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    For everyone who's learned that sometimes love means letting go—
and hope means believing you'll find your way back.




  "The rivalry is real. It's always been real. And I think... it's destroying us."

— Ethan Cole
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Chapter 1: Spring Revelations

The Arizona sun carved through the dugout's shade at 7:43 AM, painting a stripe of heat across Ethan Cole's forearm. He didn't move. The warmth felt earned after the longest winter of his life.

The concrete bench held the chill of desert night, seeping through his athletic shorts with a familiar discomfort he'd grown to welcome. Four springs in this exact spot, watching the sky shift from pink to gold to blazing white. Four years of preparing his arm, his mind, his carefully constructed persona for another season of baseball.

This year is different, he thought. Everything is different now.

Around him, Titan Stadium's spring training facility buzzed with the familiar chaos of February: coaches shouting drills, their voices carrying that edge of early-season authority that would soften by June. Equipment managers hauled bags twice their size across the grass, their carts leaving tracks in the morning dew that would vanish within the hour. Rookies clustered near the batting cages, their laughter too loud, their movements too eager. The unmistakable performance of men trying to look relaxed while their careers hung in the balance.

The smell hit Ethan in layers: fresh-cut grass first, that universal scent of baseball beginnings, followed by the chemical bite of industrial sunscreen. Beneath it all, the desert dust, dry and ancient, coating everything in a fine layer that turned his water bottle gritty by noon.

Normal. Routine. The same rituals Ethan had performed for four years now.

Nothing was the same.

His thumb found the edge of his phone case, rubbing the groove he'd worn into the silicon. The habit was new, or at least his awareness of it. Three months of distance had made him conscious of every tell, every nervous tic. He'd cataloged them during sleepless nights in his Manhattan apartment: the phone case rubbing, the jaw clenching, the way his pitching hand opened and closed when anxiety crept in. Little betrayals of the composure he'd spent a lifetime building.

He checked his phone for the third time in ten minutes. Nate's text from last night still glowed on the screen: Can't wait to see you tomorrow. Three months is too long.

The words sent a pulse of warmth through his chest that had nothing to do with Arizona sunshine. Ethan read them again, letting each letter settle into him like a promise. Nate's voice lived in the cadence of the words, that low steady register that dropped half an octave when he said something he meant.

Three months apart since the off-season started. Ninety-three days of award ceremonies where he'd accepted trophies with a smile that didn't reach his eyes. Charity events where he'd shaken hands and signed baseballs and answered the same questions about "the historic relationship" until the words lost meaning. Family obligations, though only Nate's. Nate had spent Christmas in Phoenix with Rosa and his grandmother, surrounded by love and noise and the chaotic warmth Ethan had glimpsed through video calls. He'd watched one on Christmas Eve: Nate's phone propped against a napkin holder, the kitchen loud with Spanish and laughter and the clatter of dishes being passed over heads. Rosa had grabbed the phone at one point, held it close to her face, and said, "Mijo, next year you come here. I'll save you a plate." The screen had gone blurry, and Ethan had realized he was crying.

Ethan had spent Christmas in his New York apartment, eating takeout Thai food and watching old games on mute. The pad thai had gone cold on the coffee table. He'd fallen asleep on the couch to the grainy footage of a 1995 playoff game, and woken at 3 AM with a crick in his neck and a text from Nate: Merry Christmas. Wish you were here. Abuela says you're too skinny.

His family had made their position clear. The silence from Connecticut was louder than any stadium crowd. Louder than fifty thousand fans screaming his name. Louder than anything he'd ever heard in his life.

Don't think about that, he told himself. Not today. Today is about Nate.

"Cole!" Marcus Webb's voice cut through the morning noise. The catcher jogged over, cleats kicking up puffs of dust, his grin too wide for 7 AM. Sweat darkened the collar of his practice jersey, and there was a smear of red clay across his left shin from drills.

Ethan's stomach dropped. "What news?"

"Relax, man." Marcus clapped his shoulder, the impact solid enough to shift Ethan's weight. The familiar calluses of a catcher's hand pressed through Ethan's shirt. "Good news. Mostly. SportsNet's doing a whole feature on you two for Opening Day. 'Baseball's Power Couple.' They're calling it a historic moment for the sport."

Historic. The word sent ripples of dread through his carefully maintained calm.

