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    For everyone who's ever had to hide who they love.

And for everyone who found the courage to stop hiding.

This is for you.




  "The best love stories don't end. They just keep beginning, over and over, every single day."

— Anonymous


Chapter 1: The Announcement

POV: Ethan Cole



Ethan's eyes opened at 4:47 AM.

No alarm. No sound. Just the weight of what today meant settling on his chest like a physical thing, pressing down until each breath was an effort. The ceiling fan rotated above him in its endless loop, three blades slicing through darkness, the faint wobble on each rotation that he'd been meaning to fix for two years.

Ten years. How do you announce the end of ten years?

He lay still, cataloging sensations the way he cataloged opposing batters. Methodical, precise, hungry for control. The Egyptian cotton sheets against his bare shoulders, 400-thread-count that Nate had insisted on. "We're adults now, E, we can have nice things." The distant murmur of waves through the cracked window, salt air threading into the room like it belonged there. The slight ache in his right shoulder that never fully went away anymore, the ghost of a thousand pitches reminding him why today was happening at all.

The beach house. Their sanctuary. The place where two baseball players who'd once tried to destroy each other had built a life together, brick by stubborn brick, argument by argument, kiss by kiss. Four walls that had witnessed their worst fights and their best mornings, that held the echoes of makeup sex and midnight confessions and all the ordinary moments that added up to extraordinary. Nate had burned pasta three times in that kitchen before finally mastering his mother's recipe. They'd watched Game 7 of their first World Series on that couch, hands clenched together so tight Ethan's knuckles had ached for a week. And the bathroom—the locked door and the panic attack, and Nate sitting outside for two hours talking about nothing until Ethan's breathing steadied.

Beside him, Nate slept on, breathing deep and slow. One arm was thrown above his head, the sheet twisted around his waist the way it always was. Half-covered, like even in sleep he couldn't commit to being fully dressed or fully naked. His face was softer in sleep than it ever was awake, the perpetual tension around his jaw finally released, the furrow between his brows smoothed away. Thirty-three years old and still looking like the cocky outfielder who'd charged Ethan's mound a decade ago. All sharp angles and barely contained energy, even at rest.

A thin scar ran along Nate's left forearm, souvenir from a diving catch in Year 3 that had required seven stitches. Ethan had held his hand in the trainer's room while they sewed him up, both of them pretending it was normal, both of them knowing it wasn't. Another scar, smaller, on his shoulder. That one from the HBP that had started everything. The pitch that wasn't quite intentional and wasn't quite an accident. The pitch that had changed both their lives.

I marked him, Ethan thought. And then he marked me back. Every scar a signature.

Ethan watched him. Just watched. Let himself have this quiet moment before the world exploded. Memorized the rhythm of Nate's breathing: four counts in, six counts out, steady as a metronome. The way his eyelashes fanned against his cheekbones. The single gray hair at his left temple that Nate claimed didn't exist but Ethan had been secretly tracking for three months now.

I get to keep this, he reminded himself. The baseball ends, but this stays. He stays.

The thought should have been comforting. Instead, it made his throat tight.

In a few hours, they would tell everyone. The press conference was set for 10 AM. The entire sports media universe would be watching. And when it was over, nothing would ever be the same again.

Ten years.

Ten years since a pitch that wasn't quite a beanball, aimed at a rookie who'd talked too much shit. Ten years since Nate had charged the mound, and Ethan had met him halfway, and they'd collided in a fury that hid something neither of them understood.

I was so scared. So fucking scared of everything—of him, of what I felt, of the way my whole body lit up when he got in my face. I threw at him because I didn't know what else to do with all that want.

Ten years of circling each other. Fighting. Falling. Finally finding their way home.

And now it was ending.

The first bird called outside, a mockingbird, cycling through its borrowed songs. 5:02 now. The darkness was softening at its edges, charcoal becoming steel becoming the first suggestion of blue.

Ethan slipped out of bed carefully, his bare feet finding the cool hardwood floor. The boards creaked under his weight (third step from the bed, always) and he froze, but Nate only stirred without waking. He'd always slept like the dead. A blessing, given how many early mornings and late-night anxiety spirals Ethan had lived through. All those hours lying awake, tallying fears, while Nate breathed beside him, oblivious and beautiful and the only thing keeping Ethan tethered to earth.

He padded to the window. The ocean was a distant murmur, rhythmic and eternal. Waves he couldn't see but could feel in his bones. The sound had become part of him over these years: white noise for sleep, meditation for mornings, the constant reassurance that some things didn't end. Some things just kept going, regardless of human drama.

The ocean doesn't care that I'm retiring. The waves don't give a shit about press conferences.

There was comfort in that. There was also loneliness.

Somewhere out there, the sun was climbing toward the horizon, and when it rose, Ethan would have to face the hardest thing he'd ever done.

Not retirement itself. That was just a word, a status change, a shift from active to former. He'd made peace with the physical reality: his shoulder complained more than it used to, his fastball sat at 92 instead of 96, and the recovery time after starts had stretched from one day to three. His body was telling him the truth his pride didn't want to hear.

No, the hard part was admitting he was afraid.

Afraid of the silence that comes after. Afraid of who I am without a ball in my hand. Afraid that somewhere in the transition, I'll lose the best parts of myself.

His phone glowed on the nightstand, already full of messages he hadn't read. Teammates. Agents. Family. The PR team. Everyone wanted a piece of this day, everyone had opinions and advice and questions. The notification count had climbed past 200 overnight. Texts and emails and social media alerts he'd been deliberately avoiding since dinner yesterday.

