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USA JUNIOR NATIONAL TEAM TRIALS
FULLERTON, CALIFORNIA
Girls' Singles Semi-Final

Emma Harrison (California)
vs
Chloe Vance (New York)
Twenty-two television cameras pointed toward the court.

More than five thousand spectators had packed every available seat.

National selectors sat in the front row with clipboards resting on their knees.

Former Olympians watched quietly from the VIP enclosure.

The entire arena seemed to breathe as one.

The commentator's voice echoed through the speakers.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to what promises to be one of the finest junior badminton matches of the year. The winner of today's semi-final advances to tomorrow's championship match, where a place on the USA National Development Team awaits. This is not simply another tournament. This is where careers begin."

A deafening roar swept across the stadium.

Emma Harrison stepped onto the court.

Eighteen years old.

California's highest-ranked junior.

State champion.

Regional champion.

One victory away from the biggest match of her life.

She adjusted the grip on her racket and slowly looked toward the players' enclosure.

Coach Adrian Carter was already there.

Calm.

Composed.

Notebook resting on his lap.

No excitement.

No nervousness.

Just focus.

Their eyes met.

He smiled.

Not a broad smile.

Just enough to tell her—

You've done this a thousand times.

Emma inhaled deeply.

The tension inside her chest eased.

For five years, that one look had always been enough.

The umpire raised her hand.

"Ladies and gentlemen...

Play."

The opening rally lasted almost forty shots.

Neither player wanted to surrender the first point.

Emma lifted deep into Chloe's backhand corner.

Chloe answered with a sliced drop.

Emma sprinted forward.

Her shoes squealed across the wooden floor.

She scooped the shuttle just inches above the court.

The crowd gasped.

Another lift.

Another smash.

Another impossible recovery.

Finally—

Chloe drove the shuttle long.

"Out!"

The umpire called.

"One—love."

Applause erupted.

The commentator laughed.

"If this is the first rally, ladies and gentlemen, we are in for something extraordinary."

Emma walked toward the towel stand.

Without speaking, Adrian raised one finger.

"Patience."

She nodded.

That was all.

No lecture.

No strategy session.

One word.

One meaning.

She understood exactly what he wanted.

Do not rush.

Build the rally.

Wait for the opening.

The second rally was even faster.

Chloe attacked relentlessly.

Powerful jump smashes.

Flat exchanges.

Body shots.

Emma defended brilliantly before suddenly changing the pace with a disguised cross-court drop.

Chloe lunged.

Too late.

The shuttle spun twice before falling over the tape.

"Two—love."

The arena applauded again.

But Adrian never did.

He simply wrote something in his notebook.

Emma smiled to herself.

"He's already planning the next point."

The match grew fiercer.

Emma led 8–4.

Then Chloe fought back.

8–8.

10–10.

Every rally felt like a championship point.

Sweat dripped from both players' faces.

Their breathing became heavier.

At eleven points, the umpire announced the interval.

"Eleven—nine.

Interval."

Emma walked toward Adrian.

He handed her a bottle.

"Drink."

She obeyed.

He unfolded his notebook.

"No panic."

"I'm fine."

"I know."

"She's reading my forehand."

"Good."

Emma blinked.

"Good?"

He smiled.

"Let her."

Emma looked confused.

He leaned slightly closer.

"She's waiting for your forehand.

Which means...

her backhand corner is opening."

Emma stared at the tactical sketch.

A tiny arrow.

One circle.

Nothing more.

She smiled.

"I got it."

He closed the notebook.

"Enjoy the game."

She laughed.

"You always say that."

"Because when you enjoy badminton...

you become impossible to beat."

The umpire called them back.

Play resumed.

Emma immediately changed her rhythm.

Instead of attacking down the line, she lifted deep to Chloe's backhand.

Exactly as Adrian predicted.

Chloe hesitated.

Half a second.

That was enough.

Emma exploded into a steep jump smash.

The shuttle landed untouched.

The crowd erupted.

The television commentator almost shouted.

"Did you see that adjustment? That's elite coaching! Coach Adrian Carter spotted a tactical weakness during the interval, and Emma exploited it immediately."

Adrian remained expressionless.

Inside, however, he quietly clenched his fist beneath the chair.

One point at a time.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

The first game ended 21–18.

Emma took a deep breath.

One game away.

But Adrian wasn't smiling.

He met her at the chair.