"Great." Ethan kept his voice flat. "More cameras."

"Hey, you wanted to go public. This is what public looks like." Marcus's tone was light, but his dark eyes held something more careful. Three years of working together had made them fluent in each other's silences. He knew what Ethan wasn't saying.

That wasn't true. They hadn't wanted anything, not in the way Marcus meant. They'd been caught in Denver. A photo through a hotel window, two men silhouetted in an embrace. The image had been grainy but clear enough. The choice had been made for them. Go public or spend years denying something millions of people had already seen.

Ethan remembered the moment they'd decided. Nate's face in the blue light of his phone screen, reading headline after headline, his jaw tight but his voice steady. "If they're going to talk about us anyway, let's control the narrative." Classic Nate. Always three moves ahead, always seeing the chess board where Ethan only saw the pieces in front of him.

Ethan had just nodded. Too shocked to argue. Relieved, in some corner of his heart, that the secret was out. Terrified in every other corner. The relief and the terror had been fighting for territory ever since, neither gaining ground, both exhausting him in the process.

"Pitchers and catchers today," Marcus said, steering the conversation back to safe ground. The sounds of the facility washed over them: the thunk of balls hitting leather, the distant whir of pitching machines, someone's radio playing classic rock that buzzed with static every time a cart rolled past. "You ready?"

"Always." The lie came easy. Four years of professional baseball had taught him that much. How to project confidence when everything inside him was churning. How to stand on a mound with sixty thousand people watching and make them believe he was in complete control.

If only the performance worked on myself, he thought.



The first workout session went exactly as Ethan expected. Which was to say, nothing about it resembled a normal first day of spring training.

Forty-seven reporters crowded the media section, triple the usual number. Their equipment formed a wall of lenses and microphones, black and chrome and hungry. Every time he threw a warm-up pitch, camera shutters clicked in rapid fire, drowning out the pop of the ball hitting leather. Every time he wiped sweat from his forehead, someone asked about his "state of mind going into this historic season."

Historic. There was that word again. It followed him like a shadow, heavy and inescapable.

He tried to lose himself in mechanics. The familiar sequence: plant foot, hip rotation, arm slot, release, follow-through. The ball leaving his fingers with backspin that he could feel in his tendons, the satisfying pop when it hit Marcus's glove in the right spot. Each pitch was a conversation between his body and the strike zone, a dialogue refined over fifteen years and a hundred thousand repetitions. When the mechanics were right, everything else faded. The cameras, the questions, his father's silence. Just the ball and the glove and the space between.

But the mechanics weren't right today. Not wrong, exactly. Just distracted. His release point drifted half an inch high on the fastball, and his slider wasn't biting the way it should. February rust. Normal, for most pitchers. Unacceptable, for him.

By 11 AM, the heat had pushed past ninety. Ethan's practice jersey clung to his back, the fabric dark with sweat between his shoulder blades. He'd gone through his full repertoire and his arm felt loose, responsive, ready. The rest of him was another story.

"Your relationship with Nathaniel Reyes has been called a breakthrough moment for professional sports," a reporter said during the post-workout scrum. His press badge read "Sports Culture Weekly." The man was young, sharp-eyed, leaning forward with the predatory posture of someone who'd already written the headline and just needed a quote to hang it on. "How do you respond to those who say you're more focused on activism than athletics?"

The question was designed to provoke. They always were. Four months of media training had taught him to recognize the traps. The trick was in the framing: "those who say" was a shield, letting the reporter ask the offensive question while pretending someone else had asked it first.

"I respond by throwing strikes," he said. "Same as I always have. My personal life doesn't affect my slider."

A few laughs rippled through the crowd. Small victory.

"But surely," the reporter pressed, leaning forward, "there's added pressure knowing you're representing an entire community."

"I represent the Titans. Same as every other pitcher on this roster." Ethan glanced at Coach Williams, who gave a subtle nod toward the clubhouse. "Now if you'll excuse me, I've got work to do."

He walked through the gauntlet of microphones and cameras with his jaw set and his hands loose at his sides. The pose of confidence he'd perfected since Whitmore University, when his father had told him, "Never let them see you sweat."

James Cole's advice. Still useful, even now that the man who'd given it had stopped speaking to him entirely.

