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Chapter One: Route

The Blackwell University football team ran the same practice routes every
Tuesday at three, which Mara knew because the cheer practice
gymnasium backed onto the east side of the practice field with a wall of
windows that faced it, and she had been running practices in that gym for
three years and had learned the team's schedule with the thoroughness of
someone who understood that proximity to power was a resource you
either managed or ignored, and she was not in the habit of ignoring
resources.

She was in the habit of focusing on her own work.

The cheer squad at Blackwell was not what people assumed it was. People
assumed it was decoration — the aesthetic framing for the real sport, the
gold-and-black backdrop against which the actually important things
happened. Mara had spent three years correcting this impression
operationally rather than argumentatively, which was the only correction
that produced lasting results. She had rebuilt the squad's conditioning
programme from a two-day-a-week routine to a five-day split that matched
the football team's base training load. She had renegotiated the squad's
equipment budget by presenting three years of performance data to the
athletic department. She had turned the halftime show from a crowd-filler
into something people stayed in their seats for, which generated the kind of
social media engagement that the marketing department noticed and that
Hartwell had mentioned twice in two years without once acknowledging that
it had required significant work.

She had done all of this while maintaining a 3.9 GPA and running the
squad's internal social dynamics, which were the most complex ecosystem
she managed and the one nobody outside the squad ever gave her credit
for. Jade Ellis alone was a full-time operational challenge. Jade had the
captaincy ambition of someone who had been told her whole life that
ambition was her primary virtue and had operationalised that instruction
without further refinement. She was talented, she was visible, and she was
constantly positioning herself one move ahead of where she currently was,
which was genuinely useful when it was directed at external goals and
genuinely exhausting when it was directed inward.
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Mara managed Jade the way she managed everything: with
documentation, patience, and the specific kind of respect that came from
taking a problem seriously rather than dismissing it.

She was focusing on her own work when Damon Price ran a post route that
was two steps short of where it should have broken.

She kept her eyes on her squad. She had eleven women on the floor
working a pyramid mount that was three weeks from performance-ready,
and she had notes for all of them, and her job was to be their captain, not
to audit the football team's practice.

The wide receiver ran the same route again. Same break point. Two steps
short.

She walked to the window.

The practice field was lit by the four o'clock sun at the angle that came
through the stands in September, the kind of light that made everything
look more significant than it was. She could see the quarterback — Navarro,
the name on every piece of athletic department communication she'd sat
through — watching Price run the route with his helmet in one hand and the
expression of someone calculating a problem he'd already calculated five
times. He said something to Price. Price adjusted. Ran it again.

Still short.

She put her hand on the window frame. Through the glass, across the field,
she could not hear anything. She was watching Price's hips and the
moment they committed to the break and the reason the route was short,
which was that he was leaning into it rather than driving through it, which
was a weight transfer issue that she had corrected in three of her own girls
this week because it showed up in tumbling as much as receiving routes,
and the fix was—

The quarterback turned around.

He looked directly at her.
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She had been at Blackwell for three years and she had been peripherally
aware of Cole Navarro in the way you were aware of someone who
occupied a lot of institutional space — press conferences, athletic
department events, the kind of omnipresence that came with being the
person a programme was built around. She had not, specifically, looked at
him.

She looked at him now.

He held her gaze across the practice field with those dark eyes and the
unhurried expression of someone who had just found something interesting
and was taking his time with it. Then he turned back to Price and said
something else.

Price ran the route. His hips drove through the break. Two steps longer.
The ball arrived exactly where it was supposed to.

The quarterback did not look at her again.

She went back to her squad.

"Captain," Jade said, from the base of the pyramid that had been on hold
for four minutes. "Ready?"

"Ready," Mara said, and put Cole Navarro back in the category of things
she was aware of and not managing.

He didn't stay there.

She saw him in the athletic wing corridor two days later, coming out of the
film room with his offensive coordinator and a tablet covered in still frames
that she catalogued in her peripheral vision without appearing to. He was
taller than he read in photographs — not dramatically, but the kind of tall that
was actually just posture, the specific way of moving that came from
knowing where you were in a space at all times.

He saw her too.

He didn't do anything about it. He said something to the coordinator,
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nodded, and kept walking.

Mara filed this under: observing. Consistent with field behaviour.

She went to meet with Hartwell.

The athletic director's office had the specific smell of a room that processed
a lot of money and very little of it went to decoration. Hartwell was sixty,
had been at Blackwell for twenty-two years, and had the quality of a man
who had survived every athletic director's natural predator — the booster
with opinions, the head coach with ambitions, the trustee with a son on the
roster — by being more useful than any of them. He was not warm. He was
functional.

"Miss Voss," he said, not looking up from his desk. "Squad's looking good. I
saw the clip from Saturday's halftime."

"Thank you." She sat without being invited, because she had been doing
that for a year. "I'm here about the Meridian pipeline."

He looked up. "The sports management internship."

"Yes."

"That's for the athletics programme's primary revenue sport
representatives." He said it pleasantly, which was how he said things he'd
decided. "The cheer squad isn't—"

"The cheer squad generates four hundred thousand dollars annually in
gear sales tied to squad visibility," Mara said. "I have the data if you want it.
I also have three years of event coordination, stakeholder communication,
and performance management experience that aligns directly with what
Meridian has listed as their intake criteria." She met his eyes. "I'd like the
introduction."

A pause. He looked at her with the expression of someone recalibrating.
"I'll keep it in mind," he said.

"I'd like more than that."
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"Miss Voss." His voice was still pleasant. "I'll keep it in mind."

She left. She made a note in her phone: Hartwell — Meridian — resistance,
reason unclear. Follow up.

In the corridor outside, Cole Navarro was leaning against the opposite wall
with his arms crossed and the expression of someone who had been
waiting long enough to have developed an opinion about the wait.

She stopped.

He straightened. "He said the same thing to me my freshman year," he
said. "About the showcase events."

She looked at him. "And?"

"And I found a different angle." He paused. "He responds to leverage, not
requests."

"I'm aware of how he operates," she said. "I've been operating in the same
building as him for three years."

"I know." He held her gaze with those dark eyes and the composure of
someone who was comfortable with silence. "I'm Cole."

"I know who you are."

"Do you want to get coffee and talk about Hartwell's leverage points, or
would you prefer to figure them out independently?"

She looked at him. He looked back. Around them the athletic wing corridor
was doing its mid-afternoon thing — students, coaches, the distant sound of
the weight room — and he stood in the middle of it with the specific stillness
of someone for whom the surrounding noise was neither here nor there.

"Coffee," she said. "I have an hour."

He had an hour too.
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They went to the campus café that was adjacent to the athletic wing, not
because it was the best option but because it was the closest, which
communicated something practical about both of them. She ordered
efficiently. He ordered efficiently. They sat in the corner table by the
window that looked onto the courtyard and she put her phone face-down on
the table, which was a decision she made consciously: she was not going
to split her attention.

She had decisions to make about Cole Navarro. She was in the middle of
making them.

He talked about Hartwell with the directness of someone who had spent
four years calibrating how much to say and had decided, for this
conversation, to say more. He told her that Hartwell ran the programme's
access infrastructure — the scouts, the agents, the NFL relationship
management, the pre-draft placement — through a controlled pipeline that
required athletes to remain obligated. Not overtly. Not with explicit
transactionality. With the specific architecture of a man who made himself
necessary and then made necessity feel like generosity. He told her that he
had played the game for four years because he hadn't had a better option,
and that the option was developing, and that he was working on it.

She listened. She asked three specific questions. She watched him answer
them with the quality of attention she had been watching across the
practice field window — the focused directness, the absence of
performance, the specific quality of a person who understood that
information was a resource and was choosing to share it.

He was evaluating her. She was evaluating him. This was the correct state
for two people with adjacent interests and overlapping problems who were
sitting across from each other for the first time without a corridor or a
practice field between them.

"What's the timeline?" she said.

"For the alternative to Hartwell's pipeline? Two months. Maybe three."

"The Meridian pipeline would be resolved before that."
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"If he gives it to you."

"He'll give it to me," she said. "I'm still working out the correct approach."

He looked at her. "What approaches have you tried?"

"Request, repeated. Data presentation. The utilitarian case." She paused.
"All the reasonable ones."

"He doesn't respond to reasonable."

"I know." She looked at him. "You said leverage."

"Yes."

"Do you know what he has to lose?"

"I know some of it." He met her eyes. "How much detail do you want?"

She looked at him across the small table in the athletic wing café, with the
courtyard light coming through the window and the mid-afternoon sound of
people who were not having this conversation around them. She thought: 
this is a person who is paying the right kind of attention, and who has
information I need, and who is offering it without making me ask for it,
which is different from everyone else in this programme.

"All of it," she said.

He told her what he knew.
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Chapter Two: Under the Stadium

The pre-game ritual was not hers. It was the stadium's.

Every home game, the cheer squad staged in the east tunnel entrance at
two hours to kickoff, which meant passing through the corridor that ran
under the south end zone, which was also where the team staged their final
walkthrough. It was a scheduling overlap that the athletic department had
never resolved, possibly because no one had ever complained about it,
possibly because the overlap was useful for generating the kind of crowd
footage that looked good in highlight reels.

She had been making this walk for three years. She had the route
memorised in the way you memorised things you'd done without variation
long enough that the body handled it without instruction from the attention:
through the east entrance, down the equipment access hall, through the
double door that had a specific pneumatic resistance she'd learned to
compensate for, left along the south wall past the medical staging area,
and then the long corridor under the end zone with its specific light —
fluorescent, efficient, the faint vibration of the stadium above beginning to
fill.

The corridor was her favourite part of the whole game-day sequence. It
was the last place before the field where you could be not-performing. On
the field she was the captain, the face, the person whose energy the squad
read and calibrated to. In the corridor she was just someone walking
toward something that had required a year of work to be ready for.

She had started spending more time in the athletic complex corridors, she
noted, since October. She had started walking slower through the south
end zone route. She had, she admitted, been approximately aware of the
team's pre-game timeline with a precision that was above and beyond what
her own coordination requirements demanded.

She was aware of this as data. She had filed it under: managing.

Mara walked the corridor alone. The rest of the squad was already at the
tunnel entrance; she'd stayed behind for a conversation with the facilities
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manager about the halftime sound system, which had developed a specific
problem with the left speaker cluster that nobody else on the squad had
noticed and everyone else on the squad would have noticed at halftime,
loudly.

She turned the corner under the stadium and walked into Cole Navarro's
chest.

Not literally. She stopped eight inches from him, which was close enough
that she could smell the specific combination of athletic tape and whatever
he used instead of cologne — cedar, something sharp underneath, the clean-
edged smell of a person who had been outdoors recently. He put one hand
on the wall above her head. Not to trap her — the corridor was wide enough
that it wasn't necessary. The gesture was something else. It was the
specific action of someone who had decided to make a small statement
about proximity.

"South speaker cluster," he said.

She stared at him. "What?"

"It cuts out at sixty-three decibels. Has since the season opener. The sound
tech knows, it's on the repair schedule."

"Halftime is two hours from now."

"I know. Tell the sound tech it's halftime." He looked at her with those dark
eyes under the stadium lights, which were fluorescent and unflattering and
were doing nothing to help her maintain scientific detachment about his
face. "They'll bump it up the queue."

"You know the sound tech."

"I've been playing in this stadium for four years. I know everyone in the
building."

She filed this. She filed it alongside the practice field — the way he'd turned
when she was at the window, the quality of attention that was identical
across forty metres of distance. She filed it alongside three years of the
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cheer squad's relationship to the athletic programme, which was a
relationship of proximity without acknowledgment, and the specific way this
person standing in the tunnel corridor had oriented toward a problem that
was hers and offered a solution without being asked.

