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    For everyone who's ever had to choose between who they are and who they're supposed to be.

And for those still finding the courage to stop choosing.




  Chapter 1: Perfect Prison

The roar of forty thousand people should feel like something.

Ethan Cole stood on the mound at Titans Stadium, the rubber worn smooth beneath his cleats, and tried to remember what joy was supposed to taste like. Eighth inning. Perfect game in progress. Twenty-four batters faced, twenty-four batters retired. The kind of night that would make the highlight reels for years, that his father would dissect frame by frame on SportsNet tomorrow, that would cement his legacy as the greatest rookie pitcher in a decade.

He should feel something.

The April air was cool against his face, carrying the familiar cocktail of stadium scents: fresh-cut grass, roasted peanuts, the distant sweetness of cotton candy mixing with beer and leather. The lights blazed down from the massive towers, turning the diamond into a stage. Forty thousand phones raised, forty thousand people recording this moment, and not one of them knew that the man on the mound felt like he was watching himself from far away.

The catcher, Marcus Webb, flashed the sign. Fastball, inside corner. Ethan nodded, a controlled, economical movement. Everything about him was economical these days. Each pitch calculated to the millimeter. Each expression calibrated for the cameras that were always watching. The Empire City Titans were a franchise built on legacy, and Ethan Cole was their golden child, their first overall pick, their walking investment in the future.

Perfect, he thought, settling into his windup. Keep it perfect.

He let his body take over. The familiar weight transfer, the drive off the rubber, the whip of his arm carving through the air. His fingers rolled off the seams at the last possible moment, and the ball exploded toward the plate.

Ninety-seven miles per hour. Inside corner. Exactly where Marcus had asked for it.

The batter's swing was a desperate, flailing thing, a half-second too late, the barrel never even close to making contact. The ball smacked into Marcus's glove with a sound like a gunshot, and the stadium erupted.

Strike three. Twenty-five down.

The noise crashed over him. It vibrated in his chest, through his bones, the kind of sound that should have made him feel alive. Instead, he catalogued it the way he catalogued everything: forty-three thousand in attendance. Sellout crowd. Good for the metrics.

Marcus jogged out to the mound, grinning beneath his mask. His chest protector was dusty from the previous inning's play at home, a smear of dirt on his left cheek. He looked happy. Happy in a way Ethan remembered feeling once, before baseball became a job and joy became an obligation.

"Two more, kid. Two more and you've got history."

Ethan nodded. Smiled the smile they all expected. Camera-ready, magazine-cover. The muscles in his face knew the expression so well he barely had to think about it. "Just another day at the office."

Marcus laughed and jogged back, and Ethan was alone again with the weight of perfection pressing down on his shoulders like a physical thing.

He turned the ball over in his glove, feeling the raised seams beneath his fingertips. Ninety-seven pitches thrown tonight. His arm felt good. Strong, loose, capable of going another three innings if needed. His mechanics were textbook. His location was precise. Everything working exactly as it should.

So why do I feel like screaming?

The thought came unbidden, and Ethan pushed it away with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd been suppressing inconvenient emotions his entire life. He glanced at the scoreboard: TITANS 3, VISITORS 0. The game was in hand. The perfect game was two outs away. Everything was exactly as it should be.

His father was watching from the broadcast booth, probably. James Cole never missed an Ethan Cole start, not even now, eighteen months after their last real conversation. He'd be up there with the other SportsNet analysts, offering his expert opinion in that smooth, authoritative voice that had made him famous. Tomorrow morning Ethan would wake up to texts full of "feedback" about his mechanics, his pitch selection, his facial expressions.

Your smile looked forced in the seventh inning. Work on that.

Arm angle dropped by two degrees on the slider. Unacceptable.

A Cole doesn't coast. A Cole dominates.

The ninth inning started with Marcus jogging back behind the plate and settling into his crouch. The crowd shifted register, forty thousand people who understood what was happening, who understood that two more outs would make history. The noise had changed from cheering to a low, collective pulse, almost primal, that traveled through the soles of his cleats and up through his knees.

He took the throw from the infield and stood on the rubber, turning the ball in his glove. One hundred and three pitches. His shoulder would remind him tomorrow, a deep ache in the rotator cuff that he'd learned to ignore the way he ignored most forms of discomfort. He rolled the ball across his fingertips, found the seams by feel alone, and stared in for the sign.

The twenty-sixth batter dug in with exaggerated nonchalance, tapping his bat against his cleats, adjusting his gloves one finger at a time. Stalling. Trying to ice him. Ethan stood on the rubber and waited, face blank, heart rate steady at sixty-two beats per minute because he had trained himself to stay there the way other people trained themselves to run marathons.