The clubhouse door swung shut behind him, muffling the noise, and Ethan let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding. The air inside was cool, almost cold, the industrial air conditioning working overtime against the desert heat. The sudden temperature change raised goosebumps on his arms. He stood with his back against the metal door for a long moment, feeling the vibration of the facility through the steel, letting his pulse slow.

This is going to be a long season.



The text came at 2:17 PM, just as Ethan was reviewing footage of his slider grip.

The film room was quiet. Just him and the soft hum of equipment, the glow of multiple screens showing his delivery from different angles. The chair creaked when he shifted. The room smelled of old coffee and electrical warmth, that particular scent of equipment running too long in a sealed space.

Just landed. Iron Harbor sending their guys tomorrow. Steelheads facility is 20 mins from yours. Dinner?

Nate. The phone felt warmer in Ethan's palm. Twenty minutes. After three months of video calls and texts that couldn't convey touch, Nate was twenty minutes away.

Italian place on 5th? he typed back, his fingers moving faster than his thoughts. 8pm?

Perfect. Missed you.

Missed you more.

Three months of texts and phone calls and video chats that ended too soon, when the hour made their eyelids heavy and their words slurred. Three months of sleeping alone in beds that felt too big, reaching for someone in the dark and finding cold sheets. Three months of loving someone from a thousand miles away.

Now Nate was twenty minutes away. Close enough to touch.

Ethan realized he was smiling for the first time all day. A real smile, the kind that started somewhere behind his sternum and worked its way outward. The kind he couldn't perform.

"Cole." Coach Williams stood in the doorway, his expression unreadable. The fluorescent lights caught the silver in his close-cropped hair. "Got a minute?"

The smile faded. "Sure, Coach."

Williams was sixty-two, with a face like cracked leather and eyes that had seen every permutation of baseball drama. He'd managed three championship teams, survived two ownership changes, and once benched a Hall of Famer for showing up hungover to a playoff game. He moved with the careful deliberation of a man who'd learned that every word from a manager's mouth got amplified, repeated, and misquoted.

He closed the door and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. The room felt smaller with two people in it. "How are you holding up?"

"Fine, Coach. Arm feels good. Slider's coming back."

"Not what I asked."

Ethan exhaled. Williams had always been able to see through his defenses. "I'm managing."

"The circus out there," Williams gestured toward the media area, "is going to get worse before it gets better. You know that."

"Yes, sir."

"And when Reyes shows up tomorrow? When you two are in the same zip code? The attention will triple. At least. I've got requests from outlets I've never heard of. Some fashion magazine wants to photograph you two in matching uniforms. A cable news host wants to put you on a panel about 'love in the modern era.' Everyone wants the shot of you two together."

"I know." Ethan's fingernails pressed into his palms. Half-moons of pressure he'd feel later.

Williams studied him. "Your father called me."

Ethan's body went rigid. Every muscle locking at once, a full-body flinch that he couldn't mask fast enough. "When?"

"Last week. Wanted to know if there was any way to... manage the situation. His words."

Manage the situation. His entire life reduced to a situation to be managed. Twenty-five years of being James Cole's son, distilled into a problem requiring containment.

"What did you tell him?"

"That my players' personal lives are their own business. That his son is a hell of a pitcher. And that if he wanted to talk to you, he should pick up the phone himself instead of going through back channels."

Something loosened in Ethan's chest. A knot he didn't know he was carrying. "Thank you."

"I don't give a damn who you love, Cole. I care about wins. You give me wins, I give you the ball every fifth day. That's the only relationship that matters in this building. We clear?"

"Crystal."

Williams nodded and reached for the door. "Good. Now get some rest. You look like hell."

The door closed, and Ethan was alone again with the frozen frame on the monitor. His own hand gripping a baseball, mid-release, suspended between intention and execution. The image was clinical in its detail: the splay of his fingers across the seams, the torque in his wrist, the blur of motion that would become a 96-mph fastball in the next frame. Everything about the image was control. Precision. Purpose.

His father had called.

Not to Ethan. Never to Ethan. To his coach. To find out if there was a way to "manage the situation." As if Ethan's entire identity was a PR crisis to be contained. As if love was something shameful that required damage control.

For three months, he'd been waiting for something from Connecticut. A text, even an angry one. A voicemail, even a disappointed one. Some acknowledgment that the man who'd taught him to throw a curveball in their backyard still existed somewhere beneath the disappointment and shame. Some sign that twenty-five years of being James Cole's son meant something.

