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    For everyone who's ever faced a younger version of themselves and found a way to teach instead of fear.




  "The greatest legacy isn't what you build—it's who you build up."


Chapter 1: Opening Day

The highway stretched dark and empty ahead of me, the kind of pre-dawn quiet that used to feel like possibility. Now it felt like something else. Like time I couldn't get back.

I reached for my coffee, the same gas station blend I'd been drinking every February for eight years, and caught myself wincing when my shoulder protested the movement. Just reaching. Not throwing, not pitching. Reaching for a goddamn cup of coffee.

My shoulder told me something was different before I even threw my first pitch.

The podcast droned on, some former player breaking down spring training storylines, but I wasn't listening. Outside the windshield, the Arizona desert was still gray and formless, the mountains just suggestions on the horizon. In an hour, the sun would turn everything orange and pink and impossibly beautiful. I'd seen it a hundred times. I'd see it again.

Year 8. How did it go by so fast?

I remembered the first time I made this drive, twenty-two years old and terrified that someone would figure out I didn't belong. That the Titans had made a mistake drafting me, that I'd wash out before the season even started, that my father was right about me being a disappointment. That was back when I thought I had forever to prove myself.

The road was the same. The coffee was the same. The podcast had different voices but the same rhythms.

Everything was the same except me.



The facility parking lot was already half-full when I pulled in, and that was the first sign. Three years ago, I'd been one of the early birds. Now I counted six cars I didn't recognize: young guys, hungry guys, the kind who showed up at 5 AM because they had something to prove.

I used to be them.

The February air was cool and dry, the kind of desert morning that felt like possibility if you were young enough to believe in it. I grabbed my bag from the trunk and headed inside, my body cataloging every protest along the way. Hips tight from the drive. Lower back asking questions I didn't want to answer. Shoulder whispering warnings about the day ahead.

Inside, the facility smelled exactly right: fresh-cut grass from the fields outside, analgesic cream from the training room, industrial coffee from the player's lounge. Home, in the strange way that a place you only inhabit two months a year can become home.

"Cole! Looking good, old man!"

I turned to find Decker, one of the backup catchers, grinning at me from across the hallway. He was twenty-five, still young enough to think thirty was ancient, still dumb enough to say it out loud.

"Decker." I gave him a nod. "How was your offseason?"

"Good, man, good. Hit the weights hard, worked on my framing. You?"

"Same." I didn't mention the physical therapy appointments, the careful monitoring of every twinge and ache, the growing collection of ice packs in my freezer. "See you out there."

The locker room was already humming with activity. Guys stretching on the floor, scrolling phones, laughing at something someone said. The soundtrack of spring training: hope and anxiety dressed up as casual conversation.

I paused at the entrance, taking it in. The familiar chaos, the organized mayhem of two dozen professional athletes preparing for another year. Some faces I'd known for almost a decade. Others were brand new, kids who'd been in high school when I'd thrown my first major league pitch.

The veterans congregated near the back, by unspoken agreement. The young guys owned the middle of the room, full of noise and energy and the absolute certainty that they'd live forever. I remembered being like that. Remembered thinking the older players were dinosaurs, past their prime, taking up roster spots that should go to hungry kids with fresh legs and no fear.

Now I was one of those dinosaurs. Funny how perspective changed.

My locker was in the same spot it had been for eight years, corner of the room, away from the traffic. Veteran privilege. Or veteran exile, depending on how you looked at it.

I dropped my bag and started the process. The process that used to take ten minutes and now took thirty. Foam roller for my IT band. Resistance bands for my shoulder. Dynamic stretches that my body used to do automatically and now required conscious effort.

Twenty extra minutes just to get loose. Twenty extra minutes I didn't used to need.

When did I become the guy who needs to warm up early just to keep up?

"You're in early."

Marcus Webb dropped onto the mat beside me, sweating through his compression shirt from his own warmup routine. The smell of menthol and sweat hit me before his voice did. We'd been doing this together for six years. He'd joined the Titans the same year Nate and I stopped pretending we were just teammates. Marcus was the only catcher I trusted completely, the only one who knew my tells well enough to call my game without signals.

"So are you," I said.

"My knees wake me up at four anyway. Might as well be productive." He lowered himself to the mat next to me, joints popping like bubble wrap. "Rice Krispies every morning now. Snap, crackle, pop."

"Sexy."

