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The
  rain started just after midnight.




  
It
  wasn’t the gentle kind—the kind that taps politely against your
  window and lulls you to sleep. This rain came down hard,
  relentless,
  like it had something to prove. It soaked the streets, blurred
  the
  city lights, and turned everything into a reflection of something
  broken.




  
Lena
  Voss didn’t notice at first.




  
She
  was too busy pretending everything in her life wasn’t quietly
  falling apart.




  
The
  gallery was louder than usual that night. People moved from
  painting
  to painting, glasses of champagne in hand, their voices blending
  into
  a constant hum of admiration and judgment. The walls were filled
  with
  art that felt alive—bold strokes, deep colors, stories trapped
  inside frames.




  
Lena
  stood near the back, arms crossed loosely, watching.




  
Her
  work was on the far wall.




  
Not
  the center.




  
Not
  the spotlight.




  
Just…
  there.




  
She
  told herself it didn’t matter. That art wasn’t about placement.
  That real artists didn’t care about recognition.




  
But
  the truth sat heavy in her chest.




  
She
  cared.




  
A
  lot.



“

  
You
  should be out there,” her colleague Mia said, appearing beside
  her
  with a glass of champagne Lena didn’t remember asking for.




  
Lena
  gave a small smile. “I’m fine here.”




  
Mia
  raised an eyebrow. “Fine doesn’t look like hiding.”



“

  
I’m
  not hiding.”



“

  
You’re
  standing in the darkest corner of the room.”




  
Lena
  took the glass, more to avoid the conversation than out of any
  real
  desire to drink. “It’s quieter here.”




  
Mia
  studied her for a moment, then sighed softly. “You’re too hard on
  yourself, you know that?”




  
Lena
  didn’t respond.




  
Because
  she knew.




  
And
  because Mia wasn’t wrong.




  
Across
  the room, a small crowd gathered around a large abstract
  piece—bright, chaotic, impossible to ignore. The artist stood in
  the middle of it all, laughing, shaking hands, glowing under
  attention.




  
That
  used to be Lena.




  
Not
  the fame. Not the spotlight.




  
But
  the belief.




  
The
  quiet certainty that what she created mattered.




  
Now,
  every brushstroke felt like a question she couldn’t
  answer.



“

  
Your
  piece is good,” Mia said gently.




  
Lena
  let out a quiet breath. “Good isn’t enough.”



“

  
It
  doesn’t have to be perfect.”



“

  
It
  does if I want to stay here.”




  
That
  was the part no one said out loud.




  
The
  gallery wasn’t just a job. It was survival. It was reputation. It
  was the difference between being seen and being forgotten.




  
And
  Lena was dangerously close to disappearing.




  
She
  took a sip of the champagne, the bubbles sharp against her
  tongue. It
  didn’t help.




  
Nothing
  did anymore.



“

  
You’re
  overthinking,” Mia said. “People love your work.”



“

  
Do
  they?”



“

  
Yes.”




  
Lena
  looked at her, really looked this time. “Or are they just being
  polite?”




  
Mia
  hesitated.




  
Just
  for a second.




  
But
  it was enough.




  
Lena
  felt something inside her shift—like a crack forming beneath the
  surface.



“

  
I
  need some air,” she said suddenly, handing the glass back.



“

  
Lena—”




  
But
  she was already walking away.




  
The
  hallway outside the main gallery was dim and quiet, the noise
  fading
  behind her with each step. Her heels clicked against the polished
  floor, echoing in a way that made her feel even more
  alone.




  
She
  pushed open the exit door and stepped outside.




  
The
  rain hit her immediately.




  
Cold.
  Sharp. Real.




  
She
  didn’t move back.




  
Instead,
  she stood there, letting it soak through her hair, her clothes,
  her
  carefully constructed image.




  
For
  the first time that night, she felt something close to
  clarity.




  
Or
  maybe it was just exhaustion.




  
Her
  phone buzzed in her pocket.




  
She
  hesitated before pulling it out.




  
Unknown
  number.




  
She
  almost ignored it.




  
Almost.



“

  
Hello?”
  Her voice was quieter than she expected.