Now he had his answer. James Cole wasn't ignoring his son.

He was trying to make him disappear.

Ethan pressed his palms against his eyes until he saw stars, refusing to let the tears fall. He had dinner with Nate in five hours. He would not show up with red eyes and a broken heart. He breathed in through his nose, counted to four, exhaled through his mouth. The trick his sports psychologist had taught him during his rookie year. It worked for ninth-inning pressure. It barely touched this.

Put it in a box, he told himself. Deal with it later. Right now, focus on Nate.

Later never arrived. The boxes were piling up.



The Italian restaurant on 5th was called Lucia's. Small place with checkered tablecloths and candles that dripped wax onto wine bottles, forming colorful stalactites. The walls were covered in faded photographs of someone's Italian relatives, and the smell of garlic and basil hit you the moment you walked through the door. The lighting was amber and low, and the ceiling fan wobbled on every third rotation with a soft clicking sound that had become part of the restaurant's personality.

Ethan had discovered it during his first spring training, when he'd wandered Scottsdale alone and desperate for something that felt like home. The anonymity of those early days felt like another lifetime now. He'd been twenty-two, terrified and closeted and so lonely that eating alone at a restaurant counter had felt like luxury, because at least no one was watching.

He'd never brought Nate here. Some part of him had always kept it separate—a refuge from the relationship that consumed every other corner of his life. A place that was just his, untouched by the beautiful chaos of loving Nathaniel Reyes.

Tonight, that felt like a mistake. Tonight, sharing this place felt like the most important thing in the world.

Nate was already seated when Ethan arrived, his back to the door, dark hair curling at his collar. The candlelight caught the breadth of his shoulders. He was wearing the blue button-down Ethan had bought him for his birthday. The fabric pulled slightly across his back where the off-season training had thickened the muscle. His fingers were wrapped around a water glass, tapping a rhythm on the surface that Ethan recognized as a nervous habit.

Ethan's heart caught.

Three months, he thought. Three months of missing this, and here he is.

"Hey." The word came out rougher than Ethan intended, scraped raw by a day of performing composure he didn't feel.

Nate stood up so fast his knee hit the table. The candle wobbled but didn't fall. A red flush crept up his neck. "Hey yourself."

For a moment, they just looked at each other. Three months of absence collapsed into a single breath. The restaurant was nearly empty, just an elderly couple in the corner sharing a bottle of Chianti, the woman gesturing with her fork while the man listened with the practiced patience of decades.

Nate looked good. More than good. The off-season had added muscle to his frame, visible through the dress shirt. His jaw was sharper, his eyes brighter, his presence radiating the confidence of a man who'd spent the winter being celebrated. But there were shadows under his eyes that the candlelight couldn't hide, and a tightness around his mouth that told Ethan the distance had cost him too.

"Can I..." Nate started, then laughed softly. "God, I want to kiss you right now."

"Then do it."

The words surprised them both. But Ethan was tired. Tired of hiding, tired of calculating, tired of wondering who might be watching. They'd already lost their anonymity. The whole world already knew.

Nate crossed the space between them in two steps. His hands found Ethan's face, warm palms against cold cheeks, and then they were kissing, soft and searching.

Nate tasted like coffee and anticipation. His lips were chapped from the airplane air, and the stubble on his jaw scraped against Ethan's skin with a friction that was both rough and welcome. This close, Ethan could smell his cologne and beneath it, the scent that was just Nate. Laundry detergent and sweat and something warm, like cinnamon, that Ethan had never been able to identify but would recognize in the dark, in a crowd, anywhere.

The elderly woman in the corner said something to her husband in Italian. Her tone was approving. The waiter continued polishing glasses.

When they pulled apart, Nate's eyes were bright. "I really missed you."

"I know." Ethan touched his forehead to Nate's, breathing him in. The tip of Nate's nose was cold from the air-conditioned rental car. "I know."

They stood like that for a moment, existing in each other's space, before the waiter cleared his throat and they remembered they were in public.

Public, Ethan thought, sliding into the booth across from Nate. The vinyl seat was cracked and cool against his legs. Everything is public now.



