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Chapter 1

Save the Breakers

[image: ]


The arena always smelled best before anyone got there—varnished hardwood, old dust baked under stadium lights, and the sharp medicinal sting of fresh tape.

Darius Vale sat alone on the edge of the training table in the Breakers’ locker room, one leg extended, jaw locked hard enough to ache while the trainer pressed a thumb into the outside of his right knee.

“Tell me where,” Micah said.

Darius looked past him at the open locker, at the navy jersey hanging there with VALE across the shoulders and 44 under it. “You know where.”

“Humor me.”

Micah pushed again. A hot wire shot up Darius’s thigh.

He didn’t flinch.

Micah exhaled through his nose. “That bad, huh.”

Darius reached for the roll of white tape on the counter. “Tape it.”

Micah caught his wrist. “You had imaging two days ago. Swelling’s still there. We manage it, not ignore it.”

“Playoffs start in forty-eight hours.”

“I’m aware of the calendar.”

“And I’m aware of my minutes.”

Micah held his stare a beat longer, then let go. “You keep moving like this, you’re going to compensate and make it worse.”

Darius’s mouth tipped without humor. “Then I won’t move like this.”

That earned him the trainer’s flat look—the one reserved for stubborn veterans and men with pain thresholds they confused for invincibility.

Around them, the locker room was slowly waking up. Music thumped low from somebody’s speaker. Showers hissed in the back. The metallic slam of lockers punctuated the air. One of the rookies laughed too loud at something from across the room, and immediately got told to shut up by a veteran who was already in playoff mode.

Darius rolled his shoulders once and held his leg steady while Micah started wrapping. Tight. Efficient. The familiar pull of compression crawled around his knee, anchoring it. Not fixing. Just containing.

Containment he understood.

He’d been doing that his whole life.

“Media’s out there already,” Micah said. “They’re calling this series a civic event.”

Darius snorted. “Everything’s a civic event when people think they’re getting robbed.”

Micah didn’t answer, because there wasn’t much to say to that.

The Harbor City Breakers had made the playoffs, barely. The owner group had spent two years denying rumors, six months hedging, and the last three weeks getting shredded on sports radio while a relocation committee sniffed around like scavengers. New market. Better luxury boxes. Bigger TV money. The kind of language that made men in suits sound practical while a city bled out in public.

If the Breakers made noise in the postseason—real noise, not a gentleman’s exit in five—the sponsors stayed hopeful, the board stopped panicking, the vote got delayed, maybe buried. If they folded early, Harbor City might lose the team by July.

No one had said it to Darius in exactly those words.

No one needed to.

He played here long enough to know what the building sounded like when people were afraid.

Micah secured the tape and sat back. “You’re done for the morning.”

Darius swung off the table and tested his weight. Pain flared, then settled into a mean, familiar throb. “No.”

“You have lift in an hour.”

“I’ve got thirty minutes.”

Micah looked like he wanted to argue. Then he just shook his head. “Always early. Always stupid.”

“Only one of those is true.”

“Debatable.”

Darius took the tape roll from the counter and tucked it into his bag himself. The ship-bell charm looped through the zipper gave a soft metallic knock against the leather. Small sound. Heavy meaning.

It had been on his bags for eleven years.

Nobody asked about it anymore.

Across the room, Malik Trent, the Breakers’ franchise guard and Darius’s closest thing to a brother on the team, dropped into the next chair wearing practice shorts and a sleeveless hoodie, his braids still damp from the shower.

“You’re already sweating and I just got here,” Malik said.

Darius grabbed his wrist wraps. “Try showing up before sunrise once in your life.”

“I’m a star. We need mystery.”

“You need punctuality.”

Malik grinned, then clocked the way Darius was favoring the leg. The grin thinned. “How bad?”

“Bad enough for you to stop asking dumb questions and hit your free throws.”

“That bad, huh.”

Darius started taping his wrists himself, methodical loops crossing skin and old scars. “I’m playing.”

“I know you are. Didn’t ask that.”

Malik leaned back, expression sharpening. Under the jokes, he was all nerve and vision, all instincts. He saw the cracks other people missed.

The room had that same split-screen energy Darius had learned to hate: cameras outside calling him a villain, teammates inside trusting him to hold the line.