"What happened at 16–12?"

Emma frowned.

"I rushed."

"Why?"

"I wanted to finish."

He nodded.

"And tomorrow?"

She answered instantly.

"I'll finish with patience."

Now he smiled.

"Exactly."

Emma grinned.

"You really don't let me celebrate anything, do you?"

"You can celebrate tomorrow."

"If I win?"

"When you win."

Those four words settled her heartbeat.

When you win.

Not if.

Adrian had never doubted her.

Not once in five years.

The second game belonged to Chloe.

Powerful.

Fearless.

Relentless.

Emma struggled to keep pace.

Errors crept in.

Drops found the net.

Smashes drifted wide.

Chloe levelled the match.

Twenty-one.

Eighteen.

One game all.

The arena buzzed with anticipation.

Everything would be decided in the third.

As Emma reached her chair, she didn't speak.

Neither did Adrian.

He simply placed the towel across her shoulders.

After nearly a minute, he asked quietly,

"Do you trust me?"

Emma looked at him.

The question surprised her.

"More than anyone."

"Good."

He pointed toward the court.

"Then leave your fear here."

She closed her eyes.

Took one slow breath.

Then stood.

The deciding game awaited.

Adrian quietly raises two fingers.

Emma immediately understands.

Slow the rally.

She stops attacking.

She starts moving Chloe from corner to corner.

Backhand...

Forehand...

Backhand...

Rear court...

Front court...

Again...

Again...

The commentator says:

"Brilliant! Adrian Carter has completely changed the pace of this match. Emma isn't trying to overpower Chloe anymore. She's dismantling her one movement at a time."

Now Chloe becomes exhausted.

At 21–20, Emma earns her first match point.

She serves.

Another breathtaking rally.

Chloe saves it.

21–21.

Then Emma earns another.

22–21.

Saved again.

22–22.

The crowd cannot believe it.

Finally...

23–22.

Emma serves deep.

Chloe attempts a jump smash.

Emma reads it perfectly.

She blocks softly.

The shuttle tumbles just over the tape.

Chloe dives.

Gets there.

Lifts.

Too short.

Emma jumps.

The whole stadium rises.

Adrian doesn't move.

Emma unleashes the hardest smash of her career.

The shuttle lands exactly on the back line.

The electronic line-calling system flashes:

IN

For a heartbeat...

Silence.

Then—

MATCH OVER

Emma Harrison wins:

21–18, 18–21, 24–22

The entire arena erupts.

The umpire raised her hand.

"Match won by Emma Harrison."

For nearly five seconds Emma stood frozen.

The racket slipped from her hand.

She looked at the scoreboard once.

Then again.

The reality slowly settled in.

She had done it.

Five years of relentless training.

Thousands of hours of practice.

Endless drills.

Countless sacrifices.

She had earned her place in tomorrow's National Team Final.

The stadium exploded.

Her teammates rushed onto the court.

Television cameras surrounded her.

Journalists shouted questions.

Children climbed over the barricades hoping for photographs.

Emma dropped to her knees, covering her face with both hands.

Tears streamed through her fingers.

On the opposite side of the court Adrian Carter remained where he stood.

He didn't celebrate.

He simply folded his arms.

Closed his eyes.

And whispered quietly,

"You've earned this."

One of the commentators smiled.

"Look at Coach Adrian Carter. That's a man who measures success not by trophies, but by watching his athlete become the player she was always capable of becoming."

Emma suddenly looked toward him.

Their eyes met.

She ran.

Straight across the court.

Without saying a word she hugged him tightly.

"Coach..."

Her voice trembled.

"We're one match away."

Adrian smiled warmly.

"No."

She looked puzzled.

"We're one match away from another match."

Emma laughed through her tears.

"You never change."

"I hope not."

"You couldn't just say congratulations?"

"I already did."

"When?"

"When I looked at you."

She shook her head.

"I'll never understand you."

"You don't have to."

The photographers captured the moment.

Then Emma stepped away and ran toward the VIP enclosure.

"Dad!"

Richard Harrison opened his arms.

The embrace lasted several seconds.

"My champion..."

"You believed in me."

"I always will."

Victoria Harrison joined them, wiping tears from her cheeks.

"My little girl..."

Emma hugged her tightly.

"I couldn't have done it without both of you."

Richard smiled and looked toward Adrian.

"No..."

He corrected gently.