They ordered too much food and ate too little of it. The pasta arrived steaming, Ethan's cacio e pepe, Nate's pappardelle with wild boar ragu. The pepper in the cacio e pepe was aggressive, freshly cracked, enough to make Ethan's eyes water on the first bite. He chased it with a sip of Barolo and the tannins caught in his throat, dry and warm. Nate's ragu was rich and dark and smelled like someone's grandmother had been tending it all day, the kind of slow-cooked depth that couldn't be rushed or faked. But they were both too busy talking, too busy looking, to focus on eating. The waiter came twice to ask if everything was satisfactory, and both times they startled, as though they'd forgotten anyone else existed in the room.

The conversation wandered through safe territory at first: workout routines and the hell of January conditioning, new teammates and the rookies who kept getting younger every year. Nate told a story about a nineteen-year-old Steelheads prospect who'd tried to impress the veterans by hitting off a tee shirtless in twenty-degree weather and had to be treated for mild hypothermia. Ethan countered with the Titans' new reliever who'd shown up to his first bullpen session with his jersey on backwards.

Nate's hands moved constantly as he talked. His fingers traced patterns on the tablecloth, gestured at the air, found reasons to touch Ethan's hand every few minutes as if confirming he was real. Each contact sent a small current through Ethan's skin. After three months of absence, even the brush of a thumb against his knuckles felt electric, almost painful in its intensity.

But eventually, Nate set down his fork. The metal clinked against the ceramic plate. The restaurant had grown quieter. The elderly couple had left.

"How bad was it today?"

"Forty-seven reporters. Triple the normal count." Ethan sipped his wine. A Barolo, dark and tannic, staining his lips. "I felt like a zoo exhibit."

"Sounds about right. We had sixty-three waiting when we landed. Someone started a rumor that we were both on the same flight."

"Were you?"

Nate shook his head. "Different airlines. But try telling that to the guy who cornered me at baggage claim asking how I felt about 'competing with my lover.'"

Lover. The word hung in the air, both intimate and clinical. Ethan winced. "The framing is always the worst part. Like we're some kind of gladiator show for their entertainment."

"We kind of are." Nate's voice was matter-of-fact, not bitter. One of the things Ethan loved about him. His ability to see reality without being destroyed by it. "Two MLB players on rival teams, publicly in love? That's ratings gold. We're going to be the story whether we like it or not."

"I know. I just..." Ethan pushed pasta around his plate. The cacio e pepe was congealing, the sauce thickening as it cooled. "I thought it would feel different. We're out now. Officially. I thought that would make things easier."

"Did you really?"

"No," Ethan admitted. "I guess I hoped."

Nate reached across the table and took his hand. Callused fingers against callused fingers, two careers of hard work written in their skin. Nate's grip was warm and certain. The grip of a man who held things and didn't let go.

"What did your dad say?" Nate asked.

"Nothing."

"Nothing as in..."

"Nothing as in literal silence. No calls. No texts. Three months of nothing." Ethan paused. The candle between them guttered, the flame leaning in a draft from the kitchen. "Except he called my coach. Asked if there was a way to 'manage the situation.'"

Nate's grip tightened. "Jesús."

"Yeah."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. You didn't do anything."

"I could have..." Nate trailed off. "I don't know. Something."

"There's nothing to do. He made his choice. He chose his reputation over his son."

The words were true. Ethan even believed them, mostly. But the ache in his chest wasn't interested in logic. It wanted his father to call. Not his coach, not some PR intermediary, but him. It wanted James Cole to say three words that the man had never once spoken: I love you.

"No, but..." Nate looked down at their joined hands, his thumb tracing slow circles against Ethan's wrist, finding the pulse point and pressing gently. "I know what you wanted from him. What you needed."

What I wanted. A father who saw him. Really saw him, not the carefully curated version he'd been performing since childhood. A father who loved the person he actually was, not the projection of Cole family expectations.

"Rosa wants you to come to Christmas next year," Nate said. "She's already planning the menu. Apparently she's convinced you're too skinny."

"I'm not too skinny."

"I told her that. She said, 'Mijo, I've seen his pictures, and that boy needs pernil.'" Nate's imitation of his mother was terrible and perfect, his voice pitching higher and taking on a cadence that was pure Rosa. "Fair warning: she's going to try to feed you constantly."

"Is that a threat or a promise?"

"Both. Definitely both."