Ethan left it where it was.

He stood at the window, arms crossed over his bare chest, goosebumps rising on his skin from the pre-dawn chill. The darkness was beginning to gray at its edges, that shade of nothing that preceded sunrise. Behind him, Nate's breathing stayed steady. Even. The one constant in a decade of chaos.

I used to pray for someone to see me, Ethan thought. Really see me, past the image and the press releases and the golden boy bullshit. And then I got what I asked for, and it terrified me more than hiding ever did.

He remembered the exact moment he'd known. Not the tunnel, that had been confusion and anger and the first terrifying spark. No, the knowing had come later. Year 4, the airport, when Nate had almost gotten on that plane and Ethan had stood at the wrong gate watching through glass, too paralyzed to stop him.

The flight had been delayed. A mechanical issue. Twenty minutes that had changed everything.

If that plane had left on time, I'd be standing at this window alone.

The sky turned pink, then gold, and Ethan stayed at the window until Nate finally stirred.



"You okay?"

Nate's voice was rough with sleep, but his eyes were sharp. He'd always read Ethan like no one else, probably because he'd spent years studying him from across the diamond, looking for weaknesses, waiting for tells. First as an enemy, cataloging every twitch for competitive advantage. Then as something else entirely.

He knows my tells better than I do. Knows when I'm about to throw a changeup, knows when I'm about to fall apart.

Ethan turned from the window. "No. But I will be."

Nate sat up, the sheet falling away, and stretched with the unselfconscious physicality that made Ethan's mouth dry. Thirty-three, still built like an athlete at his peak, the definition in his shoulders and chest earned through thousands of hours in the weight room. The morning light gilded his brown skin, traced the lines of muscle and scar tissue and history that Ethan had memorized with his hands in the dark.

"Come here."

Ethan crossed to the bed and let Nate pull him down. They lay tangled together, foreheads touching, breathing the same air. Nate's fingers found the knobs of Ethan's spine, traced them one by one. A ritual he'd developed somewhere around Year 6, after the surgery, when touch had become the language that words couldn't manage.

"We can still back out," Nate said quietly. "One more year. Two. Nobody would blame us."

"Would you?"

"Never. Whatever you want."

Ethan closed his eyes, sinking into the warmth. Nate smelled like sleep and salt air and faint cedar, the same cologne he'd worn since their second year together. Ethan had bought him a bottle once, expensive stuff, and Nate had looked at it like he couldn't believe someone had been paying attention.

"I want to be done," Ethan said. "I want to stop being afraid of getting hurt. I want to stop waiting for the other shoe to drop."

"And?"

"And I want to marry you. Soon. Before we both get any older."

Nate's laugh was warm against his skin, vibrating through the places where their bodies connected. "That's a weird proposal."

"It's not a proposal. The proposal comes later. When I do it right."

"Looking forward to it."

The ring is in my sock drawer, Ethan thought. Has been for four months. Black titanium with small diamonds, engraved with a word that matters. I've practiced the speech forty times. I know exactly what I want to say.

But not today. Today was about endings. The beginning would come after.

They stayed like that, wrapped in each other, until the alarm on Nate's phone shattered the silence with its familiar aggressive chirping, the same alarm tone he'd used since his rookie year, because Nate was stubborn about the stupidest things.

Time to face the world.



They dressed in suits, the charcoal gray ones that PR had specifically approved. "Professional but approachable," whatever that meant. Ethan stood before the mirror, wrestling with his tie. The silk kept slipping through his fingers, the knot coming out asymmetrical, and he had to start over three times.

I can throw a baseball at 92 miles per hour with pinpoint accuracy. I cannot tie a Windsor knot without supervision.

He caught his reflection and barely recognized himself. He looked like what he was: a man trying to hold it together. The suit fit perfectly, tailored within an inch of its life, but underneath it his heart raced at 140 beats per minute and his palms were sweating.

Nate came up behind him, straightened his collar with fingers that knew exactly where to press, met his eyes in the glass. Their reflections stared back: two men in matching suits, one blond and one dark, one built for precision and one built for power.

"You look good," Nate said.

"I look terrified."

"That too." Nate grinned, that familiar flash of teeth that had once made Ethan want to throw a fastball at his head. Now it just made him want to kiss him. Strange, how those two impulses had turned out to be related. "But mostly good."

The drive to the stadium was quiet. They held hands across the console of Nate's SUV, a habit that had started somewhere around Year 7. The leather was warm from the morning sun, the familiar route unfurling before them: highway to city streets, the skyline of Empire City rising against the morning like a promise they'd already kept.

Traffic was light this early. The city was still waking up, coffee-seeking zombies in rumpled suits staggering toward their offices. Nate navigated with the easy confidence of someone who'd been driving these streets for a decade, his left hand on the wheel and his right hand in Ethan's, thumb tracing absent patterns against Ethan's palm.

"Ten years ago," Nate said, breaking the comfortable silence, "I wanted to punch that face."

"Ten years ago, I wanted you to."

"Liar."

"It's true. I wanted you to hit me. I wanted a reason to hate you that made sense." Ethan watched the buildings scroll past, the city they'd adopted as home. "Because the real reason made no sense at all."

Nate was quiet for a moment. "And now?"

"Now I want you to keep holding my hand. And I want to get through this press conference without throwing up."

"Low bar."

"It's been a long decade. My standards have adjusted."

Nate laughed, and the tension in the car eased just enough for Ethan to breathe. This was what they did, found lightness in heavy moments, made each other laugh when crying was the easier option. Ten years of practice at being each other's anchor.

