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  Chapter One

  
  




Chalk dust and dried clay coated the chain-link backstop at Terry Park. Heat radiated off the exposed aluminum bleachers in shimmering, distorted waves. The afternoon sun baked the Fort Myers humidity into a suffocating paste, trapping the scent of stale beer and cut grass under a heavy atmospheric lid.

Deacon sat in the third row behind home plate. He nursed a paper cup of tepid black coffee. Condensation slicked the cardboard exterior, offering zero comfort against the ninety-degree ambient temperature. The bitter liquid tasted like burnt copper and regret. He stretched his right leg across the metal bench in front of him. Ty Cobb’s ghost woke up cranky today. Deep, aching fire pulsed through the fused bones and thick scar tissue of his ankle.

A dozen other talent evaluators occupied the grandstands. They represented a billion dollars of corporate equity, but they looked like a collection of sunburned, exhausted traveling salesmen. Clipboards rested on laps. Radar guns pointed toward the pitcher’s mound. The air hung thick with unsaid calculations and the quiet scratch of ballpoint pens on scouting forms.

Miller, a regional cross-checker for the Detroit organization, sat two seats down. The man wiped a gray, sweat-stained towel across the back of his neck.

“Tell me again why we sit in a blast furnace to watch a sure thing,” Miller said. His voice carried the rough texture of crushed gravel.

“Front offices love redundant confirmation,” Deacon said. He set the coffee cup on the rusted floorboard. “Fletcher wants an updated report on the bat path. He pays for the rental car, so I watch the bat path.”

“The kid hits everything,” Miller countered. “We know it. You know it. A blind man with a cane knows it. Bobby Reyes goes in the first round. He buys his mother a mansion in July.”

“Things change,” Deacon said.

“Nothing changes a hundred-and-ten-mile-an-hour exit velocity.” Miller pointed a thick finger toward the home dugout. “The kid is a freak of nature.”

Bobby Reyes stood in the on-deck circle.

Eighteen years old. A center fielder built like a middleweight boxer. Lean, coiled muscle wrapped around a six-foot-two frame. Pine tar stained the handle of his composite bat. He swung the heavy barrel in a loose, terrifying arc. The mechanics looked flawless from a distance. The hips fired in perfect synchronization with the shoulders. The kinetic chain transferred maximum violent energy through the wrists.

He projected the aura of a franchise cornerstone. A generation-defining talent hidden in the Florida swamps, waiting for the corporate machine to hand over a multi-million-dollar signing bonus.

A high school showcase tournament brought the scouts to this crumbling stadium. The local district assembled a patchwork roster of junior college transfers and high school seniors to face the elite travel teams. It offered a mismatch of epic proportions.

The stadium public address system crackled. A bored teenager announced the next batter.

Reyes walked toward home plate. He did not strut. He kept his head down, staring at the chalk lines. His cleats crunched against the dry earth of the batter’s box. He dug his back foot into the dirt, establishing a deep, aggressive foundation.

A mediocre junior college transfer stood on the pitching mound. The pitcher wore a baggy polyester uniform and a panicked expression. Sweat plastered dark hair to his forehead. He had an eighty-two-mile-per-hour fastball and a looping, ineffective curve. A lamb led to the slaughter.

The umpire pointed a thick finger at the pitcher. Play ball.

Deacon leaned forward. He ignored the throbbing in his ankle. He ignored the suffocating heat. He narrowed his focus to the geometric space between the pitcher’s release point and the batter’s hips.

The pitcher started a frantic, disjointed windup. He threw all upper body, dragging his back leg across the mound. The baseball left his hand in a desperate, aiming motion.

Pitch one. A flat curveball in the dirt.

Reyes did not flinch. He tracked the spin out of the hand and let the ball bury itself in the catcher’s mitt. The umpire called a ball.

“Kid has eyes like a hawk,” Miller muttered, scribbling a note on his clipboard. “Recognized the rotation out of the sleeve.”

“He saw it,” Deacon agreed.

The catcher tossed the baseball back to the mound. The pitcher wiped his face with the back of his glove. He shook off two signs. He nodded at the third.

The pitcher went into the windup.

Pitch two. A fastball aimed at the outside corner, missing inside by four inches. The pitch cruised toward the letters on Reyes’s jersey.

Reyes triggered his swing.

The initial movement showcased the elite, explosive bat speed. The front foot planted. The hips opened with terrifying rotational force. But the kinetic chain broke down in the final microsecond.

Deacon watched the anomaly unfold.

Reyes dropped his hands. He made a deliberate, conscious choice to lower the knob of the bat three inches before the barrel crossed the plate. The slight deviation destroyed the launch angle. The violent uppercut caught nothing but humid Florida air. The bat whiffed over the baseball, spinning Reyes off balance.

Strike one.

Miller scoffed. “Ugly. He guessed changeup. Pulled his weight forward.”

“Elite hitters do not guess on eighty-two,” Deacon said.

“Everyone gets fooled once in a while, Deac.”

Deacon kept his mouth shut. He read the mechanics. He read the physics of the human body. Reyes did not get fooled. The kid sabotaged the swing. The dropped hands required active effort to overcome the natural muscle memory. It looked engineered to fail.

Reyes stepped out of the box. He adjusted his batting gloves, tearing at the Velcro straps with frantic, jerky motions. He refused to look toward the scouts sitting behind the chain-link fence. He stared out at the center-field wall, his chest heaving under the moisture-wicking fabric of his jersey.