“

  
Lena
  Voss?”




  
The
  voice on the other end was firm. Professional.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
This
  is Daniel from Halstead Gallery.”




  
Her
  stomach tightened.



“

  
I’m
  calling regarding your position.”




  
Of
  course you are.




  
She
  closed her eyes briefly, rain dripping down her face.



“

  
We’ve
  reviewed your recent work,” he continued. “And after careful
  consideration, we’ve decided to terminate your contract,
  effective
  immediately.”




  
There
  it was.




  
No
  buildup.




  
No
  soft landing.




  
Just
  the end.



“

  
I
  see,” she said, surprised at how steady she sounded.



“

  
This
  isn’t a reflection of your potential,” he added quickly. “We
  just feel your direction no longer aligns with the gallery’s
  vision.”




  
Lena
  almost laughed.




  
Vision.




  
Right.



“

  
Thank
  you for letting me know,” she said.




  
There
  was a pause, like he expected more.




  
An
  argument.




  
A
  plea.




  
Something.




  
But
  Lena had nothing left to give.




  
The
  call ended.




  
And
  just like that, it was over.




  
She
  lowered the phone slowly, staring at the dark screen.




  
Three
  years.




  
Gone
  in less than a minute.




  
The
  rain kept falling.




  
Cars
  passed on the street, their headlights cutting through the night,
  indifferent to the quiet collapse happening just a few feet
  away.




  
Lena
  let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding.




  
This
  was it.




  
No
  gallery.




  
No
  stability.




  
No
  plan.




  
Just
  a growing emptiness she didn’t know how to fill.




  
She
  started walking.




  
No
  destination in mind.




  
Just
  movement.




  
The
  city blurred around her, lights reflecting off wet pavement,
  voices
  echoing in the distance. Everything felt distant, like she was
  watching her own life from the outside.




  
Her
  phone buzzed again.




  
This
  time, she didn’t hesitate.




  
She
  knew who it was.



“

  
Arianna?”
  her father’s voice came through, sharp even over the line. “Where
  are you?”




  
She
  swallowed. “Out.”



“

  
It’s
  after midnight.”



“

  
I
  noticed.”




  
A
  pause.




  
Then,
  “We need to talk.”




  
Her
  grip tightened around the phone. “About what?”



“

  
Your
  future.”




  
That
  word again.




  
Future.




  
Like
  it was something she still had control over.



“

  
I’m
  not in the mood,” she said.



“

  
You
  don’t have the luxury of moods right now,” he replied. “I’ve
  spoken to someone.”




  
Of
  course he had.



“

  
You
  always do.”



“

  
This
  is serious, Lena.”



“

  
I
  just lost my job.”



“

  
I
  know.”




  
That
  stopped her.



“

  
You…
  know?”



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
How?”



“

  
Because
  I made a call.”




  
The
  rain suddenly felt colder.



“

  
What
  does that mean?”



“

  
It
  means,” he said carefully, “I have an opportunity for
  you.”




  
Lena
  let out a hollow laugh. “I don’t need an opportunity. I need a
  life.”



“

  
And
  this is how you start rebuilding it.”




  
She
  shook her head, even though he couldn’t see it. “Doing
  what?”




  
Another
  pause.




  
Then,
  “Working for me.”




  
Lena
  froze.



“

  
No.”



“

  
Lena—”



“

  
No,”
  she repeated, louder this time. “Absolutely not.”



“

  
It’s
  a job.”



“

  
It’s
  your world.”



“

  
And
  right now, you don’t have one.”




  
The
  words hit harder than they should have.




  
Because
  they were true.



“

  
I
  hate football,” she said quietly.



“

  
This
  isn’t about football.”



“

  
It’s
  always about football with you.”



“

  
This
  is about giving you a second chance.”




  
Lena
  closed her eyes, rain mixing with something dangerously close to
  tears.




  
Second
  chance.




  
She
  wasn’t sure she deserved one.




  
Or
  wanted one.



“

  
I’ll
  think about it,” she said finally.



“

  
That’s
  all I’m asking.”




  
The
  call ended.




  
Lena
  stood there for a long moment, the city moving around her, the
  rain
  refusing to stop.




