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    For everyone who's ever chosen love over money, and never looked back.




  "Some things are worth more than records."


Chapter 1: Free Agency Opens

Ethan

The ocean didn't care about contract negotiations.

I stood at our bedroom window at 5:47 AM, watching the waves roll in the same way they had yesterday, and last month, and for all nine years we'd lived in this house. The Atlantic was indifferent to November 15th. To the tampering period. To the hundreds of millions of dollars that would start flying through the air in six hours. The sea just kept doing what it had always done. Pushing forward. Pulling back. Erasing footprints and building new dunes.

I envied that indifference.

My shoulder ached. The deep, familiar throb that had become my constant companion since the surgery four years ago. Not sharp pain. Just the dull reminder that I was thirty-one years old and had thrown more than two thousand innings in the major leagues. I'd asked my body to do things that bodies weren't designed to do, over and over until the cartilage wore thin and the tendons frayed. My body kept a ledger of every pitch, every start, every time I'd pushed through when I should have rested. The balance was coming due, and the interest accrued with every movement.

I pressed my palm against the cool glass, feeling the condensation from my breath collect against my skin. The pre-dawn light painted everything in shades of gray and blue: the beach, the waves, the clouds gathering on the horizon. A storm was coming. The weather reports said three to five inches of rain. The sports reports said offers that would rewrite the record books.

Behind me, Nate slept with the complete abandon of someone who wasn't about to have his entire life dissected by thirty front offices. One arm thrown across my side of the bed, reaching for me in his sleep and finding nothing but cooling sheets. His hair was chaos against the pillow, more gray at the temples now than when we'd first met. He looked peaceful. Soft in a way the world never got to see.

I'd watched him sleep before. Hundreds of times. Thousands. Back when we were hiding, back when every touch was stolen and every kiss was contraband, I used to memorize his face in moments like this, terrified that each night together might be our last. Back when discovery could have ended everything: our careers, our reputations, the carefully constructed closets we'd built around ourselves. I would trace the lines of his jaw with my eyes, catalog the way his chest rose and fell, burn the image into my memory in case I never got to see it again.

The hiding never gets easier, I reminded myself. But we're still here. Still us. Still together.

But were we? After today, would we still be? The question sat in my chest like a stone I couldn't swallow.

The world still didn't know. Nine years of loving someone in stolen moments, behind locked doors, in a house no one could trace to both of us. We'd survived trades and injuries and the constant, grinding weight of the secret. Nine years of separate hotel rooms and careful pronouns and leaving fifteen minutes apart. Nine years of learning how to love someone invisibly while the cameras caught everything else. We'd figured out which pieces of ourselves we could protect and which the secret had already hollowed out.

The house still smelled like last night: the garlic from Nate's cooking, the salt from the beach carried in on the evening breeze, the faint cedar of the candle we'd burned while not talking about what was coming. We'd spent the evening in careful avoidance, watching a movie neither of us followed. We touched each other with the desperate tenderness of people who sensed an ending they couldn't name. His hand in mine during the credits, neither of us willing to be the first to let go.

My phone sat on the nightstand, dark and silent. A small black rectangle that contained multitudes. In six hours, it would become a weapon. A conduit for numbers so large they stopped feeling like money and started feeling like choices. Like ultimatums. Like the shape of a future we hadn't yet agreed on.

And today, for the first time in nine years, I wasn't sure we'd survive what was coming next.

"You're thinking too loud."

Nate's voice was rough with sleep. He hadn't opened his eyes, but his hand patted the mattress where I should have been, searching for warmth that wasn't there.

"Can't help it. Today's the day."

"Today's a day." Now his eyes opened, warm brown finding me across the room. In the dim light, the creases the pillow had left on his cheek were visible, the slight puffiness under his eyes from sleep. He looked real in a way he never did in public. Unguarded. Vulnerable. Mine. "We'll handle it like we handle everything."

"Together?"

"Juntos." He smiled, sleepy and sure. The Spanish came easier to him now than it had in our early years, when he'd been careful about code-switching, and now he spoke it freely around me. "Come back to bed. We have six hours before the chaos starts. Don't waste them standing there looking tragic."

Tragic. The word fit like a glove. A character in some Greek drama, standing at the edge of a cliff and knowing the fall was coming but unable to step back.

I should have listened. I should have climbed back under the covers and spent those last quiet hours wrapped around him, pretending that nothing was about to change. I should have let him pull me close and make me forget about the numbers and the offers and the impossible mathematics of two careers that might no longer fit together.

