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The ice is always louder than I expect.

It hums beneath my blades, a thin electric sound that rises through my ankles and settles in my bones. Every rink has it, every competition.

But tonight it feels sharper, as if it knows something I don’t.

The lights are brutal and when I lift my chin into them, the ceiling swims for half a second. I blink it away. I always do. The judges’ table is a blur of dark suits and clipboards. Beyond them, the crowd is a wall of faces and breath, thousands of people holding the same expectation.

Don’t rush, Sasha, I tell myself. You’ve done this a hundred times.

Zach’s hand is warm in mine, fingers firm and familiar. We’ve skated together long enough that our bodies know the program without thinking. The opening notes spill into the arena, and the world narrows to edges and timing and the stretch of his arm guiding me forward.

Five years of skating together, of following one another to college— and right into the Olympics qualifiers.

The first sequence is clean. My body moves on instinct, muscle memory carrying me through turns that feel carved rather than chosen. I land a triple lutz and hear the sharp applause bloom, then fade, like a wave pulling back into the ocean.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, a warning flickers.

My heart is beating too fast.

I know my body...and my heart rate is never this high. Not the good kind— the adrenaline kind— but the panicked, hollow kind, like it’s chasing something it can’t catch. I swallow, roll my shoulders, breathe in through my nose the way I was taught.

It’s fine. It’s always fine.

We move into the lift. Zach’s grip tightens at my waist, solid and sure, and I rise the way I always do— trusting him, trusting the physics, trusting my body to cooperate for just four more minutes.

The ice tilts.

It’s subtle at first, a gentle slant, as if the rink has shifted a single degree to the left. My vision dims around the edges, dark creeping inward like a closing curtain. I try to blink it away, but my eyelids feel heavy.

Zach murmurs my name. Or maybe I imagine it.

The music swells. I’m supposed to smile here.

My fingers go numb.

The last thing I feel is the sickening lurch in my chest— my heart tripping over itself— before the world drops out from under me.

There is no graceful way to fall unconscious.

One second I am airborne, balanced, weightless. The next, my knees buckle, and the ice rushes up to meet me. The impact is distant as if it happens to someone else.

I hear a collective gasp ripple through the arena, sharp and startled, and then everything goes quiet.

I’m dimly aware of cold seeping through my costume, the ice pressing unforgivingly into my cheek.

My limbs won’t respond when I tell them to move.

Panic flares before slipping through my fingers like water.

Hands touch my shoulders.

A voice cuts through the fog. “Hey. Hey, stay with me.”

Coach? Zach?

I try to answer, but my tongue feels thick, useless. My chest won’t rise the way it’s supposed to. The lights above me fracture into halos.

“Alexandra,” the voice says— not my coach— and the fact that he knows my name anchors me, just a little. “Can you hear me?”

I manage a nod. Or maybe it’s a twitch.

“That’s good,” he says, as if I’ve done something impressive. “You’re on the ice. You fainted, okay? You’re safe. I’m right here.”

Safe. The word settles somewhere deep, heavier than it should be. I feel gloved hands near my wrist, counting. Pressure at my neck. Someone says something urgent a few feet away, but the voice near me never wavers.

“Slow breath in,” he tells me. “That’s it. You don’t have to rush.”

I cling to the sound of him. The steadiness. The way he talks to me like I’m not a problem that needs to be fixed, just a person who needs a moment.

I’m sorry.

Sirens wail in the distance, growing louder as they approach, and with them comes the creeping awareness of eyes— thousands of them— watching my still body on the ice. The humiliation burns hotter than the cold chill.

I try to sit up. Hands gently keep me down.

“Nope,” he whispers. “Not yet.”

I want to apologize. I want to explain. I want to tell him I didn’t mean to ruin anything.

Instead, a tear slips sideways into my hairline.

“It’s okay,” he murmurs, like he knows exactly what I’m thinking. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

I catch a glimpse of his badge: Rhett Jennings.

As they lift me onto the stretcher, the ceiling slides past in jagged pieces. I catch a glimpse of Zach standing frozen at center ice, his face pale, his hands empty where mine should be. The judges are already conferring. The music has stopped.

The program is over.

We aren’t...going to place.

The doors close behind us, sealing off the roar of the crowd, and the cold gives way to the sterile warmth of the corridor. The man walking beside me— Rhett, his partner shouts— keeps pace with the stretcher, one hand resting lightly on the rail.