The stadium rose on the horizon. Their stadium, the place where they'd spent fifteen years making history. EMPIRE CITY TITANS carved in stone above the entrance, the letters weathered by decades, the logo faded from its original bright orange. Ethan had walked through those gates thousands of times. Today felt like the first and the last all at once.

This is where I learned to be a pitcher. Where I learned to be a man. Where I learned to love someone so much it rewired my understanding of what mattered.

The security checkpoint loomed ahead. The real beginning of the end.



Security met them at the side entrance, kept them away from the cameras already clustered at the main doors. The hallways were familiar. Locker room this way, field that way, the press room somewhere in the maze they'd navigated for over a decade. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting that washed-out institutional glow that made everyone look slightly ill.

How many times have I walked this hallway? A thousand? Two thousand? After today, I'll never walk it as a player again.

The concrete walls were decorated with championship banners and retired numbers, a history of excellence rendered in fabric and thread. Ethan's eyes found the 2025 World Series banner, their banner, his and Nate's, the culmination of six years of heartbreak and near-misses.

The buzz of reporters was audible through the walls now, a growing hum of anticipation. Hundreds of them, Ethan knew from the briefing yesterday. Every sports network, every streaming platform, every newspaper that still bothered to print. This was the story of the year: two of baseball's greatest players, the most dominant duo of their generation, calling it quits at the same time.

They'll want to know if it's because of injuries. If we're being pushed out. If there's some drama they can spin into a narrative.

The truth is simpler and more complicated: we're leaving because we want to. Because we've earned the right to choose our own ending.

Karen, the team's PR director, met them backstage with a tablet full of notes and the calm efficiency of someone who'd managed worse crises. Her heels clicked against the concrete floor in a rapid staccato. She was nervous too, Ethan could see it in the way her jaw clenched between words.

"It's packed," she said without preamble. "Every major outlet, international coverage, the works. ESPN, Fox Sports, the Athletic, BBC World Service, NHK from Japan—the international contingent is bigger than anticipated. They're expecting statements and then a Q&A. You've both seen the prep materials?"

Ethan nodded. He'd spent three days memorizing approved talking points he fully intended to ignore. The PR language felt hollow, corporate, stripped of everything that made this moment matter. We're grateful for the opportunity and It's the right time and all the safe phrases that said nothing real.

"Good. And for the love of God, don't mention the book."

"What book?" Nate asked innocently.

Karen's expression suggested she wasn't amused. The slight twitch at the corner of her eye betrayed her stress. "The one you're definitely not writing. Which doesn't exist. And will absolutely not contain any team secrets."

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Keep it that way." She tapped something on her tablet, then looked up at them with an expression that was almost soft. "For what it's worth—it's been an honor. Both of you."

Before Ethan could respond, Marcus Webb emerged from the green room, looking even larger than usual in a suit that strained across his shoulders. He'd been Ethan's catcher for fifteen years, longer than most marriages lasted, Ethan sometimes thought. Longer than some people stayed alive. They'd developed a language without words, a partnership so intuitive that Ethan sometimes forgot Marcus couldn't actually read his mind.

"You two ready?" Marcus asked, his deep voice carrying the gravity of someone who understood exactly what this moment meant.

"No," Ethan said.

"Good answer. Let's do this anyway."

Through the door, Ethan could see the press room. Wall-to-wall cameras, their lenses like unblinking eyes. Journalists packed into rows of chairs, notebooks and recorders and phones at the ready. The long table at the front where he and Nate would sit, two microphones waiting, the Titans logo displayed behind them like a promise about to be broken.

The noise level dropped as someone noticed them through the glass—a wave of awareness rippling through the assembled press. Cameras swung toward the door. Phones lifted.

"Last chance to run," Nate murmured, his breath warm against Ethan's ear.

"We'd have to go together."

"Obviously. I meant both of us. Right now. Out the back. Mexico by nightfall."

"Tempting."

"We could open a taco stand. Never touch a baseball again."

Despite everything, Ethan smiled. "Ask me again in October."

Karen was at his elbow. "You're on. Deep breath."

Ethan took the breath—air filling his lungs, expanding his chest, pushing against the tight knot of anxiety that had lived beneath his sternum since he'd woken up. Held it for a count of three. Let it go.

Nate's hand found his, squeezed once, then let go.

They walked through the door together.



The room fell silent.

Not gradually—immediately. Like someone had hit a mute button on the entire assembled press corps. Two hundred journalists, half a dozen camera crews, and every single one of them stopped what they were doing to watch Ethan and Nate walk to the table.

Ethan had faced hostile crowds before. Road games where sixty thousand fans screamed for his failure, their voices a wall of hatred designed to crack his concentration. Playoff pressure that made his heart pound and his hands shake. The gut-punch cruelty of social media, where strangers dissected his every mistake with surgical precision.

But this silence was worse. More total. This was anticipation. This was the world holding its breath, waiting for him to bleed in public.

He sat. The chair was uncomfortable, standard press-room furniture built for durability, and it creaked slightly under his weight. Nate sat beside him, close enough that their elbows almost touched. The microphones loomed in front of them like judgment, their red recording lights already blinking.

Millions of people are going to hear what I say next. And I don't know if I can get the words out.

The silence stretched. Someone coughed in the back row. A camera shutter clicked three times in rapid succession.

"Thank you all for being here," Ethan said, and his voice came out steadier than he'd expected. The words he'd rehearsed, but the delivery was his own, calm and measured, the same voice he used when he needed to get a crucial out. "We know this is unusual—two players making a joint announcement. But Nate and I have never done anything the usual way."

