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​Chapter 1 - The Last Good Knee
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At 4:47 in the morning, Jonah Reyes sat on the closed lid of a hotel toilet and pulled a strip of white athletic tape tight enough to make his fingers blanch.

The tape came off the roll with a dry fabric hiss.

Around the kneecap. Beneath it. Crosswise over the tendon that had started burning sometime in August and never entirely stopped.

He tore the strip with his teeth.

The bathroom light was too bright for the hour, flattening everything it touched: the gray threaded through his close-cropped hair, the half-moon scar beneath his right kneecap, the purple-yellow bloom on his thigh from a foul tip six months old in memory and three days old in fact. He had caught a bullpen before leaving for Arizona because sitting through the winter without gear on made him mean.

His left knee bent when he asked it to.

The right negotiated.

Jonah pressed his thumb into the swollen place along the inside joint. Pain arrived clean and immediate, a bright little warning. He held the pressure there until the pain dulled into something familiar.

Then he wrapped another strip.

One hundred sixty-two games.

He had done the math in December, standing alone in his kitchen while coffee burned in the pot. One hundred sixty-two regular-season games, plus six weeks of spring training, plus whatever October demanded if they were lucky or stubborn enough to get there. He would not catch all of them. Nobody his age caught all of them. But the season still existed as one long distance he had to cross before he could stop.

Before the team stopped for him.

He smoothed the tape with both palms, sealing it to the hair on his leg.

The trainer would have done a better job. The trainer would have used pre-wrap and asked him to rate the pain from one to ten, as if pain ever arrived with the courtesy of a number. The trainer might have suggested imaging. Rest. A modified workload.

Jonah preferred tape.

Tape did not ask follow-up questions.

He stood, waited for the right knee to accept his weight, and watched himself do it in the mirror.

Six foot two. Thick through the shoulders. A body built over years into a piece of equipment: thighs for squatting, forearms for absorbing impact, fingers widened at the joints from foul balls and bad catches and pitchers who missed their spots by two feet at ninety-eight miles per hour. He had spent fourteen seasons learning which parts of himself could be bruised without consequence.

Most of them, as it turned out.

On the counter, his phone lit with a message.

DANNY OCHOA: Breakfast in twenty. Try not to die before camp opens. Paperwork nightmare.

Jonah typed back with one thumb.

JONAH: No promises.

Three dots appeared immediately.

DANNY OCHOA: Inspiring veteran leadership.

Jonah set the phone facedown.

Outside, the Arizona sky was still black. The hotel air conditioner rattled beneath the window, fighting a heat that had not yet arrived. His gear bag waited beside the door, packed the night before in the order he had used since his rookie year: shin guards along the bottom, chest protector folded over them, mitt wrapped in an old T-shirt, mask on top.

He checked the zipper twice.

Then he looked at the empty second bed.

The team booked double rooms only for minor leaguers now, but Jonah still chose rooms with two beds when the option appeared. He told himself it gave him somewhere to throw clothes. He did not throw clothes there.

He placed his duffel on the untouched comforter and left.

By 5:36, the complex had begun to wake.

Maintenance carts whispered along the service roads. Sprinklers ticked across the practice fields, throwing silver fans beneath the floodlights. The air smelled of wet dirt, cut grass, and the faint mineral bite of desert dust. Somewhere beyond the clubhouse, a ball struck leather with a single hard pop.

Jonah’s shoulders loosened.

That sound had been the first language he ever understood.

Inside, the major-league clubhouse was cold enough to preserve meat. Rows of uniforms hung in open lockers, white and untouched, names stitched across the backs. A television above the center table showed a muted morning sports program. Two clubhouse attendants moved between laundry carts, speaking quietly in Spanish.

Jonah nodded to them, received two nods back, and found his locker.

REYES, 12.

Same number. Same place near the coaches’ room. Same narrow wooden space pretending a man could fit his whole life inside it.

His rookie-season photograph lay facedown beneath a stack of compression sleeves. He knew it was there without looking. Twenty-two years old, grinning so hard his eyes had nearly disappeared, one arm around his father’s shoulders.

He shut the drawer.

“You know normal people sleep when it’s dark.”

Danny Ochoa stood behind him holding two paper cups and wearing the expression of a man disappointed by something entirely predictable.