“You’re doing great,” he tells me, like this is something I chose.

As the rink disappears from view, a single, terrifying thought settles into my chest, heavier than anything else.

They’re not going to believe me.
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The nurse grabs my discharge papers from my hand as I walk out of the ER, the waiting room filled with tears and worry.

Zach turns from the television, a fake smile plastered on his face. “Sasha, I’m taking you home— Bree is at work, and the front desk said you shouldn’t drive.”

I nod as I look up at the news, a photo of Zach and I mid-spin plastered on the screen.

“...Olympic Hopefuls, Alexandra Power and Zach Jones— Seattle’s own— stunned viewers today as Power collapsed mid-routine during the final lift of their qualifying program. Eyewitnesses say the skater appeared dizzy before losing consciousness entirely, bringing the routine to an abrupt and shocking halt.”

The news anchor smiles into the camera, her hands clasped on the table. Zach watches me stop as we both turn to the report.

His hand rests on my shoulder.

“Paramedics were on the scene immediately and transported Power to Okanogan General Hospital for evaluation. Coaches report that Power has not suffered from any previous health issues publicly, and emphasize that she is expected to make a full recovery.” She nods. “In a statement outside the arena, we hope her partner, Zach Jones can give more information into the collegiate skater’s health.”

The screen flashes to outside the arena, Olympic judges walking in and out. Seattle sprawls behind him in his costume.

“Sasha’s just under a lot of pressure. She’s stressed, but she’s tough—there’s no reason to worry. We’ll be back on the ice tomorrow for the next qualifying round, and she’ll be fine.” He smiles into the mic. “She’s a fighter, I’m sure the stress of being in college and qualifying for the Olympics just got to her head.”

I look at the screen. Zach’s smile is flawless, confident, and calm. The words “just stressed” and “she’ll be fine” hang in the air like stones. My chest tightens.

His hand keeps me steady.

The reporter’s voice returns. “Social media reactions have been mixed—some fans expressing concern, others applauding Power and Jones’ performance despite the unexpected turn. No official statement has been released from Power herself at this time.”

A single photo of me— during my freshman year at USGP, in a pink dress— is the last on the screen as Zach pulls my shoulder.

“You’ll be good to go by tomorrow.” He doesn’t ask, he tells. “We’ll finish our redo— and we will place, Sasha.”

I nod.

“Yeah.” I murmur.

The Olympics is the last thing on my mind as the nurse hands me an information packet, Postural Orthostatic Tachycardia Syndrome sprawled across the top.

Maybe I’m just dramatic. That’s what the entire world will think.
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My apartment door flies open before I can reach for the handle, Skylar flinging her arms around me as purple hair falls from a coiled, curly bun.

“Oh my god, Sash.” She squeals. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

Zach drops my bag inside, squeezing my shoulder as he grabs the door.

“I’ll see you at six tomorrow, Sasha.”

My shoulders drop as soon as he walks out the door, papers dropping to the floor. I breathe a sigh of relief at the absence of him, of she’ll be fine hanging in the air.

Skylar pulls me towards the couch.

“Tell me everything, start to finish. I want to know how the hell you passed out in the middle of a qualifying skate.”

The Greatest Showman plays in the background as I describe every moment leading up to losing consciousness to her, watching her brows furrow.

The buildup.

The lift.

Then...nothing.

She’s silent until I repeat what Zach said to the reporter outside Seattle’s arena.

“You’re just stressed?” Skylar repeats.

I nod.

“You’re not stressed. I want to see your discharge paperwork.” She’s standing, grabbing the papers from the floor, green eyes glazing over every word. Over and over, until she thinks she’s got all the information.

My stomach grumbles.

“POTS is serious, Alexandra.” She mutters, plopping back onto the couch. “You need to bring this up to your coach, your parents.”

Skylar turns the volume on the TV down, eyes burning with a million questions.

I can’t tell my parents.

“I’ll tell Coach, and Bree,” my sister, “but I’m not telling my mom and dad. They’re relying on me qualifying to make rent.”

Her mouth falls open. “Rent, Alexandra? You’re their daughter, not their meal ticket.”

I shrug. “They don’t see it that way. Not yet. And if Zach’s on TV saying it’s just stress...nobody’s going to take me seriously anyway.”

My parents have always struggled to make money, and skating? It brought in enough to pay for my college tuition and relieve some stress from their pockets.