A ripple of laughter. Good. They needed to breathe. He needed to breathe.

Remember what Marcus told you: they're just people. They want a story, and you're giving them one. Control the narrative.

He looked at Nate, who nodded—that slight dip of the chin that had become their shorthand for I'm with you, keep going.

"We're here to announce that this will be our final season. Both of us. We'll retire at the end of the year."

The silence shattered.

Voices erupted—questions overlapping, names shouted, the professional decorum of the press corps abandoned in favor of chaos. Cameras flashed so fast the room strobed white, leaving afterimages on Ethan's retinas. Reporters surged forward, only held back by security personnel who'd clearly been briefed for exactly this scenario. The sound washed over him like a wave, overwhelming and strangely distant, as if he were watching the chaos from somewhere far above his own body.

I said it. It's real now. It's out there, and I can't take it back.

Nate leaned toward his microphone, his voice cutting through the noise with the practiced authority of someone who'd spent a decade dealing with media scrums. "We've talked about this for over a year. It wasn't an easy decision. But we want to leave on our own terms. Together. The way we do everything."

The questions started before the shouting died down, voices competing for attention like seagulls fighting over scraps.

"Ethan! Is this related to your injury history?"

"Nate! Are you concerned about your legacy?"

"Do you have any regrets?"

"What's next for you both?"

"Is it true you've been offered broadcast positions?"

"How does it feel to walk away while you're still competitive?"

Ethan fielded them mechanically, pulling from the prepared answers while trying to find the truth beneath them. Yes, his shoulder had been held together with hope and surgical miracles for three years now, the scar tissue from two separate procedures forming a roadmap of his desperation to keep playing. No, he wasn't worried about legacy. You couldn't control what people remembered, couldn't force them to understand the private triumphs that mattered more than public stats. No regrets, except all of them, except none of them, except the years he'd wasted hiding when he could have been living.

"What's next," Nate said, fielding a question Ethan had missed in his spiraling thoughts, "is one more season. One more chance at a championship. And then we figure out the rest."

"Will you miss competing against each other?"

The question came from somewhere in the middle of the crowd, and Ethan saw Nate's lips quirk.

"We stopped being rivals years ago," Nate said. "We became partners. That's a much better deal."

Under the table, his hand found Ethan's. Held it. Out of sight, just for them.

"We have 161 games left," Ethan said. "We intend to make them count."



The backstage hallway felt like decompression after a deep dive. Ethan leaned against the wall and focused on breathing, on the solid presence of Nate beside him, on the fact that he'd survived.

His phone was vibrating continuously now, messages stacking up faster than he could count. He pulled it out and skimmed through the chaos.

Javi Santos: Legends. Nothing but respect. I'm honored to have learned from you both.

Marcus Webb: Drinks later. You've earned it.

Miguel Reyes: So proud of you both, mijo. Your mother is crying.

James Cole: Well done, son. Call your mother.

A number he didn't recognize, with a 602 area code—Phoenix: You could've been ours. Glad you weren't. Empire City deserved you.

Something loosened in his chest. His father's approval still meant something, even after all these years. Even after the fights in Year 2, the silence of Year 3, the slow rebuild of Year 5 when James Cole had finally stopped seeing his son's love as a liability and started seeing it as the bravest thing a Cole had ever done. The text was short. James had never been a man of many words when it counted. But the well done landed with the precision of a perfectly located changeup.

Karen stood in the hallway, tablet in hand. "It's everywhere. Trending worldwide. Every sports network is running continuous coverage. This is the story of the year."

"Great," Nate said flatly. "Just what we wanted."

"You asked for a joint announcement. This is what that looks like." She smiled, just slightly. "You did well. Both of you. The narrative is exactly what we wanted: two legends, leaving together, one last ride."

"Feels cheap when you put it that way," Ethan said.

"Marketing always does. That doesn't make it less true."

She walked away, already fielding calls, and Ethan was alone with Nate in the hallway. The noise of the press room was a distant hum now, the chaos contained.

"We really did it," Nate said.

"Yeah."

"One more season."

"One more everything."

Nate pulled him into a hug, right there in the hallway where anyone could see. Ethan let himself be held, let himself sink into the familiar warmth of his partner, his home.

"Let's get out of here," Nate said into his hair.

"Best idea you've had all day."



The car felt like sanctuary.

Ethan got behind the wheel because he needed something to do with his hands, and pulled out of the secure parking area before the media could catch up. The highway stretched ahead, leading home.

They were three miles out when it hit him.

His hands started shaking first. Then his breath came short. Then the tears were there, sudden and unstoppable, blurring his vision until he had to pull over to the shoulder.

"Shit," he managed. "I'm sorry, I—"

Nate was already unbuckling, reaching across the console, pulling Ethan into an awkward embrace that was all wrong angles but still felt like exactly where he needed to be.

"I'm not ready," Ethan choked out. "I'm not—I can't—"

"I know." Nate's voice was steady, an anchor in the storm. "I know. We're not ready. We never will be. But we're doing it anyway."

"What if this is a mistake?"

"Then we make it together. Like everything else."

Ethan cried into Nate's shoulder, all the composure he'd maintained through the press conference finally cracking open. Ten years of being strong, being careful, being the rock that everyone else leaned on—it all came pouring out.

"I'm scared," he admitted. "I don't know who I am without baseball."

"You're Ethan James Cole. You're the love of my life. You're the man I'm going to marry." Nate held him tighter. "Everything else is just details."

"Since when are you the calm one?"

"Since you needed me to be."