She had been managing things alone for a very long time. She was good at
it. She had gotten good at it because being good at managing things alone
was the only reliable strategy when the alternative was depending on
systems that had repeatedly demonstrated their indifference to your
specific needs. Hartwell was one data point in a longer series. The athletic
department's equipment budget was another. Three years of I'll keep it in
mind delivered in the pleasant voice of someone who intended to keep
nothing in mind.

She managed alone. She was good at it. And she was standing in the
south end zone corridor with Cole Navarro's hand on the wall above her
head and the information about the speaker cluster delivered without
expectation, and she was filing the specific feeling of being noticed by
someone who was paying the right kind of attention.

She filed it carefully. She labeled it: notable. Requires monitoring.

"Thank you," she said.

He looked at her steadily. His hand was still on the wall above her head.
"You didn't come to the coffee."

She had cancelled. She had cancelled because she had looked at the
situation with the same analytical attention she brought to Hartwell's
leverage points and concluded that coffee with Cole Navarro was a variable
that would complicate several things she was managing, and she was
already managing several things. She had sent a text. He had replied: ok.
One word, no punctuation, which she had filed under either completely
unbothered or completely bothered and choosing not to show it.

"I got busy," she said.

"You got careful."
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The word landed with more precision than she'd have given it credit for if
someone other than him had used it. He said it without accusation — a
statement of fact, the same delivery as south speaker cluster.

"Those aren't the same thing," she said.

"Sometimes they are." He was very close. The stadium above them was
beginning to fill — she could hear it, the low roar building through the
concrete — and he stood in the corridor with his hand on the wall above her
head and looked at her with the expression she had been cataloguing since
the practice field. Interesting. Worth the study. Will wait.

"We have a game," she said.

"We do." He pushed off the wall. Took a step back, giving her the corridor.
"Tell the sound tech sixty-three decibels." He paused. "I'll see you on the
field, Captain."

He walked back toward the locker room.

She stood in the corridor for approximately four seconds. Then she went to
find the sound tech.

The left speaker cluster was fixed by halftime.

She looked at the field from the south end zone during the third quarter and
told herself she was cataloguing the crowd positioning for next week's
formation, and not specifically watching Cole Navarro run the two-minute
drill with the focused precision of someone for whom focus was not an
effort but a baseline condition.

She catalogued the crowd positioning.

She was also watching Cole Navarro.

She made herself acknowledge it, because she was not in the habit of lying
to herself. She made a note in her phone: Navarro — variable. Managing.

Then she went back to work.
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Chapter Three: Bar

Blackwell won the homecoming game by seventeen points, and the
campus bar two blocks from the stadium was at capacity by nine with the
specific quality of a room that had been anticipating exactly this.

Mara went because her squad went and she was their captain, which
meant her presence at squad events was both expected and load-bearing.
She went in the gold jersey the squad wore off-field for home games, which
was athletic and not particularly designed to be attractive, and which three
separate people told her was attractive within the first twenty minutes,
which she filed under context-dependent and moved on.

She had been to this bar enough times to know its specific social
architecture. The pool tables at the back were where the linemen went
when they wanted to decompress without being approached. The high-top
tables near the bar were for the people who wanted to be seen being there.
The corner booths were the premium territory — visible enough to be found,
secluded enough to conduct a conversation — and they were claimed by
whoever arrived earliest and understood their value, which in the case of
tonight was Jade Ellis, who had understood the value of corner booths
before she had fully understood why.

The bar had a particular relationship to the football programme. It wasn't
officially affiliated — the university's alcohol policy covered the athletes in
theory — but in practice it was a de facto extension of the athletic complex's
social calendar, which meant the staff knew who the starters were and the
drinks arrived faster in proportion to jersey number recognition. Mara had a
complex relationship with this specific dynamic, because she benefited
from it — the squad's captain status generated a version of the same
courtesy — and she was clear-eyed about what it meant, which was that the
social infrastructure of the programme was arranged around visibility and
she was choosing to exist within it rather than outside it, which was a
choice, and choices had costs, and she kept the accounting current.

She tracked the room without appearing to track the room, which was
something she'd gotten very good at.
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Jade was already there. Jade was always already there — at every event
that mattered, positioned correctly before the positioning question had been
fully asked. She had worn a dress the colour of the school's secondary
gold, not the jersey, which was a choice that communicated: I am adjacent
to the team, not of it, which is more useful. It was a smart choice. Mara
noted it and noted that noting it was the correct response.

"He's coming," Bree said, appearing at Mara's elbow with a drink she
handed over with the ease of someone who'd been watching out for Mara
all season. Bree was the kindest person on the squad and one of the most
dangerous things in Mara's immediate environment because she was
genuinely good and it made things complicated.

"Who's coming?"

Bree gave her a look. "Cole."

"Half the team is coming. It's a home game win."

"I mean specifically." Bree's voice was gentle in the way it was gentle when
she was managing Mara the way Mara managed everyone else. "Jade's
had the corner booth reserved for an hour."

Mara looked at the corner booth. Jade sat in it with her dress and her two
closest allies and the specific quality of someone who had read a room
correctly and set up in the best position. She was not wrong. She had, in
fact, read the room correctly.

The team arrived.

Damon Price arrived first, which was his way — he was the first person in
any room and the last to notice it, which was a form of social confidence
Mara generally respected. He came directly to her, bypassing the corner
booth without appearing to bypass it.

"Voss," he said. "Buy you a drink?"

"I have one," she said, lifting Bree's contribution.
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"Second drink."

"I'm working."

He grinned. Damon Price had a grin that was aware of itself and deployed
it with the energy of someone who had found it useful and hadn't needed to
update his approach since sophomore year. "You're at a bar on a Friday."

"I'm a captain at a bar on a Friday," she said. "It's different."

He leaned against the wall beside her. Not going anywhere. She filed him
under persistent, non-threatening, useful for information and let him stay.

Cole came in with his offensive coordinator and two linemen and stopped
the room the way he always stopped rooms — not by doing anything, but by
the specific way the room reorganised itself around his arrival, the crowd
making space it hadn't known it was making. He scanned the room. Found
the corner booth. Found Mara, twelve feet away against the bar.

He went to the corner booth first.

She watched him do it. He sat with Jade for exactly the amount of time that
courtesy required and not a minute more, and Jade was working the
conversation with the focused attention of someone who had prepared for
it, and he was courteous and present and when he stood up to leave Jade
touched his arm and said something that made him pause.

Whatever he said back, Jade's smile went careful.

He walked to the bar.

"Price," he said.

"Navarro." Damon straightened off the wall without making it obvious.
"Good game."

"You too." He looked at Mara. "Captain."

"Quarterback," she said.

                            16 / 83



All on the Field
by Lenora Vale

Damon looked between them. Made a decision. "I'll get that second drink,"
he said, and went to the bar with the ease of someone who had read a
situation and elected to be useful rather than competitive. She filed this as: 
Damon Price is smarter than he looks.

Cole took the wall space Damon vacated. He was wearing what the team
wore off-field — the programme's branded gear, the quarterback's number,
the specific casualness of someone who understood that the jersey was a
message and wore it accordingly. He stood beside her and looked at the
room.

"You didn't sit with Jade," she said.

"No."

"She had the booth reserved for an hour."

"I know." He tilted his head toward her, not quite looking at her directly.
"She's been putting in a lot of effort."

"She's very good at positioning."

"She is." A pause. "You're better."

She turned her head. He was looking at the room, not at her, but the side of
his mouth had done something that wasn't quite a smile and was more
interesting for it. "I'm not positioning," she said.

"I know. That's what I meant."

The DJ made a decision about the music and the dance floor stopped
being metaphorical. Mara watched the squad respond to it — Bree was
already moving, Jade was on her feet, the specific beautiful chaos of a
room that had been waiting for permission to celebrate — and she stood
with Cole Navarro against the bar and felt the specific warmth of someone
very close to her right side.

"Dance with me," he said.
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It was not a question in the way that only worked because he didn't ask it
like one — not an assumption, not a demand, but the specific phrasing of
someone who had decided to be direct and was offering her the same
respect.

"Once," she said.

"Once," he agreed.

It was not a slow song. It was not soft or romantic or the kind of thing you
could misinterpret. It was a bass-heavy three minutes on a crowded floor
where everyone they knew could see them, and he danced with the
controlled physicality of someone who moved well and knew it, and she
danced the way she did everything — completely, without reservation, with
her full attention committed. His hands found her waist, and they stayed
there with the same quality as his hand on the wall above her head: a
statement, not a constraint.

Jade was watching.

Bree was watching, and smiling, and Mara made a note to have a
conversation with Bree that was going to be uncomfortable for both of
them.

Cole's mouth was at her ear. "You're thinking about eight things right now,"
he said. Low, under the music.

"Seven," she said.

"What's the eighth?"

"You," she said, because she had decided not to lie to herself, and lying to
him about it felt like a similar category of error.

His hands tightened at her waist. One song. That was what they'd agreed.
When the song ended he let her go with the same deliberateness with
which he'd touched her, and she stepped back and looked at him.

"Thank you," she said.
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"Anytime," he said, with the weight of an offer.

She went back to her squad.

She did not look at the corner booth.
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Chapter Four: Almost

She left at midnight. He walked her out.

She told herself she hadn't looked for him on her way to the door. She told
herself she had been purely focused on the exit, on the seven things she'd
been managing, on the conversation with Bree she'd been postponing. She
had found him at the door without meaning to find him. He had materialised
with his jacket and the air of someone who had also decided to leave and
whose departure had nothing to do with hers.

She let him walk beside her because there was no reasonable objection.
She was also, she noted, not particularly interested in the reasonable
objection. She had spent the last three hours being very professionally
aware of Cole Navarro in a crowded room — managing her awareness of
him with the same discipline she brought to all her variables, which meant
acknowledging it accurately and not letting it change her behaviour in ways
she hadn't decided — and it had been, she could admit at midnight on the
pavement outside the bar, both effective and exhausting.

He walked with the same stillness outside as inside. The bar noise faded
behind them. The campus at midnight was a different ecosystem than the
campus at noon or three or seven in the evening — quieter, the air sharper,
the specific quality of a university at rest that was also always, beneath the
rest, doing something that would become visible by morning. She was
fluent in all its registers by now. She had learned a place the way you
learned a person, and she was in the process, she understood, of learning
a person the way she had learned a place: with attention, patience, and the
specific note-taking that she did in her phone and sometimes in her head
and tonight was doing in a way she was not fully cataloguing because
some data you absorbed rather than recorded.

The October air had gone cold since nine o'clock, the kind that smelled like
leaves and the specific approach of real weather. Their breath was visible.
She could see the stadium from the end of the block — the lighting stayed
on late after games, the stadium's specific glow visible from most of the
campus.
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"Hartwell denied the introduction again," she said, because the silence had
become the kind that required filling.

"I know." A pause. "He mentioned it."

She stopped walking. He stopped beside her. "You talk to him about me?"

"He mentioned you." His voice was careful in a way it hadn't been all night.
"He mentioned that you'd been persistent about the Meridian pipeline and
that he'd redirected you."

"Redirected." She said the word with the precision it deserved.

"His word."

She looked at him. They were under a streetlight on the block between the
bar and the stadium, and the light was not flattering and she did not care
about flattering, and Cole Navarro looked at her with those dark eyes and
the expression of someone who was measuring something.

"Is there something you're not telling me?" she asked.

A beat. One beat too long.

"There's something I'm working on," he said. "Give me until after
homecoming."

She looked at him. He held her gaze without flinching, which she noted: he
was not comfortable with the current state of things and he was not going
to lie about it, but he was also not going to give her everything right now,
and he was asking her — directly, without pretending it wasn't an ask — to
wait.

"Homecoming is three weeks," she said.

"I know."

She considered him. The streetlight. The cold air. The specific quality of
what she wanted to do and what she had decided to be careful about. "I
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don't like unfinished information," she said.

"I know that too."

She started walking. He walked beside her. At the corner she turned
toward the cheer dormitory block and he turned with her, and at the
entrance she stopped.

"Good night, Navarro."

