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​Chapter 1: Silence The Echoes 
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Silence can be loud.

The kind of loud that creeps under your skin and rattles your bones. The kind that grows heavier with each passing minute until the air itself presses against your lungs. That was the silence I sat in now—the silence of waiting for someone who’s never on time.

Not just late for dinner.

Late for you.

Late for your heart.

Late for the promises once whispered, as if forever was guaranteed.

My phone screen glowed against the darkness, lighting up the room with familiar, taunting numbers.

3 missed calls. 2 voicemails.

None of them from him.

My chest tightened. I scrolled through old messages anyway, muscle memory guiding me. His name still sat pinned to the top of my screen, as if I could force myself into his priorities. The last text was a week old.

Elijah: I’ll call you tonight. Promise.

I knew how this went. I’d wait. He wouldn’t show. I’d tell myself it was fine—that he was busy, that he’d come through next time. And the cycle would repeat, each silence stretching longer than the last.

I used to think love meant patience. That waiting was proof—a badge of honor. If I endured the missed calls, the cancellations, the uncertainty, then I was strong. Loyal. Worthy.

Now? I wasn’t so sure.

I opened my notes app, thumbs flying before doubt could catch me.

Dear Elijah,

I hate to keep you waiting. I do. But I wonder if you even notice how used to it I’ve become—these silences, the unanswered texts, the nights I sit here wondering why it’s so hard for you to just... show up.

Do you know how much I’ve been waiting for? Waiting for you to choose me. Not out of guilt. Not out of habit. Out of love. Real love. The kind that doesn’t make me feel small.

You used to call me your peace. Your safe place. But lately, I feel less like a sanctuary and more like a pause button. Something you press when life gets too loud, only to release the second you find your rhythm again.

I’m not writing this to beg you to come back. I’m writing because I want you to finally hear me.

— Bailey

I stared at the words, my finger hovering over the send button like it was a detonator. My chest rose and fell, sharp breaths cutting through the stillness. One press and everything would change.

Instead, I deleted the message. Line by line. Watching my anger, my fear, my love—all of it—disappear.

Was that strength? Or fear?

I set the phone face down and leaned into my pillows, the hum of the city seeping through the cracked window. A train rumbled past somewhere in the distance, reminding me that life still moved beyond these four walls. I just wasn’t part of it.

The danger of waiting is how easily it becomes routine. You stop noticing the little ways it eats at you. Coffee gets cold faster. Days blur. Everything becomes “maybe” instead of “yes.”

You plaster on a smile when people ask how you’re doing, and you lie—because the truth feels pathetic:

I’m still waiting for someone who isn’t coming.

And for the first time, a question burned hotter than the need to hear his voice:

Why was I even waiting at all?
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​Chapter 2:Sworn In
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My family has a legacy in professional basketball. My father, Michael Carter—known as The Maestro—served as president of the Chicago Waves for more than two decades. He led the franchise to eight championships and is remembered as one of the league’s greatest executives. After a long, decorated career, my dad retired. And he handpicked me to succeed him.

The Chicago sky was unusually clear for a late spring morning, sunlight gleaming against navy-and-gold banners that flapped outside the Waves’ training facility. Reporters crowded the entrance, and staffers lined the corridors in their best suits. This wasn’t just another press event.

It was history.

I stood at the podium—tailored suit sharp, expression sharper. Beneath the smile and posture, my eyes kept flicking toward the door.

Still no Elijah.

The commissioner finished the oath. I repeated it, voice steady, hand unshaking despite the storm in my chest. The room erupted as my father passed me the symbolic game ball—a tradition of Waves leadership. Cameras flashed, microphones surged, and my name etched itself into the team’s history.

Just as the applause settled and the questions began, the door creaked open.

Elijah slipped in, breathless, underdressed—hoodie and jeans, like he hadn’t just missed the most important moment of my career. Of my life.

I didn’t let the cameras see my anger. But the moment I stepped into the hallway, I found him.

“You’re kidding me, right?” I hissed, eyes burning. “You missed the ceremony. My dad was on time. My grandmother’s oxygen tank was on time. But you? You couldn’t bother?”

“I—I tried,” Elijah stammered, rubbing the back of his neck. “There was traffic—”

“Don’t.” My voice cut like glass. “Don’t blame traffic. You knew what this meant to me. You knew.”

His gaze fell, guilt crawling up his spine like ice. “I’m sorry, B. I messed up. I should’ve—”

“No.” I stepped back. “You shouldn’t have to be reminded to show up for me.”

For a long second, silence stretched between us. Behind the door, the celebration roared on. Out here, all I heard was disappointment—and the sound of something cracking.

