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    For everyone who's been given a second chance—and had the courage to take it.




  "The hardest thing about second chances is trusting that they're real."


Chapter 1: The Empty Spring

Ethan Cole

The Arizona sun hit like a punishment the moment I stepped out of the rental car.

February in the desert was supposed to be pleasant. Mid-seventies, dry heat, the kind of weather that made people move here in the first place. But standing in the Titans' spring training parking lot, my equipment bag cutting into my shoulder, the exposure was total. Like the sun could see through me, could see all the hollow spaces I'd been trying to fill with routine and silence.

The heat sank into my skin, dry and unforgiving, while the chemical scent of fresh asphalt mixed with the mineral smell of desert dust. Somewhere across the lot, a sprinkler hissed against dormant grass, and the sound scraped against my nerves like a nail file. Everything was too bright. Too sharp. Too present.

I stood there for a moment longer than I should have, keys digging into my palm, feeling the weight of the bag strap cutting a groove into my shoulder through my thin t-shirt. My body wanted to get back in the car. Drive to the airport. Disappear into some anonymous hotel room where no one expected anything from me.

Move. They're probably already watching.

The facility sprawled ahead of me, the same complex I'd reported to for four years. Same beige buildings that looked like oversized cardboard boxes dropped into the desert. Same immaculate fields stretching toward the rust-red mountains, their grass so green it hurt to look at. Same flags snapping in the desert wind. Nothing had changed.

Everything had changed.

A maintenance cart rumbled past, its driver offering a wave that I returned. My reflection flashed in a car window as I walked: gaunt face, designer sunglasses that cost more than some people's rent, the careful neutrality I wore like armor. I looked exactly like what I was supposed to be: Ethan Cole, franchise pitcher, million-dollar arm, America's Golden Boy.

I looked nothing like the man I actually was.

The pavement radiated heat through the soles of my sneakers as I headed for the entrance, keeping my stride measured. Controlled. The walk I'd perfected over years of being watched, analyzed, dissected by cameras and commentators who thought they knew me because they'd memorized my statistics. Shoulders back, chin level, the posture of confidence I'd learned to fake so well that my body did it without thought.

Inside my chest, something that used to feel like fire had gone cold and still.

142 days.

The number hit me unbidden, the way it did a dozen times a day. 142 days since I'd heard his voice. Since I'd felt the heat of his body next to mine. Since I'd watched him walk out of my apartment and not look back.

I'd kept count at first because I thought the counting would stop. That eventually I'd lose track, and losing track would mean I was healing. Instead, the number just kept climbing, ticking upward like a debt I couldn't pay off. Each morning I woke up and added another day to the total, a ritual that felt more like self-harm than recovery.

142 days, fourteen hours, roughly eleven minutes. But who's counting?

My jaw clenched. The taste of airline coffee lingered sour on my tongue, and I realized I hadn't eaten anything since the protein bar I'd forced down at 5 AM. My stomach had stopped signaling hunger months ago. Now it just sat there, a hollow space that food couldn't fill.

The automatic doors whooshed open, and the facility's air conditioning hit me like a cold cloth on a fever. The temperature drop made my skin prickle, goosebumps rising along my arms. The lobby smelled like industrial carpet cleaner and fresh coffee. Familiar scents that should have felt like coming home but instead felt like a trap closing.

The space was already buzzing with activity: staff in Titans polos hustling past with tablets and walkie-talkies, PR people with clipboards checking names against lists, a few players milling around with coffee cups and cautious optimism on their faces. Everyone performing their first-day energy, that manufactured enthusiasm that made my teeth ache.

I recognized faces but couldn't summon names. A trainer I'd worked with for three seasons. A clubhouse attendant who always left extra towels in my locker. People who'd been part of my world for years, and I couldn't remember a single personal detail about any of them.

When did everyone become wallpaper?

"Ethan!"

Marcus Webb came around the corner from the locker room, his face splitting into a genuine smile that cut through all the manufactured warmth in the room. My catcher. My best friend on this team. The one person who'd seen me at my worst this off-season and hadn't commented on it.

Until now.