"You couldn't have done it without him."

Adrian looked uncomfortable.

"Sir..."

Richard interrupted.

"No false modesty."

He walked toward the media microphones.

"Ladies and gentlemen..."

The arena gradually quietened.

"My daughter may have won today's match..."

He pointed toward Adrian.

"...but this young man built the champion standing before you."

A fresh round of applause echoed through the stadium.

Adrian lowered his head respectfully.

"I only guided her."

Richard smiled.

"And that is exactly why I trust you."

Two hours later...

The Harrison Estate looked like a festival.

Luxury vehicles lined the entrance.

Garden lights illuminated every pathway.

Guests filled the enormous lawn.

Music drifted through the evening breeze.

Every few minutes another visitor congratulated Emma.

She accepted every greeting politely.

But every few moments she looked around.

Searching.

Finally she spotted Adrian.

Not celebrating.

Not socializing.

He sat alone near the swimming pool.

Watching tomorrow's opponent's match replay on his tablet.

Emma walked behind him quietly.

"Seriously?"

He didn't look up.

"Hmm?"

"You brought your match analysis?"

He nodded.

"Tomorrow's opponent."

She groaned dramatically.

"I've just won the biggest match of my life."

"I know."

"And you're already working?"

"I know."

She sat beside him.

"You are impossible."

He finally smiled.

"Tomorrow won't care what happened today."

She sighed.

"I hate it when you're right."

Richard approached carrying two glasses of fresh juice.

"Still discussing badminton?"

Adrian nodded.

"Always."

Richard laughed.

"Not tonight."

Emma immediately grabbed the opportunity.

"Dad..."

He smiled knowingly.

"What do you want?"

"A drive."

"No."

Emma blinked.

"Dad..."

"No."

"Please."

"You have a final tomorrow."

She turned dramatically toward Adrian.

"Coach..."

"No."

"Please..."

"No."

"Thirty minutes."

"No."

"Forty-five?"

"No."

Richard folded his arms.

"I've never seen anyone argue with my daughter this much."

Adrian replied calmly,

"Because tomorrow matters."

Emma walked around the table and stood in front of him.

She folded both hands.

"One hour."

"No."

"I promise."

"No."

"I'll sleep early."

"No."

"I'll follow every instruction tomorrow."

"No."

Victoria laughed.

"Adrian..."

He looked up.

"Let her celebrate."

He hesitated.

Richard placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

"The roads are quiet."

"Stay nearby."

"One hour."

"Come straight back."

Adrian looked at Emma.

She was already smiling.

He sighed.

"I've officially lost."

Emma clapped excitedly.

"I knew you would!"

Nearly thirty minutes later...

A dark blue luxury SUV rolled out of the Harrison Estate.

The California evening was breathtaking.

The western sky glowed orange and crimson.

Cool mountain air drifted through the open windows.

The winding road climbed steadily toward the hills.

Emma switched on the music.

A lively song filled the cabin.

She laughed.

"Coach..."

"Hmm?"

"When I become a national player tomorrow..."

"You'll still have practice on Monday."

She burst into laughter.

"You really know how to ruin dramatic moments."

"I'm trying to keep your feet on the ground."

She leaned back.

"I don't think my feet have touched the ground since this afternoon."

The traffic thinned as they entered the mountain road.

Tall pine trees lined both sides.

The air became cooler.

Mist floated gently between the hills.

"It's beautiful..."

Emma whispered.

Adrian nodded.

"This road is one of my favourites."

She rolled the window farther down and stretched out a hand into the rushing wind.

"It feels incredible!"

"Keep your seat belt on."

"I know."

Several more bends passed safely.

Emma became increasingly excited.

"Faster!"

Adrian glanced at the speedometer.

"We're already at the speed limit."

"A little more."

"No."

"Coach..."

"No."

She laughed.

"You drive like my grandfather."

"I intend to reach home."

She rolled her eyes playfully.

Then looked upward.

The SUV had a panoramic sunroof.

She pressed the control.

The glass roof slid open.

Fresh mountain air rushed into the cabin.

"This is amazing!"

Adrian looked at her.

"Enjoy it from your seat."

Instead...

Emma unbuckled her seat belt.

The warning chime immediately sounded.

"Emma."

She ignored him.

She climbed onto her knees.

"Emma, sit down."

She laughed.

"Just one minute!"

