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PROLOGUE

They camefor him on a Saturday afternoon.

The shuttle was unmarked, breaking off from Pacific Skyway and descending upon Darren’'s
oceanfront property with adiscreet hiss. He d been playing catch with the twins on the front lawn; the
game was quickly forgotten as his driveway became amakeshift landing pad.

“Who arethey, dad?’ asked Ben, pointing as the shuttle settled itsdlf.

A pair of uniformed men got out, started up the driveway, their boots clicking againgt the
concrete.

The ghosts of your daddy’ s past, Darren thought, catching aglint of sunlight off the mens' badged
collars.

He handed Ben the bal. “Y ou and George go inside and help your mom get dinner started,
okay?’

George sarted to whine. “But dad—"

“Go. I'll bein shortly.”

The boys pouted only a moment longer before retreating towards the house. Darren watched
them go, envying their carefree laughter, wanting to be beside them as they argued over who wasto pick
out the evening' s videobox program.

“Darren Hades?’

Darren faced his unexpected guests. “ That’ sright.”

The military men removed their hats. One of them handed Darren anotepad. “Lieutenant
Gutierrez, NPAA personnd divison. Thisis Lieutenant Teague. It's an honor to speak to you, Sir.”

“Sir,” Darren thought, and not without atrace of amusement. Sixteen yearslater and I'm till
getting the Patriot treatment. He activated the notepad, skimmed over the enclosed letter (a sugar-coated
order, redly), blinked in surprise when he saw the signature at the bottom.

He handed the notepad back to Gutierrez. “ So, Zor’s acommander nowadays, en? And aboard
Olympus, no less”

“Yes, gr,” sad Gutierrez.

“Y ou guys till looking for acouple of good soldiers, then? Bright faces, sound bodies, boundless
Sirits?’

“Of course, Sir,” said Teague.

Darren chuckled, glanced westward, his gaze following one of the planked pathways that led
down to the shore. There, acouple waked hand in hand, alittle boy reinforced the walls of his sand
castle, seegulls coasted on the breeze. “ Y ou' d never guessthere was till awar going on, would you?’

Nether Gutierrez nor Teague said anything. They weren't here for smadltalk. They’ d been given
orders—they’ re waiting for meto comply.

Indeed, when he’ d let more than the appropriate amount of time pass without spesking, Gutierrez
cleared histhroat and asked, “Will you accompany us voluntarily, Sr?’

“Do | haveachoice?’

“Do any of ushaveachoice, Sr?’



A moment’ s pause, another glance in the direction of the house, where Danielle, hiswife, sood
on the deck, her mixing bowl! in hand, a questioning look on her face. She was a stickler about
dinnertime, afirm believer that no order of business should ever interrupt agood med shared in the
presence of family.

Alas, today she would have to wait.

“Don’'t worry, Mr. Hades,” Teague said assuredly as he gestured towards the shuttle. “We'll
have you back in time for dessert.”

TheNationa Training Center was smaller than Darren remembered—and uncommonly empty.
“Closed for renovation,” if you believed the large Sign posted out front (though there was a suspicious
absence of building materias, scaffolding, or custodia mini bots, even). Gutierrez and Teague led the way
into the main training room, with itsimpressive fleet of podiums and various gymnastics gpparatus Soreed
out over 75,000 sguare feet of taxpayer-funded floorspace. Above, the air-conditioning system hummed
away dutifully, dightly muffling the distant sound of adoor opening, closing.

Geoffrey Zor—once head of security, now, as hisinsignia denoted, a commander aboard
Olympus—sat in afoldout chair that had been positioned at the center of one of the podiums. He' d been
studying his notebook screen intently, but when he saw Darren his expression lightened, and he smiled.

“Darren, my boy!” Dismissng his men, he switched off his notebook and roseto hisfeet. He
shook Darren’ s hand. “My goodness, ook at you! | see you' ve kept up your training—still hard asa
rock! Good to see you again.”

“I can’tsay I'mnot . . . intrigued,” Darren said, and fingered one of the medals on Zor’ suniform.
“You've been busy.”

“Oh, take abullet, earn apromotion. That's usually how it worksin the Patriot world.”

“Somethings never change.”

“It' sawork in progress. How are the wife and kids?’

“Aswell as can be with their husband and father having been suddenly spirited away by apair of
mysterious military men.”

“Comenow,” said Zor, “I’ve only asked to borrow you for afew minutes.”

Darren nodded, folded his arms—and found his old competitive modes suddenly reactivating
themsalves as his brain quickly assessed and analyzed, summed up inasingleglancedl of Zor's
fundamentals: tall, moderately-built, bearded (most of it had faded from brown to gray), soft lines,
relaxed wal s, noticeable worry behind the eyes. Sixteen years of Patriot work had affected Zor
inversdy. “All right, then. Let' sget toiit.”

Zor' sexpression shifted from superficid to grave. “Y ou’ ve heard that we lost four of our top
gymnags?’

“Menta breskdowns,” said Darren. “Politica differences cited by the parents. It wasin the news,
yes”

“Then you' ve probably heard the rumorsthat the NPAA isretooling their approach for the
upcoming season. The entire girls' team has been scrapped. We re rebuilding the roster from the ground
up.”

“If I'd wanted anews report, |" d peruse the appropriate video feed—"

“There€ smore, Darren.” Zor sighed. “The Patriot program has come under heavy fire.”

“The Patriot program has dways been under fire”

“Yes, well, it doesn't help that America—and the rest of the NAU, for the most part—has
bypassed the gold and silver for three straight terms. The media has decided that we' re battering our
children for alost cause, or that we' re not training them hard enough, or that we' re smply mismanaging
taxpayer resources. ‘We're paying for it!" they shout. ‘We want results on Heroes' Day!” Yet, inlight of
recent events, it’ s apparently become popular to shun the months and years of practiceit takesto get our
ahletesinto top fighting condition.”



“War without casudties,” said Darren, nodding. “Not such anew idea. Isn't that the NPAA’s
secret credo?”’

Zor chuckled. “That, and, * Train hard or bend over for the EU."”

Both men laughed.

“You know,” Zor said, grasping Darren by the shoulders, “you were our first and last true Hero.
Perfect attitude, perfect body, perfect scores across the board. Media sweetheart. Poster child. You
could have been a spokesperson for the sport, an actor, adancer, amodd. | never did understand why
you retired prematurely. I’ m sure your coaches were ahundred times as confounded.”

“It wassix yearsof my life,” Darren said. “ Training, eating, deeping, training, Six days aweek,
year-round. | wastired.”

“Y ou were good—"

Darren snorted. “What' s the score here? Tell me you didn't set up thislittle meeting just to
rekindle old regrets.”

Zor let him go. He turned away and strolled afew steps towards the edge of the podium before
facing him again. “The NPAA is unhappy with the present-tense. Hence, we are to look outside our
current predicament. A little of the past to hasten the arrival of the future. Effective immediately, I'm
putting you in charge of the girls Patriot divison.”

Darren felt an unexpected twingein hisgut. Truthfully, he' d known as soon as the shuttle had
landed in his driveway that something big was up, that his days as a competitive elite hadn’t been entirely
lost to the ages—he hadn’t expected a coaching job, though. “ Just like that, huh?”

“Judt likethat.”

“Never mind thefact that I’ ve never coached aday in my life?’

Zor smiled. “Y ou aready know that the NPAA wantsto do things differently. They want
someone who knows discipline, someone who has experience with publicity, someone who once
captured the hearts of every American man, woman, and child. They want the star power.”

Sounds like the videobox sitcom that won't die, thought Darren. “I’m afamily man now. | did my
time, served my country.”

“Andyouwill again,” said Zor. “Don’'t forget the reactivation clause in your contract.”

“Andif I'mout of touch?If I'veforgotten dl thetwists and turns?’

“You'll have an assistant—not that | suspect you' |l need one. Y ou were awarrior a twelve, and
from thelook of that hulking physique of yours, you' ve never sopped training.”

“Aesthetics,” said Darren. “Good hedlth. Force of habit. Nothing more.”

Zor went over to hischair, picked up his notebook and tucked it under hisarm. “Look around
you. The Nationd Training Center isaghost town. Thisig't just aminor glitch in the system. Americans
are questioning their very belief in the system itsdlf. | need you, Darren. America needsyou.”

“Oh, don't give methat.” Darren shook his head. On the way into the training room, he' d been
horrified by the barrenness; now he was beginning to think it was better thisway. “Do weredly need to
go down thisroad again? Do we need to put yet another batch of boys and girls through therigors
becauseit’ s cute and noble and the popular thing to do?’

“Children areredlient,” said Zor, shrugging. “They learn to cope, and it makes them stronger
individuasfor it. Y ou yoursdf are a perfect example.”

Darren spread hisarms. “I only did what | knew.”

“And if you' d known different? Would you have gone back on your contract? Would you have
resisted ever competing at anationd event, perhaps refrained from ever setting foot insdeagym if you' d
known there was more to it than just numbers on a scoreboard?’

| ask myself that every day, thought Darren. But what was done was done. He had hisregrets,
yes, his accolades, sure, but he' d managed to move on. Danidlle had helped loads. She' d been a
gymnast, too, and while she' d never become a Hero, she’ d competed at enough of the bigger meetsto
know fantasy from reality. Bowing out rather than burning out, regardless of what our coachestold us
wasright. | did what | had to do—and now the NPAA is after retribution.

Zor started off the podium. “Y our girlswill adore you. They’ll look up to you astheir hero and



their coach. If dl esefails, you'll have their undying respect. My guessisthat the NPAA wants some of
that to bleed over into the public domain. Think of it as motivationd spesking.”

Darren started to protest, but trailed off when it became apparent Zor wasn't interested in
continuing the conversation any further. He' d made his decision, and so had the NPAA.

“I'll have the paperwork sent over firgt thing in the morning,” caled Zor, now heading towards
the exit. “My men are waiting outside to take you home. Goodbye, Darren.”

He disappeared through the door.

Darren stood, still and quiet. The air conditioning system hiccuped. From civilian to Petriot in
under an hour.

What did | do to deservethis?

CHAPTER ONE

An hour before the recruiters were to arrive, Monica Sardinialimped into her coach’s cluttered
office and set herself in one of the plagtic foldout chairs usudly reserved for parents or guests.

“Problem,” shesaid, wincing.

Greg Keene, founder, owner, and head coach of Keene's Gymnastics, set down his sandwich,
sSghed, and said, “It' s been dmost aweek since you banged anything up. | was getting worried.” He left
his desk, kndlt in front of Monica, taking her foot in his hands. “What are we looking at?’

Monicaflexed her ankle and felt pinprick shards shooting up her caf. “I landed adismount the
wrong way.”

“Y ou’ re supposed to be on your lunch break,” Greg said, an eruption of wrinkles creasing his
forehead as he probed her ankle gently. “Was Donna supervisng?’

“Shewsas. . . there”

“Was shelooking in your direction?’

“Mog of thetime.”

Greg'seyes narrowed. “Her kill or yours?”

Monicabit her lip. She' d had this discussion before with Greg. No doubt he was wondering why
on Earth she’' d felt compelled to try something behind his or hiswife s back on this afternoon, of al
afternoons.

“It wasmine,” she admitted after amoment’ s hesitation. “I guess| had alittle nervous energy.”

Therewasweary disapprova in Greg's eyes. “Y ou go the entire season with little more than a
few mild scrapes and bruises, but you pick today to bring out the big guns. And on aFriday, no less.”

“It' sonly asprained ankle,” Monicasaid. “Don’'t be so stressed.” She patted Greg' s bald spot.

“Me? Stressed? Hah!” Greg reached for the med kit. “All 1 do iswork with aroom full of
bouncing, jumping, twirling, tumbling, chettering, utterly tirdesslittle girlssix hoursaday, Sx daysa
week. Who' s stressed?’

Out came the nano gdl, dong with the control wrap. Greg spread the gel over Monica sankle,
gpplied the wrap. Then, using the remote, he infused into her flesh aminiature fleet of nanites, probing,
knitting, hedling.

Monicasucked in her breath. “Ooh, ooh! They’re pinching me!”

“Don’'t be so stressed,” Greg cooed, imitating her earlier tone. “Their work will be donein afew
minutesif you keep sill and quit complaining.”

Monicaclenched her figts. The nanites didn’t hurt, per se, but it certainly felt like millions of tiny
insects had invaded her ankle—the bane of modern-day instant medicine, convenient asit was.

“S0.” Greg propped one arm across hisknee. “ Y ou'll help with the car wash next week?’

Monicagroaned. “ Another car wash?’

“We were a huge success over the summer.”

“What does a car wash have to do with our club, or with gymnastics—or with . . . with
anything?”

“It getsthe community involved. It helps pay the bills.”



No, thought Monica, it only gives cregpy grown men and high school boys a chance to have their
crappy Dodges scrubbed by little girlsin T-shirtsand gym shorts. “1 don’t know. | start school on
Monday. And my parentswill probably have me unpacking al week. Maybe, if | have thetime—but if |
do help out, I’'m wearing ajumpsuit and boots.”

Greg laughed. “Wdll, think about it. Think about uswhen you' re out therein the red world, a
high school freshman, going to raffles and dances and meeting boys who' [| wonder how you spent seven
good years of your life cooped up in Greg Keene' slittle old gym.”

“I could never forget you guys!” Monica proclaimed. True, Keene' s Gymnagticswas asmdll
club, with no more than ten gymnasts enrolled at any given point in the season, and true, you could easily
missthe old converted genera store with the silhouetted acrobat sign while passing on the street—but
what the gym lacked in fancy, cutting edge imagery, it more than made up for in rustic charm. Monica
had been training here since shewas six years old. It was her home away from home.

And today’ s my last day, she thought.

Greg, ever the uncannily-perceptive conversationalist, nodded and said, “Last day. | know. It
seems like only yesterday you and your mother came in here looking for some tricks to take home. Now
look at you, my finest junior elite, worth every headache, every gray hair on my head.”

Monicasmiled, appreciating the sentiment, but to her, the past seven years hadn’t been “only
yesterday,” they’ d been alifetime—nher lifetime. And she wanted it to go on forever. Through college, at
the very least. Certainly shedidn’t want her career at KG to end because of money, palitics, or, in her
case, ahearty sampling of both.

“Buck up, kiddo,” Greg said. “ Therecruiters are on their way. With any luck we' |l be able to get
you on some crutches. The girls can rig up asystem of ropesand pulleys. You'll go out in ablaze of
glory, knock everyone' s socksright off! Send the military men back to their commanding officerswith a
tale or two about the spunky little girl from Sussex who did a beam dismount, crutches and al, without
even breaking a swest!”

Sarcasm. It was one of Greg's many toals, in the office and on the mat—regardless, Monica
found hersdlf pondering three seasons’ worth of ignorance from the United States' governing athletic
body: the Nationd Patriot Athletic Association. She' d been all-around champion at three consecutive
Nationa Conventions, and had placed in the top five a nearly two dozen of the smaller conferences,
nationa and regional—and yet she wasignored. Every year the military men cameto KG, and every year
Monica s friends were snatched up, taken to the National Training Center to train as Patriot athletes
while she hersdlf was relegated to staying behind. She would be turning fourteen next April, making her
the oldest in the club—and the only junior dite (Greg had asmal elite program, two to threejuniorsat a
time, and the other two girls he was working with—Amy and Sarah, respectively—wouldn’'t be ready
kill-wise until next season).

Nowadays, though she kept her skills polished and fresh, Monicawas more of an older sister to
the younger girlswho were rotated in each season. She showed them the ropes, made sure they warmed
up properly, stuck to their diets—in fact, while her training partners had celebratory badges sewn onto
their leotards with labels like “ Cadet” and “ Junior Keenein Training,” Monica sread “Big Sigter,” and
was supposed to reflect genuine recognition of her mentoring contributions to the gym. But sometimes
she amost felt embarrassed to walk around with her badge, her “rank,” showing like an unwanted
blemish, areminder of how shewas stuck in her own little niche.

Stll, shewished shedidn’t haveto leave.

Greg let go of her foot. Somewhere aong the way he’ d unwrapped her ankle, and was tucking
the medica supplies back into their kit.

“All patched up,” he said.

Monicagot to her feet, tested her newly-repaired ankle. She was about to thank Greg for
services rendered when Donna stuck her head inside the office and announced, “ The recruiters are here.”

CHAPTER TWO



Badged and uniformed (and looking more than allittle doggered by the late August heet), the
recruiters—two of them—sat in apair of foldout chairs that had been set at the periphery of the KG
training room. Since there were no other quaifying dites at the club, it was just Monica, changed into her
leotard, stretching, waiting as her guest judges spoke to one another in hushed tones, fussed with their
notebooks. Off to the Sde, the other KG girls sat, smiling, watching, slently cheering her on.

At long last, one of the recruiterslifted hishand and said, * Y ou may begin, Ms. Sardinia.”

Monica stood straight, presented, and took a deep breath. She started on the vault, then moved
on to the uneven bars, followed by the balance beam. Her performance on each apparatus was utilitarian,
her skill choices up-to-date with the current Code of Points, her combinations seamless. She focused
specificaly on her neatness, her toe point, and covered up any wobbleswith clever adjustments. She
finished with her floor routine, asolid set choreographed to a thundering techno beat and ending with an
impressive tumbling pass, which she landed perfectly. Then, raising her arms and presenting once again to
the recruiters, she jogged over to where the other girlswere waiting.

“Stdlar-high marks!” whispered Amy.

“Oh, you are so going to Olympus!” whispered Sarah.

The younger girls offered words of encouragement aswell.

Monicathanked them, taking aswig from her water bottle and catching her breath. She paced
dowly, eyesfixed on the recruiters. Greg and Donna were talking with them, no doubt quoting statistics,
records, whedling, dealing—doing what coaches did when it came time to promote their product.
Nevertheless, Monica knew not to expect much. Despite the appraising looks, the nods of approval, she
knew shewas well past the pivotal age preferred by the NPAA.

Assuch, her heart missed a beat when Donnawaved her over.

“Wonderful to meet you, Ms. Sardinia,” greeted one of the recruiters as Monica stepped up to
the group. “Y our routines were quite impressive.”

“Yes,” added the second recruiter. “We were particularly impressed by your ability to
incorporate fluid dance e ements with your more difficult acrobatic skills. Very nicely done.”

“Thank you,” said Monica, smiling on the outs de—frowning ingde, for although the recruiters
had readily dispensed with the compliments, she could seeit in their eyes. Having said that, we regret to
inform you that we will be unable to offer you acontract for the upcoming competitive season.

In quite the cookie-cutter fashion, the first recruiter knelt so that hisface waslevel with Monica's
and said, “Having said that, we regret to inform you that we will be unableto offer you a contract for the
upcoming competitive season.” A pause, asincere sigh that may or may not have been practiced
beforehand. “Ms. Sardinia, the NPAA has had its eye on you for quite sometime. Y our scores are
among the top in the country, and from what your coachestell me, your work ethic isimpeccable. But,
unfortunately, your overal presentation isn't quite what we relooking for.”

The second recruiter nodded. “ Please understand, thisin no way reflects on your technical
abilities. It smerely our experience that the world-class stlage requiresacertain . . . technique, shal we
say? Wefed an athlete with your speciatieswould be best suited in the collegiate arena”

Monicakept her posture straight, her tummy tight, her chin up—she managed a polite smile,
even. “| understand. Thank you for your time.”

“No, thank you, Ms. Sardinia.”

“Yes, Monica. It'sbeen apleasure.”

Everyone shook hands. Then the recruiters donned their hats, tucked their notebooks under their
arms, and headed for the exit, fanning themsa ves as the K eenes showed them out.

Afforded amoment’ s privacy, the girlsflocked to Monica, asking what the word was.

“Theword,” Monicasighed, “isno.”

Amy’sexpresson fatered.

Sarah snorted and folded her arms, aiming aglare in the direction of the club entrance. “Typica
military suits. They probably don’t know a cartwhed from a somersault.”

But they do know their sweetheart types from their ordinary, everyday athletes, Monica thought.

Amy put her hand on Monica s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Monica”



Though she wanted to curl up somewhere and cry for awhile, sheforced it down, kept her
composure as she shifted gears. “It’ sthree hourstill quitting time,” she said, addressing the younger girls,
“and Donna s going to want you warmed up when she gets back—so come on. Lunchtimeisover.”

On mogt days, it took alittle prodding to get the girls motivated after their afternoon bresk and
study period, but today everyone seemed to sense the need for compliance. Without the dightest protest,
they dl ducked into the changing room, swapped their casual clothesfor their workout gear, then
reemerged to take their places on thefloor.

Monica had them start off with a series of siretches. She hersdlf joined in, counting out loud until
Greg and Donnareturned and took over. Greg looked like he wanted to take her aside, ask her how she
was holding up—but he knew her well enough by now, knew the best thing to do was pretend it was any
other day at the gym.

Even though her last chance had come and gone.

Doesn't matter, shetold hersdlf as she dipped into the well-rehearsed motions, flexing arms, legs,
neck, and spine in succession. The odds were never redly in your favor—you saw how quick the scouts
wereto get out of here, to get on with their business. They’ d made their decision long before setting foot
inthegym.

She let the memory of her display stew in the back of her mind, kept coming back to the
recruiters lame excusesfor turning her down. They' d stated it quite succinctly: Shewasavery technica
gymnast. Her lineswere nest, her skillsimpeccably executed—but she was no sweetheart, no dainty little
pixietrailing fairy dust wherever she walked. She was utilitarian, neck too thick, hipstoo narrow, overal
musculature alittle too prominent. Instead of a cute ponytail or braided hairstyle like that of the other
girls, she'd opted to cut her hair short and haveit flipped out in the back. While the other girls said they
would gladly kill for her calves, give up an extradice of pizzafor atummy astoned ashers, she,
conversely, would have preferred softer lines, larger breasts, aless boyish figure. She wasn't the spritely
typeat al, but rather arugged, dependable athlete, and the military men knew this. They wanted to win
hearts firgt, points second, and Monicasmply wasn't alooker.

But, she reminded hersalf, supposed setbacks such as these were auxiliary annoyances. She
could only imaginewhat it waslike for norma girls who came home from public school every day and,
with nothing better to do, stood in front of the mirror counting their variousimperfections.

That’s not me, she thought. I'm better than that.

CHAPTER THREE

At jugt after five, when the parents started pulling into the KG parking lot to pick up their
daughters, Greg, Donna, and the girls decided to spring Monicaasurprise “graduation” party. In
hindsight, she should have seen it coming; for thefirst timein her seven years at the club, the shower was
free, the dressing room empty. But therewas alot on her mind—and so she missed dl the signs until,
back in sweatpants and T-shirt, her duffel bag ung over her shoulder, she emerged into the training
room to find everyone gathered in the center. Donna bore a cheesecake.

“Surprise!” the girls shouted, whooping and clapping.

Reactivating her happy face, Monica swooned appropriately and, setting her bag down,
exchanged hugs with her coaches and training partners. She dlowed hersdf adiver of cheesecake and
half acan of soda. She sat on the balance beam, posed for pictureswith the girls, with the Keenes. She
pretended it was the most wonderful experiencein the world to be leaving behind everything and
everyone she knew and loved.

One by one, the parents wrangled up their daughters. When it wastime for Amy to go, she
jogged up to Monicaand hugged her tightly.

“I’'mgoingto missmy Big Sder,” shesad.

Monicareturned the hug. “Hey, I'll till drop by from timeto time, just to make sure you' ve done
al your crunches”

Amy laughed. Then, summoned by her mother, who' d started to get impatient, she started



towards the club entrance. “ E-mail me!” she caled over her shoulder.

“I'will,” said Monica

There were more hugs, afew tears, even, as everyone cleared out. Monica stayed behind to help
the Keenestidy things up. (One of the reasons she’ d been able to stay at the club so long was the fact
that it wasasmdl, family-oriented gym. Recognizing Monica s taent from the outset, Greg and Donna
had offered the Sardiniafamily a considerable discount, and had even provided free transportation, with
Monica s mother driving her to the gym in the mornings, the Keenes driving her home each night. The
only stipulation—and it was more than fair—was that she serve as custodian in lieu of an expensive
cleaning bot.)

Once the training room was dusted and brushed, the mats folded, the medicine balls and rubber
bands put away, Greg announced that it wastimeto go.

Outside, the sun was fast retreating below the horizon. Monicastood by Greg' svan, waiting for
him to finish locking up. She watched the sky with heavy eydids, studied the speck-tiny shuttle
paths—Earth’ s sSkyways, leading to and from the various high-atitude skyports—criss-crossng against
the azure and amaranth canvas. Among the firgt points of light to brave the night was Olympus, the
internationa space gtation, thejewe of the heavens—a promise that was, for Monica, to go unfulfilled.

Donnacameto her sde. “How are you managing?’

“Kind of bummed out,” shereplied.

“Don'tbe”

“Don’t be?” Monicasnorted. “My competitive career hasdl but fizzled out!”

Donnaleaned against the van. “1t’ s been hard for usal. No mgor U.S. victoriesfor the last three
Olympic terms, Canada and Mexico getting restless—the entire North American Union is hurting, and
we' re getting the blame. It’ snot a very prosperoustime for the sport.”

“That' salousy atitude,” Monicasad.

“I’'m not saying | like the way things are, nor do | agree with how the NPAA has handled its
affarsasof late. | think it' s been decades since they put their athletes before their image. But what can
we do? Y ou' ve seen the military men, this afternoon and al the other afternoons. Y ou’ ve seen how they
come here and watch our dlites, and when it’ stime to go, who do they pick for Olympus?’ Donna
sighed. “1 love each and every one of my girls, mind you, but | can see asplain asthe next personthat it's
looks before skills. Who has theright smile, the right curves, the right charm—who wiggles her butt the
right way. Greg and |, we train athletes, Monica. Not pop stars. If our girls have been taken to Olympus,
it'sbecause their parents have decided they want their daughtersto join America’ s current pop culture
posse. It’ stheir decision. Our influence ends once you step off these premises—whileyou're here
wouldn’t dare poil you by emphasi zing flirtatious winks and scanda ous gyrations over good, solid
gportsmanship.”

Of course, Donnawas right. Monica hadn’t the dightest desire to ater her ook or step up her
willingnessto “ put out” in order to snag hersalf aspot on the Petriot team. She' d lways believed,
perhaps naively, in aworld where image was supplementa to hard work—now the utter reality was
sinking in, and she was certain that someone of her make could never excel beyond afew loca
competitive circles. Theworst part: failing to find away around the Catch-22, failing to live up to her own
expectations.

Failing to live up to her parents’ expectations.

Greg approached the van. When he saw Monica’ s downcast expression, he tossed the car keys
to Donna and wrapped his arm around Monica s shoulders. “ Come, now. No soggy memories.”

“I’'mfing” Monicainssted, surprised to find atear trickling down her cheek. “Redly.” She
shrugged out of Greg's grasp, hauled open the van door, and climbed inside.

* % %

Therideinto Sussex was asomber one. Monica stared out the window the entire time, taking in
the familiar side streets from an objective point of view—asif she were coming home from an extended



stay esewhere. Asayoung child, the smal-town village fed of her neighborhood had dways been
comforting, but now it seemed claustrophobic. Many considered Sussex quaint and cozy, but Monica
could see the cracks, the chipped paint, the rust. Her family was at the lower end of the middle class
bracket, citizens of what the newsfolk frequently referred to as*anation rapidly faling into disrepair.”

The Keenes dropped her off in front of her parents house. She waved goodbye and then let
hersdf inside, softly opening and closing the door and stepping between the stacks of boxes as she made
her way towards the staircase.

Her mother wasin the den, grading papers.

“Dinner in haf an hour,” she said, catching Monicain passng.

“Okay.”

“How was practice?’

Starting up the stairs, Monica caled over her shoulder, “1t wasfine”

In her room, she closed the door and stood very still with her bag resting at her feet. Shetried to
fed like achampion would, tallying the accol ades around her, the medals and certificates hanging on the
walls, the photographs of her on the balance beam, the bars, the podium, in group pictures at various
conferences. Her entire competitive career was encapsulated in this bedroom. She should have been
proud; instead there was afedling of congtriction, arenewed urgeto jump or cry out loud offsetting the
day’ s soreness. It might have helped if her mother had offered more than amere, “How was practice?’
Something to mark her awareness that thiswasn't just the closing of an average day—something to show
that she understood.

Instead there was quiet. Soft noises. The muffled sound of anews broadcast emanating from
downthe hal, slverwarerattling downgairs, trees rustling gently outside.

I’'m redlly home, she thought, glancing at the half-packed cardboard boxes, the piles of clothes.
And even homeis mine no more.

CHAPTER FOUR

At sx-thirty sharp, the Sardinias assembled at the dinner table: Monica, downtrodden, till
wearing swesats and her favorite T-shirt; Chris, her younger brother, rounded up from whatever corner of
the house he' d made hisfort for the night, his school clothes untucked and disheveled; Mr. and Mrs.
Sardinia (Mike and Sharon, respectively), theformer till in his pressed white shirt and tie and leading the
tablein prayer, thelatter looking like she was il in the den correcting her students' workshests.

Conversation was sparse, and came in the form of brief, sporadic burstss—mostly when someone
wanted another chicken wing, afresh roll, more peas or carrots (no one mentioned, or even ingnuated,
the impending move. . . even though the dining room was bare, dl the portraits tucked away, the china
cabinet empty). Mike asked how Sharon’s day was, and Sharon responded with a pre-recorded
comment about her affinity for Fridays. That out of the way, Mike offered a blow-by-blow account of his
day a the store. Lagtly, nodding at Monicaand Chris and taking another mouthful of mashed potatoes:

“And you two?’

Chrisimmediatdly availed himsdf of the opportunity to relay aschoolyard tale involving himsalf
and awounded pigeon.

Monicawaited patiently, finishing her meal and nibbling on adice of sweet potato pie. She'd
resisted talking about anything gym-related (or anything at al, for that matter), but now that everyone was
shifting into dessert, now that only thetail-end of dinner would be ruined if she got into it with her
parents. . .

“I’m going to missthe conferences,” she said, once Chris had stopped talking. “KG, too.”

Mike diverted his attention to his piece of pie, and Monica caught Sharon shooting him a
betrayed glance before sighing, taking asip from her glass.

“WEe ve dready covered thisterritory, Monica,” she said, her face aportrait of quiet discomfort.
“It takes money, and gymnasticsisn’t amoney sport.”

“I’'ve made money,” Monicasaid. Not Patriot money, but enough to help offset the costs of



training and traveing.

Sharon set her glass down. “Monica. Let’snot pick at scabs. Y ou' ve had seven good years. It
isTt asif you haven't had agood run.”

“That'sright,” Mike piped in between mouthfuls. “First in the county, and never lower than fifthin
the state—"

“And no contract,” Monicasaid, dmost accusingly. Shewas't outright mad at her
parents—how could she be? They’ d been generaly supportive since the beginning, money and
motivation . . . although in recent months they’ d become less and lessinvolved in her gym-related affairs,
not even showing up at meetsif the Keenes could be counted on to provide transportation. Time was
awaysanissue. Time and money. Y ears of holding out, waiting for Monicato explode onto the Patriot
scene. Now that another season had come and gone without result, they were finaly moving on to other,
more important matters. Surviva inginct—that’ sal it was. Trimming back, buckling down, sdlling the
house in order to move a step or two ahead of their credit debt. Many of her neighbors had done much
the same. No onewas at fault. It was how thingswere. Y et Monicadtill felt the need to place blame for
the state of Patriot athletics, circa2099. She needed areason why her scores seemed to mean nothing to
the NPAA.

| may aswell be aband without arecord deal, she thought, a painter who's never had an
exhibition, awriter who's never seen his books on asingle store shdf.

Sharon said, “ Greg and Donna promised you can stop by the gym anytime you want. No
appoi ntment necessary, of course.”

Monica sface brightened (if only dightly). “Then. .. you'll drive me after school 7’

“WEe I see what we can work out,” Sharon replied, smiling—

—though Monicaknew it was mostly for show. Which wasn't to say her mother didn’t want to
be more supportive; she was merely caught up in her daily routine, her job, raising two kids. And Mike,
he never got home before six on weekdays.

I’m being unredigtic, Monicathought. Holding on to alifestyle that was never mineto begin
with—oh, don't start sulking. It was on thetip of her tongueto politely decline any further connection
with KG, to amply let it go, make it through the next four years at Hamilton, then college. It looked like
that was exactly what her parents were expecting, glasses, forks poised in mid air, mouths dightly open,
waiting. Timeto accept your failures and move on. We ve managed it. Why can’'t you do the same?

“I’d like to keep in touch with the Keenes,” Monicasaid. “I’m sure Greg can use the extrahelp
around the gym. He' s been so nice letting metrain there all these years—I’d fed bad if | didn’t do
something to reciprocate.”

Mike and Sharon looked at each other. No doubt they, as parents who hadn’t been athletes
themselves, were trying to figure out away to bresk it to their daughter that they wanted to do things
differently now that the shit had hit the fan.

After amoment’ sslent prodding from Sharon, Mike pushed back his plate and folded his hands
on the tabletop. “Why don’t we wait and see how it goes next week. We ve got a big move ahead of us.
Y ou don’t want to hite off more than you can chew. And you'rein public school now. There |l be
homework, anew schedule. I'm sureyou' || want to spend more time with friends.”

“In other words,” said Monica, “you just want me to forget about gym.”

“No on€ ssaying that.”

Monicastared fixedly at her plate. “Maybeif I’ d saved my prize money instead of letting Joeflit
it away we wouldn’t be having this conversation, and we wouldn’'t be moving into Aunt Deborah’s

Sharon reached across the table and dapped her hand warningly. “Y ou don’t mean that. Family
looks out for family. Right?’

“Right,” Monicasaid, immediatdly regretting having mentioned Jo€' sname.

Beside her, Chris covered his mouth with hishand, asif he’ d been the oneto talk out of turn.

“What would Reverend Coates say if he heard you talking like that?” asked Sharon.

“He probably wouldn't likeit,” replied Monica.



“I don’t think hewould.” Sharon leaned back, folded her arms. “Y our uncle Joseph cameto us
inatime of need. It was very noble of you to agree to part with your earnings. Joe helped us when we
bought this house. But the tables have turned. Times are tough for everyone.”

That was Mike s cue. He said, “ Some of us have been hit harder than others. Remember how
Joe was going to be the successful entrepreneur of the family? He spent ten years working part time and
attending college. He was going to make something of himsdlf. Now, with dl his certificates and degrees,
whereishe? Where does he work? It’ s been one failed business after another. He' s only recently begun
to make afew inroads—and his debt iswaiting for him like astorm cloud.”

Asisours, Monicathought.

“We're of acertain make,” Sharon said, “and it just so happens we're part of the working class.
Y ou haveto redizeit snot your skill set that matters, it’s your connections. There are no other ditesin
our family. Never have been. We ve been trying to sart ablaze without the proper kindling—it’sjust not
catching. We ve known that for sometime. We ve held on for aslong as reasonably possible, now it's
time to cut our losses and move on, stop pretending that a Patriot contract will somehow appear out of
thinair . . . lest we end up like dear Uncle Joe.”

And thereit was: the Sardinia Family State of the Union Address, ddlivered inimpromptu fashion
over sweet potato pie. Sorry, honey, but you' re just not enough of amoneymaker, so it'stimeto get our
heads out of the clouds, time to hunker down and stop chasing after silly dreams.

Monica s mood was hardly improved, though in dl honesty she knew she couldn’t hold it against
her uncle for going broke. It had been dmost ayear ago, in November. Joe sthird child had been only
months out of the womb; the Sardiniafamily had had to scrounge for cash. Brothers called ssters, ssters
conferred with husbands, and daughters with sizable caches of gymnastics prize money—college
money—were requisitioned. Now Monicawas out of her club, out of money, and her parents were
trying to reassembl e the pieces before she graduated high school.

It was frudtrating, to say the least—and that, she redlized, was abig part of what was going
through her head. In the gym, she was away, mind and body. She didn’t have to witnessfirst-hand the
lower middle-class entropy she' d been born into, didn’'t have to hear an exasperated sigh from her
mother and connect it with her most recent KG enrollment fees. She didn’t haveto listen to her father’s
dire murmurings about the crumbling economy and how precarioudy her family was perched on the
financid totem pole.

Shefinished her dessert, hel ped with the dishes afterward. In the kitchen, while wiping down the
cleaned plates as Sharon handed them to her, shetold hersalf to be mature about things, to accept where
shewas at, to accept her mother as agrade school teacher, her father a store manager.

After dl, it wasn't ther fault; they just didn’t know any better.

CHAPTERHVE
That night, while Monicawas checking her e-mail, Sarah sent her an instant message:
gymsprite: OMG, Monica, you're online!
msardiniac Wdll, I’ ve got loads of free time nowadays, don’t you know?

gymsprite: Aww, it can't bethat bad. | just got done with my math homework. My mom
thinks she' sgoing to win Teacher of the Y ear by cramming three chaptersinto asingle night.

msardinia: Speaking of Teacher of the Y ear, my mom’ s been talking about taking on longer
hours at her school. I'm going to be walking my little brother home on weekdays.

gymsprite: That sucks.



msardinia. He snot that bad . . . not redlly.

gymsprite: | meant about your mom’slonger hours.

msardiniac Oh, well, she'll manage.

gymsprite: My parents are never around either. They makeit out to the meetsand dl, but my
grandma sthe one who's around most. She says everyone' s so stressed out because of al the
crop burningsin Africa. Biofud prices are through the roof—by thetime | get my driver's
licensg, it's going to be too expensive to go more than a couple of blocks!

msardinia: Thingsaretough.

gymsprite: Sure are. But hey, you' re getting to go to public school—ther€ Il be boys!

msardinia Don't remind me.

gymsprite: Y ou say that now, but | bet you fifty ameros on Monday night you' |l be caling me
with news of some cutie who wantsto take you to the mall.

msardinia: Y ou think about boys entirely too much. No wonder you tumble like a drunkard.
gymsprite: Oh, don’'t be bummed out, Monica

msardinia I’'m not bummed out.

gymsprite: Y ou are too—spill it, babe.

msardinia: What do you want me to say? KG was such abig part of my life. | mean, | worked
on my skills, my combinations, my form—I’ve dwayskept my nationa rank up whereit
matters, or whereit’'s supposed to, anyway. And now here | am, about to get agood night’s
rest so that tomorrow | can help with the packing, so that on Monday my mom can take meto
have my tag updated, my elite status removed.

gymsprite: Oh, Gloomy. At least you' re not going common because of adebilitating injury.
msardinia Ugh. Don't cal me Gloomy.

gymsprite: Sorry. | didn’t redlize you were so down about the whole thing.

msardinia | should have known after my third Nationd Convention that it’slooks before
talent.

gymsprite: Sayswho?
msardinia: Donna. We spoke earlier today, at closing time,
gymsprite: Well, the Patriot girlsdo have that “| just spent three hoursin the sdlon” look.

msardinia: It ssemsto be working for them.



gymsprite: Oh, pish. Patriots spend two-thirds of their time just looking pretty. Y ou and me
and Amy could probably punch-front them out the door at any NCPA mest.

msardinia: Y ou're only saying that to make mefed better. Y ou want to go to Olympus as bad
as| do.

gymsprite: Hey, babe, we al want that chance.
msardinia I’ ve run out of chances.
gymsprite: Those military jerks should befired for not picking you.

msardinia: Not that | was expecting any specid treatment, but . . . | wanted my time at KG to
be more than just a hobby. | wanted it to do something for my family. I mean, if you make the
nationd team, you aren’t just an athlete anymore, you' re a Patriot athlete, certificate, contract
and al. You get free hedlth care, free city trangportation, housing for life. Y ou get to represent
the NAU overseas—you get to compete for your country during Heroes' Day.

gymsprite: Y eah, but do you want those things strictly for the money and the recognition, or for
the sport?

msardinia. What do you want?
gymsprite: | asked you firdt.
msardinia: | want to compete for America—

gymsprite: Fudge-fudge! Hey, my parents are bugging meto get off the computer, but you just
keep that frown upside down, okay?

msardiniac No promises. Goodnight, Sarah.
gymsprite: Goodnight.

Monica closed her notebook and set it atop one of the boxes beside her bed. She'd aready
showered, stripped down for the night; al that remained was the physical manifestation of degp—which,
despite her exhaustion, didn’t come easily. She curled up in her favorite plaid comforter and blinked at
thewalls, the celling, her eyesrefusing to stay closed for more than afew seconds at atime.

Shefdt likeit was the eve of a humongous competition.

After dinner, she'd dusted her certificates and polished her meddsfor the last time before
carefully wrapping them in felt and packing them away. When she got her new room, she would replace
the empty spots on the walswith posters of her favorite mus cians and movie stlars—she would keep her
champion trinkets to herself, stored in abox at the back of her clost. If you' d never met her personally,
you' d never know shewas ajunior national champion. It wasn't denid, shetold hersdlf; it was. . .
acceptance.

Close to midnight, she got out of bed, knelt on the floor, and said a prayer, asking for forgiveness
and agpologizing for dandering her uncle a dinnertime. Then she got back into bed, tossed, turned, tossed
somemore. Findly, shethrew onaT-shirt and apair of sweatpants and |eft her room, went down into
the den, with its quiet darkness, the familiar shag carpet benesth her bare feet, the fed of the beanbags
and overstuffed sofain thelittle video nook. She curled up between the cushions and, reasonably assured
that no one would hear her crying, let it al out, one sobbing fit at atime. The reasons behind her need for



emotiond release didn’t matter. Maybe shewas angry at her parentsfor spinning their whedlsthe last few
years, maybe it wasthe NPAA'’ s unwavering ignorance, or maybe she was merdly unused to change,
growing up—shifting from girl to woman in uncertain times. In any case, when it was over and shewasal
cried out, deep came, swift and sure.

CHAPTER SIX

Aunt Deborah’ s basement was pretty nice, asfar as basements went. The boiler and furnace
areawereto theright of the gairs, the guest room and billiards room down a hdlway to the left—but it
was dtill abasement, and the Sardinias were still afamily of four without ahome for the next few months.
Monicawas understandably introverted as Deborah (seemingly obliviousto any of the awkwardness
associated with the Stuation) gave them the grand tour.

“lsn’'tit cozy?’ she kept asking. “ Thiswas Kit's domain before he was shipped off to UNL.

WEe |l have to share the bathroom upstairs, but there' s power and heating, and network reception is quite
good. Y ou' rewelcometo stay for aslong asyou need.”

Monica smiled and nodded politely, breaking off from Mike, Sharon, and Chris. She set her
backpack down and ran her hand over the wood-paneled wall, discovered a discreet handle—closet
space.

The billiards room was windowless, dightly smaller than the guest room. The pool table had been
pushed over to one side; a cross-trainer, weights, and some mats were tucked towards the back.
Monicaexamined the equipment, brushed her finger over the plates, which were caked with dust, but
otherwisefit for use. She wondered if her parentswould be keen on letting her arrange aminiature gym,
something for old times' sake. Shewasn't redlly into weight-lifting, nor was there any reason to keep
hersdlf conditioned—but it somehow seemed important to scoreasmall sort of wininthe midst of a
larger defeat. A smdl bonusto offset an overwhelmingly shitty chain of events.

“Ah, | see she' sfound the training room,” said Deborah, guiding the rest of the family inside.

“Kit' sidea. Bodybuilding was amagor hobby for him during histeenage years. Evidently impressing girls
was more important than finishing his homework.” She winked.

Sharon glanced around, started to murmur something about dismantling the equipment and
goringitinthe garage—

—Monicacut her off, put on what she hoped was an irresistible smile. “ Do you think | could use
it?'Y ou know, to keep in shape and al? The weights and mats, at least?’

A sigh from Sharon. We need the space, her expression read.

Monica pushed nonethdess: “Thiscan bemy area. I'll put my bed here. You'll have the whole
rest of the basement—er, guest room—to yourselves.”

Sharon sighed again, looked like she was ca culating an infinite string of numbersin her head.
Monicaknew it wasn't the time to be asking for favors, but she also knew her mother would rather not
stage a confrontation in front of Deborah. At least, not on moving day.

“| suppose s0,” Sharon said dowly. “That is, if your aunt doesn’t mind.”

“I think Kit would be perfectly okay if little Monica here used hisweight machine,” said Deborah,
gill smiling, ill oblivious. “What' sthat old saying?Y ou can take the gymnast out of gymnastics, but you
can never take the gymnastics out of the gymnast?’

“Something like that,” said Sharon. She hid her displeasure behind aforced smile.

“Wadll, if it sheavy lifting you're after,” said Mike, hustling Christowards the doorway, “there are
plenty of boxes out in the car that need unloading.”

“Yes,” said Sharon. “Let’sget Sarted.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

Life outside the training room was an adjustment.
That first Monday morning waking up in Deborah’ s basement, Monica sat yawning &t the edge of



her bed for agood few minutes. She did not want to get up, did not want to scavenge the boxes for
clothes and school supplies, did not want to spend the rest of the day sitting in a cramped desk while
some teacher droned on at the head of the classroom—but, like it or lump it, she was no longer an elite,
and so was no longer exempt from her everyday duties as acommon citizen.

She went into the guest room. The others were already awake, Chris stumbling into his pants,
Sharon setting out bowls and spoons atop the card table, Mike fiddling with the videobox ashetried to
get adecent signal. Above, aconfused garden bot continuoudy bumped against one of the windows.

“Good morning,” murmured Sharon. “Amenities arein the box beside the door.”

Monicanodded and tried not to pay too much attention to the clutter, nor to how common she
felt, how derdict she must have looked as, naked and disheveled, she rummaged for her robe, achange
of clothes. When she found what she needed, she quietly dipped upstairsfor her morning shower.

Deborah caught her en route, delivering a kiss-and-hug combo with impeccable timing. “Y our
first day back in public school—oh, aren’t you excited?’

“A little,” Monicareplied, though redly shewasn't the dightest bit eager to discuss or even
acknowledge her newly-appointed mediocrity.

“Today’ sthefirst day of therest of your life. Y ou’ re going to make so many friends!”

| dready have friends, thought Monica, ducking into the bathroom. Training partnerswho arethis
very moment preparing for another day towards the new season. | should be with them, earning credits
for my community—not making casud friends and distant acquaintancesto fill my address book.

Breakfast was quick and dirty. Monica spent most of the time getting the kinks out of her hair.
Then it was off to school, Chrisand hersdlf waking placidly ongsde al the other neighborhood kids
whose parents were unable or unwilling to drive them to the Hamilton Quad Hub.

The campus had changed little in the last three years. Everything was <till humongous,
overcrowded—a miniature Tokyo bringing in students from Sussex, Lisbon, Lannon, and Butler. Monica
managed to makeit through her classes without bungling her schedule. At lunchtime, her friends made
sure shewas up on dl thelatest gossip. All indl, it wasn't that bad of aday . . . if you didn’t count the
after-schoal trip to the records office. Monica had gone there at the start of her dlite career, three years
ago, to have her citizen' s profile upgraded, her tag' s élite flag activated. Then, the Sardinias had
celebrated over dinner at afancy restaurant; now, they smply went home.

And so went Monica’ s new routine. School and homework and puttering around Deborah's
basement. Without gym practice, there was time, so much time. Time to do the dishes, time to spend at
the laundromat, time spent minding Chris' affairs, running errands—explaining to neighborswhy shewas
unwilling-and-or-unabl e to continue with her gymnastics.

“I thought you were away at camp,” said some.

“I thought you were busy training for the new season,” said others.

“Wow, do your coaches know you're not in the gym?”’

“How can you find the timeto train and take your little brother shopping for new shoes?’

Tothem al, Monicacould only offer asigh, ashrug, and, “I’ve moved on.”

Sharon wasn't much help in the PR department. Though she probably wasn't doing it on
purpose, her lack of tact in explaining why her daughter was out shopping for groceriesinstead of
brushing up on her drillsand skillswas embarrassing, to say the least.

Tuesday evening, Monicaand Chris accompanied her to the supermarket. As soon asthey
entered the produce section, Monica knew she was boned, as no fewer than six of her mother’ svillage
acquaintances were standing near the lettuce and chattering excitedly about money this, politicsthat.
When they noticed the Sardinias were approaching, they waved and smiled, immediately assmilating
Sharon into the group.

Monicawaited off to the side with the cart, watched as the women proceeded to point at bad
spots, gasp at price tags. Chris darted away, returning amoment later with abox of Chocolate
Schnauzers cered under hisarm.

“What' sthat?” Monicaasked, raisng an eyebrow.

“Mom said we can each pick out aspecid item. A treat. What are you getting?’



“Nothing.”

“But mom said you can pick anything you want!”

“I'm not getting atreet. Y ou shouldn’t either.”

Chrisfrowned. “Why not?’

“Becausewe can't afford it.”

“But mom said—’

“I know what she said. It doesn’t change the facts.”

“Why would she say it if it wasn't true?’

Monicasighed. “ She' sbeing palite. It looks good to the other mothersto say, * Sure, honey, get
whatever you want,” when redlly she’ sgoing to end up putting it on credit.”

Chris gave her asidelong glance. No doubt he hadn't aclue what credit was—nor pride, for that
meatter. He only knew that he wanted what had been promised to him. He put the Chocolate Schnauzers
into the cart, then climbed inside, pushing the canned goods out of the way so he could St cross-legged.
He hummed a cartoon theme to himself as Monicaturned away, watched the neighborhood women
watch her, hafway catching their conversations:.

“...Monica'sno longer an dite?’

“Oh, that’ stoo bad. We could redlly use those community creditsright now . . .”

“...itdl comesdown to those exemptionswe dl know and love. Have you readjusted your tax
information?’

“How much of ahit are you going to take next year?’

“. .. shdf pricesmust look absolutely criminal without your elite discount . . .”

“...ashame. Such ashame. Couldn’t come a aworsetime. The neighborhood’ slost three
good ditesthisyear. We had that Disch girl, you know, the tennis player whose family moved to Ohio.
There was that Leung boy who had his hand shattered in a biking accident—they say his new hand hasto
be retrained from scratch. It will be years before he gives another public performance. Oh, and the chess
player, what was his name? Mark? Matthew? Offered ajob in Cdifornia”

“Ugh. They dl end up in Cdifornia, don't they?’

“Land of the Elites”

“...and hereweare, little oI’ Waukesha County. Last on everyone' slist. If ever therewasa
time for our remaining championsto band together . . .”

“...what can | do? Shetrained hard, she had theright skills, the right body type—by al counts
she should be on the national team, but she’ sjust not mastered the right mentdity. I'm darned proud of
her, but let’ sface facts. she'll never be aPatriot. Her career has plateaued at the junior level, I'm
arad...

“...notthat I'min any way suggesting she' sgiven it anything less than 110%, but, well, young
women these days oftentimes don't redlize their worth to the community . . .”

“...maybetheirony hereisthat al she needed was 112%.. . .”

“Oh, don't belikethat. She'll hearyou . .. ."

Amazingly, no one made the dightest attempt at being discreet. Monicaheard it al, the lost
expectations, the disgppointments, the prissy commentary regarding today’ s oblivious youth.

“I hatethis,” she muttered, and forcibly shifted her attention away from the produce section.

“Hatewhat?’ asked Chris.

“Being aconsumer.”

“You'reaconsumer?’

“Y ou, me, mom and dad, their friends—we re dl mindless, driveling consumers digesting
oursalves nineto five even when it sal over and there s no more money left and dl we can do is stand
around the vegetable aide talking about how crummy thingsare.”

Chrisrolled hiseyes. “Mom and her friends alwaystalk likethat.”

True, thought Monica, recaling weekly Greet and Grumblesthat went al the way back to when
shewasthe oneriding in the shopping cart—but it was different now. She waved her hand over acup of
cottage cheese; the price tag flickered a moment before settling on full retail.



From contributing elite to common dependent—one more hungry mouth to feed.
She pulled her hood over her head, stuffed her hands into the pockets of her sweatshirt, and told
Christo keep quiet until checkout time.

CHAPTEREIGHT

August exhausted itself with dizzying speed, and September proceeded to whiz by just asfast.
Monica sfearsthat her days back in the fold would drag themselves out indefinitely were gradualy
replaced with the daily bustle of schoal, family, and aburgeoning new socid life (many neighborhood
friends were eager to play catch-up, aswell as make Sussex’ sformer champion one of their own again).