They stayed like that until Ethan's tears dried and his breathing steadied. Until the trembling stopped. Until he could look at Nate without falling apart.

"Okay," he said finally. "Okay. I'm okay."

"You don't have to be."

"I know. But I am." He wiped his face, took a breath. "161 games left. Let's make them count."

"One last championship."

"And then some."

Ethan put the car in drive and merged back onto the highway.



The beach house waited for them, patient and perfect. Their refuge. The place where they'd built a life that had nothing to do with stats or standings or public personas.

They walked inside and Ethan stopped, just inside the door, looking at the space they'd created together. Photos on the walls: team shots and family portraits and candid moments that no one else had seen. Nate's guitar in the corner. Ethan's collection of vintage baseball cards in frames along the hallway. The kitchen where they'd learned to cook together, badly at first and then better.

"You know what's funny?" Ethan said.

Nate came up behind him, wrapped arms around his waist. "What?"

"Ten years ago, I threw a pitch that changed my life. Threw it at a guy I thought I hated."

"And now?"

"Now I'm going to spend the rest of my life with him."

Nate turned him around, kissed him slow and deep. When they finally broke apart, both of them were smiling.

"One more season," Nate said. "Then the rest of our lives."

"Promise?"

"Always."

Standing in their kitchen, the tile cool under his bare feet, Ethan pressed his face into Nate's neck and breathed. Salt. Cedar. The faint bite of sweat beneath the cologne. Home, distilled into scent.

His phone buzzed against the counter where he'd set it down. Another notification. Another headline, another hot take, another stranger's opinion about a decision that belonged to them alone. He ignored it. The world could wait. The world had been waiting for them to explain themselves for a decade, and Ethan was done explaining.

Outside, the waves crashed against the shore. The sound reached them through the open window, steady and relentless, the oldest rhythm on earth.

"You hungry?" Nate asked.

"Starving."

"I'll make something." Nate kissed his forehead, then his mouth, then stepped back toward the refrigerator. "Don't look at your phone."

"Wasn't going to."

"Liar."

Ethan leaned against the counter and watched Nate pull eggs from the fridge, crack them into a bowl with one hand the way Rosa had taught him, the shells splitting clean. The gas burner clicked three times before the flame caught. Butter hit the pan with a hiss.

One hundred and sixty-one games. October waiting on the other side, and whatever came after that. The ring hidden in his sock drawer, heavy with intention. The future, wide and terrifying and full.

But right now: eggs in a pan. The man he loved humming something off-key. Salt air through the window. His own heartbeat, finally steady.

Ethan's fingers curled around the edge of the counter, the granite cold and solid beneath his grip.


Chapter 2: Last First Day

POV: Nate Reyes



The alarm screamed at 5:30 AM, same as every Opening Day for the last decade.

Nate's hand found it in the dark, silenced it with the practiced precision of muscle memory, and then he just lay there, staring at the ceiling. The room was still dark except for the faint glow of the alarm clock's display. 5:31, 5:32, the seconds ticking into a morning that would never come again.

The ceiling fan hummed above him, one blade slightly warped so it made a faint thwick-thwick-thwick sound with each rotation. He'd been meaning to balance it. Hadn't. Probably wouldn't, now.

Beside him, Ethan slept on. He'd thrown a light bullpen session yesterday to stay loose for Opening Day and had earned the extra rest, his breathing slow and even, his face relaxed in a way it rarely was when he was awake. One hand rested on Nate's hip, fingers still curled possessively even in sleep. But Nate couldn't stay still. His body thrummed with the same electric current that hit him every year on this day. That familiar cocktail of adrenaline and anticipation, as constant as his own heartbeat.

Except this year, the electricity came wrapped in something heavier. A thickness in the air that had nothing to do with humidity and everything to do with finality.

Last first day.

He said it in his head and it still didn't make sense. The words felt foreign, impossible, like a language he'd learned in a dream and forgotten upon waking. Ten years of Opening Days, and he could remember every one. The nerves that woke him before any alarm. The excitement that bordered on nausea. The sharp terror of failure mixed with the need to prove himself, to show everyone who'd ever doubted him that he belonged on this stage.

Year 1: I threw up in the bathroom three times before the first pitch. Couldn't keep anything down.

Year 5: The year the rumors swirled. I was so scared the whispers would reach the wrong ears that I couldn't feel my hands in the batter's box.

Year 7: The international tournament. Ethan in a Team USA jersey instead of Titans orange, and me across the diamond in Puerto Rico's colors, both of us pretending it didn't feel like the world was watching us pretend.

The way the stadium smelled when he walked out for the first time each season: fresh-cut grass and hot dogs and ozone from the lighting systems and something indefinable that meant home. The soft quality of April sunlight in Empire City, gentler than summer's glare. The sound of forty-five thousand people holding their breath together before the first pitch.

This was the last time he'd feel any of it.

Not the last time you'll feel anything, he reminded himself. Just the last time as a player. You'll still be here. You'll still have him.

But his throat was tight anyway, his chest full of concrete.

Nate slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Ethan, and padded to the bathroom. The tiles were cold under his feet, the shock of it a minor jolt that finished what the alarm had started. The shower ran hot, steam filling the small space until the mirrors fogged and the world beyond the glass door became a blur. He stood under the spray longer than he should have, letting the water beat against his shoulders, working at the knot between his shoulder blades that had become a permanent resident around Year 7 and never fully left. The heat loosened the muscles but couldn't wash away the knowing.