"Tanya loves it. Says it's like having a percussion section in bed."

I laughed. That was Marcus. Could make anything funny, even the slow breakdown of the body that had made him a two-time All-Star.

"How's the shoulder?" He always asked. He was the kind of friend who remembered which surgeries you'd had and when.

"Good." The lie came easy. "Ready to go."

"Bullshit." Marcus stretched his quads, grimacing.

"Deal."



The first full-team practice was scheduled for nine, but by eight the complex was buzzing. Players everywhere, some faces familiar, some brand new, all of them blurring together in the chaos of early camp.

I found myself watching the young pitchers during their bullpen sessions, and I hated that I was watching them. Hated that I was comparing. Hated that I noticed the easy mechanics, the effortless velocity, the complete absence of hesitation in their deliveries.

A kid named Reeves, twenty-two years old and built like he'd been designed in a lab, touched 100 on the gun like it was nothing. His arm moved through the motion like water, smooth and inevitable, no hint of the scar tissue and hard miles that lived in my own shoulder.

I remembered when that was me. When throwing hard was as natural as breathing, when velocity was a gift I didn't know I could lose.

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

Coach Hernandez materialized at my elbow, his expression unreadable behind mirrored sunglasses. Five years as my pitching coach. He'd talked me through the injury, the surgery, the comeback. If anyone knew what I was thinking, it was him.

"Kid's got potential," I said neutrally.

"He does." Hernandez was quiet for a moment. "Listen, we've got a plan for your workload this year. Smart innings. Strategic rest days."

I stiffened. "I've always been smart."

"Now we need to be smarter." He said it gently, which made it worse. "You're not twenty-two anymore, Ethan. Neither am I. We adjust or we break."

"I'm not breaking."

"I know." He clapped me on the shoulder (the good one). "That's why we're having this conversation now instead of in June when you've blown out your arm trying to prove you can still throw every fifth day."

I wanted to argue. Wanted to tell him I was fine, that I could handle any workload, that my body was a machine I'd been maintaining for fifteen years. But I'd tried that lie on myself too many times. It wasn't sticking anymore.

"What's the plan?" I asked instead.

"Extra rest days. Limited pitch counts in spring games. We build you up slow, keep you healthy for October."

October. The word hung in the air between us. Playoffs. Championships. The only currency that mattered at this stage of a career.

Hernandez nodded, satisfied. "That's my guy. Now go get loose. You're throwing to Marcus in thirty."



The bullpen session went better than I expected and worse than I wanted.

The mound dirt was soft from the overnight watering, still cool enough to feel through the soles of my cleats. I dug my front foot into the landing spot, carving a divot the way I'd done ten thousand times before. The rubber under my back foot was scuffed and faded, and I pressed my toe against it, finding my grip by muscle memory.

Marcus squatted behind the plate, his knee brace visible under his catching gear, and I worked through my arsenal one pitch at a time. Fastball. Changeup. Slider. Curveball. The building blocks of a career, the tools I'd been honing since I first picked up a baseball at age eight.

The changeup was still devastating. Marcus shook his head appreciatively after a particularly nasty one dove out of the zone. "That's filthy," he called. "That's put-away stuff right there."

The slider had its bite. The curveball had its depth. The secondary pitches that had always been my bread and butter, the reason I'd survived when the velocity started to fade.

But the fastball.

I checked the radar gun after my first set: 94 mph.

94.

It used to be 96-98. Not that long ago, three years, maybe four. Before the surgery, before the careful comeback, before my body started keeping score of every pitch I'd ever thrown.

94 was still good. 94 was still major league velocity, still respectable, still enough to get by.

But "enough to get by" wasn't what I'd built my career on.

It's fine. It's still good. It's fine.

I threw another set, trying not to think about the numbers. Focusing on location, on movement, on all the things that mattered more than raw speed. Pitching was chess, not checkers. Intelligence over athleticism. That's what the coaches had always said.

Funny how they only started saying it when my athleticism started to fade.

"How's it looking?" Hernandez's voice came from the edge of the bullpen. He stood with arms crossed, watching me with that evaluating gaze coaches developed after decades of studying bodies and mechanics.

"Good. Feeling good."

He didn't call me on the lie. He didn't have to. "Changeup's still your best friend. That thing's moving like it's got a mind of its own."

"Always has."

"Slider's got its bite. Curveball's deep." He paused. "You know what you've got, Ethan. You know how to use it. That matters more than anything on the radar gun."