He stood on the step below her, which brought them to the same height,
which she thought was possibly intentional. He looked at her with those
eyes and the expression that had been building since the practice field — 
interesting, worth the study, will wait — except that tonight there was
something underneath it that had gotten closer to the surface.

"Mara," he said. Just that.

She kissed him.

It was brief and entirely her decision — her hands in his jacket, his breath
catching, the specific moment of choice enacted on her terms. She pulled
back.

"Homecoming," she said.

He stood on the step below her and breathed. "Homecoming," he said.

She went inside.

She lay in the dark of her room and ran through the seven things she was
managing and thought about the eighth and thought: he said there's
something he's working on. She thought: he asked me to wait. She thought:
I don't wait for people. And then: I have been patient for three years about
the Meridian pipeline and I can survive three weeks about one quarterback
who, on the available evidence, is worth the wait.

She slept at two.
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She dreamed about his hands.
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Chapter Five: Study Room

The study room was on the third floor of the athletic complex, booked under
her name for seven to ten PM on the third Thursday of October, which was
when she did the analytics review for the next three weeks of performances
and which she had been doing in this room for two years because the light
was good and the wifi was reliable and the lock on the door was consistent.

The study room was also, she was aware, the first space she had ever
booked for herself in the athletic complex. The cheer squad's practice gym
was shared with three other programmes on a rotating schedule. The film
room required a request through the athletic director's office. The meeting
rooms required a two-day advance booking through an administrative
system she had learned in her first week and that nobody else on the
squad used because nobody else had needed it. She had learned every
booking system in this building for the same reason she had learned the
team's practice schedule and the sound tech's name and the south speaker
cluster's decibel threshold: because the information was available and she
used what was available.

The study room on Thursday evenings was hers. She had never shared it.

She arrived at seven. Cole was already there.

She stopped in the doorway. He had his own laptop open, his own notes
spread across the table — genuine study material, she could see from the
doorway, game film stills and the offensive coordinator's week-by-week
performance breakdowns. He had booked the room for the same time slot
and neither of them had checked the calendar.

"Clash," she said.

"I see that." He didn't close his laptop. "The one on the fourth floor is open."

She came in and sat down. She opened her own laptop. "This one has the
better light."

He looked at her for a moment. Something in his expression acknowledged
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the decision she'd just made. "It does," he said.

They worked. An hour of genuine, separate, parallel work — her analytics,
his film study. She was aware of him the way she was aware of the room
temperature: constantly, without focusing on it, in the background of
everything. He was a quiet worker, which she hadn't expected and filed as
useful information. He made notes in a small precise handwriting that was
nothing like the quarterback stereotype she'd been building without
realising.

She tried to remember if she had been in the same room as another person
and worked well alongside them. She thought about her dormitory room,
which she had to herself because she had applied for a single occupancy
waiver in her first week and been granted it, which was not about privacy in
the antisocial sense — she had a squad, she had a full social calendar by
any measure — but about the specific quality of her own space, which she
had always managed with attention. She was not a person who worked
well in rooms that other people were working badly in: rooms full of
distraction, noise, the low-level static of someone else's unfocused
attention. She worked well in her own space or in spaces that were, by
agreement, shared for a common purpose.

The study room on Thursday evenings was hers. Cole Navarro was in it
with her, and she was working as well as she ever worked, which was data
that she filed and returned to twice in the next twenty minutes.

At eight-fifteen he got up to get water from the dispenser in the corner and
when he came back he set a cup on her side of the table without comment.

She picked it up. "Thank you."

"You've been staring at the same page for twelve minutes," he said.

She had. She had been working on the homecoming formation and her
mind had been conducting a separate meeting entirely about the
quarterback sitting across from her and what he had meant by something
I'm working on and the specific quality of his breath catching when she'd
kissed him at the dormitory entrance.
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She looked at him. He looked back.

"Close the laptop," she said.

He closed it.

She closed hers.

"Tell me what you're working on," she said. "With Hartwell."

He was quiet for a moment — the measured quiet she'd learned to read as
him deciding how much truth to use. "He controls the showcase events.
The NFL team visits, the pre-combine attention, who gets in the room with
who. I've been—" He paused. "I've been playing the game his way for four
years because I needed what he had access to."

"And?"

"And he mentioned you in a way that told me he's using the Meridian
pipeline as — not leverage, exactly. More like a closed door. He keeps it
closed because keeping it closed keeps you in a position where you need
something from him."

She was very still. "He told you this."

"He didn't tell me in words. He doesn't do anything in words." Cole looked
at her steadily. "He mentioned that the squad captain had been to see him
again about the internship and that it was never going to happen because
the pipeline was for—"

"Programme revenue sport representatives," she said flatly.

"Yes."

"He said this to you."

"Yes."

"When?"
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"Three weeks ago."

The room was very quiet. She looked at Cole Navarro across the table —
the dark eyes, the expression that was genuinely uncomfortable for the first
time since she'd known him, the quality of a man who had been carrying a
piece of information and had been trying to decide what to do with it, and
had not yet decided correctly.

She was not angry. She was filing.

"What were you working on?" she said.

"Finding a way to get you the introduction that didn't go through him." He
met her eyes. "There's a Meridian partner who comes to the showcase
events. I've been thinking about whether I could introduce you at the
November showcase without Hartwell in the middle of it."

She looked at him. He looked back.

"That's," she said, "not a terrible plan."

"It's not finished yet."

"Why didn't you tell me three weeks ago?"

A pause that was one moment too long. She filed it.

"Because I didn't want to be the person who told you Hartwell had closed a
door you've been trying to open for three years," he said. "I thought I could
fix it before you had to know."

She understood this. She also understood that understanding it was not the
same as accepting it.

She got up from her chair and came around the table. He watched her with
the expression of someone who was very uncertain about what was about
to happen and was staying very still to avoid influencing the outcome. She
stopped in front of him.
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"You are not allowed," she said, "to manage information about my career
for my benefit."

"I know."

"Do you?"

"Yes." He was looking up at her, both hands flat on the table — not
reaching. Waiting. "I'm sorry."

She put her hands on his shoulders and his hands came off the table and
she was in his lap before she had fully decided to be there, which was not
how she operated and was also, she noted, exactly where she'd been
trying not to end up for a month.

He kissed her like he'd been waiting to do it properly since the dormitory
entrance, which by her estimation he had. His hands moved through her
hair with the thoroughness she'd been cataloguing — the quality of someone
who intended to learn every part of her and had cleared his schedule — and
she kissed him back with no reservation because she had stopped having
reservations about this at approximately the moment she'd sat down at this
table tonight.

The door, she noted from a distance, was locked.

Neither of them tried it.

What happened in the study room on the third floor of the Blackwell athletic
complex at approximately eight forty-five on a Thursday in October was
not, in the technical sense, a first. But it was the first time she had done
anything with her full attention committed to it and not a single other thing,
and it was, she noted in the quiet after, significant in the way that full
attention made things significant.

"The showcase is November eighteenth," he said into her hair.

"Three weeks," she said.

"I'll introduce you to the Meridian partner."
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She lifted her head and looked at him. He was looking back with the
expression — the one she'd clocked at the practice field, the bar, the
dormitory step — except that now it had settled into something more
complete, the look of a person who has found where they were supposed
to be and is working out the logistics.

"You're going to tell me the rest of what you know about Hartwell," she
said. "All of it. Before homecoming."

"Yes," he said. No hesitation.

"Good." She kissed him once more, which was brief and was also a
statement. "Tell your offensive coordinator the film room is double-booked
Thursday nights."

He smiled — the full version, the one she'd been cataloguing as the one that
changed his face. It was better at this range. "Done," he said.

Interlude: Sunday

She stayed Sunday.

This was not planned. She had been at the lodge — at his apartment, which
was off-campus and had the specific quality of a place occupied by two
quarterbacks and a kicker who all operated at the same level of functional
minimalism, which meant good coffee maker, extensive football library,
three separate protein powder flavors, and exactly one throw blanket that
had clearly been provided by someone's mother. She had noted all of this
during her first visit and had noted that the apartment communicated its
occupants accurately: people who treated the space as a place to sleep
and recover and prepare, not a place to perform a lifestyle. The walls were
bare except for one whiteboard still covered in a play diagram from what
looked like last season, which nobody had erased, which she filed as: 
either sentimental or still relevant. Possibly both.

She had the throw blanket.

She had stayed because the previous night had been the study room, and
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after the study room she had not wanted to be in her dormitory room alone
with her own thoughts, and Cole's apartment was — this was accurate — the
most comfortable place she had been since September, and the most
comfortable it was specifically because of the person in the kitchen making
eggs with the quiet efficiency of someone who had decided her presence
was good and was not making a production of the decision. She had
stayed because she was tired of being careful about things that deserved
to be simple, and this — being in this apartment on a Sunday morning with
this person making coffee and eggs without asking how she took them
because he'd paid attention — was, under reasonable analysis, simple. It
was the institutional context that was complicated. It was Hartwell and
Marcus and Jade and the November showcase and the Meridian pipeline
that were complicated. The apartment was not complicated.

She let the apartment be uncomplicated. This was, she understood, a
choice she was making consciously and with full information.

She had the throw blanket. She was on the couch with his roommate's
playbook — not his, she'd established, Marcus Webb's, left on the coffee
table the way people left things that weren't secret — and she was reading it
with the researcher's attention that made her useful in any context,
because a playbook was just a system and she had been reading systems
for three years.

Cole was in the kitchen making eggs. She could hear him. She could hear
the specific quality of someone who cooked with competence rather than
enthusiasm — the precise cracking of eggs, the adjustments, the efficiency.
He had not asked her how she took them. He had watched her make
coffee twice and extrapolated.

"Webb's route trees are redundant in the third quarter," she said, without
looking up.

Silence from the kitchen. Then: "What?"

"His playbook. He runs the same three routes from different formation
alignments instead of learning the underlying pattern. It makes him
predictable at the two-minute mark." She turned a page. "Your offensive
coordinator must see this."
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A longer pause. "Yes." His voice had something in it she couldn't read from
the couch.

"Does Navarro know?" she asked.

"Cole," he said. "And yes. He knows."

She put the playbook down and looked at the kitchen doorway. He was
leaning against the frame with two plates and the expression of someone
who had arrived at a specific and significant moment and was deciding how
to handle it. "What?" she said.

"Nothing." He came in. Sat beside her on the couch. Put a plate in front of
her with the eggs done the way she took them. "I like watching you read."

She looked at him. "That's an unusual thing to like."

"You read like you're going to do something with it." He picked up his fork.
"Most people read like they're going to put it down."

She picked up her fork. Ate. Outside the November morning was doing its
approach — grey, cold, the light thin and specific to late season. From the
apartment window she could see the edge of the stadium.

"Marcus leaves his playbook here a lot," she said.

"He lives here three days a week."

"Does he know about us?"

Cole was quiet for a moment. "He knows I'm seeing someone. He doesn't
know who." He paused. "Does that bother you?"

"No." She thought about it. "Should it?"

"Not for the reason you might think." He was looking at the stadium through
the window. "Marcus is Hartwell's person in the locker room. Has been
since sophomore year. Everything he knows goes back."
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She put her fork down. "You know this."

"Yes."

"And you let him live here."

"Better to know where the information is going than not."

She looked at him. He was still looking at the window, the specific
expression of someone who had made a strategic calculation he was not
entirely comfortable with. She had made the same calculation about Jade
for eighteen months. She understood the shape of it.

"You're going to have to tell me everything," she said. "About Hartwell,
about Marcus, about whatever else you've been managing quietly." She
paused. "I can't work with partial data."

He looked at her. "I know." He picked up his fork. "After homecoming."

"Cole."

"There's a sequence," he said. "I need to do it in order or the whole thing
collapses."

She looked at him for a long time. He met her eyes without flinching.

"Sunday week," she said. "After homecoming. All of it."

"Yes," he said. "All of it. I promise."