I straightened my jacket. “I’m going back inside. You can figure out where you stand.”
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​Chapter 3: Credibility Crisis
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Bailey stared at her phone, morning coffee cooling beside it. The article was everywhere—her face under the Waves logo, and beneath it, Elijah’s mugshot from two years ago. Day 1.

It hinted at cover-ups, favoritism, and even an ethics investigation.

And worse?

The board was already texting.

When Elijah walked into the apartment, I didn’t even look up.

“You said it was over,” I said quietly, phone still in my hand.

“It is over,” he answered, confusion etched across his face. “What’s going on?”

I turned the screen toward him. His past smirked back at us like a ghost refusing to stay buried.

“Oh my God,” Elijah breathed. “They ran it.”

“No. You ran it,” I snapped, finally standing. “You handed this to them by never telling me the whole story. You said Day 1 was a mistake—that you were in the wrong place at the wrong time. But this article says there’s a video.”

“I didn’t know it existed,” he said, voice rising. “I told you what I remembered. I was blackout drunk—I didn’t even know someone was filming—”

“That’s not the point.” I paced the room, anger sharpening every word. “I’m president of a pro franchise. I’m under a microscope. And now I look like some naïve girl who let her boyfriend slide into the press box with a sealed record.”

“I never asked for access. I never used you for—”

“But you let me put my name on the line without knowing what I was covering for!”

That stopped him cold.

I turned away, eyes burning. “Do you know how hard it was to be taken seriously in this league? And now I’m trending for all the wrong reasons. Because I trusted you.”

Elijah stepped forward but didn’t touch me. “I messed up. Again. But not how they’re making it seem. That night was a nightmare. I’ve tried to move forward every day since. I’m not hiding anything now. I didn’t even do it. The night Luna was killed—I wasn’t even there.”

I looked at him. “Maybe not. But you still haven’t figured out how to show up when it counts. And now I have a press conference in two hours, and I have to decide whether to defend you... or distance myself.”

Silence thickened the air.

“You’re really thinking about cutting me off?” Elijah whispered.

“I’m thinking about the team. About my name.”

“And I’m thinking about how I stood beside you when you spiraled. When you ran. I didn’t feed headlines—I stayed.”

Tears threatened. “This isn’t about love. This is about credibility. I fought too hard to lose it over someone who keeps forcing me to choose between us and my future.”

Elijah didn’t respond. His jaw clenched as he turned toward the door.

“You want space?” he said. “Fine. But one day, you’ll remember I never stopped trying to be the man you needed. Even if I never quite got there.”

The door clicked shut behind him.

I stood frozen, staring at the empty space where he’d been.
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​Chapter 4: Lights, Mics, and Lies
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Bailey adjusted the Waves pin on her lapel like armor. The media room was packed—local outlets, national sports channels, even gossip blogs that couldn’t tell the difference between a fourth quarter and a fourth-down conversion.

Cameras blinked red. Reporters leaned forward, hungry.

She stepped to the podium.

“Good morning,” she began, steady but cool. “I want to address the article published yesterday regarding Elijah Cole and what is now being called the ‘Day 1’ incident.”

A flurry of shutters went off.

Her expression stayed tight, impersonal. Presidential.

“Let me be clear: I was not aware of the video referenced in the article. Nor was I aware that the incident extended beyond what Elijah had previously disclosed. The Chicago Waves hold integrity as a core value. That does not change—no matter who’s involved.”

“Are you stepping down?” someone shouted.

“No,” Bailey said sharply. “I earned this position. I don’t answer for anyone else’s past. But I will answer how this organization moves forward. We’re launching an internal review to ensure transparency.”

Another voice cut in: “So where’s Elijah now?”

Her eyes flashed. “Not here. Because this isn’t about him. This is about me—and the franchise I represent. From this point forward, my personal life will be separate from this organization. Outside distractions will not be tolerated.”

She stepped away from the podium without taking more questions. The applause was polite, diplomatic. Her phone buzzed immediately—texts from the board, sponsors, PR reps. Everyone wanted to know how she’d “contain it.”

No one asked how she felt.

Meanwhile, Elijah sat on the edge of his bed, phone vibrating nonstop—the article, the video, his past dragging her down again.

He hadn’t even watched the clip. Couldn’t. But he knew what it showed: him stumbling outside that club, yelling, maybe swinging at shadows. A spiral that felt like another lifetime.

He opened the livestream of Bailey’s press conference. Watched her face, carved from stone.

She wasn’t just angry.

She was done cleaning up after him.

The phone slipped from his hand. He began pacing. “Fix this,” he muttered. “No more silence. No more shame.”

He flipped open his laptop, logged into his burner account, and started typing.