Ethan smiled despite everything. The thought of Rosa's warmth, her relentless affection, the chaotic love of Nate's family—it felt like a lifeline thrown across a dark ocean. The Reyes family wasn't a replacement for the Coles. Nothing could replace what you'd lost. But they were proof that love could exist without conditions, without performance reviews, without shame.

"Tell her I'll be there," he said.

Nate's smile was brilliant. The kind that crinkled the corners of his eyes and showed the slight overlap of his front teeth. "Yeah?"

"Yeah." Ethan squeezed his hand. "I'd like that."

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment. The restaurant's background music, some Italian crooner from the fifties, filled the space between them with something gentle.

"Hey," Nate said.

"Hey what?"

"I love you. In case you forgot."

The words settled into him like heat into cold muscle. "I love you too."

"Never." Nate brought their joined hands to his lips, pressing a kiss to Ethan's knuckles. His stubble scratched against Ethan's skin. "Not for a single day."

Outside, the Arizona evening had faded into purple dusk. The streetlights hummed through the restaurant's front window.



They walked back to Ethan's apartment, shoulders brushing with every other step. The streets were quiet, most restaurants closed, most winter residents in bed. The air had cooled into the low sixties, carrying the dry mineral scent of desert night. Their footsteps echoed off the stucco walls of closed storefronts. A coyote called somewhere in the distance, the sound thin and wild, and Nate's shoulder pressed against his in a way that felt deliberate.

"This is going to be hard," Nate said as they reached Ethan's door. The porch light threw sharp shadows across his face. "This season. The playoffs. Everything."

"I know."

"We're going to have to compete against each other. Really compete. No holding back."

"Good." Nate turned to face him. "Because I won't. When we're on that field, you're the enemy. That's how it has to be."

"And off the field?"

Nate's hand found Ethan's hip, fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt. "Off the field, you're the person I wake up thinking about and fall asleep dreaming of."

"Two versions of us," Ethan said.

"Two versions. Think we can manage it?"

Ethan thought about the reporters and the cameras and the questions. He thought about his father's silence and his coach's gruff acceptance. He thought about the playoffs looming on the horizon, months away but already casting their shadow.

"I guess we'll find out."

Nate kissed him then, slower this time, deeper. One hand still on Ethan's hip, the other finding the back of his neck, pulling him close. The kiss tasted like wine and promise. When they pulled apart, the stars were bright above the desert, the kind of sharp, clean light you only got in places where the air held no moisture.

"Stay tonight?" Ethan asked. His voice was barely above a whisper.

"I was hoping you'd ask."



Later, tangled in sheets that smelled like dryer sheets and Nate's cologne, Ethan stared at the ceiling while Nate's breathing evened into sleep beside him. The ceiling fan turned in slow, lazy circles, its chain tapping the housing with a faint metallic tick on every revolution.

This is going to be the longest season of my life.

The thought wasn't fear. It was recognition. The moment before a storm when the air goes still and every instinct screams that something massive is coming. The barometric pressure drop that animals felt in their bones.

Year three. Their first full year as an out couple. Championships to chase and rivals to face and a father who'd rather his son didn't exist.

Nate shifted in his sleep, one arm finding Ethan's waist with the unerring accuracy of muscle memory. Even asleep, they gravitated toward each other. Two bodies that had learned to share space, to breathe in tandem. Nate's arm was heavy and warm, his breath damp against the back of Ethan's neck.

Love was supposed to be the easy part, Ethan thought. Everything else was supposed to be hard.

Outside, the desert wind picked up, rattling the blinds in their tracks. Tomorrow would bring more cameras, more questions, more of the spotlight that had become their new normal. Tomorrow would bring the reality of being public figures in a sport that had never known what to do with people like them.

But tonight, Nate was warm beside him and the world was quiet.

It would have to be enough.

He closed his eyes and waited for sleep that wouldn't come.
Chapter 2: The Circus

Nate woke to the sound of his phone vibrating across the nightstand like an angry hornet.

The morning light slipped through the gap in the blackout curtains. That particular Arizona gold that always made him think of home, of Phoenix summers spent playing ball in his grandmother's backyard, the dirt packed hard as concrete beneath his sneakers. For one sleep-heavy moment, he existed in a world where his only concern was the warmth pressed against his back, the steady rhythm of Ethan's breathing against his shoulder blade, the sheets twisted around their legs in a way that meant one of them had been restless in the night.