His cross-trainers squeaked against the polished floor as he approached, his Titans hoodie stretched across shoulders that had clearly spent the off-season getting broader. Everything about Marcus was solid: his frame, his handshake, his friendship. He showed up and didn't ask for anything in return.

"Hey." I shifted my bag, tried to manufacture enthusiasm. "Good to see you."

Marcus's smile flickered as he got closer, his eyes doing that quick assessment thing he did behind the plate. Reading the batter. Reading me.

"You look..." He paused, diplomatic. "Rested."

"Liar."

He laughed, but it was strained. "Okay, you look like shit. But it's spring training. Everyone looks like shit."

I didn't argue. The mirror this morning had shown me exactly what he was seeing: ten pounds lighter than October, shadows under my eyes, a flatness in my expression. I'd spent the off-season in my Empire City apartment, ordering delivery food I barely ate, going to the gym at 3 AM when no one would be there to ask how I was doing.

The weight loss was the most visible symptom, but there were others. My apartment had devolved into controlled chaos: takeout containers I couldn't be bothered to throw away, unopened mail stacked on the kitchen counter, the same three shirts on rotation because laundry felt like too much effort. I'd become a ghost haunting my own life.

And now I have to pretend to be human for six months. Simple.

"Come on." Marcus clapped me on the shoulder. "Let's get you set up. Coach wants to meet with the pitchers at two."

I followed him down the familiar hallway, past the training rooms where therapists were already setting up their tables, past the video suites where someone was queuing up film from last season's playoff loss. The carpet was the same industrial gray, the walls the same eggshell white, the fluorescent lights the same institutional hum.

Photographs lined the walls: team shots, pennant celebrations, moments of triumph that felt like they'd happened to someone else. My face was in several of them, younger versions of me who'd believed in things like momentum and destiny and the idea that hard work could solve any problem.

There were new ones now. From October. From the Championship Series.

The Iron Harbor Steelheads celebrating their victory. Confetti falling. Players hugging. The MVP trophy being hoisted by—

I looked away before the details registered. Before his face, frozen forever in that moment of triumph, burned itself into my memory. Before the image of him celebrating the death of everything I'd worked for carved another groove in my chest.

Don't think about it. Don't think about him. Just keep walking.

But my feet slowed without permission, and I found myself staring at the carpet pattern, counting the threads, trying to anchor myself in something concrete and immediate.

"Ethan?" Marcus had stopped a few feet ahead, his voice carefully neutral. "You good?"

"Fine." The word came out automatically. "Just remembering."

"Don't." He stepped closer, lowering his voice. "Whatever happened last year, it's done. New season, clean slate."

If only it were that simple.



The locker room was half-full when we entered, the familiar chaos of first-day unpacking filling the space with noise and movement.

"Cole!" Someone called from across the room. "Good to have you back, man!"

I raised a hand in acknowledgment, didn't trust my voice to respond. The walk to my locker felt longer than usual, like I was moving through water. Marcus stayed at my side, a silent bodyguard against the well-meaning colleagues who might want to talk about things I couldn't talk about.

The room smelled like fresh laundry and new leather. Somewhere a speaker was playing hip-hop, the bass thumping through the walls. Guys were catching up about off-season adventures: fishing trips, golf games, babies born, weight lifted. Normal stuff. The currency of male friendship.

I had nothing to contribute. My off-season had been a void, and voids don't make for good stories.

My locker was exactly where it had always been: corner of the room, next to the window that let in those slants of Arizona light. I'd requested this spot my rookie year, wanting the privacy of the corner, the natural light that helped my pre-game headaches.

Now it just felt like a cage. A pretty one, but a cage nonetheless.

I started unpacking mechanically. Glove. Cleats. Compression gear. The ritual items that had traveled with me since college: a faded rally cap from my Little League championship, the brim worn soft and formless. A small photo of my grandmother that I kept hidden in the back, her smile frozen in a moment from my eighth birthday. She'd been dead for eight years. She was still the only Cole who'd loved me without conditions.

The photo trembled slightly in my hand. I tucked it quickly into the back corner of the locker, behind a stack of towels where no one would see it.

She'd be disappointed in you, the voice in my head whispered. She'd hate what you've become.

"So." Marcus settled onto the bench beside me, keeping his voice low. "You gonna tell me what happened?"