“Coach wants us at the presser in twenty,” Malik said. “Then PR wants you upstairs.”

Darius didn’t look up. “Why.”

Malik barked a laugh. “Because the basketball gods hate you?”

“Specific, Trent.”

Malik hesitated just enough to be annoying. “Community initiative launch. Youth literacy and rec access. Team’s new city-facing push.”

Darius cinched the tape with his teeth. “Get another guy.”

“They want the face of defensive intensity and Harbor toughness or whatever phrase they put in the email.”

“Then send a wolf mascot in a suit.”

“It gets better.” Malik’s mouth twitched. “Elena Mercer’s running it.”

The tape in Darius’s hand stopped moving.

For one stupid, unguarded second, the whole room went silent.

Not actually silent. Sneakers still squealed outside in the practice court. Water still ran in the showers. Somebody was still arguing about film. But inside his chest, something slammed hard enough to blank everything else.

Malik watched him carefully now. “You didn’t know.”

No, Darius thought. He had known she worked for the organization. Harbor City wasn’t big enough to miss that kind of news. Director of Community Impact. Owner’s daughter. The polished, photographed face of all the good the team still claimed it stood for. But knowing she existed in the same orbit and being told to stand beside her under lights were two different things.

He set the tape down too carefully. “Get another guy.”

“PR says no.”

“Then PR can learn disappointment.”

Malik looked toward the ceiling like he was asking heaven for patience. “D, this thing’s tied to the city grants and the board optics. They want players. They want you. They definitely want owner-family buy-in. And if you skip it, every local station’s going to lead with Vale can’t play nice while the franchise burns.”

Darius stared at his locker.

He saw a different room. A different year. Elena in the passenger seat of his rusted truck after graduation, bare knees turned toward him, sunlight in her hair, waiting for him to say the one thing he couldn’t make himself say.

Come with me.

Wait for me.

I’ll come back.

Instead he’d talked about training camp and summer league and proving himself and everything else a man says when wanting something feels too much like begging for it.

He’d left Harbor City with a duffel bag, a bad suit, and a father who told him not to let a girl distract him from the first real money of his life.

He’d come back a decade later with a reputation for hard fouls, technicals, and making scorers hear footsteps.

He had not come back for forgiveness.

“Darius.”

Malik’s voice pulled him up.

Darius stood. The knee bit. He ignored it. “What time.”

Malik relaxed by a fraction. “Noon.”

He nodded once.

Malik’s eyes narrowed. “You good?”

Darius slung his bag over his shoulder. The ship-bell charm tapped his hip. “No.”

A smile ghosted over Malik’s face, brief and grim. “That’s the version of you we usually win with.”

Darius clapped a hand to his shoulder on the way past—firm, grounding. Team as promise. Team as burden. Team as the only kind of family he had ever believed in long enough to trust.

“Then don’t make me carry your ass in round one,” he said.

Malik called after him, “I’m the offense, psycho.”

Darius didn’t turn around. “And I’m the reason they survive long enough to watch it.”

By noon, the arena had switched masks.

The lower bowl was dark, but the concourse glowed with camera lights and branded backdrops. Staffers in headsets moved fast, all purpose and polite panic. Folding chairs had been arranged in neat rows facing a small stage dressed in Breakers navy, city-seal silver, and a giant banner that read SAVE THE BREAKERS, BUILD THE FUTURE.

Subtle.

Elena Mercer stood beneath it with a clipboard in one hand and a headset looped around her neck, and for a second Darius forgot the script he’d promised himself.

She looked nothing like the eighteen-year-old girl he had left on a dock at the edge of the harbor, and exactly like her.

Older, sharper. Navy sheath dress under a cream blazer. Hair pinned back in a way that showed the line of her throat and the pearl studs in her ears. Calm face, decisive voice. She was speaking to three people at once—an events manager, a city council aide, and some poor intern trying not to drop a box of giveaway tote bags—and somehow making each of them feel like the only person in front of her.

Competence looked good on her.

That annoyed him immediately.

She took the tote bags from the intern before they spilled, set them on the registration table, and said, “Thank you, Nina. Breathe. We’re ahead of schedule, which means we get to pretend this is easy.”

The intern let out a nervous laugh.