At fifty-two, Danny had gone soft through the middle without losing the loose, balanced posture of a pitcher. His team pullover was zipped halfway. A pair of reading glasses sat on top of his head, where he would spend the next hour looking for them.

Jonah took one of the cups.

Black coffee. No sugar.

“Normal people don’t have pitchers and catchers at seven.”

“Normal people also don’t tape their own knees in hotel bathrooms like they’re avoiding arrest.”

Jonah drank. The coffee was hot enough to strip skin from his tongue.

Danny’s eyes dropped briefly to the edge of tape visible beneath Jonah’s shorts.

“What’d Luis say?”

“Didn’t ask him.”

“Of course not.”

“It’s fine.”

Danny leaned against the neighboring locker. “Which one?”

“What?”

“Which knee is fine?”

Jonah looked at him over the cup.

Danny nodded slowly. “Right. Both dying. Good talk.”

Across the room, a clubhouse attendant opened a box of new baseballs. The smell of leather and wool drifted into the cold air.

Jonah took another drink.

“You called me normal,” he said. “That was your first mistake.”

“My first mistake was befriending a catcher. Everything after that has been an aftershock.”

Danny reached into Jonah’s locker, pulled out a knee brace, and tossed it at his chest.

Jonah caught it one-handed.

“Wear it.”

“No.”

“Excellent. Love when we collaborate.”

Jonah dropped the brace onto the bench.

Danny did not move.

That was the trouble with old friends. They learned the difference between silence and surrender.

Jonah began unpacking his gear. “You have bullpens posted?”

“Board outside my office.”

“Who’s throwing?”

“Half the forty-man. Couple non-roster guys. Flores at eight-fifteen, assuming he remembers which country he’s in.”

“He was in the Dominican.”

“He was in Miami. His luggage was in the Dominican.”

Jonah grunted.

Danny watched him set the mask on the top shelf.

“There’s another kid coming in.”

“There are always kids coming in.”

“This one’s different.”

“They’re always different.”

“Generational fastball.”

“They always have a generational fastball.”

“Slider made a Double-A hitter reconsider his relationship with God.”

Jonah turned. “You practice these?”

“In the mirror.”

Danny picked up his coffee, but the joke had already left his face.

Jonah knew that shift too. Pitch tipped. Runner moving. Something underneath the obvious play.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“Nothing’s wrong with him.”

“You used your sincere voice.”

“I have no sincere voice.”

“You do. It’s upsetting.”

Danny looked toward the open doorway of the coaches’ room. “Renata’s meeting with baseball ops at six.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“No.” Danny rubbed a thumb along the paper seam of his cup. “Kid had trouble in Triple-A last year. Before starts. During starts. Depends who’s telling it.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Breathing. Freezing. Couldn’t feel his fingers once. Walked six guys in an inning, then struck out the side the next week like he’d been created in a lab.”

Jonah fitted his mitt over his left hand. The pocket was still stiff from winter conditioning. He punched it once with his fist.

“Sports psych?”

“Working with one.”

“Good.”

“Organization wants consistency.”

“Organization wants a vending machine that throws a hundred.”

“That too.”

Voices sharpened in the hallway beyond the coaches’ office.

Danny glanced over his shoulder. “Speak of the highly compensated devils.”

The door stood partly open. Jonah had no interest in front-office conversations. Front-office conversations were where men in quarter-zips used words like value while discussing bodies they did not have to live inside.

He turned back to his locker.

Then someone inside the office said, “Generational stuff and a paper-thin nervous system.”

Jonah’s hand stopped on the laces of his mitt.

Another voice answered, too low to make out.

“He’s twenty-one,” Renata Souza said.

Her voice carried even when she did not raise it. Blunt. Level. The kind of voice that made a clubhouse go quiet because everyone trusted she would not waste the silence.

“He’s twenty-one,” she repeated, “and this is his first major-league camp. We are not deciding what he is before he parks his car.”

“We’re deciding how much support he requires.”

“No. You’re deciding how much inconvenience you tolerate.”

Danny’s mouth twitched against his coffee cup.

Jonah looked down at his mitt.

Twenty-one.