Then the phone buzzed again. And again. And again.

He reached for it without opening his eyes, muscle memory guiding his thumb to the silence button. The nightstand was cool against his wrist. Whoever it was could wait five more minutes.

Except the vibrating didn't stop. Two calls. Three. Then the text notifications started rolling in, one on top of the next, the phone shuddering with the accumulated weight of them.

"Your phone," Ethan mumbled into his pillow. "S'annoying."

"I know." Nate opened his eyes, his stomach tightening with premonition. This many notifications this early never meant anything good. The LED screen cast a harsh blue rectangle on the ceiling. "Let me check."

He sat up, the sheet pooling at his waist. The air conditioning hummed its constant monotone, and the cool air prickled across his bare shoulders. Twenty-three missed calls. One hundred forty-seven text messages. His agent Rebecca. His publicist Mariana. Derek. His mother. His abuela. Teammates he hadn't talked to in months.

No. No no no no no.

"Nate?" Ethan rolled over, concern cutting through his sleep-haze. His eyes sharpened with alarm, going from unfocused to razor-alert in a single breath. "What's wrong?"

Nate opened Twitter without answering. His thumb trembled as the app loaded. The spinning wheel hung for two seconds that felt like twenty.

The trending topics loaded.

#PowerCouple at number one.
#BaseballsFirstCoupleRomance at number three.
#EthanAndNate at number seven.

Below the trends, the images loaded. His stomach dropped, a physical plunge like missing a step on a staircase.

Someone had photographed them through Lucia's window last night. The restaurant Ethan had promised was private, the table in the back corner, the low lighting that was supposed to be safe. The photos were crisp and clear. Two men in silhouette, lips pressed together. The candlelight made it look almost staged. Perfect for viral consumption.

The caption on the most shared post: Spotted: MLB stars Ethan Cole and Nate Reyes share passionate kiss at Arizona restaurant. Love is love! #PowerCouple

Thirty-seven thousand retweets. Two hundred thousand likes. Counting.

"What is it?" Ethan was sitting up now, his voice sharp with fear. The morning light caught the tension in his jaw, the tendons standing rigid in his neck. "Nate, you're scaring me."

Wordlessly, Nate handed him the phone.

He watched Ethan's face cycle through recognition, shock, and a cold resignation that made something twist in Nate's chest. The muscles around his eyes tightened first, then his mouth flattened into a line, then his whole face went still in a way that was worse than any expression. They'd been through this before, the original Denver photos. But this was supposed to be different. They were out now. Public.

Everything, Nate thought bitterly. They need everything we have.

"We were careful," Ethan said, almost to himself. His finger scrolled through the images, the screen casting shifting light across his face. "We picked somewhere private."

"Nowhere's private anymore." Nate took the phone back and started scrolling through the damage assessment. Identify the scope. Assess the sentiment. Prepare the response. The protocol was automatic now, drilled into him by months of experience. "Not for us."



By 9 AM, Nate had spoken to three different publicists, his agent twice, and one very confused MLB media relations coordinator who couldn't decide whether to offer congratulations or condolences.

The story had grown overnight like something organic, something alive and hungry. What started as a fan photo had become a national news story, spreading across every platform with relentless efficiency. Morning shows were leading with it. Sports networks were dedicating hours of coverage. Even mainstream news outlets had picked up the thread, squeezing it between segments on trade policy and weather forecasts as if two men kissing in a restaurant was equivalent to those things.

Nate stood at the window of Ethan's rental apartment, phone pressed to his ear, watching the parking lot three stories below for any sign of cameras. The morning sun was brutal, bouncing off windshields in white flares that made him squint. His stomach churned with three cups of coffee and no food, the acid climbing the back of his throat.

"They're calling it the kiss seen around the world," his publicist Mariana said. Her voice was professionally neutral, the tone of someone trained to deliver information without coloring it. "The good news is the response is mostly positive. Ninety-four percent of tweets using the primary hashtag are supportive."

Ninety-four percent. That meant six percent weren't. Six percent of millions was still a lot of people. A lot of anger directed at two men who'd done nothing but eat pasta and kiss in what they'd thought was private.

"And the other six percent?"

A pause. The sound of papers shifting on her desk. "We're monitoring."