Elena smiled, quick and warm, and Darius got hit with the first real blow of the day—not memory, exactly, but recognition. She still knew how to steady a room.

Then she looked up.

Their eyes met across twenty feet of polished concrete and moving bodies.

Electric was too clean a word for it.

This was old fire under wet wood. Heat forced to smolder for years and now finding oxygen.

Her expression didn’t crack. That was the first thing he noticed. Not a blink. Not a stumble. Her spine stayed straight, her face composed, all owner’s-daughter professionalism.

Only her fingers tightened once around the clipboard.

Darius stopped walking.

A PR assistant materialized at his elbow. “Perfect, you’re here.” Bright smile. Too bright. “We’ll do a quick run-through before media access. Elena’s going to lead the talking points.”

He barely heard her.

Elena crossed the floor toward him, heels quiet on concrete. Every step measured. Deliberate. The closer she got, the more impossible it was to pretend time had done what time was supposed to do.

He knew that mouth. Knew the exact shape her hand would make if she tucked hair behind her ear. Knew the low, ruthless intelligence in her eyes when she was angry and trying not to show it.

She stopped an arm’s length away.

“Darius,” she said.

His name in her voice was a controlled detonation.

“Elena.”

The PR assistant looked between them, oblivious or pretending. “Great. Amazing. So we’re all good energy here.”

Elena turned her head slightly. “Give us one minute, Jordan.”

Jordan blinked. “Oh. Sure. Absolutely. One minute.”

She fled.

Darius almost respected it.

Elena set the clipboard against her chest. Up close, he could see what the cameras wouldn’t—fatigue under the concealer, the tiny crease between her brows that only came out when she was carrying too much. She smelled like citrus and paper and the faint clean starch of a pressed blazer.

“You could’ve told me,” she said.

He let out a quiet breath. “I found out an hour ago.”

“Convenient.”

“If I’d known sooner, I would’ve—” He stopped.

What? Prepared? Refused? Run?

Her eyes sharpened at his hesitation. “Would’ve what?”

The right answer was some polished lie. Nice to see you. Looking forward to working together. Proud of what you’ve built here.

He had never been good at that kind of performance unless it happened on a court.

“I would’ve shown up,” he said.

Something moved in her face. Not softness. Not close. But something.

“Interesting standard,” she said. “Since it wasn’t your strongest one the last time.”

There it was.

Clean. Precise. No raised voice. No scene.

It cut anyway.

People were moving around them, setting microphones, checking sound, testing projector slides that flashed youth-center renderings against a portable screen. The world kept going, and still he felt pinned in place.

“I deserve that,” he said.

“Yes,” Elena said. “You do.”

A beat.

She glanced down at his stance, to the almost invisible way he was keeping weight off the right side. Her gaze came back up, cooler than sympathy but not indifferent. “How bad is the knee?”

He almost laughed. “Hello to you too.”

“That wasn’t concern. That was resource management.” Her tone stayed even. “If you’re going to grimace your way through a photo line, I need to rearrange the sequence so the kids aren’t standing there while you play war hero.”

His mouth twitched despite himself. “I’m not grimacing.”

“Your publicist would love your commitment to denial.”

“Elena.”

“What?”

He stepped a little closer without meaning to. Not crowding. Just enough to lower his voice. “You don’t get to act like I’m just another player on your schedule.”

Her chin lifted. “And you don’t get to act like history gives you special terms.”

The hit landed because it was true.

He looked at her then, really looked, and saw all the ways she’d changed that had nothing to do with clothes or polish. She was steadier. Harder in the right places. The kind of woman who built structures in storms and dared them to fail.

He respected that immediately, which was its own problem.

“I’m here,” he said.

“You’re required to be here.”

“I still came.”

For the first time, her composure flickered. Not weakness. Irritation. Heat.

She leaned in just enough that only he could hear. “Do not stand here and sell me effort like it’s intimacy.”

The words struck low and hard.

Before he could answer, Jordan returned with two handheld microphones and a smile stretched to breaking. “Okay! We’re ready for stage marks.”

Elena stepped back first. Of course she did. She was better at this than he was.

Her face reset into public calm. “Then let’s not keep the city waiting.”

She walked toward the stage without checking whether he followed.