He pressed his forehead against the tile and closed his eyes. Water sluiced down his back, over the ridge of the scar on his left forearm, over the ache in his right knee that the trainers managed with ice and prayer and cortisone shots that were becoming less and less effective. His body was a map of a decade's worth of collisions and dives and the relentless wear of being a professional athlete past thirty. Every joint told a story. Every scar had a date attached.

Back in the bedroom, he found Ethan watching him, eyes half-closed but tracking Nate's movements with attention. The morning light was just beginning to filter through the curtains, turning everything gold and soft.

"You okay?" Ethan asked, voice rough with sleep.

"I'm good. Just... you know."

"I know." Ethan sat up, the sheet falling to his waist, revealing the familiar landscape of his chest—the small scar near his collarbone from a comebacker in Year 4, the subtle asymmetry of his shoulders from fifteen years of throwing. "It's weird, right? The last first one."

"Yeah." Nate crossed to the closet, pulled out his game-day clothes—the same pre-game outfit he'd worn for years, superstition made fabric. Black joggers. Gray Titans hoodie. The sneakers that had seen three championship runs. "I keep trying to feel normal. I can't."

"Maybe normal isn't the point."

Nate turned, found Ethan looking at him with that expression—the one that said I see you, I know you, I love you anyway. The one that had taken years to earn and that still made something flutter in Nate's chest every time he saw it.

"What's the point, then?"

"Feeling everything. So we don't waste it."

Nate crossed back to the bed, leaned down, kissed him slow. Ethan tasted like sleep and morning staleness that should have been gross but wasn't, not with him, never with him. Nate let himself sink into the kiss for three heartbeats, four, five—then pulled back before he could lose himself entirely.

"You're pretty smart for a pitcher."

"I've had time to practice." Ethan's hand cupped Nate's jaw, his thumb tracing the line of Nate's cheekbone. "Go get ready. I'll meet you downstairs."

This is what I'm fighting for, Nate thought as he headed for the stairs. Not the stats. Not the records. These morning moments. This softness built from violence.



The drive to the stadium was quiet, but not empty. Ethan's hand rested on Nate's knee the whole way. Grounding, warm, steady the way Ethan had always been steady. The highway unspooled ahead, and Nate watched the landscape scroll by. The bridges, the exits, the first glimpse of the stadium rising against the morning sky.

Then he saw the fans.

Six in the morning and fans were already lined up, streaming toward gates that wouldn't open for hours. Holding signs. Wearing jerseys, his number, Ethan's number, split jerseys stitched half-and-half with both numbers that had become a fan tradition since the early rivalry days. Camping chairs and coolers and the kind of dedication that still, after a decade, made Nate's throat tight with something he couldn't name.

They got up before dawn. They brought their kids, their friends, their homemade signs. They came to say goodbye.

"Jesus," Ethan murmured. "Look at them all."

The signs were visible even from the car:

THANK YOU NATE & ETHAN

10 YEARS OF LEGENDS

ONE LAST RIDE

YOU MADE HISTORY

WE LOVE YOU

PLAY LIKE IT'S YOUR LAST (BECAUSE IT IS)

One sign, held by a little girl on her father's shoulders, read simply: MY HEROES. It was drawn in crayon, the letters uneven, the paper already curling in the morning air.

Nate's grip on the steering wheel tightened until his knuckles went white. "I didn't think—I knew people would show up, but—"

"They love you." Ethan's voice was soft. "They've always loved you."

"They love us."

"Same thing."

They pulled into the secure lot, the underground entrance that kept them away from the worst of the crowd, and the moment they stepped out of the car, the roar began. Word had spread, or maybe the fans just knew the way fans always knew, and the crowd at the nearby gates erupted. Chanting their names, screaming, crying, a wave of sound that crashed over them like the ocean they woke up to every morning.

Nate waved. His throat was too tight for words.

They're saying goodbye too. The truth landed like a fist. We're all doing this together.

Inside the stadium, the clubhouse was transformed.

Someone had draped their lockers in bunting, orange and black, and hung photos of career highlights in a sprawling collage that covered the wall from floor to ceiling. Flowers and cards and notes covered every surface, overflowing onto the floor in a riot of color and sentiment. The whole team was already there, milling around in various states of undress, and when Nate and Ethan walked in, the room fell silent.

Then Marcus Webb started clapping.

One by one, the whole team joined in. Coaches, trainers, the equipment guys who'd been here longer than any player—everyone standing, applauding, as Nate and Ethan stood in the doorway trying not to fall apart.

"Cut it out," Nate managed, but his voice cracked and nobody listened.

The clapping became a chant, Thank you, thank you, and Nate had to look at the ceiling and blink rapidly to keep the tears from falling. Beside him, Ethan was doing the same.

Javi Santos pushed through the crowd, young and cocky and grinning in a way that reminded Nate painfully of himself at that age. All confidence and hunger and the desperate need to prove he belonged on this level. "Last Opening Day, old man. Make it count."

"Old man?" Nate grabbed him in a headlock, brief and fond, the familiar roughhousing that had become their language. "I can still outrun you."

"That's just delusion talking. It comes with age."

"I'll show you delusion—"

"Enough, children." Marcus stepped between them, massive and amused, his hands on both their shoulders. "Save the fighting for the other team."

Nate let Javi go, but he couldn't stop the smile that crept across his face. These men—his teammates, his brothers, his family—they'd made this decade worth living. Every grueling practice, every devastating loss, every triumph that felt like defying gravity. They'd done it together.

Even the ending hurt less with them beside him.



The PA system crackled at exactly 12:15, calling the pre-game ceremony.