"I know."

"Do you?" His voice was gentle. "Because I've watched a lot of pitchers lose themselves trying to be what they used to be instead of what they are now. You're not that guy. You're smarter than that."

I threw another pitch, a changeup that dove off the table, Marcus stabbing at it with his glove.

"I'm trying to be," I said.

Hernandez nodded, satisfied. "That's all any of us can do."

"That's good for today," Marcus called after thirty pitches. "Save some bullets."

I wanted to keep going. Wanted to throw until the fastball touched 96 again, until my arm remembered what it used to be capable of, until I could convince myself that time wasn't winning.

But Coach Hernandez was watching from the dugout, and I'd just agreed to smart innings.

"Same time tomorrow?" I asked as I walked off the mound.

Marcus pulled off his mask, his face red and sweating despite the cool morning. "You know it. Old guys club."

"We're not old."

"Tell that to my knees." He laughed, but there was an edge to it. We were both lying, and we both knew it.

We walked back toward the clubhouse together, neither of us moving as fast as we used to. The Arizona sun was climbing now, burning off the morning cool, turning the facility into the kind of heat that would feel punishing by noon.

"You remember our first spring together?" Marcus asked. "You threw like fifty pitches that first session. Couldn't feel your arm for a week."

"I was an idiot."

"You were young." He shrugged. "Same thing, really."

I didn't answer. There was nothing to say that wouldn't sound like self-pity.

"You know what I think about sometimes?" Marcus said as we reached the dugout. "I think about all the games we've played together. All the innings. And I think there's gotta be a number, right? Like, a finite number of pitches your arm can throw before it just... can't anymore."

"Thanks for that cheerful thought."

"I'm serious. And the thing is, you never know which one is gonna be the last. You could throw a pitch tomorrow that feels fine, and then wake up the next day and just..." He made a gesture like something breaking. "Done. Over. Thanks for playing."

"You're a real ray of sunshine, you know that?"

Marcus grinned, but his eyes were serious. "I'm just saying. We should appreciate it while we got it. Every pitch. Every game. Because one day we're gonna wake up and it'll all be behind us."

I thought about my shoulder. About the radar gun. About the twenty extra minutes.

"Yeah," I said. "I know."



The locker room was crowded during the midday break, guys refueling, scrolling phones, arguing about whatever was trending on social media. I found a quiet corner and pulled up the baseball news, telling myself I was just checking scores.

The first headline hit me like a pitch to the ribs:

JAVI SANTOS: THE FUTURE OF BASEBALL

The article was accompanied by a photo: a kid in a Miami jersey, mid-swing, muscles coiled with explosive power. Twenty-two years old, forty-seven home runs as a rookie, and oh by the way, he also threw 98 mph out of the bullpen when they needed him.

A two-way player. The kind of talent that came along once a generation.

"Santos represents a new generation, two-way talent that makes old specialization obsolete."

I scrolled past that one to another:

"Cole and the veterans had their era. The future looks different."

There was a video embedded in the article: Santos's workout routine, all flashy camera angles and dramatic music. The kid moved like a panther, all explosive athleticism and zero hesitation. His smile was bright and confident, the smile of someone who'd never doubted that greatness was their destiny.

I remembered that smile. I used to wear it.

Comparison articles populated my feed, one after another. Could Santos surpass Cole's career numbers? Is the era of the specialist over? What the new generation means for baseball's old guard.

I closed the app harder than necessary, screen going dark.

"You okay?"

I looked up to find Marcus watching me, concern poorly disguised as casual interest.

"Fine." I shoved my phone in my pocket. "Just catching up on the news."

"Santos stuff?"

"No." The lie was automatic. "Just... stuff."

Marcus didn't push. He'd been in the league long enough to know when a teammate needed space. Instead, he just settled onto the bench beside me and started wrapping his knees in fresh tape.

"Kid's going to be a pain in our ass this year," he said conversationally. "Miami's hosting us in May. Whole series is going to be about him versus the old guard."

"Great."

"Could be fun, though." Marcus grinned. "Show the young buck what experience looks like."

I wanted to believe him. Wanted to feel the competitive fire that used to burn at the thought of a challenge. But all I felt was tired, and older, and aware of every year between twenty-two and thirty.

"Yeah," I said. "Could be fun."