And yet, try as she might, her previous life was not so easily disregarded, her acrobatic
tendencies not so readily laid to rest. Though her mother never truly embraced theidea, she did alow
Kit' sworkout equipment to remain in the billiards room. Thus, Monicawas ableto fulfill her inborn
obligation to keep hersdlf conditioned, aslong as she promised not to do anything to hersdlf that might
warrant the purchase of excessive amounts of nano gel. “The shit’ s expensive, o no using the bigger
weights—and | don't want you doing anything Greg or Donnawouldn’t want you doing behind their
backs!” were Mike' s exact words.

October arrived, and as the shadows grew longer, so did Monica' s nosta gic tendencies come
and go with lessand lessintensity. Every now and then, her brain chanced to produce an emotiona
hiccup or two (especialy when her parents, in good faith, came around with that “ Do you want to talk
about it?’ attitude regarding her various adjustments to normal teenage life), but she was dways ableto
get ahold of hersalf before escalating to tears or tantrums. The world quietly rotated benegth her feet,
never so crazy that she couldn’t stand it.

On a Sunday afternoon Monicaand her family gathered together in front of the videobox to
watch alive broadcast of the Patriot Cup. One of the more prestigious pre-season gymnastics
conferences, the Patriot Cup was, asthetitle implied, Patriots-only, a progress report on Olympus
woul d-be Heroes—assurance that taxpayer muscle was being put to good use. Already the U.S. teams
were beginning to take shape with avaried squad of four-dozen boys and girls gathered from al over the
country. These were the top picks, fresh from their first few months at the Nationd Training Center. They
lined up for the march-in, their postures perfect, their eyes bright, their smiles reaching ear to ear.

Sitting on the floor, her back against the sofa, her eyesfixed on the video screen, Monicafelt the
usua surgeinsde hersdlf. Some of it waslonging, but most of it was the mere excitement, the novelty, the
hope and promise of an Olympic year waiting just around the corner.

Evenif it sme on the outsde, looking in, she thought.

The affiliate station handling the Waukesha County broadcast ran its obligatory music and
graphicsintroduction, followed by abrief “Raisethe Bar” promotiona showing ayoung gymnastina
time-lapse morph, first as aboy doing cartwhedls and somersaults on his parents' bed, then asajunior
elitewinning hisfirst gold medd at an NCPA meet, and, findly, asaHero, sanding dongside afictitious
Team USA as amiling dignitaries gave out wreeths, medals, and plaques.

Momentarily, apair of commentators—aman and a woman—came into focus against awide
shot of theinterior of the stadium. Monica recognized the pair as Tommy Shire and Megan Townsend,
two former Patriots themsalves who' d become regulars during the more recent broadcasts.

Dispensing with abrief greeting, Tom launched right into his sgnature, just-dightly-over-the-top
sid:

“Wow! You can hear it in the intengity of the fanfare thundering from the stands, you can seeitin
thelooks of utter determination on the faces of the gymnasts and their coaches. we are going into an
Olympic year! Theworld iswatching each and every one of these athletes, these Patriots gathered from
acrossthe globe, living and training away from their respective homesfor months a atime—putting in
blood, swest, and tears to make their Olympic dreams come true!”

“Right you are, Tom,” said Megan. “ And what adream, to compete for your club—your
country—as a Hero aboard the Olympus Space Station, the only station of itskind in orbit around Earth,



built and maintained by the North American Union, but open to nations dl over the world in the spirit of
international competition and cooperation—"

Tom, cutting in (and growing noticeably more excited with each passing second): “It' sthe
pinnacle of any Petriot’ s career—in the world of competitive athletics, you can't get any higher than
Olympus. Literdly! And today’ s competition isthe first step towards making the cut.”

“That isso true, and everyone here today knowsit. Y ou mentioned the competitive spirit; that
spirit has never been more evident than it is going into the new season. We re seeing an incredible
upsurge of internationa contendersthat haven't produced qualifying athletesin two, sometimesthree
terms—the Portuguese, for example, the Czechs, the Ukraine. Diversty is certainly an apt buzzword as
we gpproach Heroes Day, 2100.”

“Persaverance, too,” said Tom, loosening histie. “Everyone wants a piece of the pie, and it'sno
secret that the NAU has suffered heavy |osses over the course of the last three Olympic terms. That's
sxteen years since the United States, Canada, or Mexico produced awinning team—and not only in the
gport of gymnastics”

Megan nodded. “We ve long had to endure underdog status.”

Tom removed histie completely, set it on the table. “And with the national rank poised to dip
downward another notch, with the economy having to support itself on aPatriot Grant that’ s sixteen
years old—my goodness, can you bdieveit’s been sixteen years since Darren Hades, with an impressive
sweep of the 2084 Heroes' Day event finds, brought home the gold for the States? Factor in drought in
the Midwest, terrorist attacks on our feedstocks, Congress serioudy looking at making some budget cuts
in the aerospace industry, and it becomes obvious that what happensthisHeroes Day will bethe
dominating factor behind how we live the next decade of our lives.”

Sharon snorted, picking shrewdly from abowl of buttered popcorn. “They really know how to
pour on the drama, don’t they?’

“I’'m al wearied out—and they’ re not even on vault yet,” said Mike.

(Chriswasthe smart one; he' d switched to reading acomic book as he waited for the gymnasts
to begin their routines))

Sharon continued: “ They were talking politics on the newsthe other night. They say that if we
don't get the nationd rank up thisterm, the government is going to have to cut funding for Olympus.”

“They say that every term,” Monicasaid.

“Yeah, but if thisturns out to be our fourth consecutive Heroes' Day with nothing but bronze
medals, if welose our digibility to even get our athletes aboard Olympusin thefirst place, it won't matter
whether or not the station continues to operate—we' Il be out of the loop.”

“Goddamned government,” Mike said, shaking his head. “No one wantsto see an ingtitution like
Olympus go to waste, but things have become so bungled we can’'t afford to maintain it anymore. Y ou
know, they’ ve been suggesting that we ‘ solve the problem’ by selling the station to a competing nation
interested in restoration. Handing over the prestige for pocket change.”

“Oh, | don’t know about prestige,” said Sharon. “We ve had Olympusfor twenty years, and so
far mogt of that has been budget problems and terrorist attacks. The world assumesthat the U.S. has
some sort of hidden leverage just because we sweep the floors and make the beds. | say, if theworld
wants Olympus, let them have it—they can fight over it until kingdom come. | have enough to worry
about down here on Earth.”

Monica sjaw dropped. “ Y ou mean just give Olympus away?’

“Wdl,” said Mike, winking, “for theright price.”

“You'rejoking, right?’

“Oh, honey.” Sharon sighed. “We were never competitors, like you. | supposeit’ sonly natura
that we have a different perspective. Y ou have to admit, though, keeping Olympusislike paying to
maintain your own svimming pool and then letting neighbors use it while you stand off to the Sde, waiting
your tun.”

Monicalooked away from her parents. There was hesat building beneath her cheeks, afeding of
betraya causing her pulseto quicken—first it was KG that was deemed expendable, and now it's



Olympus. What next? College? The car? Vitamins? Clothes?

Luckily, the U.S. Patriots were beginning their exercises.

“Shh!” exclaimed Chris, putting his comic book down. “It' s starting!”

The gymnasts had removed their warm-up suits. Their tempered bodies were skinned in the
trademark Patriot colors: white, with a splash of red and blue across the shoulders. The cameraoffered a
generous closeup of an eleven-year-old Cdifornian named Jackie Davisson as she prepared for her first
vault. She was nibbling on her lower lip.

“A gtar pupil at Sunburst Gymnastics,” said Tom, off-screen, “ Jackie made quite an impression at
thisyear’ s International Convention of Patriot Athletes. She'll be doing a'Y urchenko-type vault here. . .”
Jackie tarted down the runway. She planted her handsfirmly on the vault table, launched hersdf into the
ar. Her amplitude and execution were good, with knees and feet kept together whilein flight, but her
landing didn’t quite stick. Nevertheless, Tom was ecdtatic. “Wow! Incredible speed, great height, alittle
wobbly on the landing, but what away to start things off!”

Megan, as Jackie padded back up the runway for her second vault: “Look at that smile. She
knows she' s gotten off to agood start. All she needsisto stick thelanding in her next vault, and she'll
have a nice average counting towards her final score. Of course, none of tonight' s athleteswill have to
worry about their nationd ranking being affected until the 2100 season officidly begins, but apreliminary
mext like this gives the coaches an ideaasto how their athletes will perform under pressure.”

“And herewe go,” said Tom. “Vault number two.”

Jacki€' s second run-through was asimpressive as her firs—though her feet didn’t quite know
whereto plant themsaves during the landing. She ended up diding onto her buitt, blinking in surprisefor a
moment before quickly jumping back up, presenting to the judges, and jogging off the podium. The
camerafollowed her as she threw hersdlf into her coach’sarms, her tears flowing fredly.

Tom said, “Wow. Y ou see theseincredible feats of strength and agility on the vault, the beam,
the bars—you sometimes forget that these athletes are only eleven yearsold.”

Monica stuck with the broadcast through the first rotation. On bars, beam, vault, and floor
exercises, thedramadidn't let up for asecond, though it was faraway, confined entirely to the high-res
grid of the Sardinias’ video screen. There were other gymnasts aswell, other triumphs and tribulations,
but Jackie was clearly the American favorite, bleach-blonde pretty, emotiondly fragile—ratings paydirt.

“Does anybody want anything from the fridge?” Monicaasked, getting up during acommercid
break.

“Coke,” said Chris.

Mike and Sharon shook their heads.

Monica strip upstairs took only amoment. She fetched a glass of water for hersdlf, a can of
Cokefor Chris, then returned to the basement—where everyone had shifted to the edge of their seet as
they gaped at the video screen. At first she thought that Jackie had perhaps lost a scrunchie, but then she
saw the grave look on her mother’ sface, the grim set to her father’ s jaw.

“God, Monica,” Sharon breathed. “ Come look at this.”

Monicareclaimed her spot on the floor, the drinks till clutched in her hands. The Patriot Cup
had been preempted by a breaking news report—a hostage situation at an elementary school in
Alabama. 300 teachers and students had been crammed into agymnasium while agroup of armed
radicals engaged in a heated stand-off againgt the police. Someone from insgde had managed to keep a
cdl phone, and was feeding the news crew morbid images of women and children sitting huddled,
frightened, some bleeding or bruised.

In the background, a man could be heard shouting:

“Give us our sovereignty! The Globa Ranking System is afacade designed to take from the poor
and giveto therich! Our farmers and workers are forced into dave labor by sneaky U.S. officids and
Canadian yes-men who make deals behind closed doors to ensure our teams never advance in the ranks!
Wewill be adave nation no longer! Y our diplomats say the GRS has abolished war—the war has only
begun!”

Monicafet hersalf squirm (as she often did whenever aband of domestic terrorists made the



news). The people on the screen looked to be of varying ethnicities. They had American accents—they
might have, a onetime, been businessmen, politicians, community pillars. Now they carried guns, dedling
in desperation, mourning the deeth of the middle class by making an example of themsalves.

“God dmighty,” muttered Sharon.

“Chrig,” said Mike,

(Amazingly, the two of them were Htill egting popcorn.)

After awhile, the Patriot Cup came back on.

No onefdt likewatching.

CHAPTER NINE

Extremist demondrationsin Patriot Americawere nothing new. The formation of the NAU was
as controversd amove as the conversion to a paperless monetary system ten years prior—strikes,
picket lines, marches, rdlies, and, sometimes, violent displays of civil unrest were common symptoms of
anation trying to consolidate its vision of prosperity.

For many Americans, these were cursory worries, facts of life to be added to the backs of minds
aready preoccupied with an ailing job market, skyrocketing fud prices, store shelves carrying bloated
markups and limited variety. However, the repercussions from Sunday’ s hostage crisis reached deep,
and were manifested Sartlingly quick. First thing Monday morning the Hamilton administration announced
over thePA. system that it wastimeto initiate along-overdue security plan, Starting with mandatory
red-timetracking for al students. Several days and one signed parentd consent form later, Monicafound
hersdlf standing in line (along with severa hundred other students) on the soccer field as a delegation of
police officers updated everyone stag information.

“Theterrorists have dready won,” said Pat Sandsby—fourteen years old, blond, bespectacled,
perennidly clad in anti-establishment T-shirt and camouflage shorts—as he offered himsdlf cutsin front of
Monica. (She only dlowed him the privilege because the line wasin d phabetica order, and because Pat
often loaned her lunch money.)

“How’sthat?" asked Monica

“Something like this new security plan,” Pat said, “it’ s not to protect us, it’ sto keep tabs on those
labeled as*midfits,’ those who might be inclined to check out the wrong combination of books from the
library, those who might show an interest in converting to a non-Chrigtian faith and running amok with a
pipe bomb. Whether or not they stop something like that beforeit happensisn’t asimportant asthe
principa being ableto tell authorities, ‘It' s not our fault—we had a security planin place!’™”

“Something had to be done,” Monicasaid. “ Can you imagine dl the phone cdls the school got
after everyon€e' s parents saw the news broadcast? And anyway, we' re minors—our parents signed the
forms”

Pat scrunched up hisnose. “My old man wasn't going to Sgn anything, but my mom was
concerned. They went at it al through dinner. The short versonisthat I'm to be tagged and tallied—but
that doesn’'t mean I'll bein the matrix, per s2”

Monicarolled her eyes. She knew Pat had away with computersthat belied his skater-punk
exterior. “Areyou going to hack your tag? Turn it of f?’

“No, no, that would only cause problems whenever | pass a scanner or when the teacherstake
roll and | don’t show up on their readers even though I’ m standing right in front of them. No, | havethis
program that lets you swap tag information with other people who are close by. It works best in crowds.
I’1l be on campus, but | won't be who their computers say | an—and if it doesn’'t work thisweek, it will
next, ' cuz they’ re aways hacking the firmwares.” Pat winked. “1 can e-mail you a copy, if you want.”

“Maybe onarainy day,” Monicasaid, laughing, stepping forward with theline.

Pat wagged hisfinger at her. “Hey, that day may come sooner than you think. Look at it thisway:
Let’s say tomorrow agang of militants decidesto lock down the campus—they’ d have to keep usdl in
check visudly, and that’ s pretty hard. Someone could snesk away, get to aphone, cal the cops. But if
everyone sgot their tag broadcasting in real-time, instead of having to manage severa hundred people



individudly, dl the gun-heads have to do isded with that one single administrator who has the reader,
and suddenly they know where each and every one of usislocated.” He scowled. “We re giving them
redl-time rostersto play with—we re making it easier for them to fuck with us.”

Monicaconsidered. “Well, if our enemiesdon’t bring their infrared equipment with them, thet is.”

“Doesn't matter,” Pat said. “The point isthat thisis an extraneous amount of effort with very little
payoff, if any at dl.”

“Butit’spaliticaly correct.”

“And how.”

Afterward, once Pat and hersalf had had their tags updated, they sat together on the grass and
had lunch. Angdline, dso afreshman, joined them.

“I don't know if | likethis,” Angedline said, brushing her arm asif her tag was an actud device that
had been implanted subcutaneoudy.

“What?" asked Pat.

Angdine glanced over her shoulder. “I fed like I’ m being watched.”

“Y ou are being watched.”

“I know. | don't likethefeding.”

“You'rejust ablip on the administrators screen,” said Monica. “They can't actualy see you.”

“Still, they’ [l know when I’'m at the snack machine or when I’ m in the bathroom . . . .”

Pet grunted. “Y eah, they probably have nano camsingtaled in the urinal cakes so they can get
candid shots of my dick dangling over the bowl whenever | take a piss—in the name of domestic
Security, you see.”

Monica put her hand on Pat’s shoulder. “ Trust me, Pat, no one wants to see your dick—on or
off camera”

Angdinelaughed.

Pat blushed, and was quick to ensure the conversation was directed e sewhere. “Hey, Angie, did
you see the Alabama Massacre on Sunday?’

“Oh, it wasterrible!” replied Angdine, brushing her arm once more and then settling into amore
relaxed posture. “I fedl so sorry for those people.”

“A hundred dead by the explosion, adozen more from dehydration, fifty injured. Fucking
terrorists.” Pat wrung his hands and looked like he wanted to hit someone.

Monicatried to think of something meaningful to say, but it was difficult. Here, perched a the
southeast edge of Wisconsin, where it was safe, familiar, the events on the news seemed like bad
dreams. Nothing ever happened in Waukesha County. Not directly. But there were repercussons. A
dow decay, little thingslost here or there over time. The States performed poorly for three Olympic
terms, and Monica s parents could no longer afford to keep her training with the Keenes; abiofuel crop
in Africawent up in flames, and prices at the corner pump jumped haf an amero; aschool in Alabama
was devastated by politica guerrillas, and Hamilton' s sudents were required to submit to ' round the
clock surveillance. Regardiess of the how’s, why's, and where' s, there was little a teenage girl—without
aPatriot contract—could do except shake her head and wring her hands.

“My dad used to tell me stories,” Pat said, once he'd calmed down, “about when hewas a
teenager, back before the Patriot System wasintroduced. They still fought wars out on the
battlefiel d—the news was aways showing the aftermath, the fields littered with corpses. My dad said
people were getting tired of it. They didn’t want to see it anymore.”

Angeline nodded. “Now it'sall donein courtrooms, in think tanks, and on Heroes' Day.”

“Strategica economics,” Monicasaid, holding up her hand and turning on amore teacherly tone
of voice. “ The disbursement of resources according to globa rank. Military is only used to enforce
compliance with the Petriot System, if necessary.”

“Yeah,” sad Pat, “but we're still a war with each other. It' s just that nowadays we hide behind
rules and regulations. We re no better off than we were twenty years ago. The Massacre is proof of
thet.”

“It' sproof that terroristiswill awaystry to ruin it for everyone ese—"



“It’ s proof that nothing changes, and that progressisin the eyes of the palitical candidate running
for office. Why do you think it's mandatory to enlist when you turn eighteen? How e se do you think the
losing countries are made to turn over their quotas to the winners every four years?” Pat smiled grimly.
“We'redill at war, girls, don’t you forget it. And now we re getting redl-time Big Brother
monitoring—and you, Monica, you' re agymnast. Did you hear how those four Patriot girls ditched the
nationa team after what happened on Sunday?’

Monicashook her head. “1 kind of tuned out once the news report hit the feeds.”

“Yep,” sad Pat. “1t was too much for them. Something about their coaches insnuating their
inadequate scores were part of what sent the militants over the edge. They reneged on their contracts.
Therest of theteamisn't faring too well, either. We haven’t aclue who' sgoing to make it to Heroes
Day. Wdll, I'm sure that Davisson girl will—but she' sthe primadonnatype, probably isn't biting the
bullet for her country so much as she' s holding out for the endorsement checks, the modeling contracts
and record dedls”

“Yes, yes,” said Angeline, rolling her eyes. “Wedl know theworld is coming to an end, and your
family will be the only ones prepared because you and your father built that bunker beneath your house.”

Monica chuckled, apt to dwell on the unexpected downturn of Patriot morale, but instead finding
solacein her friends self-deprecating routine. Poking fun at the Sandsby family’s End of Days practices
was dways comforting. Sarah, no doubt, would have suggested making out with Pat instead of merely
making fun (he was reasonably cute, in arough-and-tumble kind of way), but Monicawas perfectly
content to have him as her on-campus buddy. Her big brother. As odd as the notion may have been, he
represented al the little concernstossing around ingide her heed, and if she could playfully disregard him,
50 could she disregard the things that bothered her most. She hadn’t the meansto do anything else.

“Haw-haw,” said Pat. “WE€ Il see who's hiding in whose basement once push comes to shove.
But let’ s move on to more important matters.” Helooked at Monica. “Y ou owe mefor yesterday’'s
sandwich. Chicken, lettuce, and tomato, | believe.”

Monicablanched, knowing it wastrue. She' d promised afavor in exchange for the lunch money
her parents had decided she could do without. “What do you want me to do?’

“Go out with me?” Pat asked, smiling.

In answer, M onica exchanged an amused glance with Angdlineand said, “Try again, geek boy.”

“Okay, so you're not ready to admit you want my manhood—I’ m patient. | can wait.” Pat
looked thoughtful for amoment, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose as he surveyed the field.
“Wadl, seeing ashow we' ve just egten, let’ s have alittle sparring contest. Backflip off that wall over
there. Y ou outperform me and | drop al charges. Angie can be the judge.”

“You'reon,” said Monica, sanding, stretching.

Pet stood aswell. While he wasn't necessarily an athlete, he was athletic, and practiced urban
parkour (which Monicaoftentimes referred to as* a degenerate form of gymnastics’). He waited until
there weren't any studentsin the way, then ran at thewal, planting hisfoot firmly against the brickwork,
leaning back, and springing off again with impressive height on hisrotation. Helanded on hisfest, pivoting
and flashing a smile a Monicaas he took abow. A nearby onlooker whooped and clapped.

“We|?" he asked, nodding at Angeline. “What doesthe judging pand think?’

Angeline frowned, pursed her lips. “Hmm. Good energy, but doppy form, and your boxerswere
showing—and you hopped alittlethere a theend.”

Hicking her off, Pat said to Monica, “Y our turn.”

Monicagave hersdf agood running start, then scaed the wall. She was glad she' d worn
sneskerstoday; as she pushed off, she added atwist to her rotation in mid-air, so that when she landed,
shewasfacing Pat and Angeline—and Ms. Baskett, one of the north campus teachers currently serving
asmonitor.

“Young lady,” said Baskett (unlike Monica s peers, shewasn't amiling), “thisisn’t ajumping
room. Comewith me.”

Pat covered his mouth and pointed at Monica. “Busted!”

The gathered students offered around of applause.



CHAPTERTEN

Monica swadl-flip stunt earned her an afternoon of detention, aswell as scheduled visitsto the
counseling office, where it was decided her “acting out” was the result of suppressed emotion regarding
her retirement from club gymnastics. Though she made every effort to convince the counselor otherwise,
it seemed her parents had no qualms over jumping at the chance to explain their daughter’s
“asymmetrical” behavior. She hadn't cried in front of them since leaving KG, and so they assumed she
hadn’t cried at dl, hadn’t released the pressure.

“Poor Monica,” they said, shaking their heads and clicking their tongues whenever they thought
shewas out of earshot. “ She' s kept everything inside, and now it’ s reached afever pitch. All those years
foregoing anormal childhood while trying to become the champion who wasn't to be, and now she
hasn't aclue how to re-assmilate. She spendsdl her free time down in her corner of the basement. She
dill trainslikeagymnadt. | don't think she even redlizesthere s somethingwrong . . . ."

(The only thing wrong, as Monica saw it, was that she was doing backflips for chicken
sandwichesinstead of for Patriot contracts.)

“Y ou could lay on that shrink’ s couch for years,” said Pat, catching her one afternoon after a
counsdling session, “and she’ d never grow wiseto the fact that you're A-OK. It'sjust not possible for
doctor-types.”

Monica scowled, dung her backpack over her shoulder. “ She doesn’t even have acouch. We
spend the whole hour sitting together at atable and drawing out what I’ m supposed to be fedingon a
piece of paper. She must buy art supplies by the crate.”

“She doesn't sound very intuitive,” said Pet.

“I don’t think it’' signorance so much asit’' sadesire for a paycheck that keeps her wanting to find
something serioudy wrong with me.” And my parents are actualy paying for our time together. We're
living in abasement because of rising expenses, and yet somehow there’ sroom for me to see ashrink!
“*Doyou think it's your fault your parentslost the house? she asks. | tell her, ‘No, of coursenot. That's
slly.” And she'slike, ‘Y ou were an dite. Many ditesfed pressureto live up to their parents standards,
aswdl asthose of their community—even &fter they’ ve gone common.” So | say, ‘Wadll, there' scertainly
pressure from educationd ingtitutions to conform to current standards regarding emotionally-fragile
teenage girls,” and she just smiles smugly and says, ‘Hmm. That'sal for today.’ Like she shad a

revelation or something.”
Pat laughed. “ Paid professonds. the blind leading the blind. Wak you home?’
1] Sjre_”

They left the north campus, swinging by the eementary building to pick up Chris, then passing
through one of Hamilton' s shiny new checkpoints (where bored, underpaid-looking security guards
mumbled for them to stand still asthey waved their wands and checked their clipboards) and heading
northwest dong Silver Spring. It was agood forty-five-minute walk, but Monica had the legsfor it, and
Chris, hislimbs never tired. Not unless the planets were in a certain specific dignment (and even then it
was tricky).

Pat was on and off his skateboard, and didn’t talk much. When he did, it wasin aquietly
accommodating kind of way—totaly uncharacterigtic for him. No government-this, no politicians-that.

“You'reawfully quiet,” Monicasad after awhile.

Pat raised hiseyebrows. “Am |7’

“Youare”

“Guess|’ve got some shit on my mind.”

“Likewhat?’

Pat took a deep breath, a sudden reddening evident in his cheeks. “Like us.”

It took amoment for Monicato respond—namely because Chriswas still walking beside them
and looking like he was interested in what Pat had meant by “us.”

Indeed, he stepped beside Monica, tugging on her deeve and whispering, “I think he wantsto do



big-kid stuff with you!”

Monicagrimaced. “What's*big-kid stuff?”

“Smooches!” Chris puckered hislips—and jumped out of the way as soon as Monica swatted at
him.

Beside her, Pat looked like he was about to have a coronary.

Oh, my God, thought Monica, Sraightening, redlizing Chris s observation wasn't far from the
truth. Big-kid Stuff.

She waited until they reached Heeth Street—at which point Christook off up thewalk, toward
home—before she confronted Pat with, “Us?’

“Forget | saidit—"

“Tdlme”

Pat dowed hisgait. He dug hisfingernail into the deck of his skateboard. “Well, | mean, with you
out of gymand dl . . . you have morefreetime, right?’

“I have. . .time”

“Wadll, | thought maybe you and me. . . | wasthinking we could do more things together. Y ou
know?Like. . . together.”

Monica stopped, faced Pat. There was something catching at the back of her throat; she could
seeit wasthe same for him. Hewaslooking back at her, smiling, an intense passion behind his eyes,
newly-erupted hormones desperately instructing him to do the things a fourteen-year-old boy had to do.
She knew he' d been harboring acrush for at least the last two years, and that he’ d been waiting patiently
for the defining moment in which to spring The Question—and now that it had been sprung, shefound
hersdf lessthan-prepared. It was scary, the thought of having aboyfriend, of being agirlfriend. She
knew Pat would treat her right, knew that he would be a devoted crush, amemorable first time, afathful
lover . . . perhaps even ahusband, if they stuck it out—Dbut isthiswhat | want? Isthishow it' sto turn
out? A steady, certain progression from best buddy to fuck buddy to my baby’ s daddy? Street corner
acrobat and conspiracy theorigt sticking it out hereinlittle oI’ Sussex till deeth do we part?

Pat was waiting. Monicareached out and squeezed his hand, leaned over and kissed him quickly
on thelips. Just to see. Without aword, he leaned forward so that their foreheads were touching. She
could smell mint chewing gum on his breath, wind and sunin his hair, some sporty deodorant on hisskin
aswordlessy he asked her for another kiss, tilted his head—

—shepulled away. “Pat.”

“Sorry, Monica—"

“No, it'snotyou. It's...it'sjust...” Shefdl dlent. It'sjust that if | accept you, then | accept
my life asacommonplace citizen. | don't know if I’m ready to do that—oh lord, listento me. Asif I'm
fucking roydty. Asif there' sthe dightest chance |’ ll ever haveto blow off adate because of gym
practice. “I need to think afew things over. | hope you understand.”

Pat cleared histhroat, nodded, smiled. “Hey, no questions asked.”

Monicasmiled, too, and started walking again. When they reached Deborah’ s house she
thanked Pat for walking her home. She stood in the yard and watched as he rode his skateboard down
the street, out of Sight.

She wondered how long it would take for her heart to stop hammering in her chest.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Dear Diary,

Thisis supposed to be my firgt entry, but somehow it doesn't fed like anything morethan a
rough draft of arough draft. I’ ve never been awriter. However, my counsdor thinksit'sgood
for meto keep ajournal. She's convinced my parentsthat it’s an outlet, and everyone knows
amidfit such as mysdlf needs an outlet. For what, | don’t know. Everyone seemsto think I'm
holding something back because I’ ve kept up with my training, or because I'm not cutifying



mysdf like girlsmy age should. They think I'm unladylike. My mom keeps bringing around
these flowery skirts and blouses—she thinks part of my problem isthe pants and sweatshirts
I”’m alwayswearing. “Y ou’ re not running to and from practice anymore,” she dwaystelsme.
“You can dressnicely now.” Ugh.

It' sHalloween today. October has redlly flown by, considering the circumstances. Pat has
made hisintentions clear. | guess|’ve known al dong that he'shad a crush on me, but now
it sredlly obvious. | fed so sorry for him. | get the feding he’ snever hit on any other girl
because he' s been holding out for the day | say “yes.” Inaway I’ m flattered. Most boys are
crude, making fun of my size or cracking the usud dirty sex jokesinvolving agymnast’s
flexibility in bed. Pat’s crude, too, but in another way. He' s never said anything derogatory
towards me. He actualy treats me very well. And yet it’s hard to think of him as more than a
brother. I'm curious, | suppose, about going steady with aguy, but . . . | don’t know. | don’t
know about anything right now. | can’t believe | wrote dl this. It' s Halloween and I’ m Sitting
herewriting. Thisisstupid. Thisisn't even ared diary, it' safree program my dad found
online. Paper’ stoo expensive. So much for posterity.

Monicashut off her notebook, set it beside her bed. She till had homework to finish, but it was
hard to find the inspiration, and so she remained sitting with her back against thewall, her legs drawn up
agang her chest—asif she were huddling for warmth despite the billiards room'’ slibera thermodtat
setting. It waslike that last night in the old house, the old room, feeling like it was the eve of something
incredible, except now it was teenage worries, the intricacies of friendship . . . how to dedl with aboy
whose crush threatened to sedl her fate.

A knock at the doorway, the familiar smell of Sharon’ s perfume. “Monica? Are you proper?’

“Yeah,” replied Monica.

Sharon stepped into the room. *Y our father’ s going to be late tonight. | took the liberty of
picking up dinner. Chinesefood. It son the table.”

“I'm nat hungry.”

“You' d better not wait until Chris has had hisway with the fried rice—"

“I'mfinishing my homework.” Monica picked up her notebook, switching it on again.

Sharon sighed, turned and | eft; her voice wafted in from the other room. “Well, if you fed like
coming out of your cavein alittlewhile, I’ d appreciate your taking Chris out for trick-or-treat—"

“Mom.”

“—you know how he' s had his heart set on chocolate since August. Twenty minutes should doit,
up and down the Street—it’ || spare everyone' s nerves not to have him whining about missed opportunity
afterward. I’d go, but | have astack of papersto grade, and laundry to do, and amillion other
things. ...

Ugh, she'srambling. “Fine. I'll beout in abit.”

Paper bags rustling; Chris saying something about amissing fork as hetoreinto hismed; the
videobox being turned on—normaly the background noise didn’t bother Monica, but now it was
excruciating, a probably-isn' t-but-surel y-might-be subtle hint that asthe Big Sister of the family shewas
expected to gracioudy yield to the confectionery needs of her kid brother. After afew minutes spoiled
concentration, she set down her notebook and went out into the main room, filched an egg roll from the
tray. “All right, let’ s get this over with so that | can finish my homework and possibly passthe ninth
grade.”

“Monica,” said Sharon, “alittle enthusasm, please.”

“| sad I'd take him.”

“Wadll, you don't haveto act like it' sthe biggest chore in the world.”

“I’'m not acting.”

Sharon disregarded her, instead nodding at Chris. “ Are you ready to become atiger?’

“You bet!” Chris shouted.



“Wipe your mouth, sveetie.”

Up in the bathroom, the trangition from boy to anima wasinitiated, Sharon doing makeup,
Monicadoing wardrobe, and Chris rehearsing his growls.

“You'renot dressing up thisyear?’ he asked as Sharon gpplied whiskersto his cheek.

Monica, working with needle and thread to attach Chris' tail to hisbacksde, said, “Nope.”

“Why not?’

“Becausetrick-or-treating isfor little kids.”

Chris pondered this, dlowing Sharon to continue applying makeup amoment longer before
raising his hands and pushing her away. “ Then | won't wear acostume either.”

“Chris—" began Sharon, wrestling with him.

“I'mnot alittlekid!”

“Christopher Michad Sardinial”

Monicadodged out of theway as Chrisredly started squirming. “Watch it! You regoing to get a
needlein your as3”

The battle between mother and son reached a crescendo. When it became evident her efforts
would do nothing more than make an even bigger mess of things, Sharon backed off, dropped her
sponge onto the counter top, and glared at Monica. “Happy?’

“Don’'t blameme,” said Monica, risng to her feet, severed tail in hand. “He s the one who won't
gand ill.”

Sharon folded her arms. “Y ou're his older sister, and, apparently, hislatest idol since taking up
chronic gpathy.”

You say that likeI'm arebel or something, Monicathought. Like you want meto rebd. “Can we
cal apeacetreaty?’

Sharon spread her hands, waited.

Squatting before Chris, Monicaasked, “Y ou’ re not going to dress up?’

Chris shook his head.

“Then how will you get your candy?’

Helooked thoughtful. “How are you going to get your candy?’

Monica straightened, folding her arms and tapping her sneakered foot against the floor. “Y ou
know | don't est candy.”

“But you're not agymnast anymore. Y ou can eat whatever you want.”

“I'm gtill agymnast. | just don't have anywhereto practice.” Monicaset thetiger’stail onthe
counter top. “I'll be out front. Let me know if and when you' reready.” She left the bathroom.

That' [l earn me another session with the counsel or, she thought, descending the staircase and
breezing out the front door. She waited in the yard, patient, impatient, wishing for something, for nothing.

It was agood ten minutes before Chris, his costume fully assembled, presented himsdlf to her on
the front step. Histiger’ stail hung limply on the doormat.

“Mom saysfor meto gpologize,” he said.

Monicawiped awvay afew lingering tears. “ That’ s okay.”

“Will you il take me trick-or-tresting?

“Sure”

Chris beamed, growled accordingly.

Sharon caught them asthey |eft the yard. “ Seeyou in ahbit!” she caled, waving, puttingona
amile, asif everything were hunky-dory.

Monicastarted down the street, Chris bounding along aheed, his sweet tooth leading him on.
There were other kidsaswell, ghouls, ghosts, goblins, superheroes, and devils—all wandering about the
neighborhood with ataste for sugary morsdls. The bounty wasn't dl that impressive, though. A good
majority of the neighbors didn’t even have their front lights on, and those who did were stingy with the
treats—evidence of tightened budgets, higher chocolate prices, wilted demeanors to match the cracked
sidewaks and potholed streets. Up againgt the horizon, the old water tower, bruised and battered, stood
like adead sentry in the burgundy dregs of sunset.



“Y ou look rather thoughtful,” said Esther, a twenty-something housewife who' d come to stand
beside Monica as she watched her son, dressed as a cowboy, run up the neighbor’ swalk.

“Jugt thinking about things,” said Monica, animage of Pat briefly surfacing.

Esther nodded. “Aren’t wedl. Y our mom and | bumped into each other afew days ago. She
tellsmeyou' re back in public school .”

“Yegh”

“That' sgood. | hopeit’sgoing well for you.”

“Oh, | havefriendsthere,” Monicasaid, and shrugged. “I1t' sokay, | guess.”

“But it's<till school.” Esther chuckled. “1’m sure you' d rather be anywhere else Monday to
Friday, eight to three. Back at your gym, perhaps.”

Monicasmiled, wished Chriswould hurry up so she could move on down the street. “It’snot
that bad. Redlly. | have amakeshift training room at home.”

“But it' s not the same asbeing on ateam, isit?’

“No, itisn't.”

“Ugh. Ian't it just typicd these days?’ Esther wrung her hands. “ Everything' s so topsy-turvy—al
we can do is putter around in our respective niches! Work and home, school and home. Shit, my
husband hasllittle Keith dl riled up over making the Pee Weefootbal team, but I'm like, *Where sthe
money going to come from, hon? We ve got six credit accounts, and four of them are maxed out. Plus,
he wants me to be the one to run Keith back and forth between practice and al that. | told him, ‘ Look,
darling, | can cook and clean dl day, or | can play Soccer Mom, but not both.””

Monicalistened as Esther went on and on, the proverbiad smal-town housewife, stringy hair,
dightly starved ook, never enough money.

A premonition? Monicawondered, and wasimmensdy relieved when Chrisfinaly returned,
attached himsdlf to her side and announced he was et for the night. He picked through his sack of
goodies as she said goodbye to Esther and led him back in the direction of home. She was considering
what to do with herself for the rest of the evening when she looked up—and stopped in her tracks.

There was amarked vehicle parked in front of Deborah’'s house.

Chris, caught off-guard, bumped into her face-first. He tried unceremonioudy to wipe asmidgen
of hisfacial makeup from her sweatshirt. “Why’ d you stop, Monica?’

“I don't know,” she responded, adozen different possibilities running through her head as she
willed hersdlf into motion once again, up the stret, up the front walk, into the house.

She found them in the dining room, Deborah, her parents, and two trick-or-treaters dressed as
military officers. They were gathered around the table and conversing intently. When they spotted her in
the doorway, the military men fixed her with apair of appraiang stares.

“Monica, dear,” Sharon said, smiling broadly. “ Come, sit with us—there’ snewsfrom the
NPAA.”

Monicatook aseat at thetable; she held her breath as Deborah, excusing herself, hustled Chris
upgtairsfor hisnightly shower.

Sharon introduced the newcomers. “ Thisis Mr. Duncke and Mr. Godin. Gentlemen, my
daughter, Monica.”

Each of the men shook Monica s hand in turn. Both sported spotless uniforms and even
buzz-cuts.

Dunckd jumped to the heart of the matter: “Ms. Sardinia, in light of recent eventsinvolving the
girls Patriot team losing four of its best athletes, the NPAA has decided to revamp itsentire eite
program in time for the forthcoming Olympic year. Thisentails many changes, one of whichisthe
appointment of Darren Hades as head coach of the girls gymnasticsteam.”

Monica s eyes widened. With the exception of the Alabama Massacre, she' d been avoiding the
news, and so hadn’t kept up with NPAA affairs—but she did know who Darren Hadeswas. Most
gymnasts were gymnasts because of hislore, his performance on Heroes' Day, 2084, where he'd
become the sixth person in Olympic history to earn flawless scores on paralld bars and floor.

“Mr. Hades has decided,” said Godin, “that the new girls program will best be served by a



small, highly-speciaized team of six young women fagt-tracked for Heroes' Day. Assuch, it isour duty
and honor to inform you that you'’ ve been hand-picked to serve asteam captain.”

Godin’ swords rang out loud and clear, and Monica' s brain processed their meaning—till, she
couldn’t believe what she was hearing, couldn’t believe that her parents hadn’t somehow hired the men
gtting across from her to sneak over while she was out with Chris—a twisted Halloween prank. She
cleared her throat, glanced a Sharon, who was absolutely beaming, about to burst.

“There€ s paperwork involved,” Duncke continued, “and you'll be required to live and work
aboard Olympus Station for aone-year term. Living arrangements and boarding fees will be taken care
of, should you accept, and your time with us counts as your obligatory military service.”

Silence wasinevitable. Monicalooked from Dunckel to Godin to Sharon to Mike, found herself
completely stopped up, unable to smile or nod or give the dightest acknowledgment. Hope and reason
were duking it out, trying to help her decide between fucked-up Halloween gag and genuine,
storybook-style windfall.

“You'll haveto forgive her,” said Sharon. “ She' s spent the last two months reintegrating asa
commoner. It's been stressful for usal, to say the least, what with the move and al—but she never lost
her competitive spirit. She' s even kept up with her training. She' s been waiting for thisday, and now it's
come!”

Godin produced an information packet, with formsto be looked over, sgned, and submitted no
later than five o' clock the following day.

“WEll need sometimeto discussthis,” Mike said, grasping Monica s hand. “ But rest assured,
you' Il have your answer by tomorrow.”

Monicanodded, asurge of excitement at last cracking the bewilderment. She’ d been dreaming
of becoming a Patriot sincefirgt enrolling at KG—but she hadn’t expected the redlity to be so
anticlimactic, to have what she wanted most after haf alifetime of steady rejection, after two solid
months of trying to wean hersdf from every naive hope she' d ever had. No way, she thought to herself.
Noway . ..noway thisisreal. And yet there it was. papers on the table, an offer waiting to be
accepted.

No fucking way.

Mike and Sharon shook hands with the recruiters, made some last-minute smaltalk before
showing them out. Then, for agood while, the Sardinias merdly stood on the front step hugging each
other, laughing, whooping—completely mad.

CHAPTER TWELVE

The video messenger window cameto life as Pat oriented his web cam, framed himsdlf
somewhat Sdeways. “Yeah?’

“It' sme, Monica”

“| can seethat,” Pat yawned, rubbing his eyes, scratching his head (it looked like he' d been
gaming dl evening). “What'son your mind?’

So many things! “I’ ve been up al night with my parents. The paperwork’ snot finished, and I’'m
not even sureif I'm supposed to be telling thisto anyone, but | just haveto get it off my chest because |
fed likel’m going to explode—"

“Y ou're babbling, toots.”

“I' know!” Monicalaughed, swalowed. “ Oh, Pat—I’ ve turned Petriot. I’ m going to Olympus!”

Pat gawked, caught somewhere between distrust and genuine curiosity. “I thought you weren't
competing anymore.”

“I’'m not. A couple of NPAA officersliterally cameto my door and asked if | wanted to join the
Petriot team.”

“Areyou surethey weren't con artists? Did they ask to use the bathroom?’

“They were genuine, Pat. | mean, we' re still going to contact the NPAA office directly first thing



tomorrow morning, just to confirm, but it'sthered dedl. I'm ill in shock.”
A wary grin spread across Pat’ sface. He looked off-camerafor amoment. “I don’t believe you.
I’'m & the NPAA Web site right now and you' re dill listed as aretired junior.”
“Wadll, duh! We dtill have to turn in the paperwork.”
“Got any proof?’
“I didn’t exactly posefor pictureswith the recruiters.”
“Okay,” said Pat. “A test, then. Look mein the eye and tell me, ‘ Patrick, | am aPatriot athlete.””
Monicaleaned forward, framed herself dead-center. “Patrick, | am a Patriot athlete.”
“Now say, ‘Patrick, | want you.””
“Dreamon.”
“Serioudy, be scientific about this, Monica. | need acontrol statement. Say, * Patrick, | want
you.””
“Fine. Patrick, | want you. Satisfied?’
“Good. Now say, ‘Patrick, | am aPatriot athlete’ once more.”
Monicagritted her teeth, scowling. “ Patrick, | am a Patriot athlete.”
Pat narrowed his eyes, stroked his chin. “Hmm. Very interesting. Both statements seem to be
genuine—"
Monicagave him alook.
“—however, asyour right eye didn’t twitch during your Patriot statement, I'm guessing you're
telling the truth as you know it.”
“Gee, thanks That was't humiliating or anything.”
Leaning back, Pet folded hisarms behind his head. “Don’'t mention it—but hey, now that we' ve
established the facts, does this mean your picture is going to be on cerea boxes and McDondd' s cups?’
“Wdll,” said Monica, “I’'m going to be on the national team, but that just means| have a chance
at competing during the Heroes' Day events. It al depends on scores, how well | do during training—by
theway, my coach isgoing to be Darren Hades.”
“Darenwho?’
“Darren Hades. He was the gymnast who got perfect marks on Heroes' Day, 2084.”
“Oh, him. | read hisbio in history class. Wow, he' s till around?’
“Yeah, dork,” said Monica. “Hewas only twelve yearsold.”
“Oh, right,” said Pat. “| forget that al you Olympic types sart your careerswhen you're ill in
digpers”
“Y ou know the saying: train hard or go home.”
“I thought it was‘fdl hard, dieyoung.””
Monicayawned, stretched. “ The longer you go without deep, the more sarcastic you get. Did
you know that?’
“Doyou like methisway, Chaky Cheeks?’
“Chalky Cheeks?’
Pat was |ooking off-screen again. “ Y eah, you know, when the girls get prints on their butt
cheeks—dude, thisNPAA site has agreat photo gallery. The wedgie shots aone are worth—"
“I’m going to deep, you pervert,” Monicasaid, reaching for the escape key. “ Goodnight, Pat.”
“Monica”
“What?’
“Congratulations on turning Patriot.”
Monicasmiled. “ Thanks, Pet. That meansalot to me.”
“And thanksfor letting me be your firs—uwith the news, | mean.”
“Ugh!” snorted Monica, the double entendre sinking in after amoment. “ Goodnight!”
Pat laughed, waved goodbye as he signed off.

* % %



It was hdf past midnight when Monica, dipping upstairsfor adrink of water, found her mother
gtting at the kitchen table.

“Can’'t deep?’ she asked.

Sharon sighed. “ Just going over thefine print.”

Monicatook ice cubes from the freezer, dropped them into an eight-ounce glass, filled the glass
with water from the tank. She sat at the table and offered a sip to Sharon, who politely declined.

“They’'reredly thorough, aren’t they?” Sharon murmured as she leaned back in her chair and
rested her eyes amoment. “We |l have to sign you over to your new coachesfor the year. Lega
guardianshipand dl.”

Monicaspped her icewater. “They’ll just be my space parents—you and dad will dways be my
Earth parents”

Sharon chuckled, leaned forward again and shuffled some papers about. “Did you read the part
about the bodyguard thing?’

“Yes,” said Monicawith anod. “1t' sonly naturd that there' Il be increased security aboard a
Space sation.”

“I don't know if I likethat.”

“I'll probably be safer than | was during that conference in Los Angeles. Do you remember the
motel story where that guy with the camera kept bugging us at the swimming pool, and how he even tried
to follow Amy into the restroom?’

“Oh, lord, yes,” said Sharon. “Thank God Greg was looking after you girlsl”

Monicagiggled. “Y esh—he sure put that weirdo in his place.”

“With ablack eye, to boot!”

The two of them shared amoment of mutud laughter. Then Sharon got serious again:

“Redlly, though. Think about what it’sliketo livein space. All those people up thereand
nowhereto go if things get out of hand.”

“I’vethought about it,” Monicasaid. (She' d read over every piece of information inthe NPAA
packet, the rules, regulations, and security protocols, and none of it outweighed the basic, obvioustruth
that even if she did have reservations about going to Olympus, she would never get an opportunity like
thisagain.) “Isit redly any different than living on asmal continent?’

“Olympusisbig, but it's no continent. In the event of an emergency, you can't just grab an
inflatable raft and be on your merry way.” Sharon looked Monicain the eye. “ Then there sthetime
frame. A whole year away from home, two strangers looking after you, bodyguards following you
wherever you go. Y ou'll be spending Christmas away from your family. | know we were excited about
thisin the heat of the moment, but we have to consder these things.”

“I' know,” Monicasaid, and took another sip of water, set her glass down and folded her hands
together. Her contemplative half wished for amonth to make the right decision; her competitive half was
dying for morning to come so that they could turn the paperwork in, get the ball rolling. “I want this. Y ou
know I’ ve wanted this ever since | mastered my first back handspring. | haveto go, mom. | haveto give
it my best shot, for you and dad and Chris, for the Keenes and for my training partners and my
community.”

Sharon smiled. She had that “1 know my daughter” look in her eyes as she pushed her seat back
and gestured for Monicato give her ahug. Then: “Come. It'slate. Let’ sget you agood night’ s rest
before we sign you over to America”

Arminarm, mother and daughter |eft the kitchen, flicking off the light asthey went.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The NPAA liked to handleits affairsin an efficient manner. Monica had three daysto pack her
bags and say her goodbyes—it wasn't nearly enough time. However, amidst amyriad of preparations,
including being interviewed, getting a physical examination, and having her ID tag updated, she made a
point of demanding aride to Keene' s Gymnastics so she could ddliver the news of her departurein



person.
It was |ate afternoon. Sharon waited on the periphery as Monicastrode into the training room

and caught the girls' attention. Everyone gathered around her as she gushed about being drafted—and by
Darren Hades himsdlf, no lessl The younger girls covered their mouths and went wide-eyed; Sarah and
Amy hugged her, cried tears of joy. The Keenes. . . their reponses were surprisingly lukewarm. They
paced off to the side, happy to see her, she assumed, but more eager to get on with their training session.
Donna congratul ated her briefly, and then clapped for everyone to get back on task.

Greg, smiling and waving a Sharon, motioned Monicainto hisoffice.

“Isshe having ‘one of those days?” Monicaasked, leaning againgt thewall as Greg closed the
door.

Heran ahand along the top of his head. “'Y ou know Donna. She’ s never been big on emotional
digolays”

“You don't seem entirely thrilled either.”

“Oh, I’'m happy for you—and of course I’mthrilled! | was chattering like aschoolgirl when the
NPAA cdled mefor an interview. My little Monicais going to Olympus!”

“Still, there’ s something you want to say, right?’

Greg sghed. “1 supposethe news of your leaving is merdly anti-climactic.”

“Wel, sureitis” sad Monica, “but isn't thisthe god ? Besdes the fact that it gets you state
funding, you run an elite program so that your athleteswill have the skills necessary to compete at the
national level—theinternationd level. Olympus. Heroes Day.” Shefrowned. “Why do | get thefeding
you'd rather | tay herein Franklin?’

Greg kndlt, held Monica s face between hishands. “What is Heroes' Day about?’

“The gathering of Earth’ s Patriot nationsin celebration of the competitive spirit—"

“No, no. That' s the program guide definition. What does Heroes Day mean”?”’

Monicafatered, shrugged. “Y ou mean Patriot Grant stuff? Allocation of resourcesand al that?’

L etting her go, Greg moved over to the window and gazed out into the parking lot. “Maost young
people don’t have the sense to ask aquestion like that in the classroom. They don’t know any better. To
today’ syouth it’ sjust agame. Too many of us, and too little to go around. So we compete—we
fight—for our factories and pastures, our reservoirs and feedstocks, the booty going to the biggest bully
on the block. Just afew decades ago it was men and women in fatigues crawling along muddy trenches.
Now it’' stwelve-year-old boys and girls, in the gym, in the swimming pool, out on the football field.”

“Therée s nothing wrong with the Patriot System,” said Monica “It’ s not about who can take
what by force anymore, it’ s about who can earn their global rank.”

Greg sghed, hours of philosophica debate welling behind his eyes as he faced Monicaagain.
“Why do you think I limit mysdlf to three junior dites aseason? Why do you think Keene' s Gymnadticsis
il asmdl-time club despite the fact that a dozen or so of our girls have turned Patriot in about as many
Seasons?’

“I awaysthought it was because you couldn't afford abigger gym.”

Greg glared at her. “1t changes, Monica. In here, it’sfor the sport, it’ sfor your family and your
community. Out there, it'sfor your country. Suddenly people you don't know will heap their
expectations upon you. They’ |l want to watch you on TV and in person and have you sign your
photographs. They’ Il want to know everything about you, stats, favorites, musical tastes, persond bdliefs.
They’ll expect the world from you.”

Monicafolded her arms, trying to glean the meaning from Greg’' swords. She thought of her
dinky little burg, the rusted fences and cracked pavement and overgrown lawns; she couldn’t understand
why Greg was balking at her becoming a Patriot. Certainly he didn’t seem this down-tempo whenever his
other girls made the cut. “I’'m alieutenant in the United States Army now. | have achance a making
things better for my family and my country. | can handle the fanfare.”

Greg smiled wanly. “Remember what | told you the night of our last barbecue?’

“What' sthat?’

“You're ataented athlete, and aterrific mentor. Wedidn't call you ‘Big Sigter’ just for the sake



of giving you atitle. Y ou dways made a difference here, you aways hel ped things run smoothly. Y ou
should know that when | retire, | can easily see mysdlf turning the gym over to you. Donna agrees with
me”

Monicaraised her eyebrows.

“How about it? 'Y ou want to be a coach one day, kiddo? Run your own club?’

