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Chapter 1- The Fall.
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The chalk feels dry in my hands.

Too dry.

It slips through my fingers and leaves thin white lines across my palms. I rub my hands together, slow at first, then harder. The dust rises in a soft cloud. It smells sharp. Clean. Familiar.

Safe.

I close my fists.

Open them again.

The arena hums around me. Not loud yet. Not full chaos. Just a low, steady sound. Voices blend together. Shoes scrape the floor. Someone laughs too loud, then stops.

Olympic trials.

Two words. They sit heavy in my chest.

I roll my shoulders once. Then again. My right shoulder clicks. Not loud. Just enough for me to feel it.

I ignore it.

“Lena.”

I don’t turn right away. I know that voice. I’ve known it for years.

“Lena.”

I glance over.

Coach stands a few feet away. Arms crossed. Posture straight. Eyes fixed on me like I’m already on the mat.

He doesn’t smile.

He never does before a routine.

“You’re up in three,” he says.

I nod once.

My throat feels tight. I swallow. It doesn’t help.

“How’s the leg?” he asks.

Simple question. Flat tone.

I flex my ankle inside my shoe. The joint pulls. A sharp, thin pain runs up my calf. It fades fast. It always does.

“Fine,” I say.

He watches me for a second longer.

Too long.

Then he nods once.

“Good. Stick the landing.”

He turns and walks away before I can answer.

Stick the landing.

Like it’s that simple.

I look down at my feet.

They don’t feel like mine.

Not fully.

I shift my weight to my left leg. Solid. Strong. Reliable.

Then I shift to the right.

There it is again.

That flicker.

That tiny, quiet warning.

I push it down.

I’ve trained through worse.

I step toward the edge of the floor. The mat waits. Bright. Clean. Perfect lines.

I know every inch of it.

I’ve bled on it.

I’ve cried on it.

I’ve built my whole life on it.

And today, it decides everything.

No pressure.

I huff out a short breath. Almost a laugh.

“Lena Markov,” the announcer calls.

My name echoes through the arena.

Now the noise changes.

It sharpens.

People clap. Some cheer. Some just watch.

I step forward.

One step.

Two.

Three.

Each one feels too loud in my head.

I stop at my mark.

I raise my arms.

The music starts.

The first note hits like a switch.

Everything else fades.

This is the only place where the noise stops.

The only place where my mind clears.

I move.

First pass. Clean. Controlled. My body knows what to do. It always has.

Roundoff.

Back handspring.

Layout.

I land light.

Good.

Too easy.

I don’t think about the leg. I don’t think about the pain. I focus on the next move.

Spin.

Leap.

Turn.

Every motion snaps into place.

This is what I do.

This is who I am.

Second pass.

Faster now.

More power.

I push harder.

I always push harder.

Roundoff.

Back handspring.

Double tuck.

I hit the ground.

There’s a jolt in my ankle.

Sharp.

Quick.

Gone.

I keep going.

No pause.

No break.

The crowd claps louder now.

I don’t hear them. Not really.

I hear my breath.

In. Out.

In. Out.

I hear the beat of the music.

I hear my foot hit the mat.

I hear—

Don’t think.

Move.

I shift into the dance section.

Arms cut through the air. Clean lines. Strong finish.

This is where judges watch close.

This is where scores rise or fall.

I give them everything.

Smile.

Turn.

Extend.

Hold.

My leg trembles.

Just a little.

I feel it.

I hate it.

I push harder.

Third pass.

This is the one.

The hardest.

The one that matters.

I step back.

Set my feet.

My heart pounds fast now.

Too fast.

I take a breath.

It catches halfway in.

I force it down.

Go.

I sprint forward.

Faster than before.

Faster than I should.

Roundoff.

Back handspring.

Another.

Higher.

More power.

My body lifts.

For a split second, I feel weightless.

Perfect.

This is it.

This is the moment.

Then—

Something slips.

Not the mat.

Not my grip.

Inside.

My right ankle twists mid-air.

Just a fraction.

Just enough.

Time slows.

I know it before I land.

I know it before my feet touch the floor.

This is wrong.

I come down.

My left foot hits first.

Strong.

Then my right—

It folds.

A sharp crack shoots up my leg.

Loud.

Too loud.

I feel it more than hear it.

Pain explodes.

White.

Hot.