"Nothing happened."

"Ethan."

"Spring training happened. I'm here to pitch. That's what happened."

He was quiet for a moment, watching me arrange and rearrange my cleats with unnecessary precision. Line them up, move them, line them up again. The leather was stiff and new.

"I saw you in December," he said. "At the charity gala in Manhattan. You looked like you hadn't slept in a month, and you left before the second course."

My hands stilled. I remembered the gala. The forced smiles, the small talk, the way I'd bolted the moment someone mentioned the Steelheads.

"Is that true?"

I made myself look at him. Made myself keep my voice steady. "Nate and I are focused on our respective teams. We wish each other nothing but—"

"Don't." Marcus's voice was sharp. "Don't give me the press conference bullshit. I'm your friend."

The word landed heavier than it should have. Friend. I had so few of those. The people who wanted something from me, the people who wanted proximity to fame, the people who saw me as a brand or a symbol? I had plenty of those. But friends? People who would still be there when the stats dropped?

Marcus was one of the only ones. Maybe the only one.

And you've spent four months hiding from him too. Great job, Ethan.

"Yes," I said quietly. "It's true."

He exhaled slowly. "Jesus. I'm sorry, man."

"Don't be." I went back to my unpacking. "It was mutual. It was the right call. We're both better off."

The lies came easily now. I'd been practicing them for months: in front of mirrors, in empty rooms, in the dead hours of 3 AM when sleep refused to come. I'd rehearsed them until they felt smooth and natural.

I almost believed them myself.

Almost.



The pitching drills started at ten, same as every spring training. Same warmup routine I could do in my sleep: arm circles, band work, the progressive throwing program that built intensity over twenty minutes. Same bullpen sessions with the same coaches holding the same radar guns and clipboards.

I threw well. That was the thing about muscle memory: it didn't care that I hadn't slept more than four hours a night since October. My arm knew what to do, and my body followed, because this was the only thing I'd ever been good at.

The only thing that had never disappointed me or rejected me.

The bullpen mound was freshly manicured, the rubber clean and white, not yet scuffed by a season's worth of frustration. I toed the edge of it, feeling the slight give beneath my cleats. The clay was softer here than in Arizona's main stadium, damp from the morning watering, and it packed differently under my push-off foot. I adjusted, digging a shallow trench with my toe. An old habit. The kind of thing my body did before my brain caught up.

The first few throws were loose. Lollipops, we called them. Just letting the arm find its path, the shoulder rotating through its range, the elbow tracking forward in the slot I'd spent ten thousand hours refining. The sun hit the back of my neck, and sweat gathered along my hairline within minutes. The sharp menthol bite of Icy Hot rose from my right forearm, where the trainer had worked a knot out of my flexor tendon before warm-ups.

Then I let it go.

The ball hit Marcus's mitt right on the corner. The leather smacked against his palm. Ninety-six miles per hour, the coach confirmed. My velocity was where it should be. My control was solid.

"Nice," Marcus called. "Paint."

I nodded, caught the toss back, found my grip. The seams pressed into my fingertips. This I understood. This I could control.

Another pitch. Same spot. Same speed.

The rhythm was soothing. Wind up. Throw. Follow through. Repeat. I didn't have to think about anything except the ball and the target.

I didn't have to think about him.

Pop.

Liar. You think about him with every pitch.

Pop.

"Looking good, Cole." The pitching coach nodded. "Velocity's there. Let's see the changeup."

I adjusted my grip, found the seams. The changeup was my signature pitch, "The Eraser." The difference between the fastball and the changeup was twelve miles per hour but identical arm motion. It was designed to deceive. You showed the batter one thing and delivered another. The ball sat deeper in my palm than the fastball, cradled between my ring and middle finger, the seams barely grazing my fingertips. The whole point was that nothing in my delivery changed. Same arm speed. Same release point. Same violence of effort. The ball just arrived late, and by then the batter's weight was already committed forward, his swing cutting through empty air above the zone.

I was good at deception. Had been my whole life.

The changeup dove where I wanted it, dropping through the zone like it had fallen off a table. Marcus's glove barely moved. "Nasty," he called, grinning behind his mask.