The kid returned to the chalk outline. He raised the bat, resting the barrel on his right shoulder.

The pitcher received the sign. He gained a fraction of false confidence from the swinging strike. He wound up and delivered the payoff pitch.

Pitch three. A fastball right down the pipe.

The baseball floated toward home plate at eighty-two miles per hour. A batting practice meatball. A pitch designed to end up in the parking lot beyond the left-field bleachers.

Reyes froze.

The bat stayed glued to his shoulder. His hips remained locked. He watched the red seams spin across the absolute heart of the plate. He did not initiate a single twitch of offensive movement.

The baseball popped into the catcher’s leather webbing.

“Strike three!” the umpire bellowed, punching the humid air with a dramatic fist.

A collective groan echoed across the scouting section. Men clicked their pens and shook their heads. The generational talent just struck out looking against a community college arm throwing batting practice velocity.

“Well,” Miller said, tossing his clipboard onto the aluminum bench. “That costs him about a hundred grand in leverage. Horrible pitch recognition.”

Deacon ignored the rival scout. He watched Reyes.

The kid turned away from the plate. He walked back to the concrete dugout. He did not slam his bat against the rack. He did not curse the umpire. He did not kick a batting helmet across the floor.

Deacon read the body language. He evaluated the hidden tells of athletes dealing with failure. A proud, elite hitter striking out on a bad pitch radiated fury. Anger flushed the skin and tightened the jaw.

Reyes radiated none of that.

The kid’s shoulders hitched with a rigid, unnatural tension. He sat down on the far end of the wooden dugout bench, isolating himself from his teammates. He buried his face in a damp towel. His hands shook.

Fear rolled off the eighteen-year-old in visible, heavy waves.

Reyes looked terrified, not overmatched. The strikeout brought him zero frustration, only a grim, crushing relief. The kid executed a specific task. He went to the plate with a mandate to fail.

Deacon rubbed his scarred jawline. He stared at the desolate figure sitting in the dugout shadows.

The corporate machine evaluated radar numbers and exit velocities. Chicago wanted a spreadsheet filled with positive metrics. Fletcher hated anomalies. But Deacon lived in the anomalies. The shoe-leather detective work started the moment the math stopped making sense.

A kid with a million-dollar future does not tank his own draft stock for fun. A kid that talented does not drop his hands on a fastball without a loaded gun pointed at his career.

Someone applied pressure. Someone squeezed the kid.

Deacon reached down and picked up his tepid coffee. He took a sip, letting the bitter taste coat his mouth. He needed a closer look at the Reyes family. He needed to find the source of the fear. He packed his notebook into his canvas duffel bag, leaving the rest of the scouts to debate the failed at-bat.

The game on the field meant nothing. The real game played out in the shadows, and Bobby Reyes was losing badly.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




Industrial carpet cleaner masked the ghost of a thousand stale cigarettes inside room 114. The chemical lemon scent burned the back of Deacon’s throat. An ancient air conditioning unit sat wedged into the cinderblock wall beneath a single, grime-streaked window. The metal housing rattled a relentless, chaotic rhythm, vibrating the cheap drywall. It fought a losing battle against the Florida heat, spitting a meager stream of lukewarm, ozone-scented air into the cramped space.

Deacon sat on the edge of the sagging mattress. Rusty springs groaned in protest under his weight. He untied the laces of his right leather boot. He braced his jaw and pulled the heavy footwear free. Ty Cobb’s ghost demanded a steep payment for the afternoon spent on the aluminum bleachers at Terry Park. Deep, branching lines of fire radiated from the fused bones of his ankle. He grabbed a plastic ice machine bag from the faux-wood nightstand. Freezing condensation soaked through his khaki pant leg as he pressed the bag against the inflamed scar tissue.

The dull ache provided a familiar anchor. He closed his eyes, letting the cold seep into the joint.

A silver laptop sat open on a small laminate desk across the room. The harsh blue light of the screen cast long, distorted shadows over the peeling floral wallpaper. The Chicago front office scouting portal filled the monitor. Bobby Reyes’s profile stared back at him.

Rows of pristine metrics populated the digital file. Elite exit velocities. Plus-plus sprint speeds. Terrifying rotational acceleration. The algorithms painted a picture of a perfect machine, built to anchor a major league outfield for a decade. Yet, a glaring anomaly tainted the bottom of the page. The final entry from the afternoon showcase sat highlighted in yellow.

One strikeout looking. Eighty-two miles per hour. Pitch location: middle-middle.

A harsh vibration shattered the white noise of the rattling air conditioner.

Deacon’s cell phone danced across the laminate desk, threatening to vibrate right over the edge. The digital screen glared in the dim room. The caller ID flashed a Chicago area code. The corporate machine never slept, and it had zero respect for time zones or exhaustion.

He left the ice pack on his leg. He limped the two steps to the desk, favoring the bad ankle, and snatched the phone from the surface. He swiped the green icon and pressed the cold metal to his ear.

“Drop him,” Fletcher said.

The front office executive bypassed any semblance of a greeting. Background noise filtered through the connection, carrying the hum of central air and the clatter of keyboards from the analytics bullpen on the forty-second floor of a Chicago skyscraper.

“Good evening to you too, Fletch,” Deacon said. “I love a warm hello.”

“I just reviewed the raw feed from the Terry Park showcase,” Fletcher continued. His voice carried the abrasive texture of grinding gears. “The kid struck out looking on a batting practice fastball. He froze. A junior college transfer embarrassed him in front of every
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