  
Somewhere
  in the distance, thunder rolled.




  
Low.




  
Unsettling.




  
Like
  a warning.




  
She
  looked up at the sky, water running down her face, her hair
  clinging
  to her skin.




  
Everything
  had changed.




  
In
  one night.




  
And
  deep down, she had a feeling this was only the beginning.
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By
  day three, Lena had learned two things.




  
First—everything
  in this place ran on precision.




  
Second—she
  hated every second of it.



“

  
Wrong
  file,” a voice said from behind her.




  
Lena
  didn’t even turn around. “It’s labeled correctly.”



“

  
It’s
  in the wrong order.”




  
Now
  she turned.




  
The
  assistant coach stood there, arms crossed, expression tight like
  he
  hadn’t smiled in years.



“

  
It’s
  alphabetical,” Lena replied.



“

  
It’s
  chronological.”



“

  
That
  doesn’t make sense.”



“

  
It
  does here.”




  
Lena
  stared at him for a moment, then slowly rearranged the papers
  without
  another word.




  
She
  wasn’t here to argue.




  
She
  was here because she had no other option.



“

  
Good,”
  he said, walking away.




  
She
  resisted the urge to throw the entire folder across the
  room.




  
Instead,
  she took a deep breath and looked around the office.




  
Everything
  was structured.




  
Rigid.




  
Predictable.




  
Schedules
  pinned perfectly. Meetings planned down to the minute. Even the
  conversations felt rehearsed.




  
There
  was no space to breathe.




  
No
  space to create.




  
No
  space to be human.




  
Her
  phone buzzed lightly on the desk.




  
A
  message from Mia.




  

    
How’s
    prison?
  




  
Lena
  almost smiled.




  

    
Cold.
    Controlled. No escape.
  




  
Three
  dots appeared instantly.




  

    
You’re
    exaggerating.
  




  

    
I
    wish I was.
  




  
She
  hesitated, then added:




  

    
I
    don’t belong here.
  




  
The
  reply came slower this time.




  

    
Maybe
    you’re not supposed to.
  




  
Lena
  stared at the message.




  
That
  didn’t help.




  
Because
  if she wasn’t supposed to be here…




  
Where
  was she supposed to be?




  
She
  locked her phone and pushed the thought away.




  
Focus.




  
That’s
  what her father wanted.




  
That’s
  what this place demanded.




  
So
  she focused.




  
On
  schedules.




  
On
  names.




  
On
  not thinking about the fact that her entire life had shifted into
  something she didn’t recognize.




  
Until—



“

  
Still
  here?”




  
Her
  body tensed slightly at the voice.




  
She
  didn’t need to look up to know who it was.



“

  
Yes,”
  she said, keeping her tone neutral.



“

  
Impressive.”




  
Now
  she looked at him.




  
Jaxon
  stood a few feet away, casual, relaxed, like the entire building
  existed for him.




  
Maybe
  it did.



“

  
Is
  it?” she asked.



“

  
Most
  people who don’t want to be here don’t last this long.”



“

  
It’s
  been three days.”




  
He
  tilted his head slightly. “Exactly.”




  
Lena
  leaned back in her chair, studying him the way he’d studied her
  before.



“

  
You
  always this observant?” she asked.



“

  
Only
  when something doesn’t make sense.”



“

  
And
  I don’t make sense?”



“

  
Not
  yet.”




  
She
  almost laughed.




  
Almost.



“

  
Well,”
  she said, “I’m not here to make sense to you.”




  
Jaxon
  took a step closer, resting his hand on the edge of the desk.
  “Then
  what are you here for?”




  
Lena
  held his gaze.



“

  
For
  a paycheck.”




  
Honest.




  
Simple.




  
Safe.




  
But
  something in his expression told her he didn’t believe that was
  the
  whole truth.



“

  
Right,”
  he said quietly.




  
A
  brief silence settled between them.




  
Not
  awkward.




  
Just…
  charged.




  
Lena
  broke it first. “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”



“

  
Probably.”



“

  
But
  you’re here.”



“

  
So
  are you.”



“

  
That’s
  not the same.”