Across the locker room, a group of young guys were crowded around someone's phone, laughing at something. The sound carried, bright and easy, the laughter of people who had all the time in the world.

I tried to remember the last time I laughed like that. Couldn't.

The afternoon session was more of the same: drills and practice games and the endless rhythm of professional baseball. I threw batting practice to some of the position players, careful pitches that wouldn't tax my arm, and watched them hammer the ball all over the yard.

When had throwing batting practice become something I had to be careful about?

By the time I left the facility, the sun was starting its descent toward the mountains, painting everything in shades of orange and gold. I sat in my car for a minute before starting it, just breathing. Just existing. Just trying not to think about numbers and headlines and all the ways time was catching up with me.



The rental house was quiet when I got home, late afternoon light filtering through the blinds. Nate's car was in the driveway, but the house had that particular stillness that meant he was in the back bedroom, probably stretching or napping or both.

We'd been renting the same place in Arizona for five years now. Same layout, same furniture, same view of the desert mountains through the kitchen window. It was familiar in the best way, a temporary home that felt permanent, a place that belonged to us even though we'd never own it.

I dropped my bag by the door and headed for the kitchen, body crying out for protein and hydration and possibly a beer, even though it was only four o'clock.

"You took an extra twenty minutes this morning."

Nate's voice came from behind me, and I turned to find him leaning in the doorway, arms crossed, expression unreadable. He was still in his workout gear, hair damp from the shower, looking unfairly good for a man who'd spent the day running wind sprints with guys ten years younger than him.

"You counted?" I asked, deflecting.

"I notice everything about you." His mouth quirked. "It's annoying."

"I needed to warm up properly. That's all."

"Mhm."

He pushed off the doorframe and crossed to the fridge, pulling out two bottles of water. He handed me one without asking, because after eight years he knew exactly what I needed before I knew it myself.

"How was your day?" I asked, deliberately changing the subject.

Nate shrugged. "The outfielders are fast this year. Like, really fast. One kid ran down a ball I would have scored on five years ago."

"Five years ago?"

"Okay, three." He took a long drink of water. "Maybe two."

"Time's a bitch."

"Coño." He said it like a prayer, or a curse, or both. "You're telling me."

We settled into our evening routine, the comfortable choreography of two people who'd been sharing space for the better part of a decade. Nate started dinner while I stretched on the living room floor. He told me about the new center fielder, a kid from the Dominican Republic with wheels like stolen lightning. I told him about Hernandez's "smart innings" plan, leaving out the part where it made me feel ancient.

I watched him move around the kitchen, the sure hands chopping vegetables, the muscle memory of a recipe he'd made a hundred times. His mother's adobo chicken, the dish he'd learned during our first offseason together when Rosa had insisted he couldn't survive on protein shakes and takeout forever. I remembered standing behind him in his parents' kitchen, Rosa directing us both in rapid Spanish while Nate translated badly and I burned the rice twice.

Eight years of dinners. Eight years of watching him cook, watching him move, watching him exist in the same space as me like it was the most natural thing in the world.

"You're staring," Nate said without turning around.

"I'm admiring the view."

"Mentiroso." Liar. But he was smiling when he said it, that crooked smile I'd fallen for before I even knew what falling felt like. "You're thinking about something. I can hear you thinking from here."

"Just watching you."

He glanced over his shoulder, dark eyes finding mine. "That's what you say when you don't want to talk about it."

"Maybe I just like watching you."

Nate set down the knife and crossed to where I was sprawled on the floor, still working on my hip flexors. He lowered himself beside me (more carefully than he used to, I noticed) and stretched his own legs out.

"You know you can talk to me, right?" His voice was soft. "About whatever. The shoulder, the arm, the—" He gestured vaguely. "All of it. I'm not going to fall apart if you tell me you're worried."

"I'm not worried."

"Mierda." He leaned his head against mine. "Fine. Then I'll start. I'm worried. There's a kid in center field who runs like the wind never touched him, and I spent all day trying not to count how many steps I've lost since last year. I used to get to every ball in the gap. Now I'm hoping they hit them right at me."

His honesty broke something loose in my chest. This was what Nate did: cracked himself open first, made it safe for me to follow.

"I threw 94 today," I said. The words came out rough. "Used to be 96-98. Hernandez wants to manage my innings like I'm some kind of fragile antique."

"You're not fragile."

"Tell that to the radar gun."

