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The Shadow of Greatness

The sun was setting over the city, its warm amber glow casting long shadows across the concrete jungle. From a distance, the NYC Sports Club loomed like a modern cathedral of motion, its glass windows catching the fading light. As the dusk deepened, a faint, rhythmic sound echoed through the air — dribble... dribble... dribble... — soft at first, then growing louder as we approached the building.

Inside the basketball court, the echo turned into a symphony of skill. The court, empty except for two souls, was alive with energy. Max Parker, 26 years old, a rising star in the NBA, moved like a panther across the hardwood. His muscular frame glistened under the lights as he dribbled furiously, then launched the ball effortlessly into the hoop from various angles. Each shot landed with practiced perfection.

On the bench at the edge of the court, Lisa Jones, 23, sat watching him with admiration. Her eyes sparkled, her lips curled into a smile of pure affection.

“You’re wonderful, Max,” she said softly, her voice barely rising above the sound of bouncing rubber.

Max stopped, turned toward her, his breathing heavy but controlled. He didn’t say a word.

Lisa cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “I love you!”

He gave her a small wave and a faint smile, then turned back to the game. With a final burst of speed, he drove toward the basket and slammed the ball through with force. The echo of the dunk lingered as he lay down on the polished floor, arms and legs sprawled wide, his eyes fixed on the ceiling, lost in thought.

Lisa walked to him and sat gently beside him. She wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief, then leaned down and kissed him softly on the lips. But Max didn’t respond. He stayed distant, silent, his mind elsewhere.

Lisa sat back and tried again. “Three years ago today, we had our first date together. Remember?”

Max’s voice was low, tinged with weariness. “Time passes quickly.”

She tried to keep the mood light. “But passes great, right? For us, I mean.”

Max didn’t answer. He stood up and walked across the court toward the locker room.

Lisa called after him, a mix of confusion and concern in her voice.

“See you in the lobby,” he said without looking back.

Lisa stayed where she was, sitting alone on the court, the thud of the basketball now replaced by silence.
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HEADLINES AND HAUNTINGS

The lobby of the NYC Sports Club was quiet, almost sterile in its modern elegance. Plush couches lined the walls, and the evening news flickered silently on a wall-mounted television. Lisa sat with one leg crossed over the other, casually flipping through the pages of a newspaper as she waited for Max.

She wasn’t really reading at first—just passing time—until a certain headline caught her eye.

She froze. Her eyes scanned the page again, more urgently this time. The paper trembled slightly in her hands. The front page of the sports section bore a bold, somber headline:

“Death of a Champion.”

Below it, a large photograph showed Peter Dallas, his broad smile captured mid-game, mid-life, on a court somewhere under the bright lights.

Lisa read the short article twice, her breath caught in her throat.

“The NBA player dies in a car accident in Miami.”

She let out a long, heavy sigh and sank into the couch. Her hand trembled as she folded the newspaper in half and slid it under the coffee table, out of sight—out of Max’s sight.

Just then, Max walked in from the hallway, freshly showered and dressed, wearing a clean, dark jacket over a simple shirt. His face was calm but unreadable, as if he had left something behind in the locker room that still lingered inside him.

Lisa quickly stood, composing herself. She walked toward him with a bright smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, placed a quick kiss on his lips, and linked her arm with his.

“Ready?” she asked.

Max gave a small nod.

They exited the building together, the automatic doors closing softly behind them.

Cracks in the Celebration

The hum of the city drifted through the car windows as Max drove in silence, his hands resting firmly on the wheel. The skyline glowed ahead of them, but his gaze never wavered from the road. Lisa stole a glance at him, then smiled playfully and broke into song — a goofy tune, the kind she knew used to make him laugh.

“Hey,” she said, grinning, “Let’s go to the same place we were at last year.”

Max didn’t look at her. “That’s where I’m going.”

Lisa laughed softly. “What was the name again? The restaurant, I mean?”

He finally responded. “Amadeus.”

She nodded. “Oh yes, Amadeus. You’re right.” She paused, watching him carefully. “Okay... what else?”

“What else what?” he asked flatly.

“What else do you remember about that night?”

Max gripped the wheel a little tighter. “I don’t know what you’re up to, honey. I don’t remember every detail. But overall... it was okay.”

Lisa blinked. “Just okay?”

Without warning, Max pulled the car over and slammed it into park. He turned toward her, his face sharp, tense.

“Look,” he snapped, “I’m not in a good mood, understand?”

Lisa stared at him. Her voice rose. “What do you mean you’re not in a good mood? It’s our goddamn anniversary tonight. Isn’t that important to you?”

Max didn’t hesitate. “No. It’s not. Alright?”

His words hit like ice water. Lisa’s mouth dropped open. “But why, dammit? Why?”

He turned his head toward the windshield again, his voice low and raw.

“Because I have death anxiety. That’s why. That’s why.”

The anger drained from her expression, replaced by something softer—confusion, perhaps... or fear.

Max’s voice softened. “The fear of dying is always with me. It follows me like a shadow. I have to find a way to get rid of this fear... before it gets rid of me.”

He shifted into drive, and the car began to move again. They didn’t speak for a few blocks. Then, something caught Max’s eye — a sign, bold and strange, hanging over a narrow storefront.

The sign read:

STOP DYING

Max slammed on the brakes and parked the car across the street. He leapt out with sudden energy and crossed the road. Under the glow of the neon letters, he raised his arms in triumph, smiling wide.

Lisa remained in the car, watching him with a mix of disbelief and concern. Finally, she stepped out and called across the street.

“So what?”

Max turned and pointed at the sign. “Look!”

Lisa rolled her eyes. “It’s bullshit.”

He couldn’t hear her over the passing traffic. He jogged back toward her, his face lit up.