Instead, I went to make coffee.

That was who I was. The planner. The preparer. The man who faced problems head-on even when facing them hurt. Nate could live in the moment, push aside tomorrow's worries to enjoy today's peace. I stayed up running scenarios, calculating odds, mapping every possible outcome until my brain ached.

That's why we work, I'd told myself a thousand times. He keeps me present. I keep us prepared.

But prepared for what? How do you prepare for the possibility of losing everything that matters?



The kitchen was our sanctuary. Italian marble countertops we'd picked out together during a trip to Vermont, three days of antiquing and arguing about finishes and making love in a bed-and-breakfast that smelled like pine. A Viking range that Nate used more than me, filling the house with his mother's recipes. Photos on the refrigerator: us at the All-Star Game, his family at Christmas, Marcus's wedding where we'd stolen a slow dance when the reception thinned out, just us and the empty floor and the band playing something soft.

Nine years of memories in one room. Nine years of meals shared, arguments resolved, and quiet mornings exactly like this one, before everything changed.

I measured grounds into the filter. Three scoops, exactly level, the way I'd done it every morning for a decade. Water into the reservoir: twelve cups, because Nate would want at least three and I'd need the rest to think. Mechanical motions that my hands knew so well I didn't have to think.

What was I worth? In dollar terms. Cold, hard market value.

It felt obscene to think about it so clinically. I was a person, not a commodity. I had a body that ached, a heart that loved, a mind that worried. I had scars from three surgeries and a family history of early arthritis. I had a partner who made me laugh and a cat who hated everyone except him. I was more than a set of statistics, more than velocity readings and ERA calculations.

But in six hours, that wouldn't matter. In six hours, I would become a number on a spreadsheet: an asset to be acquired or a liability to be avoided. Every team's analytics department was already running projections. What's Cole worth? How many wins is he good for? How long until the arm breaks down?

How long until I'm not worth keeping?

Rebecca had given me the estimates last week, sitting in her corner office with its view of the Empire City skyline. She'd walked me through the projections. You're looking at $35 million annual average value. Minimum. Possibly higher. Ethan, this could be the biggest pitching contract in history.

I'd nodded. Asked the right questions. Maintained the poker face I'd perfected over years of post-game interviews and contract negotiations. But the whole time, one thought kept circling: What about Nate?

What about us?

The coffee machine gurgled and hissed, that familiar sound that meant normalcy and routine and another day beginning. I poured two cups (black for me, oat milk and a disgusting amount of sugar for Nate) and carried them to the bedroom.

My knee crackled on the stairs. Another reminder. I'd learned to ignore it. What choice did I have? But on mornings like this, when I was feeling fragile, each small pain felt like prophecy.

Nate was sitting up now, checking his phone with a frown that he smoothed away when he saw me. Quick. Automatic. But I caught it. We'd been together long enough that I could read his moods like scouting reports.

"Anything interesting?" I asked, handing him his cup.

"Carlos reminding me that today's the day like I could possibly forget." He took a sip, wrinkled his nose. "This is perfect."

"I know how you like it."

"Nine years and you still look disgusted every time you add the sugar."

"Because it's an abomination. That's barely coffee. It's coffee-flavored simple syrup."

"It's my coffee." He grinned, and for a moment, everything felt normal. Just us. Just another morning. Just two people who'd figured out how to love each other through all the impossible parts. "And you love me anyway."

"I love you despite the sugar. There's a difference."

"Sure there is."

Then my phone buzzed.

And buzzed.

And didn't stop buzzing.

Nate's started a second later, lighting up with notifications like a Christmas tree with an electrical fault. We looked at each other across the bed, and his grin faded into something more complicated, anticipation and dread tangled together.

"It's noon somewhere," he said.

"It's noon here."

November 15th. The legal tampering period. When teams could officially contact free agents and their representatives. When the machinery of baseball business roared to life and started processing players like widgets on an assembly line.

Game on.



By 1 PM, I had seventeen missed calls, forty-two texts, and a splitting headache.

I'd retreated to my home office, the small room at the back of the house where I reviewed game film and pretended to answer fan mail. The window looked out at the ocean, but I wasn't seeing waves. I was seeing numbers. Numbers that kept getting larger. Numbers that made less and less sense the longer I stared at them.

The room smelled like old books and leather from the chair my father had given me when I signed my first contract. "For when you make the big decisions," he'd said. Dad, you have no idea.

Phoenix. Interested. "Generational offer" mentioned.