“

  
Why
  not?”



“

  
Because
  you want to be here.”




  
Jaxon
  didn’t respond immediately.




  
And
  that hesitation?




  
Lena
  noticed it.




  
So
  did he.



“

  
You’re
  wrong,” he said finally.



“

  
Am
  I?”



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Then
  why are you still talking to me instead of doing your
  job?”




  
His
  lips curved slightly. “Maybe I’m taking a break.”



“

  
Or
  maybe,” she said, standing up now, closing the space between them
  just enough to make a point, “you’re bored.”




  
That
  landed.




  
Because
  it was true.




  
And
  they both knew it.




  
Jaxon
  looked down at her, his expression shifting just slightly.




  
Less
  amused.




  
More
  focused.



“

  
Careful,”
  he said quietly.



“

  
With
  what?”



“

  
Assumptions.”




  
Lena
  crossed her arms. “I’m not assuming. I’m observing.”



“

  
Same
  thing.”



“

  
Not
  even close.”




  
They
  stood there, neither backing down.




  
Neither
  looking away.




  
It
  wasn’t a fight.




  
Not
  exactly.




  
But
  it wasn’t friendly either.




  
It
  was something in between.




  
Something
  sharp.




  
Something
  new.



“

  
Well,”
  Jaxon said after a moment, stepping back slightly, “for someone
  who
  hates football, you’re doing a great job surviving in it.”



“

  
I’m
  not here because I like it.”



“

  
I
  know.”



“

  
Then
  stop acting like it’s impressive.”




  
He
  studied her again.




  
Longer
  this time.



“

  
You’re
  not like anyone else here,” he said.



“

  
That’s
  not a compliment.”



“

  
I
  didn’t say it was.”



“

  
Good.”




  
Another
  pause.




  
Lena
  exhaled slowly, turning back toward her desk. “If you’re done
  analyzing me, I have work to do.”




  
Jaxon
  didn’t move right away.




  
For
  a second, she thought he might say something else.




  
Push
  further.




  
But
  instead, he just nodded slightly.



“

  
See
  you around, Lena.”




  
She
  didn’t respond.




  
But
  she felt it.




  
The
  shift.




  
The
  awareness.




  
The
  fact that something had just changed between them.




  
Even
  if neither of them wanted to admit it.




  
Later
  that afternoon, Lena found herself in the hallway outside the
  practice field.




  
She
  hadn’t meant to be there.




  
It
  just… happened.




  
One
  wrong turn.




  
One
  distraction.




  
And
  suddenly, she was standing in front of the glass,
  watching.




  
The
  players moved with precision.




  
Speed.




  
Control.




  
It
  was intense.




  
Focused.




  
Nothing
  like the chaotic, emotional world she came from.




  
And
  yet—




  
There
  was something about it.




  
Something
  almost… beautiful.




  
The
  way everything connected.




  
The
  timing.




  
The
  discipline.




  
It
  wasn’t art.




  
But
  it wasn’t that far from it either.




  
Her
  eyes found him without trying.




  
Jaxon.




  
At
  the center of it all.




  
Moving.




  
Leading.




  
Controlling
  the flow like it was second nature.




  
He
  looked different here.




  
More
  alive.




  
More
  certain.




  
Like
  this was the only place where things made sense.




  
Lena
  frowned slightly.




  
Because
  she understood that feeling.




  
More
  than she wanted to.




  
As
  if sensing her gaze, Jaxon looked up.




  
Their
  eyes met through the glass.




  
And
  for a brief second—




  
Everything
  else disappeared.




  
No
  noise.




  
No
  movement.




  
Just
  that connection.




  
Uninvited.




  
Unexpected.




  
And
  impossible to ignore.




  
Lena
  stepped back immediately, turning away like she’d been caught
  doing
  something she shouldn’t.




  
Her
  heart was beating faster than it should have.



“

  
That
  means nothing,” she muttered to herself.




  
It
  was just a moment.




  
Just
  a glance.




  
Just
  coincidence.




  
But
  deep down…




  
She
  knew better.




  
Because
  something was starting.




  
Something
  neither of them planned.