Before Adrian could stop her, she pushed herself upward through the open roof.

The cool wind caught her hair.

She stretched both arms toward the sky.

"This is freedom!"

Adrian's voice became firm.

"Emma!"

She laughed loudly.

"Coach! Look at this view!"

"Get back inside."

"Relax!"

"The road is narrow."

"I'll be fine."

The SUV entered a series of tighter mountain curves.

Adrian slowed slightly.

"Emma."

"I'm serious."

"Sit down."

She looked back with a grin.

"Only if you go a little faster."

"No."

"Please!"

"No."

The road curved sharply around the hillside.

Loose gravel covered part of the pavement from a recent rain.

Adrian's attention remained fixed on Emma for a split second.

By the time he looked forward again—

The bend was directly ahead.

He turned the steering wheel immediately.

The tires struck the gravel.

The rear of the SUV slid sideways.

Adrian reacted instinctively, correcting the steering and braking carefully to regain traction.

"Hold on!"

The vehicle fishtailed.

Emma screamed.

A violent jolt threw her off balance.

She desperately grabbed the roof edge but lost her grip.

"Adrian!"

She was thrown from the open roof onto the rocky shoulder of the road.

The SUV continued sliding downhill, spinning before crashing heavily into a massive granite boulder with a deafening impact.

The front airbags deployed instantly.

Smoke rose from the crumpled engine compartment.

Silence.

For one terrifying moment...

Everything was still.

The mountain that had echoed with laughter only moments ago had become frighteningly still.

A thin trail of smoke curled upward from the twisted remains of the black SUV resting against a massive granite boulder. One headlight flickered weakly before dying altogether.

For a few seconds...

Nothing moved.

Nothing breathed.

The only sound was the gentle rustling of pine trees swaying in the evening wind.

Then—

A faint cry.

"...Coach..."

Emma's voice was barely audible.

She lay several yards away from the vehicle, bruised and dazed, her clothes torn by branches as she had been thrown from the open roof. Every attempt to move sent sharp pain through her body, but she forced herself to lift her head.

The car.

Her eyes searched desperately.

"Coach..."

No answer.

Her breathing quickened.

"No... no..."

She tried to crawl toward the wreck, but her arms trembled beneath her. She collapsed after only a few feet, tears mixing with the dust on her face.

Far below the hillside, a pickup truck rounded the bend.

Its driver, Michael Turner, slowed instinctively.

Something wasn't right.

There were fresh skid marks across the pavement.

A shattered section of guardrail.

Broken branches leading down the slope.

His heart skipped.

"Oh my God..."

He pulled over, grabbed his phone, and ran downhill.

The wrecked SUV came into view.

He stopped in disbelief.

The front of the vehicle had folded inward like crushed paper.

Glass covered the ground.

Steam hissed from beneath the twisted hood.

He spotted Emma first.

"Don't move," he called gently as he approached. "Help is coming."

"My coach..." she whispered, pointing weakly toward the vehicle.

Michael looked inside.

A young man remained trapped behind the steering wheel, motionless. The deployed airbags had softened part of the impact, but the driver's side of the cabin had been severely crushed.

Michael immediately dialled emergency services.

"I've got a major vehicle accident on Ridgecrest Mountain Road," he said, struggling to keep his voice steady. "Two victims. One trapped. Please send everything you've got."

Within minutes, the quiet mountain road filled with the distant wail of sirens.

Local deputies arrived first, securing the scene and stopping traffic in both directions.

A firefighter knelt beside Emma.

"My name is Jake," he said calmly. "You're safe now."

"My coach..." she repeated.

"We're taking care of him."

Another team worked around the mangled driver's side, carefully assessing how to reach Adrian without causing further injury.

One rescuer looked toward the incident commander.

"We're going to need the helicopter."

The commander nodded immediately.

"Call Air Rescue."

Nearly sixty miles away, inside the Harrison Estate, the atmosphere could not have been more different.

The celebration decorations still hung from the ballroom.

Flowers covered the entrance.

The dining table remained untouched after the family had hurriedly left.

Richard Harrison stood by the window, glancing at his watch.

"They've been gone longer than expected."

Victoria smiled faintly.

"They probably stopped to watch the sunset."

Richard chuckled.

"Knowing Emma, she probably talked Adrian into another detour."

Before Victoria could answer, Richard's phone rang.

The number was unfamiliar.

He
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