We sat there in the fading light, two aging athletes confronting truths neither of us wanted to name. Outside, the desert was going dark, the mountains black silhouettes against a purple sky.

"You know what I keep thinking?" Nate said. "I keep thinking, what happens when it's over? When we're not ballplayers anymore. Who are we then?"

"We're us. That doesn't change."

"But everything else does." He was quiet for a moment. "My whole life, I've been Nate Reyes, outfielder. Since I was six years old. And now..." He shook his head. "Now I'm starting to see the end of it. And I don't know who I am without this."

I turned to look at him, really look at him. The worry lines around his eyes. The gray starting to thread through his temples. The familiar face I knew better than my own.

"You're the man I love," I said simply. "That's who you are. Everything else is details."

He kissed me then, slow and sweet, tasting like the wine he'd started on while cooking. It wasn't a heated kiss, wasn't leading anywhere. It was something better: a promise. A reminder. A touchstone.

"I love you too," he said against my lips. "Mi vida."

Over dinner, we talked about everything except what we'd just admitted. The food was good. Nate had picked up his mother's recipes somewhere along the way, and his chicken was better than half the restaurants I'd eaten at. The wine was decent. The conversation was easy.

But underneath it all, the silence said everything we couldn't.

We're both feeling it. We've named it now. And that makes it both better and worse.

After dishes, we settled on the couch for a movie neither of us really watched. Nate's hand found my shoulder (the bad one) and started kneading without being asked. His fingers knew every knot, every tender spot, every place where the years had left their mark.

I leaned into the touch and tried not to think about the radar gun. About Javi Santos. About headlines that talked about the future like I wasn't part of it anymore.

"You're quiet again," Nate said.

"Just thinking."

"About?"

"About how lucky I am." I caught his hand and pressed a kiss to his palm. "About how whatever happens this season, whatever happens next, I've got you. That's more than most people get."

His eyes went soft. "Ethan."

"I mean it. I don't know how many years I've got left on the mound. Maybe ten, maybe two. But I know I've got you for all of them. And that's enough."

Nate pulled me closer, tucking my head under his chin. "Enough sounds good to me."

We stayed like that through the rest of the movie, tangled together on the couch like we were still twenty-three and couldn't stand to be separated. Maybe that part didn't change. Maybe that part never would.

He kissed my temple when the credits rolled. "Bed?"

"Yeah."

We moved through the end-of-night routine without words: teeth brushed, lights killed, bodies finding their familiar positions in the dark. Nate was asleep within minutes, his breathing evening out into the rhythm I'd memorized years ago.



I lay awake, staring at the ceiling. Eventually, I reached for my phone. Told myself I was just checking the time.

But instead of the clock, I found myself scrolling through old photos. The album I never deleted, the one that lived three swipes deep in my camera roll, the one I looked at more often than I'd ever admit.

Year 1.

I was twenty-three in these pictures. Lean and hungry, all sharp angles and barely contained energy. My face hadn't quite settled into its adult shape yet. My body moved like it would live forever.

There was one photo in particular: me on the mound at the old stadium, caught mid-delivery, every muscle engaged in the act of throwing a baseball very hard at someone very far away. My face was a mask of focus. My arm was a blur.

I remembered that game. Remembered the feeling of power, of control, of absolute certainty that I could get anyone out, anytime, anywhere.

When did that certainty start to fade?

I scrolled to a different photo: me and Nate at some team event, still pretending to be just teammates, standing a careful six inches apart. We were both smiling for the camera, but it was there in our eyes: the pull we were trying to ignore, the tension we were calling friendship.

We had no idea what was coming. Championships and failures and love and injury and all of it. We thought we'd be young forever. Everyone does.

I put the phone down and turned to look at Nate's sleeping face. Softer in sleep, younger in the half-dark. The worry lines that had started creasing around his eyes were smoothed away, and he almost looked like the twenty-two-year-old I'd first noticed across a crowded locker room.

Almost.

Eight years. We'd been through everything together. Telling our families, one terrifying conversation at a time. The quiet commitment we'd made to each other that only our inner circle knew about. The constant vigilance, the code words and careful distances in public, the sponsors we could never fully trust with the truth. The championship runs and the crushing defeats. My surgery and his injury scares. Every fight and makeup, every quiet morning and loud celebration.