But something was wrong. The mechanics were there, the velocity was there, but the fire wasn't. The competitive rage that had fueled me for years was missing: the need to dominate, to prove everyone wrong, to be better than anyone expected.

I threw another changeup. Perfect location. Empty sensation.

Where did it go? Where did all that anger disappear to?

I knew where it had gone.

The fire had been feeding off him. Off the rivalry. Every time I stepped on a mound, some part of me was pitching against him, trying to prove something to him.

And then we'd stopped hating. And the fire had burned even hotter. The need to impress him. To make him proud. To be worthy of the way he looked at me in private.

Now there was just this. Throwing balls at a target. Going through motions.

"Cole?" The pitching coach watching me. "You okay?"

"Fine." I threw another pitch. Same velocity. Same placement. "Just getting loose."

But I caught Marcus's eyes behind the plate, and I knew he saw it too.



Media availability was scheduled for three o'clock.

I showered and changed into the team-issued polo. Spent twenty minutes with the media relations team reviewing talking points: questions to deflect, narratives to reinforce.

The PR coordinator was a woman named Jen who'd been with the team for six years. She ran through the likely questions with military precision: contract status (optimistic but focused on the season), playoff loss (learning experience), and personal life (no comment, pivot to team chemistry).

"And if they ask about Reyes?" she said.

"They won't." I adjusted my collar. "It's been four months. Old news."

Her silence told me everything.

I walked into the press room with the armor of my public persona firmly in place.

The Golden Boy. America's sweetheart.

The press room was packed. Fifty chairs, plus another twenty people standing along the walls. National outlets, local beat writers, faces I recognized from the sports blogs. Camera lights blazed, the heat from them pressing against my forehead like a low-grade fever. The room smelled like stale coffee and electronic equipment, that particular odor of warm cables and overheated laptop fans. Microphone foam brushed my chin as I sat down, and someone in the front row was already recording on her phone, the red dot blinking.

They all wanted the same thing: a quote they could twist into a headline.

I took my seat at the table, microphone positioned in front of me.

"Ethan, how are you feeling heading into the season?"

The first question, lobbed like a softball. Easy. Safe.

"Feeling great. The arm feels good, the body feels strong. Ready to get back to work with this team and compete for a championship."

"What did you work on during the off-season?"

"Mechanical adjustments, mental preparation, core strength."

"Any comment on the reports about your contract negotiations?"

"That's above my pay grade. I let my agent handle that stuff. I'm just focused on pitching."

The questions came in predictable waves. I answered them on autopilot, the words flowing out of some reservoir that didn't require conscious thought. My body was here, saying the right things, making the right expressions, while the rest of me was somewhere far away.

Then someone in the back raised their hand.

"Ethan, there are reports that the Steelheads might be looking to move Nate Reyes before the trade deadline. Your name keeps coming up in the same conversations. How do you handle the constant speculation linking you two?"

The room went quiet. Every recorder leaned forward.

My mask slipped for just a fraction of a second, a micro-expression I immediately locked down. But the cameras had caught it. They always caught it.

"Trade rumors are part of the business," I said, my voice perfectly level. "I don't control front-office decisions. I control my preparation and my performance. That's where my focus is."

"But surely the rivalry adds an extra layer to the speculation? The media loves the Cole-Reyes angle."

The Cole-Reyes angle. Like we were a storyline cooked up for ratings, not two people who'd torn each other apart in ways no sportswriter would ever know. Not the man who knew every fear I'd never spoken aloud, every version of myself I'd been too afraid to show anyone else.

"The rivalry has always been about baseball," I said. "That hasn't changed."

Everything has changed. Everything is different. I don't know how to exist in a world where he's not mine anymore.

"Would you welcome Reyes as a teammate if the trade happened?"

"I'd welcome any player who makes this team better. That's above my pay grade."

I'm not sure I have a best anymore. I'm not sure there's anything left.

"One more question about the trade rumors—"

"I think we've covered the trade speculation enough," Jen cut in smoothly. "Let's keep the focus on what Ethan's doing on the mound."

The reporter sat down, but the damage was done. The room had gotten what it wanted: a moment of visible discomfort, a crack in the Golden Boy's armor. Tomorrow's headlines would write themselves.