Chicago. Very interested. "Premier destination for elite pitching."

Seattle. Interested. "Building something special on the West Coast."

Toronto. Interested. "Historic international opportunity."

The Titans (our team, our home for nine years) hadn't called yet. I kept checking, kept hoping, kept telling myself that silence didn't mean anything. Maybe they were waiting. Maybe they were strategizing. Maybe Derek Washington was in a meeting right now, fighting for the budget to keep us both.

Or maybe they'd already done the math and realized it didn't work.

Rebecca was handling most of it. That was her job: to be the barrier between me and the chaos, to filter the noise into signal. She'd sent a preliminary summary around 2 PM that made my hands shake when I read it.

Ethan—

Early indications are STRONG. Multiple teams expressing serious interest. Too early for specific numbers, but I'm hearing figures in the $250M+ range from at least two teams. Phoenix in particular is making aggressive noises.

This is everything we hoped for. Call me when you can.

$250 million. Plus.

I read the number five times, trying to make it feel real. A quarter of a billion dollars. For me. For my arm, my brain, my ability to make a ball move in ways that defied physics, that buckled the knees of hitters who'd been training their whole lives to hit things exactly like it.

I'd grown up in Connecticut, in a house with a three-car garage and a manicured lawn my mother never let anyone else tend. My dad analyzed pitching mechanics on SportsNet every night, and my mom sat on hospital boards and hosted charity galas. We'd never wanted for anything. I remembered private coaching sessions at six years old, elite travel teams with matching luggage, showcase tournaments where scouts already knew my name. I remembered the way my mother's expression would tighten when a tournament performance fell short of expectations, the way my dad would break down my mechanics on the drive home like I was already a professional.

They'd never complained. Never made me feel guilty for the pressure or the expectations or the years of elite training and showcases that had turned raw talent into something bankable. They'd invested without hesitation. Believed without question. Expected without apology.

And now someone wanted to give me a quarter of a billion dollars to throw a baseball.

The cognitive dissonance made my head throb. How could both things be true: the kid who'd been taught that every dollar was earned and the adult who'd been offered a quarter billion of them? How was I supposed to understand a number that big when my reference points were all calibrated for small?

You worked for this, the rational part of my brain insisted. Twenty years of training, fifteen years of professional ball, three surgeries, countless injuries. This is what sacrifice looks like when it pays off.

But another part, the part that still remembered the weight of a family legacy and a father's voice on national television dissecting every pitch, couldn't quite believe any of it was real.

The door opened. Nate leaned in, phone pressed to his shoulder, mouthing Carlos is crazy with an eye roll that was half annoyance and half affection. His agent had been with him since the beginning, a family friend who'd become a fierce advocate. Their relationship was complicated in ways only long partnerships could be.

I smiled, but it felt hollow, like the expression on my face didn't match what was happening inside.

"I'm gonna take this outside," he said. "You good?"

"Good. Yeah."

He gave me a look that said he didn't believe me (the look of someone who'd spent nine years learning to read every micro-expression on my face) but his phone demanded attention. He disappeared, and I was alone again with my numbers.

The walls of the office pressed closer than they had this morning. The shelves full of awards and memorabilia (Cy Youngs, All-Star selections, that ridiculous bobblehead the Titans had made of me) felt like artifacts from someone else's life. A reminder of everything I'd accomplished and everything I stood to lose.

At 3 PM, Rebecca called.

"Are you sitting down?"

"I'm always sitting down when you call with that tone."

"Phoenix." She paused for effect, the way she always did when she was about to drop something big, the dramatic timing of a woman who knew exactly how much power she held in any given conversation. "Two hundred and eighty million. Seven years."

I'd been standing. I sat down. The leather chair creaked under me, that same chair my dad had given me, now suddenly too small for the moment.

"Ethan? Did you hear me?"

"Two eighty."

"Forty million a year. That's the highest annual average value for a pitcher in history. The highest total guarantee for a pitcher in history. They want you to be the face of their franchise."

The number echoed in my skull like a pinball, bouncing off walls and lighting up parts of my brain I didn't know existed. Two hundred and eighty million dollars. Enough to buy a small country. Enough to fund hospitals and schools and foundations that could change lives for generations. Enough to never, ever worry about anything financial again.

I'd be set for life. Set for generations. I could pay off my parents' mortgage, finally free them from the weight of it. Fund scholarships for kids who loved baseball but couldn't afford the camps. Never worry about anything financial ever again.