I was happy to do it.

Skylar’s eyes soften, but they’re still fierce.

“Then we’ll be smart. We show them the truth without drama. You’re strong enough for that.”

I glance down at the papers in her hands. Tests, vitals, black and white. No history of fainting, no excuses— just the evidence that my body sometimes doesn’t play fair.

It came out of nowhere.

“Okay,” I whisper. “We do it smart.”

Whatever smart means.

Skylar squeezes my shoulder, and for the first time since the ice swallowed me, I feel...not alone.

She immediately launches into researching POTS on her laptop, ordering compression socks and leggings built for figure skating with chronic illnesses. Her eyes are like heat seeking missiles, scanning each sentence over and over.

“You’ll tell your coach tomorrow before practice, and Bree as soon as she’s not busy— someone in your family should know in case it gets worse.”

I nod as I begin reading text after text.
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Why were you on the

news today, Sasha?

You need to qualify

Tomorrow.

I’m trying.

I swipe away her messages, reading news reports that flash across my screen.

OLYMPIC PROSPECT, ALEXANDRA POWER— TAKING TOO MUCH HEAT?

ALEXANDRA POWER: WILL SHE OR WILL SHE NOT QUALIFY FOR THE 2026 OLYMPICS? OR WILL THE PRESSURE KILL HER ON ICE.

SAN FRANCISCO’S OWN, STUDENT AT USGP, COLLAPSES DURING OLYMPIC QUALIFIER.

Skylar looks over my screen, face twisting in irritation. “Turn that off. The news is never right, Sasha. It’s your story that matters.”

I nod as I delete the rest of my notifications.
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We qualified.

The words don’t feel real even as the arena erupts, applause crashing over the boards and into my chest. Zach’s hand tightens around mine, his grin wide and disbelieving as the final score flashes on the screen.

High enough.

Clean enough.

Ours.

I smile because I’m supposed to. Because cameras are already swinging toward us, because Coach Lillian and Coach Elliot are clapping sharply from the sidelines, because this is what we’ve worked for since we were teenagers with blistered feet and impossible dreams.

Zach pulls me into a hug, spinning me once, careful this time. The ice blurs between my skates.

“You did it,” he whisper-shouts into my hair.

We did it, I want to say, but my throat is too tight.

The ice feels unsteady beneath me, like it’s breathing. My heart is still racing— not the clean burn of adrenaline, but something fluttering just under my ribs. I tell myself its nerves. Relief. The aftershock of yesterday still rattling around in my bones.

The announcer’s voice booms overhead, congratulatory and warm. My name echoes through the arena, wrapped in words like resilient and comeback.

I blink against the lights.

Zach squeezes my hand again. “You okay?”

I nod. “Yeah. Just happy.”

That part isn’t a lie.

We skate our victory lap, slower than usual. I wave at the crowd, smiling until my cheeks ache. Somewhere in California, I know my parents are watching the live stream, calculating numbers I don’t want to think about.

Olympic Figure Skater Alexandra Powers.

My name will be written into history.

Coach Lillian meets us at the gate.

“Strong recovery,” she says, pride sharp in her voice. “Exactly what the judges wanted to see.”

Elliot nods, handing me my guards. “Very good, Power. Skate like that and gold is yours.”

“Thank you,” I say, breathless.

She looks at me for half a second longer, her expression unreadable, then nods. “Rest up. Public skate is next week.”

Next week.

The word lands heavy.

In the locker room, the adrenaline drains all at once, leaving my limbs hollow and weak. I sit on the bench and unlace my skates slowly, fingers trembling despite my best efforts to still them.

Zach chats about scores and technical calls, already replaying moments in his head.

“You stuck that landing perfectly,” he says. “I knew you would.”

I smile at him. I don’t tell him that the room feels like it’s tilting, or that my heartbeat still won’t settle into anything resembling normal. I don’t tell him that qualifying feels less like a triumph and more like a borrowed thing.

When we finally stand to leave, I have to pause, pressing my hand to the bench until the dizziness fades. No one notices. No one is looking for cracks in a moment like this.

We qualified. Along with two other pairs, three single women, three single men...and other athletes. We were all supposed to be screaming and cheering as our coaches handed us Olympic Skater jackets with our names stitched onto the breast pocket.

Mine lies on the bench.

I smile, but the room tilts.

The two other pairs of skaters— Lorelai and Ash, Katelyn and Maxim— are screeching and talking about celebrating. They want to go out for drinks, since we’re already in Seattle.