“I'... 1 don’'t know what to say.” Theideahadn’t crossed her mind; she'd been focusing on so
many other things during the last two months—namely surviva in the suburbs. “I’d haveto think it over.”

“Well, you' d be good at it.” Greg crossed the office, heading for the door. “ Oh, but don’'t you
listen to me, now. | have my own crotchety ideas about the sport, but thisisyour time. Y ou’ ve earned
it.” Ashe passed Monica, heleaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “ Promise you' |l writeto us
while you' re up there dancing amongst the sars”

“I promise,” Monicasaid, and stepped out of theway as Greg |eft the office, resumed hiswork
with Donnaand the girls.

“What was that about?’ Sharon asked as they returned to the car.

“Bad day,” Monicareplied, climbing into the passenger seat and buckling hersdlf in.

“That poor man. He aways |ooks several hours short of agood night’ sdeep. At least your
training partners seemed to be in good spirits.”

“Oh, you know Greg. He s got his no-nonsense way of looking at things. That’ swhy we picked
himinthefirg place”

“| thought we picked him because of the family discount,” said Sharon, jokingly.

“You mean to tel me my dlite career wasthe result of abargain buy?’

Sharon tarted the car. “It’ s paid off, hasn't it?’

“That' sthe Patriot spirit, mom.” Monicalaughed and turned on the radio, tapped her fingerson
the dashboard and hummed aong to a somewhat familiar pop tune. In the back of her mind astrangely
emotive feding surfaced, if only for amoment, asthey pulled out of the KG lot and onto the road. She
told hersdlf it was no different, the nostagia, from what she' d been feding last week, before her
recruitment. Still, she was missing her friends dready, albeit now for more prestigious reasons.

It was apleasant surpriseto find Pat grinding the curb in front of Deborah’ s house.

“Hi, Monica,” he said, gathering his skateboard under hisarm and strolling dongside the car as
Sharon parked. “Hi, Mrs. Sardinia.”

“Hello, Patrick.”

Monicagot out, waited with Pet beside the driveway until Sharon, nodding and smiling smugly,
went insdethe house.

“Running some lagt-minute errands?’ asked Pat once they were done.

“Yeah,” replied Monica. “What' s up with you?’

“I had to see you off, of course. Or were you planning on sneaking away to Olympus without
giving your Big Brother abig hug?’

Monica responded with a polite embrace.

“| dso wanted to give you this,” said Pat. Letting her go, he reached into his pocket and pulled
out apair of woven bracelets.

“Y ou sentimental fool,” Monica said, accepting hers and noticing that her name had been stitched
into thefabric. “1 didn’t know you could sew.”

“I can't. | used the nanofibre machine at the mall—I hope that does't disquaify me.”

“I'll et it pass,” Monicalaughed. She fastened the bracelet around her wrist; the letters (or,
rather, the color of the fabric) rearranged themselves and began scrolling out amessage, ticker-style: i fit!
now you' |l never berid of me! muahaha!

“| programmed in acouple phrases,” said Pat. “Nothing specia, but maybeif you're having a
bad day you'll get alaugh or two.”

“It'snice” said Monica. “Thanks.”

Pat nodded, turned and looked down the street. “It’ll be ayear the next time we stand here like
this—or wherever itisyour folks get settled in.”



“I'm surethetimewill fly by.”

“It'Il bedifferent. You'll befourteen, Il be fifteen. Can you bdieveit? Hafway to thirty!”

“Thisyear’ sfelt more like Sx months—and next year will probably be morelikefour.”

Pat started tapping the hedl of hisfoot againgt the ground. “My dad’ s going to have mework at
the shop next year. Earn some of my own cash fixing cars and doing paint jobs. | guessit’skind of cool
to be part of thefamily business. Something to fal back on.”

Stepping beside him, Monica gazed down the street aswell. It may have been presumptuous on
her part, but she had the feding Pat was, on some subconscious leve, trying to justify hisown
progress—till acommonplace citizen, but advancing enough in hisown circle so that he wouldn't fal of f
her radar once she' d been living asa Patriot ite for afew months. Hoping that maybe when | come
back after my term we can pick up wherewe left off . . . hoping that maybe I'll be ready for him then.

She reached out and grasped his hand, felt hiswarmth. “ Thanks for coming, Pat.”

“No prob, §is.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Her find night before leaving for Olympus, Monicagot absolutely no deep. Mogt of it was
pre-mest jitters, anticipation accumulated during three days worth of frenzied preparations for the
trangition back into competitive athletics—and in quite the unorthodox fashion, too, as she was skipping
right over her obligatory term at the Nationd Training Center to spend an entire year aboard Olympus
(most Patriots only trained aboard the station for two to three weeks prior to the Heroes' Day fedtivities).
And she was doing it without her teammates, without her club coach.

There was dso0 the matter of Greg's office speech. His reaction to her turning Patriot was quite
perplexing, and hadn’t been at al what she' d expected—he hadn’t been the same coach she' d grown up
with, shouting and jumping up and down ecstatically whenever she nailed a conference routine.

But, shetold hersdlf between tossing and turning, he’ sentitled to his opinions. He' s only looking
out for my best interests.

When dawn finally came, she shut off her darm clock and dipped from her bed, moving quietly
through the darkness, checking her bags, snagging one last mentd freeze-frame of her little weight
machine nook, humble asit was, to take with her once the sun was up and the day began.

A knock at the doorway.

She threw on her robe, found her mother waiting by the threshold. It was obvious she hadn't
dept, either.

“Six 0'clock,” Sharon said, yawning, smiling. “ Better get dibs on the bathroom before the guys
do.”

Monica padded upgtairs. In the bathroom, she went through her usua grooming routine in a daze.
The morning seemed to unfold around her of its own accord.

Breskfast was quiet, surredl. The only onewho did any red talking was Chris. Monica, Mike,
and Sharon merely exchanged anxious glances, the unspoken question lingering on their minds: Isthisred
and not just adream?

At seven o' clock, the NPAA shuttle pulled up out front. Monicastood on the front step and
endured abarrage of hugs and kisses from her parents, from Deborah as Dunckel and Godin stored her
luggage away.

“Make us proud,” said Mike.

“Bring Americathegold,” said Sharon.

“Oh, swestie,” sobbed Deborah. “How I’'m going to missyou!”

Chris, the last to offer his goodbyes, wrapped his arms around Monicaand said, “When it' stime
for the floor exercise, | want you to do that break dancing trick where you flarel”

Everyonelaughed. Then it wastimeto go. Monica strode down the walk and got into the shuittle.
She stuated hersdf in the passenger seet, fastening the harness as per Dunckd’ singtructions (riding in
such avehiclewas anew experiencefor her, asonly military and various government officialswere



alowed to operate persona-sized craft—civilianswere, for adl intensve purposes, grounded). The shuttle
roseinto theair, Monica sfamily watching and waving below. In amoment, they weretiny speckslost
between the patchwork rooftops.

“WEe |l reach the Milwaukee Skyport in about ten minutes,” explained Dunckel, digning the
shuttle with the nearest skyway. “There' Il be amodest wait, and then it's on to Olympus Station.”

Godin glanced over his shoulder. “Ever ridden the Skyways before?’

Monicashook her head, unableto reply, for the back of her throat had tightened up, and her
palms had become sweaty—one of her latent fears had decided to rear its ugly head at amost
inconvenient time.

“Ms. Sardinia?’

Clutching the seat with her hands, Monica closed her eyes and quietly asked, “ Could we close
the windows, please?’

“What' swrong, Monica?’ Therewas concernin Godin’svoice.

“I...1don't likeflying.”

“Ah, firgt time on apersond shuttle?’

Of course, Monica had flown on commercid arliners many times before, to and from various
national conferences, but even then, at amere 35,000 feet, she' d spent al her preflight time negotiating
for the seat farthest from the window. “Y eah.”

“Jay,” Godin said. “Dim thewindows, please.”

Opening one of her eyes a crack, Monica saw the windows (all but Dunckel’s, as he was
driving) go opague.

“Better?” asked Godin.

“Better,” said Monica

Godin chuckled. “1 never heard of agymnast who's afraid of heights.”

“I'm not afraid of heilghts—and I’'m not afraid of flying. I’'m afraid of crashing.”

Dunckd burgt out laughing. “Wdl put.”

“All right, then, Ms. Sardinia,” said Godin, facing forward in his seet. “Wefly to the Skyport with
windows dimmed.”

By God' s grace, the shuttle made it to the skyport without a hiccup, and Monicawas delivered
to the proper termind to await ddivery to Olympus. The skyport was much like aterrestria airport,
except hereit was mostly military and industry folk egting at the restaurants, browsing the gift shops. A
good many people werein uniform.

Godin took the liberty of buying Monicaasoda; then he showed her around, explained how the
skyport was kept afloat by afleet of turbines that ran day and night. The windows offered a splendid
angel’ s-eye view of the Earth below (which, funnily enough, didn’t seem to bother Monicaasit had
during the shuttleride).

“You'll probably want to avoid the viewports aboard Olympus, though,” Godin said. “The
station rotates somewhat rapidly. Y ou don’t notice it when you' re going about your daily routine, but it
can be dizzying looking out the windows—even the best of us can get motion sicknessif we re not
caeful.”

When it came time to board the shuttle to Olympus, Godin and Duncke sat with Monica, eachin
turn offering their assurance that the ride would be brief and uneventful. Thankfully, thistime around,
there were no windows. Otherwise, the interior of the shuttle resembled the cabin of avery nest
commercia arliner, with video screens embedded in the seat backs. All luggage and persond items were
stored in a separate compartment.

“Because,” Godin explained, winking, “we Il be weightlessfor ashort while”

Monica smiled, swalowed—wondered what she' d gotten hersdf into. Checking and
double-checking her harness, she set hersdlf to watching arandom sitcom for the duration of the flight,



and only took her eyes off the screen after Godin had informed her that the ship was docked, and al was
wall.

Olympus, Monica knew from her planetside studies, was atorus-type station arranged around a
central docking hub. Long spokes connected the hub to the torus itself, where the station’s 10,000
officerslived and worked. Gravity was provided via centrifugal force, sunlight viaan intricate mirror
system. Interior real estate was arranged into “belts’, which were further divided into “ stripes’ dedicated
to military, scientific, business, industrid, and recreationa endeavors. During Heroes Day fedtivities, the
promenade belt (landscaped to resemble a sprawling valey freeze-framed in eternal springtime) often
took on upwards of 80,000 additiona guests.

However, asimpressive asits architectura specifications were, Olympus wasn't perfect. Inthe
exterior photographs and video footage the station was ajewel suspended in the sky, a starlight Olympic
dream twinkling inthe night. Ontheingde. . . wel, most space stations till in commission after twenty
years were vulnerable to wear and tear, and Olympus, grand asit was, was not immune to the passage of
time

Not that there was an opportunity to stand around and pick at scabs, as Sharon liked to say. As
soon as Monica s shuttle docked, she and the other passengers were directed to a screening area, where
ateam of armed security officers patted her down, waved their wands over her front and back, head to
toe. Once cleared, she was handed her backpack and duffel bag and was allowed to ride one of the golf
cart-looking transportsinto the station’ s outer ring. Dunckel and Godin hastily directed her through a
series of interconnecting corridors, all smooth, amost glossy floors and ceilings, and faux-stone walswith
niches bearing mythologica rdliefs or sprays of suspicioudy hedthy ferns. Everything wasimpeccably
clean, but there was evidence of strain. Loose wiring hung in certain places, bulkhead panels were often
missing, and the air was severa degreestoo chilly.

At the entrance to awide, low-ceilinged corridor with doors lined up on either sde (persona
quarters, Monicaassumed), her escorts bid her farewell and turned her over to atdl, hulking black man
who introduced himsdlf as Lieutenant Tompkins.

“I"m the security coordinator for thisstripe,” he said, shaking her hand and leading her down the
corridor. “You'll have to excuse theinformaity of your arriva—usudly they have awe come committee
for the teams, but as you probably know, there have been some changes made recently, many of which
involve my serving as bellboy and/or doorman.”

Monicasmiled.

“Anyhow, thisis your home stripe. Hereyou'll find your quarters, bathroom facilities, and a
commons room. Y our coach will explain the particulars—ah, herewe go.” Tompkins dowed ashe
approached one of the cabin doors—in front of which stood a chic-looking woman holding a notebook
computer and acamera.

LindaBaimbridge.

“Heresheid” Lindasgueded, coming to life asif on cue. “My proud little team captain—Il ook at
those darling locks!” She darted forward, stooping dightly so that she could feather Monica shair. “This
isgoing to look so nice onceit grows out. Oh, aren’t you the most adorable little thing!”

Monicahad been briefed about Linda, her team’ s publicist, ahead of time, and so wasn't entirely
unfamiliar with the woman—though she wasill-prepared for the sheer amount of persondity coming at
her full-force. Five-foot-five, mid-to-late thirties, still ableto fit nicely into denim jacket, halter top, and
gtretch pants, Linda s socia abundance left M onica speechless as her hand was pumped, her picture
taken, her cheek pinched.

“Welcome aboard,” Tompkins said, once Linda had finished her preliminaries. He waved the
cabin door open and did hisbest to hide a smirk as he ushered Monicainsde.

Three of her teammates (who' d evidently arrived only moments before) were in the process of
unpacking their things. Therewas Lisa Trotter, ablue-eyed brunette; Kristen O’ Brien, freckle-faced and
red-haired; Ivana Chang, tiny, ef-like, probably asked several timesaday to confirm her age and Patriot
eigibility. Their wrangler: Coach Tracie, fortyish, brusque, to-the-point—to be addressed as* Coach
Traci€’ a al times. She shook Monica s hand and instructed her to get situated while she conversed with



Lindaand Tompkinsout in the corridor.

“She’ sdwayslikethat, fromwhat | cantel,” explained Lisa, oncethe door closed. “ They say
working with Darren Hades will do that to you.”

“Areyou taking about Coach Tracie or Ms. Bambridge?’ asked Kristen.

Lisagiggled. “Maybe both, now that | think about it.”

“Whereis Coach Hades?’ Monica asked.

“Probably hiding in thetraining room,” said Lisa. “I think he did asingle planetsde interview
before flying up here for his one-year term.”

“Hedoesn't like publicity,” Kristen said.

“How funny,” said Monica “Have any of you met him yet?’

Thegirlsal shook their heads.

Lisasad, “I researched him on the Internet.”

“He scute” Krisen said. “He doesn't ook like he'samost thirty.”

Everyone cooed. Even Ivana, the quiet one, was caught blushing.

Monica set her bag down, glanced around the room, which was quite Spartan. There were
bunks on either side, with cubbies built into the bulkhead beside each bed; a desk with a computer
terminal sat centered against the rear wall. “Who goes where?’ she asked.

“Weadl agreed,” said Lisg, “that Snce you' re team captain, you should be thefirst to pick which
bunk you want.”

Kristen and Ivananodded their heads and waited patiently—and in that moment, Monica
realized she redlly was team captain, the Big Sister to two-thirds of the United States' precocious Patriot
team. There was no way any of her new roommates would be turning twelve before the start of the new
season. (In Ivand s case, Monicawas certain she wouldn't be smelling birthday candles for at least
another Sx months)

She chose the bottom-right bunk.

“Istherest of the team aboard?’ she asked, testing the mattress with her knuckles.

Lisanodded. “It’sjust us, Jackie Davisson, and Britney Lawler. They'rethe stars. They share
their own room.”

“I'mkind of nervous,” Kristen said. She' d fished a plastic token from her pocket and was
preparing to flip to see who got the top-left bunk. “They’ ve never put together a Patriot team like this
before, forgoing the Nationa Training Center and dl. And spending an entire year up here with Jackie
and Britney . . . | mean, you seethem in the feeds dl the time—Jackie€' s made the cover of The NPAA
Journal three timesthisyear. She' slike asupermodd. Britney, too. Internationa supergtars. And you,
with your nationd rank through theroof anddl . .. .”

Ivanalooked like she might be sick.

Chrigt, thought Monica. The NPAA redlly has wiped the date clean—and me, the babysitter.
Not one of her new training partnerswas familiar, either. She might have seen Lisa a the Nationa
Convention earlier in the year, but it was doubtful any of the girls had had much nationa experience prior
to their being drafted for service aboard Olympus. They certainly didn’t have any internationa
experience, and from the looks on their faces, they probably hadn’t been away from their hometowns for
more than aweekend at atime. Even then, they’ d had their club coaches with them.

“Monica?’ asked Lisa(she d gotten bottom bunk, |eft).

“Yesh?’

“I don’'t mean to offend or anything, but . . . you' re so much older than the rest of us. | checked
your NPAA profile, and, well, how come you' re—I mean, were—ajunior? How come you never joined
the Petriot teeam?’

“Because,” Monicaanswered, “I was never asked.”

“Never?’

“The NPAA hasits method of sdlection, | guess—but I’'m here now. Weall are.”

Krigen, top bunk, left, grinned. “Think you'll make it through the whole year?”’

“For the NAU?" Monicaleft her bunk, walked over to where the other girls were standing. She



held out her hand, palm down. “Y ou bet.”

The otherstook the hint and dapped their hands atop Monica's. All at once, they cheered, “For
America”

Coach Tracie entered the room. She carried alarge bundle in her arms.

“Your gation uniforms,” she said, distributing accordingly. “ Sizes have been taken from your
persona profiles—if something doesn't fit, let me know and I’ll have Wardrobe adjust it for you.”

Monica unpacked her uniform. It consisted of a one-piece bodysuit, black along the torso and
legs, with the standard Olympus star pattern, in gray, across the shoulders and upper arms. Therewas
also ajacket and apair of rugged-looking boots.

“Country colors are printed across the back of your jacket,” Tracie continued. “Rank insignia
can befound on the collar. As specidists aboard Olympus, you' ve been granted lieutenant-Petriot
status—don’t abuse the privilege. Y our home stripeis NAU-3C. Thisisroom 15. Remember that.
Outside these quarters, you areto bein uniform at al times. The exception, of course, iswhen you're
training with Coach Hades or mysdif, or when you' re off-duty. We Il review station policy more
thoroughly later. Right now, asthe press have set up in the assembly room, | need you al spruced up and
inuniform. The bathroom facilities for this stripe are out the door and to your left. Be respectful of our
sgter nations by not spending an overt amount of timein the shower or in front of the mirror. All
extended grooming activities should be performed here, in your quarters. Thereé samirror behind this
panel here—" Tracie pressed a button beside the door; a portion of the wall replaced itself with a
full-length mirror. “—and a clothing sanitizer built into the bulkhead to my left. Expect the custodian to
come by between nine o’ clock and noon daily. This normally won't be of concern, asyou'll betraining
during those hours. Regardless, make sure al your personal belongings are stored away in your cubbies.
The bots can sometimes have trouble telling trinkets from trash. Understood?’

Everyone nodded.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The assembly room was wide and low-ceilinged, with rows of seats sprawling down amild dope
that gave way to the podium area. There, atable wired with an armada of video camerasand
microphones had been set up. Each of the girlsin Monica s group was given aname tag and directed to
st quietly until the U.S. teeam was called for itsinterview (Tracie, Linda, and apair of Tompkins men
goodintheade).

Monicamoved down the row. Her seat was adjacent to that of thetallest (and likely oldest) of a
group of Canadian boyswho' d filed in moments before.

“Gymnast?’ asked the boy, paying her afriendly nod as she took her sedt.

“Yeah,” shereplied, and moved to fasten her name tag to the breast of her jacket. When she
dipped, and the tag started to fall, the boy reached out and grabbed it, presented it to her with asmile.

“Thanks” shesaid, blushing.

“Y ou' rewelcome. I'm John. John Matusik.”

“MonicaSardinia”” She shook John’s hand. “ Are you new here, too?’

John put on ascowl, though not without humor. “Not as new asyou. No, my team has been
aboard for dmost two weeks. The news mediaare just getting around to us.”

“Wow,” said Monica. “ls't that kind of careless considering the circumstances?’

“Maybe, maybe not. | listen to the coachestaking, andit’sal, ‘If the U.S. getsto train aboard
Olympus, sodowe!” It'sared big entitlement thing, but you never see any stories about it on the news.
The mediaseemsto be the last to pick up on these kinds of subtleties.”

“Right?” Monicaflitted her tongue. “1t' sonly Heroes Day, after all.”

“Onething isfor sure: It sgoing to get crowded once every digible country hasitsteamstraining
up here”

“Areyou nervous?’

John shrugged. “Y esand no. Thisis supposed to be an important season for the NAU, so |



guessin that respect I'm anxious to do my part—buit it’s not going to keep me from deeping soundly at
night. I’'m only here because my father ownsthe gym wherel train. | know my stuff, but | wasn't first
choicefor the team—Iast minute injuriesin the roster, you know. Whether or not any of us makesit past
the pre-season, my father thinks our presence here will ook good in the headlines—and who wouldn't
want the attention?’

Monicafrowned, unsureif John was being serious or if he was merely satirizing his country’s
outlook. “What kind of attitudeisthat?’

“I"'m not making excuses,” John said. “Nor am | setting unreasonable godls. | plan to excd within
the boundaries I’ ve set for mysdlf.”

“Oh.” Monicathought it an odd way of looking at the sport, setting boundariesinstead of godls,
but she nodded anyway, and was on the verge of saying something else when one of the adults sested
nearby—John’ s coach (and father, judging from the striking resembl ance)—Ieaned over and tapped him
heavily on the shoulder.

“Faceforward, John,” he said.

John did ashewastold, but not before ralling his eyes and winking at Monica.

Stfling agiggle, Monicafaced forward aswell.

The newsfolk did their thing. After along while of sitting and listening to half-heard questions and
commentsinvolving severa of the other nations, Lindaguided the U.S. girlsfrom their seats and down
the aide, to the podium.

Theinterview was anew experience for Monica, as back on Earth, juniorsdidn’t get presstime,
nor were their performances recorded beyond smal groups of friends and family who brought home
video cameras with them to the various conferences. There was makeup to be applied, lighting to be
adjusted—and Tracie, quite the bundle of nerves, didn’t let her girls answer a single question without
making afuss,

It started innocently enough: Monicaand the rest of the team situated themselves at the table,
with Tracie asthe centerpiece (Monicaand Lisato her |eft, Kristen and Ivanato her right, and Linda
waiting offstage). The first question was from a bespectacled, dick-haired reporter named Dan
Goodberg.

“Hello, Monica” Dan said, smiling in adisarming fashion.

“Hello,” replied Monica, smiling back.

“Y ou're going to be fourteen in afew months, correct?’

“In April, yes”

“That makes you the oldest member of the U.S. Patriot team.”

Monica shrugged. “It's not too much of abig dedl. | used to serve as‘Big Sister’ at my club
back home. | know what it’ slike to be the old woman.”

Polite laughter reverberated throughout the assembly room.

Another of the reporters stood, introduced hersdlf, and asked, “Monica, how doesit fed to be
on the Patriot team, and as the team captain, no less?”’

Monicasad, “Oh, it' sexciting—it' s just about the most exciting thing that’ s ever happened to
me”

Another question from Dan (who' d remained standing): “I would think so, what with your
meeting Darren Hadesand Al ”

“Wadl, actudly, | haven't met him just yet—"

Tracie cleared her throat, cutting Monica off. “Mr. Hades s currently occupied el sewhere.”

“I can seethat,” muttered Dan, smirking.

In her peripheral vison, Monicasaw Traci€' s demeanor darken anotch or two.

A third reporter stood, stepped dightly forward. Addressing Monica, she asked, “Y ou recently
came out of retirement, yes?’

“Yeah,” Monicareplied tentatively (Tracie had started to lean forward, and looked like she had
something to say, though she kept her silence).

“Do you fed you're ready to jump back into the sport as a Patriot dite?’



Tracie gppropriated the nearest microphone. “Monica has signed a one-year contract, as have dl
our girls. Mr. Hades and mysdf are confident she will see her term through.”

Thereporter smiled. “1 don't question Monica s—or any of the other girlS —commitment. | was
referring to her physica sae”

Tracie moved to deliver another rebuttal, but not before Monica (hoping to diffuse apotentia
P.R. bomb) answered, “I’ ve never stopped training. | have asmal gym at home where I’ ve been doing
al my conditioning, usudly between four and six o' clock, after school.”

Tracie' sexpression softened just alittle.

Thankfully, the next reporter decided to address one of the other girls—namey Ivana (who
looked |east prepared to answer to aroom full of strangers):

“Will you be upgrading your Tsukaharavault, as aluded to by your former coach during the
Nationd Convention?’

“I’'mnot sure,” Ivanasaid, her voicetiny, fairy-like. She looked to Tracie for guidance. “I guessit
would be up to my new coaches.”

Dan Goodberg, still standing, hislist of questions at the ready: “Y ou haven't met Mr. Hades
ather?

“No.”

“Tdl us, Ivana, dear: How confident are you going into the new competitive season without a
game plan, without having met your to-be coach and savior of the NAU’ sailing nationd rank?’

“It'sonly our first day,” Monica offered, noting poor Ivana s“Help me!” expression. “We
haven’t even seen the training room yet—"

“Er, what Monicameansto say,” said Tracie, cutting in again, “isthat Mr. Hades prefersto
gpend histime focusing on hisathletes, in the gym, instead of giving superfluousinterviews such asthis—”

“Yet,” pushed Dan, “he seems perfectly at ease ignoring this particular shipment of recruits—"

“As has dready been stated, the girls have only just arrived, but will be properly incorporated
into the team shortly. Now, if there are no more questions, Mr. Goodberg—"

“Onemore,” said Dan, smiling that devious smile of his (al around him, the flock of reporters
seemed content to watch their colleague play with fire).

Tracie was seething. Shel d obvioudy done battle with the likes of Dan Goodberg before. “If it's
appropriste—"

Not waiting for a complete acknowledgment, Dan asked, “What about the NPAA’s decison to
return to the‘oneszefitsdl’ attitude, having one coach handle the nationa team without input from esch
individud ahlete s coach?’

“It’ sobvious from the United States three-term dump that that attitude isinvalid. What we need
iscongstency across the roster—"

“Or exclusgivity.” Dan stepped forward so that he was very nearly resting his elbows on the
podium. “Isthere any truth to the rumor that Hades is compiling a skeleton-team, focusing solely on his
two top athletes—planning apony show for Heroes Day?’

“That' sabsurd!” Tracie exclaimed, looking asif she' d been dapped in the face. “Mr. Goodberg,
are you here to hand out wild accusations or to do an interview?’

Dan held up his hands and backed off. “My apologiesif I’ ve hit a sensitive spot.”

There was an uncomfortable silence as he took his seat and the next reporter stepped up to
bat—which wasn't redlly necessary, because Dan had already asked the questions everyone else had
been too polite to ask. Now, dl that wasleft wasthe fluff: the girls' dtats, their favorites, their opinionson
which current pop-culture icon was cutest. When these sorts of topics were exhausted, the U.S. team
was excused from the podium, and the next team was prepped.

John caught Monicaon the way out.

“Y ou're quite popular with the newsmen,” he whispered in passing.

“Monica,” Tracie barked, pointing towards the exit. “ On task, please.”

John giggled, waved goodbye.



Theremainder of the day was spent learning protocol.

“The door scanners are coded to only accept commands from those with clearance,” Tracie said
whileingtructing the girls on how to get around the station with the proper hand gestures. “Y our rank
grantsyou accessto al civilian-level compartments, aswell asafew privileged areas, such asyour home
stripe, the training rooms, and many areas of the promenade.”

In the cafeteria, she showed Monicahow to work the food kiosks. “ Asteam captain, you'll be
responsible for properly guiding your teammates egting habits whenever Hades or mysdlf are not
around.”

“Bananacream piesfor al!” Monicajoked.

Tracie frowned and returned the team to their room. She sat with the girls and went over
timetables, aswell as proper etiquette regarding training sessions. By the time she was through, it was
knock-off time.

“Not you,” Tracie said, gesturing for Monicato follow her out into the corridor.

She complied, stepping away from the door and letting it dide shut. “Y es, Coach Tracie?’

“Y ou need to be more aware of your responsibilities.”

Monicablinked. “ Sorry?’

“The press conference—it was adisaster.”

“I don’'t understand—"

“That Goodberg fellow had hisway with us and then tossed us aside. Who knows what sorts of
things he and his cronies are putting into their Sories—"

“I could' ve handled the questions,” Monicasaid. And it might have helped if you didn’t flip out
every chance you got.

Tracie glanced over her shoulder, asif someone might be eavesdropping. When she looked a
Monicaagain, there was a grave expression on her face (well, more so than what wastypical for her).
“Thisis probably the only free moment we'll have before winter break, so listen closdly. 1t’s not about
me and you. It’s about us versus them. We have an image to uphold, and whether or not you agree with
it, it syour duty as a Petriot to uphold that image, for team and for country. Those newshounds are the
enemy, awaysfeding adong the seamsfor cracks. Never be forthcoming with more than asmple answer
to any and dl questions. Give them fluff instead of facts. Anything that hasto do with our training
philosophies, our attitudes as Patriots, you let me or Coach Hades answer. Isthat understood?’

Monicanodded. “Yes,” shesad.

“Good. Now, make surethe lights are out by 21:00—we begin tomorrow, bright and early.”

Tracieturned and |ft.

Inside her quarters, Monicasat on her bunk and sighed.

“What was that about?’ Kristen asked. (She and the others had swapped their uniforms for
shorts, swests, tees.)

It was difficult to understand Traci€ s matives. Certainly the woman wasn't anything like she' d
expected—Olympus wasn't anything like she' d expected. Regardless, Monicaknew it was her duty to
keep her teammates at ease. Darren Hades' right-hand woman may have fumbled her first impression,
but that didn’t mean she wasn't just having abad day (though it would be satisfyingly easy for Monicato
samply shake her head and say, “ Coach Tracieisabitch!™).

It'sonly our first day, she reminded hersdlf. The dust hasto settle. Given time, she was sure
Traciewould mellow out.

Giventime,

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The homesickness didn't hit that first night aboard Olympus. Everyone was too wired, too
excited, too exhausted to deep. Bedtime wasn't wasted, however. Without Tracie hovering over them,



Monicaand her new roommates could do al the gushing and babbling they’ d had to forgo throughout the
day. They swapped Stories, traded idedls. Eventuadly, at some obscure point in the early morning,
everyone returned to their bunks and got wheat little deep there was to be had before the new day began.

06:00 came hard and fast. It seemed like Monica had barely closed her eyes when suddenly
Coach Tracie was breezing into the room, clapping her hands, and shaking everyone from their beds.

“Alarm off,” she said as she brought up thelights.

Monicayawned and swung her legs over the side of her bunk. She exchanged brief glanceswith
the other girls, who appeared to be just as clueless as she was concerning their being roused an hour
ealy.

“Coach Hades,” said Tracie, assuming an authoritative stancein front of the door, “would like to
make an early assessment. Y ou have five minutes to get changed and to have your bags ready.”

Monicaleft her bunk, began preparing along with her teammeates. “We re supposed to get
bathroom time,” she said.

“Thisistheinternationa space gation,” said Tracie. “ Having anew, preemptive Olympic training
program means having upwards of 10,000 athletes vying for the same space. Adjustments must be made,
lest we waste taxpayer resources standing in linefor the toilet. Besides, there are restroom fecilities a the

Monica started to protest again, but Lisa, who was standing nearest, nudged her in the side and
gave her alook as shewriggled out of her pgiamas. Kristen and Ivanafollowed suit, so that by thetime
Monicahad finaly dipped into her warm-up gear, the others were dready dressed, waiting.

(Though Traciedidn’t offer any hints, Monicaknew on the way out that she' d earned herself a
deduction of some kind—she would have to keep her moves polished, sheredized. In and out of the
gym.,)

Tompkinswaswaiting in the corridor. He had two security officerswith him. Their name tags
read “Kim” and “Cross”

“Good morning, ladies” Tompkins greeted, bowing dightly.

Kristen yawned.

Taking the lead, Tracie directed her troop down the corridor. There were other NAU members
up and about, many carrying towels and toothbrushes as they headed towards the bathroom. A few
smiled or nodded.

During theride into the promenade belt, Monicaturned to Tompkins and asked, “ So, you' re our
bodyguard?’

“| prefer *personal escort,”” Tompkins replied, and winked. “ Sounds much better, doesn’'t it?’

Monicasmiled. She liked Tompkins—especidly amidst this early-hour abundance of bloodshot
eyes and puffy faces—and gave him an extrapoint in her menta score book.

For the remainder of theride, she sat quietly and took in the Sights. The view was spectacular,
with the“morning” sunlight filtering through the mirror system above and illuminating the gently doping
landscape. There were buildings, trees, grass, awide watercourse—the torus was adice of the Earth
encapsulated in space for safe keeping.

“Look,” Lisawhispered, pointing off into the distance, where the Olympic Arenasat proud oniits
hilltop. Thisgot the girls smiling, winking at each other, looks of, | can’'t believe I’ m actudly here! on their
faces.

The transport dropped the team off outside an NAU training lot, which contained about half a
dozen converted warehouses speckled between stacks of concrete blocks, piles of lumber, and
gatherings of bulldozers and cranes. The entrance to the lot was guarded by a small gaggle of security
officerswho waved their wands, checked their rosters, and motioned Monica s group inside.

The gym itsdf was nearly five timesthe sze of the Keenes', and the equi pment was untarnished,
the paint unchipped. Back at KG, the air-conditioning system had never worked; here, the air was crisp
and cool, enough to raise the goose flesh on Monica s arms—but she knew it would feel good once she
waswarmed up.

Tompkins and his men took up post on the perimeter as Tracie led the girls to the washroom.



There, Monicaunderstood Hades desireto get an early dtart, as severa members of the Canadian and
Mexican teams were dready availing themselves of the showers, Snks, and mirrors. In another hour or
two, the place would be crammed with people, virtualy inaccessible.

“There || dways be areporter or two lurking on thefringes,” Tracie explained. “Y ou need to get
used to looking your best, evenintraining. | want your complexions clear and your smiles bright.”

There wasllittle room for modesty. Nozzleswere lined up in arow. It wasn't as e oquent as
Monicawould have liked, but no one seemed interested in prurience, and so she disrobed, ducked in for
her shower. The other girlsfollowed dong like little ducklings, not saying much asthey soaped, lathered,
rinsed, and dried off. Once they were spruced up, in their leotards, their hair scrunchied (or, in Monica's
case, pinned appropriately out of the way), they exited the washroom and presented themselvesto
Tracie, who nodded approvingly and led them back out into the training area. Jackie Davisson and
Britney Lawler, who' d been ddivered during the interim, and who were aready gussied up and ready to
go, sat a the edge of the podium listening to their portable music players.

“Coach Hades will be along shortly,” Tracie said, glancing at her wristwatch. She stepped onto
the podium to check the various apparatus. “Wait quietly.”

Monica, Lisa, Kristen, and lvana set their gym bags down and sat alongside Jackie and Britney.
Since neither of the girls offered more than an obligatory nod, Monicatook the initiative and introduced
hersdlf, her roommates.

Jackie, her sun-kissed complexion and whest field locks even more dazzling in person, removed
one of her ear buds. Sizing up the new Patriot team with alukewarm glance that lingered on Ivana, she
said to Monica, “Wow, you have alot of work to do, don’t you?’

Her question was posed so matter-of-factly she couldn’t have meant any insult. Nevertheless,
Monicafelt the heat rising beneath her cheeks. “What' s that supposed to mean?”’

“Everyon€sso. .. new,” Jackiesaid. “Well, not you—you' re the veteran, of course. But
them. .. wow.”

Monicahad only known her roommates for a day, and had absolutely no ideawhat their work
ethicwaslike. Still, her ingtinct wasto stick up for them. “They’ re good workers. They wouldn't be here
otherwise. And anyway, we' redl new. We al have alot of work ahead of us.”

Jackie shook her head. “ Britney and me, we're the specidists. Y ou' re the all-arounders.”

“Meaning?’

“Meaning Darren will be working with me and Britney asthe front-liners, and Brendawill be
working with you girls as support.”

“Brenda?’

Jackierolled her eyes. “Brenda Tracie. Y our coach.”

Again, Jackie seemed to be spesking matter-of-factly, with no more guile than that of a
sx-year-old blatantly pointing out her father’ sbad spot in front of company—but for an international
competitor, she had little of the acquired socid grace Monica had found to be common among dlite
athletes, junior or senior.

Keeping her smile, Monicaasked, “ Anything we should know about life with Hades and
Trecie?

“Thisisit,” replied Jackie, reseating her ear bud and clicking through her playligt. “Watching and
waiting—oh, and if there' stime, we do alittletraining.”

Britney snickered, bobbed her head to whatever tune was blaring through her ear buds.

Monicawaited, watched the other teamswarming up at various spots around the training room,
thegirlsin their deevelessleotards, the boysin socks and shorts. When Darren Hades strolled out into
the open, more than afew heads turned in his direction—if not because of who he was, then because of
how rare it wasto see him asaliving, breathing entity (and not just atill photograph or video clip posted
on hisNPAA profile page). Dark-haired, broad-shoul dered, handsome, he possessed a boyish sort of
charismathat had Monica swooning inwardly despite her best efforts.

All ear buds and wandering gazes disappeared as Hades came to stand over Team USA,
clipboard in hand, eagle eyeslooking the girls over.



Monicasat, listened, the butterflies fluttering madly in her somach as, after hisvisua ingpection,
Hades |aunched into the obligatory pep speech:

“Heroes Day isdmost ayear away—an eternity. And yet | can guarantee you the time between
now and then will absolutdly fly. Asyou dl know, the beginning of each competitive season isthefiercest
interms of scores, nationa rankings—clubs from al over the country are touting their best for acrack at
the Patriot team. | don’t haveto tell you that, due to an unfortunate series of events, we' ve decided to
re-structure our game plan. Y our scores have gotten you a pre-approved membership—you are
specidigts aboard Olympus, and your teammeates are your coworkers. Y ou are America s Heroes; our
time together, aswell as your performance a December’ s Pre-Season Assessment mest, will determine
whether or not you keep the position. Y ou are professional athletes. Thisisyour job, your serviceto
your country. Intra-team friendship can be useful, but professonaism is paramount.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Monica caught Jackie feigning ayawn as she shot Britney a bored
look. Obvioudy they’ d heard thislecture before.

“Two-thirds of you,” Hades continued, pacing, “are without internationa experience. Thisis
okay. Asl said, the NPAA istrying new things. Developing your experience over the coming monthswill
undoubtedly prove more worthwhile than having to reshgpe old kills, old habits. Y ou will learn to work
asateam, and not just as six individua gymnasts who happen to be competing together.” He gestured for
Monicato stand up, and had her face the others as he gripped her shoulders. “Monicais your team
captain. She' sracked up some of the most solid numbers we' ve ever seen at the national level. Despite
her inexperience overseas, her demeanor, her reaction to her mistakesiswhat caught my eye during the
recruitment process.” Hades let her go, gestured for her to St down. “I’ ve assembled this particular team
because today’ s sport calsfor abaance of pep and performance, pretty smiles and perfect lines. Each
of you has a super-power: Jackie, your tumbling skills; Britney, your barswork; Monica, your
consstency. And so forth. | have every intention of seeing this group through to next year’ s National and
Internationa Conventions, and on to Heroes' Day. However, my intentions amount to nothing if you are
unwilling or unprepared to giveit your everything. | don’t haveto remind you thet at thisleve of
competition, every tenth of apoint matters. Technical ability cannot overshadow artistic presentation, nor
can artigtic presentation be used to mask an obvious lack of skill. Y ou need to comprise the best
elements of competition in your routines: conflict, struggle, resolution. Y ou are performers. Olympusis
your stage. Let’s put on one heck of a show.”

Monicabit her lip, unsure of what she’ d just heard, of what exactly Hades was trying to convey
between al the fluff besidesreinforcing the usud “work hard, mind your ingtructors’ attitude—not that
she cared dl that much at the moment. Coaches dways had big, sometimes overly-ambitiousidedls, but
in the end they al wanted the same thing from their athletes. obedience, repetition, results.

Hades talked for afew minutes longer, dispensing with the more mundane details regarding his
training schedule. Then he hopped onto the podium and announced that it was practice time.

Shedding her warm-up suit and faling into step with the others, Monica breathed deeply and
summoned her well-rehearsed game state. Immediately, she was focused, al the excitement and
anticipation receding, everything flowing adong a specific current. She found hersdf in fluid motion,
gretching, jogging, then beginning work on the uneven bars, the balance beam, the vault. Beside each
gpparatus, Hades and Tracie unleashed their collection of critiques, ng skill sets, noting weak
spots as, in the background, the gym gradudly filled with athletes, milling about, running, jumping,
twisting, twirling through the air, tumbling across the numerous podiums—feeding the boundless kinetic
energy.

The rest of the morning was a flash-frame progression, a rapid-motion composite of missed
bar-grabs and unstuck landings, bruised skin, bloody palms, torn ligaments, and frustrated young faces
stresked with tears as chalk dust-like-failure rained down from above.

During abrief interlude, Monica, gulping from her water bottle, stood at the edge of the
Mexicans practice space and surveyed the battlefield, watched as a dozen soldier-athletes tore
themsalves gpart at the whim of their commander-coaches. One girl went down hard on the beam, and
had to be carried away on astretcher. A hundred years ago, before the advent of nanomedicine, such an



accident would have set her back an entire season, perhaps longer. Now, it was little more than aminor
annoyance, one more thing for acoach to lord over his pupil upon her recovery severd dayslater.

Monicawas glad she' d kept herself in shape. She endured practice without too much complaint
from her muscles, her joints. She was able to warm to the monotony, the tirel ess repetition of skills
performed over and over until they were second nature, with only a scratch here, abruise there—nothing
that warranted avigt to theinfirmary.

Throughout, Hades and Tracie were consistent, though Tracie seemed more suited for
multi-tasking than Hades—and stern as shewas, she didn’t have half the temper he did whenever
something went wrong. At one point, when Britney bungled one of her layouts, causing her to hop off the
beam prematurely, Hades grabbed a handful of chak from the bowl and hurled it at her, yeling, “Areyou
listening or just hearing? Tilt, tilt!” On another occasion, he resorted to childish mimicking when Kristen
complained that an aerid skill was proving more difficult than expected.

Consequently, Tracie often had to pull double duty, coddling aswell as coaching—and this
overwhelmingly resulted in Monicabeing ignored. She was given ingtruction, told which skills shewas
expected to connect in order to assemble her preliminary routines, but beyond that, the hugs, the
pep-talk, and the shows of emotional support were reserved for the other girls, who were obvioudy
unstable, emotionaly. Or perhapsit was merely their youth that made them prone to throwing fits and
sulking whenever something went the dightest bit wrong.

At any rate, Monicawas glad when noon bresk arrived. Her first training session aboard
Olympus had stoked tempers, ruffled feathers; there had been no time for smalltalk, no opportunitiesto
gt on the fringes and admire the male gymnasts.

Indeed, she didn’t notice John until she was pulling on her warm-up suit.

“Hello, Monica,” he said, hisbag dung over his shoulder, hisface dightly flushed from his
workout. He was smiling, and whether or not it was intentiona, he radiated a subtle sort of mischief, a
playfulnessthat seemed to offset the entire morning’ s harshness.

Monica straightened, cinched the drawstring of her pants. “Hi, John.”

“How' sit going with Mr. Hades?’

“Wadll, I'm dedling with his assistant, mostly,” said Monica. “But he sepsin every now and then
to make sure | know everything I’'m doing isbad.”

John laughed. “So | heard.”

“You dthink wewere dl abunch of level 6'sjudt trying to get past compulsories.” Monica
glanced over her shoulder. Hades and Tracie were talking with asmall group of press houndswho'd
wandered into the gym. A step away, Tompkins and his men kept a meticulous watch.

“Helikesto move hisgirlsaround alot, doesn’t he?’ asked John.

Monicasighed. “Y ou noticed?’

John lowered his lashes, till smiling, looking embarrassed. “I watched you train dl morning. My
father saysyou're the Americans secret wesgpon, sent hereto distract al the other teams mae
members. | told him | agree”

Monicareached for her bag. Boys, she thought. Always thinking about romance even when the
girl isswesty and covered in chalk—though she had to admit she didn’t necessarily mind being observed
from afar by such a cute boy.

Lisacameto her sde.

“Areyou ready?’ she asked, gesturing at Kristen and lvana, who were waiting at the end of the
podium, and who were looking rather impatient. “We d like our showers—and lunch—before classtime
sarts.”

Monicasmiled a John. “I should be going.”

“Metoo,” John said. “But maybe we Il bump into each other in the cafeteria?’

“I'll look for you.”

He winked and rgjoined his teammeates.

“Who wasthat?’ Lisaasked, folding her arms.

“Some Canadian named John.”



Lisawatched him from behind. After amoment, she said, “ Excdlent buit.”
“Yeah,” agreed Monica
Thetwo of them giggled.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Somewhere between the showers and the cafeteria, Jackie and Britney were whisked away for
safe keeping by Coach Hades. That meant Tracie would be having lunch with Monica, Lisa, Kristen, and
Ivana, and while the prospect wasn't entirely dluring, it was obvious, now that their firgt training sesson
was over, the girlswould rather ded with Tracie than with Hades.

“Jackie wasn't flattering hersdlf,” Lisawhispered into Monica s ear asthey made their way to
one of the NAU tables. “ Coach Hadesredly isdl about her and Britney. | don't think amoment passes
by when they’ re not under hiswing.”

“I'm actudly thinking it’s better thisway,” Monicawhispered back. “ Can you imagine egting with
Coach Hades? He probably spends two-thirds of the time going over routines.”

“It sounds like you don't care much for him.”

“Wadl, he'sDarren Hades,” Monicasaid, “and it'sonly my first day working with him, but | have
to admit he'salittle. . . intense”

Lisamade aface. “It' sokay. | don’t like him, either.”

| didn’'t say that, Monicathought, but let it drop (what with Tracie in such close proximity) asshe
took her seat.

“Your orders, please,” said Trecie.

“What kind of food do they serve here?’ asked Kristen.

“Anything,” said Lisa “The kitchens use bulk matter.”

“Y ou make it sound so good,” Monicasaid, scrunching up her nose.

“Wél, they do—it'sin the information packet.”

“I'll' have aturkey sandwich, then. Lettuce and tomato, no oil or mayo, easy on the mustard.”

“Hamburger, no onions,” added Lisa.

After thinking for amoment, Kristen said, “ Caesar sdad.”

Ivanaquietly nodded and indicated that she wanted what Kristen was having.

Tracie went to fetch the girlstheir meals. Monicawatched her go, her somach rumbling as she
surveyed the cafeteria, which was roped off into sections. Video screens embedded in the walls
displayed newsfeeds from avariety of sources. The various countries' respective security officers paced
to and fro, up and down the aides, their firearms clinking asthey kept watch over not just the athletes,
but the scientists, businessmen, and politicians, too.

The NAU tables were attended by several dozen Patriots from Canada, Mexico, and the United
States—most of whom would be discharged after the Pre-Season Assessment meet, replaced, if
necessary, as the team rosters were refined here, in orbit, instead of down on Earth. More teams were
on the way, but even now the place was packed, athletes sitting shoulder to shoulder, egting, talking,
laughing. Monicacouldn’t help but notice how much older the non-gymnastics members were. Oh, the
other teams had their young prodigiesaswdll, but virtudly al the gymnasts present were aged thirteen
and under. 1t was enough to make Monicafed uncommonly self-conscious, she a petitelittle thing,
four-foot-eight, eighty pounds, seated beside atall, muscular Canadian with ample beard stubble dusting
his cheeks (a swimmer, she gathered from his conversation with histeammates).

He noticed her right away, offered her anod and atentative grin.

“Hi,” shesad, smiling. “I'm Monica”

The swimmer smirked. “ Todd. Let me guess—you' re agymnadt, right?’

Monicanodded.

“Yeah, | thought so. It'sawaysthe ankle-biters the NPAA likesto put out there in Spandex and
scrunchies. Pretty soon we' |l havetiny fetusesin jarsrolling across the balance beams.”

Todd' s companions laughed, not entirely apathetic, but not exactly friendly either—and it



dawned on Monicathat planetside she' d been ajunior; inter-team interaction had been friendly,
respectful banter between competitors within the same nation. Here, amongst the seniors, it wasthe
United States versus the rest of the NAU versusthe rest of the world. Economic leverage over prize
money.

No fa se pretenses.

Monica started to turn away—

“Wait, little girl—I mean Monica, isit?’

—and faced the Canadian group again (if only to show that she could take alittle criticism
without losing her manners). One of the femae svimmerswas smiling at her.

“You haveto forgive him,” she said, gesturing a Todd. “He srather blunt, what with hisbeing a
competitor—and aguy, noless. It'sjust . . . well, obvioudy everyone at thistable isamember of the
same union, but our respective countries do have different ideas on things.”

“That'sokay,” Monicasad, honestly enough. “No harm, no foul, right?’

“Right. May | ask you a persond question?’

“Goright ahead.”

“IsDarren Hades for real ?’

A shrug from Monica. “I would think so.”

“What | mean is, and please don't take this the wrong way, but, in my opinion, your superiors
are crazy to send agroup of kids up here. | mean, having minors compete as seniorsis one thing, but
how can abunch of twelve-year-olds be expected to make it an entire year away from their friendsand
families?’

Ingtinctively, Monicalooked at Ivana, who' d taken to nibbling her bottom lip. It looked like
homesi ckness had been first and foremost on her mind since morning practice. That, combined with her
exceedingly prepubescent physique, and she was just about as vulnerable-looking as you could get.

“Wedl make our sacrifices,” Monicasaid, facing the Canadiansagain. “If | can serve my
country by spending ayear without the comforts of home, then I’'m dl for it—but what about you? How
areyou going to ded with your term?’

The Canadian swimmer held up her hands. “No need to be defensive on the matter.”

Monicastarted to respond that it hadn’t been her intention to be “ defensive,” that she was only
curious, interested in making friends—but it was no use. The older athletes had aready turned away,
delving into other matters, other conversations.

“What was that about?’ Kristen asked.

“I guess,” said Monica, “our neighbors have better thingsto do than talk to a bunch of little kids.”

Thegirlswaited in slence until Tracie returned with their lunches.

Taking her plate from the tray, Monicanoted that there was a conspicuous amount of empty
gpace around her sandwich. “Thisiskind of smdl,” she said.

Tracie sat hersdf down and popped the lid off her diet milkshake. “We Il be checking your
weight on adaily bass”

“Okay, but thisis till the most miniature sandwich I ve ever seen. | can have seconds, right?”

“What you have thereiswhat’ s optima for your body type.”

Monicaknew hersdlf. It wasn't asif she'd just entered the sport on awhim. Back at KG, the
K eenes had worked with her over the yearsto develop a competent meal plan. She knew what she
could eat, and she knew how much, how often. Ah, but thisisn't KG, she thought. Thisis Olympus, and
Gregisn't here. Coach Tracieis.

Traciewas staring her down, waiting for her to make like her teammates and avail hersdf of her
dainty little medl.

“Fine” shesad. “I'll grab something from the vending machinelater.” She picked up her
sandwich and took a bite. As she ate, she glanced around the cafeteria and scrutinized the dozens,
hundreds of faces. Everyon€e' s eating but us, she thought, and watched as apair of women from one of
the Spanish teams got up to refill their plates from anearby kiosk. Asthey waited for their order to be
processed, they joked and laughed with each other, adding to an already boisterous ambiance and



making Monicafed even more out-of-place. Her teammates were absol utely wordless—no doubt it was
Tracie' s presence that put them off. She durped her vitamins and minerdsfrom her cup and sat
graight-backed, waiching her girls, supervisng. Babystting.

Monica s sandwich went quick. When she was through, she pushed her plate back and waited
quietly for lunchtime to end. It was easy for her gaze to wander, and she was pleasantly surprised when
she spotted John, tray in hand, weaving hisway through the crowd. When he reached where shewas
sitting, he bowed gracefully and offered her aroll.

“Compliments of the Canadian Parliament,” he said.

“Monica, your diet,” warned Tracie.

Monicaresisted the urge to accept the roll and devour it right then and there. Instead, maintaining
her cool exterior, she shrugged her shoulders and smiled at John. “That’ s very thoughtful of you, but I'm
supposed to watch what | eat.”