At twenty-one, Jonah had known how to call a game, frame a low strike, and identify disappointment from the sound of his father setting down a newspaper. He had not known how to cook anything except eggs. He had not known that he could say no to people he loved. He had believed pain was proof that work was happening.

Some beliefs aged better than others.

Inside the office, a chair scraped.

“We need someone experienced with him,” the first voice said. “Someone steady. He’s burned through three catchers in the minors.”

“Catchers aren’t disposable calming devices,” Renata said.

Jonah flexed his right knee.

Pain stirred beneath the tape.

He imagined a rookie on some minor-league mound, fingers numb around the seams, every face in the stadium waiting for him to fail in a way they could measure. He imagined three catchers walking back to the dugout angry because anger was easier to carry than another person’s fear.

He knew nothing about the kid.

He wanted to keep it that way.

That was the cleanest version of the season. Arrive early. Catch what they asked him to catch. Get through the games. Leave before anyone had to tell him there would not be another contract. No ceremonies. No farewell tour. No teammates hugging him beneath a scoreboard montage while cameras zoomed in to see whether he cried.

He could finish with dignity.

He could disappear before the game did it for him.

Danny was watching him now.

“Don’t,” Jonah said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face did.”

“My face is handsome and neutral.”

“Your face is meddling.”

The office door opened.

Renata stepped into the hallway with a tablet beneath one arm. She was compact, dark-haired, and already dressed in full uniform, though sunrise was still an hour away. Two men from baseball operations followed her, both wearing polished shoes unsuitable for infield dirt.

Renata saw Jonah and Danny.

Her gaze dropped to the mitt on Jonah’s hand, then lifted to his face.

“Reyes,” she said.

He could still say nothing.

He could drink his coffee, put on the brace he would pretend Danny had not handed him, and walk to the bullpen. He could let the organization assign the kid to somebody younger, somebody patient, somebody with enough future left to spend it cleaning up another man’s panic.

Instead, habit opened his mouth.

“I’ll catch him.”

The hallway went still.

One of the front-office men looked relieved so quickly Jonah disliked him on principle.

Renata did not look relieved. She studied Jonah with the same expression she used from the dugout when deciding whether a pitcher was lying about fatigue.

“You know who we’re discussing?”

“No.”

“Then why are you volunteering?”

Jonah glanced at the open coaches’ room, the tablet under her arm, the two men waiting for a solution they could enter into a spreadsheet.

Because the kid was twenty-one.

Because Jonah knew what it was to have one bad part of yourself discussed as if it contaminated the rest.

Because being needed was easier than going back to a hotel room with two beds.

He rolled the baseball sitting on his locker shelf beneath his palm.

“Pitchers throw,” he said. “I catch.”

Renata’s eyes stayed on him a beat longer.

“That simple?”

“No.”

Something shifted in her face. Not softness. Renata did not spend softness where people could mistake it for weakness.

Recognition, maybe.

“His name is Theo Marsh,” she said. “Left-hander. He reports tomorrow.”

Jonah nodded once.

“Read his file before then.”

“I’ll watch video.”

“I said file.”

“Video doesn’t lie.”

“Neither does a panic attack.”

The words landed without drama. That made them heavier.

Jonah went still.

Renata stepped closer, lowering her voice. “You volunteer for this, you do not get to treat him like a project when it becomes inconvenient. Understood?”

Behind her, one of the men shifted his weight.

Jonah looked at the tape visible above his sock, at the hand inside the mitt, at all the parts of him still capable of doing the job.

“Understood.”

Renata nodded. “Seven o’clock meeting tomorrow. My office.”

She walked away. The front-office men followed.

Danny waited until they disappeared around the corner.

Then he said, “Beautiful.”

Jonah pulled the knee brace over his taped joint and tightened the straps harder than necessary.

“Shut up.”

“No, genuinely. Inspiring. Heroic. Deeply stupid.”

“He needs a catcher.”

“He needs half a medical conference and possibly an exorcist, depending on which scout you ask.”

Jonah stood. The brace held his knee in place with firm, artificial certainty.

“Then it’s lucky I’m normal.”

Danny laughed once, low in his throat.

Jonah slung the gear bag over his shoulder and headed toward the bullpen. Outside, the darkness had begun to thin at the edges of the practice fields. Sprinklers clicked off one by one. Somewhere in the complex, another baseball struck another glove.