Instant.

My knee buckles.

My body drops.

I hit the mat hard.

The air leaves my lungs in a harsh gasp.

The music keeps playing.

That’s the worst part.

The music doesn’t stop.

I lie there for half a second.

Maybe less.

But it feels long.

Too long.

Get up.

I roll to my side.

My ankle screams.

Don’t think.

Get up.

I push with my hands.

My leg shakes.

I force it straight.

Stand.

Stand.

Stand.

I get up.

The crowd goes quiet.

Not fully silent.

But close enough.

They know.

They saw it.

I feel it too.

Something is wrong.

Bad wrong.

I lift my chin.

Finish the routine.

I take a step.

My ankle wobbles.

I lock it in place.

Ignore it.

Smile.

Move.

I hit the final pose.

Arms up.

Chest high.

Hold.

The music stops.

The silence hits harder than the fall.

Then the crowd claps.

Not loud.

Not wild.

Polite.

Careful.

Like they don’t know what just happened.

I lower my arms.

My vision blurs at the edges.

Don’t fall now.

Don’t—

“Lena.”

Coach’s voice cuts through everything.

I turn my head.

He stands at the edge of the mat.

Watching.

Not moving.

Just watching.

I take a step toward him.

Pain spikes.

Sharp. Deep. Wrong.

My leg gives out.

This time, I don’t catch it.

I drop.

Hands hit the mat first.

Then my knee.

The pain hits full force now.

It steals my breath.

I grip the floor.

My fingers curl into the mat.

I try to breathe.

I can’t.

“Stay still,” someone says.

Not him.

Another coach. A medic.

Hands touch my ankle.

I jerk away.

“Don’t—”

It hurts too much.

“Easy,” the medic says.

Too calm.

Too steady.

I hate that tone.

I look up again.

Coach hasn’t moved.

Not one step.

His eyes stay on me.

Cold.

Focused.

Like this is just another routine.

Like I didn’t just—

No.

No, no, no.

This isn’t real.

I shake my head.

Small. Fast.

“I’m fine,” I say.

The words come out rough.

Weak.

“I can go again.”

The medic pauses.

Coach still doesn’t move.

“You’re done,” the medic says.

“No.”

I try to pull my leg back.

Pain explodes again.

I gasp.

Tears burn my eyes.

I blink them away.

“I said I’m fine.”

Coach finally steps forward.

One step.

That’s all.

“Lena,” he says.

My name sounds different now.

Lower.

He looks at my ankle.

Then back at me.

“Stop.”

One word.

Flat.

Final.

I stare at him.

Waiting.

For what?

For him to fix it.

For him to tell me it’s okay.

For him to say this is nothing.

He doesn’t.

“You pushed too early,” he says.

The words hit harder than the fall.

I shake my head again.

“No. I—”

“You felt it,” he cuts in.

Not a question.

A fact.

I freeze.

Because he’s right.

I did feel it.

Before the last pass.

Before the run.

I knew.

And I went anyway.

Because I had to.

Because this is everything.

Because stopping isn’t an option.

“You didn’t stop,” he says.

Still calm.

Still controlled.

Something inside me snaps.

“You told me to stick the landing,” I shoot back.

My voice shakes.

I don’t care.

His jaw tightens.

Barely.

“That doesn’t mean ignore injury.”

“You saw me,” I say.

My chest rises fast now.

“You saw me out there.”

He doesn’t answer.

“You saw me limping in warm-up,” I push.

“You saw it.”

Still nothing.

The silence says enough.

My stomach drops.

Cold.

Heavy.

“You knew,” I whisper.

It comes out small.

Almost lost under the noise.

But he hears it.

I see it in his eyes.

A flicker.

Gone in a second.

“You made the choice,” he says.

That’s it.

That’s all he gives me.

I stare at him.

I wait for more.

There is no more.

No apology.

No regret.

Just that.

You made the choice.

The medic shifts closer again.

“We need to get you off the floor,” he says.

I don’t move.

I can’t.

Not because of the pain.

Because of that look.

Coach steps back.

Just one step.

Like he’s already done.

Like this is over.

Something in my chest cracks.

Worse than my ankle.

I nod once.

Short.

Sharp.

“Fine,” I say.

The word feels like glass in my mouth.

They help me up.

I don’t look at him again.

I don’t want to see that face.