They aren’t from here, I don’t think...but I can’t quite remember much past the ice. And the racing beats of my heart.

My body starts declining.

It’s subtle at first. The lockers stretch taller, the fluorescent lights buzzing louder than they should. My heartbeat skips, then surges, fast and uneven, pounding in my throat.

I’m going to fall.

“Zach,” I scream, because he's the closest. Because that’s what makes sense.

Everything is moving slower than it should.

He turns just as my vision goes dark around the edges. I can’t see, can’t hear over the ringing in my ears, can’t feel anything but the ground as I slam into it.

The bench never reaches me.

I feel like I’ve just blinked.

When I come back, the world is muffled, like cotton stuffed in my ears. My head throbs. There's a  pressure on my shoulder, steady and warm. Like someone’s hand.

Am I still in the locker room?

“Hey,” a familiar voice says calmly. “Stay with me. Open your eyes, okay?”

I do, squinting against the harsh lights.

Everything blurs as I blink away exhaustion and fatigue.

Rhett’s face comes into focus above me, serious but gentle, the same beanie from yesterday pulled low over his hair. He smiles down at me.

How weird...getting the same paramedic.

“Hi,” I whisper, stupidly.

He huffs out a small breath. “Hi. You fainted again.”

Embarrassment floods me before fear can. Because I just fainted in front of Olympic skaters— ones that have been skating far longer than I have.

Lorelai and Ash have been partners forever, since they both started pair skating. My coach talks often about the other prospects, about how Zach and I should look in the future.

We followed one another to college— both chose University of Seattle Glacier Peak because he had a scholarship and I wanted to get as far away from my parents as possible.

California to Washington, a fifteen hour drive. It was far enough that I could visit my sister...but too far for my parents to think driving to see me was an option.

Words tumble out of me before I can question my own sanity.

“I’m sorry.” I gasp.

“Don’t apologize,” he says immediately. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

His words don’t sit right with me.

It was definitely my fault.

His partner— badge reading Callum— crouches on my other side, checking the monitor strapped to my arm. It beeps, echoing in the empty locker room. Callum and Rhett cleared everyone out.

It’s just us.

Not even Zach.

“She’s coming around quicker this time.”

“That’s because I didn’t hit the ice,” I mumble.

Rhett almost smiles. “That helps...a little.”

He guides me carefully into a sitting position, one hand braced at my back, the other keeping the blood pressure cuff from slipping. My head swims but doesn’t completely rebel.

“Can you tell me where you are?” he asks.

“The locker room,” I say. “Under the Seattle Arena.”

“Good.” His voice softens. “And your name?”

“Alexandra,” I answer, then, after a beat, “Sasha.”

Barely anyone calls me Alexandra...not even my coach. Only my parents, Skylar when she’s mad, Bree when she wants my attention.

He nods like that matters. Like I matter.

Around us, the locker room begins to fill with athletes as the door opens. I can feel eyes on me, curiosity edged with concern, but no one says anything. Zach stands near the door, hands clenched together.

“I swear she said she felt fine,” he says, voice tight.

He never asked me how I was feeling, never checked in. I got into the car this morning so tired I couldn’t blink in fear of fainting...and he never said a word.

“I believe you,” Rhett whispers evenly, not looking away from me. “This doesn’t always come with warnings or previous symptoms.”

Callum finishes jotting something down. “Vitals are low but stabilizing.”

Rhett exhales and meets my eyes again. “I’m going to recommend we take you in, just to be safe.”

I nod. I don’t have the energy to argue.

As they lift me onto the gurney, the humiliation burns, hot and sharp. Qualifying should feel like victory. Instead, it feels like being carried out of my own life.

Coaches will see me...the judges.

My name will fill the headlines before I can make it out of the ER, have a chance to tell my parents before they see it again.

Before they wheel me toward the hallway, Rhett pauses. He reaches into his pocket, hesitates, then pulls out a pen.

“I’m technically not supposed to do this,” he says quietly, scribbling on the back of a glove wrapper. He folds it once and slips it into my hand. “But if something happens again and you don’t know whether to call—”

He closes my fingers gently around the paper.

“Text me,” he finishes. “Okay?”

I nod, throat tight. “Thank you.”

Rhett meets my gaze, something earnest and steady there. He looks between Zach and I for a moment— the tension from qualifying and ruining the happiness burning in his eyes.