Nate was in the middle of his warm-up routine when the message came through. The same sequence of stretches and swings that he'd refined over a decade until it felt less like preparation and more like prayer. His muscles knew the movements by heart: hamstring stretch, hip rotation, shoulder circles, bat swings increasing from half-speed to full. The ritual that turned a nervous man into a weapon.

Ethan caught his eye from across the field, where he'd been loosening up his arm with Marcus, and they walked to home plate together. Not quite touching but close enough that their shoulders brushed, close enough that Nate could feel the heat radiating from Ethan's body in the cool April air.

The stadium was already full. Forty-five thousand people, every seat claimed, and the energy was different than any Opening Day Nate could remember. It wasn't just excitement or anticipation. It was expectant, reverent, heavy with goodbye.

This is how it feels, Nate thought, when people love you. Really love you, for who you are and not just what you can do.

"Ladies and gentlemen," the announcer's voice boomed across the stadium, that deep baritone that had become the sound of home games, "please direct your attention to the main screen."

The jumbotron flickered to life.

And there they were.

Young, god, so young. Two rookies in opposing uniforms, squaring off after The Incident. The pitch, the charge, the collision. Nate remembered every second of it: the heat of his anger like a living thing in his chest, the shock of Ethan's eyes meeting his across the chaos, the first impossible spark of something neither of them understood. They'd been trying to hurt each other, but the contact had felt like something else entirely. Like being plugged into an electrical socket. Like the whole world narrowing to a single point of heat.

I thought I wanted to kill him. Turns out I just wanted him to see me.

The video shifted. Year two: stolen nights in hotel rooms, though the footage only showed them standing close at press conferences, the tension between them visible to anyone who knew what to look for. Year three: the playoff loss, sitting in separate dugouts, both of them broken in different ways. Ethan's face was unreadable on the screen, but Nate knew what had been happening inside: the same devastation, the same grief, the same desperate wish that they could comfort each other publicly instead of waiting for stolen moments in empty hallways.

Year four: the trade scare. The footage showed Nate at an airport, looking over his shoulder, and Nate's stomach dropped because he'd never known there was a camera. He remembered the weight of that bag on his shoulder, the boarding pass crumpled in his fist, the twenty minutes of mechanical delay that had saved everything.

Year five: the All-Star week, when the scrutiny had nearly broken them. Ryan Mitchell's comment caught on a hot mic—"Something's off with those two"—had circulated online within hours, and suddenly every beat reporter in the country was dissecting their body language. They'd pulled apart in public, stopped sitting together in the dugout, forced distance into every interaction while the cameras hunted for proof. Nate remembered the worst part: Ethan's face across the All-Star clubhouse, carefully blank, not looking at him.

"We're focused on the season," past-Ethan said from the screen during a press scrum that week, his voice steady despite the fear Nate remembered seeing in his eyes. "That's all we're going to say about our personal lives."

"Any questions about baseball?" past-Nate added, and there was that familiar flash of defiance in his younger face. The speculation had cooled by August. The rumors never fully died, but nobody could prove anything, and that had been enough.

Year six: Tommy John surgery. Nate remembered sitting in the stands, watching Ethan pitch through pain he shouldn't have been pitching through, knowing it was going to end badly but powerless to stop it. The moment Ethan crumpled on the mound. Nate's hand against the glass of the suite window, helpless, his whole body screaming to run to him while his brain reminded him that the medical staff was already there. That was the year he'd learned the hardest truth about love: that sometimes all you could do was sit in a plastic hospital chair and wait.

The video showed Ethan crumpling on the mound, the trainers rushing out, the stretcher. What the cameras hadn't caught—what no lens would ever see—was Nate in that hospital room after. Ethan pale and drugged and devastated, Nate holding his hand, both of them crying because the dream might be over and neither of them knew how to exist without baseball. That part belonged only to them.

I told him I'd stay even if he never pitched again, Nate remembered. He cried harder when I said that. I don't think anyone had ever offered him unconditional anything before.

Year seven: the International Baseball Championship. Nate on the podium draped in Puerto Rican flags, gold medal around his neck, scanning the crowd until he found Ethan sitting in the stands behind the USA dugout. Ethan, whose team Nate's squad had knocked out in the semifinal. Ethan, who'd stayed anyway to watch him win. Their eyes had locked across the stadium, and Ethan had just nodded once, slow, the tiniest grin breaking through the loss still written on his face. And later, in the narrow hallway behind the locker rooms where the concrete still smelled like champagne and sweat, Ethan had grabbed him and kissed him so hard Nate's back hit the wall. The gold medal had pressed cold between their chests. You beat us and I'm still proud of you, Ethan had whispered, and Nate had laughed against his mouth, wrecked and grateful. Hiding was still the rule, but in that hallway, for those few seconds, the rule hadn't mattered.

Year eight: Javi Santos, the rookie who'd called them dinosaurs and then spent two seasons learning that dinosaurs had teeth. The video showed the three of them in the dugout, Javi between them, all three laughing at something the cameras couldn't catch.

Year nine: the contract decision. Press conference after press conference, speculation running wild, and finally the separate announcements—hours apart, pure coincidence according to both agents—that they were both staying in Empire City. Hundreds of millions of dollars left on the table between them. The reporters had asked if they were crazy. Nate had said, "Probably. But this is where I belong."

And through all of it, the video showed them side by side. On the field, in the dugout, at press conferences and charity events and quiet moments caught by cameras they hadn't noticed. A decade of dominance, compressed into three minutes. The narrative was professional—two elite athletes who'd turned a rivalry into something the fans claimed as their own—but Nate felt the private truth pulsing underneath every frame like a second heartbeat.