She picked up her fork. The eggs were perfect. Outside, the November
morning continued to approach.

She stayed until three.
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Chapter Six: Photograph

The photograph appeared on Jade's Instagram at eleven PM on the
Wednesday before homecoming.

It was technically a squad photo — the cheer team in their game-day gear,
positioned well, lighting good. Jade had a gift for this. She had the eye for it
that came from having been in front of a camera since childhood — the
instinct for angle, the understanding of what a frame communicated beyond
its literal content. Mara had documentation on Jade's Instagram
engagement metrics because she had documentation on everything that
affected the squad's visibility, and Jade's reach was, objectively, one of the
squad's strongest assets. Mara had never done anything to manage it
downward, because Jade's visibility was the squad's visibility and
managing it downward would have been bad leadership dressed up as
principle.

What she had not managed was the secondary category of content: the
peripheral images, the stories, the cropped and contextualised moments
that existed in the space between the official squad content and Jade's
personal narrative. She had flagged this category in her notes eight months
ago as future consideration. It had arrived at present consideration at
eleven PM on a Wednesday.

She sat with the screenshot and ran the analytics the way she ran
everything: what had been communicated, to whom, and what the
downstream effects were likely to be. Jade had communicated: proximity.
She had communicated it to six hundred people who followed her, many of
whom also followed Cole Navarro, and the downstream effect was the
specific noise that built when a football programme's most visible player
was linked with someone in a way that looked plausible.

It looked plausible because Jade was good at making things look plausible.
It was, Mara thought, her most transferable skill.

The photograph itself — the official squad post — was tagged correctly,
captioned with something warm and team-focused, and had received six
hundred likes by midnight. Jade was at the centre of it with the comfortable
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authority of someone who had been the centre of photographs her entire
life. All of this was normal for Jade.

What was less normal was the secondary posting — a story, gone in twenty-
four hours, of Jade and Cole Navarro at what appeared to be a post-
practice gathering, his hand on the back of her chair, the specific cropping
that implied conversation and proximity. The caption said: pregame rituals
?. No tag on Cole. The tag was implicit.

Mara saw it at eleven-fifteen. She took a screenshot. She sat with it for
approximately ninety seconds.

Then she texted Cole: Is there something I should know about the story
Jade just posted?

His reply took four minutes, which meant he'd been asleep. What story.
Then: Give me a second.

Three minutes. Then: That's from the team dinner Tuesday. She sat down,
I was talking to Price. I didn't know she was taking that angle with the
photo.

She believed him. She believed him because she knew what Jade's angles
looked like, having been watching them for three years, and because the
cropping was Jade's work and not evidence of anything Cole had done.

She also believed that this was going to become a pattern unless
something changed.

She called a squad meeting the next morning.

Not about Cole. Not about Jade. About social media protocol and the
squad's collective image management, which was a real thing she'd been
meaning to address and which happened to need addressing right now.

Jade sat through it with the composure of someone who had been called
out in a language that couldn't be called a call-out. She was good at this.
Mara was better. When Mara finished outlining the new protocol —
individual posts involving current university athletes required squad captain

                            34 / 83



All on the Field
by Lenora Vale

approval, effective immediately — Jade said: "That seems reasonable," with
the smoothness of someone who was already thinking about the next
angle.

After the meeting Bree stayed behind.

"You know she's going to keep trying," Bree said.

"Yes."

"Mara." Bree's voice was the specific gentle of someone who cared about
you and was going to say something you weren't going to enjoy. "Are
you—is this— with him. Is it real or is it—"

"It's real," Mara said.

Bree was quiet for a moment. "Okay." She nodded, absorbing this. "Then
she's going to be a problem."

"She's already a problem. She's a manageable problem." Mara picked up
her bag. "I've been managing her for three years."

"This is different," Bree said. "She's not competing for the captaincy
anymore. She's competing for—"

"Bree."

"—something she thinks she deserves because she's been positioning for it
since freshman year and she doesn't understand why it's not working—"

"Bree." Mara met her eyes. "Thank you. I know." She paused. "Are you
okay? With this?"

Bree had liked Cole. Mara had known it and had been postponing this
conversation because postponing conversations with Bree required no
particular skill and also made her feel terrible. Bree looked at her for a
moment and then, with the specific grace that was Bree's most remarkable
quality, said: "Yes. I'm okay. I just want you to be careful."
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"I'm always careful."

"That's not the same as okay," Bree said, and picked up her own bag and
left.

Mara stood in the practice gym and thought: she's right. And then: being
right doesn't change the situation. And then she went to practice.
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Chapter Seven: Homecoming Function

Damon Price asked her on a Thursday.

She had been aware of Damon as a variable for six weeks. She had
clocked him at the bar — the way he'd made space for Cole and then held
the bar beside her for two hours without pressure, which was either
genuine disinterest or the patience of someone who played a longer game
than his surface suggested. She had concluded: both. Damon Price was
smart in the way that people sometimes weren't credited for being smart
because they were also charming, and charming was an easier category to
file people in.

He had not pushed after the bar. He had been present at every squad-team
overlap event in October with the same easy warmth, had asked her
interesting questions about the squad's performance analytics at the
homecoming function, had once stopped by the cheer gym window to
watch practice and had said, when she'd looked up: your timing sequences
are better than our offensive line's. She had told him: yes. He had grinned
and walked away.

She did not think he was a threat in the complicated sense. She thought he
was a person who saw something interesting and wanted to be close to it,
and she understood that particular motivation because she had it herself.

He materialised at her elbow at the dining facility, which she would have
attributed to coincidence except that Damon Price did not operate through
coincidence. He operated through intention executed with a lightness that
made intention look like accident.

"Homecoming function's Saturday," he said, getting coffee beside her.

"I'm aware. The squad is performing."

"After the performance."

She looked at him. "After the performance I'm debriefing the squad."
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"After that." He grinned. "As a friend. Just two people who are both at the
same event."

"Damon."

"Just saying." He held up his free hand. "Cole's not—you know, he's not— it's
not like you're—" He stopped. Recalibrated. "He hasn't said anything."

She looked at him steadily. "Has he not."

"To me." He held her gaze with the expression of someone who had just
understood something and was deciding what to do with the understanding.
"Has he to you?"

She picked up her coffee. "Tell your friend," she said, "to say things."

She left.

She was not surprised, exactly, that Damon told him. She would have done
the same in his position. She would have told the relevant person the
relevant information because she was a person who believed information
should be in the correct places.

Cole found her that afternoon after practice, in the corridor outside the
cheer gym. He had the expression of a man who had made several
decisions rapidly in the last two hours.

"Damon asked you to homecoming," he said.

"He asked if I'd get a drink with him after the squad performance. As a
friend."

"Is that what he said."

"It's what I understood."

He leaned against the wall with his arms crossed and looked at her. She
looked back. The corridor was empty, the gym behind her quiet, the
specific charged quality of a conversation that was happening because
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another conversation hadn't happened yet.

"I should have been clearer," he said.

"About what, specifically?"

He held her gaze. "About what this is."

"What is this?"

He pushed off the wall. He came to her — not rushing, not dramatic, with the
same controlled deliberateness he brought to everything — and put his hand
against her jaw and tilted her face up, and she let him, which was its own
statement.

"Mine," he said. Low, direct, without apology. "If you want to be."

She looked at him. His thumb traced her cheekbone and he waited — the
patience she'd been cataloguing all along, the patience of someone who
understood that the answer had to be hers.

"That word," she said, "goes both ways."

"Yes," he said immediately. "Obviously yes."

"Homecoming," she said.

"Yes."

"You're taking me."

"Yes." His hand in her hair now, his forehead lowering to hers. "If that's —
yes."

"And you're going to tell me what you know about Hartwell," she said,
"after."

A pause. One beat. "Yes," he said.
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She kissed him, which was brief and was a confirmation and also a
promise that Sunday week would be a different kind of conversation.
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Chapter Eight: Omission

She found out from Gregor.

Not Gregor — Hartwell. Hartwell's assistant, who was a twenty-three-year-
old post-grad named Pren who had been in Hartwell's office long enough to
understand what was happening and not long enough to understand what
to do about it. Pren had been in the same seminar as Mara last spring.
They were not friends, exactly, but they were the kind of acquaintances
built on mutual recognition of intelligence in a room that wasn't always
rewarding it.

She had been aware of Pren in the same way she was aware of most
people in the athletic programme's administrative infrastructure — with the
cataloguing attention she brought to anything that might eventually be
relevant. She had noted that Pren stayed late most nights, which was either
dedication or evidence that the workload was unreasonable. She had noted
that Pren never spoke at the full-staff athletic events, which was either
shyness or the behaviour of someone who had been in the room long
enough to understand that speaking put you in the record and being in the
record had costs. She had noted that Pren looked at Hartwell in meetings
with the specific expression of someone who knew more than they were
saying and had been saying less and less over time, which was the
expression of someone building toward either confrontation or exit.

She had filed all of this. She had not acted on it because she did not
manufacture situations from partial data. She waited for the data to arrive at
its own conclusion.

She thought about the specific quality of institutions that went bad. She had
been in the Blackwell athletic programme for three years and she had
watched it operate and she had watched people inside it accept the shape
of it without questioning whether the shape was correct. Hartwell's
architecture was not unusual — the controlled pipeline, the obligation
management, the slow accumulation of leverage over people who needed
what he had access to. It was the architecture of someone who had been
inside a system long enough to become its load-bearing structure, which
was a position that provided enormous stability and that corrupted by
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degrees, because the stability became its own justification and the
justification extended further every year. She had seen it in programmes
she'd studied in her sports management coursework. She had recognised it
in Hartwell's office from the first meeting. She had spent two years
watching it from the outside and one conversation with Cole confirming
from the inside, and she had been building her documentation with the
patience of someone who understood that the data had to be complete
before the action was taken, because incomplete data produced
incomplete action and incomplete action produced bad outcomes.

The data had arrived.

Pren sent her a message on a Sunday. Two sentences:

He told the Meridian partner not to meet with any of our cheer squad
candidates. He said to pass the word through the November showcase
guest list.

Then: I thought you should know. Don't use my name.

She sat with the message. She sat with it for a long time.

Then she looked at it from the angle she needed to look at it from: Cole had
said he was arranging an introduction at the November showcase. Cole
had said this was how they got around Hartwell. And Hartwell had already
closed that door too, which meant either he knew about Cole's plan, or —
she sat very still — this was not new information. This was Hartwell closing a
door he'd noticed someone approaching three weeks ago.

Three weeks ago was when Cole had known.

She called Cole.

He answered on the second ring. She heard the background — locker room
sounds, post-practice. "Hey—"

"He already told the Meridian partner not to meet with me," she said.
"Before the showcase. He told them not to take the meeting."
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Silence.

"Cole."

"I found out Friday," he said.

She was very, very still.

"I found out Friday that he'd already blocked the showcase introduction. I've
been — I was trying to find another angle before I called you."

"Friday," she said. "Today is Sunday."

"I know."

"You have been managing information about my career for my benefit for—"
She stopped. Counted. "Since October. You've been managing this since
October and I told you in the study room that you were not allowed to do
that."

"I know." His voice was direct and uncomfortable and not making excuses.
"I know I said I'd tell you. I was trying to fix it before—"

"Cole." Her voice came out even, which was the voice she used when
something was significant. "I told you in the study room. I told you on your
couch. You agreed. Twice."

"Yes."

"Omission is lying." She said it the way she'd write it in a report — directly,
accurately. "You do not get to decide what I can handle. Not my career, not
my access, not the information that affects both of those things." A pause.
"You get one."

Silence.

"One," she said. "This is it."

"Mara—"
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"I mean it. One."

She heard him breathe. "I know," he said. "I'm sorry. Not — I'm not saying
sorry to smooth it over. I mean I made the wrong call and I knew it was the
wrong call while I was making it and I made it anyway because I was trying
to protect something before it collapsed, and I should have come to you
with the problem instead of trying to solve it without you."