That calm.

That distance.

Each step hurts.

Each step reminds me.

This isn’t small.

This isn’t something I shake off.

This is—

No.

Don’t think it.

Not yet.

They guide me toward the edge.

The crowd watches.

Some whisper.

Some stare.

I keep my eyes forward.

I won’t give them more.

Not here.

Not now.

As we pass the mat, I glance back.

Just once.

I don’t mean to.

I just—

I need to see.

Coach stands where I left him.

Same spot.

Same posture.

Arms crossed again.

Watching.

Like none of this matters.

Like I don’t matter.

Our eyes meet.

For a second.

One second.

Long enough.

I wait.

For something.

Anything.

A step.

A word.

A sign that this isn’t just another failed routine.

He doesn’t move.

He doesn’t stop me.

He just watches.

And lets me go.

That’s when I know.

Not just in my body.

Not just in my ankle.

But deep, sharp, and final.

This isn’t a bad landing.

This is the end.

And he let it happen.
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Chapter 2 - Aftermath.
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I don’t run anymore.

That’s the first thing people notice, if they notice anything at all.

I walk slow. Not weak. Not soft. Just careful. My left leg doesn’t trust the ground, and I don’t trust it back. It’s a quiet agreement. We move, but we don’t push.

The morning air bites a little as I step out of my apartment. Durban is warm most days, but early hours carry a chill that seeps into the joints. My knee feels it first. It always does.

I pause on the first step.

Not because I have to.

Because I remember when I didn’t.

Back then, stairs were nothing. Warm-ups were nothing. Pain was nothing. Everything bent toward one thing: perfect.

Now I grip the railing like it matters.

Because it does.

The gym smells the same.

Chalk, rubber, old sweat baked into foam mats. It hits me the second I walk in. My chest tightens before I can stop it.

I tell myself it’s just a smell.

But my body doesn’t care about logic.

It remembers.

“Morning,” Jake says from the front desk.

I nod. “Morning.”

He doesn’t ask how my leg is. That’s why I work here. No one asks. No one watches too close. I fix tape, clean bars, spot beginners. I stay useful without being seen.

It’s simple work.

That’s the point.

I move past the front area and into the main floor. Kids are already warming up. A girl, maybe ten, swings on the uneven bars. Her form is off. Loose legs. Late turn.

I look away.

Not my job.

Not my problem.

I grab a roll of tape and start wrapping a low bar. My hands move on their own. Wrap, pull, press. The rhythm settles me. It’s the only thing that does.

“Hey.”

I freeze.

That voice doesn’t belong here.

I turn slow.

Lena stands near the beam. Hair tied back, arms crossed. She looks the same. Sharp eyes. Always watching too much.

“You’re here early,” she says.

“I work here.”

She lifts one brow. “You hide here.”

I shrug. “Same thing.”

She walks closer. Her shoes don’t make a sound on the floor. I hate that. I like to hear people coming.

“You saw the announcement?” she asks.

“No.”

“You’re lying.”

I keep wrapping the bar. “Then why ask?”

She sighs like I’m the problem. Like I always am. “Trials are opening up again. Special entry. Comeback slots.”

My hands stop.

Just for a second.

Then I pull the tape tight again. “That’s nice.”

“For you.”

I laugh. It comes out dry. “No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

We stand there. The space between us fills with all the things we don’t say.

“You were top five before the fall,” she says. “They’re making room for athletes like you.”

“Like me?” I look at her. “You mean broken?”

She doesn’t flinch. “I mean proven.”

I shake my head. “I’m done, Lena.”

“You never said that.”

“I didn’t have to.”

She steps closer. Too close. “You disappeared. That’s not the same thing.”

“It is for me.”

A whistle blows across the gym. A coach calls out corrections. Life keeps moving. It always does.

Lena watches me like she’s waiting for a crack.

She won’t get one.

“I have work,” I say.

“You tape bars.”

“It pays.”

She studies my leg. I hate that more than anything. Not pity. Not even close. Just assessment. Like she’s measuring what’s left.

“You still train?” she asks.

“No.”

“Not even alone?”

“No.”

Another lie.

I train at night. When no one’s here. When the lights are low and the mirrors don’t judge as hard. I don’t go full. I don’t push. I just move. Enough to remember. Not enough to hope.

Lena knows that.