He followed.

Because apparently there were still some forms of obedience he only had for her.

The launch was part pep rally, part hostage negotiation.

Kids from city schools filled the front rows in Breakers T-shirts too big for them, sneakers kicking under folding chairs. Behind them sat donors, council members, business owners, local media, and the kind of season-ticket holders who treated every team function like church with catered coffee.

Arena lights gleamed off the temporary stage. Camera shutters snapped in restless bursts.

Elena stood at the podium and owned the room within ten seconds.

“Harbor City has always known how to build with its hands,” she said, voice carrying clear through the concourse. “Ships. Steel. Neighborhoods. Futures. Today isn’t about a slogan. It’s about making sure the next generation has somewhere to go after school, somewhere safe to learn, play, and belong.”

A rendering of renovated rec centers lit up on the screen behind her. Murmurs moved through the crowd.

She wasn’t reading. She was leading.

Darius stood two feet behind and to her left, one of three players on stage, and watched people lean in despite themselves. Her authority wasn’t inherited, no matter whose daughter she was. She had earned every inch of it.

Pressure recognized pressure.

When she introduced the player ambassadors, applause surged. Malik jogged up first, grinning with easy charm. Rookie center Luis Mendoza followed, visibly trying not to look overwhelmed. Darius came last, and the noise changed shape around him—louder, rougher, more complicated.

He knew what he looked like to them. Six-foot-ten, broad through the shoulders, tattoos under the tailored jacket cuffs, face built wrong for softness. The man who set brutal screens, collected flagrant reviews, and stared down scorers until they rushed shots.

League villain.

Harbor City loved him anyway.

Sometimes because of it.

A little boy in the front row shot both fists up and shouted, “Vale! Kill Phoenix!”

Laughter cracked through the audience.

Elena didn’t miss a beat. “Maybe let’s reframe that as ‘play disciplined defense.’”

Even Darius smiled at that.

The panel portion started. Questions about after-school programming, public-private partnerships, city funding, playoff momentum. Easy enough.

Then local media got its turn.

A reporter from Channel 8 stood. “Question for Darius. There’s a lot of talk that this postseason is effectively a referendum on whether this franchise stays in Harbor City. Fair or not, do you feel responsible for carrying that?”

The room changed.

He felt it happen in his bones. The subtle hunger. Cameras shifting. Pens stilling. Everyone wanting blood or salvation, maybe both.

His knee throbbed under the suit pants. Sweat cooled between his shoulder blades.

Never let anyone see you bleed twice.

He took the mic. “Nobody carries anything alone in this building.”

It was the truth, and it bought him one breath.

“My job’s the same as it’s always been,” he continued. “Show up. Do the work. Protect my team. Compete every possession. The city’s done its part for a long time. Now we do ours.”

Simple. Clean. Good quote.

The reporter pushed. “Even if you’re not one hundred percent?”

Beside him, Elena went still.

Coach had to be choking somewhere backstage.

Darius looked straight at the reporter. “Who is in May?”

A few chuckles. Some scribbling.

Another hand went up. “Elena, critics say this initiative is convenient timing—community optics while ownership weighs relocation. What do you say to people who don’t trust this organization anymore?”

There it was. The knife under the flowers.

Jordan in the wings looked faint.

Elena lifted her microphone. Not rushed. Not defensive. “I say distrust is earned, and so is credibility. This work isn’t a press release. Funding is secured. Sites are selected. Programs begin this summer.” She paused just long enough to make everyone listen harder. “And I say Harbor City has every right to demand loyalty from institutions that profit off its love.”

Silence dropped for half a heartbeat.

Then a low ripple of reaction moved through the seats.

Darius turned his head.

That hadn’t been a canned answer. That had teeth.

A reporter tried again. “Is that your message to the board?”

“My message,” Elena said, “is that communities are not leverage.”

Malik muttered under his breath, “Damn.”

Darius almost did the same.

There it was again—that dangerous, involuntary recognition. She wasn’t standing under her father’s shadow. She was throwing punches in his house and making them look like governance.

The event ended in a swarm. Kids lined up for autographs. Donors wanted photos. Media wanted side quotes. Staff wanted schedules confirmed.

Darius signed basketballs, posters, shirts, one
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