  
And
  if she wasn’t careful—




  
This
  place she already didn’t belong in…




  
Might
  become the one thing she couldn’t walk away from.
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Fame
  looks good from the outside.




  
Lights.




  
Crowds.




  
Applause.




  
It
  feels like power.




  
Like
  control.




  
Like
  everything you ever wanted finally within reach.




  
But
  what people don’t see—




  
Is
  the cost.




  
Jaxon
  was reminded of that the moment he stepped out of the
  stadium.



“

  
Jaxon!
  Over here!”



“

  
Reid!
  One quick comment!”



“

  
Is
  it true about your performance drop?”




  
The
  questions came fast.




  
Sharp.




  
Hungry.




  
Cameras
  flashed in his face, voices overlapping, each one trying to pull
  something out of him.




  
A
  reaction.




  
A
  mistake.




  
A
  crack.




  
Jaxon
  stopped walking.




  
Just
  for a second.




  
And
  that was enough.



“

  
Jaxon,
  are you under pressure from the coaching staff?”



“

  
Do
  you think you’re still the right fit as starting
  quarterback?”



“

  
Is
  something happening behind the scenes?”




  
There
  it was.




  
The
  shift.




  
From
  admiration—




  
To
  doubt.




  
Jaxon
  forced a calm expression, his voice steady. “It’s one practice.
  We’re fine.”



“

  
Fans
  are saying you’ve lost your edge—”



“

  
We’re
  done here,” he cut in, his tone firm now.




  
He
  moved forward again, security stepping in to clear a path.




  
But
  the damage was done.




  
The
  words stayed.




  
They
  always did.




  
Lost
  your edge.




  
Not
  the right fit.




  
Pressure.




  
Jaxon
  got into his car, shutting the door harder than necessary.




  
Silence.




  
Finally.




  
But
  it didn’t help.




  
Because
  the noise followed him.




  
Inside
  his head.




  
He
  leaned back, staring at the ceiling for a moment before exhaling
  sharply.



“

  
This
  is nothing,” he muttered.




  
But
  it didn’t feel like nothing.




  
It
  felt like the beginning of something worse.




  
Back
  at the stadium, Lena sat at her desk, scrolling through emails
  she
  barely registered.




  
Until
  one subject line caught her attention.



“

  

    
Media
    Concern – Jaxon Reid Performance”
  




  
Her
  stomach tightened slightly.




  
She
  clicked it.




  
The
  message was brief but clear.




  
Concerns
  from sponsors.




  
Questions
  about consistency.




  
Subtle
  pressure.




  
Lena
  leaned back in her chair, reading it again.




  
And
  again.




  
This
  wasn’t just internal anymore.




  
This
  was bigger.




  
Public.




  
Visible.




  
And
  dangerous.



“

  
Not
  good,” she murmured.



“

  
You’re
  right.”




  
She
  looked up.




  
Her
  father stood in the doorway, his expression serious.



“

  
How
  bad is it?” she asked.



“

  
Manageable,”
  he said.




  
That
  meant worse than he was saying.



“

  
What
  happens if it gets worse?”




  
He
  didn’t answer right away.




  
Then—



“

  
We
  make changes.”




  
Lena
  frowned. “You mean—replace him?”



“

  
If
  necessary.”




  
The
  words hit harder than expected.



“

  
Just
  like that?” she asked.



“

  
This
  is a business.”



“

  
He’s
  a person.”



“

  
He’s
  a player,” her father corrected.




  
Lena
  shook her head slightly. “That’s not the same thing.”



“

  
It
  is here.”




  
Silence
  settled between them.




  
Uncomfortable.




  
Because
  Lena knew—




  
This
  place didn’t leave room for weakness.




  
Or
  mistakes.




  
Or
  people who couldn’t keep up.




  
Later
  that evening, Lena stepped outside, needing air.




  
Again.




  
It
  was becoming a pattern she didn’t question anymore.




  
The
  city was alive, lights reflecting off glass buildings, people
  moving
  without hesitation.




  
Normal.




  
Simple.




  
Something
  she didn’t feel anymore.



“

  
You
  always pick the same spot.”