“Ah, | see.” John bowed to Tracie. “My gpologies, madam, for tempting your pupil so.”

Tracie nodded ever so dightly; it was obvious she wanted John on his merry way—especialy
when Lisaand Kristen started giggling and rolling their eyes, whispering to one other under their breath.

“Theboys tableisover there,” Tracie said, pointing.

The girls giggled some more as John bowed again and walked away.

Monicawatched him go, navigating hisway back to the Canadians table. There, he sat with his
teammates, hisfriends, his coach-and-father, and he talked, he laughed—and Monica knew she could
waste her lunchtime no longer. Before Tracie could come up with any excuses, she quickly gathered up
Lisa Kristen, and Ivana s empty plates and stacked them on thetray.

“I'll bring these to the recycler,” she said, and |eft the table, making good on her word—but
instead of returning to the United States' table, she went to John's, tapped him on the shoul der.

“Hi,” she said as he looked up.

He grinned. “Did the mother bear |et you out of the den?’

Monicaglanced over her shoulder and caught afera stare from Tracie. “Y ou could say that.”

“Will you st with us, then?’

“Ves”

The other boys and men welcomed her gracioudly, making room for her to Sit, asking her name,
and then introducing themsdlves. Even John' sfather (with whom he shared the samefirst name), who'd
earlier exuded an air of nonstop focus, waslooking amiable.

“So, what' s your story?” John asked her after the pleasantries were out of the way.

“I’'m part of the U.S. Patriots bold new plan,” Monicareplied. “My coach gave a speech about
it this morning—something about determination and perseverance, though | couldn’t understand haf of
what he said. He salittle artsy that way.”

John nodded knowingly. “So’smy father. Always chattering about god's and having agrand
visgon for your team, your club, your country—but as soon as you make the dightest mistake, he' s about
as elogquent as an elephant on aunicycle”

Severd seats down, John' s father snorted and said, “It' s a constant struggle between my alleged
ineloquence and my son' s pastic attention span.”

Monicagiggled. “Isthat true?’

“Certainly not!” John exclaimed. “I’ ve enough of an attention span to have competed at severd
internationa competitions, where|’ ve won anumber of medals and certificates. Of course, thisismy first
shot at becoming aHero.”

“Same here, except this season it will be my first time competing internationaly—ever.”

“Wow,” said Dean, the lanky gymnast Sitting across from John and Monica. “ That' sunusud, isn't
it?’

“Yeah,” replied Monica, “but | guess since everyone thinks thiswill be the United States' last
term aboard Olympus, our athletic coordinators are betting a shakedown isjust what our program needs.
Whether or not it works, though . . . .”

John said, “Y ou must fed alot of pressure from your countryfolk.”



“I don't think it’sredly sunk in al theway yet. Y ou know, being here and on the team. | imagine
that will change once the season begins and we start competing in front of an audience. I’m more worried
about adjusting to my new coaches a the moment.”

“If it sany help, you looked great during practice.”

Monicafolded her arms. * Shouldn’t you have been focusing on your own routines?’

Dean cooed; another of the boys wrapped hisarm around John’s neck and ran his knuckles
againg hisscalp.

“It' struewhat Coach Matusik says,” Dean chuckled. “ John’ sadways |l etting his attention
wander—that’ swhy his scores can dways be talied on one hand.”

During a half-hearted attempt to wriggle free, John said, “It’snot my fault! She’ sthe one who
looked so magnificent in that cute little American leotard of hers!”

Monicafdt hersdf blush. Sheliked theideathat he thought shelooked “magnificent.” It wasn't at
al likewhen Pat hit on her with his desperate, blatant pickup lines disguised as careless humor—vain
attempts to acquire a suitable mate before the supposed apocaypse. John seemed fun. Certainly he was
hitting on her (something dl boys did whenever they acted that certain way around girls), but shedidn’t
mind. It made her fedl delicioudy appreciated.

After amoment, John’ s father clapped his hands and ordained order.

John’'steammate let him go. He re-Situated his jacket and asked Monica, “Areyou freeon
Sunday?’

“Yeah,” replied Monica, recdling Traci€ s having mentioned that Sundays were recuperation
daysfor athletes—no training alowed. “1 can’'t wait to visit the promenade belt. It'sabit claustrophobic
here without windows, if you ask me.”

“Windows are dwaysnice.” John glanced around the cafeteria. “Nicer than dl these silly video
screens. A view of Earth would be sublime.”

“The gtation’ srotation would make you dizzy,” Monicasaid.

“Y ou know what's making me dizzy right now?’

Monicashook her head. “What?’

“Theway your coach istrying to burn ahole through your head from acrossthe room.”

Monicaturned and looked at the U.S. table. Sure enough, Traciewas giving her The Eye. Lisa,
Krigten, and Ivana sat with heads bowed, shoulders dumped.

“I" d better get back,” Monicasaid, standing.

John stood, too. “Yes, you' d better.”

“I enjoyed watching your wrestling skills”

“Alwaysapleasure.” John massaged the back of his neck. “ See you on Sunday?’

“Sounds good.”

“Sunday, then. Goodbye, Monica.”

“Bye, John.”

Back at her own table, Monica sat down and smiled smugly.

Tracie cleared her throat. “Monica”

“y e

“Look at me”

Monicalooked at her.

“I don't like you fraternizing with the enemy.”

“They'rejudt being friendly.”

“Perhaps,” said Tracie, “but don’t forget: they’ re taking jobs from our workers, products from
our store shelves, food from our children’s mouths.”

“That's competition stuff—in the gym. Or aren’t we alowed to be regular people during our
lunch bresk?

The other girls eyes darted to and fro between Monicaand Tracie.

Tracieleaned forward. “Monica, dear, thisisn't little old Waukesha County anymore, and you're
not here just to earn afew extraamerosfor your club. Y ou’ re a Patriot now—act like one. | don’t want



you wandering off like that again. Do you understand?’
Monicafrowned. “Yes, Coach Tracie.”
“Now,” said Tracie, “dl of usareto st quietly and wait for lunch to be over. Arewe clear?’
The girls nodded.
Monica s ssomach grumbled.
She wished she' d eaten John’sroll.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

On Earth, classes at Hamilton had been anecessary evil. On Olympus, school time offered a
welcome (and Tracie-free!) reprieve, as Mr. McDondd, the instructor, was just about the only personin
uniform who wasn't on the clock, uptight, or generaly stressed-out—though this might have had
something to do with the fact that his classroom was mostly empty, save for Monicaand her teammates.
(Normdlly the girls' Peatriot team had twenty to thirty athletes on its roster going into anew season, but as
recent events had shown, Monica s team was anything but normal.)

“I' likeasmall group,” McDonad said once he' d taken roll and gotten the girlsto arrange their
chairsin acircle near the head of the room. “Y ou get agood give and take thisway.”

For the mgority of their classtime, he had the team work through a collection of generd
worksheets, covering mathematics, English, and science. Thelast twenty minutes were devoted to current
events, and began with aquestion:

“Why did that group of extremists stage the Alabama Massacre?”’

“Becausethey're crazy,” said Kristen, railsing her hand.

Lisachuckled softly.

“But they were Mexican,” said McDonald. “They were our neighbors, part of the North
American Union. Why would they turn on their own?’

“Lotsof people hurt each other,” said Lisa. “It doesn’t matter if they’re NAU members or not.”

McDonad considered. “ Then terrorists—or in this case political extremists—do what they do
samply todoit?’

Monicaraised her hand. “ Terrorigts act on behaf of their benefactors. The people who
employed the radicals behind the Massacre don’t consider the NAU as ‘their own.” They see the Global
Ranking System as aU.S.-ingtigated movement dictating to the United Nations who gets what. They
cling to outdated values and traditions, most of which serve the saif instead of thewhole. So, naturdly,
they fed it’ sfutile to attempt to find a solution to their problems via council talks. They usetheir own
drastic measuresto dictate termsto the government viathe media”

“Sadtermsbeing... 7

“Forcing others to concede to their wishes through the use of violence.”

McDonad nodded. “ That’s an interesting perspective. How did you come up with it?’

Monicashrugged and said, “ There was a palitical commentary piece on the news.”

“Do you think it was accurate?’

“I think people can disagree, and they can sometimes show their dissatisfaction in aviolent or
unorthodox way. An ‘act now, think later’ kind of thing.”

“Maybethey’rejust trying to feed their families” said Ivana

“Goon,” McDonald said.

Ivanaswalowed as everyone looked at her. “Well, the NAU has only been around for afew
decades. Many sectors are till adjusting to the repercussions. | mean, it’sbasicaly large-scaletribalism,
getting the protection of, say, aunified military, or aone-sze-fits-al monetary system, at the expense of a
certain amount of autonomy. Mexico haslong been a source of labor, but when our Patriots consistently
failed to get our grants renewed, we were forced to turn over more and more of what we
produced—using Mexican factories and |aborers—to competing nations. We produce for other
countries, and NAU workers aretired of it. They want the ability to enjoy the fruits of their |abor.”

McDonad nodded. “It'sal about leverage, isn't it? Dominance. The human leveraging paradigm



dictates that, regardless of age, race, or socia status, humans have abasdineingtinct to leverage
themsalves over others. In previous times, we exercised leverage through out and out warfare. Now,
industrialized nations agree not to bomb each other unlessit’ swithin the context of the GRS. Military
forceis gtill necessary, but only in Situations where people don’t play fair. Thelot of you being
competitive athletes, you should understand the concept of leverage. Y ou agreeto abide by, say, the
Code of Pointsin exchange for achance at acash prize, a certificate, ameda.”

“Only now it'sthe GRS,” said Lisa “ Countries playing by certain rulesto earn goods and
servicesinreturn.”

“But not al countries agree with the GRS,” said Ivana. “ The problem isthat each nation hasits
own definition of ‘what’ sfair.””

“That' strue,” said McDondd. “Do you think Heroes Day isfair?’

Ivanalooked flustered. “Well, | . . . of course| do. | wasjust trying to show the other side of the
coin.”

“Doyou think it'sfair that the United States controls Olympus?’

Lisaraised her hand. “ Somebody hasto. Why not us? We built it.”

“How about you, Monica? McDonad asked. “Do you think the Globa Ranking Systemisan
even-handed method of allocating resources?’

“I think it’sfair to alocate according to rank, yes.”

“Isit fair that rank sometimes supersedes need, say in those nations with large portions of the
populace living below the poverty line? Where Peatriot digibility is spotty a best?

“Well, yes”

“Even though it’'s sometimes necessary to use military force?”

Monicasquirmed somewhat. “It' s better to use military force to ensure people make good on
their promisesrather than using military forceto dictate those promisesin thefirst place.”

“Goon.”

“Um...” Monicatrailed off, grasping a mental straws. She found Greg Keene' s office lecture
coming back to her. “We redtrict the fighting, the competing, to the sports arenas. The scores are turned
over to the lawmakers. Then the lawmakers get together and go over who and what goes where, with the
military acting as support. Back in the old days, dl the fighting was done in trenches, out in the field.
Today it's. .. it smorecivilized.”

McDondd leaned back in his chair, smiled strangedly as he stared off into space. “Civilized
illusons en?’

Monicaand her teammates|ooked at each other, asilent poll being held asto who should bethe
oneto ask for clarification. It didn’t matter, though, because just as Lisawas raising her hand, the
end-of-session bell rang.

Timeto get back to the training room.

The girlswere back in the gym by 15:00. Afternoon practice was much the same as morning
practice, with Hades and Tracie barking and yelling, continuing their tyrannical assessment of the girls
skills. Monica s routines were doubly hard because she knew Tracie was keegping an eye on her, looking
for the tendency towards insubordination she’ d shown in the cafeteria. As such, shetook extra care to
make sure she performed above and beyond expectation, and this meant pushing hersdf, ignoring
cramps, aches, suppressing menta blocks.

When quitting time came, she was thoroughly exhausted. Wordlesdy, she shuffled dong behind
her teammates as she waited at the edge of the podium to have her various scrapes and sprains tended to
(Jackie and Britney were, not surprisingly, swept away by Hades to have their showers and recuperation
time esewhere). Tracie didn’t say much as she worked the girls over with her med kit, deftly discerning
between genuineinjury and necessary microtrauma. At one point, when lvana started sobbing during a
tendon repair, Monicawatched in disbelief as Tracietook her in her arms, smoothed her hair.



“It'sokay. It salmost over,” shewhispered. “Y ou're doing well.”

Amazed, amused, Monicathought to hersdlf, So, Coach Tracie, despite the robot exterior, you
are cgpable of acting like ahuman being fromtimeto time,

She exchanged knowing glances with Lisa—then the moment was padt, Ivana sinjuries repaired,
Tracie straightening, sobering, nodding for the next girl inline.

* % %

Back in their home stripe, the girls showered, had dinner, then retired to their quarters. Monica
tossed her uniform and workout gear into the clothing sanitizer, then lay on her bunk. She closed her
eyes, listening to the sounds of her roommates winding down for the night asthe day’ s eventsflitted
through her mind. Eventudly, someone turned off the lights, and al was quiet, save for the muffled hum of
the station’ sair filtration system, the sound of sheetsrustling, settling againgt bare skin, breath dowing,
someone ssniffling—

—Ilvand s muffled sobbing.

Moving quietly, Monicagot out of bed, grasped the frame of Ivana’ s bunk and hoisted herself
up. She shook Ivana s shoulder. “You okay?” At firg, Ivanatried to makelike she'd just come
awake—but Monicaknew better. “What' sthe matter?’

“I don’'t know,” replied Ivana, hiccuping inadvertently. “1 wasfinelast night.”

“That waslasgt night.”

Ivanasat up somewhat and rubbed her eyes. Her tear-stained cheeks glistened in the glow of the
night light. “'Y ou know how you sort of think random thoughts asyou fal adeep?’

“I"'m dways practicing tumbling passesin my head.”

“Metoo!” lvanasmiled, then quickly frowned again. “Tonight | wasthinking of Mr. McDonad's
class and how we had that political discusson.”

“Oh, yeah. Thelittle round table thingie. Y ou sure made an impression.”

“Youredly think 07’

“Sure. Y ou sounded smart.”

A laugh escaped Ivand slips. “Maybe to you, but to Mr. McDonadd . . . | think hewastrying to
get to know us more than he was trying to teach those last twenty minutes.”

“Naturdly.”

“No, | mean, like, he wasfeding usup.”

“Feding usup?’

“No!” lvanahissed, and giggled again. “1 don't mean it that way. | mean . ..” Shehit her lip,
thinking for amoment. “He wanted to see how patriotic we were. A test, maybe, for new recruits—I
must have sounded like a hypercritic.”

“Youdidnot,” Monicasaid. “Y ouwerelooking at the big picture, playing devil’ s advocate, but
you're still an American. Heknowswho you'reloyd to.”

Ivanalooked like she was struggling to maintain her smile. “It didn’t help that Coach Hades
cdled mea‘sabotage artist.””

It wastrue: During afternoon practice, Monica (and everyone e se within earshot) had heard the
ruckus as Hades had blatantly exploited one of Ivana s mistakes by ingnuating her desireto intentionaly
bring down her team’ saverage.

“That was rough,” Monicawhispered.

“He' snot likel expected,” Ivanasaid. “He's. . . he smean.”

Tdl meabout it, Monicathought. She' d had her own epiphanies upon first meeting her shiny new
coach. Theideaof training under Darren Hades had been anovelty, but redigticaly, hewasyoung for a
coach. Volatile. Inexperienced, perhaps—just what the NPAA wanted in their bid to tir thingsup. A
loose cannon coaching ateam full of untried Patriots. “ Some coaches are tough, strict—but that’ s okay,
because they’ re just trying to motivate you to be the best you can be.”

Ivana started crying again.



Monicasighed, dipped beside her and cuddied her in her arms. “It’ syour first day—it shisfirst
day, too. A new team, new rules. And it’ s not like your coach back home never yelled a you on abad

day, right?’
“Well, yeah.”
“It' [l get better.”

Ivanawiped her face, looked at Monica. “ Y ou'relucky. He never yellsat you.”

“Coach Tracieydlsat me” Monicasaid, thinking about it for amoment, unableto recdl asingle
instance where Hades had raised hisvoiceto her. “ She didn’t like the way | answered the reporters
guestions at yesterday’ s press conference. As for Coach Hades. . . to be honest, Ivana, | don’t think he
cares enough about me to waste hisvoice. He hardly paid any attention to me today.”

“Y ou're probably better off that way.”

“If you say 0.”

“Redlly,” sad Ivana “I’ ve been thinking about it. | mean, al the press releases say how Hades
was put in charge of the team because of his performance during Heroes' Day, but wouldn't it have
made more senseto have put histrainersin charge? After al, aren’t they the ones who designed his
winning routines?’

Good point, Monicathought, though at the moment she was too tired to think much about it.
“Who knows why the higher-ups do what they do? It sjust different being a Patriot. Everyone's
probably got alot on their minds—the NPAA probably yells at our coaches as much as our coachesyell
aus”

“I’d love to see Coach Hades getting chewed out.”

“Maybeit will happen if we're patient,” Monicasaid, and left Ivana s bunk.

On the way down, lvana caught her by the wrist, whispered, “ Thanks, Monica. I'm glad you're
our team captain. Our Big Sigter.”

“Glad | could be of assstance.”

Monicareturned to her bunk and pulled the sheets up to her chin—and was surprised to find
hersdlf shivering, considering: Isthat what | reglly am here? A Big Sister? She wondered what it would
have been like for Ivana had she not made the team, had she not been there to provide ashoulder to cry
on—she hoped she' d handled the situation properly, both now and throughout her first day training asa
Patriot, escaping injury, dodging Hades eagle eye, and stoking Traci€ stemper at every turn.

In afew short hours, she would wake up to begin the cycle dl over again.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Tracie hadn’t been kidding about the weight thing. Every morning before practice, she had the
girls step onto the scale, and if anyone deviated by so much as an ounce, she launched into an impromptu
gpeech concerning the evils of uncontrollable midnight-snacking. Now, Monicawas certainly aware that
coaches trained movements, sculpted bodies, and developed meal plans as part of their trade, but
coming from Hades and Tracie, aweight-watching regime was nothing short of draconian.

Casein point: On Friday morning, Hades, frowning as he always did whenever he spotted
Monica s numbers, took her aside and said, “We ve got to talk about your weight.”

M onica supposed she should be flattered; Hades was actudly talking to her.

Shesaid, “I’ ve been at eighty since October.”

“That' s five pounds over the basdine”

“Y ou mean my stomach sticks out too much during alineup?’ Monicarelaxed her abdomen,
which remained quite flat despite her effort to create a pooch.

Hades wasn't amused. “Don’t get smart.”

Monicatightened up again. “I’'m aso taler than the others. Should we saw off the unnecessary
portions of my legsto even things out?’

“Monica, thisign't thetimefor Slliness”

Monicalooked away, watched the girls doing their jumping jacks. “We re wasting warm-up



time, gr.”

Hades waited.

“My stats were readily available through the Keene' s Gymnastics office before | was drafted. If
you didn’t like my numbers, it would have been better not to have drafted me at al rather than force me
to lose five pounds and have to adjust my routines to accommodate the new weight.”

“Irrdlevant,” said Hades. *'Y ou have been drafted, you have been made amember of the Patriot
team, and you will follow my dietary guiddines. Y ou will dso refrain from misguiding your roommeates
egting decisons by telling them to eat whatever and whenever.”

Monicafelt the back of her throat tighten. She' d been busted, she redlized, and thought of last
night’sdinner, how she' d called up portionsfor Lisa, Kristen, Ivana, and hersdlf that had been
substantidly larger than what Hades normaly alowed. At first the girls had res sted temptation, but
Monica, asteam captain, had indsted they eat right regardless of whether or not they were breaking the
rules

One of them isatattler, she thought. Or else Hades redlly is counting the ounces. Even now, his
critica eye seemed to be scrutinizing her waist, her thighs—he didn’t dare say anything further on the
matter, however, because Linda had suddenly exploded onto the podium, and was calling out to the U.S.
team, blowing each member akiss. She stopped beside Monica and Hades.

“How are things going, hon?’ she asked, putting her arm around Monica' s shouldersand
queezing.

Looking down at her feet, Monicasaid, “I should go warm up.”

Hades nodded, quickly shifting demeanors. “We'll talk more later,” he said, and gestured for her
tojoin Tracie and the others.

As shejogged over to where her teammates were, she heard Hades and Linda chatting amiably.
That’ s not how he was a minute ago, she thought.

(Acrossthe way, John, whose team had just arrived, offered awave and asmile; it did little to
uplift Monica s spirits))

During hed rolls, Jackie made it her businessto be nosy:

“You're afirecracker, aren’'t you?’

Redly, shewasn't. There was no reason for the automatic apathy between herself and Hades
other than the fact that something in his manner brought out the worst in her. “1 stand up for mysdlf.”

“But you're on ateam now, Monica.”

“I was on ateam back home.”

Jackie snorted. “Y our club doesn’t count—I mean, that’ s ajunior team. The rules are much
more relaxed.”

“Rules or not, Coach Hades needs to back off,” Monicasaid. “Does he gibe you and Britney
over your weight, too?’

“Darenissetinhisways,” Jackie said. “ A coach needsto be. Standards have to be high at this
level.” She paused amoment, directing acritical glance at Monica s butt. “Y ou could stland to lose allittle
padding.”

Aesthetic advice from an éeven-year-old—Monicadidn’t know if she should come up witha
clever retort or smply laugh out loud at Jacki€ sinfantile attempt at playing guidance counsdor. Worse,
shefet ashamed at wanting to react in such an either-or fashion. She d trained with younger girlsback in
Waukesha County, some of whom had been downright bratty when they’ d wanted to be. Jackie merely
spoke her mind as soon as the thoughts were formed. Why, then, does she piss me the hell off? Monica
wondered. Isit because Coach Hades never yells at her when she makes amistake? Isit because I'm
jealous?Isit my new surroundings? Or have | merely been hard-wired asajunior dlite, unable to
compromise asasenior?

But no, that wasridiculous. That couldn’t beit. Monicaknew herself to be agoa-minded
individua. Her work ethic—her life—was built upon a series of progressions, improvements, the mantra
that she could dways do better. She wanted to be aboard Olympus. Despite Traci€ sflipping out during
the pressrelease, the lack of warmth in her persona, Hades unhealthy obsession with weight, aswell as



his genera inability to control histemper, Monicawanted to compete for her country. She knew she had
it in her to rise to the occasion, to make the uncomfortable bits here as worthwhile as her time back on
Earth—to prove to hersdf and everyone else that she hadn’t been recruited on awhim.

“Monical” Tracie barked, clapping her hands. “Head out of the clouds! | want your release skills
solid today!”

Monicanodded, finished her last roll before heading over to the uneven bars. Prove yoursdlf, she
thought. They can push your buttons, but it’ s up to you how to react.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Monicawoke Sunday morning at her own discretion. She quietly grabbed her towd and a
change of clothes, and was halfway to the door when Lisacadled out to her from her bunk:

“Where are you going?’

“For ashower.”

Lisathrew the sheets aside and rubbed her eyes. “Wait, we'll go with you.”

Monicawaited, dightly annoyed as Lisa shook Kristen and Ivanaawake. She hadn’t planned on
making an outing of her trip to the bathroom—but then she reminded hersdlf: thiswasn’'t practice, she
wasn't inthe gym, and it wasn’t Jackie or Britney she was having to deal with. So it would be okay.
Modly.

The showers were dready crowded (it seemed everyone in the stripe had had the smilar idea of
beating everyone e se to the mark), but the wait wasn't too bad, and afterward, Monica and her group
were able, thanksto their small statures, to squeezein front of the mirror without much trouble. (Yes,
Tracie had ingtructed them to use the mirror in their room, but as they’ d spent the last week oscillating
back and forth between their quarters and the gym, the opportunity to spend time elsewhere was not to
be missed—even if it wasjust the bathroom.)

“lan’'t it wonderful having aday without Coach Tracie?’ asked Kristen, brushing her hair.

“Ugh!” Lisagroaned. “Can you imagine her showering with us?’

Monicadigtorted her face as she plucked arogue hair from her |eft eyebrow. “No, and I’ll thank
you not to put that imagein my head.”

Kristen rested her hands on her hips, put on astern, Tracie-like expression. “She'd be like, *Wet
your hair! Shampoo! Now, rinse! Soagp up! Don't forget to wash behind your ears! Hustle, hustlel’”

Monicalaughed. Kristen' simpersonation was good. It was enough to dlay al worriesthat her
morning might turn into a babysitting gig. Her teammeates were younger than she was, but they weren't
immeature, and being with them rekindled the excitement of being aboard Olympus.

“Should we check out the lounge?’ Lisa asked once everyone had finished their various
grooming tasks.

“| say we get breskfast,” suggested Kristen.

“I should call my parentsfirst,” said Ivana. “1 promised them I’d keep in touch.”

Kristen went bug-eyed. “ Oh, yeah! | totdly forgot!”

“Yeah,” said Monica, “metoo.”

Gathering their things, they returned to their room. Ivana sat at the desk and turned on the
computer, which promptly displayed alogin screen asking for user name and password.

“Um, does anyone have their account information handy?” she asked, frowning.

Kristen threw her asamsup intheair. “1I’m agymnast, not a computer speciaist!”

“I thought our 1D tags had our account information stored in them,” said Lisa.

“Guessnot.”

“Wait,” Monicasaid, going over to her cubby. “1 remember a user-account something-or-other
being in the Olympus paperwork.” 1t took her amoment, but sure enough she found the page with her
user name and password. Ivanalet her it at the computer; she entered her information using the
keyboard and was presented with a plain desktop.

Thegirlscheered.



Olympus system setup was different from what M onicawas accustomed to, but she eventualy
found the messaging software. However, as soon as she clicked “Connect,” adia og box popped up:
Resource Unavailable.

“Ugh, computers,” Sghed Lisa

“So, what?' asked Krigten. “Isthe system down or something?’

Ivanaleaned over Monica s shoulder. “Did you type the right password?’

“Yeah,” Monicareplied. “Does anyone know what the ‘401" means?’

“It' sanetwork response code,” said Ivana “It hasto do with authorization, | think.”

“Meaning I’m not authorized to use the messenger?’

“Either you or the system, but yeah.”

Monicatried again, grimaced when asmilar result manifested itsdlf. It smy day off and herel am
whittling away the morning with network response codes! The Web browser seemed to work, though. “I
guess!’ll haveto do thisthe old-fashioned way,” she said, and logged into her e-mail account.

She started anew message:

Subject: Hi Mom
From: “MonicaSardinia’ <msardinia@trinet.com>
Date: Sun, 8 Nov 2099
To: “Sharon Sardinia’ <sharon4326@foresight.net>

Hi, mom. | tried calling you just now, but the computer in my room isn't working right. I'm
fine. I’ sbeen very busy here on Olympus. I’ m getting a handle on things, though. My new
teammates are friendly. They learn quickly, and are very supportive. Anyway, today’ s my day
off. | hopeto visit the promenade—I’l definitely take pictures! Tell Chris1’mworking on my
flares. | love you guys. Tak to you soon.

Monica

After sending her message, Monicareinquished the chair to Ivana, letting her give the video
messenger ago—without success. Lisaand Kristen, too, tried logging in under their own accounts, but in
both instances the result was the same: no video messaging alowed.

“Hedoesn't trust us,” Monicamurmured, standing with her armsfolded.

“Who?’ asked Krigten, gtill sitting at the desk and repeatedly clicking the * Connect” button.

“Coach Hades—or maybe it was Coach Traci€' sidea.”

“Wadl,” said Lisa, “it could be that they smply forgot to activate our accounts.”

Monicashook her head. “1 bet Jackie and Britney are Sitting around in their underwear thisvery
moment and eating popcorn while they blab to their friends about this and that over acrigp and clear,
high definition video sgnd.”

“You don't like them, do you?’ asked Kristen, hesitant.

“I don't even know them—none of us knowsthem! And that’sthe problem.”

Lisaand Kristen looked a each other; Ivanafixed her gaze on the floor.

“Oh, lighten up,” Monicasaid, shrugging, banishing her temper withasmile. “I'll fileacomplaint
later. Let’ s go to the promenade.”

Lisagrinned cautioudy. “What about Coach Tracie?’

“What about her?’

“What if she doesn’t want to go?’

“Then she doesn’'t want to go. But asteam captain, I’'m ingsting on alittle R& R so that we' |l be
refreshed come tomorrow morning. Besides, as lieutenant officers, we have clearance.”

Again, hestation onthe girls part—but Monicadidn’t wait for aunanimous decison. She
dipped out of her sweatpants and T-shirt and into a blue summer dress, sandals. Then, grabbing her
purse, she stood by the door, waiting, tapping her foot on the floor. “Well, ladies?” she asked. “Areyou



withme?’

It took amoment, but the girlsfinally acquiesced (even if only to ensure they weren't hanging
around when Tracie came asking questions). Changed into shorts, dresses, skirts, sandas, dippers,
sneakers, and augmented by earrings, tastefully-applied lipstick, the group headed en masse out of their
quarters and down the corridor.

“Wow, look at thefour of you,” Tompkins said, smiling when they reached his post at the end of
the stripe. “What' s got you dl spiffed up?’

“WEe re going to the promenade,” said Monica

Tompkins frowned. “ Sorry, ladies, but you need to be accompanied by an adult in order to leave
the stripe.”

“You'rean adult,” said Lisa, stepping up to Tompkins. “Can't you take us?’

Tompkins shook hishead. “I’'m afraid not.”

Thegirlshung their heads.

“Butit’ sour day off!” Monicaexclamed.

“Yeah!” added Krigten. “We retired of being cooped up with no windows, no sunlight!”

Monicamotioned for her friendsto form a half-circle around Tompkins. Together they whined as
cutely asposshle:

“Oh, please, Mr. Tompkins, can’t you make an exception?’

“I'll buy you asodal”

“Y ou can show usthe arenal”

“You look like you could use somefresh air!”

Tompkins chuckled and held up his hands in mock-defense. “1’m honored that you would have
me aong, but without permission from your coaches or from Ms. Baimbridge, it would be quite
ingppropriate.”

Monica s heart sank. With smiles capsized, with purses and handbags dragging at their sides, she
and the girlsretreated severa paces back into the stripe. Asthey stood deciding what to do, a pair of
older athletes swished past, waving their hands over Tompkins' reader and chuckling amiably asthey
continued onward to the nearest lift—no coaches, no legal guardians required.

“Looks likewe re going to have to get permission from Coach Tracie,” said Lisa

“Or Coach Hades,” said Kristen.

“I'm not asking him.”

“I didn't say that. | wasjust—"

Monicaheld up her hand. “I'll ask Coach Tracie. ..” shesaid, trailing off asit occurred to her
shedidn’t know which room was hers. “Um, does anyone know where she' s staying?’

Lisashrugged; Kristen and Ivanalooked questioningly at each other.

“For heaven’ s sake, we don’t even know which rooms our coaches arein?’

“It never came up,” said lvana

“| told you they don’t trust us,” said Monica. “To and from the gym, and maybe afew minutesin
the cafeteria or shower—that’ s al they expect of us.”

“I’'m sureit’sonly due to security concerns,” Lisasaid.

“Y eah right. Do you remember how long it took just to get past the gation’ s hub? What' sthe
point of having dl that security if we' re just going to be restricted to our home stripe?’

“Y ou seem upset, Monica”

“And you're not? | mean, come on! Back home, didn’t you ever get stuck in some crappy motel
the night before acompetition, dl the girls crammed into one room, the coaches in the other, swesety,
cramped, everyone sitting around trying to get the videobox working while you swap stories about the
vending machinesignoring your tag, your friends coming out of the shower dl blue because they couldn’t
get the hot water working—even then you have the assurance of knowing you' redl going through it
together. Here, | don't fed like we're part of the team. It’ slike we re visitors, tourists, cut off, isolated.”

“We reminors,” Ivanasaid, amply. “It would be different if we were adults.”

“We may be underage, but that doesn’t mean we have to be prisoners. Do they really expect us



to spend every one of our Sundays puttering about our home stripe? And for awhole year?’

Lisashook her head, scowling. “Geez, Monica, you' re al about doom and gloom, aren’t you?’

“I amnot,” Monicareplied, though shewaswell aware her darker side was't entirely subdued
at the moment. “I’m trying to be practica.”

Down the corridor, Tompkins was pacing, keeping an eye on them. He looked genuindy
sympathetic, redly, he did, but he was only a security guard. Hades and Tracie werethe girls legd
guardians, and it was up to them who went where and when.

Monicastraightened, put on asmile. “Wait here,” shetold the others, and strode up to
Tompkins.

“Have you gd's decided what to do with yourselves after dl?’ he asked, not unkindly.

Nodding, Monicasaid, “Yes, but it’s probably going to take some negotiating with our coaches.”

Tompkins nodded.

“Can you tdl mewhich roomsthey're sayingin?’

“Why, sure.” Tompkins pointed down the corridor. “Rooms 21 and 25, Lieutenants Hades and
Tracie, respectively.”

“Thank you, Mr. Tompkins.”

Monicawent to Traci€ s door, where, with the girls waiting nervoudy behind her, she waved her
hand over the buzzer. Waited. No answer. She was about to try again when the unmistakable
phenomenon of Linda Baimbridge—gyrating down the corridor, snapping pictures of Monica s group
with her camera, swooning between rel oads—caught her attention.

“Oh, look at you!” Lindacried glegfully once she was within pinching range. “Little women!
Darling sprites! I'm just going to die you' re so utterly cute!” Pinch-pinch, snap-snap. “I could go through
an entire memory card right here and now—abut come, come! It would be crimina for me not to share
you with the otherdl”

She darted in the direction of Tompkins' checkpoint.

Monicaand the girlsfell into step behind her.

“Wherearewe going?’ asked lvana.

“Why, the promenade, of coursel” Lindaanswered.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Linda s commandeering of the morning was both ablessing and acurse. Y es, she' d gotten the
girlsaway from their home stripe, and yes, she was taking them to the promenade belt for the day—hbut
R& R, unfortunatdly, had nothing to do withit.

“Flipz Magazine,” she explained during theride, *has sent acameracrew up to do an interview
and photo shoot for their January issue! Oh, isn't thisexciting?’

Lisaand Kristen (and Ivana, to alesser extent) nodded and smiled and agreed that there was
nothing more exciting than an opportunity to grace the pages of Hipz. Monicagushed smilarly,
enthusiastic enough, but more than alittle disgppointed at not being able to bum around the promenadein
amore leisurely fashion. She was till fuming over the level of mistrust Hades had shown her and the girls.

In due time, the transport stopped in front of abusiness ot flanked by jacaranda and sycamore.
Lindaled the way indde one of three Sngle-story buildings—* The Behler Agency,” judging from the
nameplate on the door.

Jackie and Britney were dready gussied up and waiting in the lobby. Linda had the girls it
together so that she could take more photos.

Click. “Beautiful, Britney! Lisal Those big blue eyed Oh, Monica, what amagnificent smilel”
Click-click. When shewas finished (or perhaps her camera had run out of memory), she said, “The
makeup artist will be over shortly, deariesd” and drifted off into the next room.

Monicaturned to Jackie and Britney and asked, “I didn’t know we had a photo thingie
scheduled for today, did you?’

Britney said, “It was supposed to be a piece on Jackie and me, seeing as how we trained



together at Sunburgt, but Linda thought it would look good to have us dl together as ateam.”

“Yeah,” said Jackie. “ She says any good Patriot elite works as much on public relations as she
does on pirouettes.”

How cute, thought Monica.

After afew minutes, Hades, looking quite laid-back, breezed into the lobby. He was followed by
aHipz saff reporter and the makeup lady.

“Ah, our ringers have arrived,” Hades said, reaching down and ruffling Lisa shair. “Allow meto
introduce Lisa Trotter, Kristen O’ Brien, Ivana Chang, and—" He lunged forward; with incredible
strength and grace, he grabbed Monica around the waist, hoisted her up onto his shoulder. “—Monica
Sardinia, our team captain.”

Hades move had been totally unexpected. Luckily, though, Monica sreflexeskicked in and
kept her from tumbling onto the floor, kept her legs tucked appropriately together, her toes curled so that
shewouldn't lose her sandals. In spite of hersalf, she wasimpressed by Hades form.

The reporter smiled and nodded, shook hands with her. “ Team captain, eh? Well, why don't we
gart with you, then?’

Monica smiled when she noticed the look of betraya on Jackie sface. “ Okay.” Asthey passed
into the next room, Monicatill perched on Hades' shoulder and ducking to avoid the door frame:
“Ringers?’

Hades chuckled. “Relax. | wasjust pressing your buttons.” He winked at the reporter. “ She has
athing going with me. | give her ahard time, she gives me ahard time—but you' |l often find stubbornness
isthe mark of any good dlite.”

The shooting area had been set up with lights, reflectors, and a half-sized balance beam. Hades
set Monica down beside the beam so that she could be tended to by the makeup artist, whose name was
Hally.

“I loveyour hair,” Holly said as she started dabbing away.

“Thanks” said Monica

“Have you ever done this before?’

“Sort of.”

“Well, get used to it. Once the new season garts, you' Il be spending about as much time posing
infront of the cameraasyou do training in the gym.”

Once Hally had moved on to do Hades' makeup, the Flipz reporter came over and went over a
list of questions, asked if there was anything Monica or Hades wanted to talk about during their
interviews. Hades chatted fredly as Holly worked on him. He was cheerful, charismatic, offering up
ingghts, jokes, and heart-to-hearts—setting an example for hisgirlsto emulate.

Theinterview got underway, Monicasitting on the beam at the reporter’ s request and answering
guestions as the cameramen circled her with their restless lenses. When she was through, she stood off to
the side with Linda, promised to be quiet as she watched the others do their interviews. Jackie, Britney,
and Lisaseemed to warm easily to the camera crews, but Ivana (not surprisingly) and Kristen spent most
of thetime blushing and apologizing.

“That was so weird,” Kristen said as soon as she' d found her way over to where Monicawas
ganding. “I didn’t think I’d make it through that part about my grandmother.”

Ivana, who' d gone before her, said, “ They get persond, don't they?’

“Thiswastame,” offered Jackie. “One guy—hewas from The Elite Reader, | think—wanted to
talk about underwear, leotards, and my bikini line. | waslike, ‘ No thanks, you pervert!””

Monica caught hersdlf laughing. “ Did you redly say that?’

“You bet!”

Lisacamejogging up.

“Gawd,” shesad, doing atwirl. “Wedl look like movie stars! They never treated usthisnicely
at any ol’ junior conference. Isn’t thiswicked?

“Yeah,” said Monica, agreeable enough, but unsure whether or not she liked dl the glamor.
Gymnastics was supposed to be about training and competition, not Sitting around talking about hobbies



and favorite shampoos.

“You know,” said Krigten, “1 can't believe | didn’t notice until now.”

“Notice what?’ asked Monica

“Tracie' snot here”

Britney said, “I overheard Darren telling the reporter that it was her day off.”

Monicasnorted. “It’s our day off, too.”

“Oh, thisisn't so bad.” Lisadid another turn. “Don’'t you fed like a Patriot now?’

Monicashrugged. “1 guessit’snot as bad as having to do conditioning al afternoon.”

Lisafrowned, stuck her tongue out before turning to Jackie and Britney and taking on more lively
topics. Eventudly Kristen joined in, leaving Ivanato her quiet fidgeting, Monicato her introspection. Off
to the side, Linda chattered into her cell phone; over by the balance beam, Hades photo shoot had
turned into an impromptu striptease, with him taking off his shirt and posing for the cameras. Hischisded
musculature earned him more than afew woos from the women.

“Ooh-lala, Darren!” squealed Linda, momentarily covering her phonewith her hand. “Give us
thered you!”

Monica clapped aong with everyone else. There was asour spot in her ssomach. Y ou want the
real Darren Hades? Come back tomorrow morning when he brings out the weight scale. Come back
when he' stelling uswe re lazy underachievers hitching afree ride on taxpayer earnings. Come back
when he' stelling uswhat he redly thinks and not just what' sfit for video.

Hades shoot seemed to go on forever. When it wasfindly over, when Monicathought that at
last she would be rel eased from her Patriot responsbilities for the afternoon, the photographers decided
to get some “action” shots of Team USA to go along with the studio shots—and so the girlswere
trangplanted back to their home gtripe, rushed into their training gear. Then it was off to the gym, onto the
beam, around the bars, over the vault, across the floor, and though the work was no more taxing than
that of anormal training sesson, Monicafound hersdf bored slly during the camera crew’ s numerous
blocking and lighting adjustments.

Throughout, Hades was an ever-present entity, the impeccable coach, the endlesdly patient
mentor, hugging and kissing his girls asif they were his daughters, hisflesh and blood. The others played
along, no doubt taking advantage of arare opportunity, but Monicakept her distance, and at the earliest
opportunity she sneaked off by herself to practice layouts while her teammates swarmed around the
cameracrew and asked questions.

After awhile, Hades came over, stood with his hands on hiships.

“Monica, what' sthe matter?’ he asked.

Shelooked at him, acknowledging his presence before performing another layout. When she
landed, and was lining up for another, she said, “Nothing’ sthe matter. | just don't like dl the bright lights
and bold questions—we could be putting our time to better use.”

“Seemstome,” said Hades, “that you don't like me much, either.”

Monicatumbled again, landed with the dightest of wobbles. She turned and faced Hades. “I
didn’'t say that.”

“Youdidn't haveto. | could tell by your body language during the photo shoot. A flex, aflinch, a
curling of your toes or fingers a the mere mention of my name—I bet you three-quarters of the
megabytes on the photographers memory cards are useless.”

“Why, because my smilewasn't dead-on dl thetime?’

“Because you acted like you' d rather be anywhere €l se than with your team.”

“1 wasn't aware my mood was so apparent.”

Hades folded hisarms. “Do you want to be here?’

“Of coursel do.”

“Thenact likeit.”

Monicaspread her arms. “I’'m here, aren't |7’

“I didn’t mean that literally and you know it. Y ou’ re an athlete and a performer—don’t give me
any lip about the publicity part hindering your sportsmanship. A proper presentation is good



gportsmanship.”

Monicadidn’t say anything. What could she say? She knew shewasn't atypica athlete—nor
was she atypica thirteen-year-old—»but she also knew that Hades had chosen her because of her
incongstency in that respect. Else she would till be down on Earth.

“You know,” said Hades, “they mentioned thisin your file.”

“Who mentioned what?’

“Your ‘dark sde’” Doom and gloom—Gloomy. That was your nickname during your pre-dlite
days, right?’

“Yes,” said Monica, fifling agroan, “it was, asin past-tense.” The Keenes hadn't caled her that
since shewasten years old. They' d adjusted to her penchant for raw, technica performances, which
weren't exactly flashy, but certainly intense. Greg had used her style as ateam asset. Hades, on the other
hand, was after conformity. Six identicd little girls marching in step.

“See?’ Hades shook his head. “ There you go, spacing out on me, considering, no doubt, al the
hundreds of reasons | brought thisup. Am | up to something? Am | merely concerned for your
well-being? How your tirdess little mind must be running itself dizzy just trying to figure out the sinister
mechanics of Darren Hades, Petriot athletics, and everything else under the sun.”

Though there was some truth in what Hades said, Monicawas careful to keep her expression
opague. “I’m not manic depressive or an introvert or anything.”

“Then why the cold shoulder dl day? Y ou've only been with usaweek, yet you're acting likeit's
been ayear. | don't expect any of my girlsto take instantly to training aboard a space ation, of al
places, and | can understand an athlete having been cooped up here for months, but when afresh-faced
little tart decides to turn sour after her first week . . . wdll, | have to wonder about her dedication, her
loyalty to the rest of her team, the rest of her term.”

“All right,” Monicasaid, taking adeep breath. “'Y ou want honesty?”

“Please”

“I don't like the way me and the girls are being kept locked up. | don't like how we' ve been
forced to forfeit our recoup day—we should be able to spend it outdoors without having to get
permission in writing from you or Coach Tracie.”

A look of confusion crossed Hades' face. “What are you talking about?’

“We tried to leave the stripe this morning, but Mr. Tompkinswouldn't let us. He said we needed
your permission.”

“Redly, now?’

“Redly.”

Hades smiled. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe | just forgot to set up clearance with the
gtripe' s security team?’

“Wadl ... no. But what about the Internet? How come our video messenger is blocked?’

“Everyone' svideo messenger isblocked,” said Hades. “There sa problem with the stripe's
routing system. Mine sthe sameway. Look, I'll talk to Mr. Tompkins right after we finish up here. That
way you can go to the promenade—the computers are working there. Will that make you happy?’

Monicanodded.

“Promise me something, though.”

“What did you havein mind?’

“Play the part. Y ou can hate me and revile my evil wayswhen you' re away from the gym, but
when we ' re together, there needs to be chemistry. | don’t expect you to fall head over heelsfor me, but |
do expect my best gymnast to work with me, in the training room, on photo shoots, and anywhere else
we're required to get along for the greater good. | know it’sa stretch, but can you do that for me?’

Monicanodded again and felt her gpathy towards Hades diminish somewhat. She didn’t know if
he redlly thought of her ashis*“best gymnagt,” or if hewas till putting on ashow for the mediafolks, but
his smile seemed genuine enough—and it would be beneficid to the team asawholeif she worked with
her coach and not againgt him.

Maybe she was being too gloomy for her own good.



“Okay,” shesaid. “I promiseto get dong better.”

Hades pulled her close for amoment and kissed the top of her head. “It’ sall for show, Monica
Remember that and you' |l do fine.”

Hewaked away.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Once every photo had been taken, every question asked, the girls were returned to their home
stripe for showers and dinner. By now it was obvious Monica needed some time aone, so the others
went about their business without bothering her, gathering their towels, their bags, and exiting the room
quigtly.

She sat a the computer, checked her eemail. There wasn't anything from her family, but she did
find anew message from John:

Subject: From Y our Secret Admirer
From: “John Matusk” <johnmatus k@nwturners.ca>
Date: Sun, 8 Nov 2099
To: “MonicaSardinid’ <msardinia@trinet.com>

| hope you don’t mind that | sneaked your e-mail address from the NAU roster, but I'll be at
the Cafe Tu Tu Tango at 17:00, and | would absolutely love to buy you dinner, if you' re not
busy. Just give the transport the name and it should take you there. Hope to see you soon. ;)

Oh, that boy! Monicathought, her melancholy instantly banished as shelogged out, sprang from
the desk to fetch her towel and achange of clothes. Hades had promised her free accessto the
promenade belt; she was going to test that promise.

* % %

At just past 17:00, Monica, accompanied by one of Tompkins men (Kim—the short, stocky
Asian), hopped off the transport outside of the restaurant. It looked like a Spanish loft.

John met her at the door, holding it open as she dipped insde. “You madeit!” he said. Then,
paying Kim adubious glance: “ And you brought afriend.”

“Team policy,” Monicasad. “Didn’t you get your own lug?’

John shook hishead. “That’ sfor the conferences and conventions. Here, well, we trust the
Olympus screening process to weed out any troublemakers before they come aboard.”

“What are you doing here, then?” Monica asked.

“Sleeper cell. Come, let’ sget settled in.”

John'’ stable was set against the rear wall, where the brick-and-wood motif was decorated with
severd authentic-looking oil paintings. Monica seated hersalf and glanced over the menu.

“| called you earlier,” John said, ditting acrossfrom her.

“Yeah,” said Monica, “my team has been doing publicity dl day.”

“Y ou’ ve become quite the pop star.”

“I can think of better waysto have spent my Sunday.”

John smiled. “Wdll, there are till afew more hours before bedtime. Y ou can just be Monica, and
Il be John.”

Monicasmiled back. “I’d like that.”

“We'll sart with dinner—my treat.”

Glancing again at the menu, Monica suppressed agroan. “My coach would kill meif | had more
than anicedtea.” Shefumbled in her purse, pulled out her carb card, waved it intheair. “Thisishisidea

of repongibility.”



John took the card, examined the chart. “Y ou’ ve done pretty well. I’ d say there’ sroom for usto
share agarden thin-crust pizza. We can work it off later in the park.” He handed the card back to her.
“What do you say?’

“Bringiton.”

As John waved over one of the waiters, Monicalooked around the cafe, her gaze invariably
faling on Kim. He stood a pace away, againg thewall, staring stolidly out at nothing. It was kind of
embarrassing: no one e sein the restaurant had a bodyguard.

Sheleaned forward, whispered to John: “1 fedl bad for this guy. Everywhere | go, he hasto go.”

“Even the bathroom?’

“Wll, | assume he' d stand watch outside the door.”

John grinned. “Hmm:.. . . you could have fun with that. Go clothes shopping, make him wait in the
women' s section while you try thingson.”

Monicalaughed, picturing it, consdering. “Maybe next weekend, if my publicist doesn’t have me
wasting moretimein front of the camera”

Momentarily, the waiter brought iced tea, and assured them that their pizzawould beready ina
few minutes

“| should try cdling my parents,” Monicasaid, glancing around for atermind.

“Here,” John said, pulling out a palm console from hisjacket pocket. “It'smy dad’s, but | don’t
think he' d mind you using it aslong as you keep the call under an hour.”

“I'll try to be accommodating,” Monicasaid, and took the console. She didled her parents,
waited. Unfortunately, no one answered. “ Darn. They must be out.” She thought for a moment, tried
Sarah and Amy, with Similar results. Finaly, she got through to Pat.

“Hey, Monica,” he said, throwing her the peace sign.

“Hey, Pat. Got aminute?’

“For you? Always. What are you up to?’

“Having dinner.” Monicaleft her chair, sooped beside John, whom Pat eyed suspicioudy.

“Who'sthejock?’ he asked.

“His name s John. He s on the Canadian gymnastics team.”

John waved.

“Oh,” said Pat, “ so he' s a pretty-boy.”

Monicareturned to her seat. “He snice, not overly critica like some boys | know.”

“Hey, I’ ve done my homework,” said Pat. “I know how all you Patriot-gymnast typeswork. The
girls get pointstaken off if their bras or underwear show. The boys get lower start valuesif they don't
wax their chests and armpits. Well, the oneswho are dl grizzly-like, anyway. Y ou fal into ardationship
with ahard-body like him and the two of you will never get out of the bathroom—you' Il both be fighting
over the tweezersand hot wax al day.”

“If | didn’t know any better, I’d say you werejedous.”

“Jealous? No. I'm merdly aredist. Say, | saw you on the news. That new coach of yoursisone
excitable woman.”

“Wdll,” said Monica, “she’ sthe assistant coach—and as much of a bitch as she can be, Hadesis
the one to watch out for.”

“That bad, huh? My guessisyou didn't get his autograph.”

“I don’'t know how he ever turned Patriot!” Monica paused, glanced past John to where Kim
was standing. She wondered if he was listening, cataloging her conversation, ready to relay any signs of
mutinous talk back to Tompkins. To Hades.

Lowering her voice, she continued: “1 mean, he doesn’'t coach so much as he affronts. And he's
pretty unorigina with assembling routines. Everything’ skind of loose and scattered—and he' saway's
pointing out my weight problems, if you can believeit. | mean, back at KG, | was aways pissed that |
had less of afigure than some of my training partnersl”

“He' scrazy,” sad Pat. “ Y ou have the butt of aten-year-old boy. And the chest, and the legs.”

John nearly sputtered iced teadl over the table as he tried his darnedest not to burst out laughing.



“I’'m going to kill youwhen | get home, Pat,” Monicasaid. Under the table, she gave John alight
kick intheshin. “Andyou. . . if you weren't buying me dinner, I’ d have been out of here five minutes
agol”

Pat snorted, caling out, “'Y ou don’t know what you' re getting yourself into, Johnny! She'sa
maniac! | bet she' skicking you under the table this very moment, right? Run while you still canl”

Monicaheld the console at arm'’ s length and winked at John. “ American boys. They tend to
meature dower than therest.”

“Ah,” said John. “I'll keep that inmind.”

Eventudly Pat calmed down, citing excessve sodaintake as the reason behind his hyperactivity.

“Areyou going to behave?’ Monicaasked, re-framing herself.