I swiped to a different album, the hidden one I never showed anyone. Not because it was explicit, though some of it was, but because it was private in a way that felt sacred. Nate on the beach in Cabo, the trip we'd taken after our first championship. Nate asleep on the team plane, head on my shoulder when the cabin lights were off and no one was looking. Nate in the kitchen of our first house together, the day we moved in, looking at me like I'd hung the moon and stars.

The man in those pictures still looked at me the same way. Still touched me the same way. Still loved me like it was the most natural thing in the world.

That was the real legacy, I realized. Not the win-loss record. Not the ERA. Not however many years I had left on the mound. The legacy was this: the life we'd built together, the love we'd protected through everything. The proof that you could be yourself and still make it, still succeed, still have everything that mattered.

I thought about Javi Santos, with his flashy videos and his forty-seven home runs, and I felt something shift. Not jealousy. Not fear. Something more like pity.

Because he had the talent, sure. He had the fame and the future and all the headlines. But did he have someone to come home to? Did he have someone who knew him before the success, who would still be there after it faded?

I had that. I'd fought for it, and won it, and kept it for eight years. Whatever else happened, whatever the radar gun said, that was mine.

I wouldn't trade a single day of it. Not one.

But looking at Nate now, I couldn't help wondering how many days we had left. Not together. That I knew was forever, or as close to forever as two people got. But in baseball. In this life we'd built around a game.

Somewhere in Miami, Javi Santos was probably still awake too. Posting to Instagram. Fielding interview requests. Living the life I remembered from eight years ago, when the future felt infinite and the present was all that mattered.

I wondered if he knew how fast it all went. Probably not. I hadn't known either.

When did I start thinking about how many years I had left instead of how many I've conquered?

The question sat heavy in my chest. I didn't have an answer.

Eventually, I put my phone away and closed my eyes. Tomorrow would be another day of stretching and throwing and pretending I wasn't counting down. Another day of watching young guys do effortlessly what I had to work for. Another day of smart innings and careful rest and all the accommodations I never used to need.

Year 8.

I rolled my shoulder in the dark, a slow, deliberate circle. The joint clicked once, twice, a sound I could feel more than hear. Cartilage talking. Scar tissue shifting. The entire history of my career encoded in the grinding of bone against bone.

Nate stirred beside me, his hand finding my hip in the dark, fingers curling against the fabric of my shirt. An unconscious grip. Even in sleep, he held on.

I pressed my palm flat against the mattress and pushed down. My shoulder protested, a dull flare that radiated from the joint to my neck. I held the pressure for three seconds. Four. Five.

The pain was honest. It didn't lie to me the way headlines did.

Outside, a coyote called somewhere in the desert, the sound thin and sharp against the silence. Another answered, further away. The Arizona night pressed against the windows, vast and black and indifferent to the small drama of one aging pitcher in a rented bed.

I let go of the mattress. My fingers tingled. Nate's breath was warm against my arm.

I closed my eyes and counted backward from ninety-four.
Chapter 2: The Arrival

I'd been looking forward to opening week all spring. Then Javi Santos opened his mouth.

The stadium felt electric that morning. That particular energy only the first series of the year could generate. Fresh-cut grass, fresh uniforms, a whole season of possibility stretching out ahead like an empty highway. I walked through the tunnel toward the clubhouse with a bounce in my step I hadn't felt since October.

My body still felt good. Better than Ethan's, though I'd never say that out loud. The offseason training had paid off. My legs had their spring, my arm had its cannon. Thirty felt like twenty-five if I didn't think about it too hard.

But everywhere I looked, new faces stared back at me. Younger faces. Hungrier faces. Kids who'd been in high school when I made my MLB debut, now wearing the same uniform I'd worn for nearly a decade. The turnover in baseball was relentless. Blink and half your teammates were different people.

The Miami Tides were in town for the opening series. Normally, I'd be focused on game prep, thinking about their pitching staff, their defensive alignments, the matchups that would determine outcomes. But this wasn't a normal series.

This was the Javi Santos show, and everyone knew it.



The clubhouse was buzzing when I walked in, but not with the usual opening-day energy. Every TV was tuned to the same channel. Every phone was showing the same feed. Every conversation circled around the same name.

"Dude's got fifteen million followers," someone was saying. "Fifteen million. I don't think I could name fifteen million things."

"Rookie of the Year, forty-seven home runs, and he can pitch," another voice added. "It's not fair."