“Now what do you think?” he asked, eager.

Lisa looked at him flatly. “I don’t believe it. No one can stop dying. No one.”

“But it’s true, Lisa. It’s true.”

She shook her head. “Oh, come on, Max. You’re just deceiving yourself. How can you possibly stop dying, huh?”

“I’m gonna find out soon, honey,” he said, eyes gleaming. “I’m gonna find out.”

The Candle Between Them

The warm interior of Amadeus restaurant shimmered with soft candlelight and the clinking of silverware. Jazz piano drifted from unseen speakers, weaving between quiet conversations. In a cozy booth near the window, Max and Lisa sat across from each other. A tall, slender candle flickered between them, casting gentle shadows on their faces. A vase of roses leaned slightly to one side, as though wilting from the tension at the table.

Lisa wore a sleek black dress and a touch of lipstick. Her eyes sparkled—though not with joy. Max looked out the window, his fingers tapping lightly on the tablecloth. He was restless, haunted.

He reached across the table and took Lisa’s hand in his.

“You know,” he said, “life is a precious gift... a gift that no one can keep forever... unless he finds a way to stop dying.”

Lisa blinked, unsure if she should smile or cry. Just then, a waiter arrived and set down a bottle of champagne. He poured it expertly into their flutes, nodded, and disappeared.

Max lifted his glass. “To our anniversary.”

Lisa hesitated. Her hand hovered, then finally grasped her glass. But her eyes didn’t leave Max’s face.

“I don’t believe you,” she said quietly.

Max lowered his glass, surprised. “What do you mean?”

Lisa slammed her drink back down on the table, the sharp clink startling nearby diners.

“Hey, what’s the matter?” Max asked, leaning forward.

Lisa’s voice trembled, though not with fear. “Yes, as a matter of fact, there is something wrong.”

Max frowned. “What is it?”

Lisa banged her palm against the table again. Heads turned. A couple across the room stopped eating mid-bite.

“Our relationship, dammit!” she cried. “That’s what’s wrong, and you don’t see.”

Max narrowed his eyes. “What the fuck should I see?”

Lisa leaned closer. “What do you think a man should say to a woman on their anniversary? Hmm?”

He shrugged and took a sip of champagne.

“You brought me here to celebrate us,” she said, her voice cracking, “but instead of telling me something nice, you keep talking about death!”

She stood abruptly and grabbed her purse. “No. Thanks a lot, Max. I don’t need a celebration like this.”

She stormed out of the restaurant.

Max sat frozen for a moment, stunned. Then, almost on instinct, he pushed his chair back and raced after her.

Shadows and Sparks

The cold night air slapped Max’s face as he burst out onto the street.

“Lisa!” he called out. He spotted her just ahead, walking quickly under the glow of the streetlamps.

He chased after her. “Please, wait... OK, you’re right, honey, alright?”

But she didn’t stop.

Max caught up, grabbing her arm gently. She pulled away, spinning out of reach. Then she ran.

Max followed—his sneakers slapping the pavement—until he finally caught her again, blocking her path.

Lisa stopped, breathing heavily, eyes blazing. But then, without warning, her expression softened. She stepped closer, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him—deeply, fully—in the hush of the city.

The light from a nearby lamppost fell gently across their embrace, flickering like a silent blessing.

The Empty Kitchen

Morning sunlight filtered through gauzy curtains in Max’s bedroom. The sheets were tangled. Lisa stirred beneath them, slowly waking. She stretched, looked at the clock, and smiled.






She rolled out of bed and pulled on one of Max’s oversized T-shirts, then padded barefoot into the hallway. 






In the kitchen, Max sat at the counter, already dressed in a black jogging suit. He was reading the paper, unmoving. His eyes were red. He wiped a tear away, unaware of Lisa’s presence.  

She approached carefully. “Hey,” she said, soft and cheerful. “I’m here.”

Max didn’t look up.

She moved to the coffee maker. “You want coffee?”

He shook his head. “No thanks. I have to go.”

“Go where?”

He dropped the newspaper on the counter.

“It’s about Peter.”






Lisa picked up the paper and scanned it. Her face fell.






“I’m so sorry, Max,” she said gently. “I know how you feel. It was a real shock.”






Max nodded. “It shouldn’t have happened. It just shouldn’t have.”






Lisa reached out and touched his shoulder. “But please understand—it was his destiny. It was meant to happen that way.”






Max turned toward her, his jaw tight.






“No, it wasn’t. If Peter had known his destiny, he wouldn’t have driven a car in a damn city like Miami. That’s the point.”






Lisa’s voice softened. “Come on, Max... take it easy.”






Max stared down at the counter. “But how? Peter was my best friend. And now I can’t stop thinking—it could happen to me too. So, I have to find out about my destiny. And change it... before it’s too late.”

A Coffin in the Sky

The blazing Miami sun beat down on the runway. A sleek silver aircraft waited, its engines humming low like a funeral dirge. A black hearse slowly approached, shimmering in the heat waves rising off the tarmac.

Four solemn men in black suits stepped out and opened the back. Carefully, they slid a polished mahogany coffin from the hearse and carried it toward the aircraft. No words were spoken. Just the scuff of shoes, the gust of wind, the low whine of distant planes.

The cargo door hissed open, and the coffin disappeared into the aircraft’s belly. Within moments, the plane taxied forward, took a slow turn, and began to ascend. It climbed into the vast blue sky, leaving behind the city that had swallowed Peter Dallas.

New York’s skyline cut a sharp edge across the clouds. The plane descended, flying past the Statue of Liberty, the silver coffin still secured within.

Max stood beside a new black hearse on the tarmac at JFK, his hands clasped tightly in front of him. His face was blank, but his eyes twitched—haunted. Around him stood other mourners in suits
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