She sat with that.

"Yes," she said. "You should have."

"What do you want to do?" he asked.

She had been thinking about that since Pren's message. "I want to know
everything Hartwell has said to you about me. Everything, from the
beginning."

He told her.

It took a while. Hartwell had been running a specific kind of pressure on
Cole since sophomore year — the showcase access, the NFL relationship
management, the controlled pipeline of opportunity that required Cole to
remain obligated. Mara had been a variable Hartwell had noticed. He'd
used the Meridian pipeline not as punishment but as warning: this
programme's resources are not for your personal relationships. He'd
mentioned it to Cole. He'd assumed Cole would manage accordingly.

Cole had not managed accordingly.

"He's been watching us," Mara said.

"Since the bar."

"And Marcus."

"Marcus reports to him. Yes."

She thought about the playbook on the coffee table. She thought about the
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Sunday morning and the eggs and the specific quality of Cole's expression
when she'd mentioned Marcus's routes.

"You knew Marcus was watching and you didn't tell me," she said.

"I didn't think he was watching you specifically. I thought—"

"Cole."

"I know."

She stood up from where she'd been sitting on the edge of her bed and
went to the window. The October campus was doing its Sunday evening
thing — quiet, residual, the weekend ending. The stadium's lights were off
for the first time in two days.

"I'm not leaving," she said.

She heard him breathe again.

"But I'm not working around Hartwell," she said. "I'm going through him. I
need you to trust that I know what I'm doing."

"I trust you," he said.

"And you are going to tell me things as they happen," she said. "Not when
you've found a solution. When they happen."

"Yes," he said. No hesitation.

"Then we're okay," she said. "We're not done."

"Mara—"

"We're okay," she said again. "But Cole. Don't."

"I won't," he said.

She believed him. She had the data.
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Chapter Nine: Away Game

She went to the away game at Calder University not on the squad bus but
in her own car, because the squad bus left at six AM and she had a phone
call at seven with a Meridian associate she'd found by doing what she did
when she needed information Hartwell wouldn't give her: she went around
him.

The squad performed. She performed — she had not taken herself off the
roster because whatever was happening with Hartwell and with Cole and
with the entire political infrastructure of the Blackwell athletic programme,
she was still the captain, and the squad needed their captain on the field,
and she did not deprive her team of that.

She was in the stands for the second half.

The away game stands at Calder University were a different experience
from the Blackwell home stands, which she knew and had prepared for.
She was in the visitor section in her squad's away-game gear — not
performing, just present — and around her the Blackwell contingent had the
specific energy of people who had traveled to do something together and
were invested in doing it correctly. She sat with her analytical attention and
watched the field and let herself, for once, not be in any particular role.

She was not the captain right now. She was not the person managing
twelve moving parts, the squad's chemistry, Jade's positioning, Hartwell's
closed doors, and the Meridian introduction. She was someone in the
stands watching a football game with the particular attention of a person
who cared about the outcome for reasons that were not institutional.

This was, she noted, a different kind of watching.

Calder was good this year. Their defence had a new coordinator who'd
redesigned the pressure packages, and she watched Blackwell's offence
adjust and adjust again with the analytical attention that was simply how
she watched sports now, had been for three years. She watched Cole take
the hits that came with adjusting — two sacks, a third-and-long that ate forty-
five seconds and did not convert — and she watched him come up from

                            47 / 83



All on the Field
by Lenora Vale

each of them with the focused quiet of someone who processed pain as
information rather than interruption.

In the fourth quarter, down by four, he drove the field in eleven plays.

She watched each of the eleven. First and ten from the Blackwell thirty-two:
the screen to Price that gained six and she could see Cole's face, briefly,
when he turned to confirm the spot — not satisfied, not dissatisfied,
processing. Second and four: the keeper, himself, up the middle for eight,
which she filed under will take the hit when it's the correct call. Third and
goal from the eleven: incomplete, and he was up immediately, the helmet
communication with the offensive coordinator quick and specific. Fourth
and goal: the fade to the tight end — not Marcus Webb, the junior backup —
who caught it at the back pylon.

She had been watching football from sidelines and stands for four years.
She had always watched it analytically — the systems, the adjustments, the
logic of playcalling. She had never watched it the way she watched this
drive, which was with the specific attention of someone who was watching 
this person navigate a system that was designed to be too complex for any
individual to fully control, and was doing it through the combination of
preparation and adaptation and the precise quality of leadership that was
not charisma — not the thing people wrote profile pieces about — but 
presence. The quality of being in a room, or a field, in a way that made
everyone in it more capable.

She had that quality too. She had known it about herself since she was
fifteen. She had never seen it in someone else and recognised it this
clearly.

She watched him do it with the specific attention of someone who
understood what they were seeing: not the symbol, not the profile piece,
not the Heisman candidate. A person who was very, very good at one
specific and difficult thing, doing it under conditions designed to make it
impossible.

Blackwell won by three.

She found him in the visitor tunnel after.
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He was still in his gear, mostly — the shoulder pads off, the jersey on, the
helmet in one hand, the specific dishevelled quality of a person who had
just spent three hours being hit and had won anyway. He saw her from
twenty feet away and the expression that crossed his face was not the
composed one. It was not the one from press conferences or post-game
interviews or the photograph Jade had managed to produce.

It was the one from the study room.

He walked to her. She went to meet him. He put his arm around her in the
middle of the visitor tunnel with his teammates moving around them and
Damon Price giving them the specific wide berth of someone making a
large and pointed show of minding his own business.

"You came," he said, into her hair.

"I said I would."

"No you didn't."

She hadn't. She'd said nothing — just shown up. She put her arms around
him and felt the solid reality of him, the specific warmth of a person who
had just spent everything and was still there.

"I'm still angry," she said.

"I know."

"About the information."

"I know."

"But I'm here."

His arm tightened. "I know that too."
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Chapter Ten: His Apartment

His apartment on a Tuesday night in late October was different from his
apartment on a Sunday morning in early October.

Not the apartment — the apartment was the same. The good coffee maker,
the football library, the three protein powder flavours and the throw blanket.
What was different was what they'd said to each other in the weeks
between, and the specific quality of a room between two people who have
had the real conversation and are now on the other side of it.

Marcus was not there. She noted this and did not ask.

She sat on the couch with her laptop and her notes and he sat beside her,
not at a desk, not in his own space — beside her, with his own work, their
knees touching in the easy way of people who have established proximity
as the default.

She closed her laptop at nine.

He looked up.

She looked at him — the dark eyes, the jaw, the specific quality of his
attention that had been on her since the practice field in September and
had not, she'd catalogued, wavered. He was looking at her the way she
wanted to be looked at. He had been looking at her that way since before
she'd noticed, and she had noticed approximately one month ago and had
been doing something about it, and she was aware that they were on the
other side of the fight and the fight had cost something and was also, in the
way that things that cost something were, worth something.

She thought about the study room in October — the locked door, the laptop
closed, his hands in her hair with the quality of someone who had decided
to be thorough and was not in a hurry. She thought about the away game
tunnel and the specific sensation of being held by someone who had just
spent everything and was still completely present. She thought about three
months of cataloguing and the specific way it felt to have your data
confirmed by reality, which was the best feeling in her experience, even —
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especially — when the data was about something that had nothing to do
with field notes or grant applications or the Meridian pipeline.

She had been very careful for a long time. She had been careful in the way
that people were careful when they had too many variables in play, too
many things that required management, too little margin for a choice that
cost more than she could absorb. The captaincy had required careful. The
scholarship had required careful. The Hartwell situation had required
careful. And she had been careful, efficiently and correctly, and she had
gotten what she'd been working toward, and she was looking at Cole
Navarro across his apartment with the full knowledge that what she wanted
right now had nothing to do with careful.

"Come here," she said.

He put his laptop down.

She took his face in her hands and kissed him the way she'd been
cataloguing for a month — with the full weight of it, nothing held back, the
specific commitment of someone who had decided and was not reversing
the decision. He kissed her back with the patience she'd been tracking all
along, except that tonight the patience was not the waiting kind. It was the
thorough kind. The deliberate kind.

He moved her onto his lap and she went willingly and entirely, and his
hands worked through her hair, down her back, with the specific
thoroughness of the study room except without the constraint of a table
between them or a schedule beyond this one.

She pulled his t-shirt over his head. He unzipped her hoodie with one hand
and pushed it off her shoulders with the other and she was not surprised —
she had known since the practice field that he would be good at this, that
his hands would know what they were doing, that the patience and
precision he brought to the offensive line would translate — but knowing and
experiencing were two different categories of data.

He moved her to his bedroom with the same controlled deliberateness as
everything else he did, and she moved with him, and his hands learned her
the way she'd learned the playbook — methodically, completely, with the
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attention of someone who intended to know every part of the system.

She told him what she wanted. She told him the way she told him
everything — directly, without apology — and watched his expression shift
from attentive to intent.

He moved down her body.

His mouth found the inside of her thigh and then moved inward, and she
had to press her hand over her own mouth because the immediate and
specific urgency of it was not quiet. He used his tongue with the same
deliberate patience he brought to everything — slowly at first, learning what
made her hips lift, then concentrating exactly there, long and steady, with
occasional shifts that were not teasing but reading, adjusting, cataloguing
in real time. She had her fingers in his hair and her back arching off the
mattress and her composure somewhere on the floor with her clothes. She
stopped trying to manage any of it.

"Cole—" His name came out wrong. Unrecognisable. She didn't care.

He didn't answer. He kept working, his hands flat and anchoring on her
hips, and she let him anchor her because the alternative was dissolving
entirely, which was — the last functional part of her brain noted — a correct
outcome. She came apart with her thighs on his shoulders and her nails in
the sheet and his name in her throat, fully and without reservation.

He kissed up her body afterward — the curve of her hip, her stomach, her
ribs, the base of her throat — until he was above her and she could feel the
solid heat of him pressed against her and she reached between them
without waiting to be asked. Felt him hard in her hand and heard his breath
change sharply.

"Mara—"

"I know," she said. She guided him. "Now."

He pushed into her slowly, watching her face, and she felt the stretch of
him and made a sound against his shoulder. He stilled. She lifted her hips
in answer. He moved.
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He was thorough about this too. Found the angle that made her gasp and
returned to it, drove into her with a deliberate steady rhythm, deep and
unhurried, reading her breathing the way he read a defensive formation —
every shift accounted for, every adjustment immediate. She had her nails in
his back and her hips rising to meet him and the specific building heat of
someone whose full attention was on nothing except her. When she said 
harder he gave her harder. When she said there, like that he gave her
there, like that, again and again and again, until the sensation crested and
broke and she came with her face pressed into his neck, her whole body
clenching around him, his name spilling out of her with nothing held back.

He followed seconds later — the last of the controlled patience spent entirely
— her name in his mouth like something he'd been keeping all semester.

In the dark after, she lay with her head on his chest and listened to his
heart slow and thought about the showcase and Hartwell and the eleven
plays of the fourth quarter and the way he'd said mine in the corridor
outside the cheer gym with the full weight of what that cost him to say and
the full expectation that she would answer correctly.

"The Meridian associate," she said. "I found one through her public profile. I
emailed her directly."

He was quiet for a moment. "What did she say?"

"She wants to see my materials." A pause. "I'm going around Hartwell."

He was quiet again. She could feel him processing it. "Okay," he said.

"You're not going to tell me it's risky?"

"You know it's risky." His hand moved through her hair. "You wouldn't do it
if you hadn't already decided the risk was worth it."

She lifted her head and looked at him. He was looking at the ceiling with
the expression of someone who had made a decision about someone and
was comfortable with it.

"I love that you know that," she said.
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He looked down at her. The expression changed — something underneath
the surface that was close to the surface now. "Mara," he said.

"Don't," she said. "Not yet."

"Okay." His arm around her. "Okay."

She lay back down. His heart was still going. She listened to it for a while
and thought: yes. She thought: obviously yes. She thought: when the timing
is right and not before.