“You’re not being dramatic,” he whispers. “Your body’s doing its best. We just need to listen to it.”

As the doors swing shut and the sounds of celebration fade behind us, I stare down at the folded paper in my hand. It feels like he’s the only person that believes me, even if Sky is actively googling symptoms and helping manage a whole new world of living.

It could just be stress...college and the Olympics breathing down my neck. I missed classes today for the Trials and I’ll miss a day next Friday for the public skate.

Homework has already begun to pile up.

And my finances...my parents.

My parents’ voices creep in uninvited. Rent. Utilities. Groceries. The quiet expectation that I will land every jump, every check, every month. That qualifying isn’t just a win— it’s a lifeline.

I have to make it.

I swallow hard, staring at the ambulance ceiling as it hums above me. If this is real— if something in my body is actually wrong— then I don’t know where that leaves any of us.

Because stress is manageable. Stress can be pushed through.

But this feels like something else entirely.

I blink away tears.

I won’t cry in front of the medics, or in the ER. I don’t want to be weak.

I have to make it to the Olympics.

Gold is calling Zach and I’s names...and he’ll never forgive me if he has to drop out.
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Mondays at Station 13 are all stale coffee and lounging around until the dispatchers call for EMS or one of the firetrucks.

Callum’s sprawled at the table, boots kicked off, scrolling through his phone with one hand while dismantling a toaster with the other like it personally offended him. Dirty blond hair falls over his eyes as he pulls at wires, tongue stuck out in deep through.

I’m leaning against the counter, pretending the coffee tastes better than it does, when the TV mounted in the corner switches from morning traffic to sports.

I’m not paying attention until I hear her name.

“—Olympic qualifiers this weekend brought both triumph and concern when collegiate pair skater, Alexandra ‘Sasha’ Power, briefly collapsed following her skate—”

I look up.

She’s right there on the screen, frozen mid-spin with her partner, blonde hair a pale blur against the ice. It’s a clean photo. The kind they use when they want the story to feel hopeful. I’ve seen her skate, never realized who she was until today.

My ma likes watching figure skating.

Callum glances up too. “Hey. That’s her, yeah?.”

“Yeah,” I whisper as the coffee scalds my throat, settling like battery acid. “That’s her.”

The anchor keeps talking. Recovery. Resilience. Cleared to continue training. Coaches expressing confidence. A short clip plays of her partner— Zach, I think— standing outside the rink, earnest and composed.

He acted like a douche last Friday when she collapsed for the second time.

I’m sorry. Deep green eyes looked up at me, apologized for being inconvenient.

I’ve never had a patient apologize.

“She’s just been under a lot of pressure,” he says into the mic. “Between school and qualifying, it’s been intense. But she’s okay. We’ll be back on the ice for the public skate, and we’re going for gold at the Olympics in Milan.”

The camera cuts back to Alexandra waving stiffly at reporters, a practiced smile on her face. She looks smaller than she did on the locker room floor. Paler. Like she’s holding herself together with tape.

Her blonde hair is a wreck.

“That’s optimistic,” Callum mutters, returning to the toaster. “Going for gold? When your partner passes out? He’s a complete dick.”

I don’t answer.

Because I know that look. The one where someone says they’re fine because there isn’t space to be anything else. Because the world has already decided the story it wants, and stopping to correct it would take more energy than they have.

The segment ends. The TV moves on.

But I’m still standing there, coffee cooling in my hand, thinking about the way her fingers shook when I folded that paper into her palm. About how quickly she apologized for fainting, like it was some kind of inconvenience she’d caused us.

Callum nudges my shoulder. “You gave her your number, didn’t you?”

I glance at him. “I wasn’t obvious about it.”

He snorts. “You never are. She’ll never use it.”

We’re quiet for a moment. The station hums around us— radio chatter, footsteps, the ordinary rhythm of being ready for things to go wrong. Today isn’t projected to be busy, but the world doesn’t follow any certain laws for silent days and tired EMTs.

I wonder if she’s back on the ice like they said. If she’s convincing herself it was just stress. If anyone is actually listening to her body, or if she’s doing what people like her always do— pushing until something gives.

She’s a college student, the news had said, studying Sports Medicine. It doesn’t seem like something she’d actually enjoyed. But I’m not her friend, I wouldn’t know.

I’m just an EMT.

My phone stays silent in my pocket.