I dropped my bag at my locker and tried to ignore it all. Focus on my own game. That's what the veteran in me knew I should do. But the Javi saturation was unavoidable: every screen, every conversation, every sideways glance from teammates wondering how I felt about facing baseball's anointed golden child. The back of my neck prickled with all the unspoken attention.

Marcus settled into the locker next to mine, already sweating from his warm-up routine. "You see this shit?"

"Hard to miss."

"SportsNet did a whole segment on him this morning. Thirty minutes. I've been in this league twelve years and they've never given me thirty seconds."

"Media loves a story."

"Media loves a face." Marcus nodded toward the nearest TV, where a slow-motion highlight showed Santos launching a home run into the upper deck. "Kid's got the look, the numbers, the social media presence. He's the whole package."

"Good for him."

Marcus raised an eyebrow. "That's all you got? 'Good for him'?"

"What do you want me to say? He's talented. That's obvious." I pulled on my practice jersey, forcing myself to move through the routine. "Doesn't change what I need to do today."

"Fair enough." Marcus didn't look convinced, but he let it drop.

The manager called for a quick meeting before batting practice, but even that got derailed by Santos talk. The advance scouts had prepared a whole breakdown of his tendencies, his strengths, his weaknesses. Forty-five minutes on one player, when we usually spent fifteen on an entire opposing lineup.

I kept my face neutral throughout. Professional. This was business, nothing more.

Then someone turned up the volume on the TV.

"And now, live from Empire City, the Miami Tides pre-series press conference..."

The room went quiet. Every eye turned to the screen.



Javi Santos looked exactly like his pictures: young, chiseled, radiating a confidence that only came from never having been truly humbled. He sat at the press table in a fitted suit that probably cost more than my first car, flashing a smile that had launched a thousand endorsement deals. Diamond studs caught the TV lights every time he turned his head. His hair was styled with a precision that required a dedicated person on payroll.

Behind him, a man I recognized as Diego Santos, his father, stood against the wall with his arms crossed. Even through the screen, the intensity in his posture was unmistakable, the coiled, restless energy of someone who wanted to be at that table instead of behind it.

"Excited to be here," he was saying, his voice smooth and media-trained. "Empire City's got a great stadium, great fans. Should be a fun series."

The reporters lobbed softballs at him for a few minutes. Questions about his offseason training. His goals for the season. His thoughts on being named to everyone's preseason All-Star ballot.

He answered them all with practiced ease, saying a lot without saying anything. The kind of interview every player learned to give. Harmless. Forgettable.

Then a voice from the back of the press room asked the question.

"Javi, how do you feel about facing the Titans' veteran core? Ethan Cole and Nate Reyes have been the faces of this franchise for almost a decade. Any thoughts on going up against them?"

Santos's smile changed. Sharper. Hungrier.

"Look, I respect the history. I really do. They've had great careers. But let's be real. Their time is up."

The room went still. Every reporter's pen froze.

"Cole's fastball lost two miles. Maybe three. Everyone can see it. Reyes can't catch balls he used to. A step slower, probably two. I'm not saying anything controversial. The numbers say it for me."

My jaw tightened. The clubhouse had gone silent.

"I'm not the future," Santos continued, his smile widening. "I'm the present. And those guys? They're the past. No disrespect, but that's just facts. Father time is undefeated, right?"

He laughed. The reporters laughed with him.

Someone hit mute on the TV, but the damage was done.

Every eye in the clubhouse turned to me.

Marcus broke the silence first. "Did that little shit just—"

"Oh fuck," someone else said.

I didn't speak. Couldn't speak. Every muscle in my body wanted to drive to the visitor's clubhouse and educate that kid on what respect looked like. The old me clawed at the walls of the person I'd become. The hothead who'd thrown punches in bars and challenged teammates to parking lot fights.

But I wasn't twenty-four anymore. I didn't throw punches at press conferences.

Anymore.

"Alright, TV off," Manager Harmon said, his voice cutting through the tension. "Let's focus on baseball. We've got a game to win."

The team tried to move on, but I stayed frozen in front of my locker, staring at the blank screen. Around me, my teammates' eyes pressed in: some sympathetic, some curious, a few probably agreeing with Santos more than they'd ever admit.

Eight years. I'd given eight years to this franchise, this city, this game. I'd bled for this uniform. I'd sacrificed for this team. And in thirty seconds, some kid who'd been in the league for one season had reduced all of it to nothing.