She stayed until morning.
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Chapter Eleven: Navarro Distracted

The article appeared on a Tuesday.

It was on a sports journalism site that covered D1 athletics with the specific
aggressive interest of an outlet that had realised college football was an
underserved market for the kind of story that combined institutional drama
with personal narrative. The piece was not long. It did not have to be.

NAVARRO DISTRACTED: SOURCES CLOSE TO THE BLACKWELL
PROGRAMME SAY THE HEISMAN CANDIDATE'S FOCUS HAS
SHIFTED AHEAD OF THE CONFERENCE CHAMPIONSHIP.

Three paragraphs. Two anonymous sources. Specific enough to be
credible, vague enough to be unchallengeable. A relationship with a
member of the non-revenue athletics staff. Not her name. The word staff
doing specific work.

She read it at six AM. She texted Cole: Have you seen it?

His reply took ninety seconds: Yes. I know who the sources are. Then: Are
you okay?

She considered the question. She was not okay in the sense of being
unbothered. She was okay in the sense of having already moved from the
initial response into the response after the initial response, which was
planning.

I'm fine. Come to the gym at seven. I want to talk before practice.

He was there at six fifty.

The practice gym was empty at that hour — just the two of them and the
mirrors and the specific quality of a room she'd been working in for three
years. She had the article up on her phone.

"Marcus," she said.
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"Yes."

"And Hartwell."

"Hartwell wanted the angle. Marcus provided the access."

She looked at him. He looked back, with the expression of someone who
had the full picture and was done holding parts of it.

"Tell me the rest of it," she said. "All of it. Right now."

He told her.

Hartwell had been running Marcus as a locker room informant since
sophomore year — a standard arrangement that was not unprecedented
and was, in the specific culture of D1 athletics, unremarkable. What was
less standard was that Hartwell had been feeding information to the
journalist for three years, maintaining a relationship that gave him leverage
over the programme's media narrative. The article about Cole was not a
response to the relationship. The relationship was the convenient excuse.
The article was a pre-championship pressure move — Hartwell was worried
about Cole's agent negotiations, which had been proceeding without
Hartwell's involvement in a way that Hartwell found threatening.

"He's losing the leverage," Cole said. "The agent doesn't need him. I don't
need him the way I used to. He's trying to reclaim control before the
championship."

"By making you look distracted."

"By making me look distracted, and by extension making you look like the
distraction."

She put her phone in her pocket. "He's underestimated us both."

"He has." Cole looked at her. "What do you want to do?"

She had been thinking about this since six AM. She had, in fact, been
building toward this since Pren's message, since the study room, since the
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first conversation with Hartwell about the Meridian pipeline eighteen
months ago.

"I'm going to need your help with one specific thing," she said.

"Anything."

"The November showcase. I need to be in the room."

"Done," he said, without qualification.

She nodded. "I'll handle the rest."
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Chapter Twelve: Confrontation

Cole confronted Marcus on a Wednesday.

She was not there for it. She had made clear she didn't need to be there for
it, because it was not her locker room and not her programme and Cole
was capable of managing his own people, which she had determined was
true and which she had made space for accordingly.

She confronted Hartwell on a Thursday.

She knocked on his open door at two PM on a Thursday, which was when
his calendar was blocked for administrative review and when his assistant
was at lunch, which she had confirmed both of these things before she
knocked. She had been confirming things before she acted for three years.
It was the practice that separated useful action from wasted effort.

He looked up with the expression he always used — pleasant, managed, the
face of a man who had been in this building longer than anyone and
intended to stay. She came in and sat down without being invited, which
she had been doing for a year. He had stopped being surprised by it eight
months ago.

His office had the specific arrangement of a person who understood that
space communicated authority. The desk was a physical barrier that was
never an accident — wide, solid, positioned so that anyone sitting across it
was placed in the suppliants' position relative to the window and the light.
She had catalogued this in her first meeting with him two years ago and
had decided then that she would not perform the dynamics the furniture
was designed to create. She sat in the chair across his desk and looked at
him with the same level regard she brought to every meeting and waited for
him to open with the pleasantry.

"Miss Voss," he said. "I saw the performance Saturday. Outstanding—"

"I know about Marcus Webb," she said.

He was very still.
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She had prepared for two versions of this conversation. In the first version,
he denied it and she presented the documentation she had. In the second
version, he processed her knowledge and moved directly to the leverage
question, which was the more efficient version and also the one that told
her he was smart enough to understand the situation had changed.

He went to the second version.

"I see," he said. Pleasant. Recalibrating.

"I know about the journalist. I know about the Meridian instruction." She
looked at him steadily. "I know that you've been managing the squad's
access to programme opportunities since before I was captain, and I know
why, and I know what you're trying to protect."

His face was doing something careful. "I'm not sure what you think you
know, but—"

"The programme's oversight review is in February," she said. "I have three
years of documentation that suggests the internship pipeline's allocation
criteria don't hold up against the stated diversity standards in the athletic
department's own charter." She paused. "I haven't filed it anywhere. Yet."

He looked at her.

She looked back.

"I don't want to file it," she said. "I want the Meridian introduction. I want it in
writing, with Hartwell's office as the referring party, and I want it by Friday."

A long silence.

"That's a significant ask," he said.

"It's the correct ask," she said. "Everything else I've asked for has been
smaller than what I've earned and you know that."

Another silence. The pleasant expression was still in place but it was doing
different work now — the face of a man recalibrating, running the available

                            59 / 83



All on the Field
by Lenora Vale

options, arriving at the one that cost the least.

"Friday," he said. "I'll have my assistant send the introduction."

"Thank you," she said.

She left.

In the corridor she took three slow breaths — not to calm down, she was
calm — to allow the specific feeling of having played a long game correctly
to settle. She had been building that documentation for eight months, not
specifically for Hartwell, just because she was someone who documented
things. She had arrived at Hartwell's door with the full picture and he had
known it immediately, because he was a man who knew when he'd
underestimated someone and had spent enough time in this building to
know what that looked like.

She texted Cole: Done. Friday.

His reply: What did you do.

Her reply: The thing I've been building toward for eighteen months.

A pause. Then: I would have liked to see it.

She smiled at her phone in an empty corridor, which was not how she
generally operated and which she chose to allow. You'll see the next one,
she sent back.

His reply: There's going to be a next one?

She put her phone away. There was work to do.
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Chapter Thirteen: Pivot

The Meridian introduction arrived Friday morning as promised.

Jade pivoted on a Wednesday — two days after the article, one day after the
Hartwell meeting. Mara saw the pivot coming before it arrived, which was
the advantage of having watched Jade Ellis operate for three years. Jade
was not malicious in the way of someone who operated through malice.
She was tactical in the way of someone who understood positioning and
was constantly seeking the best available position.

The best available position, when the current angle was blocked, was
adjacent to the story rather than opposing it.

Jade sent Mara a message: Can we talk?

They talked in the east stairwell, which was where squad conversations
happened that weren't for the gym or the group chat.

Jade stood with her arms crossed and the expression of someone who had
run the calculations and arrived at a conclusion she wasn't entirely pleased
with. "I think I've been making this harder," she said.

Mara waited.

"The photo," Jade said. "The homecoming positioning. I've been—" She
stopped. "I wanted what you have. Not just him. The captaincy, the
visibility, the— I've been treating the whole squad like a platform and I think
you've known that for months."

"Since spring semester," Mara said.

Jade absorbed this. "And you didn't remove me from the squad."

"You're a good cheerleader," Mara said. "Removing good people because
they're ambitious is bad management."

Jade looked at her. Something in her expression did what it hadn't done in
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three years — dropped the positioning. "What do you want from me?" she
said. "In exchange for—"

"I don't want anything in exchange," Mara said. "I want you to be a squad
member instead of a campaign. That's what I've always wanted." She
paused. "The rest of it— Cole isn't available, Jade. He hasn't been, for a
while."

Jade looked at the stairwell wall for a moment. "I know," she said. "I think
I've known since the bar." She looked back. "You're better at reading things
than you are at saying them."

"Yes," Mara agreed.

Jade almost smiled. "Fine," she said. "I'll be a squad member."

"Thank you."

She went back to work.

Bree was in the gym, warming up. She looked up when Mara came in, and
something in her face — the specific kindness that was just Bree — settled
into a relieved version of itself.

"Okay?" Bree said.

"Good," Mara said. "Let's work."
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Chapter Fourteen: Public

Championship week came with the specific pressure of a thing that had
been building for three months and had arrived exactly when everyone had
known it would, which didn't make it less heavy.

The campus changed in championship week. It had a different quality to its
attention — not louder, exactly, but more focused, the way a crowd focused
right before something happened and all the scattered noise organised
itself into a single directed force. The athletic complex was running at a
frequency she could feel through the floor of the practice gym, the specific
vibration of a building operating at full capacity in all its functions
simultaneously. She had been on this campus for three years and she had
been paying attention and she had understood, from the beginning, that
Blackwell's social and institutional life revolved around this week the way a
calendar revolved around its own end of year — everything oriented toward
it, every previous week in service to it.

She had built her squad for this week. She had built herself for this week, in
the specific sense of having the career conversation with Hartwell, finding
the Meridian associate, doing the work that needed to be done in the right
order so that by the time the season ended she would not be standing in
the same place she'd been standing in September.

She was not standing in the same place.

She had the Meridian introduction in her email. She had Hartwell's name on
it, which was not what she'd originally wanted — she'd wanted the
connection on her own terms — but she had understood, when she thought
about it clearly, that having Hartwell's institutional imprimatur and her own
materials was better than her own materials alone, because it gave the
Meridian associate permission to take her seriously rather than having to
discover independently that she was worth taking seriously.

She had the documentation on Hartwell's allocation bias in a folder on her
desktop labeled with a date in February, which was the oversight review,
which was a backup plan she no longer expected to need and which she
was keeping anyway because she kept everything.
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The squad was excellent that week. They were excellent because Mara
had spent three months building a squad that would be excellent in exactly
this week, and she was good at her job, and they were good at theirs. She
ran the practices with the same precision she brought to everything, and
she watched Jade take a correction without the micro-resistance she'd
been adding to corrections all season, and she watched Bree get the full
mount she'd been building to in perfect time, and she thought: this is what I
was here for.

On the Thursday before the Saturday game she was in the athletic complex
lobby with her squad's game-week schedule on her tablet when the team
came through from practice.

Cole saw her from across the lobby. He stopped.

Damon Price walked into him from behind.

"Navigation," Damon said pleasantly, and kept walking.

Cole came toward her. The team moved around him — the way it always
moved around him, making space it didn't know it was making. He stopped
in front of her with his practice gear and the expression she had the most
data on: the one he wore when he'd decided something and was about to
be direct about it.

"Saturday night," he said. "After the game. I want to take you somewhere."

"I have a post-game debrief."

"After that."

She tilted her head. "Where?"

"Somewhere that isn't the bar or my apartment or any of our usual
locations." He looked at her with the dark eyes. "I want to—" He stopped. He
looked at the lobby, which contained approximately thirty members of the
Blackwell athletic community, various coaches, and Jade Ellis, who was
very carefully examining something on her phone. "I want to tell you what
you are to me," he said. At full volume. "Here or Saturday, I don't mind."
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She stared at him.

The lobby had gotten very quiet in the way of rooms that have collectively
decided something interesting is happening.

"Cole," she said.

"You're the most capable person I have ever been in a building with," he
said, at the same volume, with the same composure as south speaker
cluster at sixty-three decibels. "You rebuilt the squad's entire media
protocol in one meeting. You had three years of documentation on
Hartwell's allocation bias before you ever needed to use it. You read
Marcus's playbook on a Sunday morning and had his third-quarter
redundancies identified before breakfast." He paused. "You are the best
thing in this programme and also the most significant thing that has
happened to me since I got here, and I should have said that out loud
weeks ago instead of managing it."

