeat left over in the battery.

“I’m telling you,” Delphine said, “the driver took the long way because he wanted to hear my thoughts on his son’s academy coach.”

“The driver took the long way because you gave him the wrong entrance,” Bo said.

“I gave him the players’ entrance.”

“You gave him the loading dock.”

“It had a door.”

Delphine turned.

The words stopped.

She wore black training trousers and a cream sweatshirt beneath her open coat. Her braid lay over one shoulder, still slightly bent where it had been trapped against the airplane seat. The chipped edge of her front tooth showed as her smile faltered.

Her eyes went first to Ines.

Then to the lockers.

For half a second, something unguarded passed over her face.

Delight, sharp and young.

She buried it quickly.

“Well,” she said. “They really are committing to the whole succession drama.”

Bo closed her eyes.

Talia lifted her coffee.

Ines turned back to her locker.

Delphine rolled the speaker toward her bench. One wheel squeaked with every rotation.

“They put us together,” she continued. “This is good, yes? I’ll absorb greatness through proximity.”

Her tone was light. Manufactured lightness, polished for an audience.

Ines pushed her boots deeper onto the shelf.

Behind her, plastic crackled as Delphine opened the welcome package.

“Oh, look. A handbook.” Delphine flipped through it. “Maybe there is a chapter on how not to get yelled at by veterans before breakfast.”

“Del,” Bo murmured.

“What? I’m learning.”

The locker room had begun filling around them. Cabinet doors opened. Zippers ran. Someone at the far end called Talia’s name.

Delphine picked up the rooming list.

The paper went quiet in her hands.

“Room 417,” she said.

Ines closed her locker.

Delphine looked at her. “We’re roommates too.”

“So it appears.”

“They must really want me to learn from the best.”

The sentence struck the exact place the email had left exposed.

Leadership succession planning.

The future has arrived.

Ines saw Annika Svan’s grocery bag stretching around a pair of boots. She saw Delphine’s face in the corner of the federation poster, bright and untouched. She saw the nameplate already screwed into place.

Around them, conversation thinned.

Delphine’s fingers tightened at the hem of the rooming sheet.

She was waiting for Ines to make the joke harmless.

Ines could have.

One nod. One dry answer. Enough to let the room breathe again.

Instead, she stepped closer.

At five foot five, Delphine had to lift her chin to hold Ines’s gaze. She did it without hesitation, but her left hand found the cuff of her sleeve.

“You aren’t learning from the best,” Ines said. “You’re competing with her.”

The room went still.

Not silent. The ventilation continued humming. Somewhere behind them, a locker latch slipped from someone’s hand and struck metal.

Delphine stopped worrying the fabric.

Ines heard herself continue.

“If you need a roommate to teach you how to behave on tour, ask Bo. If you need praise, ask your followers. On the pitch, earn your place like everyone else.”

Heat spread across Delphine’s face, visible beneath the warm brown of her skin. It rose from her throat to the tips of her ears.

Her mouth opened.

Nothing came out.

Ines had expected a joke. A careless retort. Something loud enough to justify the blow.

Delphine looked down at the rooming sheet instead.

She smoothed the crease with her thumb.

Once.

Twice.

When she raised her head again, the embarrassment had been put away.

The smile that replaced it was wider than before.

“Of course,” she said. “Though I think they paid too much for me to sit politely and earn things slowly.”

Bo whispered her name.

Delphine tossed the rooming sheet onto the bench.

“And since we are competing, you should know I snore.”

A few players laughed.

Not because it was funny.

Because Delphine had given them permission.

She pulled off her coat, revealing the number nineteen printed on her training shirt. Ines’s number.

The federation had assigned it to Delphine for camp because Ines wore ten for the national team now. Nineteen had not been hers in fifteen years.

It still felt stolen.

Delphine caught her looking.

“What?” she asked. “Bad number?”

Ines turned away.

Behind her, the speaker squeaked as Delphine dragged it into the locker.

Training began beneath a low ceiling of cloud.

The first session of camp was supposed to be easy. Movement screening, passing patterns, possession grids. Enough work to wake the legs without creating soreness before tactical testing.

Ines treated it like a final.

Every pass struck the exact center of her teammate’s foot.

Every transition became a sprint.

When the sports scientist called for eighty percent, Ines gave ninety and made it look like seventy.

Delphine was placed in the opposite possession group.

Feye watched from outside the grid with a whistle tucked into one fist.

“Two touch,” she called. “Move it before pressure arrives.”

The ball came to Delphine near the boundary.

Talia closed from her left. Bo blocked the return lane.

Delphine received with her back foot, rolled away from Talia, and slipped the ball between Bo’s ankles before either could reset.

A clean nutmeg.

Bo stared after it.

“You’re paying for dinner.”

Delphine grinned and accelerated.

She carried the ball three strides too far.

Ines stepped across the lane and took it from her.

No tackle. No contact.

One moment the ball belonged to Delphine. The next it was moving beneath Ines’s sole in the opposite direction.

Delphine spun.

Ines played a first-time pass through the center and continued into space.

“Release earlier,” she said.

“I had space.”

“You had half a second.”

“That is enough for me.”

“Wasn’t then.”