The video ended with a simple message:

THANK YOU FOR TEN YEARS.

The stadium erupted.

The tears came before he could stop them. Forty-five thousand people on their feet, screaming, and Ethan beside him with wet streaks on his cheeks, and the whole world watching as two baseball players who'd once tried to destroy each other stood at home plate and let the noise wash over them. To the crowd it was a rivalry celebrated. To Nate it was something else entirely, something no camera had ever caught.

They'll know eventually, he thought. But right now this is ours.

The ovation lasted four minutes.

Nate knew because he counted every second, branded each one into his memory, tucked them away somewhere safe where time couldn't touch them.

I'll remember this forever, he thought. Even when everything else fades, I'll remember this.



The national anthem found Nate in center field.

His position. His home within the larger home of the stadium. The grass that had cradled his victories and absorbed his failures, that had witnessed every catch and every dive and every moment of the man he'd become. He could feel it beneath his cleats now—the subtle give of perfectly maintained turf, the texture that was different from every other stadium in the league.

Three hundred and forty-two catches in this exact spot. I counted them once, during a winter when I was bored and obsessive.

He looked around as the singer took her place behind home plate. Every seat full. Signs and banners and faces turned toward the flag, toward the field, toward him. The afternoon sun slanted across the outfield, painting long shadows, and the temperature had warmed to that perfect April sweetness where the air felt like potential.

The weight of their eyes pressed against him, and for once, it wasn't pressure.

It was gratitude.

The first notes rang out, and Nate removed his cap, pressed it to his heart. The breeze of center field ruffled his hair, carried the familiar scents of early April—grass and leather and the promise of summer to come, the smell of peanuts from the stands and the distant whisper of ocean salt that always found its way into the stadium.

This is where I became me.

He remembered the first time he'd stood in a major league outfield. Twenty-one years old, so angry and so scared, convinced he didn't belong. Waiting for someone to tap him on the shoulder and say there'd been a mistake, he needed to go back to Triple-A where people like him belonged. Puerto Rican kids from the Bronx, loud-mouthed and hot-tempered and too hungry to be polite about it.

No one had ever tapped his shoulder.

Instead, he'd earned his place. Game by game, catch by catch, the slow accumulation of proof that he deserved to be exactly where he was. Three thousand games, give or take. A decade of sunburns and rain delays and those magical summer nights when the stadium felt like a living thing, breathing with forty thousand people who'd come to watch him play.

The anthem ended. The crowd roared. Nate put his cap back on, ground the toe of his cleat into the grass one final time, and took a deep breath of that center-field air. It tasted like April. Like beginnings.

Like the beginning of the end.



The bottom of the first came fast.

Nate kneeled in the on-deck circle, pine tar rag in hand, working the grip of his bat the way he'd done ten thousand times before. The leather was warm from his hands, the familiar weight of thirty-two ounces perfectly balanced. He watched the leadoff hitter work a walk—good eye, patient at-bat, the kind of discipline that won games—and the adrenaline built in his chest like a wave gathering offshore.

Good. That meant runners on base when he got up there. That meant a chance to do something.

The hitter before him flew out to right. Two outs. Runner on first.

Nate's turn.

He stood, took three practice swings—half-speed, three-quarter, full—and walked to home plate. The rosin dust settled on his hands, the pine tar tacky on his palms, everything familiar, everything exactly where it should be.

And then the world stopped.

The ovation started the moment his cleats hit the dirt—that unmistakable sound of metal on packed earth that had become the soundtrack of his life. Every seat in the stadium rising as one, screaming his name, and Nate had to stand there and take it because there was nothing else to do. No way to wave it away, no humble gesture that could contain this much love. It washed over him like the ocean in a storm, relentless and overwhelming.

He gripped the bat handle, focused on the feel of pine tar against his palms. Thirty-two ounces, maple, the same model he'd swung since Year 4, when a batting coach had told him to shorten up and stop trying to hit everything to the upper deck. The grooves in the handle were worn smooth in the exact places where his fingers naturally fell, years of use carving a grip that fit no one else's hands.

Thirty seconds passed. A minute.

The opposing team stepped back from their positions, giving him the moment. The pitcher took off his glove and applauded—a rival, a competitor, someone Nate had faced a hundred times across ten years, now standing on the mound and clapping for him. The catcher stood and tipped his mask. Professional respect, acknowledged in the way only baseball players understood. Men who spent their lives trying to beat each other, pausing to honor one of their own.

They know what this means. They've all thought about their own last games, their own goodbyes.

Nate tipped his helmet—just a small gesture, his hand barely lifting—and the crowd got louder.

His vision blurred. He blinked hard, refusing to let the tears fall, not yet, not while he still had work to do. His throat was tight and his chest ached with something that might have been gratitude or grief or both at once. He dug his back foot into the dirt, the red clay packing firm beneath his cleat, the familiar resistance of ground that had supported him through a thousand at-bats in this stadium.

Finally, finally, the roar began to fade. The pitcher settled back into his stretch. The catcher crouched behind the plate, gave the sign.

Nate stepped into the box. Set his feet—left foot slightly forward, weight on his back leg, the stance he'd refined over a decade of adjustments. Raised the bat.

The pitcher nodded at him—a small dip of the chin, respect passing between them. Then he went into his windup.

First pitch: fastball, outside, ball one.

Nate stepped out, took a breath. Cool April air filled his lungs. He stepped back in.

Second pitch: changeup, in the dirt. Ball two.

He's nervous too, Nate
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