I could—

"What about the Titans?"

The pause that followed told me everything. Rebecca was good at her job (great at it, actually) but she'd never been able to hide her disappointment in me when I asked the wrong questions. And this was clearly the wrong question.

"Ethan." Her voice gentled, which was never a good sign. Rebecca Martinez did not do gentle unless she was about to deliver news I didn't want to hear. "The Titans are a mid-market team. Their entire payroll last year was $180 million. They literally cannot offer you what Phoenix is offering. Not even half of it."

"But they could try."

"They could try. And they might. But you need to understand what we're looking at here." Papers shifted on her end, probably pulling up the spreadsheet she'd prepared for exactly this conversation. "This is legacy money. This is 'Ethan Cole was the highest-paid pitcher in baseball history' money. This is the kind of contract that gets its own Wikipedia page. This is—"

"I know what it is."

This was 'leave everything behind' money.

This was 'three thousand miles from the man I love' money.

This was 'choose between wealth and happiness' money, assuming those two things were different.

Phoenix was in Arizona. Desert heat. Cactus league. A franchise hungry for relevance in a market that didn't care about baseball the way the northeast did. They'd build around me, make me the centerpiece, put my face on every billboard from Scottsdale to Tucson.

And Nate couldn't follow me there.

He was a free agent too, with his own career, his own market value, his own agents and offers and complicated mathematics. Even if Phoenix wanted him (which they probably didn't; building a roster around two aging players from a rival team wasn't smart baseball) there was no guarantee the numbers would work. We'd be negotiating against each other for limited resources, competing for roster spots that should have been complementary.

We'd survived the trade back in Year 4, when Nate got dealt from the Steelheads to the Titans and I'd thought I was dying. Every day of that separation had felt like bleeding out slowly: the empty apartment, the silent dinners, the phone calls that never felt like enough. He'd come back. We'd found a way.

But that was one season. This would be seven years.

Seven years of being together only in the off-season. Seven years of seeing each other through FaceTime and stolen weekends and the exhausted gaps between baseball obligations. Seven years of building separate lives in separate cities, hoping that what we had was strong enough to survive the distance.

Is it? The question surfaced unbidden. After nine years, do I even know how to be without him?

"Ethan?"

"I'm here."

"There's going to be more offers. This is just the beginning. I'm hearing Chicago is putting together something significant too, and Toronto is showing serious interest. You're the belle of the ball, my dear. Everyone wants a piece."

"I need to think."

"Of course. Take all the time you need. But Ethan—" Her voice shifted, became something closer to personal. Rebecca and I had been working together for eleven years. She'd seen me through every high and low of my professional life. "This is what we've worked for. Your entire career has been building to this moment. Don't let other considerations cloud your judgment."

Other considerations. She meant Nate. She'd never said it directly (she was too professional for that) but the subtext lived in every conversation about contract negotiations. The concern that I'd sacrifice my earning potential for my relationship. The belief that love and money existed on different balance sheets.

"I'll call you tomorrow," I said, and hung up.

The phone felt heavy in my hand. Two hundred and eighty million dollars, waiting for my answer. A life-changing sum that would change nothing about the life I actually wanted.



Dinner was an exercise in avoidance.

Nate made his mother's arroz con pollo, the recipe he'd perfected over years of practice and phone calls home for advice. The kitchen filled with the scent of garlic and cilantro, warm and familiar: the smell of every dinner we'd shared, every celebration and comfort meal and ordinary Tuesday. I set the table (our table, the one we'd bought together from that antique shop in Brooklyn) and tried not to think about eating alone in a Phoenix apartment.

The table still had the scratch from when we'd moved it in, the slight wobble we kept meaning to fix. Nine years of meals. Conversations. Life happening around this piece of furniture. It knew our history better than most people did.

"Good calls today?" Nate asked, his back to me as he stirred the rice. His shoulders were tight. The tension was visible from across the room, but his voice was carefully casual.

"Some interesting ones. You?"

"Same."

We'd been together nine years. I knew every tell he had. The way his shoulders tightened. The slight pause before he answered. The way he stirred faster when he was anxious, like he could work through his feelings with a wooden spoon.

He was holding something back. Just like I was.

"Carlos must have news," I tried.

"Carlos always has news."

"Anything specific?"

He turned, finally, and his face was carefully blank. Nate had the worst poker face in baseball. Everyone knew that. The camera always caught him reacting to calls, celebrating plays, showing every emotion without filter. It was part of his charm, part of what made him beloved.