Their time is up.

The words kept playing on loop, each repetition cutting deeper than the last.

Cole's fastball lost two miles.

He wasn't wrong about that. I knew Ethan's numbers better than anyone. I'd watched him fight for every mph, struggle through every recovery day, push his body past what should have been possible. And yeah, the fastball was down. But the man behind it? Still the fiercest competitor I'd ever known.

Reyes can't catch balls he used to.

Maybe. I'd noticed my first step getting slower, noticed balls dropping in front of me that I would have caught a few years ago. But I'd adjusted. I'd studied hitters, learned to read swings, positioned myself smarter. The game wasn't just about athleticism. It was about intelligence, experience, knowing things that only came from years of work.

He called us dinosaurs.

He called Ethan a dinosaur.

That last thought burned hotter than the rest.

Marcus was at my shoulder before I registered him moving. "You need a minute?"

"I need several."

"Take them." He squeezed my arm. "But then we've got a game to win. And I want to see you destroy that kid at the plate."

I almost laughed. Almost, but not quite. "I'll do my best."

"That's all any of us can do."



My phone started buzzing before I could even process what had happened. Texts, notifications, missed calls. The quote was already everywhere, spreading through social media like wildfire.

Carmen's name flashed on the screen. My cousin's timing, as always, was impeccable.

"Mierda," I said, picking up. "Carmen—"

"I'M GOING TO DESTROY HIM."

I held the phone away from my ear. Even at arm's length, her voice was deafening. In the background, I could hear Rosa saying something in rapid Spanish.

"Carmen, calm down—"

"Calm down? CALM DOWN? Did you hear what that little pendejo said about you? About Ethan? I'm about to END this child online. I have half a million followers. I will RUIN him."

"Don't." I kept my voice low, aware of teammates pretending not to listen. "That's exactly what he wants."

"I don't care what he wants! He disrespected my cousin!"

"And Ethan. Don't forget Ethan."

"I'm defending my whole family." Carmen's voice cracked slightly. "Ethan too. You know that."

"I know." I pinched the bridge of my nose. "But we can't win this on social media. He's got fifteen million followers. You start a war with him online, you're just giving him more attention."

"So what, we do nothing?"

"We beat him on the field. That's how we respond."

Carmen was quiet. I could hear her seething through the phone.

"Fine." A pause. "But if he says one more thing. ONE MORE THING."

"I'll handle it."

"You better." She paused. "How's Ethan taking it?"

I looked around the clubhouse. Ethan wasn't there. He was in the bullpen, warming up for his start. He probably hadn't seen the press conference yet.

"I don't know," I admitted. "I haven't talked to him."

"Coño. Go find him. Take care of your man."

"I'll love you, hermano."

"Love you too."

I hung up and stared at my phone for a long moment. The notifications were still piling up, hundreds now, maybe thousands. The quote was trending, because of course it was. #SantosVsVeterans. #NewBlood. #TimeUp.

The internet had already picked sides. From what I could tell in my brief scroll, most people were on Santos's side. He's just speaking the truth, one comment said. Old guard needs to accept reality. Another: Can't wait to watch him destroy them.

I turned the phone face-down and went to get dressed. The game was in three hours. I had work to do.



The tunnel from the clubhouse to the dugout felt longer than usual that day. Every step took me closer to seeing Javi Santos in person, closer to the confrontation I knew was coming whether I wanted it or not.

Batting practice was surreal. The Miami Tides were on the field when we came out, taking their cuts, running their drills. And there he was: Javi Santos in the flesh, looking even younger than he did on TV. Twenty-two years old, moving with the careless grace of someone who'd never known limitation.

He spotted me as I emerged from the dugout. Our eyes met across the diamond, eighty feet of manicured grass and chalk lines between us.

He smiled. That same smile from the press conference. Confident, knowing, unbothered. Like he'd already won something I didn't know we were competing for.

I held his gaze for a long moment, letting him see exactly what I thought of him without saying a single word. Then I turned and walked to the batting cage, my spine straight, my face carefully neutral.

Don't give him anything. Don't let him see.

Marcus was waiting for me, bat in hand. "You good?"

"Never better."

"Liar." But he didn't push. Instead, he nodded toward the visitors' dugout. "Kid's been watching you since you came out."

"Let him watch."

"That's the attitude." Marcus handed me a bat. "Now let's show him what a real hitter looks like."
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