“Normally I'd say no,” replied Pet, “but | have ashit-load of homework to finish. And your
dinner’ s probably getting cold. Thanksfor calling, though. I’ ve missed our little chats.”

“A pleasure, asaways”

“Watch out for those wolvesin sheep’ s clothing—cops, waiters, guys named John.”

“I'll do that.”

“Catch you later, Cheeks.” Pat waved goodbye.

The video messenger flicked off.

Monica handed John the console. “Now you know why I’ ve fled out into space.”

“I'm sure he’ sonly looking out for you,” chuckled John. “He sbeing protective of hisfriend.”

“Overprotective, actudly.”

“He smde. Men are passion, intengty.”

“And women?’ asked Monica, raising en eyebrow.

“Women are wisdom, patience.”

“You'reabit cosmic for agymnast.”

“AmIl?

“Yes You ddowdl asafortunetdler.”

“Why'sthat?’

“I don’'t know.”

“Y ou want meto read your fortune?’

Monicagiggled. “Yes, please”

“Hold out your hand.”

Sheheld out her hand.

John took it, closed his eyes, put on alook of intense concentration. “1 am seeing ahigh place, a
place where the trees give way to aralling hillsde. | am seeing you and me Sitting together and picking
out structuresin the distance.”

“Wow. Pralific. You think it'Il cometrue?”

“Yes,” John said, opening hiseyes. “But first we eat.”

Monicafdt aflutter in her somach, knowing it was only partially caused by hunger pangs.
Having lived haf her life as acompetitive athlete, she had little experience when it cameto dating, but she
was now 99% positive that John was being more than just friendly. Thiswas more than just dinner,
too—it was adate. Her first date with aboy, sansthe movie theater, sans the backseat of a car, perhaps,
but a date nonethel ess!

And she was smitten. John was the perfect gentleman, offering the waiter his complimentswhen
the pizza arrived, offering her the first dice. She would have been perfectly content to sit back and
shower himin quiet gppreciation, listening to the sound of hisvoice, sneeking glimpses of hisface, his
neck, his shoulders, gaging the swell of his chest, the firmness of his arms—she devoured his presence as
she devoured her meal, and was ashamed for it, though it was dl she could do to keep from squeding in
adight.

They finished their medl. Then, grabbing a pair of water bottlesto go, John led the way outside
and cdled atransport. When it arrived, he clasped Monica gently around the waist and lifted her onto the
platform.



“Where are we going?’ she asked as she fastened her seatbelt.

“Patriot Park,” John said, stting beside her (Kim came too, but by now he was nothing more
than a shadow, an afterthought).

The trangport promptly shifted into motion, breezing dong the streets, from the busy metro area,
past the businessdidtrict, and into more rurd territory. Patriot Park, with its grassy hillsdes, babbling
brooks, abundant undergrowth, and winding dirt pathways, was an ample vein that cut acrossthe middle
of the promenade belt. At the drop-off point, Monica and John (and Kim) hopped off the transport,
walked for afew minutes aong one of the paths.

Upon reaching the foot of arather steep hill, John pointed at the peak. “ There sagreat view at
thetop. You up for alittle hike?’

“Ohmy God,” Monicasaidin mock awe. “It'sjust likein your vison!”

John rubbed his chin. “I’m pretty good, aren't |7’

“It remainsto be seen.” Monica sarted up the incline, following aweaving path dl the way to the
top—agood fifteen-minute exercise.

“Wow,” John said, wiping hisforehead and nodding in Kim' s direction once they’ d reached the
summit. “He never tires, does he?’ He handed Monica her water bottle.

She twisted off the cap, took along, satisfying swig before looking over a Kim, whose uniform
was sweat-stained. Another swig, and she replaced the cap. Then she leaned in close to John, whispered
inhisear, “Let’slosehim.”

John glanced over his shoulder. “Won't you get in trouble?’

“I guesswe' Il find out,” Monicasaid. She tapped John on the shoulder. “ Tag—you'reit!” she
shouted, and stepped off the path, darted into the bushes.

“Ms. Sardinial” Kim cdled. “Ms. Sardinia, stop!”

Even if she’d wanted to obey, Monicaknew her body had awill of itsown, and it was going to
carry her where it pleased. Thelack of control, however, was not unpleasant: her pulse was off the scale,
and thethrill of the chase surged in her with the force of afull dite NCPA mest. She could see John over
her shoulder, could hear Kim clambering severa paces behind, out of sight, no doubt navigating by sound
alone, trying to keep up with apair of uppity young acrobats who were quite able to bend, stretch, and
twist their way through the trickier sectionswithout trouble. A few minutes of deft maneuvering and they
reached a giant oak.

The perfect escape.

“I hope you can climb?’ Monicaasked, flashing agrin and stuffing her water bottle into her
jacket pocket. Shelifted hersdf up, finding finger holds and footholds. When she looked down, she saw
John was right behind her. Some ways off Kim was il calling out for her to return to the path.

She crawled out onto one of the sturdier-looking branches. She was presented with a private
view of the valey bel ow—nothing spectacular, as the decline wasn't quite steep enough, and there were
many surrounding tree branchesin the way, but enough to warrant a perch.

John scooted out behind her, straddled the branch, leaned back and laughed. “Thisisn’t exactly
what | envisoned, but it'll do.”

Monicatucked hersdlf againgt him, reveling in his strong, steady arms as she took in the view, the
promenade spread out before her, acomplete miniature Earth doping dong the insde of agiant floating
donut. For thefirgt time since her arrivd, sheredlly felt Olympus, redly felt the trees, the leaves—and
John, gitting behind her, close, so close, so cute, holding one arm around her waist, not at al sneaky like
in the school dance stories Angeline told her where the boy was dways trying to sneak hishand up the
girl’sshirt, not at al like when Hades guided her during practice, whereit was dl discipline, control—this
was the exact opposite. An absence of discipline. A loosening of control.

“Y ou suppose they’ Il make it snow for Christmas?’ she asked after awhile,

John looked thoughtful for amoment. “1 don’t think they do seasons here. Not that I’ ve heard,
anyway. It' sbad for tourism.”

“That’sashame. It would look pretty.”

“Not as pretty asyou.”



“Oh, stop.”

“I meanit.”

“Y ou' re going to spoil mewith those cheesy lines of yours.”

“Then I’ll spail you.”

Monicaswiveled around abit, looked at him. “Y ou’ re too sweset for your own good, you know
thet?’

He shrugged. “ Sweet is better than sour.”

“Areyou sure your teammates didn’t put you up to this?’

“Why, what ever are you talking about?’

“You know,” sad Monica, “buying me dinner, calling me pretty, getting me out here done so you
can corrupt me with your evil Canadian ways.” She laughed. “Y ou once said that | was the United
States' secret weapon; maybe you' re the secret weapon, Mr. Matusik.”

John gtiffened ever so dightly. Oh, hewas still smiling, still holding her, still looking her right in the
eye—but something subtle had turned over ingde. She could fed him compensating, trying to hide his
tensons by stretching, clearing histhroat—

I”ve put him off, Monicathought, suddenly salf-conscious. HE sjust being niceand I'm
overanayzing. Too much attention, or not enough. Or maybe he’ d only ever been interested in dinner, a
pal, someone to spend time with, but not an actud girlfriend—

“Monica,” said John, reaching up and tapping her gently on the forehead. *Y ou’ re thinking about
something, aren’'t you?’

She shifted in hisarms, noting that the tenson was gone. “I’'m sorry,” she said. “1 didn’t mean
anything by . .. what | meanis, | tend to be very analytica when it comesto persona matters. I'm just
wondering if it' stoo good to betrue. Like, if you tak likethisto dl the girls”

“There are no other girls”

“Oh, so that’ swhy you' re so well-rehearsed.”

John blushed, tensing again, looking away—and the source of his discomfort suddenly became
obvious. “I don't think I’'m at al well-rehearsed, but I’ ve practiced.”

“Practiced?’

“In front of the mirror. Sometimes | make notes, go over my routinesin my head. A boy should
awaysknow how to talk to agirl. | tell mysdlf that if | can learn acrobatics, | can learn how to talk to
girls”

Monicatried not to laugh. “ So, there are other girls”

“No,” said John. “1 mean, there are girls and women at my club, and I’ ve often imagined asking
one out on adate—but there slittle time for romance. | imagineit’s been the samefor you.”

In hindsight, Monica could see how the last three years of her life seemed somewhat lacking,
socialy—but those were the breaks if you wanted to compete as an elite. Y ou gave up public schoal,
you set asde your home life, you made friends with your training partners, and they were your world.

“Monica?

John' sface was inches away from hers; his bold features were intoxicating. “Y eah?’

“Would you mind if | did something forthright?”

“What exactly do you mean by ‘forthright’ ?”

“I’ve wanted to do this snce the day wefirst met, but aman issupposed to get alady’s
permisson firs—"

“I giveyou permisson,” Monicablurted, not letting him finish, knowing what he was getting at
and refusing hersdlf any further dissection of the Situation.

John leaned forward, tilted his head, and kissed her on thelips. Instantly her mind recalled and
compared, and ingtantly she realized how different it was kissing John instead of Pat. Needlessto say, it
was a pretty electric moment.

When it was over, she held him at arm’ slength. “ That was your big bold thing?’ she asked,
amiling, giddy.

“Part of it,” John replied. “Mainly, | wanted to ask you to be my girlfriend. | mean, if you're not



seeing anyone.”
The blood was thundering in Monica sears. A million equations fluttered through her mind, a

million different ways to react when aboy asked you to be his.

Hemming and hawing, she sad, “Oh, you silly guy. I've only known you for aweek.”

“I understand,” John began—

—and stopped when Monica put her finger to hislips. “I’ll haveto think about it.” She leaned
forward and kissed him again, dightly lessclumsly thistime, and alittle more daring. Then she rearranged
hersdf in hisarms and stared out acrossthe valey, beautiful and serene in asickeningly-sweet moment
that was too perfect, too right to last forever—but if | can have just one day aweek like this, everything
dsewill fal into place.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Hipz shoot was a prime example of Monica s on/off relationship with Darren Hades. On
some days she could tolerate the man with little more than a series of sighs and nods; other times she had
to physicaly separate hersalf from him by walking off the podium, pretending to drink from her water
bottle or work out a cramp. Having Sundays off helped, as cumulative pressure amassed during the
workweek could berelieved at regular intervals. Aslong as Monicaknew there would be areprieve, she
could stifle any manner of outburst, avoid any variety of argument.

For the most part.

By late November, dl of Hades and Traci€' s preliminary observations had been completed, and
the girls began working out full-fledged routines on bars, beam, and floor—with Hades choosing floor
music, and Hades having fina say asto which skillswere kept, which were dropped, and how many
pelvic thrusts and butt wiggles were to be utilized in between. Naturdly, as the Keenes had been more
apt to choose genres of music rather than actua tracks, ranges of skillsrather than actua skills, thiswasa
bone of contention for Monica. It wasn't so much the sex apped element asit wasthe inability to add her
persond touch to her routines. Ergo, she could swing her way around the bars, work her way aong the
beam, or tumble across the podium, and her kips, her layouts, her pikes and arabesques meant
absolutely nothing.

John bumped into her towards the end of one particular morning training session, patted her on
the back when she excused hersdlf from bars work to get adrink of water. (In the weeks since their first
kissin Patriot Park, they’ d taken to holding hands and making out during recoup time—though they were
grictly professond inthe gym.)

“Cramp?’ he asked.

“Coach,” shereplied.

He squatted beside her. “ Ah, one of those days, huh?’

Monica clenched her fists, curled her toes. “ One day heignores metotaly, the next he wants me
to perfect adozen new skills by dinnertime! Ugh! How can someone so obsessed with consistency be
0. ..s0inconsstent?’

“I'd say he' strying to be dynamic,” John said, “but you' d only kick mein the shin—and I've
peeked across the room enough times to see he' snot really the mentoring type.”

“It' slike that show, Redity Cam!” Monicaexclamed, sghing, thinking again of her KG days.
Greg always made sure you knew where you were going, knew what was expected of you; he worked
with you to meet the appropriate deadlines. With Hades and Tracie, your skills were compartmentalized.
Y ou knew each and every sKill, you knew how to connect said sKills, but you had no ideawhat the
finished routine was going to look like.

“Back on task, Monical”

Monicalooked up. Tracie had come to stand over her, amsfolded, glare oscillating back and
forth between John and hersdif.

John nodded, bowed out as Monicafollowed Tracie back to the uneven bars, resumed her
practice. Five minutesin, though, and aruckus over by the balance beam caught her attention.



Jackie was throwing afit.

“No!” she shouted. “It’' sstupid—it’ sastupid ideaand | won't doit!”

Hades, standing with his hands on his hips, looked like he was about to blow a gasket. “Fine.
Then you'll spend the rest of the day in your quarters.”

“Finel” Jackie hopped off the beam, stalked out of the training room.

Hades watched her go; the back of his neck had turned bright red—a bull seye that was attracting
the attention of nearby athletes and coaches. After amoment, he waved Tracie over for aprivate
discusson.

Monicawalked over to where her teammates were gathered around the chalk bowl.

“What' sthat about?” asked Lisa.

“Beatsme,” said Monica

“Helooks pissed.”

Britney ground her teeth nervoudy. “ And right before lunchtime, too.”

“Ten ameros says he makes us do a hundred extra push-ups this afternoon,” said Kristen.

The girls watched as Hades pulled out his cell phone, punched in anumber. In amoment he was
juggling a conversation between himsdlf, Tracie, and whomever was on the other end of theline. The
result: anod from Tracie, something whispered in Hades ear. Then she approached the team.

“Britney,” shesad, “you' re going to work on the balance beam with Hades for the remainder of
thissesson. Therest of you will be doing barswith me.”

“Iseverything dl right?” asked Monica

“Petty details,” Tracie said, looking none too pleased. “Back on task, please.”

The matter was dropped until afternoon training, when, upon the girls' first stepping onto thelot,
it was announced that Tracie would be handling Britney, Lisa, Kristen, and lvanawhile Hades and
Monica practiced aone.

“What for?" asked Monica as she and Hades parted from the group, Kim following severa
paces behind.

“Today we re going to work on your fals” Hades offered.

“My fdls?’

“Y es—how to fal without hurting yourself. Jackie didn’t seem to think it wasworthy of her time.
| hopeyou'll be more enthusiagtic.”

At first Monicathought he was talking about proper reactive techniques, lessening the chance of
injury whenever she knew shewas going to fal during aroutine.

“Not exactly,” Hades said after she' d pressed for further information. “What | havein mind
involvesamore. . . proactive gpproach.”

Heled her acrossthelot and to alarge shed—a spare gym, Monicaredized as soon asthey
stepped inside and flicked on the lights. It was just large enough to accommodate a balance beam and
some mats. And it was completely private, no windows, no straggling athletes watching on the sdelines.

She et her bag down, unzipped her jacket. “ Cozy, isn't it?’

Hades had Kim stand outside. He closed the door. “Concentration is avirtue, Monica. Not that
I’min any way doubting your menta disciplines, but I'm going to need your undying attention for the next
few hours. No teammates chattering between drills, no boyswaiting to gossip with you every time you
have adrink of water.”

Monica blushed, finished stripping down to her leotard. She' d thought John and hersalf had been
discreet about their variousinteractions during training time, but obvioudy Hades had caught on. She
wondered if hewasat al aware of their blossoming relationship outside of the gym. If Kim had tattled, or
if one of the security cameras had caught them during amake-out session .. . .

“Help me out,” Hades said, ducking under the beam and motioning for her to assst himin
dragging one of the mats forward. Once they’ d positioned it just right, he dusted off his hands and said,
“Now, before we begin, know that anything that goes on in hereis gtrictly between you and me. Y ou will
not discuss the skillsyou learn here with anyone. Not your teammates, not your family or friends.”

Monicanodded, asilent thanks echoing in her head that he wasn't going to confront her about



her lovelife. “Yes, ar.”

“All right, up you go,” Hadesingtructed.

Monica complied, mounting the beam, still not exactly certain what was going on as Hades had
her do arun-through of her tumbling abilities. After ahandful of passes, he began giving ingtructions—and
suddenly Monicaknew what he was after. He didn't just want her to protect herself during afal, he
wanted her to learn how to fal on cue—to fake a mistake and make it ook absolutely convincing without
damaging hersdlf in the process.

During abreak, she asked, “ Thisiswhat Jackie was whining over?’

Hades nodded. “ Thisiswhat she waswhining over.”

“Fake-outs?’

“It'show we' re doing things this season.”

“Correct meif I’'mwrong, but unlesswe re playing, like, golf, isn't it pointlessto cheset by
lowering my score?”’

“Who sayswe re cheating?’

Monicashrugged. She sensed a schemein the works, but she had no proof, only circumstantial
evidence, aningtinct. “I don't know. It just seemskind of snesky, training out here done, learning to fall
on purpose—and with you ydling at usal week not to fal.”

“I don'tyel.”

“Sureyou do.”

“I giveindructions, | offer critiques—"

“At thetop of your lungs.”

“I coach.”

Monicaraised her hands. “Okay. Y ou coach—but that till doesn’'t explain why I'm learning to
do fake-outs.”

A sigh from Hades. He' d been standing beside the beam, arms folded, but now he cameto sit
beside her. “You're learning to do fake-outs because it’ swhat | need you to learn. During the course of
anormal season I'd have alarger pool of athletes. I’ d have the ability to manipulate the roster in order to
better suit respective meets. With six girlslocked in through Heroes' Day, that optionislost to
me—adjustments have to be made in other ways.”

“Sounds like you have your handstied,” said Monica.

“The NPAA pullsmy grings, | pull yours. WE | manage.”

“By teaching me how to fall?” Monica shook her head—theideawas sill aleve or two above
her.

“By teaching you how to adjust. Sometimesyou fal, sometimes you don’t. Sometimes you keep
inthe full-twisting dismount, and sometimes you take out the twist. It' sdl adjustments, Monica.”

“BU—"

Hades held up his hand, pointed at the beam. “No buts. Let’s continue.”

Monica s stubborn side urged her to refuse, to demand further details, though it occurred to her
that Hades hadn’t chewed her out over her dating John (despite having briefly mentioned the fact). He
knew—she was certain he knew—and he' d let her off without the obligatory lecture. Trust? she
wondered. Or an eyefor an eye. | keep his secret, he trusts me not to do anything irresponsible with
John. No premarita sex, no getting pregnant.

Hadeswaswaiting.

“All right,” she said, getting to her feet and approaching the balance beam. “Let’ s continue.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

“Y ou know how | can tell you' reagymnast?’

“How?'

“You'readwaysjust out of the shower.”

Monicadtirred in John'sarms, opened her eyes acrack. They were curled together on one of the



plush sofasin acorner of the NAU lounge. Severa other athletes were hanging out as well, talking,
reading, doing homework, watching the newsfeeds, playing video games. Every now and then asecurity
guard walked by, glancing, surveying.

“Y ou know how | know you' re agymnast?’ Monica asked.

John put his hand over hers, brushed histhumb over her knuckles. “How?’

“The palms of your hands are tougher than the soles of your feet.”

John chuckled. “Okay. Y ou know how | know you're agymnast?’

Monicawaited.

“Y ou use chak more often than soap.”

“I've got more.”

“I was afraid of that.”

“The noise your ankles make while waking derts people that you' re near.”

“I'vegot one”

“Yeeh?’

“You ve actudly used thewords ‘virtuosity’ and ‘amplitude,” and you know what they both

Gentle laughter caused John’ s abdomen to ripple. “Lots of syllablesthere.”

“I have another. When you raise your hand in class, you have perfect form, arm straight, fingers
pointed and together.”

“Y ou know how | know you're agymnast?’ asked John. “Y our P.E. teacher tellsyou to do
twenty pull-ups; you finish and ask what to do now that you' ve warmed up.”

“I think I'll write that one down.”

“Inyour circle of friends,” John continued, “five feet isconsdered tal.”

“Humongous”

“Y ou do your homework in astraddle split.”

“Doyou?’

“It' sonmy ligt of thingsto try before| die”

Monicaclosed her eyes again. Across the way, Dean uttered a guttural moan of disappoi ntment
as helost another round of whatever game he was playing.

“So, where did you disappear to today?’ John asked after awhile.

“My coach had me do some extra credit,” Monicareplied.

“I hopeit was't anything too humdrum?’

“I could tdl you, but then I’ d have to kill you.”

“Y ouwouldn't kill me.”

“Wél, maybel wouldn't, but Mr. Tompkins. . . he might.”

John said, “He doesn't strike me as the cold-blooded killer type.”

“No, he does't. | mean, he' s huge—he could off someone with his bare handsif he wanted
to—but he' smore like a pro-bodybuilder who' s serving as a night watchman on the side.”

“Y ou think he' sever killed anyone?’

“What, likethisyear?’

“Sure” John said. “A place like Olympusisgreat and dl, but it only worksif you havethe
military infrastructure in place. That includes big, hulking night watchman-bodybuilders armed with guns
and the gutsto pull thetrigger.”

“Do you think he' sever killed anyone?’

“Probably.” John shrugged. “Hewouldn't kill me, though.”

“How can you be so sure?’

“Because|I’m going to make it a priority not to piss him off in any way possible. Infact, I'm going
to gtart baking him muffins on Wednesdays.”

“Y ou bake?’ asked Monica

“When absolutdly necessary—my father’ sthe cook in the family.”



“How come you' ve never baked me muffins?’
“I’ve never had to bribe you.”

“How rude!”

“Hey, there' still time.”

Dean shouted in triumph.

“Lookslike hefinally scored,” said John.
“Yeah,” murmured Monica

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

If Hades' initia lack of interest had been dienating, his absolute, undying attention during the
weeks leading up to the Pre-Season A ssessment was utterly unbearable. Eight-hour work days were not
uncommon, and that wasn't counting school time. On any given occasion, if Monicawasn't in the gym,
shewas, just asin John'scliche, fresh out of the shower, her hair dways wet, her gym bag adways dung
over her shoulder. Her uber-busy training schedule |eft her too tired, even, to argue with Hades or
Tracie; from eight till noon, threetill seven every day she perfected her routines, did her homework, went
to bed on time. Thefew private moments she spent with John involved very littlein the way of making
out. It wasjust too much work to train full-time and s multaneoudy indulge her burgeoning teenage
passions now that the attention she’' d so adamantly sought was hers and hers aone. Jackie and Britney
were no longer the pets; she was, and it was wearing on her, no more so than it would have had she been
gearing up for the new season under the Keenes' direction—nbut, then, they’ d been stewards of their own
little nichein Wiscongn.

This, however, was Olympus.

One of Those Days, aweek into December: Hades had taken her to the private gym to work
with her on her fake-outs—and nothing was going right (or wrong, as was more gppropriate). Monica's
body smply refused to mottle the skillsdrilled into it dll morning; Hades coaching ingtinct kept him from
accepting defeat even when lunchtime wasimminent.

“Thisisn't going to work,” Monicasaid at last, hopping off the balance beam and wiping the
swest from her brow. Her left ankle hurt; there was asmidgen of blood streaking her right shin—a
souvenir from afake-out that hadn’t been quite fake enough.

“It'Il work if you keep at it,” said Hades.

Monicaglowered. “I’m going to split apart at the seams—arms, legs, and bits of hair and teeth
everywherel”

“Wetake abreak, then continue until you get it.”

Monica s ssomach grumbled loudly. In the enclosed silence of the gym, the sound was even more
pronounced than it might have otherwise been. “It’ s lunchtime. I’ m starved. | can be at the cafeteriaand
back in haf an hour.”

Hades shook his head. “We have to get through this, Monica.”

“But I’'m hungry.”

“I'm hungry, too.”

“Wadll, there you go. Let’ sget somelunch.”

Sighing, Hades said, “Back on the beam, Monica. WE re finished when we' re finished.”

Monicafolded her arms. “What about school time?’

“There Il betimefor your letters and number later. Right now | need you on the balance beam.”

“Thisign't fairl” Monica protested. “ The other girls are probably dready on their way to the
cafeterial”

“Then you' d better hurry up and get your act together.”

Monica started towards the door. “1’ ve had enough! Enough, hear me? Enough!”

Her own pent-up animosity caught her by surprise. Still, it was enough to get her out of the gym
despite Hades' shouting for her to stay put. Sheran across the lot, to the checkpoint; the security officers
waved her through. 1t wasn't until shewas riding atransport out of the promenade belt that she redized



shewas barefoat, till in her workout gear—it couldn’t be helped. She' d acted before thinking out the
conseguences. Theimmediate pressure of training with Hades had been relieved, though it had been
replaced with certain dread that she would be reprimanded for trotting around the station out of uniform.

“Hello, Ms. Sardinia,” said Tompkins as she breezed into her home stripe. “ Everything okay?’

“Yeah,” Monicareplied, smiling nervoudy. She dowed long enough to add, “Misplaced my gym
bag. | fed like such adunce!”

Tompkinshdf smiled, hdf frowned. “I’m sureit will turn up.”

Monica continued aong the corridor, hadtily let hersdf into her quarters (thankfully the girls
weren't around to ask questions). She grabbed a change of clothes and then ducked out again for a
shower.

Hades was waiting for her upon her return. He' d brought her bag; he handed it to her as soon as
she reached the cabin door. “I want you in uniform—now.”

Monicabowed her head, surrendering herself to the Situation as she entered her quarters once
again and dipped into bodysuit, boots, jacket. When she was ready, she presented herself to Hades,
who didn’'t say aword as he led her from the stripe. They stepped into the nearet lift. Moments later
they were deposited in an area of the station Monica had never seen before. A pair of security officers
screened them before | etting them enter a carpeted lobby with historical portraits, aU.S. flag decorating
the wood-paneled walls—

—an executive suite, Monicathought to hersalf as shetook aseat. I’ m screwed.

“There Il beashort wait,” Hades said. “ Afterward, | want you to report to Mr. McDonald's
room.” Heturned and | ft.

Monicaswallowed, waited, fidgeted, stared exclusively at the floor as she silently cursed ego,
temper—every treacherous component of hersdf that had pushed her over the edge.

“Ms. Sardinia?’

Monicalooked up.

The secretary was smiling amiably. “Commander Zor will see you now.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SX

Commander Zor, Monicatook it, was the head honcho aboard Olympus—or, failing that, one of
the head honchas. Fiftyish, gray-haired, dightly overweight, he sat behind his desk, handsfolded nestly,
various emblems decorating his uniform and sparkling in acombination of lamplight and reflected sunlight
that shone through the sizable viewport built into the rear wal. His appearance made Monicafed quite
inadequate in her smple bodysuit and jacket. That, and he was agood foot and half taller than she was.

“Please, Sit, Lieutenant,” Zor instructed after the door swished shut.

Monicasat, wondered if being referred to by her military rank was anything like when her mother
cdled her by her full name—usudly when she’ d done something wrong.

“Mr. Hadestellsme,” said Zor, getting right to it, “you’ re having some difficulty in your training.”

It took amoment for Monicato answer. There was goose flesh on her arms, and her throat was
congtricted. Shewas't shy: wearing nothing but aleotard and a scrunchie, she could twist, bend, twirl,
flex, stretch, and jump around in front of 15,000 spectators and not bat an eyelash. She could naot,
however, face Zor for more than afew seconds at atime without her teeth chattering.

After ahandful of seconds-like-minutes spent watching the Earth dance outside the viewport, she
managed, “ It’ s nothing that can’t be worked out, Sir.”

“Mr. Hades doesn’'t seem to think it’ sthat smple. He says you walked out on him during
practice”

Pinpricksin Monica s hands, blood rushing in her ears. “Well, um.. . . yes, Sr.”

“Isthe work too demanding?’

“No, not a dl. Sir.”

“Then perhapsthe skills required are beyond your level of expertise?’

“No, gr.”



Zor unclasped his hands, picked up a stylus and tapped it lightly on the desktop. “Neverthel ess,
you left your post before being dismissed.”

Monicaswallowed, thinking of protocol, responsibility. She wasn't agymnast; shewas an
officer, alieutenant, and her timein the training room wasn't just practice, it was her post. Her positionin
the United States Army. She' d walked off thejob. “I . . . | acted improperly, Sir. | wasfrustrated with
my training and | allowed mysdlf to act out of line”

“| don’t doubt that the work you do is oftentimes frustrating,” said Zor, “but what I’ m concerned
about is recurrence. There have been anumber of occasions on which you' ve demonsirated your
somewhat extreme tendencies. Y our coachestell methat you' re afantastic athlete, and that you will not
disappoint during the upcoming assessment meet, but you seem to have an affinity for confrontation.”

Monicathought hard. “ Some days are better than others.”

“And Heroes Day?Will it be one of the ‘better’ days?’

“Of course, Sr.”

Zor smiled dightly and swiveled in his seat so that he could gaze through the viewport. (If he was
waiting for Monicato elaborate, he was sure to be disappointed because she was speechless, literaly
shaking in her boots. She' d much rather have been back in Hades' outhouse gym, taking orders, taking
fdls)

“Monica,” hesad after he' d let her stew awhile, “ Olympusisacomplex animal, the net effect of
thousands of officers doing their jobs properly and in atimely manner. It takes cooperation. Y ou redize
that, don't you?’

“Yes gr.”

“Good, because in any operation of this sSize, teamwork isinvauable. You can likenit to the
organsin your body: if one shuts down, it puts strain on al the others, and, if things aren’t fixed, you get a
cascade effect that resultsin death.” Zor faced her. “Do you get dong with your teammeates?’

“Yes, gr.”

“Do you follow ordersfrom your commanding officers?’

Monica assumed he meant Hades and Tracie. “Yeah . . . most of thetime.”

“*Mog of thetime' isn't good enough.”

Monicasad nothing.

Zor nodded, rose from his desk and stepped over to where an antique-looking tel escope had
been positioned beside the viewport. Hunching over dightly to peer through the lens, he asked, “Do you
like your hometown?Y our house, your parents car, your computer, audio player, microwave oven, and
al the other little things that you' ve cometo enjoy over the last decade or so of your life?’

“I do,” Monicareplied.

“That’sgood. Y our loydty to the Union has an incentive—but | think you' re il locked into the
sdf rather than the other.”

“I don't understand, sir.”

“Youwill.” Zor adjusted one of the knobs on histelescope. “Y ou see, your recruitment—and
that of every man and woman aboard this ation—was the result of momentum. Choices being made,
plans being put into action. It saglobal processin which each of us playsasmall but important role, and
it'scrucid that there are no wesk links, no festering wounds to threaten the hedlth of the overdl project.
Our poor numbersthese last few years could very well trandate into the United States giving up itsdot
aboard Olympus—meaning we d lose our momentum as amodernized civilization. Our ability to
compete effectively in numerous economic markets would be crippled. Inner city schoolswould continue
to go without up-to-date textbooks, computers, and lab equipment. Hospitals would have to face next
year’ sflu season with less vaccine. Shelf pricesfor food, amenities, eectronics would continue to spird
out of control.”

“Wewill havelogt,” Monicamurmured.

Zor sraightened, facing her. “Y ou see, then, why it is of little importance whether or not you are
in total agreement with your coaches. Their god isthe same asyours.”

“Towin.”



“Towin,” echoed Zor. “To keep ourselvesin the game so that future contenders may have a
sSimilar opportunity for success—just as previous athletes competed for your chance to be here today.”

Monicathought of what Pat had said on the day she' d been caught doing wall-flips at school.
“There’ sno war, but there' still conflict.”

“Precisdly. Suchisthe great paradox of humanity. But thereis progress.” Stepping away from the
scope, Zor gestured at the eyepiece and said, “Look.”

Monica put her eye to the scope—and suddenly the moon’ s distant surface became a panoramic
view of the bustling lunar landscape. (The lens' s software compensated for the station’ srotation,
reveding that theinstrument itsalf was not entirdy antiquated.)

“Americans, Britons, Russans, the Japanese,” Zor said, “ and adozen other nations, all working
together, coexigting in harmony, right?”

Monicapulled back. “They're dl after asmilar god, like us. Despite their differences, they’re
working together.”

“Those who make the cut, yes. Spaceislimited on the shuttle flights, and launches are expensive.
Who decides who getsto go and when? We have our bids, but so do all the other industriaized nations
of the world—and everyone iswaiting on the edges of their seatsfor adot to open up. Every four years.
Like clockwork. Do you know who makes the decisions as to who goes and who stays behind?’

Monica shook her head.

“You do, Lieutenant Sardinia. Y our scores, your teammates scores, and the scores of every
other athlete competing on Heroes' Day determine who gets funding and who gets the shaft, which
research projects become tomorrow’ s medicine, and which remain the pipe dreams of America ssick
and injured, which commercia endeavorswill make or bregk your children’ s economy.”

Monicafdt her throat musclestighten just abit. Every schoolchild knew the ways of the Patriot
world as sure as she knew her reading, writing, and arithmetic—but Zor had made it persond, asif
Monica hersaf would personally go before apand of military suitsand run down alist of her team’s
SCOres.

“It may fed,” said Zor, “asif the weight of the world has been placed upon your shoulders—but
that’ s because, for better or for worse, the world is yoursto inherit. Whether you' re working hereasa
Patriot or down on Earth asawaitress, you will haveto live by your choices, your successes, your
failures. The same goes for your peers, your parents, friends, people you see on the news or out on the
streets, people you' Il never ever know but whose work will affect your everyday life. And it'snot just us
Terrans. Think of the Martian colonies. It' s athree month trip there, three months back. Time away from
loved ones, time away from home. We re expected to do our job down here so that our counterparts
can do theirs up there—with the satisfaction of knowing that upon their returning to Earth we will be able
to send future Americans to continue where they left off. Can you imagine the disappointment in coming
home to a third-world nation smply because onelittle girl didn’t like the way the game was played?’

It was arhetorica question. Of course Monicaknew it would be sdlfish of her to bow out now
(not that she' d even considered giving up . . . not yet, anyway). Her entire career pining to be a Patriot
elite—her time at KG would amount to nothing if shesmply cdled it quits. And how would she explain
hersdlf years down the line? How would she tdll othersthat she’ d turned her back on becoming aHero?

Zor passed her aknowing look. “Y ou see why it is so important for you to set aside your pride?
To make your choice and follow through? We redl on the clock. To be frank, if you can’t handle the
pressure, it would be inappropriate for you to remain amember of the U.S. Patriot team.”

Monicaoffered aquiet acknowledgment. It was clear Zor had absolutely no problem bearing an
incredible load on the shoulders of athirteen-year-old girl. If she couldn’t stand up to his expectations,
how was she going to manageit for awhole country?

Reclaiming his spot behind the desk, Zor roused his computer console and started typing. “1I’ [l be
seeing you at the assessment?’

“Yes, dr,” said Monica

“Excdlent. You are dismissed, Lieutenant.”



By the time Monicamade her way to Mr. McDonad'sroom, class was dready haf over.
Without going into too much detail, she explained her absence and then took a seat, worked on her
assgnmentsin relative solitude. When it was time for everyone to push their seats together and
participate in group discussion, she offered only “yes’ and “no” answers, silent shrugs whenever Lisaor
Kristen leaned over and softly asked if shewasal right.

Later, during afternoon practice, she lined up with therest of the girlsasroll was caled, and
started her warm-up exercises without aword to anyone. John waved to her from across the way; she
refrained from waving back, hoping that he would understand: no more playing around. Businessis
business Evenif | only manageit for therest of the day, | will bethe modd gymnast in Hades gym. |
won't let them crack my resolve—I won't let mysdlf it through another lecture from Commander Zor.

She kept her promise. Asthe day wore on, astime ran short and demeanors crumbled, every
sngle member of the U.S. girls gymnasticsteam was ydlled at, chewed out—but not Monica. Her game
gtate channeled adrenaline, kept frustration at bay while her teammates went from grimly determined to
jugt plangrim.

On theway to the showers, Jackie decided to play counselor. “What’ s with you?’

“I’'vegot alot on my mind,” Monicaresponded.

“Y ou mean him?’ Jackie pointed at John, who was following his team towardsthe men’s
showers, glancing over his shoulder at regular intervalsto seeif he could catch Monica s attention.

Monicaturned, waved, smiled in amorose fashion. “No.”

“Well, what?’

She waited until they werein the locker room, then set her bag down, started removing her
hairpins. “How did you take it when they told you the detail s”’

“What details?” asked Jackie.

“Y ou know, how we' re competing for our government’ s ability to send astronauts to the moon
and Marsand all that?’

Jackie shrugged. “You get used to it. It skind of like when you' relittle and you find out for the
first timethat dl those peoplein Africaare being made to work in cornfieldsinsde the Barrier so that fuel
pumps havefuel. It' stheway theworld is”

“But does't it bother you to know that if you fuck up askill connection, ahospital might close,
or aschool might have to go without updated computers?’

“Oh, Monica, it s not that black and white.” Jackie laughed.

“lan'tit?’

“It' sal symbolism. Don't fret.” Jackieleft Monica sSde, went over to where Britney and Lisa
were standing and started alighter conversation.

Monicafrowned, wondering if Jackie was being dismissive or if sheredly didn’t know the score.
Unless Zor had been exaggerating, trying to get her al worked up asasort of punishment for walking out
on Hades—but no, even if, as Jackie had said, the Patriot world wasn't “black and white,” the overall
ideawasred: little boys and girls were competing for worldly resources.

Once upon atimein aswdtering little gym back on Earth, Greg Keene had told her much the
same.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

December was quickly reduced to a cluttered memory scrapbook: Monicain the training room,
Monicain the shower, in the cafeteria, Mr. McDona d' s classroom, back in the gym, back in the shower,
back in the cafeteria, back in bed. The pattern carried her into the fina throes of the month, when winter
break was but aday away, a coveted promise waiting beyond the last hurdle: Pre-Season A ssessment.

Theteam trained efficiently for severd hoursin the morning. Monica s bars and beam routines
werefedling pretty good, though she was hesitant to breathe asigh of rdlief until after the assessment was



over and done with.

Haf an hour early, Tracie Sgnaed it wastimeto prepare for the review pand’ sarriva.

She approached Monica as she was gathering up her things.

“Y our new competition leotards,” she said, handing Monicaabox. “Make surethegirlsare
properly suited up. No creases, no loose spots. I'll be aong shortly.”

Monicadung her bag over her shoulder, took the box and followed the othersinto the locker
room, where everyone gathered around in anticipation as she handed out the new threads. There were
mixed reactions—particularly to the leotards ample keyhole fronts and |ow-scooped backs.

“These don't leave much to the imagination, do they?” snorted Lisa, holding hers up.

“It'scdled putting out,” explained Jackie. “ Or did you think the stores had smply run out of
fabric at your last NCPA meet?’

“Right,” added Monica. “ Predesigned wedgies, an abundance of bare skin, an exploitation of
contour—the mandatory qualities of any good dlite, didn’t you know?’

“Now you're getting it,” Jackie said, laughing.

Lisastuck her tongue out.

“At least they’ re not thong-bottoms,” Kristen pointed out, and headed for the shower.

The girls washed up, suited up. Monica had them stand in aline so that she could give them the
look-over. She couldn’t help but notice that everyone—hersdlf included—had grown up just alittle bit
over thelast month and ahalf, their jaw lines sharper, the swelling around their eyes more pronounced,
their torsos gpproaching the leaner sde of lean.

Traciecameinfor thefina inspection. If someone s butt crack wasn't defined well enough, she
did atouch-up, whipping out the hairspray and making her adjustments. Theideawasto ingnuate
chisdled bare bodies painted in Olympus colors—comic book superheroes. Gymnadts. Patriots.

Approved for consumption, Ivana stood waiting by the entrance, a somber look on her face.

Monica approached her. “Pre-meet jitters?’ she asked.

“I’'mnot ready for this” lvanareplied.

“Sureyou are.”” Monicarecaled their morning practice; Ivanahadn’t missed any of her routines.
Infact, she was the most well-rehearsed of al the girls, suffering the least amount of injuries. “Y ou’ ve got
nothing to worry about.”

“Don't 1?7’

“Y ou were brilliant thismorning. Y ou'll be brilliant during the assessment—and on Heroes' Day.

“That’ sthe problem. If | pass, that means|’m part of the team. That meansthe next timel
competeit will be for the United States. | don’t know if | can handle that.”

“Y ou can handle whatever you put your mind to.”

“But | don’'t know if | want to.”

Oh, lord, Monicathought. Hell of atime for afreak-out!

At that moment Tracie started towards the door. “ Are we ready, ladies?’

“Weare” said Monica

Tolvana “You'll dofine”

The Assessment was, for Monica, arepest of her final day at Keene's Gymnagtics. A row of
military men—Zor included—sat at the edge of the training area (which had been emptied, the other
NAU teamslined up outside) and waited for the team to complete a brief warm-up. Then, exchanging
nods with Hades, Zor raised hishand and said, “Begin.”

Ivanawas up first. Monicawhispered afew last-minute words of encouragement into her
ear—aasit didn’'t seem to have much effect. Shetook to her routineswith little of the confidence she'd
shown during practice. She seemed terribly distracted, hopping on her landings, wobhbling on the beam,
and even shedding afew tears after missing an dementary kip dement on bars. At first Monicathought it
was perhaps part of Hades' fake-out regime, but when she saw the looks of frustration on hisface every



time she made amistake, she knew this had nothing to do with planned strategy.

Tracielooked surprisingly nurturing as sheled Ivana away afterward. She coddled her inthe
corner.

Jackie went second, and though she looked concerned over Ivana s performance, she
nevertheless made it through her routines with only the barest mistakes here or there. Britney and Kristen
followed next, performing in asmilarly flawless manner.

Monicawas fifth, stepping forward when Hades called her name.

“Mount the beam, please,” he said.

She mounted the beam, stood waiting, perfectly balanced.

“Back handspring to back tuck to switch leap.”

She performed the skills, landed delicately, waited.

“Straddle L to press handstand.”

Lowering and supporting hersalf with her arms, she held her legs pardld to the beam, straddled,
then rotated her hips and lifted upward until she wasin ahandstand position. She held thisfor amoment
before righting and waiting.

“Back, tuck, back, back.”

Monicadid exactly as she wastold. Thiswent on for severd minutes as she cycled through her
various skills and connections, showcasing strength, flexibility, and balance.

Then, the moment of truth:

“Double back, with cop-out.”

Cop-out. Hades keyword for “intentional fuck-up.” Fake-out. Monicalaunched into her set.
Upon landing the second handspring, she made sure her |ft foot was planted firmly on the beam, made a
well-practiced dipping motion with her right, pretended to overcompensate, and went down headfir,
her torso nearly damming against the beam, legs flexing and attempting to keep the rest of her aboard,
but to no avail. After amoment’ s clinging to the underside of the beam, she dropped onto the floor,
presented to the military men, and then remounted. Waited.

“Same set,” said Hades. “No cop-out.”

Monicaredid her tumbling pass, thistime without the drama.

“Thank you. Y ou may dismount.”

Monica complied, jogging over to where her teammates were as Lisawas caled up.

Jackie had a questioning look on her face. “Cop-out?’

Monica cocked her head to one side, surprised. “Fake-outs. Y ou haven't learned any?’ She'd
assumed Hades had been taking the other girls aside to work on their acting skillsas well.

“I was going to learn them.” Jackie amost looked hurt. “But Hades never gave me asecond
chance after | yelled a him. | thought he' d thrown in the towd with that dy stuff.”

“Obvioudy not,” said Britney, glaring accusingly a Monica. “Why didn’t you tel us?’

Monicawas beside herself—as if she were somehow conspiring against her own team by training
privately with Hades. 1’ ve been working my ass off these last two weeks. To be honest, gossip wasn't
at thetop of my to-do list. Anyway, | thought you knew.”

Jackie and Britney stepped away, conversed amongst themsealvesin hushed tones.

“ S0, that’ swhat you’ ve been working on with Coach Hades?’ asked Kristen.

“Yeah,” Monicareplied.

“Sneaky. | don't likeit.” Kristen shook her head. “ Thelonger | stay here, theless| like the way
they do things”

“I think Ivanawould agree with you.”

“Speaking of lvana. . .” Krigen trailed off, smiled politely as Ivanawas integrated back into the
group. She didn’t say anything, but Monicacould seeit in her tear-streaked face: | want to go home.

Lisafinished her beam work and was excused from the podium. She high-fived everyone but
Ivana, whom she paid aworried, amost dissatisfied frown.

“What' s her problem?’ she whispered into Jacki€' sear.

“Freak-out.”



“No shit,” Britney muttered under her breeth.

Monicaglanced at where Hades was conversing with Zor and hismen. Tracie, nearby, waited
with her armsfolded, not saying anything to anyone. Eventualy she came over and, in ahushed tone, told
the girlsto gather their things.

“How’d we do?’ asked Jackie.

Tracie held her finger to her lips. “We Il discussit later. Go get cleaned up. Mr. Kim and Mr.
Crosswill bring you back to the home stripe.”

John met her inthe NAU lounge.

“I fed likel haven't seen you in forever,” he said, wrapping hisarms around her and lifting her up
S0 that her facewasleve with his.

After apolite peck on thelips, Monicaasked, “Did you make the cut?’

“Yeah.” John nodded. “ Did you?’

“Yegh”

“WEe re Patriots now. Well, in adightly more officid manner.”

“Funny,” said Monica, “| don't fed like a Patriot.”

John glanced around to make sure no one was |ooking, then pinched her bottom. “ Sure you do.”

“Stop that, you brute,” Monicasaid (though she let him remove hishand at his own discretion).
“How much time do you have?’

“QOur shuttle leavesthe hub in haf an hour.”

“I’'m going to missyou.”

“I’m going to miss me, too.”

She pushed him away, hugging herself and pretending to pout.

“Oh, sorreee,” John cooed, taking her in hisarms again and smooching her delicioudy on the
cheek. “I think it’'s crazy that they’ re keeping your team here for Christmas. How in theworld are you
going to pass the time without me to bug you?’

She glanced around at the unadorned lounge (holiday decorationsweren't allowed, so as not to
dienate any given religious ffiliations). A random Patriot woman was Sitting a one of the tablesand
typing quietly on her notebook. “The NPAA wants us up here 24/7. WE |l have Christmas Day off,
probably New Y ear’ s—otherwise our coach wants us to start training for our first conference of the
season. How about you?’

John shrugged. “The girlsa my gym are having their annua gda | get to help run the show,
make sure all the equipment is set up properly—child labor stuft.”

Monicalaughed.

“Beddesthat | guesstherell be the usuad family get-together. My father doeslike to cook up a
storm on specia occasions—’

“John!” Dean called from the lounge entrance. “ Come on, time to go—oh, bye, Monical Merry
Chrigtmad!”

“Merry Chrissmasto you, too,” Monicasaid, waving.

John picked up hisbags, kissed her once more. “ See you on the other side, kitten.” He followed
Dean out of thelounge.

Steding hersdf againgt ajolt of homesickness, Monica sighed, glanced once more around the
nearly-empty lounge, and decided she might aswell head back to her quarters.

Out in the corridor, afew paces dong, she noticed asmall congregation gathered outside room
15.

“What's going on?’ she asked as she drew up to the group, comprised of her teammates, Linda,
Tracie, Kim.

“Oh, Monica, thereyou are,” sniffed Linda, dabbing at her cheek with asoggy handkerchief.
“WEe re saying our goodbyes.”



For amoment Monicadidn’t understand—and then she saw that Ivana was wearing her street
clothes, and that she had her bags with her.

Shewas going home.

“Wow,” Monicasaid, hugging her tight. 1t seemslike only yesterday we were figuring out who
got top bunk.”

“That’swhy | haveto go,” said Ivana “Up here, time goestoo fast. | didn't think it would bother
me, but . . . I'mtired of missng thelittle momentsthat matter.”

Who cares? Monicawanted to say. We made it past the assessment, al of us—you'rethisclose
to competing for Americal Don't leave! But it was Ivana s decision to make, and she'd madeit, even
though there would undoubtedly be consequences. (Over Ivana' s shoulder, Monicasaw Tracie frown,
not looking particularly pleased. She said nothing, however.)

Snap-snap. Lindawas taking pictures.

Ivana pulled back, smiled. “I’ll watch dl of your competitions on the tube.”

“And I'll write every chancel get,” promised Monica.

Ivana nodded at the others, followed Kim out of the stripe.

Traciefaced the remaining girls. Her frown seemed to have etched itself permanently in her face.
“I needn’t remind you that Ivana sleaving isgrictly classfied?’

A collective nod from everyone.

Traciewaked away.

“That was quick,” muttered Jackie after she’ d gone (and after Linda had stepped off to the side
to makeacadl on her phone). “Did shetell any of you she was quitting?’

The girls shrugged; Monicaremembered what Ivanahad said in the locker room—the sum of a
dozen different worries and salf-doubts exhibited since the beginning.

“I guessshejust didn’'t have whét it takes,” said Britney.

“Shame” sadLisa

“Yeah,” agreed Krigten. “I wonder who' s going to replace her?’

“Hopefully someone with the dightest bit of a backbone.”

Thegirls (al but Monica) laughed, sighed, looked asif aburden had been lifted from their
shoulders.

They don't fed it, Monicathought, returning to her quarters, laying on her bed, pressing her hand
againg the bulkhead—feding Olympus subtle vibration travel through her fingertips. They’ retoo young
to understand. It’ s happening—it’ s been happening. The same affliction that broke up thelast U.S.
Patriot team isnow affecting us, and Ivanaisthefirg casudty.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Monicawoke early on Christmas morning with deigh bellsringing in her eers—her darm clock’s
glesful demondiration that it had remembered the gppropriate holiday.

“Merry Christmas,” Lisayawned. She pulled the sheet over her head and shifted onto her side.

Kristen remained adeep.

Dressing in sweatpants, T-shirt, and sneakers, Monica grabbed her notebook and eft the room,
went down the corridor and into the lounge. She found herself atable and, firing up her video messenger,
caled her parents.

Sharon answered. She looked tired, but as soon as she saw Monica her mood brightened.
“Monical Hi, sweetie! Merry Chrisgmas!”

“Merry Chrismas, mom.” Monicasguinted, caiching various unfamiliar background
details—she' d been expecting to see the dusty, cluttered backdrop of Aunt Deborah’s basement, but
instead she saw a spird staircase, a plush-looking sofa set and big-screen video pandl, atowering,
glittering Christmastree that easily reached from floor to ceiling. Of course, she thought. The new house.
She' d spoken to her family on severd occasions, but everything had been ablur, the detailslost in al the
noise. Somewhere in their conversations the new NPA A-sponsored home had been mentioned—even



90, it was strange, dmost surred to see her family’ stime line unfolding dongside her own. Shewas an
observer now, no longer aparticipant, her only link home a 16:9 video messenger window.

“So, you guys are in Milwaukee now?’ she asked.

“Sureare,” replied Sharon. “Pretty much settled in. Y ou' re going to love your new room.”

Monicagmiled. “What timeisit there?’

“Just past midnight. Chrisisin bed. Your father and | are playing Santa.”

There was movement in the background. Mike, wearing afloppy-looking Santa hat, was placing
asmall armful of wrapped gifts benegth the tree. Sharon called him over to the console.

“Monical How areyou?’ he asked, scooting beside her.

“Fine. Just woke up. How’ s everyone?’

“Grest, better than ever. Wdll, we' re missing you terribly, but things are going well. Look &t you!
You're sturdier and stronger every timel seeyou. | can seeit in your shoulders, in your arms. They been
working you hard up there?’

“It'snothing | can’t handle,” said Monica, remembering her meeting with Zor. “I passed the
Assessment. I’ be competing for the U.S. gtarting in January.”

Sharon whooped joyfully, planted a big, wet kisson Mike's cheek. “ Oh, sweetiel
Congratulations! Our little champion!”

“Thanks” said Monica

They taked for awhile, her parents eventudly ingsting on giving her avirtud tour. Carrying their
palm console with them, they showed her the upstairs firgt, taking her into her new bedroom, which
they’ d decorated with al her medals, trophies, and certificates. The bathroom had awalk-in shower. On
the ground floor, they passed through the largest kitchen Monica had ever seen and stepped out onto the
pool deck—they had their own swimming pool!—which overlooked a spacious backyard. Mike held the
console up and did a panoramic sweep that ended with a shot of the house itsdlf, barely visblein the
subtle light, but impressive nonetheless. (Monicadidn’t say anything, but it felt extremely good knowing
that her time as aPatriot had paid for anew house, anew start—she was a contributing family member
again.)