She just doesn’t say it.

“Fine,” she says. “Then don’t train.”

I nod. “Good plan.”

“But you should read this.”

She holds out her phone.

I don’t take it.

She sighs again and steps closer. Shoves the screen in front of my face.

I glance.

I wish I didn’t.

National Olympic Committee – Athlete Comeback Program.

My stomach drops.

I read fast. Short lines. Clear terms.

Selected former elite gymnasts may apply.

Access to top training facilities.

Medical support.

Direct path to Olympic qualifiers.

My chest tightens.

I keep reading.

Mandatory coaching assignments.

I stop.

“Who’s the coach?” I ask.

Lena hesitates.

That’s all I need.

“No,” I say.

“You didn’t even—”

“No.”

“You don’t know yet.”

“I know enough.”

She lowers the phone. “You always do this.”

“Do what?”

“Decide before you think.”

I step back. My knee twinges. I ignore it. “I already thought. Months ago. Years ago. I’m done.”

“You’re scared.”

I smile. Not nice. “Of what? Failing again? Already did that.”

“Of trying.”

I look at her. Really look this time.

“You don’t get to say that,” I say. My voice stays low. That’s when it cuts most. “You weren’t there.”

Her jaw tightens. “I was.”

“No. You watched. That’s not the same.”

Silence sits heavy between us.

She looks away first.

“Just read it,” she says. “That’s all I’m asking.”

“I did.”

“All of it.”

I hesitate.

She sees it.

“Yeah,” she says. “That part too.”

I grab the phone.

Head Coach Assignment: Daniel Voss.

The name hits like a missed landing.

Sharp. Sudden. No warning.

My grip tightens around the phone.

“No,” I say again.

Lena nods once. “I thought so.”

I hand it back. My fingers feel cold.

“Then it’s settled,” I say. “I’m not doing it.”

“You should at least think—”

“I did think.” My voice rises before I can stop it. A few kids glance over. I lower it. “I’m not working with him.”

“He’s not the same coach.”

“They don’t change.”

“People do.”

I laugh. “Not him.”

I walk away before she can answer.

My leg protests. I push through it.

Across the gym. Past the bars. Past the beam. Past everything that used to matter.

I head for the storage room. Small. Quiet. No windows. My space.

I close the door.

The noise fades.

My hands shake.

I sit on the bench and press my palms into my eyes.

Daniel Voss.

I haven’t heard his name out loud in two years.

I see him anyway.

Always do.

Straight posture. Cold focus. Voice that cuts through noise like it owns the air.

Again.

Higher.

Tighter.

No excuses.

I breathe out slow.

He didn’t push me.

That’s what I told everyone.

That’s what I told myself.

I wanted it. I chose it. I stayed on the beam when my knee screamed.

I went for the dismount.

I missed.

Simple.

Clean.

Finished.

Except it wasn’t.

Because he saw.

That’s the part that sticks.

He saw.

And he let me go anyway.

A knock hits the door.

“You hiding?” Jake calls.

“Working,” I say.

He opens the door anyway. “Same thing.”

I drop my hands. “What do you need?”

“New grips came in. Thought you’d want to check them.”

I nod. “Yeah.”

He leans against the frame. “You okay?”

“Fine.”

He studies me for a second, then shrugs. “Cool. Don’t die in here.”

“Not today.”

He leaves.

I wait until his steps fade.

Then I stand.

My knee aches. A deep, dull pull under the skin. I bend it once. Twice. Testing.

Still there.

Always there.

I don’t read the rest of the program details.

I don’t need to.

I already know the answer.

No.

No to the training.

No to the comeback.

No to him.

It’s clean. Simple. Done.

So why does it not feel done?

The rest of the day drags.

I fix equipment. Spot a kid learning a back handspring. Correct a grip hold. Keep my voice calm, even.

“Arms tight.”

“Look forward.”

“Commit to the move.”

Words I used to live by.

Now they feel like lines from someone else’s life.

Lena doesn’t come back to me. She watches from a distance once or twice, then leaves.

Good.

I don’t want another round.

I don’t want to think about it again.

Night comes slow.

The gym empties. Lights dim. The air cools.

This is my time.

I lock the front door and turn the sign to closed.

Silence settles in.

I stand in the middle of the floor.

The beam waits.

It always does.

I walk toward it.