I tell myself that’s a good thing as Callum finally gets the  the wall. It doesn’t spark. That feels like a win. He grins at it like he’s proud, then notices I’m still half-staring at the blank TV.

“You okay?” he shouts as Crew A walks in from a house fire, smelling like burnt s’mores.

“Yeah,” I say automatically. Then, after a beat, “She shouldn’t be back on the ice yet.”

Callum doesn’t argue. He just nods once.

“Nope.”

We get called out twice before noon— nothing dramatic, a minor car accident and an elderly guy who forgot his blood pressure meds. Routine. Muscle memory. The kind of calls that leave room in your head for other things.

On the drive back from the second one, Callum taps the dash in time with the radio. “You think she’ll call?”

“I don’t know,” I say. And I mean it.

Because there are two kinds of people. The kind who reach out the moment something feels wrong. And the kind who convince themselves they’re fine until they’re not standing anymore.

She feels like the second kind.

I don’t think she’ll call.

Or text.

Back at the station, I check my phone when I shouldn’t— when I know better than to expect anything. There’s nothing there. Just a group text from my mom asking if I’ll be home for dinner and a missed call from an unknown number that turns out to be a telemarketer.

I sit on the edge of my bunk and rub a hand over my face.

“She’s under a lot of pressure,” Zach had said on TV.

That part, at least, was true.

When my shift finally ends, the sky is already dimming, that washed-out blue that means winter is thinking about sticking around. I drive home with the radio off, the city sliding past in familiar fragments— corner stores, bus stops, the same pothole I always forget about.

The apartment smells like garlic and something burnt. My brother’s photo is on the mantle, next to the constantly burning candle.

I can still see the headlines.

Rhodes Jennings, 16, Star Football Player, Killed in House Fire Started by Intoxicated Father, Police Say.

Glacier Peak High School’s Star QB, killed in tragic fire.

My blood begins to boil as I stare into his eyes, our father’s eyes.

That bastard can rot in prison.

“Rhett?” my ma calls from the kitchen. “That you?”

“Yeah,” I yell back, dropping my keys into the chipped ceramic bowl by the door. I shake off the feeling.

She’s standing over the stove in her socks, stirring a pan of pasta that’s definitely overcooked. The kitchen is barely big enough for both of us, but she smiles when she sees me because it’s home anyway.

This is all she could afford after Dad’s court case wiped out our savings— the insurance money when to Rhodes’s funeral.

He’s buried in Seattle.

We didn’t want a fresh start like the therapists and cops told us. They thought we’d leave and never come back.

But I wouldn’t leave. Neither would she.

“You look tired,” her voice is exhausted.

“Occupational hazard.”

She hums, unconvinced, and plates the food. We eat at the small table by the window, knees almost touching, the half-broken TV murmuring softly in the background.

The sports segment comes on again.

I don’t look this time. I don’t need to.

“Isn’t that the girl from the rink?” Ma asks, squinting at the screen. “The skater who collapsed?”

I freeze, fork halfway to my mouth.

“Yeah,” I say. “I was there.”

She studies me for a moment, the way moms do when they know there’s more. “She okay?”

I think about the locker room. The way Alexandra— Sasha— had curled her fingers around that scrap of paper like it was a promise.

“I hope so,” I whisper over the pasta steam.

That night, lying on my bed with the thin wall between my room and my mom’s, my phone buzzes.

I grab it too fast.

Unknown number.

Hi— this is Sasha. I’m sorry to bother you. I just... didn’t know who else to ask.

I stare at the message for a long second, heart thudding harder than it has any right to.

Then I type back.

You’re not bothering me. What’s going on?

The phone rings, another text message never coming. I press answer without another thought.

“Hello?” I murmur.

Her voice is bright— fake, practiced. “H-Hey, I’m sorry if I woke you, but, ah...”

A small gasp from her side of the phone causes me to sit up too fast. I put her on speaker as I reach for my notebook, for the small notes Callum scribbled into the wrong pages.

I’m glad he did.

“—I think something’s wrong.”

The words slip through the brightness, thin and cracked underneath. I sit fully up, the mattress creaking beneath me, and swing my feet to the floor.

“You didn’t wake me,” I say. I keep my voice even, slow. “Talk to me.”

There’s a pause on the line. I can hear movement— fabric shifting, a faint clink like she’s setting something down.

Ma’s soap opera fades in and out from the living room. She’s drinking a glass of wine. I know she is.