After thetour, Mike and Sharon said their goodbyes, blowing her kisses and waving as she
sgned off. She sat for aminute or two, tingling dl over, along-ddayed thrill finaly taking hold.

Her training had finally begun to manifest redl-world results.

Not feding like getting on with her morning just yet, she cdled Pat, knowing that he was
probably still awake. Indeed, he appeared on the screen after only afew seconds.

“What'sup, Monica?’

“Hi, Pat.”

“Wow. Y ou on the Hollywood sterlet diet?”

“Apparently so,” Monicareplied, abit self-conscious now that both her father and Pat had
noticed her physique. “Compared to the other girls, I'm not only over the hill, but morbidly obese, too.”

Pet shook his head. “Y ou weigh like what, seventy pounds?’

“My coach wishes| did.”

“Darren Hades.”

“Yeah”

“Seemsto beworking. HE sgot you dl . . . chisded.”

“Image over fundamentals.”

“The Patriot way. How' s Johnny?’

“John,” Monica corrected.

“Yegh. Him.”

“He sfine. Home for the holidays.”

“I know you like him, what with his super-huge muscles and perfect coordination. Y ou two make
ityet?

Monicagrimaced. “Pat!”

“I'monly joking. Y our love lifeis none of my busness”



“No, itian't.”

Pat |ooked away from the camera. Monica could see him biting hislower lip. Near the bottom of
the video frame she spotted his right arm; the friendship bracelet he' d made at the mall was clasped
around hiswrig.

“Oh, Pat,” she said after alengthy pause. “Don’'t be upset.”

“I'm not upset,” Pet replied, sighing, facing the screen again. “ Not anymore. And even though
you' rewith someone elsenow . . . I’'m till going to have acrush on you till the day | die—but that’ sfine,
because aslong as you' re happy, I’ m happy.”

“Corny line” Monicatook adeep breath, let it out. Enough with the emotiond stuff. “Merry
Chrigtmas, by theway.”

“Merry Christmas. Y ou ready for the new season?”’

“I think s0.”

“You'll be getting me front-row ticketsto al your conferences, right?’

“I'll haveto look into that.”

Pat smirked. “ Just add meto the duty rogter. I’ll be ajanitor or something.”

“Y ou want meto hack the roster?”’

“Y eah, baby,” laughed Pat. “Bring out your inner geek and work some mad code gymnastics. |
bet you could do it too, if you let me give you afew lessons.”

“I wouldn't talk like that,” warned Monica. “ The security team is probably monitoring us.”

“I"’'m sure of it—but they know I’'m just kidding.” Pat made an angdlic face. “ See? Harmless”

Monicastretched in her seat. “1 should go before you get me into trouble.”

“Fine, then. We' Il start Lesson One next time. Good luck, Monica”

“Thanks”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

For Team USA, the week preceding the new year was one big shopping spree, instigated and
directed by Linda, who ingsted alittle therapeutic spending was necessary to soothe the nerves and
soften the credit accounts. Monicatook great pleasurein being able to buy hersaf anew purse, a handful
of outfits, and presentsfor her family—all with her own money. She and her training partners also spent a
lot of their timein the promenade belt, with Tracie (surprisingly) chaperoning tripsto the movies, the
swimming pool, the spa, and wherever esethe girlswanted to go (Hades had skipped out after the
Pre-Season Assessment—shore leave, supposedly).

Apart from her group activities, Monica spent alot of time in the lounge with her notebook.
Downloading various newsfeeds and swapping messages with friends on her Blabbr page were equally
effective methods of passing the time, and they alowed her to maintain aconnection to the Terran world
below, which was surprisingly serene. No word of radica movements or political snafus, no stock
market scares or food shortages. For the moment, it seemed people were behaving themsalves, living life
in manageabl e bites. Sarah was going steady; Amy had mastered her flyaway doubles; Angeling smom
had findly let her change her hair style—and John, well, he was playing pen pa, writing every day and
oftentimes sending pictures or videosto eaborate on his comings and goings. Monica sfavorite: “A Day
intheLifeof aTurner,” asfilmed by John Matusik. He d brought avideo camerato hisgym and put
together aten-minute documentary that included atour, interviewswith histraining partners, and a
bare-bottomed shot of Dean (who was none too happy about being recorded without warning—even if
his naughty parts had been politely filtered out) in the shower.

New Y ear’ sinvolved an unexpected late night trip to the Olympic Arena, where severd
thousand military and civilian dites—resident crew members and paying touristss—had gathered toring in
the new year. It was an appropriate introduction to the arena, with live music, alight show, and the
unveiling of the new Globa Olympic Mura, which was a pseudo-3D world map hologram, created this
year by a French painter named Pierre Stévenin, that would display dl the mgor competing nations
standings once the season got underway (the hologram was aso fed to most mgor cities, to be flown



overhead 'round the clock).

Monica, pressed between her teammates, Linda, Tracie, the three bodyguards, and asquirming
mass of super-jovia spectators, watched and clapped and shouted at the top of her lungs aong with
everyone ese asthe mura wasignited, asthe arena stowering stonework gods and goddesses—the
Twelve Olympians—were illuminated by the Petriot glow.

And down on Earth, watching the spectacle viatheir videoboxes and computer consoles and cell
phone screens, the masses readied their mental tallies, began their months-long vigil asthey watched and
waited for their chosen dlitesto deliver them from the doldrums.

CHAPTER THIRTY

The first week of January was marked by the return of Olympus’ athletes—aswell asthe arriva
of lvand s replacement, an dternate from Cdiforniawhose name was Autumn Ray (Autumn Ray!).
Appearing quietly during morning practice, Autumn was the epitome of decadent litism: crow-haired,
dark-eyed, twelvish, obedient, easily lacking the extra poundage that supposedly weighed down
Monicd s physique—she did whatever she wastold, never complaining, never disagresing with anything
her coaches did or said.

“How many different kinds of meds do you think her parents have her on?’ Jackie asked when it
was time to wash up for lunch.

Monicawiped the swesat from her brow and gathered up her things, paid aglance at Autumn,
who was standing beside the podium and patiently waiting for Lindato complete an impromptu photo
shoot. “ She' sthe perfect athlete, two parts machine, one part human.”

“I remember thinking the same thing about you when wefirst met.”

“Redly?’

Jackieamiled. “Yeah.”

Krigten, swalowing the last bit of moisture from her water bottle, frowned and looked at
Monica “Y ou redly think she' sgot augmentations?’

Monicarolled her eyes. “| was speaking figuratively.”

“I know,” said Kristen. She blushed and looked away.

“Maybe she' smental,” said Britney. “ On the newsthey say kidswith certain kinds of ADD are
good at repetitive tasks—and you know gymnasticsis all about repetition.”

Jackie gave Autumn adisapproving look. “I don't care. She' s<till creepy in that Caifornia-Goth
valey girl way. Probably into candles and incense and industria metd music.”

“Don't fret,” said Monica. “I’m the one who hasto share abunk with her.”

Lisaput her hand on Monica s shoulder, shook her head, and walked towards the locker room.

Monicazipped up her bag. Over in the Canadian section, John wasfinishing abars s, landing,
presenting, glancing briefly in her direction. She waved, but he turned away, apparently preoccupied, his
face caught between alook of disappointment and desperation—he d been like that al morning, and it
had shown in hiswork, which had been uncommonly doppy. She hoped his father wasn’'t coming down
on himtoo hard.

She wanted to go over to him and offer afew words of encouragement, but Tracie caught her by
the shoulders and steered her towards the women'’ s shower room.

“Ontask, please”

Ontask, please, Monicamimicked slently.

* * %

Ten minutes before the lunch hour was up, John arrived at the cafeteria

Monica had been watching the entrance hopefully; now she got up, gathering the girls’ trays (as
was her habit) and dumping them into the recycler. She joined John at the food kiosk, tapped his
shoulder.



He paid her aweary glance. It looked like he hadn’t gotten any deep in days. “Hey, Monica”

“Rough practice?’

“Oh, no worse than any other day, | guess.” He looked around the cafeteriafor amoment.

Monica pouted. “ But you seem o tense.”

“It'sjust nerves. My first competition is coming up next week.”

“Y ou don't have any nerves,” Monicasaid, and poked his chest. “Just muscles.”

John smiled, but Monica could tell he wasn't at ease, the way he swallowed, the way he kept
looking in the direction of histable, where the rest of the Canadian gymnastics team had finished lunch
without him. Something had changed dragtically over the winter holiday—something big.

“Iseverything dl right?” Monicaasked. “Areyou dl right?’

John took a deep breath and let it out, and momentarily the tension was gone, banished with the
blink of an eye. (In hindsight, it was obviousthat he' d merely invoked hiswell-rehearsed game state, but
for now it was enough that he was himself again, amiable, serene.) “I’'mfine. Jugt alittle trouble with my
tricks today—but here | am ignoring the perks of working aboard Olympus.” He stooped quickly and
kissed Monica on the cheek. “It' s good to see you again, kitten.”

“It'sgood to be seen.”

The food kiosk presented John with histray. “Well, I’ ve got ten minutesto scarf my food, so I'll
probably not be much in the way of conversation, but you' re more than welcometo join me at my table.”

Monicanodded, and would have accepted the invitation if she hadn’t at that moment looked
over her shoulder and spotted Tracie on a collison course.

John winked knowingly.

“Ohwdl,” said Monica. “1 suppose we can play catch-up on Sunday.”

“Theré |l betime,” John said. “We Il maketime.” He picked up histray, winked, and left for his
table.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The Romanians won the bid for the Incept Conference, a head-to-head meet that was being
hosted at the University of Houston’ sHofheinz Pavilion.

“Thiswill beagood gart for you girls,” said Lindaduring the shuttle ride. “8,500 seats, not too
big, not too small, an international media presence, your first multinationd audience—oh, can you fed the
excitement?’

The only thing Monicafdt werethe butterfliesin her somach, aswell astheold, familiar fear
keeping her asfar away from the window as possible.

“You look nervous,” observed Lisa.

Brilliant deduction, Monica thought—though the forthcoming conference was only asmdl part of
it. 8,500 anxious, expectant, scrutinizing fans? No problem. A haf-hour ride from skyport to sports
arena? Terrifying.

“Aren’'t you alittle nervous?’ sheretorted (she felt no desireto reved her fear of flying at the
moment, and was glad Jackie and Britney were riding in a separate shuttle so that they couldn’t meddle).

Lisashook her head. “I think it's easier to perform in front of alarge crowd. There are too many
people to keep track of, and so they dl just sort of blend into one gigantic mass. But with one or two, or
ten or twenty, you can fedl each set of eyes on you. Like feather touches.” She shuddered, looked away.

The shuttle eventudly arrived at the Pavilion, itsmonolithic exterior spiffy clean from recent
renovations and bearing the Patriot emblem atop alofty steeple. Despite the fact that it was morning, the
place was already mobbed—not by fans, however, but by protesters.

Lisa, Krigten, and Autumn (in her own subtle way) looked concerned.

“What' swrong?’ Monicaasked Tracie as she followed Kim and Cross out of the vehicle.

“Nothing,” Traciereplied. “We reright on schedule. Follow me.”

“But what' swith dl the, er, people?’

“They’re entitled to their opinions.”



Linda, helping to digtribute the girls' gym bags, added, “Y ou see alot of thisat the Patriot level,
swestie. The video feeds are usudly tamed, but the Patriot conferences themsalves are oftentimes
hotbeds for palitical demonstrations. No worries, though. Mr. Tompkins and his muscle men are on the
job.”

At the head of the procession, Tompkins straightened dightly, his massive frame very nearly
bristling. He motioned everyone forward. A fleet of police officers kept the masses behind the temporary
fencing as Monicaand her teammates made their way insde the Pavilion. Even then, the righteous chants
echoed in Monica' sbrain:

“Boycott Heroes Day!”

“Save our children from the Patriot regime!”

“There are no Heroes, only victims!”

“Don'tgointhere littlegirl! They'll sted your childhood!”

It was arelief when the doors were closed, and the protesters banter was reduced to muffled
background noise.

“Fact of life,” Tracie muttered to Linda at the checkpoint. “'Y ou could be opening anew county
hospital or running amarathon to raise money for charity, and the left-wingerswould still be there with
their sgnsand their bull horns”

“Oh, isn't it just shameful?’ Lindasad, frowning for achange. “ Another Olympic year to be
spent bickering amongst oursalvesinstead of banding together to improve the national rank. Y ou' d think
we were grave robbers with areception like that!”

“Cradlerobbers,” corrected Tracie, chuckling dryly.

In the dressing room, conversations lingered on the protest outside. Even Jackie and Britney,
usualy more interested in pop tracks and hairstyles, joined the fray upon their arrivd, weighing the pros
and cons of freedom of speech asif it was round table time with Mr. McDonald.

Monica, for the mogt part, kept out of it, changing and quietly fiddling with her hair in front of the
mirror. Watching the videocasts at home, it was easy to toss around opinions about what the “idiots on
the news’ did from day to day. But now that she was a Patriot, now that she was one of theidiots, it
was. . . different. She was preparing to compete for those very same people who were shunning her, her
work (hardly anove concept, for during her junior ite days she'd known that not everyonein her
hometown agreed on the Patriot System as the way to go—even though they readily accepted the credits
brought in by her winnings). She wondered if the Romanians would have to endure asimilar welcome.

Luckily her tight schedule madeit difficult to dwell on petty details. Practice, lunch, an hour at the
hotel arguing with Hades and Tracie over thisand that, and it was showtime. Lights, camera, action.
Whatever gripesthe girls and their coaches had behind the scenes were promptly set aside, replaced with
irresstible smiles, perky postures, and glowing dispositionsfor thefirgt officid march-in of the new
season. Y oung men and women, boys and girls, uniformed and leading the gymnastsin step, hefted their
rifles, twirled their batons, turning, sluting, holding for applause—it was aportrait of patriotism, even
though Monica s scomach was queasy and her pamstingling. She could see hersdf on the jumbo
screens, her teammates and the boys' team aswell, and it wasjust like in the videocasts. Asafan, you
noticed the security officersin the background, you knew they were there, but your focus was dways on
the athletes, your atention lulled by the commentators; now, during this brief in-between moment,
Monicacould seeit dl, thetensonin Tompkins body, how his eyes seemed to be looking everywhere
at once, struggling to discern fan from foe—she could fedl it too, here where the spectators crieswere
nearly 9,000 loud, here where the sweat was aready beginning to build beneath her clothes, where her
toes were curling in her sneakers, her legs and thighs taught, ready for something, anything.

Thefirg rotation began.

Hades blatant scowl degpened when the Romanian girls dighted on the podium. They were dl
shorter and lighter than the Americans. Their leotards were bright pink, glossy (in sharp contrast to the
monotone stars and stripes pattern Monica and her teammates wore). They werelittlefairies, tiny
creatures of folklore able to dance and twirl on the very breezeitsdf. Monicahad met each of them
beforehand, exchanged gifts (Linda sidea) during lunchtime. They were taented athletes, and friendly



people—but they were aso the Enemy, and thiswas war. The politica monster had sent forth itsfirst
wave of svelte pixies, Team USA was expected to defend and defest.

Monicagtretched, waiting her turn. Hades stood over her, listing various skills and sets under his
breath asthey were performed by the opposition. He took notes.

“WEé |l haveto adjust your routine here. . . and here,” he said, going over hisbeam idess,
rewriting Monica s skill combinations on thefly. “ Can you do it?’

“Of course| can,” shereplied, glancing at Hades' notebook screen. “Y ou did train meto be
hot-swappable with my skills”” Congdering histraining tactics, it made perfect sensethat theideawasto
be modular, dynamic instead of gtatic. Find routine sheet not to be reveded until it wastimeto present it
to the judging pandl. It wastotd improvisation, more than the small adjustments necessary to ded with an
injury or lack of confidence—and it wasn't just an American tradition. The Romanians were, from what
Monica could see and hear, just as guilty. Routinesthat their girls had gushed about during lunch were
tweaked, certain skillsremoved entirely, replaced, enhanced. Wild stuff, difficulty-wise. It was nothing
likeajunior-level competition.

“Wadll, duh,” said Jackie when Monica mentioned her surprise. “Thisishow you do it at the
internationa level. Didn't you know that?’

Insubordinate runt, Monicathought, not redly meaning it. “ Obvioudy | didn’'t.”

Jackie put her hand on Monica s shoulder. “Don’t be nervous. Y ou' re going to do fine. Just
because you' ve never been asenior doesn't mean you don't have asenior’ s mentality in you.”

“Thanks.” Monica shrugged away, not minding the pep talk so much as she minded the nearby
cameraman with hislensaimed directly a her. She hoped her parents weren’t watching (though of course
they probably were).

Thetime camefor her firgt vault. The girl before her had earned an impressive score, aswell as
another in asteady stream of hearty ovations from the Romanian fans. Monica knew she was capable of
what Hades wanted, but it was still a challenge maintaining her game state. It didn’t help that Hades was
frowning at her the way he dways did whenever he sized her up—thistime comparing her againgt the
Romanian template: her face, with its broad features; her body, with its rugged, compact musculature; her
gyle, with itsminimdist flavorings.

Isit really so detrimental that | don’t look and act exactly like one of the fairies? she wondered as
shelined up for her gpproach. Jackie, Britney, Lisa, Kristen, and Autumn stood off to the side and
mimed their forthcoming routines, looking and acting exactly as expected as the cameramen orbited
around them. It seemed too obvious a mistake to make, especialy for someone of Hades' caliber, but
somehow he' d gotten it into his head that height and weight alone would propel histeam to the topmost
tier on Heroes Day. Unless he was somehow being congtricted by his superiors, bureaucrats and military
men who didn’t have an ounce of first-hand experience with the sport . . . but there she went again.
Thinking too much. Overanalyzing. Brooding. Gloomy.

The portion of the audience focused on her (the boys teams were earning their own cheers at the
other end of the arena) became hushed. The cameras poised themsdves; the judges acknowledged her.
Sheraised her arms, presented, then faced the vaulting table, let out a deep breath, and started down the
lane. She picked up speed quickly, launching hersalf off the springboard and propelling herself up and
over the vault, twigting impressvely inthe air, dighting on the mat, legstogether, feet planted firmly.

The gpplause was deafening.

Piece of cake.

Therest of Team USA followed, working its way through vault, bars, beam, and floor while, in
between, the coaches worked the score sheets, took turns conversing with undisclosed superiors viatheir
cdll phones. Making bets, Monicaimagined. Taking bets. Matching fake-outs to fake-outs for an
outcome that may or may not have been determined ahead of time as, after each rotation, the odds were
rolled over. A Romanian fell during her beam routine, and suddenly Hades was whispering into Monica' s
ear, “D-plus s, easy on the E skills. Feign an ankleinjury.” (Meaning she was to execute an overal
eader routine with the more complex skills as agarnish—as opposed to doing adifficult set with easier
elements dispersed throughout. Evidently, she wasto help keep the American team from overtaking the



Romanianstoo soon.)

She nodded and, when it was her turn, mounted the beam, going through the motions as
requested. On the dismount, she made sure to wobble dightly and apply noticeably less pressure on her
left ankle. After presenting to the judges, she limped off the podium and into Hades' arms.

“A little shaky there,” he said, play-acting for the cameras, doing what a coach was supposed to
do when he knew he was being filmed. “What do you think happened?’

Nothing happened—my ankle never felt better! “1 probably should have done what Tracie said,
using both legs—I think | just leaned into it too much.”

“Well, we'll haveto work on that. Come on, let’s get you taped up.”

Tracie sepped in, med kit in hand. She started wrapping Monica s hedlthy ankle. The camera
crew lingered for amoment before following Hades to the next event, the next girl.

“Youdidvery wdl,” Traciesaid. “Keepit up.”

“Y ou mean the successful fake-out?’ Monicaasked, “or my improvised conversation with
Coach Hades afterward?’

“Both—now hustle. Y ou're up for the floor exercisein afew minutes.”

M onica acquiesced, making sure she kept her limp as she moved to the floor area

The rest of the meet passed quickly, Monica s attention narrowing out of necessity as she
focused on executing her own routines. The Romanians won the team competition, but the U.S. girls
closed out the evening with anumber of strong scoresin theindividual and apparatus finals. Monicawas
chosen asthe dl-around champion—asurprise, since she' d added up the scoresin her head, and while
the margins were close, Lisa should have come out on top.

Needlessto say, the girls (Lisain particular) were disgppointed—and not without cause, for their
routines had been dumbed down, their roles underplayed. The brunt of the media s attention had been
directed at Monica, Jackie, and Britney; the other girls were merely support.

The cameras followed the teams as they organized themsdlves for the award ceremony, during
which the athletes congratul ated each other with hugs, kisses, handshakes. In the background thefind
scores were announced over the P.A. system to thundering applause. Monica stood on the winner's
platform with her bouquet and her medals and her plaque, and she smiled her stage smile even though she
wasfeding abit likeacon artis.

Lisafudged beside her, muttering under her breath, “ Do those scores sound right to you?’

On the Romanian platform, one of the boys was making it as difficult as possiblefor his coach to
get him onto the third-placetier.

So thisisit, Monicathought. Theworld of the dites. Temper tantrums, flashy cameras, fake
routines, and skewered scoring.

All theway to Heroes Day.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

“Whether you love them, hate them, or smply can’t remember their names, the Six super-petite
acrobats comprising thisyear’ sU.S. girlsS gymnastics team have launched themsalvesinto the
competitive season with aconsiderable showing at yesterday’ s Incept Cup—good news for the Dow
Jones, up 3% after aweek of incrementa |osses. While the Romanians walked away with the team title,
newcomer Monica Sardinia, despite anagging ankleinjury, captured the dl-around title and aided in
earning the United States itsfirgt batch of creditsfor the new year. Here with meis Melissa Gardner,
sports editor for Patriot Monthly.”

“Good morning.”

“WE re about to shift from the current, less-than-glamorous Olympic term and into entirely new
territory. *Uncertain’ isaword many analysts have used to describe the nation’ s economic future with
regardsto our national rank. Y our thoughts?’

“It' sanyon€e sguess at this point. Asyou stated, we' re rapidly exhausting our current term and
heading into anew one without the bravado that we had as a nation during the lead-up to Heroes' Day,



2084. The NPAA’ s new team format may have shock value, but it's going to take a concerted effort to
make it through the long haul. This much was evident during the Incept Conference, where our girls
showed their ahilitiesasindividud athletes—however, there was't that team presence you need in order
to boost overd|l morae early on. Patriot-elite girls gymnastics remains one of the most popular spectator
sports around the world. That means the fans are watching, waiting. I’ simportant that the team, and not
just its members, succeed in winning over the public trust.”

“Let’stalk star power for amoment. We seem to have anew twist on an old design. Y ou have
the obviousicons, Jackie Davisson and Britney Lawler, both of whom had sirong showings at avariety
of national conferenceslast year, and both of whom managed to draw large crowds to the meets. Then
you have the newcomer, Monica Sardinia, avirtual unknown turned fan-favorite as she walked awvay
from the Incept meet with the al-around title.”

“Yesindeed. Monica salittle powerhouse, originally dropped into the roster to serve as
background support. But her performance last night has madeit clear: she'snot settling for a
behind-the-scenesrole. Now, it’sunlikdly that thiswill bethe fina Heroes Day lineup, but with any luck
Monicawill bethe exception. | think we'll see as the season continues that she’ s a dedicated worker, a
competitor. Her training partners call her Gloomy because of her no-nonsense attitude in the gym—she
makes you earn those smiles, but when you do, it’ sworth it. She knows what’ s happening around her,
and she knows how to react. Darren Hades is up to something with her as histeam captain.”

“Her appointment to the Patriot team was rather unorthodox.”

“Oh, wasn't it? She skipped past the standard recruitment process, going from small-town
Wisconsin girl living in her aunt’ s basement to nationa superstar overnight. Even o, that doesn’t mean
the dternates aren’t till waiting in the wings for the opportunity to step in. The Petriot program may have
turned VIP-only herein the States, but that only means those senior nationd positionsare al the more
coveted . . . ”

Sitting poolside with a stack of photographs and a permanent marker, Monicalet her attention
tunein and out of the audiocast emanating from Linda s boom box. She hoped no one had heard the part
about her living in Aunt Deborah’ s basement. It was going to take some getting used to, this business of
having peopletalk about her asif they knew her or the girls or Hades on aface-to-face basis. That and
other things.

She glanced over at Tracie, sitting fully-clothed at one of the tables and going over her notes. In
the pool, the girls (al but Jackie, who was sunning herself on one of the loungers) quietly splashed each
other. Hades sat donein thejacuzzi, brooding, looking more homesick than Ivanathat first night on
Olympus—hardly the genius mastermind the mediafolks made him out to be. Every now and then one of
the cameras (there were always cameras) swooped in for a candid shot. No one seemed to be feeling the
moment. Monica herself didn't fed like the all-around champion she was dleged to be. At the junior
nationa meets, you alwaysran into fansin the stands, on the sidelines, on the way to the bathroom, in the
parking lot. Apparently, thiswasn't gpplicable for full-on Patriot dites, shielded by severa layers of
security men and women. Not asingle spectator dipped through the cracks; Monica had to make do
with autographing her stack of ahundred glossy photos, watching the team lounge around the swimming
pool in silent merriment and wondering if there' d ever been atimein her life when things had felt so
anti-climectic.

Jackie came over after awhile, her bronzed skin glistening in the sunlight and making her look dl
the blonder.

“So. You'readar,” shesaid, and sat cross-legged on the concrete.

“Doesthat bother you?” Monica asked.

“I don’'t know. Should it?’

“I was supposed to be the background support. Y ou and Britney were the specidists. You told
me o the day wefirst met.”

“Oh, that.” Jackie waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. Darren explained
everythingtome. It'scool.”



“The othersdon’t seem too overjoyed.”

“Let them mope. They'll adjust.”

“What did Coach Hades explain?’

“It'scomplicated. | don’'t want to burden you with it. Isit true, by the way? What they said on
the audiocast—were you redly living in your aunt’ s basement?’

“Not by choice.”

“That' s pretty fucked up. | could never live in someone' s basement.”

Monica attempted a smile. “We do what we have to do.” She wanted to tell Jackie to keep quiet
about the whole dedl, but considering that the information was already al over the airwaves, there wasn't
much of apoint.

“Anyway, | wastalking to Darren earlier,” Jackie said.

“And?’

“Hewantsusin bed early.”

“How come?’

“Linda has us booked on the Leroy Chase show tomorrow.”

Monicamade a distasteful face. Leroy Chase was atak show host. He had all the big stars on.
Monicanever understood any of the jokes, but her parents seemed to enjoy tuning in every few nights.
“Doesn’'t he come on at 9:007’

“Yeah, but | guessthey do the actud filming in the early afternoon.”

“Oh. That makes sense.” Monica settled back in her lounger, scooted her legs under the shade of
the umbrella Momentarily a scuffle erupted over by the other end of the pool aree—aman in ajogging
suit was being frisked by Tompkins and one of his brutes.

“Everybody wants apiece,” Jackie muttered.

“Y ou think he'sa photographer for one of those gossp magazines?’

“Morelikely apervert with adirty Web site,” said Britney, climbing out of the pool and toweling
dry. “They never learn. | mean, come on. It’s not okay for a strange man to come on to you when you're
just anormd, average twelve-year-old girl—why would it be okay if you're a Patriot?’

“Y ou ever get an e-mail from one of them?’ asked Jackie.

“No, thank goodness,” replied Monica.

“Lucky you. They either want to paint a nude portrait of you or take ‘art photos or write abook
about you, but for some reason they can only do it if you spend the night with them at their summer
home.”

“For research purposes, no doubt,” Monicalaughed.

“For our country.” Britney stuck out her tongue as she watched Tompkins man lead the jogging
suit intruder away. “ Good thing we only have to put up with it for afew more years before we become
too old to apped to the pedophile demographic.”

“Thenit'sonly the regular perverts we have to worry about.”

Wrapping her towd around her midsection, Britney tapped Jacki€ s shoulder and pointed
towards the east entrance. “ Come with meto the vending machine. | fed like asnack.”

“Okedokes.” Jackie got up, followed Britney. “But we need to bring one of the guards.”

Indeed, Kim, having noticed their generd direction, was on hisway over.

Thegirlsglowered a each other.

Britney said, “ Geez. We re old enough to work for the government, but we still can’t buy our
own sodas without adult supervision!”

Monicawatched them go, stretching in her chair. She wondered how John was.

She hoped he' d gotten some deep.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Leroy was shorter than Monica expected (five-eight, at the most), but no lessanimated inred life
than on-screen. Pouncing on his cue, he took the stage by storm, basking in the lights, the cameras, the



audience whooping and clapping and screaming his name as he shook hands with those standing at the
foot of the stage.

After the fanfare had died down: “ Good evening, everyone, and welcometo Primetime, with
Leroy Chase. | am Leroy Chase, for those of you wondering why Prime Minister Chandler ishosting an
American tak show.”

The audience chuckled, for while Leroy did resemble (dightly) the British prime minister, it was
only remotely possiblethat Chandler himsdf would ever moonlight on Leroy’ s show.

“A fascinating front-page satistic for you,” he continued, picking animaginary piece of lint from
the arm of his suit jacket. “What' s lower than the U.S. nationd rank? Take aguess. Anyone?’ He
paused briefly, held up his hand after afew uppity audience members shouted out derogatory answers.
“Prime Minister Chandler’ s sperm count, apparently.”

More laughter.

“I guessthe pressis giving him ahard time because he and hiswife were recently spotted at a
sperm bank—I"m sorry, fertility clinic isthe politicaly correct term, right? Whatever. Here we are on the
verge of anew Olympic term, the competitive season underway, and what's making headlines around the
world? The British prime minister’ s baiting average!”

Agan, laughter. The gpplause sign blinked furioudy.

“Now, | understand it’ sateam thing. If you'reaman living inthe U.K., I'm sureyou'll want to
know your prime minister can out-lay the competition should conceiving become an Olympic sport—but
aren't there more important things we should be focusing on at the moment? Analysts say the U.S.
national rank isat itslowest point since the Globa Ranking System was put into place. Coincidentaly,
the number of felons put to death last year was the highest in two decades. | say thisisamissed
opportunity. Why not kill two birds with one stone and make e ectrocution an Olympic sport?’

In the green room, where Monicaand her teammates waited for their interview, thelarge video
screen relayed Leroy’ smonologue in hi-def.

“I don't get any of hisjokes,” Kristen said, wrinkling her nose.

“It' swhat you call potty humor,” Tracie muttered under her breath. She stood dightly apart from
Hades, her warm-up suit (she was to serve as assistant coach during the interview) the antithesisto his
jeans and partidly-unbuttoned sk shirt, which offered atantaizing glimpse of hiswell-defined chest
muscles.

“Not afan of Leroy’ swork?’ asked Hades, playful, keenly aware that he was being watched by
the studio intern who would escort them on-stage when the time was right.

Tracie shook her head. “Not my cup of tea.”

Morelike, “1 think he' safoul-mouthed dob,” Monicathought, reading Traci€' s expression and
wondering if now wouldn’t be agood time to practice her socia fake-outs.

Linda: “ Just remember that there’ s no such thing as bad publicity. The more your girls are seen
and heard, the more the American public will care whether or not they makeit to Heroes Day.”

Tracie gave her adirty look.

Meanwhile, Leroy worked hisway through the monologue, ending with ajab at a popular
actress tendency to marry the wrong guy. There was aminute or two of quiet waiting before theintern
touched his headset, nodded, and gestured for Team USA to follow him to the stage area, where a
balance beam had been set up. On cue, each of the girlstook aturn tumbling acrossthe beam in her own
unique style as the band played an upbeat tune. Leroy shook hands with the team members, directed
them to the sofa, where they sat al lined up in arow, their leotards sparkling under the studio lights, the
faux-city skyline glowing in the background.

Motioning for Monicato it in hislap, Hades took the chair closest to Leroy’ sdesk, and wasthe
subject of much attention from the femae members of the audience.

“Wow!” Leroy exclaimed, motioning for the applause to ebb. “1 bet you could grate a block of
cheese on those abs—yours are nice too, Darren.”

Monicalaughed dong with everyonedse.

“ Amazing stuff! How many hoursaday do you haveto train to get abody like that?’



Monicafelt anudge from Hades, heard him whisper, “ Stand, smile—do aquick turn for the
cameras.”

Monicadid as shewastold, standing, smiling, turning.

Hades narrated: “ The girls start their morning practice a eight, have lunch at noon, school for a
few hours, and then they hit the gym again until Six.”

“Wow,” said Leroy, counting on hisfingers. “That's. . . that’ssix, seven hoursaday?’

“It depends.”

“God, man! Y ou don't think al that work’ s stunting their growth?” Leroy nodded at Monica
“How tal areyou?’

“Four-foot-eight,” replied Monica.

“And you're the biggest of the group!” Leroy chuckled, looked into the nearest camera. “| fed
like we re hogting a Hobbit harem.”

Monicasat back down, not sure what a Hobbit was. Or aharem. At the far end of the sofa,
Tracie was |ooking murderous.

“Now, | know you and your staff are trained professionds,” Leroy said, addressing Hades, “ but
do you ever wonder if you might be pushing these girlstoo hard? | mean, seven hoursaday ina
gym—that’ stime they could be spending with their friends a the movies or the mall. They’ reworld-class
athletes, but how much can they possibly know of the real world?’

Hadestook the question in stride. 1 think they know alot more than most kids do. It's popular
to Sngle out Patriot elites because they oftentimesinvolve boys and girlstraining from a very young age.
But to be honest, nothing in thislife comes easly. Y ou have to work for what you want, and children
raised with ahedthy work ethic will have the advantage when they mature.”

“Wadll, | can certainly agree with the principle, but when you' re up close and persona with a
gaggle of twelve-year-olds. . . | mean, it'sjust so stark, isn't it? What of childhood in these modern
times?’

“They'reyoung,” said Hades, passing aglance at Monica and the others, “but they're dso
professonas. And if you do alittle comparing amongst Patriot athletes you' Il find gymnasts tend to have
higher GPAsthan many of their peers, and are often more well-adjusted in adulthood.”

Leroy didn’t look convinced. “Numbers and Satisticsare dl fine and dandy, but isit right to
place such enormous expectations on our children’s shoulders, to drill them into perhaps expecting too
much of themsdves?’

“Look at it thisway, Leroy.” Hades coughed, cleared histhroat. “If you' re thirteen years old and
al you're dlowed to do after school is hang around at the movies or the mall, then you're just aminor in
the adults world. Y ou're being kept out of the way. Y ou can’'t drive, you can’t vote, you can't earn your
own money. Y ou spend your childhood and teenage years sheltered, coddled—until suddenly on your
18th birthday you' re flung out into the adult world and expected to adjust overnight. If you're a Patriot,
you' ve acquired the skills you need dong the way. Y ou’ ve been a contributing member of society dl
along, soit’sno shock to be out of school or on your own. Y ou wouldn’t send a parachuter out the door
without firgt giving him the proper training, right?’

Leroy chuckled. “If it'sanyone other than my son-in-law, no.”

The audience roared.

Monicaheard Lisasay, “ That' sterriblel”

“But enough with the philosophical debate.” Leroy addressed Monicanow. “Monica, dear. You
look lovely tonight.”

Monicablushed. “Thank you, Mr. Chase.”

“Now, you're the team captain, right?’

“Yes”

“Good. Give methedirt, then.”

Monica shrugged, looking quickly at Hades for guidance. “ Dirt?’

“Gossp. Thenitty-gritty. In pro basketbal, for example, there' salot of trash-talking courtside,
or behind the scenes. Y ou run into an opponent a abar and you' re psyching him out before the big



game. Gymnastics seemslike such a pristine, disciplined sport, everyone so prim and proper—you don’t
even break a sweat when you' re out there doing your thing!”

“Oh, we sweat,” Monicalaughed.

“How about trash talk? Do you ever stand on the sidelines and yell out, oh, I don’'t know,
disparaging gymnadticsinaults?’

“To be honest, no. I mean, we might talk or joke about asilly move or ugly leo beforehand, but
when you' re out there on the competition floor, you' re redly only thinking of what you' re going to do
when it’syour turn. And you' re ways keeping limber, stretching—our coaches keep us busy.”

Leroy nodded at Hades. “It’ strue you and Darren don’t get dlong, isn't it?’

Monicalooked at Hades a moment; he was smiling cautioudy. “We manage,” she said, hoping
she came off as casudl.

Applause.

“But,” pressed Leroy, “there are probably some days where you just want to tell Darren to shut
up and do hisown tricks, right?’

Monica shot Hades a nervous smile. “We sometimes knock heads.”

“How 07’

“Wall, for example, | havethisthing | do on my floor exercises, asort of back headspring. It's
easy enough to do on a podium surface, but one day I’ m putting together a routine on the balance beam,
and Coach Hades comes up to me and says, ‘Y ou think you can throw one of your back headspringsin
there?”

Leroy shook hishead, smiling wistfully asthe studio wasfilled with laughter. “ Darren, my man,
areyoutryingtokill thegirl?’

Hades shrugged, put his hands on Monica' s shoulder and massaged alittle too vigoroudy. “She's
thick-headed—I assumed her skull could take afew knocks.”

“All the way to the emergency room, no doubt.”

“Ooooh!” cooed the audience.

“Indl fairness,” Hades said, “thisisagreat example of the kind of relationship a coach haswith
his athletes. If an athlete smply takes orders without considering her own abilities, then that’ s detrimental,
both in practice and in competition. Pep-talk aside, her experience should tell her whether or not to do it,
whether shecan doit at her current level of expertise.”

Leroy nodded, accepting Hades' answer and shooting another question to Monica. In fact, the
interview continued with nary an acknowledgment of the rest of the team unless they were somehow
related to what was being asked of Monica—she' d inadvertently become the mediafavorite. First a the
Incept Cup, and now on her firgt national talk show appearance. The attention was excruciating, and she
soon found her smilewearing thin.

Things only got worse when Zoe Gaines came out. Zoe was an ex-gymnast, and had written a
tell-al book, They Took Away My Gold Medd Because | Got Chalk on My Butt, which was currently
enjoying astay on the New Y ork Times best-sdller list. Her opinion (and she made it quite clear from the
onset) wasthat dite gymnastics was shit, dlite coaches were delusiond assholes, and parents of elite
gymnasts were utterly irresponsiblein alowing their children to be exploited by the Petriot System. Al
thisin thefirg five minutes of her interview, during which Monicafet Hades grow increasingly tense.

“I mentioned trash-talking earlier,” said Leroy, flipping through his copy of Zoe sbook. “Thisis
pretty much the compendium of gymnasticstrash talk. What do you think about ex-athletes sgning book
dedlsto dander the sport, Darren?’

“She has her point of view,” Hades responded.

“And so do the thousands of other gymnasts who' ve been broken by the system,” said Zoe with
aconfrontational look at Hades.

“There are many reasons an athlete might let go of her dite satus. Not everyone with NPAA
membership is plotting to destroy young boys and girls' lives—"

“With dl due respect, Mr. Hades, I’ ve competed at the international level. | know the kind of
dysfunctiond relationship it takesto win agold medad—’



“Doyou, now?’

“—and | know what a coach really meanswhen hetells one of hisgirlsto do the best she can.”

“What would that be?’

Behind his desk, Leroy shot Monicaahelpless (but amused) glance asit became obvioushe'd
lost control of the conversation.

“They can’t help that they’re younger and smaller than you,” said Zoe. “When acoach says,
‘Okay, you don’'t haveto do this skill if you don't want to,’” he really means, * Fine, be a quitter—give up
your medal or certificate or credits or whatever.” There' savery subtle but potent message of disgrace if
you don't rise to the occasion. A coach doesn't outright push anything on his athletes; he convinces his
athletesto push themsdves. Of course agymnast isgoing to say she' sfine with anything and everything
that’ s expected of her. She doesn’t want the ridicule, the sigmacof failure”

Monicashrank in Hades' |ap. The cameras were hovering close now, making her fed quite
naked. She wanted to dip over to the sofa, but didn’t dare budge for fear it would alow Hades to run
amok, tearing apart the stage with his bare hands.

Facing Leroy again, Zoe said, “ That’ sjust the behind-the-scenes drama. It's awhole separate
issue when you're actualy performing. Persondly, | would never let my twelve-year-old daughter parade
her little butt around in front of a stadium full of strangers, whether or not it’ s the patriotic thing to do.
Aside from the overemphasis on body image, the pressure of performing in front of such alarge audience
isjudt ridiculous. Y ou' ve got an army of living, breathing people watching you—to say nothing of the
extended audience tuning in viacameraand satdllite linkup. Every mistake is magnified tenfold.”

“So, what, then?” asked Leroy. “Do we abolish the Patriot System? Keep our children locked
safdy indoorsa al times?’

“I have no problem with the Patriot System,” said Zoe. “Nor do | think it’s necessary to stifle our
youngsters desiresto contribute to the national rank in their own way. There are many waysto gain elite
status, waysthat don’t require the tota abolition of one' ssocid life, waysthat don’t involve the
exploitation of agirl’ severy curve, every crevice” She gestured at Monica, who shrank even further ina
desperate attempt to make hersalf disappear altogether.

Somehow Hades held himsdlf together. He fielded afew more pokes and jabs from Zoe before it
wastimefor her to go, time for the musical act to begin its number. Midway through the song, Team
USA madeitsexit, Linda (bending to a pleafrom Hades) feigning atight schedule.

Outside, as Tompkins and his entourage guided the girlsinto their shuttle, Monica overheard
Hades growling & Tracie: “Fucking bullshit. All of it.”

“Darren, calm down—"

“Nothing’s changed in sixteen years. A bitch like Zoe wantsto be aHero, but doesn’'t want to
pay for it. No wonder she got knocked up, dropped out of the sport, and started writing sensationdist
booksfor aliving.”

Monica s jaw dropped. Sure, she knew Hades was atyrant, a sexy, screaming, ranting, raving
lunatic who liked to throw things during practice—but he never swore. Not typicaly.

“Comeon, sweetie,” said Linda, giving Monicaagentle push. “Into the shuttle.”

“What' swith Coach Hades?' Lisaasked as she settled into her sest.

Monicathought, Leroy Chase did to himin half an hour what we couldn’t do in two months.

Shesad, “I don't think helikes Mr. Chase.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The Leroy Chaseinterview stuck with Monicafor severa days, and for al the wrong reasons.
Points had been made, feathers ruffled—the whole ordedl had |€ft a bitter aftertaste. Hades inssted that
he' d been unaffected by Zoe' s animosity, but Monicaknew that wasn't true. He spoke less than usua
during training, and dmost never yeled—which was actudly less satisfying than the norm, because
Monica knew he was keeping everything bottled in. He was wounded; it was only ametter of time
before there was abacklash, the result of which would undoubtedly include more reps during warm-ups,



longer training hours, anew resolve to keep the girlslean, mean, ready for world domination.

But that wasfor later. In the meantime there were other worries demanding Monica s atention.
Sincethe gart of the season, she and the girls had been living and training & the Nationa Training Center
in Cdifornia, and though the place was quiite literdly a gigantic ranch within walking distance of an
achingly quaint tourist town, there wasn't much time for browsing the gift shops or hiking dong the
wooded trails.

In mid-January, the Internationd Patriots Festival washeld in Dubai. Like the Incept
Conference, there were protesters, reporters, cameras, fans (as seen from a distance), fake-outs, and
tantrums; unlike the Incept meet, Monicawas ready for the superficidity of her role asamember of the
U.S. Patriot team. Superficid athletics, genuine theatrics—if that was how it was done, then that was
how it was done. Shefollowed Hades' lead, earned her credits (and probably provided material for Zoe
Gaines next book along the way), and no matter how embarrassing it was knowing her friends and
family had seen her squirming like an ant under amagnifying glass during the Chase interview, she kept
her amile.

Britney didn’t share the sentiment. During the preliminaries (the Festival was atwo-day
conference), she botched avault landing, and the deduction was just enough that Jackie and Lisawere
advanced to the finals without her (only two members from each country were alowed, and Monica, tied
with Lisa, had been ingtructed to take afal during her beam routine).

“| should have learned the fake-outs,” Britney murmured during the al-around finadls as
Tompkins men guided her (Monica, Kristen, Autumn, and Linda, too) into a plush skybox.

“It wouldn’t have made a difference,” Monicasaid, setting her bag down. “I didn’'t makeit to
findsether.” She glanced around the room, which was quite accommodating, but which suffered from a
lack of decent snacks on the refreshment table. There was also acamerabot present. As soon asit
gpotted Monica, it whizzed over, focused itslens on her face. Shefdt likeflicking it off. “We shouldn’t
be talking about that anyway.”

Throwing hersdf onto one of the overstuffed sofas, Britney said, “With you it’ sintentiond to dip
or fal. | didn't makeit because ashard as| tried, | till fucked—"

Linda glanced her way, eyeswide.

“—messed up my landing.”

Monicagiggled softly. “Pretty little gymnasts aren't supposed to swear.”

With a devil-may-care wave of her hand, Britney reached for her portable music player. “1 don’t
care. Don't talk to me anymore.”

Monica scowled, took a seat and stretched her legs out. One of the dozen smart screens cameto
lifeand amed itsdlf a her as soon as her buttocks had settled into the pressure-sensitive cushion. A
subtle holo-menu appeared within arm’ s reach, offering channel and volume controls.

“That’ swhy you're his new favorite, you know,” said Krigten, sitting beside her with asmal
bowl of grapes balanced between her knees. “ Because you do whatever he says.”

“I’'m supposed to,” Monicaresponded. She peered over her shoulder to make sure Linda—and
the camera—was out of range. “He' smy coach.”

Britney snorted. “Y ou probably do the same thing when you' re done with John. Whatever he

says”

“Let’stak about something else,” Monica snapped, and wondered what percentage of the team
assumed she was screwing John between assignments.

“Don’t mind her,” said Krigten. “It’ sthe cabin fever talking.”

“Right. Cabinfever.” Britney rolled her eyes and clicked furioudy through her playlist.

“And | didn’'t mean anything ether. It just seemslike Coach Hades has trouble with anyone who
ign'tin totd agreement with him dl thetime.”

“Tota agreement? Areyou kidding?’ Monicalaughed. “Do you know how many times|’ve
gotten into an argument with him? 'Y ou’ d need a scorecard to keep track!”

“That’ swhy Autumn over hereisthe perfect athlete,” said Britney. “That' swhy she'll makeit to
Heroes Day after the rest of us have become day-old bread.”



Autumn had been peering through the window with her zoom lens; now she walked over to
where the others were lounging. She sat cross-legged on the floor, tucked the lensinto her pocket.
“You'reworried because of asingle bad vault, Brit. Ther€ Il be others. Not al will be bad.”

“And not al will be good.”

“True, but—"

“Jackiewasright. Darren isn't delivering on his promises. The season isgoing to suck.”

“It may or may not. Look at it thisway: evenif it does suck, being on the nationd team isthe high
point of your life”

Britney looked horrified. “Thisismy lifel”

“Yeah,” agreed Monica. “ Or isbecoming a Hero aside-project for you, Autumn?’

“It' saphase, nothing more. Y ou'll either succeed or fail, and after you there€ Il be another girl to
take your place, and after her ther€' Il be another, and another, and ancther. In the meantime, you will
have moved on. High schoal, your firg car, your first boyfriend, your first job—a husband, kids, a house
in the suburbs, maybe.”

“How incredibly boring,” yawned Britney.

Kristen asked, “How do you know so much, Autumn?’

“lan't it obvious?’

“Um...like not redly,” said Britney.

“Everything's predetermined. That'show | know.”

“Ugh.” Britney rolled her eyes. “Not the conspiracy theory speech again!”

Autumn faced Monicaand Kristen. “It' s not aconspiracy, it’s part of the program. See, when
nanomedicine became the standard, the legitimacy of competitive athletics went right out the window. It's
all done at the microscopic level, so who' sto say whether or not you' ve been taking a
performance-enhancing drug, or whether you' ve had some muscul oskeletal work done? Who'sto say
what’ sfair and what’ s not?’

In the background, on the video screen, Jackie was preparing for her floor routine. Monica
should have been watching and cheering her on, but instead she turned the volume down and scooted
closer to Autumn.

(“You girlsaren't going to watch?’ Linda chirped.)

“That' swhy they screen you before every competition,” Kristen pointed out. “To make sure
you're playing far.”

“True, but the technology is changing dl thetime. The cheatersfind new methods of hiding illega
enhancements. There' s no fool proof way to make sure an athlete’ s body isn't augmented in some way,
or that she hasn't been bred with artificial enhancements—Iike that triathlon girl who' d been born with
specific, cusom-made genetics. Her parents had planned her gold medal s before she was even
conceived!”

“Thefeds caught her, though,” said Monica.

“Y eehr—thirteen years after those initia consultations with the geneticist.”

“Y our point?’ sighed Britney.

“My point,” said Autumn, “isthat we have to compete in other ways—namely subtletiesand
dight-of-hand. Even ateam made up of 100% organic girlswould be suspect if they raked in too many
consecutive wins. We have to makeit look genuine. Like it was ahundred years ago. We pretend we all
have the same god, which we do, but it'sin aroundabout way. It’s expected that Monicais probably
faking some of her falls, or maybe Jackie some of hers. Whether or not it’ strue doesn’t matter; it'sthe
theatrics the judges are after. The most convincing performance, and not necessarily the best routine, is
what gets rewarded. That’swhy Monica s here instead of down on the competition floor. She should
have made the finals yesterday, no swest.”

Monicasaid, “Can we please stop using me as an example to prove apoint?’

Autumn glanced over her shoulder, saw the camera hovering nearby. In asubdued voice, she
said, “I’'m sorry—hut you know better than anyone else what’ s going on when you and Coach Hades
are practicing alonein the gym after-hours. . . don't you?’



“I do,” Monicareplied, looking away. She knew—of course she knew—¥buit it was sobering to
hear it put into words. “Y ou want me to give back my meda's, have them replaced with Oscars?’

“Oh, I'm not saying it' swrong or anything,” Autumn said. “| guessit'sjust interesting to have
first-hand experience regarding al the things me and the girls back home used to gossip about. I'm
surprised you al aretaking it so seriousy when you know what’ s going on.”

At that moment, Linda came over and wagged her finger at the group. “Now, now, ladies. It's
unpatriotic to be gossiping in hushed tones when your fellow teammeates are down there competing for
their country. Let’ s give them our undivided attention for the duration of the meet, okay?’

“Yes, Ms. Bambridge,” Monicasaid, and raised the video screen volume.

“Boy,” whispered Krigten. “ She can be pretty annoying when she wantsto be.”

Monica nodded, fixing her gaze on the screen. “ And when she doesn’t want to be, too.”

On-screen, the news coverage shifted from event to event, from country to country. When it was
time for Jackie to perform, the camera hovering above Monica started streaming live footage of her
reactionsto Jacki€' s various tumbling passes. Thiswas only marginaly embarrassng until John (who'd
evidently quaified the previous evening) got his moment in the limelight—at which point Monica
ingtinctively swatted at the cameraas shetried to hide an involuntary blush.

“Wow,” said Autumn, who'd only ever seen John from across the Olympus training room. “Y our
boyfriend ishot, Monica.”

“And hung,” added Kristen with amischievousgrin.

“I’ve never seen Spandex look so good on aguy.”

“Y eah, but can he perform?’ Britney giggled.

Monica pretended not to hear (she wondered if Britney knew or cared that Lindawas standing
right behind her). She watched John nail his routine on the parald bars, after which he presented and
jogged off the podium. Hisfather gave him a hearty pat on the back; histeammates high-fived him—but
gtill there was a profound look of grimness and fatigue on hisface.

Mind' s somewhere else completely, isn't it? Monicathought, atwinge of sadness making her
frown. Oh, John. | wish | could be there with you.

I’d help you find your smile.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Theday of the banquet didn’t fed at dl like the sort of day in which one might find enchantment
or romance. For starters, Linda decreed that it would be * absolutely smashing!” for Monica, her
teammates, and afilm crew to wander about Dubai in afusion of half-hearted tourism and genuine media
overindulgence. “We smply must get some shotsfor the photo dbum!” was Linda s battle cry, though
exactly which photo abum she was referring to, Monicahadn’t aclue.