The fact that he was managing one now meant whatever he was hiding was big.

"We should probably talk about it," he said.

"Probably."

Neither of us moved. The rice simmered. The clock ticked. The weight of unspoken words pressed down on us like a physical force.

"Tomorrow," I said finally. "Let's just be us tonight."

Relief flickered across his features, quickly hidden. "Yeah. Tomorrow."

We ate dinner in near-silence. The rice was perfect (Nate's food was always perfect) but it could have been cardboard for all I tasted. Our phones sat on the counter, face-down and still buzzing every few seconds. We both pretended not to notice.

The kitchen felt smaller than usual. The ocean outside was invisible in the darkness. Just the sound of waves that didn't care about contracts or money or the people sitting at this table trying not to fall apart.

After dinner, we watched a movie. Some action thing neither of us followed: explosions and car chases and muscular heroes who solved problems by hitting them hard enough. He sat on one end of the couch, I sat on the other, and the space between us felt like a canyon.

At one point, he reached over and took my hand. Just held it, fingers interlaced, thumb stroking my knuckles in that absent way he did when he was thinking about something else.

I wanted to tell him about Phoenix. About the $280 million. About the way my heart had dropped when Rebecca explained what that money would cost.

But if I told him, it would become real. Right now, it was just numbers on a phone. Just possibilities. Tomorrow, it would be choices.

So I held his hand and watched a movie I didn't see and pretended that tonight could last forever.



Sleep wouldn't come.

I lay in the dark, listening to Nate breathe beside me, and watched the numbers scroll across the inside of my eyelids like a fever dream of spreadsheets and zeroes.

$280 million.

Forty million a year.

Seven years.

History.

The bedroom was silent except for his breathing, that steady rhythm I'd memorized over nine years of sharing this space. The occasional murmur as he dreamed. The small sounds of a body at rest, trusting the darkness, trusting me.

The sheets felt wrong against my skin. Too hot, then too cold. My shoulder ached in that specific way that meant rain was coming, a barometric predictor embedded in my reconstructed joint, courtesy of Dr. Andrews and modern sports medicine.

What would that money mean?

Security for the rest of my life. Enough that I'd never have to think about money again, never have to worry about post-career planning or investment strategies or any of the things that kept retired athletes up at night. A legacy in the record books. Proof that Ethan Cole was worth something, that all the years of work and sacrifice and grinding through minor leagues and setbacks had meant something measurable.

My dad would cry. I could picture it perfectly: the way his face would crumple, the way he'd try to hold it together and fail, the way he'd say "I'm proud of you, son" with that catch in his voice that he'd never admit to. He was still working, even though I'd told him a hundred times to slow down. He wouldn't take my money (too proud, too stubborn, too convinced that a parent shouldn't depend on his child) but he couldn't argue with "the highest-paid pitcher in baseball history."

You earned this, he'd say. All those morning practices, all those years of sacrifice. This is yours.

And my mom. She'd finally be able to step back from the boards and the galas, stop running herself ragged for every charity and committee that asked. Finally take that trip to Italy she'd been dreaming about since I was a kid. Finally stop pouring herself into causes at the expense of her own rest.

I could do so much good with that money. Foundations for at-risk youth. Scholarships for first-generation college students. Youth baseball programs in underserved communities. The kind of impact that lasted longer than any ERA or win total. The kind of legacy that actually mattered when the playing days were done.

All I had to do was leave the one life that actually mattered.

But would it be leaving? The justifying voice crept in, the one that could rationalize anything. We'd still be together. Just... differently. Modern relationships survive distance all the time. Private jets and FaceTime and off-season reunions. Other couples make it work.

But we weren't other couples.

We'd never been other couples.

We were two men who'd fallen in love in secret, who'd built a fortress of trust in a world that wanted to tear us apart, who'd learned to need each other in ways that defied rational explanation. We'd survived because we'd been together, actually together, in the same space, breathing the same air, touching the same walls. Distance had nearly destroyed us once. Did I really want to test whether we could survive it again?

I slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Nate, and padded to the kitchen. The floor was cold under my feet (we never remembered to turn on the heat at night) and the chill felt grounding. Something real in a moment that felt increasingly unreal.

The moon made silver paths on the ocean outside our window. The same ocean that had witnessed nine years of our story. The same waves that had rolled in on our first night in this house, when we'd stood on the deck and dared to imagine a future where this was really ours.

My phone sat on the counter where I'd left it, screen dark but still radiating a kind of gravity. Like it knew what messages waited inside. Like it was daring me to look.