I answered three more softball questions about pitching mechanics and team goals, then escaped with practiced efficiency, my smile never wavering as I navigated toward the exit.

In the hallway, away from cameras, I leaned against the wall and focused on breathing.

142 days.

And counting.



That night, alone in my rented condo, the silence was thick.

The place was nice. Beige walls, beige carpet, beige furniture. Two bedrooms, two bathrooms, a kitchen I'd never use.

I stood at the window, watching the desert sunset. My reflection floated ghost-like in the glass.

My phone sat on the coffee table behind me. I hadn't looked at it since the press conference, but its presence hummed at the edge of my awareness. 142 days of awareness, knowing a few taps could connect me to him.

A device I was too proud to use.

I turned from the window and walked to the kitchen, opening the refrigerator out of habit. Inside: a bottle of water, a protein shake from three days ago, wilted spinach I'd never touched.

I closed the door without taking anything.

My phone buzzed. I ignored it. Then it buzzed again.

Marcus: Dinner? There's a Mexican place the guys like.

I stared at the message. The thought of sitting in a restaurant, making small talk while my insides felt like rubble.

Can't. Early morning. Rain check?

His response was immediate: You said that last week. And the week before.

I know. I'm sorry.

A pause. Then: You don't have to be alone, man.

I typed several responses and deleted them all. Finally: Thanks. Just need some time.

The lie slid out as easily as all the others.

I put the phone face-down on the counter and walked to the bedroom. The bed was made with hotel-corner precision. A habit from childhood, when my father inspected my room every morning. The pillows were arranged just so.

I hadn't slept in this bed since I'd arrived. Couldn't mess it up. Instead I'd been dozing on the couch, waking every few hours from dreams that left me hollowed out.

This is what you wanted, I reminded myself. You ended it. You decided the relationship was destroying you both.

But had I decided, really? Or had I just been looking for an excuse to run before he could leave me first?

The question circled in my brain like a shark. I'd told myself it was about the rivalry, about loving someone I was supposed to hate. I'd told myself it was about his almost-betrayal, the game-throwing consideration he'd confessed to, the lie that shattered my trust.

But underneath those justifications was something simpler: fear. The fear that he would realize I wasn't worth the complications. That I was unlovable, and he'd figure it out eventually.

Dad always said I was too emotional. Too sensitive. "No one wants to see a man cry, Ethan. No one respects weakness."

I sat on the edge of the bed I wouldn't sleep in, and let myself feel the silence.

Somewhere across the country, Nate was probably doing the same thing. Or maybe he was already over it. Maybe he'd moved on, found someone who didn't come with a father who hated him.

Maybe he's relieved.

The thought was so painful I had to close my eyes against it.

My phone buzzed again, somewhere in the other room. I didn't move to check it.

Instead, I lay back on the bed, still fully dressed, and stared at the ceiling.

At some point, I fell asleep.

At some point, I dreamed of center field, and dark eyes, and a smile that used to be mine.

At some point, I woke up with tears on my face.

143 days.

Outside, the desert sun was rising. Another day of pretending. Another day of performing the role of Ethan Cole, baseball star.

Another day of being completely alone.

I got up. Showered. Dressed. Drove to the facility.

I smiled the smile I'd practiced in mirrors since college. "Feeling great. Arm's strong, the team's looking good. We're excited to build on last year's foundation and push for a championship."

"How do you feel about facing the Steelheads this season, given the intensity of last year's Championship Series?"

The question shouldn't sting anymore. It was the same question every reporter had been circling all off-season, the polite version of are you still furious that Nate Reyes hit a home run off you in the biggest moment of your career? But his name, hovering unspoken in this room full of people who thought the rivalry was the whole story.

I kept the smile steady. "Nate's a great player. The Steelheads are a great team. We're focused on winning."

"Some sources suggest there's genuine animosity between you two beyond the rivalry—"

"Next question."

The reporter pressed forward. "The fans are invested in the Cole-Reyes matchup—"

"The fans are invested in winning baseball," I said, keeping my voice pleasant even as my hands curled into fists under the table. "Which is the only thing any of us should be focused on. Next question."