The weather was chilly; the cameramen were nothing lessthan invasive;, Britney’ s sanity, dready
trampled on by the results of the | PF meet, was hanging by athread. Nevertheless, the girls performed
their teamly duties, posing in front of every single landmark, buying out every last clothing and jewelry
gtore, and even managing an hour & the beach in their bikinis. Monica couldn’t imagine how much
everything had cogt, and she definitely hadn’t the dightest clue where she was going to store dl her
purchases once she was aboard Olympus again.

On the way back to the hotel, the shuttle broke down and the team had to be re-routed via
public trangt. This pushed back their schedule by half an hour, so that while Linda phoned for alimo, the
girlshurriedly took turns showering and changing into their dresses and gowns. Monicashimmied into a
one-piece shoulderlessthat didn’'t want to fit right. She would have liked an extrafive minutesto make
adjustments, but she' d barely had enough time to properly prepare hersdf asit was. The result: an
armpit-wedgie and adight toe jam—and an ominous outl ook.

“Thiswill beafineevening, ladies,” Lindareassured en route. “Darren and Brenda are so looking
forward to showing you off!”

Monicalooked through the window with tired eyes. Everything outside passed by quickly, the



detailsablur. Eventually they melted into the iconic facade of the Burj Al Arab, aluxury hotel standing
just off the Jumeirah coast. Guests—athletes, coaches, military and executive men and women—milled
about the ballroom, some sitting and enjoying appetizers, others mingling with wine glassesin hand.

Monicasat with her teammates, shared punch and sandwiches, and smiled prettily whenever a
press hound came by for a candid shot. Like any other public event, the girlswere dlowed to get their
own refreshments and to go to the bathroom, but whenever Linda spotted one of them talking to a
non-NAU athlete for more than a minute, she came bouncing over, asking what was being “jabbered”
about, sngpping pictures, acting out her ddightfully annoying routine—covering for Hades and Tracie until
they arrived.

An hour in, Hades and Tracie—the former looking like awdl-coiffed Hollywood star, the | atter
dressed in her usua conservative manner—made an appearance. Hades had brought a
respectable-looking middle-aged couple with him.

“Monicahere” he said, introducing the couple as Henry and Janice, “ she picks up new skillslike
most girls pick up pop jingles. Would you believe she was doing backflips and cartwhedlsfor lunch
money back in Wisconan?’

Janice covered her mouth, quiet shock distorting her features.

Monica squirmed, alarmed to no end that Hades was doing his part to help spread word of her
ghetto days.

“A truedl-American darling,” said Henry, and raised hisglass. “And adamn fine officer. | sdlute
you, Ms. Sardinia”

Monicabowed her head humbly. “Thank you, Sir.”

Tracie seated hersdlf at the table as Hades led Henry and Janice away.

“Who were they?’ asked Monica.

“Bigbusiness” Traciereplied. “Mr. and Mrs. Bates. A pair of your ponsors.”

“I have sponsors?’

“Of course, slly!” said Linda, cutting in. She snapped Traci€ spicture. “All of you do.”

Tracie narrowed her eyes, looking like she wanted to tell Lindato stop smiling so damned much.
Luckily, another sponsor stepped up to the table just then.

Of course, thought Monica, shaking the man’s hand. Sponsors. People with money. People with
expectations.

The banquet dragged on. Sponsors and well-wishers came and went. Lindatook pictures while
Traciekept avigil on her wristwatch. In the background, Hades made the rounds, shaking hands and
exchanging pleasantries with everyone and everything, and, at regular intervas, picking one or two of his
girlsto accompany him for show-off time.

“Okay,” said Lisa after Jackie had been led away to dimple at atable of Texastycoons. “Worst
floor routine you’ ve seen so far this season. Anybody?’

Kristen laughed, tapped Monica s hand. “ Tell her about the space girl.”

Monica dabbed a her mouth with anapkin. “Well, I don’t know about bad, but therewas a
German girl at the Festival who choreographed her whole routine to a spacey Berlin School mix.”

“Oh, yeah!” said Lisa, laughing. “ She was the one in the metallic-silver leo who did dl the robot
MoVves, right?’

“How do you know the band is called Berlin School?” asked Britney.

“Because,” said Monica, smiling at Linda, “when shetook the floor, | specifically heard Ms.
Baimbridge say, ‘ Berlin School? Mechanica nonsensel’ So | looked it up online, and Berlin School isn't
aband but atype of old—Ilike, 100-years-ago old—classica eectronic music. Stuff computer geeks and
sciencefiction writerslisen to.”

“Scary,” chuckled Autumn, shaking her head.

“My dears,” said Linda, “gymnasticsisall about aesthetics, the marriage of motion and
music—and some musica genres smply do not trandate well to the dance floor. Wouldn't you agree,
Brenda?’

Tracie shrugged uncomfortably. “ Some people will try anything—chew with your mouth closed,



Lisa”

Jackie returned to the table. “1 don’t see John,” she said as shetook her seat. | thought all the
teamswereinvited.”

Monica caught hersdf in mid-yawn—she d forgotten about John!

“I hear hetook gold on the pardllel bars yesterday.”

“Yeah, hedid,” said Monica, finishing her punch and making an excuse out of getting up for
more. She waked around for alittle while, hopeful, looking for the Canadian boys team. However, John
and his companions were nowhere to be found. After severa minutes of searching, she gave up and
started back to the table.

Jackie caught her halfway there, just as athundering dance best filled the air.

“Dance competition!” she squeded, running past and joining the throng of partygoers helping to
clear space at the center of the ballroom.

Lindatook Monicaby the arm and guided her dong. “Thiswill be wonderful for publicity!”

Therewaslittle usein protesting. Monicawasn't in adancing mood, but nevertheless she
followed everyone elsg' slead. There were many cute boys, many handsome men, many aflutter of
Monica s heart as, despite her lethargy, she danced hersdlf dizzy, exchanging partners, keeping up with
the changing tracks—

—and then there was John, who just so happened to be thrust forward during an unexpected
moment when the music went from conquer-the-dance floor to sweetly-and-d owly-fedl-your-guy-up.

Dean and severa of the other Canadian boys were there too, and they waved, gave her multiple
thumbs up. Monica acknowledged them with a bug-eyed nod. As agymnast, she had, of course, akeen
sense of balance and grace—buit in this particular instance she suddenly felt her face flushing and her
knees trembling as her new partner stepped in close, flashed her one of his heartwarming smiles, and
placed hishand on her waist.

“May | havethisdance?’ he asked, huskily.

Monicanodded, noting how handsome he looked in histux. She moved with him among the
assembled couples. Some were jovia about the whole thing, dipping in showy athletic tricks between
steps; Monicawas merely shell-shocked, staring into her partner’ s eyes as he seemed to float with her
acrossthefloor.

“You madeit after all,” shewhisperedinto hisear.

“Logidtica problems” he whispered back. “Try as he might, though, my father couldn’t keep us
lost forever.”

“And here | thought you' d been avoiding me.”

“I wouldn't missthisfor theworld.”

They danced for afew minutes more. Then the music faded, the lights came up, and Monica
found hersdlf the subject of agood many gazes. John took abow, dlowing himsdlf to be engulfed by his
teammeates, who were gleefully satisfied with the performance.

“Wow,” said Lisa, appearing a her sde. “ That was hot!”

Acrossthe way, Jackie crossed her arms and snorted disdainfully. She looked her age—in abad
way.

After the music had picked up again, John came over with apair of sodas, one of which he
handed to Monica

“I'll leave you two adone,” Lisasaid, and winked. She joined the other girls on the dance floor.

“Why do | get the feding that I’ m being given preferentid trestment?’ Monica asked, noting that
neither Tracie nor Linda made an effort to collect her.

“Wdll,” sad John, “you arethe old girl.”

“Absolutely over the hill.” Monicastooped dightly and clutched her lower back in mock fatigue.

John took a swig from his soda can, put on adeviouslook. “Maybe my reputation precedes
me”

“Maybe,” Monicasaid, nodding towards one of the exits, “we should take advantage of the
opportunity.”



“Y ou think you' re alowed?’

“They |eft the guards down in the lobby.”

“I'm game, then. Let’sget lost.”

It took alittle exploring, but severa floors down, they found an empty sparoomwith a
magnificent view of the shoreline. Monicaremoved her sandals and padded barefoot to the window;
John stood beside her and watched the city lights below.

“You've been busy,” shesaid.

“Fighting for my country, yes.” John sighed, chuckled. “1t takesamonth of practice for every
minute of performance.”

Monicafaced him. Like hersdlf, he’ d become leaner over the months, his shoulders broader, his
jawline sharper, neck muscles more pronounced. A whiff of his cologne and a dangerous excitement
filled her, made her wonder (shamefully) what he looked like under his clothes.

“How about you?’ he asked, facing her aswell. “ Are the States poised for world domination?’

“Y eah—in credit debt.”

“Ah, | heard you went on ashopping spree. Must’ ve been fun.”

“It'sgiven me claustrophobia,” Monicasnorted. “ And not just today, but every other day since
the beginning. Somehow we ve gone these past two, dmast three months doing everything and going
everywhere—but | don't fed like I’ ve met anyoneor . . . or done anything.”

“You'reracking up credits,” said John. “Y ou' re appearing in videocasts and on fast-food
wrappers. You' reingpiring dl thelittle girls back home.”

“It fedsso superficid, though. The only timel ever have funiswhenI’mwith you.”

“Must be a coincidence or something.”

“I meanit”

John smiled, pulling out hisfather’ s palm console. He aimed it a nighttime Dubai. “ Night
augmentation. Y ou can see everything. Here”

He handed Monica the console. She adjusted the zoom, homing in on, as luck would haveit, a
faraway scene depicting a shabbily-dressed elderly man picking through a garbage bin. She watched him
for amoment as he catal oged that which was worthwhile, discarded what even he couldn’t use. Further
down the street, someone else was laying curled on a shop step.

“You'reoff inyour ownworld again,” said John.

“I’'m thinking,” Monica said, handing back the console, “ of how we' re up here on top of the
world and everyone elseisdown there. All the food and drink and dancing, and down there someone's
poking around for scraps. Someone' s pacing the streets half-ad egp because they can’t find anook to
curl upin. And here we are, celebrating the fact that we' re competing to muscle resources avay from
their government.”

John rested hishand on her shoulder. “ There are so many of us, and there' sso littleto go
around. It'simpossible not to pick sides. We have homeless people in Canada and Americaas well.
There snothing wrong with earning your countryfolk achance.”

“Except it’ snot so much chance, isit?’” Monica murmured—though she caught hersdlf intime.
Not supposed to tell anyone about the fake-outs, remember?

“Until you actudly get out there on the floor,” said John, “you don’t know what’ sgoing to
happen. There are so many ways things can turn out—you' d go berserk trying to keep track of it all. So
you focus only on what you can manage. For you, that’s America. For meit’s Canada. And Dubai has
its champions, too. They’ll take care of their own.”

Monicareached up and grasped John’s hand. She looked down into the city once more. “It just
seemsthere are SO many lights out there. Y ou' d never noticeiif just afew blinked out. | don’t fed a part
of it. If | tried to take awalk down there the security team would stop me.”

“Probably.”

“Itticksmeoff.”

“Y our people are merdy taking care of you.”

“I know, and it' s<tifling.”



“Think of this,” said John, now wrapping hisarm around her shoulders. “Y our parents wouldn't
have let you comeif they hadn’t been promised every possible precaution. If you' d never come, then |
wouldn't have met you. ‘Monica Sardinia would be nothing more than aname, agatistic in aroster |
would never have seen—adigtant point of light.”

Monica smiled, fighting back the unpleasant thoughts that she didn’t want to think a the moment.
“Did | ever tdl you my nickname?’

“Gloomy, right?’

“Who told you?’

“I looked you up on the Internet. Did you know you have more than thirty fan Stes?’

“You'rejoking.”

“Nope. | counted them myself.”

“That's...werd.

“What, that you have thirty fan Stesor that | counted each and every one of them?”’

“Both,” Monicasad.

“Y ou know, they’ re very thorough. They have al your stats—your height, weight, birth date,
your favorite books and movies. They even have detailed lists of which leotards you wore a which
competitions, and how you wore your hair—but none of them has ever mentioned your smile.”

Monicaindulged him, grinning ear to ear, for once not the least bit concerned that her mouth was
too wide for her face.

John chuckled. “ See? How could anyone with asmile like that be called Gloomy?’

“I’ve often wondered about that,” laughed Monica. “I’ m dways thinking on the gloomy side of
things. | try not to, but . . . well, | guess|’d rather go through this now, when I’myoung. If | tough it out
Il have something for myself and my family later on. College money. A nice house. My parentswon’t
have to struggle in their golden years—I won't have to struggle in my golden years”

“That won't be for decades and decades—now’ swhat matters.” John took her in hisarmsand
kissed her, borderline passonate. He pulled back. “1s't it?’

Y es, Monicathought, and kissed him back, taking the easier route, allowing her teenage drivesto
preoccupy her. She pulled him into an embrace and availed hersdlf of him, modestly at firgt, then more
aggressively, making up for weeks of restraint.

“Do you love me?’ John asked severd minutesin. He'd moved with her to one of the loungers;
his shirt was unbuttoned, and Monica s trembling hand traversed his abdomen.

“l do.”

John looked flabbergasted, trying to squeeze the words out between kisses. Bold, brave,
terrified—or perhapsjust uncontrollably turned on. “Then . . . then | want to makeloveto you.”

A pause, removing lipsfrom lips, receding dightly, pretending to catch her breath asthe question
hit her. Oh, God. Just like when Pat asked to go steady—wait, no, not like that at al. Pat hadn’t been
breathing so heavily, hadn’t been so hot and hard to the touch. She' d given John afew tentative feels
below the wait, and knew that he was raring to go—but am 1?

She had to think. It was scary, the things John made her want to do. She' d never thought it
possible that she' d want physica gratification so badly. Most frightening was that she was actualy
consdering it. Gone were the days of STDs, unwanted pregnancies; she could do it with him right now,
take a 24-hour contraceptive before bedtime—it would be so easy to givein to thefairy tale, to her own
curiogities, to John's hands diding up her dress, approaching intimate territory. There were probably a
dozen other couples having at it in the bathrooms, the board rooms, private suites—but, then, they
weren't thirteen and fourteen yearsold . . . and Monicaknew shewasn't exactly in the right Sate to be
making choiceslikethis. Maybein afew years, when her Peatriot dayswere behind her, when she could
look back and clearly seethat John wasinit for the long run.

It was harder than anything she' d ever had to learn in the gym, but she et John go. “We should
sop.”

“Monica...” hebresthed—

She covered his mouth, afraid that if he spoke even one more word or managed even one more



kiss shewould jump out of her clothes and plaster hersdlf al over him. “Weneedto stop. It . . . it
wouldn’t beright.”

There was Slence between them for amoment, John hovering close, so close, sighing,
looking . . . relieved?“ Y ou'reright. Y ou' re absolutely right.”

Monicaseparated hersaf from him, took a handful of dow, steady bresths. She watched him
button up his shirt, rearrange his pants.

“Geez,” he muttered, laughing nervoudy. “What was | thinking? Thisisal wrong, isn't it? 1 must
fit the sex-crazed teenage mae demographic perfectly.”

“I helped,” Monica offered, and fixed her dress, smoothed her hair.

It took themm a moment to cool off. Once they did, though, there was an unspoken rel ease shared
between them. Now, instead of groping each other desperately they merely held each other, reclining on
the lounger and watching the city lights, listening to the bubbling water of the jacuzzi nearby. The sex
might have been fantagtic (and then again it probably would have been completely awkward and
embarrassing), but, truthfully, Monicawasn't al that disappointed about having missed out. In fact, she
fdlt dloser to John for not having lost her virginity to him. Oh, the thought was fill immensdy
appeding—it was Smply more appeding to et aquigt, intimate moment happen instead of forcing her
first time, expecting kisses and contraceptivesto take care of any guilt that may have ensued later.

“I fill loveyou, by theway,” she said. “ Just in case you' re one of those misguided youths who
equates sex with love.”

“In or out of that lovely dress” John said, “1 think I’'m stuck on you for life”

She popped a breath mint into her mouth, offered one to John. “What atypically sex-crazed
teenage maethingto say.”

“Sorry. Excess blood reentering the brain.”

John stifled another round of laughter, thistime not so nervous. “We should get back before the
adults send out a search party.”

“Yegh”

The two of them stood, brushed each other off, and made their way back to the ballroom.

A Canadian gentleman caught them just ingde.

“Good evening, Lieutenant Matusik.”

“Good evening, Sir.”

“Minding thelovely lass here?’

“Yes, gr. Out for abresth of fresh air.”

“Very good—keep that average up.” The man smiled strangely, nodded, and went on hisway.

John gave him adirty look.

“Who wasthat?’ asked Monica

“A sponsor whom I’ ve never liked—I’ m sure you have them, too.”

“Beforetonight, | didn’t even know | had sponsors.”

“Redly?’ John shook hishead. “Wow. They do keep you in the dark, don’t they?’

Monica glanced around the room. Tracie was coming towards her and John at breakneck speed.
Before Monica could react, she grabbed her by the arm and leaned in close.

“I know what you're up to,” she whispered. “1 know what you'reup to and | think it's
despicable—and if | had my way you' d be off the team so quickly your head would spin! And you!” She
leered at John. “Y ou should be ashamed of yoursdlf!”

“What did | do?” Monicaasked, rubbing her arm after Tracie had |eft.

John shrugged, bit hislip and looked the other way. “ She saw us—in the sparoom. | knew it.
Thetwo of usarefinished.”

“Tsk-tsk, you big lug,” said Autumn (who, aong with Jackie and Britney, had snuck up from
behind). “Word of advice: don’t use mints. It only makesit more obviousthat you ve been sucking face.”

“Thank you,” Monicareplied dryly.

Autumn and the girls snickered together and walked away.



John grimaced.
“Geez,” Sghed Monica. “I hate parties.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

In retrospect, rain would have been more appropriate. Certainly clouds and thunder would have
been far less mideading than clear blue sky and an optimisgtic outlook as Team USA attended their
eleventh international conference of the year.

Monicafet great. Shefdt in control. The evening in the sparoom with John had cleared her
mind, lightened her conscience. She could have fucked him, but didn’t. She could have settled for the
stereotypica outcome, but hadn’t. She knew that neither teenage hormones nor self-doubt would be
enough to bring her down before her time. Sure, she’ d ill had her moments, but she was making it
through her term—eight conferencesin two months—and with each meet, the stress had become easier
to manage, an underlying achelost among al the other aches and pains associated with being a Patriot
ahlete.

John. . . hewas il nervous about something. Monica could only assumeit wastheincreasing
importance of hisassgnments, and the fact that his scores seemed to be gradudly dipping. Often hewas
left out of thefind rotations. Monicawould spot him now and then at amutua conference, Stting on the
gddineswith hisgym bag at hisfeet, sometimes watching his teammates compete, other timesreading or
listening to music. He never looked more than marginaly disappointed, and never admitted to being more
than alittletired.

Maybeit was aguy thing.

Regardless, Monicawasfired up for the Onyx Cup, a corporate-sponsored conference designed
to bolster OnyxWest shareholder morae. The opportunities for advancement were numerous, including
individua, gpparatus, and team standings. Security, of course, was al-out. However, Monica had grown
accustomed to the presence of men carrying firearms, and so hadn’t a clue that today there were perhaps
more officersthan usud, higher tensions than what was warranted for anot-quite world championship
mest.

The rotations were molten, especidly now that the early part of the season was out of the way,
and the Olympic hopeful s had been replaced by the gold medaists. In the preliminary exercises, Monica
was alowed to perform without any fake-outs, a necessary strategy considering the skill and
temperament demonstrated by many of the NAU’ s opponents—namely China, whose girls seemed able
to turn any Stuation into an advantage.

Hades reminded Monicaof thisearly on. As such, her floor routine was heavy on the butt
wiggles and pelvic thrusts, the winks and kisses—eye candy to accompany the goods. No, it wasn't her
style; yes, it pleased the judges across the board and earned her a score that would almost certainly carry
her into thefinds.

As she prepared for the uneven bars:

“How hard can you make agiant look?’ asked Hades.

“I can add alittle hesitation on the rotation,” Monicareplied, adjusting her grips. “Maybe put a
little uncertainty inthere. . . though we never practiced fake-outs on the bars.”

“I know.” Hades|ooked thoughtful for amoment. “But | think we need alittleimprovisation.”

“Isthat what the voice on the other end of the phone linetold you?’

“That' s none of your business,” Hades said.

“I'monly kidding—"

Monicafrowned. Lighten up, she thought, and stepped benesath the high bar, oriented herself
appropriady, tapping into the mind-body rhythm, feding the bounce in the materia benesth her feet,
smelling the odor of sweat and chak dust, tuning out the expectant silence coming from those watching
her—

—and then bam! The flow was suddenly disrupted.



It was difficult to keep track of what was happening. Oneinstant M onicawas tensing up,
hopping off the podium and reaching for the bar; the next Hades was diving towards her, clasping her
around thewai &, lifting, lunging, tearing her away as a cacophony of screams and shouts exploded al
around.

“Gunfirel” he cried, and bore her to the floor.

Tompkinswastherein an ingant. With asmal fleet of men surrounding her, Monica (aong with
Hades) was rushed off the podium and guided towards the nearest exit. She caught only glimpses here
and there along the way: a stream of medics rushing in, a spattering of blood across one of the vault
runways, an athlete laying flat on her back—then she was out, away, being directed through the corridors
with Lisaand Autumn haphazardly following dong, asking what had happened.

“The competition isover,” Monica bresthed, panting, stumbling between nightmare and redlity.

Someone had been shot.

Contrary to Monica s preliminary assumptions, she and her teammates weren't taken back to
their hotel room, but were shuttled back to Olympusinstead. There, they were alowed to quickly
shower and changeinto their street clothes before being called into their quartersfor an emergency
mesting with Hades, Tracie, and Linda

“Oh, my little darlings,” said Linda, pacing. “How traumatic thismust be for you!”

“But | didn't see anything,” complained Kristen, asif she’'d missed the good part inamovie,

“Yeah,” piped Lisa “Does anyone know what happened?’

Monicagtarted to explain what she' d seen, but Tracie cut her off.

“ Someone—an athlete, yes—was injured, but the authorities need to look into it. They need us
to do our job so they can do theirs. It’ simportant that we don't trip any false darms. Our responsibility is
to prepare for the next meet, and not to spend our time spreading rumors, so please, don't talk about this
with anyone.”

Monicasnuck aglance at Hadeswho, for the moment, looked nothing like the tyrannical
super-foe she' d come to know during her time aboard Olympus. He stood |eaning against the bulkhead,
armsfolded, face cheerless, eyes opague. HE smore of apawn than | am, she thought. Holy shit, why
didn't | seeit before? He' sabout to burst into tears. . . .

Autumn raised her hand. “Can we at least cal our parentsto let them know we'redl right?”’

Lindanodded. “ Of course, swestie. Just remember: we don’t want to upset them, we want to
reassure them. Do you think you can handle that?’

The girlsnodded their heads.

“Splendid.” Linda stepped towards the door. “Now, if you ladieswill follow me, there sa
transport waiting.”

Monicafiled out of the room aong with the others. Tompkins, Kim, and Cross were waiting at
the stripe entrance. For once Monicadidn’t mind them being there.

In the promenade belt (the home stripe computer terminalswere ill, suspicioudy, having
messenger problems), the team found an Internet cafe. Linda ordered everyone tea and muffins; the
guards waited near the entrance, nervous, edgy.

Monica parked herself at one of the terminas and diaed her parents, who looked immensely
relieved to see her dive and well.

“Oh, Monical” exclaimed Sharon. “Thank goodness! We were watching the videocasts—we
didn’'t know whét to think!”

“What happened?’ asked Mike. “We heard there was an exploson?’

Off-screen, Tracie looked & Monicawarningly.

“I... 1 can't say right now,” said Monica. She became aware of atremor in her voice, and
compensated by clearing her throat. “1 mean . . . | don’t know. They got us out of there so fast. I'm
okay, though. All of usare. We' re back on Olympus.”



Sharon frowned, hugging Mike. “I don’t likethis. | want her home right now.”

“Relax, hon,” said Mike. “It'sdl right. Monica, is there anyone there we can talk to? Y our
coaches? An administrator?’

Nodding, M onica stepped away from the terminal, allowed Lindato take her place. She sipped
her tea and watched with mild appreciation as her parents were expertly reassured that everything was
under control, that Team USA was as safe as could be, ready for practicefirst thing tomorrow morning.

“Look a her whed and dedl.”

Monicaturned dightly, found that Lisawas standing besde her.

“I never realized how dangerousthis could be.”

“Neither did1,” said Monica

“People hate us, don't they? They want to take away America s points. They want to kill us. |
see why being here counts towards our military service. It’ slike being on a battlefield.”

Isn't it? Monicathought, knowing Lisahad cometo her, the team captain, for some kind of
solace—but she had none to give. Moreover, it was taking considerable effort to keep her hands from
shaking. “I’m sure it was an accident. Someone drunk, rowdy.”

Lisalooked doubtful. “But you said you saw someone get shot.”

“I said...” Monicabit her lip. “That’ swhat it looked like. | wasn't ... 1 mean...” She
swallowed. She wasn't sure what she' d seen or heard. Blood, an injured athlete, aloud bang that may or
may not have been caused by gunfire. “1 don’'t know.”

Jackie came over.

“They'renot talking,” she said, and nodded a Tompkins men. “They don’'t want to upset us. As
if we'relittlekidd”

“Coach Tracieisnuts, then,” said Lisa “ She doesn’t want usto talk about what we don't
know!”

“And tomorrow morning,” said Jackie, “we' re just supposed to go to practice like nothing’'s
happened!”

Kristen joined them. And after her, Autumn and Britney. They swapped conspiracy theories
while Monica, hiding behind her cup, listened and formulated a couple of her own. After afew minutes,
Linda called her back to her terminal.

“That Linda savery nice person,” said Sharon as Monicatook her sest. “1’'m glad she' swith
you and thegirls”

“Yeah,” sadd Monica “She's. . . unique.”

“Areyou going to manage up there?’

“Sure”

Sharon frowned, still looking like she wanted her on the next shuttle home. “If you say so—but
please cdl us as soon as you hear something, okay?’

“I will.”

“Your father and | think it's commendable what you' re doing for your country and your
community. Welove you, honey.”

“I loveyou, too.”

* % %

Hades gave the girlsthe rest of the afternoon off. While the others defaulted to painting their
toenails or ligtening to their music players (and since John’ steam had yet to return to the station), Monica
made use of her time doing research. Sitting in the lounge, she used her notebook to search for newsbits
regarding the Onyx Cup incident. To her surprise, there was very little information available—which was
suspicious consdering the number of camera crews that had been present.

Did Hades and Tracie get to everyone? she wondered. Or did | imagineit asworsethan it redly
was? Unlessthey’re dl in thistogether. Not willing—not alowed—to broadcast the truth. If therewasa
truth to begin with. So far, it was only the fanswho were feeding the buzz. Monicacouldn’t join any of



the chat rooms, but she could view the transcripts.
The onefor #herofanz was interesting:

chakdust_brat: | think it' sastunt.
idandtumbler: Y ou think that about everything.
chalkdust_brat: No, redly, | do.
idandtumbler: Y ou think they killed an athlete for publicity?

chalkdust_brat: No, but that' s what they want you to think. Get everyoneriled up. Patriotic. |
bet you lunch a Mickey D’ stomorrow that big bad China gets the blame.

idandtumbler: Why China?

chalkdust_brat: Because that’ swho we' re at war with. We act dl friendly with them in the
spirit of the game, but the media doesn’t want usto forget that they’ re trying to screw us over
with outrageous manufacturing prices. A couple of Americansor American dlies offed by
Chineseradicaswill certainly get the rest of usin an ass-kicking mood in timefor Heroes

Day.

idandtumbler: Why you gotta diss the sport by talking about evil politicians pushing buttonsin
smoke-filled roomslike that?

chalkdust_brat: It' strue. Just ook at that Sardiniagirl. So obvious.
idandtumbler: Don’t you go bad-mouthing my little Monica, now.

chalkdust_brat: Watch her routines this season. Check her scores. Then check the world
market conditions. Soy prices go one way, her scores are adjusted. Biofuedl prices go another
and she aces everything. They makeit look asrandom as possble, but if you' re careful you
can spot the patterns.

idandtumbler: That'slikefootball or baseball. The endorsement whores. Gymnasticsis about
the presentation—not the enforcement. As much asthe military tries, they can’'t spail it for the
rest of us. Monicaknowsthat. Y ou can seeit in her routines. | have the snesky fedling she
doesn't just say “yes’ to everything her coachestell her.

chakdust_brat: Y ou're such afanboy.
idandtumbler: I'm conscious of my own hedlthy obsession, yes.

Monicaread afew morelines, but the rest of the conversation devolved into a heated debate
concerning gymnasts legs and butts. She wondered, though, if chalkdust_brat had a point, wondered if
he' d noticed any of thein-meet phone calls or if he was aware of the whole notion of fake-outs. If there
was adirect connection—

“Hey, kitten.”

Monicalooked up. John was standing over her. From the looks of him, he' d just stepped off the
shuttle. “The NAU iscalling dl itsteams back to Olympus. Something about alock-down.”

Shutting off her notebook, Monicaleft the couch and dipped into hisarms. He kissed her on the



forehead, smiled a moment. It was the most miserable smile she' d ever seen.

“What isit?’ she asked, not redly expecting an answer.

“I'... 1 don't know how to tell youthis, but . . . | haven't dept at dl in five months, haven't esten
like I’m supposed to. | waysfed sick.”

“Oh, John...”

She moved with him to the far end of the lounge. They sat together, and John let it dl out in
hushed, earnest tones:

“Pheromonesin my body spray. | never had to act theright way or say theright things. They told
me | was guaranteed a spot on the national team. | . . . | wasto distract you. They knew the States were
investing in some ‘ specid training’ for one of their top girls. Oncethey figured out it was you, they told
me | wasto becomeyour friend. | was, if youlet me. . . | wasto do other thingsaswdll. It would be a
boon to usif the U.S. team captain was removed from the roster due to, say, an unfortunate accident
or ... or an unexpected pregnancy—I thought | was serving my community. Y dlowknifeisafrigid little
town. My sponsors got desperate. They promised Gymnastics Canada that they had an athlete who
would do the things dl the others had refused to do. | went along with it because.. . . because it was
unreal to me. The Patriot world was avideocast fantasy. | didn’t know any better. Now | do . .. and I'm
sorry. God, I’'m so sorry, Monica. .. ."

Eventudly heran out of steam and smply hung his head, sobbing softly.

Monicadidn’t know what to say. How were you supposed to respond when someone you loved
told you to your face that he’ d been trying to screw you over as part of an assgnment? She recalled her
first Sunday aboard Olympus, Sitting up in the oak tree with John . . . how he' d reacted when she'd
mentioned his being a secret wegpon—she' d assumed his discomfort had been due to hiswanting to ask
her out, but now sherealized it had been something else entirely.

When she could finaly manage words, she quietly asked, “Would you have raped me?’

John'’ s face became ashen. “No! Of course not! | mean, the sponsors, they always stressed the
‘by any means possible’ part, but | wouldn't have doneit—"

“Inthe sparoom,” Monicainterrupted. “ That night of the party—if | hadn’t broken it off would
you have gone dl the way with me?’

John tried unsuccessfully to hold her hand. “I wouldn't have doneit. Not . . . not for the reasons
they wanted meto—"

Monicajerked out of her seat, tood on wobbly legs, felt hersalf shudder in dishdief that friendly,
amiable John Matusik had ordersto seek out, befriend, and fuck an opposing team member. Or worse.
It was disgusting.

“Monica—"

“I can't believe what I'm hearing. Y ou’' ve been hanging around with me as an assgnment.”

“I’d rather be disqualified forever.” John stood and smiled wanly. “I’d rather die than hurt you.”

Therewas achill cregping up Monica s spine. Besides John and hersdf, the lounge was empty.
Here, done with this saboteur-boy, taler than she, with his gymnast’ s build—he could have hisway with
her right now if he wanted. There was no telling when the security guards might next happen by.

She started towards the exit.

John followed her. “Monica, please. ..

“I haveto think thisover,” shesaid.

She grabbed her notebook and ran from the room.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Seep didn’'t come easily that night. Monica spent the first hour in bed sobbing with her face
pressed into her pillow (the other girlseither didn’t notice or didn't care, and so kept away). The second
hour she merely lay on her back and stared at the ceiling asthe tears dried on her cheeks. There were so
many unanswered questions; her brain refused to dlow her rest until she found some answers. But where
to look? And what was she looking for?



She glanced at the darm clock.

23:37. Fuck it.

She grabbed socks and swesatpants from her cubby, |eft her bunk.

Autumn stirred, cleared her throat. “Monica? Isthat you?’

Monica cursed under her breath and quickly dipped into her clothes. “Go back to deep.”

“What are you doing?’

“I have to go to the bathroom. Go back to deep.”

Autumn mumbled something, half adeep, and rolled over onto her sde.

Out in the corridor, Monica s socked feet made no noise againgt the floor. At first she headed
towards the bathroom—but changed course when she heard familiar voices drifting out from the lounge
areaafew doors down. Upon reaching the entrance, she crouched and peeked inside. Hades and
Tracie, both dressed down for the night, were seated at one of the tables and were talking—talking.

“What do you want meto say?’ Tracie asked. “ There' sathreat, of course thereis. Our people
arededing withit.”

“There have dways been threats,” said Hades, “but thisisthe first time anyone s actualy gotten
hurt.”

“People are dways getting hurt. We'rea war.”

“Y ou know what | mean. Thewhole point of Patriot athleticsisto put afriendly facade on the
Globa Ranking System—what happens when the casualties start appearing in our arenas and stadiums
ingtead of out on thefront lines?’

“Y ou want to take them to task?’ Traciefolded her arms. “Is that what you want to do? Spend
the next ten years of your lifein court spouting conspiracy theories at the NPAA—whilein the meantime
they’ ve smply found another coach, another team to carry on right where we lft of f?’

Hades kneaded histemples. “I'm smply tired of thelies. If we win, we' re screwed because
we' rereinforcing the stereotype. If welose, we' re screwed because it means the Patriot System doesn't
work. Either way I’ m supposed to shrug it off, wake up tomorrow morning and have practice with the
girlsasif everything' s peachy—I can't. | can't, Brenda That poor girl . . . it could just aseasly have
been Jackie, or Britney. Or, God forbid, Monica.”

“We were told there would be alottery. Y ou do your time. We dl do.”

“| dready did mine—sixteen years ago. Zor knew that, but he found aloophole anyway.

Tracie sighed wearily. “We shouldn’t be talking about this. Our girls might hear.”

“Let them hear,” said Hades. “It won't make any differencein theend.”

“Alas, we re not at the end. We rein the middle. Have you been drinking?’

“You blow meaway. You redly do.”

“I'minterested in completing my term and getting on with my life, nothing more. | dowhat I'm
told.”

“Thenyou'll beaPetriot until the day you die.”

“Thanksfor the sentiment.”

“You' rewelcome,” said Hades. “Look, | was an athlete. Now |I’m a coach. I’ ve seen both
sdes. Wewere young in my day, but they told us the truth when we signed on as Petriots.

Today . . . these girlsdon’t know any better. They think they’ re here to compete for gold medds, ‘ may
the better athletewin’ and dl that bullshit. The previousteam at least had an ounce of experience. They
knew it was afarce, and they had the gumption to walk away from it. My team, they haven't the dightest
cluethat missng askill combination or bungling alanding sends ripples throughout the economy—in
red-time. They have no idea the number of big business players who are trading score sheetslike their
kids trade baseball cards. Corporations are born, empires are laid to waste, and our gymnaststhink it's
donein some far-off manner—Congress talying up the number of gold medalswe ve earned on Heroes
Day and sending off ahill to Chinafor goods and services due or something. Textbook propaganda.”
Hades voice wavered. “Lord, what Monicamust think of me, teaching her to fake her mistakes. Her
scores are good enough to do some redly meaningful things for our country, but instead they have me
teaching her to play dumb.”



Tracieleaned back in her chair. “ Again, | ask you: what do you expect meto do?’

“1 don't know,” said Hades. He stared at the tabletop for amoment. “ Send Zor amessage by
not showing up for practice tomorrow morning?’

“What would be the point? Zor is a pencil-pusher. He follows orders like everyone ese.”

“Widll, | haveto do something. | can’'t see mysdlf continuing like this much longer.”

“Y ou want my advice?’ Tracierosefrom her seat. “Get agood night’ srest. Get through
tomorrow. And the next day. And the day after that.”

Monica backed away from the lounge entrance, darted into the bathroom. She waited afew
minutes before returning to her quarters and climbing back into bed, her heart pounding, her thoughts
fluttering. Somehow it was reassuring to know Hades was going through the same emotiond turmoil she
was—not because he was suffering, but because it added validity to the whole thing. She now had a
reason to fed the way she' d been feding dl these months, and it wasn’t merely because she couldn’t get
along with her superiors. She may have had her suspicions before, but the truth was now confirmed: there
was something deep and dark going on in the world of Patriot athletics. There was areason the NPAA
had scrapped their entire team and replaced it with agroup of unknowns. Team USA was supposed to
be perfect, their coach agod among men able to work magic in the gym. Seasoned athletes would know
too much—so the NPAA had wiped the date entirely clean. They’ d tried to erase their mistake—but
therein was an even bigger mistake, an ignorance of the gradual corrosion eating away at the Patriot
System’ sfoundation. The world loved its sweethearts, and innocence was a potent weapon of war.

Y oung, determined faces providing an analogy for the wants—athriving pop culture, cheap eectronics,
reedily-available fashion and beauty items—of an entire nation. The only problem was that as demand
went up, and the legal competitive ages went down, the travesty became more and more obvious.

And I’'m playing right along, Monicathought, bitter, disgusted with hersdf. All those years
learning about the Patriot System in school, but not paying enough attention to really understand what it
meant . . . . A girl with internationa experience would have been exposed to too many aternate forms of
media. She' d know too much, she’ d be too much to handle, but little old me, they knew I’ d been circling
America s cagefor solong that | couldn’'t possibly have known the truth. And if | did, I'd be too
desperateto care. I'd look the other way if it guaranteed me a spot on the national team.

The clock read haf past midnight. Monica s head was spinning. What had Hades said about her
scores not being put to good use? And the lottery? What was that about? How could it have just as
eadly been her or her teammates who might have been injured at the Onyx Cup?

God, she thought, rolling onto her side and forcing her eyes closed. | should have started
eavesdropping months ago.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Morning practice had little to do with gymnastics. Though she worked on her skills (and helped
the girlswork on theirs, too), Monica seyeswere, at dl times, on Hades and Tracie, looking for
betrayed secrets, evidence of last night’ s conversation. Signs she might have been missing al along. There
was nothing. Not ahint. These were your average, everyday coaches, tireess, unrelenting, never without
acomment or critiqgue—and meanwhile, the knot in Monica s somach became so tight she was sure
therewas agiant invisble hand dowly squeezing thelife out of her. (Thankfully, Olympus congtruction
team had finished the Canadians gym; she didn’t have to bear training in the same room with John.)

The girls thought she was merely in one of her trademark moods, and so gave her awide
berth—which was exactly what she didn’t want: to be left done as she stewed. But that’ s how it was
with teammates who were younger than you. It wasn't in their nature to care about emotions that weren't
their own.

Consequently, they were hardly paying any attention when, five minutesinto lunchtime, she
dipped out of the cafeteria and headed back to the home stripe. Cross accompanied her, solemn and
slent. She entered the lounge, waved on one of the smart screens. She lay on her favorite couch; she was
tired, wired, fegling her strength pool in dl the wrong places throughout her body—nervous energy with



nowhere to go.

Shewasn't aware she' d dozed off until the motion of someone Sitting beside her caused her to
jolt awake.

It was John.

“Oh, kitten,” he said, smiling sadly. “Y ou look like you haven't dept awink.”

Monicaclosed her eyes, pretending to be groggy.

“I know you hate me,” John continued. “1 know I’ m aterrible person and there' snothing | can
do or say to take back the bad thingsI’ve done. | just . ..” He paused a moment before resting his hand
on Monica scalf. “I just wanted to say I’ m sorry.”

“You've dready apologized,” whispered Monica

“You know I’d never do anything to hurt you. Please believe me.”

“Now you're being redundant.”

“So | am. But you must believe me—I don't want usto end thisway.”

Chrit, ishe going to do this every fucking day? Monicawondered, caught between hatred and
sympathy. She understood that John had been abused by the system, and that he was hurt, confused,
undoubtedly waiting to be reprimanded for not living up to his superiors expectations—but she was hurt,
too. Remembering that moment in the gparoom, she knew she’ d come so close to fulfilling his assgnment
for him.

She pushed him away, sitting up and tucking hersaf againgt the opposite end of the couch. How
could he understand? Even if he was being sincere, she wasn't ready to take him back. It wastoo hard
to tel what was meaningful and what was for show. Everything had been distorted. Her life, her career,
her love; everything was awedll-crafted lie.

“Kitten—"

“Don’'t call methat,” Monicasaid, cutting him off. “1’m not your pet.” She turned away, facing
the video screen. “Please, go.”

John didn’'t say anything. The only sign of hisleaving was the shifting of the couch cushion, the
sound of footsteps receding from the room. Monicalooked away from the screen only after she was sure
he was gone. Cross was waiting patiently beside the entrance.

Enjoying the free show, you perv? she thought.

Cross continued to look straight ahead, eyes unblinking.

Monicawatched him for afew minutes, not redly looking a him, but rather usng himasa
backdrop as she pictured John in her mind's eye. He' d looked so miserable amoment ago. She had to
wonder why—for her benefit? To placate her for the duration here aboard Olympus before he returned
to Earth and sought out hisred girlfriend, someone to whom he could gpply his various charms without
worrying about the Canadian gymnastics office stimetable? Or was he in love with her? Was he hurting
asmuch as she was?

And what about me? Do | really not want to see him ever again?

Ugh!

There was too much going through her head. A short circuit was unavoidable—and, vast asit
was, Olympus was making her claustrophobic. She returned to her quarters and packed her bags. Then
she sat at the edge of her bunk, waited until Tracie and the girls returned from lunch to pick up their
school things.

“Thereyou are,” whispered Autumn, leaning in close as she reached for her notebook. “ Coach
Traci€ spissed. Areyou ready for class?’

“I’m not going,” Monicaresponded, loud enough for everyoneto hear.

Autumn backed away, joined Lisaand Kristen on the other side of the room.

Tracie narrowed her eyes. After amoment, shesaid, “1 need to talk to Monicaaone. The rest of
you will go directly to Mr. McDonad'sroom. Mr. Crosswill escort you there.”

Thegirlsleft quietly.

“All right,” said Tracie, once the door did shut. “What’ sthe problem?’

“I want out,” said Monica. “1 can’'t take anymore. I'm through.”



“You'regiving up, just like that?’

“Don't pull any of that reverse psychology bullshit.”

“Waetch your mouth, young lady—"

“Andit’'snot just likethat. I ve been here since November. I’ ve put up with the madness for long
enough—too long.”

“And school ? Practice? Y our obligation to your country?’

Monicastood, stamped her foot on the floor. “1 want out of this madhouse, you hear? Out!”

Tracie moved toward her—and Monica, incredulous at her own autometic reactions, dodged out
of the way, started hurling blankets, tossing pillows, knocking the computer monitor off the desk. Despite
her petite frame, it took a stout effort on Tracie€' s part to get her settled. She wriggled, pushed, shoved,
and at |ast collapsed onto thefloor, gripping her ankles and gritting her teeth.

“Out,” she rasped.

Theinfirmary wallswere white and serile. Monicalay on her cot and studied the details of an
unexciting watercolor painting through heavy-lidded eyes. A nurse had given her something to help her
relax.

Funny, shethought. All thistime. . . thinking it was the others who were emationally
ungtable. . . and here I’m the one strung out on meds.

In the next room, Hades, Tracie, Linda, and an Olympus doctor discussed the Situation:

“What do we have?’

“Menta breakdown, no doubt caused by the stress of being an international competitor.”

“Y esterday’ sfiasco wasn't any help.”

“It wasacatayd, surely.”

“That’sit, then. We cdl her parents, send her home.”

“Now wait aminute. . . let’s consider our options—"

“What options? She tore her room apart.”

“It' sjust stress. We' ve seen it before in athletes of this caliber. We'll seeit again. Everyone has
their limits; the Onyx incident was hers. All she needsistime to recuperate emotionaly. She' satrooper.”

“But do we havethe time?’

“We |l makethetime, damnit. We'll do everything we can before the press getswind.”

“The Band-Aid method. Don't you think that’ s gotten usin enough trouble aready?’

“Look, Darren. It' stoo late in the season to have another team member drop out. We have our
aternates at the ready, but that’ s not the point, isit? Losing our team captain would bea PR
nightmare—we don’t need that.”

“Let'stakeit agtep at atime. We're heading into spring bresk—we can cite an injury, something
that would require some time planetside for therapy.”

“Where do you propose we send her?’

“I need to spend aweek in San Francisco. | can put her up in one of the Patriot suitesthere. I'll
ingst on guards and an adjoining room, of course.”

“What do wetdll the rest of the team?”’

“We'll tel them what we usudly tell them: butkus.”

“Now, Darren—"

“They don’t need to know specifics. A family matter. Keep it ample.”

“Smple. That'll bethe day.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

A “Patriot suite,” though it may have sounded ritzy, was Ssmply apre-paid gpartment or hotel for
Patriot elites. Monica swas one of the nicer suites, offering room service, premium videofeeds,



high-speed Internet access, and aterrific view of the bay.

Theideawas smple: shewasto spend the next week swimming, sunbathing, soaking in the spa,
getting massages, going shopping, having her hair done, eating at fine restaurants—the works. Linda had
the whole thing planned out, and though it was agood start, getting away from the grind and dl, the
context felt entirely wrong.

“When do we go back?’ she asked on her first afternoon browsing the East Cedar mega mall.

“Wejust got here,” replied Linda, spooning strawberry frozen yogurt into her mouth. “ The entire
afternoon awaitsl” She savored her treat amoment, then clamped the spoon between her teeth as she
reached for her camera.

Snap-snap.

God, help me, thought Monica. A week being babysat by Linda Baimbridge—the plan must be
to drive me back into Hades' arms by way of endless shopping sprees and chronic photographing. “I
was just thinking of theteam. | hope | don't get too far behind in practice.”

“My darling Monica, they’re on their spring bresk, too. Y ou won't missathing. Thisisyour time,
okay?’ Linda checked her wristwatch. “Oh! We d better get to the theater if we' re going to make the
one o' clock showing of Fear Stomping!”

Monicaran after her (the Olympus-appointed bodyguard—casually dressed for the
outing—brought up the rear), appreciative of what she wastrying to do, but painfully aware that the
result wastotdly artificial. Her world was still being carefully guarded, her actions scripted, the plot
points reveding only that which was pleasant or pretty.

That waswhy, during acheesy love scene, shetook her backpack with her when she dipped out
of the theater to use the restroom. The bodyguard followed, of course, and Monicasmiled politely a
him, promising that she would only be aminute.

She entered the ladies' room, which was conveniently empty. Immediately her avenue of escape
presented itsdlf in the form of an open casement window built into the rear wall. Too small for an adult to
sgueeze through, it wasjust right for an eighty-pound acrobat. M onica used a wastebasket for leverage,
climbed up, peered outside. She was on the second floor, so there was something of a drop—though her
main concern was being seen, as she would be exiting into an auxiliary entrance to the open-air portion of
themall. Still, it beat the dterndtive.

Her fear of heights not withstanding, she waited amoment until the coast was clear, then, trying
not to pay too much attention to the ground below, she climbed out, nimbly made her way acrossthe
narrow ledge to adrainage pipe, which she used as amakeshift ladder al the way down. Once
grounded, she did aquick 360° turn to make sure no one was watching.

Success!

She adjusted her backpack, calmly strolled off the lot. She hopped on one of the trolleys and
went sight-seeing around the city—ared city, with the real sun up above, thereal breezein her hair.
Monicaremembered the breezes on Olympus as being unimpressive, products of a structured
mini-world. Here, the dements mingled fredly. Here was organic humanity, abustling nerve center. The
people passing her on the streets wore whatever they felt like, they gossiped, giggled, swore. Most who
glanced her way did so in passing, asif she was merely an average teenage girl making her way home
from school. There were afew double-takes, afew sparks of recognition, but no one approached her to
ask if she knew shelooked just like Monica Sardinia, that Patriot girl from the videocasts. She was
unexpectedly delighted by the relative anonymity afforded her.

Inevitably, though, she started to notice the patterns. Police passed at regular intervals, turning,
trying not to look conspicuous—but Monica knew they were watching her. Not stopping her,
but . . . watching. They knew who she was, they had her tag on their radar, but they’ d been told not to
interfere.

Or something like thet.

As an experiment, she decided to try getting aroom for the night—not that she had any intention
of using it—or did she? It didn’t matter, though. There was no way she’ d succeed. But she had to giveit

atry.



She found a discount mote severa blocks outside Chinatown. It was a dumpy-looking place,
with agtained “ Patriots Welcomel” sign hung out front.

She entered the lobby, strode up to the desk. “I’d like aroom,” she said.

The clerk, ared-haired man in histhirties, nodded and pulled out hisreader asif he had
unsupervised thirteen-year-olds checking in everyday. He scanned her tag. “ Just you?’

“Not to pry or anything, but you look atad younger than eighteen . . .” The clerk chuckled,
trailed off as he examined Monica sinformation on his computer screen. Her Patriot status must have
surprised him (or perhaps she’ d been flagged in a provocative manner), because he did adouble-take,
looking from his screen to her face and back to his screen again. Amazingly, he nodded after amoment
and sad, “My mistake, Ms. Sardinia. How long will you be staying with us?’

Monicathought fast—she hadn’t expected such an easy consent. “ Just the night, thanks.” She
leaned forward subtly, wondering exactly what was showing up in her file. Evidently the credit union
hadn't placed a freeze on her account—unlessthe clerk was playing along until the police arrived.

Heworked at his console amoment, then smiled a Monica. “Single bed, | assume?’

“Ves”

“Room 201, upstairs. Check out timeisnoon. If you need anything, giveusacall.”

Monicathanked him and | eft the office. She passed the swimming pool, which was haf empty
and full of leaves. 201 was at the top of arickety-looking flight of stairs, she waved her hand over the
lock and let hersdlf in. The room was smdll, and was furnished with atwin-sized bed, asmall breskfast
table, asink, ashower pand, avideobox. Everything was worn-looking, clean, but no doubt barely
within Patriot guiddines—

—ed.

She et her bag down and walked once around the room, testing the videobox, the sink. Some
people lived for yearsin aplace like this. Check to check. No space, no modesty. Evenin Deborah’s
basement she' d had her own room (sort of), and they’ d had privacy in the shower. Here, everything was
out in the open. It might have been romantic if you were rooming with your shiny new hubby (and you
didn’t mind watching him soap his behind in the mornings), but otherwise you were putting up with
third-world accommodations.

Thisis America, Monicathought. Thisiswhat I'm fighting for. Meager spacesfor people of
modest means.

Thetoilet was tucked away in a closet-sized compartment; there was no clothing recycler (which
meant she' d either have to stand naked in the laundry room—if there was alaundry room—while her
only set of clothes was cleaned, or she' d have to wash her thingsin the sink), no refrigerator. She
experienced amoment of panic as she redized she hadn’t thought of what she wanted for dinner, but
reminded hersdf shewould only be here for the night. If need be, she' d grab something from the vending
mechine

She'd make do.