  
She
  turned.




  
Jaxon
  stood there.




  
Again.




  
Like
  the universe had decided they were going to keep running into
  each
  other whether they wanted to or not.



“

  
Maybe
  it’s the only place that makes sense,” she said.




  
He
  huffed a quiet laugh. “Nothing about this place makes
  sense.”



“

  
That’s
  reassuring.”




  
He
  stepped closer, his expression more tired than usual.



“

  
You
  saw it, didn’t you?” he asked.




  
Lena
  didn’t pretend. “Yes.”



“

  
The
  emails too?”



“

  
Yes.”




  
Jaxon
  nodded slowly. “Of course you did.”




  
A
  pause.




  
Then—



“

  
So?”
  he asked.



“

  
So
  what?”



“

  
What
  do you think?”




  
Lena
  hesitated.




  
Because
  the easy answer would be a lie.




  
And
  something about him—




  
Made
  lying feel wrong.



“

  
I
  think you’re under more pressure than you’re admitting,” she
  said.




  
Jaxon
  looked at her.



“

  
And?”



“

  
And
  I think it’s starting to get to you.”




  
Silence.




  
Heavy.




  
Because
  again—




  
She
  was right.



“

  
You
  don’t hold back, do you?” he said.



“

  
No.”



“

  
Good
  to know.”




  
Another
  pause.




  
Then
  Jaxon looked away, running a hand through his hair.



“

  
They’re
  already talking about replacing me,” he said.




  
Lena’s
  chest tightened slightly. “I know.”



“

  
That
  doesn’t bother you?”



“

  
It’s
  not about me.”



“

  
It
  is if you’re watching it happen.”




  
She
  didn’t respond immediately.




  
Because
  she didn’t know how to explain it.



“

  
I’ve
  seen this before,” she said finally.




  
Jaxon
  frowned. “What do you mean?”



“

  
People
  being built up… and then torn down just as fast.”



“

  
Yeah,”
  he said quietly. “That sounds about right.”



“

  
It’s
  not fair.”



“

  
No,”
  he agreed. “It’s not.”




  
Another
  silence.




  
But
  this one—




  
This
  one felt heavier.




  
Because
  it wasn’t just tension anymore.




  
It
  was reality.



“

  
You
  can fight it,” Lena said.




  
Jaxon
  glanced at her. “Or?”



“

  
Or
  let it define you.”



“

  
And
  which one do you think I’ll do?”




  
She
  studied him for a moment.




  
Then—



“

  
I
  think you don’t know yet.”




  
That
  hit.




  
Because
  it was true.




  
Because
  for the first time in a long time—




  
He
  didn’t.




  
Jaxon
  stepped closer.




  
Not
  aggressive.




  
Not
  intentional.




  
Just…
  closer.



“

  
Fame
  isn’t what people think it is,” he said.



“

  
I
  figured.”



“

  
It’s
  not about winning.”



“

  
No?”



“

  
It’s
  about never being allowed to lose.”




  
Lena
  felt that.




  
Deeply.



“

  
Sounds
  exhausting,” she said softly.



“

  
It
  is.”




  
Another
  pause.




  
Closer
  now.




  
Quieter.



“

  
You
  don’t belong in this world,” Jaxon added.




  
Lena
  looked at him.



“

  
And
  you do?”




  
He
  didn’t answer.




  
Because
  he wasn’t sure anymore.



“

  
That’s
  the problem,” she said.



“

  
What
  is?”



“

  
Neither
  of us knows where we actually belong.”




  
The
  words settled between them.




  
Heavy.




  
Real.




  
And
  impossible to ignore.




  
Because
  this—




  
This
  wasn’t just about football.




  
Or
  art.




  
Or
  mistakes.




  
It
  was about identity.




  
Control.




  
And
  the moment when everything you thought defined you—




  
Started
  slipping away.




  
Jaxon
  exhaled slowly.



“

  
Fame
  has a price,” he said.




  
Lena
  nodded.



“

  
Yeah,”
  she replied.



“

  
And
  I think we’re both starting to pay it.”




  
And
  for the first time—




  
Neither
  of them tried to deny it.



 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