I picked it up, scrolled through the notifications. Agents. Reporters. Numbers I didn't recognize. Everyone wanted a piece of Ethan Cole the pitcher. The commodity. The asset to be acquired and deployed and eventually discarded.

Only one person wanted Ethan Cole the man.

And he was sleeping in our bed, reaching for a space I'd left empty.

"Thought I'd find you here."

I turned. Nate stood in the doorway, sleep-rumpled, wearing the ancient Titans shirt he'd stolen from me years ago during our first season together. It had been one of those moments: a shared shirt, an accidental intimacy, that had felt enormous at the time. A step toward the life we were too scared to name.

The shirt was too big on him. It had always been too big on him. But he'd refused to give it back, and eventually I'd stopped asking. Now it was his, the way so many parts of my life had become his over the years.

"Can't sleep," I said.

"Me neither."

He crossed to stand beside me at the window. We looked out at the ocean together—our ocean, the one we'd watched through every season of our relationship. The one that didn't care about contracts or money or the impossible choices we were about to face.

"I keep thinking about the numbers," I admitted.

"Me too."

"It's a lot."

"It's everything." He paused. "Except the only thing that matters."

I turned to look at him. In the moonlight, he looked younger. More like the cocky rookie I'd hated and then loved all those years ago: the man who'd charged the mound after a pitch that got too inside, who'd swung first and asked questions never, who'd bulldozed through every wall I'd built around my heart.

We'd come so far from those two angry kids. We'd grown up together, grown into each other, become something neither of us had expected or known how to want.

"What did Carlos tell you?" I asked.

"What did Rebecca tell you?"

We stared at each other, both holding secrets we were afraid to speak. The moonlight caught his eyes, made them glisten with something that might have been fear.

"Tomorrow," Nate said finally. "We'll figure it out tomorrow."

"Together?"

"Juntos."

He pulled me close, and I buried my face in his neck, breathing in the scent of him: sleep and salt and something essentially Nate, the smell I'd come to associate with home more than any place. We stood there holding each other while the waves rolled in and our phones buzzed with offers that could make us rich and tear us apart.

His heartbeat against my chest. The steady rise and fall of his breathing. The warmth of his body against mine. These were the things money couldn't buy. These were the things no contract could guarantee.

I had everything I ever dreamed of sitting in my inbox. Hundreds of millions of dollars. Historic contracts. Every team in baseball telling me I was worth more than I ever imagined.

So why did it feel like I was about to lose everything that actually mattered?

"Whatever happens," Nate whispered against my hair, "we face it together. That's the only rule."

"That's always been the rule."

"Then we'll be fine." He pulled back, looked at me with those eyes that had been seeing through me for nine years. "We've survived worse."

"Have we?"

He didn't answer. Maybe because he knew, as I did, that we hadn't. That this (money, distance, the impossible mathematics of two careers pulling in opposite directions) might be the challenge that finally broke us.

Or maybe because he believed, as I was trying to, that love was enough.

Please let it be enough.

"Come back to bed," he said. "Whatever tomorrow brings, we'll figure it out. Together."

I followed him back to the bedroom, back to our bed, back to the only place that had ever felt like home. He curled around me the way he always did: protective, possessive, present. And I let myself sink into the warmth of him.

Tomorrow, the calls would continue. Tomorrow, the offers would multiply. Tomorrow, we'd have to face the numbers and make decisions that could change everything.

But tonight, there was only this: his breathing against my neck, his arm across my chest, the steady rhythm of two hearts that had learned to beat together.

My phone buzzed once more on the nightstand. The vibration traveled through the wood, through the frame, through the mattress. Another offer. Another number. Another version of a future I hadn't chosen yet.

Nate's arm tightened around me in his sleep.

I lay still, listening to the waves, and didn't reach for the phone.
Chapter 2: The Numbers Game

Nate

The weights didn't lie.

Two hundred and thirty-five pounds on the bar. Twelve reps. Form perfect, breath controlled. The way I'd done it ten thousand times before. In college weight rooms that smelled like old sweat. In minor league facilities with broken equipment. In the state-of-the-art gym the Titans had built where everything worked perfectly and nothing felt real. My body knew this movement like it knew how to breathe. Muscle memory carved by decades of discipline, by the accumulated hours of a life spent preparing for moments I couldn't predict.