CHAPTER FORTY

Monicaate dinner—adei sandwich she' d picked up at anearby liquor store (dong with
detergent, rubber gloves, and afew grooming items)—alone at the bregkfast table. Afterwards, she
showered, washed her clothes and hung them to dry. Then she sat on the bed with her back against the
headboard, her knees drawn up, and reveled in the strangely satisfying fegling of uncertainty. Thisishow
you're supposed to fed, said alittle voice in her head. Not sheltered and protected and totally unaware
of what’' s going on around you as you compete for acountry you' ve never redly seen—where sthe
patriotism in that?

She thought of Hades and Tracie and the girls, and where they might be cooped up for their
spring break, taking time out from work that was dmost make-bdieve anyway. Photo shoots and
fake-outs—she could do so much better! That's what Hades had meant during his midnight talk with



Tracie: Monica (and other key athletes like her, no doubt) had the ability to earn the States some serious
moola, but because of bureaucratic red tape she was playing it down, bringing in more moderate scores
and keeping placeslike the Midnite Motel open even though it was more than a decade past its prime.

Wrapping the sheet around hersdlf, she went to the window and opened the curtain acrack so
she could peer outsde. There were three security guards pacing in the pool area. One of them was
Lieutenant Kim.

So, they do know where | am and what I’'m doing.

Monica put the curtain back in place. She returned to the bed, sitting cross-legged in the center
and dumping out the contents of her backpack. The bracelet that Pat had given her tumbled into her
lgp—she didn’'t remember packing it, but it was awelcome find nonethel ess. She fastened it around her
wrist, watched as the | etters spelled out a new message: rite choice colais superior to spark! colain
every way except flavor.

How typicdl, thought Monica, smiling, of Pat to say something like that. His expertise regarding
off-brand colas was second to none. She wondered what he was doing right now. Gaming, probably.
Possibly thinking about her. She' d known him all her life; they’ d grown up together. There was comfort
there. Hewasn't perfect, more boy than hunk, but he' d never lied to her or used her for hisown
purposes. John . . . there' d been something there, love, maybe, but duty, too. A sense of loyalty split
between his girl and his country. He may have thought there was no other way when he' d taken on his
illicit assgnment—but if Pat had been offered the same opportunity, Monicawas sure he wouldn’'t have
taken it, and not just because of his anti-establishment upbringing.

It would have been niceto talk to him. Turning on her notebook, she fired up her messenger and
found that he was online. She hesitated, though, her cursor hovering over Pat’ s Skater-punk avatar.
Whether or not Tompkins' security team was monitoring her communications, she wasn't sure she
wanted to explain her current circumstances until they were over and done with.

Besides, shewasn't properly dressed.

She closed the messenger, opened her browser and started surfing the Web in search of news
about the Onyx accident. She didn’t have to search for long, as the planetside newsfeeds were very
different from those offered aboard Olympus. The world was not quiet and serene. Everyone knew the
story and was propagating it: aBritish gymnast had been shot in the leg, and was currently undergoing
regenerative therapy at UCLA. She was expected to make afull recovery intimefor camp. No word on
who was responsible, though there were hundreds of flame wars going on over which of the Patriot
nationswould most likely benefit from such ascheme.

Monica s name was hyperlinked in one such thread. Following the link, she found hersdf a one
of the fan sites John had told her about. The stats section wasimpressive, containing every piece of
information on her imaginable. At the bottom: asmall, glowing box showcasing her military unit stationed
overseas. The webmaster had included a group photo of the platoon hoisting her framed portrait above
their heads—

—hoaly shit.

Experiencing a sudden and abrupt clarification, Monicaclosed her notebook. She now knew
why joining the national team counted towards her military service: it was her military service. That’ swhy
they made me alieutenant. Not, merely, to give me clearance aboard Olympus, but becauseI’'m a
member of the United States military. I’ m just not being deployed in thefidd.

Shelay back, wrapped the sheets tightly around hersalf. Outside, a car screeched to ahalt. The
driver sworeloudly, then drove off. Nearby, someone was hacking their guts out. A block or two away:
grens

Oh, to be back home, to be back with the Keenes and moping around my dilapidated little
"hood, where everyone but me supposedly gets the attention and appreciation they deserve.

How theignorance had been bliss.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



The following morning, Monicawoke to the sound of other people talking about her:

“All it took was that first exhibition, and she was hooked. The NPAA has an outreach campaign
to get children interested in the Patriot program. They sent a group of young acrobatsto Monica s school
touting gymnastics as afine way to have fun and to serve your country. Monicawas only Six yearsold,
mind you, but she knew that that was what she wanted to do. We started looking for agym for her, but
everything was so expensive—and too far away. That's when we found the Keenes' club. It' sasmall
locd gym, hardly larger than aworkshop shed, but NPAA-accredited. And Greg was willing to work
withus”

“I remember when Monicafirst cameinwith her mother. She wasthe shiest little thing—all |
could see was thistiny head peeking out from behind Mrs. Sardinia sleg, but we eventually coaxed her
out into the open. She had muscles all over, though she had no prior experience whatsoever. | gave her
and her mother asmall series of exercisesto work on over the next two weeks, just to see. They came
back in half thetime, and Monicahad learned everything perfectly.”

“Why gymnagtics? Simple. | wanted Monicato come home so tired that | could make dinner and
do the laundry without her bouncing off the walls. My plan has, as of yet, proved unsuccessful.”

Monicalowered the volume on the videobox (she assumed she' d left it on after some random
late-night viewing session). Y awning, she left her bed, Stretched, and lowered hersdf onto thefloor. She
was halfway through aset of push-ups before she redlized what she was doing—and even then it didn’t
seem like an altogether unreasonable way to start the day. Laughing to herself, she continued with a
series of bodyweight exercises. When she was finished, she showered and got dressed, and was deciding
what she wanted for bregkfast when someone knocked on the door.

It was John.

“Good morning,” he said, looking nervous, surprised, his hands stuffed in his pockets. “How are
you, Monica?’

“Fine” shereplied, stepping out and locking the door. 1 wasjust on my way to get something to
eat.” She glanced down into the pool area. A pair of menin identica leather jackets were sharing a
smoke as they watched her. “Tdl me you weren't just bumming around the neighborhood and decided to
drop by.”

“Y our people sent me. They said you, um, ran avay.”

Monica scowled, started walking. “1’m on my spring bresk, that'sall.”

“Sorry, | didn’'t mean—"

“I can't believe they sent you.”

“Wdll . . .yeah. | wasn't sureit wasagood ides, either.”

“Y ou seem to have aknack for expanding upon bad idess.”

John sighed, followed her down the stairs and out into the street (the undercover security
men—Monica hoped they were undercover security men—tagged aong a dozen paces behind, making
sureto look as casual aspossible). “1 deservethat, | know.”

Though it was on the tip of Monica stongue to agree with him, she kept quiet, kept hersalf
wrapped in an air of nonchalance.

“They wanted me to win you back. Y ou know, for public relations purposes—it would look
good on record to see Canada and the United States working together. | wanted to come here because |
wasworried about you. You'redill my girlfriend, and | till loveyou.”

“Don't bring loveinto this” said Monica “Thisis about points and deductions. Nothing more.”

“You don't believe that.”

“Surel do. Don't you? Isn't that why you went to Olympusin thefirgt place?’

John looked hurt. “1 have my duty and my conscience, and every moment isanew chanceto
excd or fuck up. | haveto live with that, and with my decisions, flawed asthey may be. God' sidea of
freewill, | guess”

“Don’'t get religious on me,” said Monica, turning a corner and spotting a strip of storesand



restaurants a few blocks down.

“Actudly, I’'m agnodtic.”

“Thet explainsalot.”

“Doesit?" asked John.

“With no God, there' s nothing holding you back from fucking little girlsfor extra points.”

“I don't fuck little girls.”

| know, thought Monica, surprised by her own bitterness.

“And | believethere saGod, but | don't think it's anything we can comprehend or understand. |
believe there sabigger picture here on Earth, too, but it's something only the corporate elite are dlowed
to understand. Mogt of us only think we know.”

“Isthat your rationale? Y ou don’t know any better, you' re not alowed to understand how things
work, so you just do what you' retold, rack up those points for your country in any way possible?’

“That' snot what | meant. | . ..” John shook his head, looking upset, but refusing to let himself
get angry. “I’mnot on the nationa team anymore.”

Monicadowed her pace, looked at him for only the second or third time since hisarriva on her
doorstep. “When did that happen?’

“This morning. They woke me from bed with word that | had to come see you. Once | told them
| had no intention of doing their dirty work anymore, they no longer had any usefor me.” John laughed.
“My dad thought | was crazy when | turned up at the gym in my street clothes. *We can work on your
scores!’ he said—he doesn't know any better. He thinks everything I’ ve done these past few months has
been the result of teenage angst or hormones. They kept him out of theloop. | can never tel him any of
this”

Monicafélt like crying—her game state was being stretched dangeroudy thin. “How do | know
you aren't regurgitating some speech your people gave you to memorize?’

“Youdon't,” said John. “I knew you’ d be wary on my way down, but | had to come anyway.
They wanted meto tell you to go back to Olympus, that you' re needed by your teammates and your
country and dl that.” He sniffed, looked away. “1 just couldn’t stand thinking of you al adone here. |
couldn’t stand thinking it was my fault. | had to seeyou, even if it' sthelast time.”

By now Monica had stopped walking dtogether, and was facing John down, trying to read his
face, hisbody language. He looked so tired, his cheeks puffy from lack of deep and contrasting sharply
with his sturdy, muscular frame. She wanted to believe in hisvulnerability, but there was no way to tell for
sure. Hewas agood actor, after al. He'd convinced her to hand over her heart, and had very nearly
gotten her to do the same with her body. And afterwards. . . he may or may not have gone on to
Heroes Day without her, may or may not have left her to manage the guilt on her own.

She stepped forward, wrapped her arms around him, friend to friend, no passion. Shedidn’t
haveto say it, and she knew John didn’t haveto hear it: they were merdly friends, now.

Forgiveness. . . that was ill in the works—but she didn’t hate him.

“I'll be seeing you around,” she said, and continued on her way, making sure to keep her face

down-turned so no one would see her tears.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Monicadecided to stay asecond night at the motel. She wasn't so much testing the NPAA’s
patience as she was adamant about getting through whatever it was she had to get through on her own.
There was some comfort in the knowledge that she at least had the duration of her spring break before
anyone actually knocked down her door and dragged her back to Olympus. She ate, she bathed,
washed her clothes, watched afew videocasts, browsed the Internet. At long last she managed to fall
adeep.

John was aghost in her dreams. She was usudly in the gym when he cameto her. Shewould be
dretching, conditioning, working on aroutine, and suddenly John would be there with her on the podium,
sometimes naked, sometimes not, but dwaysimpassoned, an experienced (as sheimagined, for she of



course had no practical sexual experience) lover to hold her and cuddie her and make love to her and tell
her everything was dl right as he melded hisflesh with hers.

She woke up in the middle of the night aching. One part adolescent physiology, two parts
emotiond disarray—the aftereffects of imagining ideals that could never be. She managed to coax hersdlf
back to deep again, but this time when she dreamed of John he was cold and crudl, assaulting her from
behind, cupping his hand over her mouth and thrusting vicioudy to make her hurt.

Waking with a start, she threw back the covers, got out of bed. It was early, an hour before
dawn, but she refused to attempt deep until she was reasonably assured her brain wasn't going to dwell
on the morbid. She got dressed, then sat at the breakfast table with her notebook and, as had become
her habit, went online. The NPAA had aspecid spring break mini-site up; included were ablog and
pictures of the girlS gymnastics team posing on some beach in their bikinis. Hades |ooked ludicroudy
good in his neon-green Speedo. He looked rested, happy—silly Gloomy! That’s how he' s supposed to
look. All fun and games, eye candy for the fans. But notice how Autumn islooking away from the camera
inthis shot, asif she' d rather be anywhere else; see how Hadesis smiling just alittle too broadly with
Jackie on his shoulder; don't forget that Coach Tracie is nowhere to be seen—

A knock at the door.

Monica blinked, looking away from the computer screen, surprised that dawn had come and
gone without her noticing. She got up and smoothed her hair, peeked out the window, and saw the last
person on Earth she expected to be paying her avisit: Greg Keene.

She opened the door.

“Happy birthday,” Greg said with anod.

She bit her lip—she' d forgotten today was her birthday! “Does anyone know you' re here?’

“If by that you mean do your friends and training partners back home have some crazy ideathat
you' ve run off and locked yoursdlf in ashabby moted for God knows how long, then no, your secret’s
safe with me. That Baimbridge woman is adamant about keeping the team’ simage immaculate. May |
comein?’

Monicawaved him insgde. He had a boxed cheesecake with him, which he set on the table as he
glanced around the room. “| figured there wouldn’t be arefrigerator here, so | paid the extra creditsfor a
sef-cooling box.”

“Thanks”

“So. Fourteen years old and sporting your very own bachelorette pad. Y ou’ ve become
emancipated, eh?’

“Er, yeah,” Monicareplied, suddenly feding slly, childish—she was glad Greg had come.

“How doesit fed?”’

“Wdll, it'sjust for spring break.” She sat at the table with her handsfolded in her lap. “1 guess
they told you what happened.”

“Not at first,” said Greg, Stting across from her. “But | got it out of them. Everyone' sred
hush-hush about the whole thing. They want to pretend nothing' swrong. And your coaches aren't talking
to anyone. Typica bureaucratic technique.”

“Nothing’s changed, then.”

“Ah, but something has changed. That’ swhy you' re here regardless of the fact that no onein
their right mind would let an underage girl check into amotel dl by hersdf.”

“There are guards outsde. I'm sure my tag is being monitored aswell.”

Greg leaned forward. “Why do you think you' re here?’

A girl was shot, Monicathought. My boyfriend spent dmost half ayear lying to me. My coaches
act liketraining Patriot elitesisthelast thing they’ d ever want to do. “1 don’t know.”

“Theprogramisin big trouble,” said Greg. “Did you know thisisamatter of nationa security?’

Monica shook her head.

“Oh, yes, kiddo. Y ou' re being monitored 24/7 for your safety, but the NPAA aso wantsto
make sure you' re not standing on street corners and handing out pamphlets documenting the shabby
training practices going on aboard Olympus.”



“How much troubleam I in?’

“You have sometimeyet,” said Greg. “Mr. Zor has agreed to alow the coaches achance at
resolving the problem—but you' re on the clock. In five days he getsto send a SWAT team down here,
and if it comesto that, you won't be returning to the Olympus training room, you and your parentswill be
heading for acourt martid. Breach of contract and dl that.”

Monica stared hard at the tabletop. “Okay. | get it. I'min deep trouble.”

“I'm smply laying out the facts. Physica and menta stress aside, you have to understand who
you' re dealing with. These are people who' ve invested decades in the Peatriot way. The system has never
been popular, and even though it’s amess behind the scenes, aslong asthey can makeit ook like it
works, it works. They’re going to do whatever it takesto prevent arepesat of last year’ swakout.”

“I wasn't going to hole up here forever.”

Greg' s features softened. He reached out and clasped her hand. “It’shard. | know. Being an
eliteisonething, but being aPatriot dite. . . well, that’san entirely different kind of beast, isn't it?’

Monica nodded. She knew Greg was scolding her in hisown way, but it was okay, because he
wasn't yelling. He never yeled. “1 didn't think it would belike this. | was expecting long practice hours
and lengthy travel times, but not the falseness. There are so many people depending on mefor pointsl’m
not alowed to give.”

“Weal have to cometo termswith the reality sooner or later.” Greg let go of her hand and
leaned back in his chair, rubbing hiseyes. “I once asked you if you knew why Keene's Gymnasticswas
gill smal potatoes.”

“Yeah,” said Monica “I remember.”

“WEe re one of aprecious few old-style clubs where the training program isindependently funded
by the parents’ fees, afew county grants and the like. We literally have to create something from nothing
every season even though I’ ve had enough cumulative talent to jump on the Patriot bandwagon for the
last fifteen years. But asaparent it sonly natura that you want to protect your children. | admit that asa
coach | fed asif my athletesare my children. It' s hard every time one of my girls makesthe nationd
team. | know that it's amarvelous accomplishment, and that her skillswill do grest things for her—but |
asofed asif I’'m betraying her, sending her out prepared, but till sending her out.” Greg closed hiseyes.
“I'm afraid I’ ve been doing my gymnasts adisservice by training them for asystem | don’'t much like.
And yet, the dternativeisto do nothing at al. To wait and wonder and wish for what might have been.”

Thiswas aside of Greg Monicahad never seen before. “So . . . you regret KG?’ she asked.

Greg opened his eyes and smiled hafway. “Oh, my, no! | made my choice, and I'm sticking to it.
It'sjust. .. inorder to do something you love, you sometimes have to do things you don’t.”

“You think | should go back to Olympus, then. Finish my term.”

“I think you should do whatever you fed isright for you.”

“I don't know if | can go back,” said Monica. “1t'd be selling out, giving in to the system. But if |
cop out, | don’'t know if | can live dwayswondering what it might have been liketo follow through, to
make good on all the promises.”

“I hear you,” said Greg. “And | wish | could somehow make things easier, but you' re not my
daughter. And you're not alittle girl. I can’t make your decisionsfor you. | can, however, ask that we
share adice of this delightful-looking cheesecake before it walksright off the table.”

Monicasmiled. “You know what | like.”

There were ngpkins and plastic egting utensilsinsde the box. While she held it steady, Greg set
himsdlf to cutting her agenerousdice.

“Just asmal piece,” shetold him.

“Come now, you' re on your spring break!”

“Wadll . . . okay—just thisonce.”

“Good girl.”

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE



Greg stayed for an hour or so, talking about old times, the gym, news bits. When it wastimefor
him to go, Monica hugged him tightly and very nearly started crying. Then he was gone, and she was
aone, standing by the door and listening to the echoes of hisvoicein her mind.

Quietly, she gathered up her things and replaced them in her backpack. She put on her socks,
her sneakers, her backpack; she retied the cheesecake box, and, hefting it under her arm, she exited the
room.

She left Midnite behind and went for awalk, entering Chinatown and browsing the many stands
of an open-air market, though she wasn't interested in buying anything. It was the lively backdrop she
was after, motion and movement to hopefully kick-start her decison-making abilities. In fact, shewas so
deep in thought that she didn’t redlize she' d left the marketplace and turned awrong corner until shewas
aready hdfway down anarrow aley segmented by atwenty-foot tall chain-link fence.

A dead end.

“Y ou can't get through that way,” said someone behind her.

Monicaturned and headed back towards the alley entrance. Off to the right, aman who'd just
exited from the back door of some store or restaurant was heaving apair of garbage bags into one of the
bins. Helooked young, perhapsin hislate twenties, though stress or a heavily burdened life had given him
apermanent frazzled, agitated facia expression.

He reminded her of John.

“The owners were getting tired of people using the alley asamini expressway,” he said, doing a
double-take, stepping toward her. “Oh, wow. Y ou’ re Monica, right? Monica Sardinia? I’ ve seen you in
the videofeeds, you and the other Patriot girls. Holy shit, thisisamazing! I'm Tyler.”

Monicashook hishand hesitantly. Her bodyguards were nowhere to be seen—she' d
inadvertently lost them in the marketplace.

“You haveagymnast’ shands” Tyler said. “A soldier' sset.”

Monicalooked past him, wondered just how closdaly she was being monitored by Tompkins
men, and how long it would take them to get to her should the need arise. Tyler had ahungry look in his
eyes, maybe sexua, maybe not, but voracious nonethel ess.

Asif reading her thoughts, he smiled, stepped closer. “I’'m not a pervert or anything. I'm afan—I
have awife, two kids. My daughter’ s seven years old, agymnast—recregationd. We can't afford the fees
for the dite clubs, so we take her to the public gym. They’re nicethere. Volunteers. Chrigtians. My family
and | saw you at the NCPA meset last year. We dl agreed you were so pretty, so strong—one of
America s brightest. It was awesometo hear you' d finaly turned Petriot.”

“Thank you,” Monicasaid, inching her way towards the street, trying to be polite about it.

Tyler reached into his jacket pocket for something. Monicaswallowed hard, braced hersdlf for
any manner of offensveitems, from knivesto gunsto vidsfilled with noxious chemicas.

He pulled out a photograph.

Handing it to her, he said, “1 want you to have this. It'sme and my brother, just before hewas
shipped off to Africalast year. He tells me his platoon—the Sardinia Sharpshooters—have al your
scores committed to memory. He' s stationed dong the Barrier. Rough times down there, keeping those
pesky insurgents away from our crops. Because of you, though, they were able to upgrade the equipment
at my brother’ s outpost. Response times during air raids are down to minutes now.”

Monicafdt alumpin her throat. Tearswelled in her eyes. “I’'m sorry.”

“Sorry?" asked Tyler, perplexed.

“I didn’t know. | never would have. . . | didn’t know how it al worked. | would have. . . |
didn’'t know.”

“You didn’'t know what?”

“The Patriot System. How we' re al so tightly intertwined. | had no ideamy scores meant so

Tyler looked genuinely confused. “But . . . you' re Monica Sardinia—an elite. How could you not
know what you were competing for?’

Monicacouldn’t answer, for not only did she not have an answer to give, shewas, at that



moment, assaulted by abarrage of police officers pouring into the dleyway. They swarmed around Tyler,
hit him, threw him onto the ground. Monica shouted for them to stop, but her pleas wereignored as one
of the officers grabbed her, whisked her right off her feet and carried her out into the street, to one of the
squad cars. The officer must have thought she was struggling, because he kept telling her to settle down
(redly, she was merdly trying to wriggle around so that she could see what was happening inthe dley).
With rough hands, he thrust her insde the car and closed the door.

Kim was waiting insgde; he looked neither pleased nor displeased as he spoke into his headset.
“We have Ms. Sardinia, gir.”

“Isthat Mr. Tompkins?’ Monica asked, noting with some trepidation that her cheesecake box
had become dented.

“Never mind that, Ms. Sardinia,” said the officer riding in the front passenger seet. “ Areyou
hurt? Injured in any way?’

“No, not a dl. Tyler—that man in the aley—was just telling me about his family—"

The officer seemed not to hear her. “It’sdl right now. He won't bother you. Y ou're safe here
withus”

“But—"

“Please, buckle up.”

“Where are we going?’

“TheHeroes Matrix,” answered Kim.

Located in Sacramento’ s Globa Tea Garden, the Heroes' Matrix was atowering,
pyramidal-shaped monument listing the nation’ s Patriot elites, past and present. Listings were sectioned
off into multiple tiers; the higher someone srank, the farther up the pyramid their plague was placed.

It was alight walk from the parking lot to the monument. Monicaand Kim followed awinding
path past severa ponds and over various moon bridges. Upon arriving at the ground tier, Kim directed
her to one of the air lifts.

“Say your name,” heinstructed as she stepped onto the platform, “followed by your rank and
occupation. You'll be taken to the appropriate level.”

“Y ou're not coming?’

“No, ma’am.” Kim stepped away.

Monicacleared her throat. “Monica Sardinia. Lieutenant Patriot. Gymnast.”

Thelift beegped and roseinto the air, carried her afew tiers up, closer to the Matrix’ s base than
toitsgpex, but higher up than she expected. She stepped aong the walkway, skimming the listings (there
were S0 many!) until she found her own, glowing insde its marbled dcove. Beside her name (and
unhighlighted) were the names of her teammates, and, benesth, in alphabetica order, were the names and
ranks of those directly associated with her scores.

It'slike an extended family tree, she thought, and imagined a gruff-looking colond stting inthe
stands during one of her conferences, watching intently as she performed her routines. The moment she
landed a difficult dismount, the colonel was on his cell phone, relaying which platoonsin his company
would be getting which dlotments of much-needed funds—and if she didn’t do so well, if shewobbled,
bounced, stepped out of bounds, or fell . . . what then? Did he make the same call, dbeit with afar less
positive message? Did he get up and leave? Did he hold his head in his hands because he knew
somewhere there were afew dozen men and women who would have to be overlooked when it came
their turn at rations and supplies?

Monicafet adight breeze as someone stepped beside her.

Hades.

Part of her was glad hewas here. “What amess,” shesaid. “I’'mreally in deep, aren’t 17’

Hades sad, “Theideawas smple: the NPAA wasto have its athletes spend a year avay from
their friends and family, with limited planetside contact. Uninfluenced by the media.or by peer pressure,



an athlete would be primed to focus solely on her training. That’ swhy younger girls are preferred: they're
lesslikely than are teenagers to question authority—but you can't remove the human element. The
struggling of the Patriot System for twenty long years should have made that clear. However, once these
things get started, they tend to take ahell of along timeto lose momentum. And as civilized aswe believe
oursalvesto be, dl our socid refinements mean nothing if we don’t have physica bodiesin uniformto
carry them out.”

“I’'vebeen afool,” Monicamurmured. “I blamed the NPAA for passing me by every chance
they got, but | wasjust asignorant as any other schoolgirl pretending she' s paying attentionin class. |
wanted the glamor without understanding the consequences.”

Hades rested his hand on her shoulder. “ Same here. | wastwelve years old. What did | know of
the world besides what I’ d read in textbooks and seen in the feeds?| |eft the sport after Heroes' Day,
but it wastoo late. I’ d become the poster boy of the Patriot System. That’ swhat they’ re after: the image.
| have no experience as a coach—you know that. Brendais the one who does dl the work. For me,
every minute isanother lie. But fate ddivered usinto theselives. If not here, than somewheredse, sick
and starving, arguing, fighting with others over apuddle of muddy water. So, we wear shiny uniforms
ingtead of grimy loincloths. We argue and fight over feedstocks and biofuel pricesinstead of small
patches of dirt. We pretend to be purposeful human beings.”

Facing Hades now, Monica asked, “Isthat what I’ m supposed to do? Pretend?’

“Cdll it afake-out,” Hades said. “ Do whatever it takes to get through this. Finish your term.”

“How doesthat fix things?’

“It doesn't. But, then, we were never invited to ‘fix’ thingsin thefirst place.”

“We can make a difference—"

“Asawhole,” Hadesinterrupted. “Over time. One person can't do it overnight.”

Monicashook her head. “Y ou' rewrong. A single person can bethe. . . the...” She grasped
for theright word. “The catayst.”

Hades|ooked amused. “Y ou think that personisyou?’

Could be, Monicathought. Look how everyone' s shitting over my taking atime-out. She didn’t
tell Hades, though, because she knew it was a supremely sdlf-righteousthing to say evenif shedidn’t
mean it in asdf-righteous way.

Instead she asked, “What' sthe lottery?’

“Thewhat?’

“Thelottery. | heard you and Coach Tracie talking about it the other night in the lounge.”

“Y ou were eavesdropping?’ Hades folded hisarms and glowered.

“It’ snot like you were making an effort to keep your voice down—and you said you didn’t care
if anyone overheard.”

“Yeah, well . ..” Hadeslooked away, Stuffing his handsinto his pockets. He chuckled nervoudly.
“What the hell, right? Thelottery is an agreement between Patriot nations to, um, ensure a certain amount
of acceptable |osses during the competitive season. That means fake-outs, forfeitures—"

“And athletes being shot,” said Monica.

“Thet, to0.”

“Did that poor girl know what wasin store for her?’

“I’m assuming it was choreographed beforehand.”

“That' sl avful.”

“Y eah, well, every government hasits trade secrets. What' simportant isthat it looksred.”

“That’ swhy our underdog statusis so important. That was our lottery draw, wasn't it?’

“Yes,” said Hades.

“Will it be like that on Heroes Day?’

“| can't say.”

“Tdl me!” Monicaexclamed.

Hades gave her alook of warning. “1 can't tell you because | don’t know. The coaches aren’t
given ther ingructions until the day of the meet. Sometimes we don't know until the exercises have



aready begun. I’'m sure you' ve seen me on my cell phone on more than one occasion.”

“Oh.” Monica s demeanor softened. “Does't that bother you?’

“It bothersme al right—»but look at it thisway: Y ou can go up against the NPAA and the U.S.
government, the United Nations, and whomever seisinvolved in the proliferation of the Patriot
mentality; you can spend the next twenty years of your lifein courtrooms and on news showstrying to
sl your cause, and meanwhile you won't have time for anything e'se—or you can make your little
contribution on Heroes' Day, go home, and live your life. As ordinary and unspectacular asyou may
think itis, it' syours.”

“What about the girlswho come after me?” Monicaasked quietly. “Don’'t they deserve to know
thetruth?’

Hades patience appeared to have run out. “Look, Monica. I'm tired. | want to go home. | have
awife and two sonswaiting for me. | don’t need to live my life as asuperhero. Neither doyou. You'rea
fantadtic athlete, but you' ve got to get ahold of your emotions. The NPAA iswilling to forget about your
running avay—"

“I didn’t run away, | just—"

“—if you complete your term with the Patriot team. Y ou’ll go home a Hero, with money for
college, anice house for you and your parents, abig, fat, shimmering entry on your resumé.

Now . . . there' sashuttle waiting. What' sit going to be?’

* % %

The door swished open. Monica stepped through and set her bag down. At the center of the
practice area, the girls were doing modified push-ups; there was a noticeabl e silence as everyone
gradualy became aware of her presence. In amoment they smply stood, watching and waiting, pointing
and whispering, “It' sMonical She'sback!”

Tracie crossed the mat, came to stand before her. She frowned, searching her face and eyesfor
something—and when she found it, she nodded. “| trust your spring break was restful ?””

“Yes, Coach Tracie,” Monicareplied.

“Good. Suit up and gart your laps. Then we work on your beam routine.”

She returned to the group. No emotional response, no indication that she wasthe least bit
relieved to see Monica again—hbut that’ s how it had always been.

The difference now was that they both knew better.

CHAPTER FORTY -FOUR

Although the mediatrumped it up as an amazing feat of strength and perseverance, it was no
surpriseto Monicathat Jackie, Britney, Lisa, Kristen, Autumn, and herself madeit to Heroes Day.
When the qudifying world teams were announced in late July, she camly and quietly accepted her rolein
the farce, acting neither too detached nor too gleeful, particularly during interviews. Her time away during
spring break, aswell asthe four months of intense training theresfter, had lulled her into amode of
acceptance and helped her devel op a steady patience as she worked to fulfill her term, to get it past.

Physcdly, shewasin the best shape of her life. Hades and Tracie had relaxed their weight
restrictions, alowing Monicato add severa pounds of vauable muscleto her physique. Theresult wasa
self-assurance in her grip, a certainty to her step—the promise that she was now tempered and toned
and ableto execute any of her skills or combinations with complete ease.

All that was | eft was the defining moment in which to prove hersdlf.

The fans started arriving on Olympus shortly before the Heroes' Day fegtivities began. By the
time Day One commenced, there was no hotdl |eft unbooked, no restaurant or cafe not filled to capacity.
Everyonein Monica s home stripe gathered in the lounge to watch the opening ceremonies. On the
screen, legions of contortionists clad in Spandex, face paint, and bearing colorful ribbons and batons,
orchestrated with their bodies what a 100-strong symphony wrought in a series of spectacular



movements. Upon the climax, the celebrity runner, an Austrian track and field star (and former Hero),
carried the Olympic flame up the grand staircase and set the cauldron ablaze. Everyone in the room
(on-screen aswell) cheered so loudly Monicawas sure her hearing was permanently damaged.

On the eve of the gymnastics events, the Sardinias arrived. With Traci€' s permission, Monicalleft
the cafeteria during lunch to pay her family abrief vigt in the promenade belt. She met them in the lobby
of their hotel.

Chriswasdl amiles as he launched himsdf into her arms. “Wow!” he cried. “Look how long
your hairig”

“And look how spiky yoursisl” Monicalaughed, stooped to kiss his cheek.

He scowled and ducked away.

Mike and Sharon stepped in and exchanged hugs with her.

“It'sbeentoo long,” Monicasaid.

“Sure has,” said Mike. “Nine months.”

“lsn’'t thisamazing?’ Sharon asked. “ Can you bdievethe NPAA is putting us up for the duration
of the competition?| can’'t wait to visit the rest of the promenade—it’ s absolutely gigantic!”

“Yup,” said Monica

“Y ou know I’m going to take 1,001 pictures. Heck, 2,001!”

“You'reacting likeatourist, dear,” said Mike.

Christugged on Monica sarm. “When are you gonna come see the new house?’

“After Heroes Day.”

“You'regoing to loveit!” Sharon assured her. “1 think you'll like Milwaukee, too. The school is
really good. Nice teachers, and they got new computersthisyear.”

Monicasmiled and generdly tried to look as enthusiastic as possible. She' d forgotten about the
new house, the new town, and was suddenly doubtful about theidea of leaving Sussex behind. Was our
old neighborhood so decrepit that the NPAA refused to find us ahouse there? Or isit just cooler to bea
Petriot from Milwaukee than it isto be from Sussex?

Her parents sat with her and talked for the remainder of the hour. She didn’t redlly listen; their
unabashed enthusiasm was enviable, but it wasn't hersto share. She was relieved when it wastime to go.

Sharon hugged her again. “ See you tomorrow, then. During the preliminaries?’

“Surething. Tomorrow.”

“Good luck, sweetheart. We' |l be cheering you on.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FVE

Hades was arguing with someone over the phone:

“They'renot ‘just kids,” goddamnit! They’ re Patriots, and they’ ve been working their asses off
since November! No.. . . no, I’'m not saying that. | understand, but regardless, I—yes. . . yes, Sr.” He
put his cell phone away and looked at the girls. “ Fuck.”

Oneword sadit all.

Still, Monica asked, “What' swrong?’

The lounge was noisy; adozen teams were waiting for their transports to take them to the
Olympic Arena. Monica had been taking photos with her teammeates, but now she followed Hades out
into the corridor.

Heleaned in close, said, “We re going to miss Heroes' Day. Commander Zor wants us to bow
out today with an accident on the balance beam. I'm sorry.”

“But. . . but how come—"

“I don’'t know.” He looked bitter. “ Some corporation struck adeal somewhere or something.
These things happen.”

“Not on Heroes Day!”

“Let them have their travesty, Monica. In afew dayswe |l be out of here. Wewon't have to put
up with this shit anymore.”



Credtfalen, she peered into the lounge. The girls were posing for another picture. They’ d been so
cheerful dl morning, waking without complaint, collecting their things and hitting the showers. Tracie had
met them back at their quarters, and had brought with her the new leotards, which sported asurprisingly
robust blend of red, white, and blue—a break from the usua slver-and-white motif. Everything had
looked so promising.

Thissucks! Monicathought, the misgivingsthat she' d carefully suppressed since April now flaring
with avengeance.

“The others should know,” she said.

“I'll tell them on theway in.” Hades shook his heed. “It'sadamned shame.”

“But why?’

“I told you, I don’'t know—Wbuit if thisis how we get out of it, if thisishow Americafindly letsgo
of itstwenty-year economic experiment, then so beit. I'm game.”

Tompkins approached from down the corridor. * Y our transport iswaiting, Sir.”

Hades thanked him. He said to Monica, “Let’ s get this over with.”

* % %

Asthe team rode to the Olympic Arena, Hades took notes on hislaptop and discussed his game
plan. The girlslistened, widening their eyeswhen he got to the part about Monicataking aseriousfall on
the balance beam. They’ d obvioudy talied up the conservative difficulty vauesin their heads and come
to the conclusion that their overdl placement would more than likely be somewhere outside the winners
crcle

In other words, the United States would not advance past the team-qualifying round.

“WEe re not even going to try to win?’ snorted Jackie.

We were never supposed to win, Monicathought. Y ou should have known that when Coach
Hades tried to teach you the fake-outs.

“We'regoingtotry,” replied Hades. “However, just because the outcomeisn't likely to bein our
favor doesn’t mean you can give anything less than 110%.”

“Let me keep the extratwist in my beam dismount, then,” pleaded Jackie. “That would raise my
base score enough to—"

Hades held up his hand. “WEe ve been given our orders.”

The other girls (all but Autumn, who wore an dmost smug “| told you so” look on her face)
complained in slence, their expressions conveying disappointment and confusion—even Tracie looked
bummed out, which was no small feat considering she never looked anything.

They reached the arena, Monica, Jackie, Britney, Lisa, Kristen, and Autumn filing into the locker
room, making room for themsel ves among the other athletes. The hum of an excited and expectant crowd
could be heard echoing down the corridors.

Jackie gpproached Monica after spending several minutesin a huddle with the rest of the team.

“What do you think of Coach Hades' ingtructions?’ she asked.

“They'relame” said Monica

“| agree. What do you think we should do?’

“I’m going to do what’' s expected of me.”

“Areyou sure?’

“What elsecan | do?’

“Wecould. . . you know, do the unexpected.”

The thought had occurred to Monica, though she’ d hate to have to compete on Day Two
enduring not only Hades' wrath but Zor’ s (and whomever €l se had ordained America sdownfdl) as
well. And the legal repercussions. . . perhaps Hades was right. Perhaps it was time for the States to bow
out. “Honedtly, at this point, I don't think | want to stay around for the whole four days anyway.”

“That might be your feding,” said Jackiein adistasteful manner, “but it'snot ours.”

“Oh, so you're speaking for the whole group now?’



“Well, we certainly don’'t look at it the same way asyou. | know | want ameda. Several would
benice”

Monicanibbled on afingernal. “You'll only get in troubleif you deviate from the plan.”

“Likeyou haven't gotten in trouble a dozen times since coming to Olympus, being disagreeable
with the mediapeople, giving Darren ahard time in the training room, deeping with John.”

“I didn’t degp with him,” Monicaclarified.

“Oh, comeon. Y ou two spent dl your freetime necking in the lounge. Y ou could barely keep
your hands out of his pants—’

“We broke up.”

“Oh.” Jackie blinked, amoment’ s uncertainty crossing her face. “I didn’t know that.”

“There salot you don't know.”

With that, Monica stepped away, waited alone for the team’ s cue call. When it came, shelined
up with the girls, met Hades, Tracie, and their posse of security guards and cameramen out in the
corridor. There were dubious looks al around, but, as with their previous meets, when it wastimefor the
march-in, Team USA was a picture of prosperity.

From afar, the athletes shone in proud formation, the United States, China, Japan, Russia,
Romania, Gresat Britain—the best of the best, tried and true, small and petite, deek and muscular.
Everything was orchestrated with painstaking care, music, lighting, and stage cues synchronized against a
backdrop of boisterous fanfare welling and ebbing with the formal introductions of the teams.

Monicafelt ridiculous as she stripped off her warm-up suit and stretched, preparing for her first
exercise. Thegirls ahead of her knew their stuff, and executed their routines with daunting accuracy.
Surely the fans would notice the drop in the U.S. team’ s sportsmanship; surely they would wonder where
her missing skills had gone—but when she stepped onto the podium, lined up, waited for the judgesto
sgnd her, anything untoward fell away like an unnecessary skin, an extralayer of clothing. It had to. Else
her rhythm would not have been so steady, her posture not so straight, her grip not so firm. She nailed
her bars routine, much to the American fans delight. No doubt they assumed shewas just getting
warmed up, saving the best for last.

If only they knew thisisasgood asit’s going to get, she thought, hopping into Hades arms and,
for the sake of the cameras, pretending to be pleased with hersdlf.

Despite Jacki€ srighteous atitude in the locker room, neither she nor her teammates did anything
“unexpected” during their exercises. Kristen suffered some dight hesitation on one of her flyovers, and
Britney bounced atad out of bounds during one of her tumbling passes, but there really wasn't any
genuine excitement until it cametime for Monica s beam routine, which had been arranged at the end of
therotation. That' swhen the ardent looks on the girls faces quadrupled in intendty. Y ou can nudge us
over, they read. Y ou can earn us the points we need.

“Go, Monica, go!” they shouted in unison.

It would be s0 easy, she thought, betraying not asingle emotion as she listened to Hades
last-minute instructions. She' d cataloged the other teams mistakes, and she knew she had enough of the
advanced skillsin her to kegp the U.S. in the running. They’ d be at the bottom of the rankings, right at
the cutoff point, but they’ d advance to Day Two. It' samost asif they’ re egging us on, daring usto step
over theline! And maybe they were. Maybe one of their moles had discovered the Americans' plan of
losing to win, and wereimprovising, making it harder.

She waited for the judgesto give her the go-ahead. To her right, she spotted Tracie and the girls
standing together—haf of them had their fingersin their mouths; Tracie was biting her lip. Thiswasn't
advocation, it wasfear, dread, slent prayers being expedited: Please, God, don’t let Monicafuck us
over.

It was ludicrous. Her athlete’ s temperament told her to do her best. Her training—her
orders—mandated that she deviate from her natural programming. She was torn between opposite
indincts.

One of the judges signaled her. She breathed deeply, sprinted towards the beam, mounted,
oriented hersdlf with afew aluring dance e ements. She executed her first tumbling pass. I'm going to be



sck, she thought, though her motions were fluid and self-assured as her powerful legs carried her across
the beam. She pivoted, rotating severa times, going into ascae.

Y ou can do this, she thought without thinking, and performed an impressive aerid, losing sight of
the beam for amoment, coming back down, her feet dighting firmly.

Y ou're here as a competitor. There' s no other way—there never will be.

She went into a squat turn—

Hades could be wrong.

—straightened, executed afront tuck—

| could be wrong.

—Ilanded, performed a second series of dance e ements. This brought her to her fina tumbling

If you don't do it now, you'll never know.

Shelined up, narrowing her eyesight aong the length of the beam, disregarding everything else.

What'sit going to be?

She launched hersdlf across the beam again, performed her pass, followed by the dismount, a
beautiful full-twisting double back—she landed it perfectly. Kneestogether, back straight, arms
outstretched. Perfect poise and execution. The NAU spectators cheers were deafening as she
presented, waved, and hustled off the podium to where Hades, now open-mouthed, was standing. She
thrust hersdf into hisarms, smiling, crying, whispering into his ear asthe cameras|loomed close: “I
couldn’'t help myself—I had to do it, Coach Hades.”

Hadesreacted dowly, asif drugged (those watching the live footage no doubt thought he was
pleasantly stunned that one of his star athletes had come through in the end). “What was that, Monica?’

“Stage words,” she reminded him. Then, loud enough for the camerasto hear, she sarted
recounting the details of her routine—superficid fluff for the media houndsto lap up astherest of the
team, thrilled by her breach of protocol, surrounded her—

—shedidn’t havelong to savor her victory. One moment the cameras wererushing at her, a
dozen reporters questionsringing in her ears, the next she wasjolted out of her skin as adeafening
explosion rang out across the arena.

Zeuswastoppling over.

The team fell to thefloor, debrisraining down, dust filling the air. Alarms sounded; people were
ydling, screaming. Hades said something, but Monica couldn’t make out any of hiswords. Momentarily
she was on her feet again, and Tracie grabbed her by the arm, hauled her away. She wastrying to gather
the other members of the team aswell, but there seemed to be a miscommunication between hersdlf and
Tompkins men, many of whom were dazed or injured. Beside the podium, which now had alarge chunk
of scorched stonework resting at its center, Hades was helping to cradle an injured cameraman. Smoke
filled theair.

“Get thegirlsout of herel” heydled. “ Someone cal amedic!”

Tracie nodded. Kim had Lisaand Britney with him. Cross. . . Monicawasn't sure, but she
thought she recognized him as one of three individual s laying bloodied beneath a collapsed camera boom.

“Everyonetogether,” rasped Tracie, gathering Monica, Jackie, Autumn, and Kristen.

“What about our bags?’ wheezed Jackie.

“Worry about that later. We need to get out of here before we suffocate.”

Kim started towards the nearest exit. Traci€’ s group followed close behind. Unfortunately, by the
timethey’ d navigated their way around the podium and judges' tables, the doors were clogged with the
frenzied bodies of those trying to get out. Athletes, judges, newsfolk, and spectators were pushing and
shoving, coughing and covering their mouths with their shirtdeeves. Try as she might, Monicacouldn’t
help but get separated from the others, and was actually lifted up off her feet. Worse, shewas being
squeezed to degth, her bresth coming in gasps, her legs kicking, flexing, toes stretching and trying to fedl
for the floor below—

—ahand grabbed her own, clenched it tightly, pulling.

“Monica”



She craned her neck. John was beside her. Elbowing hisway forward, he did his other arm
around her midsection, and with superhuman strength hoisted her up and partialy out of the melee so that
shewas ableto climb on peoples arms and shouldersto the edge of the corridor. Therewasa
door—John kicked it open and thrust her inside, where it was dark, quiet, the terrible rumble of people
outsde muffled by aminiature forest of mops, brooms, and hoses.

He dammed the door, fumbled for the light switch. “Y ou'll get trampled to death out there.”

“How did you find me?’” Monicaasked, swallowing hard, suddenly shaking dl over. God, please
let my family be okay—

“I was gitting front row,” John said, wiping sweat from his brow. “Of course, | had my eyeon
you for the whole rotation. | escaped the stands as soon as | saw you being herded toward the exit.”

Monicawrapped her arms around him, held him tight. “ Thank God you' re here.”

“Well wait afew minutes—there smore air in here than thereis out there.” He gestured at the
cooling vent above.

“Okay.” Monicacleared her throat, loosened her grip somewhat and looked down at herself.
How ridiculous she must have looked in her torn leotard, with her hair disheveled, atangled mess. “ Some
herol am.”

“Y ou were magnificent.”

No, no! shethought, severd heavy regrets converging on her conscience. | should have just done
my part and gone home. | missed the point entirely! Americawas trying to wean itself from the Patriot
System. We were supposed to lose our dot aboard Olympus. My win will keep uslocked in for another
four years! Of course, there were other scores, others sports to take into account, but that didn’t matter
because at the moment she was certain her beam routine had been the crux of a deep-seeded agreement
that had ended up in disaster. She' d fucked up big time. “Oh, what have | done, John?’

“Y ou haven't done anything—"

“| was supposed to go down on the balance beam. Those were my ordersand |
disobeyed—and now everything’ sfallen apart.”

“Shh,” John whispered, holding her close and brushing her hair with hishand. “1t'sguerrilla
politics. They would have done it anyway. It had nothing to do with you. Thisis above our heads.”

“But everyone knows. . . everyone knowswhat Heroes Day is. | knew, and still | had to
compete for mysdlf instead of for theteam . . . instead of for my country. Oh, | was so foolish!”

“It'sokay, Monica. It sgoing to be okay. Just be till. It' sgoingtobeokay . .. ."

John went on like that for several minutes, long after Monicahad falen into asullen trance. She
fdt the drength in hisarms, felt the hard muscles of his chest straining as he braced himsdlf againgt the
door—she could aso fed hispulse, could fed how frantic it was keeping hiswhole body dert and
shaking and flooded with adrendine.

Any moment, she thought, starting to cry. Any moment some bloodthirsty terrorist will come
barrding through the door and they’ Il find usand it’ll be over.

The scary thing was, she wanted it to be over, whether by way of adaring rescue or by abullet
to the head—

—she wanted it to be over.

EPILOGUE

The afternoon was cam and quiet, the pre-autumn breeze lazily touding Monica s hair asshe
pulled into the parking lot, turned the car off, and sat for amoment savoring the nostalgia. It waswas
comforting to no end that the place was till standing after three decades. For twelve of those yearsshe'd
kept away, but now . . . well, it was as good atime as any to take the plunge.

She left the car, crossed the smdll parking lot, with its cracked asphdt and faded parking grid,
and entered the gym. There was agroup of eight girls being tended to by Donnaand her assistant. Most
of the girlswere busy, though afew paid her brief glances, offered polite smiles—they were dl too
young, really, to know who she was despite the fact that her face was plastered on severd hdl of fame



walls around the club. She could remember (fondly, now) being that young, being so absorbed in her
own littleworld that everything on the newswas just fantasy.

How precious was that while!

Greg wasin his office, arguing with someone on the phone. When he saw Monica standing in the
doorway, hisface immediately brightened, and he excused himsdlf before hanging up.

“Small-town politicsagain? Monicaasked, entering more fully, closing the door behind her.

Greg chuckled, stepping out from behind his desk and embracing her briefly, then holding her at
arm’ slength. “Nothing that can’t wait. My, you' re looking absolutely lovely these days!”

“I'try.”

He gestured at one of the infamous plastic foldout chairs, reclaimed his post behind his desk,
where heleaned back and sighed. “How is Patrick?’

Taking aseat (I il fit! shethought, mildly amused that even into adulthood she' d never grown
past the five-foot mark), Monicasaid, “The modd husband.”

“And thekids?’

“Little handfuls. Getting into everything now that they’ ve mastered walking upright.”

“Some things never change, en?’

“True”

Greg shook his head, his attention momentarily diverted by anewscast on his desktop video
screen. “Rough times. They say the fed rateis going up again. Jobless claims, too.”

“And yet we're fill here. How long has the middle-class been an endangered species?’

“Since before | was born.”

“Good lord,” said Monica, smiling playfully. “That must have been during the, um . . . what came
before the analog days?’

“The lce Age, my darling.” Greg paused a moment, studying his screen. “Look at this” He
swiveled it around so that Monica could see aswell. There was adocumentary on, The Rise and Fall of
Patriot America. What caught her eye was a snippet of footage taken from the day John and hersdlf had
been rescued from the storage closet aboard Olympus. There, in front of two-dozen reporters (and more
than a billion Americanswatching from the comfort of their homes), Darren Hades was hefting
fourteen-year-old Monica Sardiniain front of the microphones. There, brushing astray lock of hair from
her face, she was reciting her impromptu speech: “1 think it' sredlly unfortunate what' s happened, but I'm
glad that it’ sover, and | just want to go home. What? Will | compete again?I’m sure. . . but right now
I’'mjust trying to get agrip on everything . . . no, | don’t regret it. | don’t know what I’ d do without
gymnadtics. I’d go crazy—it’ s prepared me for anything | will ever faceinlife”

“Wow,” murmured Greg. He lowered the volume. “ That must take you back.”

Monica nodded, remembering. Numerous athletes and more than a hundred spectators had lost
their livesthat day. The Olympic Arenahad suffered serious structural damage. At least adozen terrorist
organizations had clamed respongbility for the bombing (though there was never any proof that they’d
planned to coincideit with the completion of her balance beam routine).

“That wasn't even how it happened,” she said.

Greg waited, listened.

“When they first found usin the closet, it was John who carried me—but the news crew thought
it would be more patriotic if Darren ‘found” me. So they brought him over. They scribbled some words
for usto say, and we said them. Can you believe that?”’

“Y ou know how | fed about the mediain generd.”

“I think | do.”

“Do you il keep in touch with your teeammates, with . . . John was his name?’

Monicablushed. “ God, he was o in love with me—and | wasin lovewith him.”

“Ah. Frgt love”

“Y egh, but not true love. We met during training—it was al so new to me. Competitive energy,
hormones, the works. We never redly talked after what happened. We were so young. | think in
distancing ourselves from the tragedy we distanced oursel ves from each other. He was there for me when



| needed him, that’ sdl. Asfor the girls, most of them Ieft the sport. Jackie stayed, but dropped down to
thejunior level. She' san actressnow, | think.”

Outinthetraining area, the Keenes girls cheered loudly.

“Sounds like someone mastered anew trick,” said Greg.

“Y ou know you're going to missthat.”

“All theway to my little patch of sun and surf in Cancun, thank you very much.”

Monicalooked out the window, imagining Greg in an oversized T-shirt and a Speedo. She lill
couldn’t believe he was retiring. “1 was thinking about Darren on the way over.”

“Hmf.”

“He oncetold methat asingle person can't change the world overnight.”

“Pessmigtic fellow—if it weren't for you, we' d still be stuck with the Patriot System today.”

“That'snot it,” said Monica. “1 wasonly asmdl part of something that had been building for
decades. It merely reached acrisson that first Heroes Day event—though for the longest time even |
was convinced it was my fault.” Indeed, it had been hard for thefirst few years. The medialiked itsicons,
and as Hades had once become the poster boy for the launch of the Patriot System, so had she become
the poster girl for itsdemise. “I used to think you were crazy for ‘limiting’ yoursdf to thisdinky old gym,
but Darren’ s statement made meredlize | didn’t need to change the world—I just need to be a part of it.
| fed likel can findly do that now.”

Greg smiled. “It'sgood to know you’ ve come to your senses—but look here, let’s keep your
first day on thejob light and easy.” He rose from his chair. “No soggy memories?’

“No soggy memories.”

“Excdlent. Let’sgo meet thegirls, then.”

Monicafollowed him into the training room.
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