Pop.

Pause.

Pop.

The season had not started, and already Jonah had given part of it away.

He told himself that was what veterans were for.

He did not ask what would be left of him when there was nothing more to give.
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​Chapter 2 - The Poster on the Wall
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Theo Marsh had memorized the parking map.

That should have helped.

Instead, he missed the players’ entrance twice, circled the spring complex until the rental car’s navigation system began recalculating in a voice that sounded increasingly disappointed, and finally pulled into a spot marked VISITING EXECUTIVE because his hands had gone too slick to keep driving.

He killed the engine.

For six seconds, nothing happened.

Then the dashboard clock changed from 6:31 to 6:32, and Theo’s pulse jumped as if the minute itself had accused him of wasting time.

“Okay,” he said to the empty car. “Good. Great.”

His voice came out thin.

He wiped both palms on his shorts, immediately regretted it, and looked through the windshield at the practice complex.

Palm trees stood black against the paling Arizona sky. Floodlights washed the back fields in hard white. Groundskeepers moved beyond the fence in small, purposeful figures. Somewhere inside the building, people who belonged here were already drinking coffee and complaining about hamstrings and acting like walking into a major-league clubhouse was a thing a person could survive.

Theo had spent the flight memorizing the forty-man roster.

Not reading it. Memorizing it.

He knew which relievers preferred fastballs at the top of the zone, which infielders had lost a step to their glove side, which outfielder chased sliders down and away despite knowing better. He knew the manager’s career winning percentage and the pitching coach’s minor-league walk rate from 1998.

He knew Jonah Reyes had caught 1,417 major-league games.

He knew Reyes had thrown out thirty-six percent of base stealers during his best season, six points above league average. He knew his framing numbers had remained elite three years after his bat began declining. He knew he favored setting up late with young pitchers so they would learn to trust the target rather than aim at it.

He knew that when Theo was nine, Jonah Reyes had blocked three consecutive pitches in the dirt in the ninth inning of a playoff game, then gone to the mound and pressed his forehead briefly to the pitcher’s cap.

Theo had replayed that clip until the family laptop overheated.

He had not included any of that in the introduction he’d practiced.

Hi, I’m Theo Marsh. Thank you for taking the time to work with me.

Simple. Adult. Professional.

No mention of the poster.

Absolutely no mention of the rookie card wrapped in a soft cloth inside his glove bag.

Theo looked at the players’ entrance again.

His lungs had begun taking shallow bites of air. Not enough to panic. Not yet. Just enough for his body to remind him it had opinions.

He put both feet flat on the floorboard.

Five things he could see: steering wheel, badge packet, glove bag, water bottle, stupid parking sign.

Four things he could feel: seat beneath his legs, cool air against his neck, seam of his sock, thumbnail digging into his index finger.

Three things he could hear—

A knuckle tapped against the window.

Theo nearly hit his head on the roof.

A man stood outside holding a cardboard tray with four coffees. He was young, maybe mid-twenties, in team shorts and a gray hoodie. His grin spread when Theo rolled down the window.

“You planning to negotiate a merger,” the man asked, “or are you lost?”

Theo looked at the sign.

“Lost.”

“Good. Executives get better parking than us, and I was about to resent you.”

“I missed the entrance.”

“Everybody misses the entrance.”

“I missed it twice.”

“Some of us are overachievers.”

Theo laughed too loudly. The sound bounced around the car and died.

The man pretended not to notice.

“Ray Delgado.” He shifted the coffee tray and offered a fist through the window. “Utility infielder, emergency outfielder, occasional clubhouse morale consultant.”

“Theo Marsh.”

“Oh, I know.”

Theo’s stomach dropped.

Ray’s eyebrows climbed. “Not in a creepy way. Roster sheet. Left-handed thunderbolt. Face of the future. All that.”

“Right.”

“Also, you’re parked illegally.”

“Right.”

“Follow me. I’ll show you where they hide the actual athletes.”

Ray walked toward a mud-spattered SUV parked two rows over.

Theo rolled up the window and took one more breath.

He could do this.

He had pitched in front of fifteen thousand people in Triple-A. He had struck out hitters six years older than him with runners on second and third. He had thrown ninety-nine miles per hour while a scout held a radar gun behind home plate and his mother watched the online broadcast from her kitchen table.