“I’m studying,” she whispers through the phone. “I mean, I was. And then I stood up and everything kind of...tilted. Not like before. Different.”

Different is a word people only use when they’re scared.

“Okay,” I say. “Are you sitting or standing right now?”

“Sitting. On my bed.”

Thank God she’s not at a coffee shop, or a library. Maybe having people around would be good for her...but I’ve come to believe that she’s the type of person to push it down if someone else is around.

“Good. Stay there.” I lean forward, elbows on my knees. “Any chest pain?”

“No.”

“Shortness of breath?”

“Not really. Just...my heart’s doing something weird. Like it can’t decide how fast it wants to go.”

I close my eyes for half a second.

“All right. I’m going to ask you a few things. Answer honestly, okay?”

She lets out a shaky breath. “Okay.”

“What were you doing right before you stood up?”

“Studying. I’d been there for a while— at my coffee table, listening to Legally Blonde play in the background. I forgot to eat dinner.”

Of course she did.

Athletes either follow a strict diet, or they forget to eat altogether. I’ve responded to too many calls at arenas and fields.

“When was the last time you drank water?”

Another pause. Longer this time.

“I had coffee.”

I sigh softly, not annoyed— just human. “Coffee doesn’t count.”

“I know,” she says, her words shaking.

“Any dizziness right now?”

“Yes.”

“Any nausea?”

“A little.”

I hear a soft sniff, like she’s pressing the heel of her hand under her nose. The practiced brightness is gone now. What’s left is real and fragile and trying not to be a problem.

“You’re doing the right thing by calling,” I tell her. “I want you to lie back slowly. Not flat— prop yourself up with pillows if you can.”

She does it, breathing a little harder as she moves. I listen carefully, counting the seconds between her breaths without telling her I am.

“Okay,” she whispers. “I’m down...on my couch, if that’s okay. I don’t think I can walk all the way to my room.”

“Good.” I soften my voice. “How fast does your heart feel right now? Racing, or just off?”

“Racing,” she admits. “But not like when I skate.”

“Understood.” I think for a beat. “Do you have water near you?”

“Yes.”

“Take a few small sips. Don’t chug.”

I hear the cap twist, the faint swallow.

“Rhett?” she mutters.

“Yeah?”

“I’m not crazy, right?”

The question lands heavier than anything else she’s said. Athletes tend to think they’re the healthiest alive.

They usually aren’t.

“No,” I answer without hesitation. “You’re not.”

Another silence. This one is less frantic. I imagine her staring at the ceiling, phone tucked against her ear, trusting me with something she hasn’t let anyone else see yet.

“I don’t want to mess anything up,” her words are wet. “I can’t afford to. I have to make it to the Olympics. Everyone is counting on me.”

“I know,” I say gently. “But passing out isn’t you messing things up. It’s your body asking for help.”

Her breath catches.

“Tonight,” I continue, “we’re just going to focus on getting you through this moment. If things get worse— if you feel like you’re going to faint again, or you get chest pain, any numbness— you call 911. No negotiating. I’ll meet you at the ER and brief them if I have to.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll stay on the line with you for a few minutes if you want.”

She exhales, slow and relieved. “I’d like that.”

I lean back against the wall, phone pressed to my ear, and listen as her breathing gradually evens out. Picturing a heart monitor, I can almost hear her heart begin to steady, her breaths a telltale sign.

​[image: ]

Rhett texts me in the middle of bio, like he somehow knows that’s when the room gets too quiet and my thoughts get too loud.

How are you feeling today?  No follow-up. No did you faint again. No careful distance. Just a question that assumes I’m a person, not a problem. He simply checks on me like a friend.

I stare at the screen longer than I should.

Okay. Tired. But upright, I type back, then hesitate before adding, Thank you for checking.

My phone buzzes almost immediately.

Any dizziness?

Some. I sat down early.

Good call, he replies. Proud of you for listening to your body.

The words loosen something in my chest. I lock my phone and look back up just in time to see Professor Allen drawing a punnett square that I’m definitely going to have to reteach myself later.

I shift in my seat, trying to ignore the way my heart still feels like it’s lagging a half-second behind the rest of me. It feels like I’ve just woken up, like I haven’t shaken the sleepiness from my bones.

“Hey,” someone whispers beside me.

Caleb Nguyen— who sits two seats over and always smells faintly
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