The room shifted uncomfortably. Somewhere in the back, a camera clicked.

"Ethan, how will you approach games against the Steelheads this year? Will there be any personal—"

"I approach every game the same way. I study the opponent, I execute my game plan, and I compete." I glanced at the media relations coordinator.

"Two more questions on baseball topics only."

The rest of the session blurred. Contract extension speculation, injury recovery, projections. I answered everything on autopilot. Yes, we're optimistic. No, I haven't set personal goals beyond team success.

When it was over, I didn't breathe normally again until I was alone in the hallway.

The mask was exhausting.



The rental condo was as sterile as I'd left it. Beige walls, generic furniture, nothing personal.

I dropped my bag by the door and went to the refrigerator. Inside: leftover takeout, a case of water, an energy drink I'd never opened. I couldn't remember the last time I'd cooked.

My phone buzzed on the counter. I glanced at it.

Marcus: Drink tonight? Some of the guys are going to that place on Main.

I typed back: Tired. Raincheck.

The couch was too soft when I sank into it. The TV remote was somewhere, but I didn't have the energy to find it. Instead, I sat there in the fading light.

My phone was in my hand before I consciously decided to pick it up.

I opened Instagram. Typed his name. Found his profile.

The familiar profile picture loaded: Nate in his Steelheads jersey, arms crossed, that half-smirk that made sportswriters call him "baseball's bad boy" and made my chest cavity feel three sizes too small.

Nate's latest post was from three days ago: a photo of him at the Steelheads' spring training facility, grinning, his World Series ring visible. The championship ring he'd won in October. By beating my team.

The caption read: Champions work harder. Back at it.

37,000 likes.

He looked happy. His smile reached his eyes.

Something twisted in my chest. He looked fine. Like the breakup hadn't touched him. Like I was the only one walking around like a ghost.

I scrolled through more photos. Nate with his teammates. Nate with his family at Christmas. Nate laughing at some event, surrounded by people who loved him.

I had been to one Reyes family Christmas. Just one, smuggled in as "Nate's friend from baseball." I had always been a secret, and then a ghost, and then nothing.

I closed the app, threw the phone across the couch, pressed my hands against my eyes.

The leather cushion was cold where my elbows dug in. Outside, a car alarm went off in the parking lot, distant and tinny, and I listened to it cycle through its five-note pattern three times before someone killed it.

143 days.

The silence of the condo was suffocating. The walls pressing in, the emptiness expanding to fill every corner.

I'd thought being with him would set me free. I'd thought that having someone, even in secret, would let me stop performing. But here I was, performing harder than ever.

The phone buzzed again. I reached for it.

Agent - Sarah: Quick call when you can. Titans are ready to talk extension. $180M/6 years on the table.

$180 million. Career-defining money. The kind of contract that would prove something to my father.

My father.

I hadn't spoken to James Cole in over two years. Not since he'd found out about Nate. My father had discovered the truth the way he discovered most things—through sources, through whispers, through the network of baseball insiders who fed him information like coins into a slot machine. He'd said nothing to my face. The last text I'd received from him was congratulating me on my second All-Star selection. Before he knew.

The money didn't matter. None of it mattered without him.

I stopped the thought. Practiced response.

I texted Sarah back: Thanks. Let's discuss next week.

My phone buzzed again. SportsNet alert. I tapped it before I could stop myself.

SPRING TRAINING UPDATE: Steelheads MVP Reyes looks sharp in early workouts.

I stared at the headline, then pulled up the article.

There was a photo of Nate at the Steelheads' complex, mid-swing, his follow-through captured in that frozen instant where his whole body was extended, every muscle visible through his compression shirt. The bat was a blur above his left shoulder. His jaw was set. His eyes were locked on something past the frame.

I zoomed in. The pixels blurred, but the World Series ring on his right hand was unmistakable. The hand that used to press flat against my chest when we were falling asleep. The hand that had cupped the back of my neck the last time we'd kissed, his thumb tracing the vertebrae there like he was memorizing the topography.

I closed the article. Set the phone face-down on the counter.

The contract email glowed in my peripheral vision. $180 million. Six years. A number that was supposed
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