Walking through a door was not harder than that.

His body, apparently, had not received the scouting report.

The clubhouse smelled like coffee, detergent, new leather, and the medicinal wintergreen sting of muscle rub.

Theo stopped just inside.

Lockers curved around the room in polished rows. Uniforms hung beneath nameplates he had read a hundred times on screens. Players moved through the space in various stages of dress, talking over one another, arguing about music, laughing at something near the television.

Nobody looked awed.

That seemed impossible.

Ray pointed with his chin. “Rookies are down that side. You’re between me and a backup infielder who sleep-talks in two languages.”

“I don’t sleep-talk.”

“Everybody says that before the first road trip.”

Theo found his locker.

MARSH, 48.

The sight of his name above a major-league uniform pulled something tight behind his ribs.

He reached out and touched the wooden edge beneath the nameplate. Once. Quickly. Before anyone could catch him doing it.

Then he took a photo.

His mother replied before he had finished putting the phone away.

MOM: Look at that. Your name fits.

Theo swallowed.

A second message appeared.

MOM: Eat breakfast.

He smiled despite himself.

RAY: Who’s got you smiling at a locker before sunrise?

Theo jerked his phone against his chest.

Ray was unpacking two lockers down.

“My mom.”

“Good answer. Girlfriend answer gets you interrogated.”

“No girlfriend.”

Ray glanced over. “Boyfriend?”

Theo nearly dropped the phone.

Ray shrugged. “Still gets you interrogated. We believe in equality.”

“There’s no— I don’t have—”

“Relax, Thunderbolt. I’m gathering data.”

Theo pushed both hands into his curls, remembered he had spent fifteen minutes trying to make them lie flat, and pulled them out again.

Ray watched this with open interest.

“You always this calm?”

“I’m extremely calm.”

“Terrifying.”

A clubhouse attendant stopped beside them. “Marsh? Manager wants you in her office at seven.”

Theo checked the clock.

6:48.

Plenty of time.

His heart began racing anyway.

“Thank you.”

The attendant left.

Ray opened one of the coffees he had carried in. “You want advice?”

Theo did. Desperately.

“Sure.”

“Don’t call her ma’am.”

“Why?”

“She hates it.”

“Got it.”

“And don’t lie if she asks whether you’re nervous.”

Theo’s fingers closed around the strap of his glove bag.

“I’m not.”

Ray took a drink.

Theo stared at him.

Ray stared back over the rim.

“Right,” Theo said. “That was a test.”

“You failed.”

At 6:57, Theo stood outside Renata Souza’s office with his scouting notebook beneath one arm and his introduction arranged in his head.

Hi, I’m Theo Marsh. Thank you for the opportunity.

No. Too formal.

Good morning. I’m Theo.

Obviously she knew who he was.

The office door opened before he chose.

Renata Souza looked exactly like she did on television, except smaller in the doorway and more dangerous without the separation of a screen.

“Marsh.”

“Good morning, ma—Manager Souza.”

One of her eyebrows moved.

Somewhere behind Theo, Ray was probably feeling vindicated.

“Come in.”

Theo stepped across the threshold.

Danny Ochoa sat in one chair, reading glasses on his nose. He smiled and stood.

“Theo. Good to finally meet you.”

Theo shook his hand. “Coach. I watched your interview about lower-half timing. The one from the winter meetings. I thought the point about front-side stability was really interesting because in Double-A they were trying to get me more rotational, but when I rotate early my arm drags, which is probably obvious from video, and I brought clips if you want—”

Danny’s smile widened.

Theo stopped.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. Saves me asking whether you prepared.”

Renata motioned toward the empty chair.

Theo sat on the front third of it.

Only then did he notice the man standing by the window.

Jonah Reyes wore gray baseball pants and a navy team pullover, arms folded loosely across his chest. He was broader than he looked on television. Older too, though not in any obvious way. The silver at his temples caught the office light. A faint crease stayed between his brows even while his face was still.

The poster in Theo’s childhood bedroom had shown Jonah in full gear, mask lifted, mouth open in a shout after a division-clinching strikeout.

The man by the window looked tired.

Not weak. Never that.