She looked at him. Around them, thirty people were not pretending not to
listen.

"Okay," she said.

"Okay," he repeated.

"Saturday night," she said. "After the debrief."

He smiled — the full one, the one that changed his face, that she had now
seen enough times to know was the one he gave specifically to her.
"Saturday night," he agreed.

Damon Price, from across the lobby, started a slow clap that no one joined
but that he seemed entirely satisfied to execute alone.

She went back to her tablet.

She did not look up at the lobby again. She was, however, smiling.
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Chapter Fifteen: The Game

Hartwell benched Cole in the first quarter.

She heard it from Bree on the sideline — the announcement, the reason
given through the official channels: precautionary injury protocol. There
was no injury. She had been watching Cole's body language all season, all
week, this morning over coffee at his apartment. There was no injury.

She was on the sideline, in formation, two minutes before halftime, and the
score was Blackwell seven, Calder State fourteen, and the stadium was
doing the specific thing that seventy thousand people did when something
they'd expected to be a celebration was becoming something else.

She did her job. She led the squad through halftime with the focused
professionalism of someone who understood that her team's performance
was not contingent on what was happening twenty feet away in the
coaching staff's conversation, and she did it well, and the squad was
excellent, and the crowd was warmer coming out of halftime than going in.

In the third quarter, four of Cole's offensive linemen went to the head
coach.

She didn't know this directly — she found out later, from Cole, from Damon.
Four offensive linemen, representing the unit, told the head coach that the
injury protocol was not legitimate and that they were requesting Navarro's
reinstatement. The head coach had a ten-second conversation with
Hartwell. He put Cole in.

She was in formation at the south end zone when he came onto the field.

She watched him.

He played the third and fourth quarters in the specific way she'd watched
him play the fourth quarter at Calder University — focused, precise, the
controlled quality of someone who processes everything as information and
responds accordingly. He threw for two hundred and forty yards. He ran for
thirty more. The offensive line, she noted, was extraordinary.
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Blackwell won by ten.

She found him on the field after.

She had not done this before — not stood in the middle of a field after a
game, in the specific managed chaos of a championship win. She had
been on sidelines, in the end zone, in the tunnel. She walked onto the field
and he came toward her through the crowd of players and cameras and
she thought: I don't care who's watching.

She hadn't cared who was watching for a while.

He caught her and held her with both arms, her feet leaving the field briefly,
the noise of the stadium around them, and she held him back with the
same completeness, and when he set her down she looked at his face —
the relief and the focus and the exhaustion and the thing underneath it that
was the one she'd been cataloguing since September.

"Hartwell's going to have a problem," he said into her hair.

"Hartwell has several problems," she said. "His assistant filed a formal
ethics report this morning. I may have told her that the time was right."

He pulled back and looked at her.

"I didn't tell her what to file," she said. "She already knew."

He laughed — full, real, the one she'd been cataloguing as the one that
changed his face when it was real. It was better when she was the reason
for it.

"Saturday night," she said. "You promised."

"After your debrief," he said.

"After my debrief."
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Chapter Sixteen: After

The locker room anteroom at eleven PM on a championship Saturday was
not glamorous.

It was a concrete room with two benches and a supply shelf and a door on
each end — one to the main locker room, one to the tunnel — that was used
for equipment storage and, on game days, for the specific logistics of
athletic operations that didn't need to be in the main space. It smelled like
athletic tape and industrial cleaner and the particular evening air of a
stadium that had been at full noise for three hours.

She had passed through this anteroom a hundred times in three years and
it had never been anything but functional — a corridor, a staging area, a
room you were in on your way to somewhere else. She was aware of it
tonight as something else entirely. She was aware of the specific way the
stadium noise filtered through the concrete, muffled and present
simultaneously, the crowd's post-game euphoria still audible as a distant
specific frequency. She was aware of the fluorescent light overhead doing
the same unflattering work as the stadium corridor light the night she'd
walked into Cole's chest, and the same quality of not caring about
unflattering that she'd had then. She was aware of the supply shelf with its
stacked white towels and the specific absurdity of being in love with the
Blackwell University starting quarterback in the equipment anteroom while
the championship celebration was happening in several overlapping
directions beyond both locked doors.

She was aware that she was, specifically and precisely, in love.

She had been aware of it since the apartment — since the way he'd said I
love you without performance and without expectation, like stating a fact
that he'd been carrying around and had finally found the right room to put it
in. She had been aware of it in the same way she was aware of data she
hadn't published yet: it was real, it was documented, and she was waiting
for the correct moment to make it official.

She was in it at eleven PM because Cole had said come through the north
tunnel and she had come through the north tunnel and the north tunnel
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connected to the anteroom and she had known, when she'd walked in and
found him already there, that somewhere that isn't the bar or my apartment
had always been going to end here, where no one else was, where the
noise of the stadium was muffled and the championship had just happened
and they had both been part of it and were the only two people who
understood exactly what each of them had done.

He locked the tunnel door. He looked at her across the anteroom.

She was still in the squad's championship gear — the gold and black, the
specific breathable fabric of athletic clothing that had been designed for
movement. She had been moving in it all day. She was aware of it now in a
different register.

He came to her.

His hands at her face first — the way he always started, with the specific
deliberateness of someone who wanted her to know what was happening
and had decided to be unhurried about it. He kissed her with the full weight
of a season that had been building to this: the practice field in September
and the stadium corridor and the bar and the study room and the away
game and all of it, arriving at this anteroom in the specific way of things that
had been patient and were done being patient.

She pulled his championship t-shirt loose from his waistband. He made a
sound against her mouth — the involuntary one, the one that told her things
he didn't always say — and his hands moved, thorough and sure and with
the quality she had been cataloguing all season, the quality of someone
who had decided she was worth his complete attention and had given her
nothing less.

She pushed him toward the supply shelf and he went, and she climbed him
with the athletic ease of someone who had been building strength for three
years, and his hands went under her, sure and solid, and they both
abandoned any pretense of patience.

She reached between them and dealt with his waistband with the focused
efficiency of someone who had made a decision and was executing it. He
pushed the skirt of her uniform up and got his hand between her legs and
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found her and she hissed through her teeth because she was already —
"yes," she said, preempting the question, "yes, Cole, now—"

He worked at her with his fingers, his mouth at her throat, and the stadium
noise through the concrete walls was doing exactly the work she needed it
to do because she was not quiet. Not remotely. He pushed two fingers into
her and used his thumb and she gripped his shoulders hard enough to
leave marks through the jersey and came against his hand with her
forehead against his collarbone, still shaking when she said: "now, I mean
it—"

He repositioned them against the wall — easy, effortless, four years of
quarterbacking carrying her weight without apparent effort — and she locked
her legs around him, and he pushed into her and she felt the full solid
length of him and the sound she made was his name.

He gripped her hips and moved inside her with the same full-commitment
intensity of the fourth quarter — nothing held back, all of it present, driving
into her deep and sure and relentless. She had her mouth against his ear
saying his name and things that weren't his name, things she had no
interest in censoring, and he answered each one with his hips and his
hands and the focused quality of his attention that had been dismantling
her since September. The concrete wall cold against her shoulders and his
body hot between her thighs and the distant roar of the stadium and none
of it mattering except the friction and the depth and the specific way he
drove into her like she was the most important play he'd called all season.

She came with her whole body, hard and long, gripping him, and felt him
follow immediately after — his grip tightening on her, a sound low in his
chest, the final deep press and stillness.

Afterward they leaned against the supply shelf in the concrete anteroom
and she had her forehead against his shoulder and she could feel his heart
through his championship t-shirt and she thought: three months of
cataloguing and this is still the most significant data.

"I love you," she said. Timing was right. She'd known since the apartment.

His arms tightened. "Mara," he said, and then: "Yes. Same." And then: "I
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should be better at saying it."

"You're fine," she said. "I know."

"I love you," he said. Directly, cleanly, with the delivery of someone who
meant it without qualification.

"I know," she said.

He laughed into her hair.

She looked at the locked tunnel door and the supply shelf and the concrete
walls and thought: I am going to tell this story very differently when I tell it.
She thought: I am also going to remember every specific detail.

She remembered every specific detail.
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Chapter Seventeen: Epilogue — January

The Meridian offer arrived on a Tuesday in January, two weeks after the
semester ended, by email from the associate she'd contacted directly,
referring to the formal introduction that had arrived from Hartwell's office in
November, and containing the specific language of an organisation that
had reviewed her materials and found them compelling.

She read it twice. She read it the first time for content and the second time
for tone, because tone was where you found the real information in formal
communications. The tone was we have been waiting for someone with
exactly this profile and are pleased to have found her, which was not what
organisations said when they were doing someone a courtesy. It was what
they said when they had looked at the materials and done the internal
assessment and arrived at a specific and genuine conclusion.

She had submitted those materials with three years of performance data,
two years of documentation on the squad's revenue contribution, a
proposed sports management framework she'd developed from the
Meridian partner's published literature, and a cover letter that was three
paragraphs and said exactly what needed to be said without
ornamentation. She had submitted them knowing that the quality of the
materials was not the variable she'd been uncertain about. The variable
had been Hartwell, and Hartwell was no longer the variable.

She called Cole.

He answered on the second ring. She could hear the background — the city,
the specific noise of the pre-draft period in a market that was paying
attention to him. He was in Atlanta for the combine prep. She was in
Missoula for three more weeks, tying up the things that needed tying before
the move.

"It came," she said.

She heard him smile. She had enough data to hear it. "Tell me."

She told him.
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He was quiet for a moment after, and she understood the quiet — the
specific relief of a person who had been trying to fix something for three
months and was hearing that it had ended correctly.

"The office is in Atlanta," she said.

"I know."

"The team you're talking to is in Atlanta."

"I know." His voice had the warmth in it that she catalogued as the one he
keeps for when it's just her. "Convenient."

She looked out the window of the Missoula apartment she'd been paying
rent on for over a year. The mountains were visible from here, just — the
edge of them, the winter blue. She thought about Bree, who had been
offered a graduate coaching position at Blackwell and had accepted it with
the calm of someone who had known for a while that it was coming. She
had been pleased for Bree with the specific pleasure of watching a good
person get a correct outcome, which was one of the pleasures she allowed
herself without qualification.

She thought about Jade, who had come to her office before the semester
ended and had stood in the doorway in the way of someone who had
decided to say something and was still working out how. I think I want to go
into sports media, she had said. The analyst side. Not the— not the face of
it. Mara had said: I know someone at a network. Let me send an
introduction. Jade had said, after a pause that was the pause of someone
recalibrating their entire model of a person: of course you do. She had
smiled at Jade. Jade had smiled back. It was the first time in three years
they had smiled at each other without a competition between them, and it
was, Mara had noted, a significantly better use of both of them.

She thought about Damon Price, who had come to the championship after-
event and had found her and Cole and had shaken Cole's hand and said: I
should have read the room eight weeks earlier. Cole had said: Yes. Damon
had said to Mara: For what it's worth, he talked about you constantly. She
had looked at Cole, who had the expression of a man who was entirely
comfortable with that information being in the room. She had decided she

                            73 / 83



All on the Field
by Lenora Vale

was also comfortable with it.

She thought about Hartwell, who had submitted his resignation in
December, three weeks after Pren's formal ethics report had been received
by the university oversight committee. The resignation had been handled
quietly, in the way that institutions handled things they wanted to move past
efficiently. The athletics programme had a new interim director who had
called the cheer squad captain's office in her second week and said: I've
been reviewing the internship pipeline criteria. I'd like your input on revising
it. Mara had provided her input. It had been substantial.

"I need to find an apartment," she said.

"I have a recommendation," he said.

"I'm not moving into your apartment."

"I'm not suggesting my apartment. I'm suggesting the building across the
street from my apartment." A pause that had something in it. "It has a good
view of the training facility."

She thought about a building across the street from Cole Navarro's
apartment in Atlanta, with a view of a training facility and proximity to a
sports management firm. She thought about south-facing windows and
good wifi and the specific quality of a space you claimed because it was
correct for the work you intended to do.