But my body knew something else these days. The way my knees cracked when I dropped into the squat. A sound like breakfast cereal that I'd learned to ignore but couldn't unhear. The extra breath I needed between sets, that half-second pause that hadn't existed at twenty-five. The ache in my hips that made the first few reps feel like convincing rusted hinges to bend.

You're thirty-two, not eighty. I gripped the bar for another set. Stop being dramatic.

But thirty in baseball years was ancient. The beginning of the end. The moment when every metric started trending wrong. Sports scientists would show you the graphs. Performance curves that peaked in the late twenties and then bent downward, the mathematics of biology that no training could outrun. I'd watched enough players fade to know the script: the contract you signed in your early thirties was the last one that would pay you like a star. After that, it was diminishing returns and one-year deals and the slow, painful acceptance that your best days were behind you.

The home gym Ethan and I had built together three years ago was exactly how I liked it. Well-equipped. Private enough that nobody would photograph me sweating through my anxiety. Soundtracked by whatever playlist kept me moving. We'd spent a whole weekend putting it together, arguing about where to position the squat rack and whether we needed a cable machine (yes, I'd won that argument) and what color to paint the walls (navy blue, Ethan's victory). Today it was Bad Bunny, loud enough to drown out thought. Yo Perreo Sola thumped through the speakers while I tried to outrun the numbers in my head.

The morning light slanted through the high windows, catching dust motes that swirled with each movement I made. The air smelled like rubber mats and the faint, familiar scent of my own effort. Clean sweat, the kind that meant work was being done. In the corner, Ethan's resistance bands hung untouched: the ones he used for shoulder maintenance on the days when his arm felt older than his age.

I racked the weight and grabbed my phone from the bench, expecting some random spam call or a text from Carmen about the kids' Christmas lists. The screen showed Carlos's name, and the text that followed made my hands go slack.

Call me ASAP. You won't believe these numbers.

It was 12:03 PM. November 15th. The legal tampering period had been open for three minutes.

My phone started buzzing again. And again. Notifications piling up like falling dominos: unknown numbers, agents I didn't recognize, the baseball media having acquired my personal cell despite my best efforts to keep it private. ESPN notification. Twitter trending notification. A text from my mother that just said Mi'jo? with a question mark that carried decades of hope. I ignored all of them and called Carlos.

He picked up on the first ring.

"Hermano, where do I even start?"

I sat down on the weight bench, sweat cooling on my skin, the leather cold against my damp back. The gym suddenly felt too quiet, the silence between songs louder than the music had been. My heart was beating in a rhythm that had nothing to do with the workout. Fast. Anticipatory. The drumbeat of a life about to change. "Start with the big ones."

"San Francisco. Los Angeles. Chicago. Miami." He paused, papers shuffling on his end. Carlos still worked with actual paper, one of his old-school quirks that I'd teased him about for years but secretly found comforting. The scratch of pen on paper, the rustle of documents, sounds that connected this moment to every contract negotiation in history. "Especially Miami."

"Miami?"

"$180 million," Carlos said. "Five years. They're serious, Nate. Dead serious."

One hundred and eighty million dollars.

The number didn't make sense. I knew intellectually that this was what elite baseball players made now. I'd watched the contracts getting bigger every year, watched colleagues sign deals that felt impossible just five years ago. But knowing it and feeling it were different things.

I'd grown up in the Bronx with nothing. Not the romantic, cleaned-up nothing of sports documentaries, where poverty is a backstory to overcome before the triumphant music swells. The real nothing. The kind that meant choosing between groceries and rent. The kind that meant wearing the same shoes until they fell apart, soles flapping against pavement while other kids laughed.

My parents had come from Puerto Rico with less than nothing. Two suitcases, a toddler, and a dream they could barely articulate in a language they were still learning. We'd shared a one-bedroom apartment with my aunt for three years. Five people in a space meant for one. Rotating who got the bed and who got the floor.

I remembered the weight of her hand on my head when she whispered prayers over me, the specific cadence of her voice asking God for things she couldn't ask of anyone else. Asking for enough. Just enough.

And now someone wanted to give me $180 million to play baseball.

"Dios mío," I breathed.

"It's what you're worth." Carlos's voice was warm with pride, the pride of a man who'd watched me grow from a scared teenager at a tryout to this, whatever this was. He'd been at that first showcase, the one where I'd nearly quit because I couldn't afford gas money to get there. He'd believed in me when I couldn't believe in myself. "More, maybe. You've earned this, Nate. Every rep, every season, every sacrifice. This is the payday."

"That's... that's a lot of money."