Just human in a way Theo had failed to account for.

Jonah’s eyes settled on him.

They were brown.

Theo had known that.

He had not known what it felt like to have them aimed directly at him.

“Theo,” Renata said, “this is Jonah Reyes.”

Every sentence Theo had practiced vanished.

Jonah unfolded his arms and held out a hand.

Theo stood too fast, bumped the chair with the backs of his knees, caught it before it tipped, then took Jonah’s hand.

The grip was firm. Callused. Warm.

“I know,” Theo said.

Silence.

Danny coughed into his fist.

Theo’s face went hot.

“I mean, I know who you are. Obviously. Not obviously like you should expect everyone to know, but because I follow baseball. Professionally. And before professionally. I watched you growing up.”

Jonah’s expression did not change.

Theo kept going, because panic never once in his life had improved his judgment.

“The playoff game against San Diego in 2014, the ninth inning, you blocked the changeup and then the slider and then the fastball that clipped the plate—well, it didn’t clip the plate, but the broadcast angle made it look closer—and after the last one you went out to Mendoza and said something to him, and nobody ever reported what it was, which I always thought was probably intentional—”

“Theo,” Renata said.

He stopped.

His pulse hammered at the base of his throat.

Jonah looked at him for another second.

Then one corner of his mouth moved.

“Mendoza was tipping,” he said.

Theo blinked. “What?”

“Runner on second had the signs. I told him to switch to the second set.”

“Oh.”

Not wisdom. Not some iconic declaration about courage under pressure. Sign sequences.

Of course it had been sign sequences.

Theo laughed, too loud again. “That makes sense. I thought maybe you said something motivational.”

“I’m not motivational before breakfast.”

Danny leaned back in his chair. “He’s barely verbal after breakfast.”

Jonah released Theo’s hand.

Theo’s palm felt abruptly colder.

Renata tapped the tablet on her desk. “Reyes is catching your bullpens for the immediate future.”

The words took a moment to arrange themselves into meaning.

Theo looked at Jonah.

Jonah had already turned toward the tablet Renata held out to him.

“I watched the video,” he said.

Theo’s stomach tightened. “Which video?”

“All of it.”

There were too many possibilities inside those three words.

The start in Sacramento when Theo had walked the first four hitters.

The bullpen session he had abandoned because his fingers locked around the ball.

The game in El Paso when he had stepped off the mound six times in one at-bat and heard someone behind the dugout call him broken.

His right hand found the baseball in his jacket pocket. He always carried one. His thumb pressed into the horseshoe seam.

Jonah’s gaze dropped briefly to the movement.

He noticed everything. The scouting reports said that. Catchers had to.

“You fly open when you rush,” Jonah said. “Arm drags. Fastball runs glove-side.”

Theo’s thumb stopped.

“Yes.”

“Changeup’s better than the reports say.”

The room seemed to change temperature.

Theo looked at him. “You think so?”

“You kill enough spin. You don’t trust it when you’re behind.”

Specific.

Not gifted. Not special. Not generational.

Specific.

The pressure beneath Theo’s ribs loosened half an inch.

Jonah handed the tablet back to Renata. “Bullpen eight-thirty.”

“I can be ready at eight.”

“Eight-thirty.”

“I’m usually early.”

“I noticed.”

There was no mockery in it. That somehow made Theo more aware of every minute he had spent circling the parking lot.

Renata dismissed them at seven-fifteen.

Theo followed Jonah into the hallway, trying not to walk too close and somehow still nearly clipping his heel.

Jonah stopped.

Theo stopped so abruptly his glove bag swung into his hip.

“You always carry a ball?”

Theo looked at his hand. He had taken the baseball from his pocket without realizing it and was spinning it between his fingers.

“Mostly.”

“Why?”

The true answer rose too fast.

Because sometimes he needed to feel the seams to remember his hand still belonged to him.

He closed his fingers around the ball.

“Grip work.”

Jonah’s eyes stayed on his face.

Theo had the terrible sensation that the lie had made a sound.

Finally, Jonah nodded toward the back fields.

“Eat something before the bullpen.”

“I ate.”

“What?”

“A protein bar.”

“That’s not breakfast.”

“My mom said the same thing.”

“Your mom’s right.”

Jonah started walking again.