Delphine ran after her.

On the next sequence, she received under pressure and passed immediately.

Too immediately.

The ball traveled behind Bo and out of the grid.

Feye’s whistle cut through the air.

“Marchetti. Quality.”

Delphine held up one hand. “Yes, Coach.”

Her voice carried no trace of the changing room.

The next pass came faster.

She controlled it, turned, and drove straight toward Ines.

This time she did not overcarry.

She waited until Ines shifted her weight, then stabbed the ball through the narrow space beside her braced knee.

Delphine ran around the other side.

The move was insolent and technically perfect.

She collected the ball behind Ines and sent it into the corner before Talia could close her down.

A shout rose from the younger players.

Delphine slowed, walking backward with her eyes on Ines.

“There,” she said. “First lesson.”

Ines’s knee throbbed where she had planted too sharply.

She did not touch it.

Feye blew the whistle. “Again.”

The grid reset.

Delphine’s grin stayed in place, but her breathing had changed. Too shallow. Too quick. Her fingers flexed at her sides.

Ines recognized the shape of it.

Not confidence.

Performance.

She had seen players build entire careers from that material, thin armor layered so carefully no one noticed the body suffocating underneath.

The ball came back into play.

For twenty minutes, Delphine attacked every opening as if someone had threatened to revoke her contract between touches. She flicked the ball over Talia’s foot. Shouldered through a challenge from a defender nearly twice her width. Called for passes that were never on and criticized teammates when they failed to attempt them.

“Again,” she demanded after a shot sailed over the bar.

The goalkeeper retrieved another ball.

Delphine hit that one too hard as well.

Bo jogged past her. “You know the goal doesn’t get taller because you’re annoyed.”

“I’m not annoyed.”

“You’re shooting at aircraft.”

“Then the aircraft should move.”

Bo gave her a long look.

Delphine turned away first.

During the water break, Ines stood at the sideline with one boot propped on the bench. She loosened the upper strap of her brace by a fraction and felt blood return beneath it in small needles.

Talia stopped beside her.

“You didn’t have to do that in front of everyone.”

Ines kept her attention on the buckle.

“She made the comment in front of everyone.”

“She was trying to make peace.”

“She was performing.”

“So were you.”

Ines pulled the strap tight again.

Across the pitch, Delphine had positioned herself in the middle of a group of rookies. She was reenacting the nutmeg, describing Ines’s expression with both hands and enough exaggeration to make them laugh.

Her own laugh arrived half a beat late.

“She’ll survive,” Ines said.

Talia drank from her bottle.

“That isn’t the same as not hurting her.”

Ines straightened.

“Since when is that the standard?”

Talia’s face changed—not much, but enough.

The warmth left her eyes.

“That,” she said quietly, “sounds like Feye.”

She walked back onto the field.

Ines remained by the bench.

The comparison lodged under her ribs.

Feye, who talked about people in four-year cycles. Feye, who could turn the ending of a career into projected squad needs.

Ines looked toward Delphine.

The rookies had scattered. Bo was speaking to a coach near midfield.

Delphine stood alone beside a mesh bag of footballs.

She thought no one was watching.

Her smile disappeared.

Her shoulders dropped with it, the sudden collapse of someone setting down a weight too heavy to carry and too necessary to abandon.

She pressed the heel of one hand beneath her breastbone.

One breath.

Another.

Then Feye called her name.

Delphine snatched a ball from the bag and jogged onto the pitch with her chin raised.

The swagger returned before she crossed the line.

Ines knew then she had not drawn a boundary.

She had issued a challenge.

Delphine would answer it with every reckless touch, every impossible shot, every joke sharpened until no one could see where she bled.

And Ines, who had spent seventeen years refusing to disappear, had just taught her exactly how to do it.
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​Chapter 3 — Shared Room
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The hotel key failed twice.

Ines held the card against the sensor a third time, slower, while Delphine stood behind her with the portable speaker balanced on top of a suitcase.

The light blinked red.

“This is a good sign,” Delphine said.

Ines tried again.

Red.

“For the trip,” Delphine continued. “For us. Symbolically.”

“Be quiet.”

“I’m only saying the door understands.”

Ines turned the card over, though both sides looked identical.

The corridor smelled of industrial carpet cleaner and the scorched coffee drifting from a service station near the elevators. Somewhere behind one of the identical beige doors, a television audience applauded.

Delphine shifted the speaker against her hip.

One of its wheels squeaked.

Ines pressed the card to the lock.

Green.

The door opened.

“Leadership,” Delphine said.

Ines walked inside without answering.

Room 417 contained two narrow beds, one armchair, one desk, and a window overlooking the dark surface of a harbor. The federation had saved money in every visible direction. No minibar. No robe. Four hangers divided between them. A single bathroom with a frosted-glass door that did not reach the ceiling.

Delphine rolled her luggage to the bed nearest the window.

Ines put one hand on its handle.

Delphine looked down at the hand, then up at her.

“What?”

“I sleep near the window.”

“You arrived second.”

“I always sleep near the window.”

“Then tonight is growth.”

Ines kept hold of the suitcase.

Delphine’s fingers remained wrapped around the handle.

For several seconds, neither moved.
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