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Prologue:

The digital crowd was a roaring, pixelated tsunami of sound. Ten thousand avatars—giant pandas, sleek robots, glittering anime characters—stamped their feet and flashed emotes in the virtual stands, their collective noise a low, synthesized hum that vibrated through the very code of the stadium. For Leo “Leviathan” Petrova, ranked number 4 in the world, it was the sound of heaven. Or at least, the closest a 17-year-old from Ohio was ever going to get.

On the other side of the shimmering blue court was his idol, and today, his executioner: Kenji “Sharingan” Sato. The Japanese veteran was a legend, a player known for his impossible grace and preternatural anticipation. But today, he wasn’t graceful. He was furious. A scowl was etched onto his custom samurai avatar, a look of pure, undiluted frustration that was beamed to a live audience of 50,000 viewers on the stream.

The scoreboard told the story: 6-6. The final set of the Xperia Open Grand Final. A quarter-million-dollar prize pool. Leviathan’s heart was a jackhammer against his ribs, a physical sensation starkly at odds with the virtual world he inhabited. In the real world, he was standing in a sweat-soaked T-shirt in his childhood bedroom, his Meta Quest Pro headset fogging slightly with each ragged breath. In here, he was a titan.

But Kenji was serving.

Leviathan crouched, his own avatar mirroring his every tense muscle. He focused, pushing the roar of the crowd, the weight of the moment, the ache in his shoulder, all into a tiny box in his mind and locked it shut. There was only the ball. The serve was Kenji’s weapon—a blistering, spinning demon of a thing that regularly kissed 220 km/h. Leviathan had spent six months in the game’s practice mods doing nothing but returning serves, learning the subtle tells in Kenji’s avatar’s shoulder drop that preceded the bullet.

Kenji tossed the ball. The avatar’s shoulder dipped. Leviathan shifted his weight, ready to spring to his backhand corner.

What happened next made no sense.

Kenji’s service motion didn’t look right. It was... small. Jerky. There was none of the fluid, full-bodied kinetic chain that generated his legendary power. It was a short, almost dismissive flick of the wrist. It looked like a patty-cake tap.

The result was anything but.

The ball left Kenji’s racket not with a familiar thwump but with a sonic-boom CRACK that the game’s audio engine wasn’t even designed to produce. It was a streak of pure, white light, a tracer round. It didn’t arc; it teleported. It hit the service line corner—the absolute perfect, untouchable spot—before Leviathan’s brain had even finished processing the visual information of the serve motion. The digital chalk exploded in a puff of pixels.

Ace. 220 km/h.

The crowd lost its mind. Leviathan just stood there. What... was that?

He glanced at the replay screen. The animation was broken. Kenji’s avatar performed its stunted, pathetic little flick, and the ball, as if possessed by some external demon, rocketed out of it. The physics were a lie. The power came from nowhere. It was like watching a video game glitch happen in real-time during the Super Bowl.

“Okay,” Leo whispered to himself, sweat now dripping down his neck. “Fluke. A weird netcode thing. He can’t do it again.”

Kenji prepared for his second serve. Same abbreviated, unnatural motion. A tiny flick. Another deafening crack. Another laser beam to the opposite corner. Another puff of chalk.

Ace. 219 km/h.

It wasn’t a fluke. It was a weapon.

The next twenty minutes were a slow-motion nightmare. Leviathan’s hard-earned skills, his months of training, his deep understanding of angles and physics and opponent psychology—it was all rendered utterly obsolete. Kenji wasn’t playing tennis anymore. He was playing a different game, one with cheat codes enabled. Every serve was that same unreturnable bullet. Every groundstroke, when he needed it, was a rocket-launched from a swing that had no right to generate such force. The ball would leap off his racket with a violence that defied the game’s carefully calibrated logic.

Leviathan felt a new emotion, one he’d never felt in a game before: true helplessness. This wasn’t a better player beating him. This was a magician changing the fundamental rules of reality. He was fighting a ghost.

The match ended not with a rally, but with another one of those servile abominations. Ace. Game, set, championship. Kenji’s avatar raised its arms in victory. The crowd erupted. Leviathan simply stood at the baseline, his controller hanging limply at his side.

He ripped off his headset. The silence of his bedroom was deafening. The only sound was the frantic, confused chatter of the tournament casters still streaming from his desktop monitor.

“—unbelievable power from Sharingan today! A simply masterclass in serving!” “I’ve...I’ve never seen anything like it, Tom. The physics... something seems off. We’ll have to check the replays.”

But Leviathan already knew. He’d felt it in his bones. He had just been cheated. Not by some aimbot in a shooter or a map hack in a strategy game, but by something new, something insidious that was unique to the world of virtual reality. It was a cheat that lived in the space between the physical and the digital, a deception not just of the game’s code, but of the very body that was supposed to be the instrument of skill.

He opened the game’s official Discord server. It was already exploding. The channel was a torrent of messages, a digital riot.

“Did anyone just see that?!” “That’s the Giant’s Swing! Report him!” “Stay mad, he’s just better. Cope.” “My guy just discovered a new meta lol.” “That’s not a meta, it’s cheating. He’s anchoring.” “What’s anchoring?”

In that moment, staring at the scrolling chaos of accusation, denial, and confusion, Leo “Leviathan” Petrova’s frustration curdled into a cold, sharp obsession. He didn’t just want to report it. He needed to understand it.

What was the Giant’s Swing? How did it work? Who was doing it? And in a world where the racket was a ghost and the court was made of code, how could you ever prove someone was cheating?

This book is the story of that obsession. It is a journey into the dark heart of the newest frontier of athletic competition, where the playing field is virtual, the athletes are anonymous, and the age-old desire to win has invented terrifying new ways to cheat. It is the story of the ghost in the racket.
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