Theo followed him through the clubhouse, past players dressing and attendants sorting gear. At Jonah’s locker, the veteran picked up his mask and mitt.

Theo tried not to look.

He failed.

Inside the open locker, everything had its place. Chest protector hung on the left. Shin guards upright below. Tape stacked in neat white rows. A photograph lay facedown in the half-open drawer.

Jonah caught him looking.

Theo looked away so fast his neck hurt.

“Sorry.”

“For what?”

“I wasn’t trying to—nothing.”

Jonah studied him with that quiet, unreadable focus.

Then he shut the drawer with two fingers.

“Eight-thirty, kid.”

Kid.

Theo had imagined Jonah Reyes speaking to him hundreds of times.

In those versions, Theo was composed. Impressive. Already worthy of the attention.

He had never imagined himself standing there with his hair falling into his eyes, a baseball sweating in his fist, and the taste of a protein bar turning to chalk in his mouth.

Jonah walked toward the training room with a slight hitch in his right step.

It was small enough that nobody else seemed to notice.

Theo did.

The poster had never limped.

The realization should have made Jonah smaller.

Instead, Theo stood beside his own locker and watched until the veteran disappeared through the doorway, feeling the clean, frightening shift of something he had not prepared for.

Heroes were safer when they stayed flat against a wall.

Real men could look back.
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​Chapter 3 - First Bullpen
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At 8:19, Theo Marsh was already sweating through his undershirt.

The bullpen sat beyond the right-field practice diamond, six mounds in a row beneath a long metal awning. Morning sun flashed off the chain-link fence. Coaches moved between lanes with clipboards tucked under their arms while catchers crouched in partial gear, masks pushed up, baseballs collecting in white buckets at their feet.

Theo stood behind the third mound and rolled a ball along the inside of his fingers.

Four-seam.

Two-seam.

Changeup.

Slider.

Four-seam again.

The seams gave him something exact to touch. Something that did not change because a dozen people had stopped pretending not to watch him.

Ray leaned against the fence outside the bullpen, holding a paper plate piled with eggs.

“You know,” he said around a mouthful, “most people get less nervous after breakfast.”

“I’m not nervous.”

“You’ve inspected that baseball like it owes you money.”

“I’m checking the leather.”

“For defects?”

“For consistency.”

Ray nodded solemnly. “Good. Wouldn’t want a baseball sneaking up on you.”

Theo pushed his curls off his forehead and looked toward the clubhouse.

Jonah was late.

Not late in any meaningful sense. The bullpen was scheduled for eight-thirty. But Jonah had said eight-thirty in the tone of a man who expected the world to understand that meant ready at eight-twenty-five.

It was eight-nineteen.

Theo spun the ball faster.

At eight-twenty-one, Jonah came through the gate wearing shin guards, chest protector, and a navy cap turned backward beneath his mask. He carried his mitt in one hand and moved with the slight right-side hitch Theo had noticed in the clubhouse.

The limp disappeared before Jonah reached the mound.

“Morning,” Jonah said.

Theo nearly answered, I know your career caught-stealing percentage against left-handed runners.

Instead, he said, “Morning.”

Jonah dropped into a crouch.

Even that looked different up close.

On television, catching was mostly angles and impact: the square of the chest protector, the snap of the mitt, the mask turning toward the dugout. From twenty feet away, Theo could see the adjustments. Jonah shifted his weight off the right knee by degrees. His left heel settled deeper into the dirt. He opened the mitt at the bottom of the zone, broad and still.

No wasted motion.

Theo’s fingers tightened around the ball.

Danny Ochoa stepped behind him. “We’ll start easy. Fastballs. Twenty-five pitches, then we build.”

Theo nodded.

Jonah held up one finger.

Four-seam.

Theo rocked back, lifted his leg, and threw.

The ball struck the glove high and arm-side.

Jonah caught it without moving his target.

“Again.”

The next one ran farther.

“Stay through it.”

Theo nodded.

He knew that.

He had known it since Double-A. Front side closed. Direction toward the plate. Let the arm work. He could have explained the sequence with diagrams. He had written it in three separate notebooks.

He threw again.

This pitch hit the center of the mitt.

The pop cracked beneath the awning.

Jonah tossed the ball back.

“There.”
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