Nate pinched the bridge of his nose hard enough to feel the cartilage shift. "Monitoring" was publicist code for "documenting the death threats." They'd had to create a protocol for it after Denver: a team of three people cataloging the worst messages, blocking and reporting accounts that crossed legal lines, forwarding the ones that felt genuine to local law enforcement. He'd seen some of the worst ones early on, before Mariana had cut off his access. The specificity had been the most disturbing part. People who knew his home address, his mother's neighborhood, the route he drove to the stadium.

"What do I need to do?"

"Nothing today. Lay low. No social media. Let the news cycle run its course." Mariana's voice softened, shedding its professional armor. "This isn't the Denver photos, Nate. You're already out. This is just confirmation of what everyone knew."

"It doesn't feel like confirmation. It feels like invasion."

"I know. But from a PR perspective, it's positive. Two people in love, not hiding."

"I have a team meeting at noon. Can't skip that."

"Fine. Just no interviews. No statements. Nothing quotable. If anyone asks, you're focused on the upcoming season. Period."

"Got it."

He hung up and pressed his forehead against the glass. The window was warm from the sun, almost hot, and the contact steadied him. Below, a landscaping truck pulled into the parking lot, two men in work shirts climbing out with leaf blowers. Normal life, happening twenty feet away, completely unaffected by the fact that his face was trending on every platform in existence.

He found Ethan standing in the kitchen, staring at his own phone with both hands braced against the counter. He was still in his sleep shirt, hair disheveled, and something about the slope of his shoulders—the way they curved inward, protective, defeated—made Nate's protective instincts flare hot in his chest.

"What?" Nate asked.

Ethan looked up. His eyes were red-rimmed, the capillaries webbed and visible in the harsh kitchen light. "My father's assistant called."

The words landed like a physical blow.

"His assistant," Nate repeated. He heard the flatness in his own voice, the careful containment of rage.

"Not him. His assistant." Ethan's laugh was hollow, a sound with no air behind it. "Apparently the photos are 'complicating negotiations' for some sponsorship deal he's been working on. He wanted me to know that my 'choices' are affecting the family business."

Heat rising in his chest, fast and bright, the kind of anger Nate had learned to channel into a swing but couldn't channel into words. "He's a baseball team owner, not a—"

"I know what he is." Ethan set his phone down on the granite counter with a click that sounded final. "I know exactly what he is."

Nate crossed the kitchen in three strides and pulled Ethan into his arms. For a moment, Ethan resisted, his body rigid, every muscle locked against the comfort being offered. Then he softened, his forehead dropping to Nate's shoulder, his breath warm and unsteady against Nate's collarbone.

"I hate this," Ethan said against Nate's neck.

"I know."

"Not us. The cameras. The commentary. The way everyone has an opinion about something that should just be ours."

Nate pressed his lips to Ethan's temple. "It'll die down. Stories always die down."

"Will it? Or is this just our life now?" Ethan pulled back, meeting his eyes. "Every kiss photographed. Every date analyzed. Every moment of happiness turned into content."

The question hung between them.

Yes, Nate thought. This is our life now. This is the price.



The Steelheads' spring training facility was a twenty-three minute drive from Ethan's apartment. Nate timed it out of habit, the way he timed everything—routes, at-bats, the seconds between pitches. His brain processed the world in intervals.

The Arizona heat hit him when he stepped out of the car, dry and punishing, instant and total. Like opening an oven door with his whole body. The parking lot asphalt was soft under his cleats, giving slightly with each step, and the tar between the cracks had gone liquid in the sun. In the distance, the green expanse of practice fields blazed against the brown desert like an act of defiance, the white bulk of the stadium rising behind them in a heat-warped haze.

Normal, he told himself. You're here to play baseball. That's all you're here to do.

The clubhouse was chaos when he walked in. Not bad chaos. Just the energy of thirty professional athletes confined to a space designed for twenty, all of them running on adrenaline and bad coffee and the particular nervous energy of men whose livelihoods depended on the next six months. Someone had a speaker blasting reggaeton at a volume that would have gotten them evicted from any residential neighborhood, the bass rattling the metal shelving beside the equipment bay. Three guys were arguing about fantasy football trades that wouldn't matter for seven months, their voices rising over each other with the practiced competitiveness of men who argued for sport. In the corner, the equipment manager was wrestling with a
























































































































EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover]
 

EPUB/cover.png