Step up.

Balance shifts under my feet. My body remembers before my mind agrees. Core tight. Arms loose but ready.

I take a breath.

Then another.

I move.

Slow at first.

Basic steps. Turns. A small jump.

My knee holds.

I push a little more.

A series I know by heart.

Turn. Step. Lift.

My landing is off by a fraction.

It still hurts.

I freeze.

That’s where it always happens.

The edge.

The moment before the fall.

I step down.

Not today.

I sit on the mat and stare at the beam.

I could do it.

Not perfect.

Not like before.

But enough.

The thought slips in before I can stop it.

Enough for what?

I shake my head.

No.

We’re not doing this.

I grab my bag and head out.

The night air feels warmer now. Or maybe I’m just tired.

I walk home slow. Streetlights flicker. Cars pass. Life moves on.

I reach my apartment and climb the stairs one step at a time.

Inside, I drop my bag and sit on the couch.

Silence again.

Too much of it.

I pick up my phone.

I don’t open the program link.

I open messages.

Lena already sent it.

Of course she did.

I stare at the notification.

I could delete it.

That would be smart.

Clean.

Done.

Instead, I tap.

The full document loads.

More details.

Schedules.

Requirements.

Medical clearance.

Evaluation phases.

My chest tightens again.

I scroll.

Then I stop.

Athlete Statement Required: Reason for Return.

I let out a short breath.

That’s easy.

I wouldn’t.

I won’t.

There is no return.

So why does the question sit there like it matters?

I lock my phone and toss it on the table.

Stand up.

Pace once.

Twice.

My leg aches more now.

I press my hand against my knee.

“You’re done,” I say out loud.

The room doesn’t answer.

I laugh once. Quiet.

“Yeah,” I say. “Done.”

I sleep badly.

Dreams come in pieces.

The beam.

The fall.

The sound.

Always the sound.

I wake before sunrise.

My leg throbs.

I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the floor.

Something feels off.

Like I missed a step.

Like I left something unfinished.

I hate that feeling.

I stand and walk to the window.

The sky is pale.

A new day.

Same as the last.

Should be.

My phone buzzes.

I don’t want to look.

I do anyway.

Unknown number.

I almost ignore it.

Almost.

I answer.

“Hello?”

A pause.

Then a voice I know too well.

“Good morning.”

Everything in me goes still.

I don’t speak.

“I wasn’t sure you’d pick up,” he says.

Same tone.

Calm.

Controlled.

Like nothing ever broke.

“What do you want?” I ask.

Direct.

Simple.

He doesn’t hesitate.

“I want you to come back.”

My grip tightens on the phone.

“No.”

“Listen—”

“No.”

Silence.

Then, softer, “You didn’t even hear the terms.”

“I don’t need to.”

“You do.”

I close my eyes.

His voice hasn’t changed.

That’s the worst part.

“Why would I work with you?” I ask.

A beat.

“Because I know what you’re capable of.”

Anger rises fast. Clean. Sharp.

“You knew that before,” I say. “Look how that turned out.”

He doesn’t answer right away.

Good.

He shouldn’t.

“I made mistakes,” he says.

Not loud. Not dramatic.

Just clear.

It hits harder than I expect.

I push it away.

“Find someone else,” I say. “I’m not your project.”

“You were never a project.”

I laugh. “That’s funny.”

“I’m serious.”

“I’m not.”

Silence again.

Then, “You still train.”

My breath catches.

I say nothing.

“That means you’re not done,” he adds.

“You don’t get to decide that.”

“No,” he says. “You do.”

“Then I decide no.”

Another pause.

“You always quit right before the finish,” he says.

That lands.

Hard.

I grip the edge of the table.

“That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?”

I don’t answer.

Because I don’t know.

“You have a chance,” he says. “Not many people get that twice.”

“I don’t want it.”

“That’s not what your actions say.”

“My actions say I moved on.”

“They say you stayed close.”

I look around my small apartment.

At my bag.

My shoes.

The chalk still stuck in the seams.

I hate that he’s right.

I hate it more that he knows.

“I’ll think about it,” I say.

The words slip out before I can stop them.

Silence on his end.

Then, “That’s all I ask.”

I pull the phone away.

End the call.

Stand there.

Still.

Breathing.

I told Lena no.

I told myself no.

I meant it.
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