Statement from Elijah Cole:

Two years ago, I made mistakes I’ve tried to move past—but I never fully faced them. The video that surfaced today is real. So is the regret I’ve carried. I told Bailey what I thought was true. I left out details because I was ashamed, not because I was hiding. I want to be better, not just say I will. She didn’t protect me. She believed in me. And I failed her. That’s on me.
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​Chapter 5: Love is War 
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Bailey was still in her office when it happened. Half a sandwich sat untouched on her desk. Her phone buzzed again—probably another board member asking if she’d seen it.

She had.

Elijah’s post had already been picked up by ESPN, The Tribune, even gossip blogs with names like Ballin’ & Broken. It was everywhere. The comments were a mess—sympathy mixed with skepticism, judgment braided with pity.

Her inbox was worse.

— Bailey, we need a statement ASAP.

— Sponsors want reassurance.

— Can you confirm Elijah is stepping away from team activities?

It felt less like her phone was buzzing and more like it was shaking in her hand.

But the noise didn’t matter.

What mattered were his words.

She didn’t protect me. She believed in me. And I failed her. That’s on me.

That line hit harder than all the others.

For once, Elijah hadn’t tried to spin it. He didn’t beg for forgiveness. Didn’t hide behind her name.

He stepped back.

Voluntarily.

The same man who used to ghost people mid-conversation when things got heavy had now taken ownership. Publicly. With no safety net.

Bailey leaned back in her chair, hands folded in her lap.

She should have felt vindicated. Maybe even relieved.

Instead, what she felt was sadness.

Not because she didn’t miss him—she did. Not because she wasn’t proud—some small part of her was.

It was something deeper: the loneliness of watching someone finally become who you needed, just as you were teaching yourself not to need them anymore.

The door opened without a knock. Jasmine stepped in, arms crossed, face already storming.

“I saw it,” she said flatly.

Bailey didn’t move. “Everyone saw it.”

“Good. Maybe now people will stop dragging you like it’s your fault.”

Bailey’s lips pressed together. “You think that’s how this works? They’ll just shift the blame? No. They’ll drag both of us now. Him for what he did. Me for believing in him.”

Jasmine sat on the edge of the desk, shaking her head. “He’s lucky I don’t put him on blast myself. You don’t deserve to carry his weight.”

Her sister’s anger was fire. Bailey’s was quieter, heavier. “I chose to carry it.”

“Yeah, and look where that got you.” Jasmine leaned closer, softer now. “You don’t have to keep choosing him.”

Bailey didn’t answer.

Across town, Elijah stared at his laptop screen after hitting post. His hands shook, not sure if it was relief or panic.

For two years, he had dodged, minimized, let others guess at the truth. Now it was out there. Raw. Unfiltered.

He checked his phone. Notifications exploded. Mentions, texts, missed calls. He shut it off, tossed it on the bed, and sat in the silence he’d always run from.

No spin. No excuses.

Just the truth—finally.

Bailey stood later by the office window, the Chicago skyline glowing against the night. The city looked alive, pulsing, relentless.

Her phone buzzed again. She didn’t pick it up.

She pressed her hand against the glass instead, whispering into the quiet:

“Love isn’t supposed to feel like war.”

And yet, here she was—suited up, bruised, and still on the battlefield.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 6: Trade Proposal 
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In a perfect world, I’d have it all—my dream job, peace of mind, and someone to share this massive king-sized bed with. But tonight, it’s just me. Again. And even though I miss Elijah more than I’ll ever admit, I can’t forget why we’re apart. We’ve got problems. Real ones. And pretending everything’s fine won’t fix a damn thing.

Just as I start to drift, my phone lights up. AJ, my GM.

AJ (text): Need to talk. Meet me in your office. Urgent.

It’s 6 a.m.

Sometimes I wonder who’s actually in charge around here.

The Office

He was already in my chair when I walked in.

“Why are you in my seat?” I asked, voice low.

AJ jumped up like a kid caught sneaking candy. “Sorry. Just got here early.”

“You’d better have a damn good reason for dragging me in at sunrise.”

“I do,” he said, smoothing his tie. “I’ve been talking with New York...” He hesitated. “How do you feel about trading Tory Armstrong?”

My jaw clenched. “Over. My. Dead. Body.”

“Look, I know he’s the face of the franchise,” AJ pressed. “But we could get a haul—young talent, draft picks. It’s a smart move long-term.”

“We’re trying to win a championship, not hit reset. You don’t trade the guy who fills seats and wins games.”

AJ leaned across the desk, bold. “Let’s be real—we’re not winning anything this year. The roster’s a mess.”

“And whose fault is that?” My voice sharpened. “Isn’t that your job? What am I paying you for if you can’t build a winning team?”

He smirked, too calm. “You and I both know you can’t afford another scandal right now. The public’s already circling. Sponsors are nervous. You make one more wrong call...”

I stepped closer, letting my words cut. “You think I give a damn what the media says? Test me if you want, AJ—I will fire you today.”
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