"It's life-changing money. Generational money. Your kids' kids won't have to worry about the things you worried about." He paused. "Your parents would never have to work again. None of your family would. This is what they came to America for, hermano. This is the dream paying off."

I nodded, even though he couldn't see me. My hands were shaking slightly, and it wasn't from the workout. The barbell sat abandoned on the rack, forgotten, the weight plates still loaded for a set I'd never finish.

"There's more," Carlos continued. "San Francisco is talking $200 million. Six years. They want you to be the face of the franchise."

Two hundred million.

"What about..." I swallowed, tasting salt from my own sweat. "What about the Titans?"

The pause told me everything. It was the same pause I'd heard in every hard conversation I'd ever had, the silence that meant bad news was coming, wrapped in careful words.

"We haven't heard from them yet," Carlos said. "I'm sure they'll reach out. But Nate, you need to understand what we're looking at here. These numbers are historic for an outfielder. You're not just getting paid. You're rewriting the market."

"I understand."

"Do you? Because you sound like someone just told you bad news."

I looked around the gym. The barbells Ethan and I had picked out together. We'd spent a whole afternoon in the equipment store, arguing about weight ratings and handle textures like it was the most important decision we'd ever make. The mirror where we spotted each other, where I watched his form and he watched mine, both of us pretending we weren't also just looking at each other. The speaker system that played our late-night playlist, the one we put on after long games when neither of us could sleep. Both of us too tired to do anything but sway in the half-dark and pretend the rest of the world didn't exist.

Every piece of equipment held a memory. Every corner of this room was ours.

"I'll call you back," I said, and hung up.



San Francisco called the next day.

Their GM had a voice like honey, smooth and persuasive, the kind of voice that probably closed deals and charmed investors and made people feel like they were the most important person in the room. He painted pictures with words: championship parades, October glory, the most beautiful ballpark in America.

"We're building something special, Nate. We've got the pitching, we've got the lineup, we just need the heart. That's you. You'd be the missing piece."

"I appreciate that." I was pacing our living room, phone pressed to my ear, watching the ocean through the windows. The same ocean that had been here yesterday, that would be here tomorrow, that didn't care about missing pieces or championship parades. The carpet under my bare feet was the plush gray we'd picked out when we moved in. I'd worn a path in it over nine years of pacing during phone calls, during arguments, during the kind of thinking that couldn't be done sitting down.

"$200 million. Six years. Full no-trade clause. We want you to retire in orange and black."

I closed my eyes and let the number wash over me. $200 million. Championship contender. A chance at everything I'd ever dreamed of: the October stages, the parade routes, the moment where you hold up a trophy and know that all the sacrifice was worth it.

The GM kept talking. Roster projections. Pitching staff they were assembling. Analytics that showed San Francisco's ballpark was built for my swing profile. The wind patterns off the bay, he said, actually favored left-handed pull hitters. He had numbers to prove it. He had numbers to prove everything.

I walked to the window and pressed my forehead against the glass. The cold felt good. Grounding. Outside, a jogger moved along the beach, small and distant, the kind of anonymous person who didn't have to choose between $200 million and the life they'd built. The kind of person who could just run.

Everything except the man in the next room.

Ethan was in his office, probably fielding his own calls, probably hearing numbers that dwarfed even these. The faint murmur of his voice carried through the walls, that measured, professional tone he used when he was talking business, so different from the soft voice he used with me.

"That's an incredible offer," I said, and meant it. "I need time to consider all my options."

"Of course. Take all the time you need. Just know, Nate—we believe in you. We believe you can be the centerpiece of a dynasty."

After I hung up, I sat in our living room and stared at the wall.

The room was full of us: framed photos from the All-Star Games, the championship celebration, a vacation neither of us ever talked about. The couch where we'd spent countless evenings tangled together watching movies we never finished. The coffee table where I'd set down my first set of keys to this house, the weight of them feeling like a promise.

Being wanted should feel good. All those years of proving myself, of being the kid from the Bronx who had to work twice as hard for half the credit, of hearing scouts whisper that I lacked the polish of players from better programs. I'd earned this validation. I'd clawed my way here through talent and determination and refusing to quit when quitting would have been easier.

So why did I feel empty?

Because the championship parade I was imagining didn't have Ethan in it. The jersey I'd be wearing didn't match his. The city I'd call home was three thousand miles from the only place that felt like home anymore.

I tried to picture it. San Francisco. Me in orange and black, tracking fly balls in a park where the fog rolled
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