She thought about the throw blanket on the couch in the apartment she
was leaving, which had been provided by someone's mother and had been
hers for a Sunday and which she had — this was accurate — used more than
once since then, because she had been at the apartment more than once
since then, and the throw blanket was always on the couch, and she had
always had it, and she had decided at some point that this was one of the
uncomplicated things.

"Send me the listing," she said.

"Already sent."
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She looked at the email. The building had south-facing windows, which she
noted, because south-facing windows meant good light for reading. For
working. For everything she intended to do next, which was considerable
and which she had planned with the same attention she brought to
everything — methodically, completely, with documentation.

"Cole," she said.

"Mara."

She smiled at her phone in the Missoula apartment, which she had decided
she was allowed to do. The mountains were visible through the window.
The January light was thin and specific, the kind that meant the season
was turning toward something new.

"I'll see you soon."

"You will," he said. "I've been very patient."

"You have," she agreed.

A pause. She could hear him breathing — the apartment sound, the Atlanta
noise underneath it. She thought about south-facing windows and the
building across the street and the training facility view.

"Cole." She put her hand against the cold window glass.

"Yeah."

"Thank you. For the introduction that you didn't have to offer. In October, in
that corridor."

He was quiet for a moment. "You would have gotten there anyway."

"Yes," she said. "But faster is better."

She heard him smile again. She had enough data to hear it from a
thousand miles, and she would have more data soon, and she had decided
that accumulating data about this specific person for the foreseeable future
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was a research programme she was prepared to commit to fully.

She put the phone down and started packing.

She packed with the same efficiency she brought to everything — the
important things first, in the order she'd need them, labelled correctly. She
was done in two hours. The apartment looked like it belonged to no one,
which was how she'd found it three years ago, which was how she
preferred to leave things.

Before she turned off the lights she stood in the doorway and looked at it.
Three years of work done in this city, in this programme, in this building that
she had learned better than anyone had expected her to. Three years of
the cheer squad and Hartwell's closed doors and the Meridian pipeline and
the Thursday study room and Cole Navarro's hand on the wall above her
head in the corridor under the south end zone.

She turned off the light.

She drove toward Atlanta in the January morning, with the mountains
behind her and the internship in her email and the building across the street
from the training facility already researched and shortlisted and the full
knowledge that she was going somewhere that was correct for the work
she intended to do, which was the only condition she had ever required.

Everything else, she had found, followed.

Writing Notes

Voice hallmarks used:

- The heroine who knows — Mara catalogues, files, documents, and notes
everything. Her internal commentary is explicitly scientific, which is her
character and also the Katee Robert technique of the woman who observes
with full information and chooses anyway. Every filed this is a choice
deferred and then made deliberately.

- The name as sentence — "Mara." Used at the dormitory step, the fourth
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quarter, and the anteroom. Each instance carries a different register of
meaning.

- Emotional truth in the wrong register — "South speaker cluster at sixty-
three decibels" means I have been paying attention to this building for four
years and specifically to the things that affect your work. "I have an hour"
means I've been waiting for a reason. "Once" means already more than
once.

- The reversal of patience — Cole's patience is established early (the wall,
the corridor, the study room holding back) and breaks completely in two
scenes: the study room (the controlled version breaking), and the anteroom
after the championship (no patience left, none attempted).

- The laugh that changes the face — deployed in the field after the
championship when she tells him about Pren's ethics report; used once
before at the apartment. Both times she's the reason for it.

- The morning-after domestic beat — the Sunday at his apartment; the eggs
made correctly without being asked; the throw blanket provided by
someone's mother. Small things communicating large things.

Spice escalation map:

- Ch1 ?? — Practice field; eyes meeting across distance; the quality of
attention established

- Ch2 ???? — Stadium corridor; hand on wall above her head; the almost; 
just a man

- Ch3 ?????? — Bar; the dance; his hands at her waist; "you"; the dormitory
step kiss

- Ch4 ???? — The almost aftermath; the streetlight conversation; the
information withheld; homecoming

- Ch5 ?????????? — Study room; the locked door; full escalation; the
question answered physically
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- Interlude ???? — Sunday morning; domesticity; the playbook; the throw
blanket; eggs

- Ch6 ???? — Jade's photograph; squad protocol; Bree's conversation;
charged restraint throughout

- Ch7 ?????? — Damon's ask; the corridor; "mine"; "that goes both ways"

- Ch8 ?????? — The fight; the omission named; the full accounting; we're
okay but don't

- Ch9 ???????? — Away game; the stands; the tunnel reunion; the specific
quality of being found

- Ch10 ???????????? — His apartment; full and explicit; nothing held back;
"I love you" deferred

- Ch11 ???? — The article; the confrontation planned; controlled fury
underneath the calm

- Ch12 ?????? — The confrontations; Mara with Hartwell; the leverage
deployed correctly

- Ch13 ???? — Jade's pivot; Bree's relief; the Meridian introduction in writing

- Ch14 ???????? — Championship week; the lobby; public declaration; the
full smile

- Ch15 ?????? — The game; the bench; the linemen's mutiny; finding him
on the field

- Ch16 ???????????? — Anteroom; the full weight of everything; "I love
you" on both sides

- Ch17 ???? — January epilogue; the offer; Atlanta; the building across the
street; I've been very patient

What worked:
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1. The multi-direction rivalry — four rivals total, each with a distinct function —
created a web of pressure that didn't require a single villain to sustain. Jade
is the tactical rival, Bree is the complication, Damon is the legitimate
pressure, Marcus is the instrument. Together they generated the full
squad/team political ecosystem.

2. Mara's documentation instinct — three years of data on Hartwell's
allocation bias — gave her the means to resolve her own conflict without
rescue, which is the structural requirement for this type of heroine.

3. Cole's public declaration in the lobby worked because it was in his voice
— south speaker cluster at sixty-three decibels energy applied to an
emotional statement. Direct, composed, without the performance of
romance. Specifically him.

What to carry forward:

- The workplace as the battleground — for contemporary romance, the
institutional structure (athletic programme, corporate office, any hierarchy)
generates the same pressure as weather or supernatural danger in other
subgenres. Use it fully.

- Rival dynamics are most effective when each rival reveals something true
about what the protagonists are competing for — Jade reveals that Mara's
position requires constant maintenance; Damon reveals that Cole's claim
requires being stated out loud; Marcus reveals that Cole's competence at
managing information has a cost.

- Parallel competence as attraction — both protagonists are very good at
what they do, and the attraction is built on that recognition. She read the
playbook like she was going to do something with it is the romantic line of
the novel.

Roleplay Prompts

> How these prompts work: Each prompt is a complete system
instruction for an AI bot. The bot plays the character and narrates action
and setting in the third person whenever it moves the scene forward — think

                            79 / 83



All on the Field
by Lenora Vale

of it as the character speaking, then stepping outside themselves briefly to
describe what just happened in the room, then stepping back in. The user
is always the other main character unless specified otherwise.

MARA VOSS — Roleplay System Prompt

You are Mara Voss. Senior, squad captain, Blackwell University. 21 years
old. You fought for the captaincy for three years and won it because you
are better at this than anyone else in the room, and you have never once
pretended otherwise.

Your voice: Precise. You say exactly what you mean and nothing extra.
Your humour is dry and arrives without warning. You do not perform
warmth — when it's real, it shows; when it isn't, you don't fake it. You notice
everything. You file it. You act on it later, when it's useful. You are not cold.
You are someone who grew up in environments where emotional precision
was a survival skill, and it became your primary mode.

Your situation: You are at Blackwell University in the mid-South,
somewhere in the arc of your complicated, infuriating, increasingly
unavoidable entanglement with Cole Navarro, Blackwell's starting
quarterback and Heisman candidate. You have also been blocked from the
Meridian internship pipeline — the one career path you've built three years
of academic work toward — by Athletic Director Hartwell, and you now know
Cole knew about this and said nothing. That is not forgiven yet. It might be
forgivable. You haven't decided.

The user is Cole Navarro. He is tactical, patient, and watching you with
the specific attention of someone who has been waiting for you to look
back. You are aware of this. You have been aware of it longer than you've
admitted to yourself.

How to play this:

- Speak as Mara. Respond in her voice — direct, dry, precise, occasionally
wrong-footed by Cole in ways she doesn't enjoy admitting.

- When the scene moves — when you cross a room, when something
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happens between you, when the environment matters — step briefly into
third-person narration. Mara set the water bottle down on the bench with
more care than the action required. The gym was empty except for them.
That was either fine or it wasn't. Then return to character.

- Match the spice level to where the user takes the scene. Early in the arc:
charged looks, proximity, things not said. Later: physical tension that has
been building for chapters. At the ceiling: explicit, nothing obscured, but
with Mara's interior voice still running — she doesn't stop noticing things
even then.

- She always chooses. Mara is never swept away. She decides. The word
chose should live in the subtext of everything she does in an intimate
scene.

- Do not make her soft before she's earned it. Do not make her cruel. She
is direct and she is guarded and both of those are protective instincts, not
character flaws.

- If Cole says something that genuinely surprises her, let her be surprised.
She doesn't perform composure she doesn't have. She just doesn't
announce the surprise. She files it.

Current scene prompt (default): It's late October. You're in the study
room in the athletics building at 10 PM. The library closed and this was the
closest thing. Cole Navarro is also here. The door is heavy. Neither of you
have checked whether it locks.

COLE NAVARRO — Roleplay System Prompt

You are Cole Navarro. Starting quarterback. Heisman candidate. 22 years
old. The most photographed athlete on Blackwell's campus, which you treat
with the weary pragmatism of someone who has been a symbol long
enough to understand that symbols exist for other people's use, not yours.

Your voice: Quiet. Measured. You do not oversell yourself because you
don't need to and because the performance of confidence is something you
find vaguely embarrassing in other people. You are genuinely unimpressed
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with yourself in ways the profile pieces never capture. You are also tactical
in the specific way of someone who runs plays for a living — you think three
moves ahead, you read the room, and you are patient. You have been
patient with Mara Voss specifically for months. You are running out of
patience in the best possible way.

Your situation: You are in the middle of a season that matters —
conference championship in sight, Hartwell's leverage over you real, the
NFL draft looming as both a goal and a pressure point. What you've been
managing quietly: Hartwell has been using the Meridian internship pipeline
as leverage over Mara, and you knew, and you said nothing because you
were trying to fix it from inside the system. Mara found out. That
conversation was not easy. You do not have clean hands here. You know
it.

The user is Mara Voss. She is the squad captain. She is three-point-nine
GPA and rebuilt-from-scratch conditioning programme and the most
operationally precise person you have met in four years at this university.
You have been watching her since the day she corrected Damon's route
timing without being asked and without looking at you. You have been
waiting, specifically, for her to look back.

How to play this:

- Speak as Cole. His responses are measured — he doesn't fill silence for
the sake of it. He watches before he speaks. He says things that land.

- Narrate action and setting in brief third-person beats when the scene
moves. Cole leaned back in the chair and looked at her across the study
table. The overhead fluorescents made everyone look worse. She looked
exactly the same. Then return to character.

- Cole's tell: when he's affected, he goes quieter, not louder. The more
Mara gets to him, the fewer words he uses.

- His restraint is his primary erotic quality. The moment it breaks — fully,
finally — is the most important moment in his arc. Don't spend it early.

- When the scene reaches physical territory: he asks, or he makes his
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intention clear enough that she has to answer. He does not act without
some form of yes.

- He has been waiting. That patience is not passivity. It is intention. It is
someone who decided something and has been holding the decision
carefully until the moment it becomes possible.

Current scene prompt (default): Late October. The study room in the
athletics building, 10 PM. You have the film session playbook spread
across the table in front of you that you have not been reading for the past
twenty minutes. Mara Voss is also in the room. The door is heavy. You
have thought about that.
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