You can take all night, he thought. I have nowhere else to be.

Marcus put down one finger. Fastball. Ethan nodded. He rocked, drove, and delivered a cutter that started over the middle and broke three inches toward the batter's hands. The swing was late and defensive, the ball skipping weakly off the bat's handle toward first base. The first baseman scooped it on the short hop and stepped on the bag.

Twenty-six down.

One out left.

The noise was no longer a wall. It was an ocean, rising and crashing with each breath. His pulse hammered in his fingertips, in the thin skin at his temples, in the hollow of his throat. The stadium lights were so bright that they erased the sky, turning everything beyond the diamond into white nothing.

The final batter walked to the plate. A young outfielder, barely twenty-two, called up from Triple-A a week ago. His hands were shaking. Ethan could see it from sixty feet and six inches away, the tremor in his grip, the way his knuckles were white around the bat handle. The kid's eyes were wide, darting between the mound and the scoreboard, and Ethan recognized the specific terror of someone who understood that history was about to use him as a footnote.

I know that feeling, Ethan thought. The world watching and no place to hide.

He almost felt sorry for him.

Almost.

Marcus called for the changeup. The Eraser. Ethan let himself smile, just barely, behind his glove. He set, kicked, and threw. The pitch left his hand looking exactly like a fastball, the same arm speed, the same slot, the same violent whip of his wrist. But the bottom fell out at seventy-nine miles per hour, the ball diving like it had been yanked on a string, dropping through the zone and into Marcus's glove with a clean, final pop of leather.

The batter swung through air. His bat cut a full foot above where the ball crossed the plate, the kind of swing that made hitters look like they had never held a bat before.

Twenty-seven down.

The stadium exploded.

His teammates rushed the mound like he'd won the World Series instead of a regular-season game in April. Bodies collided with his, arms wrapped around him, voices screamed his name into the chaos. Jenkins, the right fielder, lifted him off the ground like he weighed nothing. Marcus's arms were around his waist. Someone was crying, actually crying, tears streaming down their face at the beauty of what they'd just witnessed.

Ethan laughed because that was what you did. Pumped his fist because the cameras expected it. Hugged Marcus and pretended the contact registered.

Inside, the hollow ache that had been his constant companion for years yawned wider. His fingers were trembling. He tucked them into fists inside his glove, where the cameras couldn't see, and held them there until the shaking stopped.

This is supposed to be the happiest moment of my life, he thought as confetti rained down and the crowd chanted his name. So why does it feel like dying?



The press room was a circus of lights and questions.

Ethan sat at the podium, water bottle sweating in his hand, and delivered the lines he'd practiced since he could throw a baseball. Humble deflection. Team credit. God thanked, coaches praised, family mentioned. The reporters ate it up like they always did.

The room was too bright, too full of people who wanted pieces of him he didn't have to give. Camera flashes strobed against his eyes, leaving purple afterimages. Microphones bristled from every direction.

"Ethan! How does it feel to throw a perfect game in your rookie season?"

It feels like nothing. It feels like being very good at being empty.

"It's an incredible honor," he said, voice smooth. The words flowed automatically, well-practiced and meaningless. "I couldn't have done it without Marcus behind the plate, the defense backing me up, and this organization giving me the opportunity."

The reporter nodded, satisfied. Another one stepped forward, microphone thrust toward him like a weapon.

"Ethan, you're the youngest pitcher to throw a perfect game since—"

"I try not to focus on records or statistics," he interrupted smoothly. "I'm just grateful to be here, wearing this uniform, playing for these fans."

Perfect answer. Perfect delivery. Perfect Cole.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it. Not because he didn't know who it was, but because he knew exactly. His father's critique would come whether he wanted it or not. It always did.

"Any message for the fans who've supported you since draft day?"

Ethan leaned into the microphone, letting the charm drip from every word. This was his specialty, the earnest gratitude, the aw-shucks humility that made sponsors weep with joy. "Just that I'm grateful every single day. This city, this team, these fans. They're everything."

Lies, he thought as the cameras flashed. Everything I say is a lie.

A hand shot up from the back row. A blogger, judging by the lanyard and the hungry look. "Ethan, the Titans have that May series against Iron Harbor coming up. You'll be facing Nate Reyes for the first time. He's been tearing the cover off the ball. Any thoughts on that matchup?"

The name landed in Ethan's chest like a pitch he hadn't seen coming. He kept his expression neutral, the smile steady, his fingers loose around the water bottle even as a knot cinched behind his ribs.

"I prepare for every team the same way," he said, the words smooth and empty. "We'll study the film, build our game plan, and go out there and compete. Iron Harbor has a good lineup top to bottom."

"But Reyes specifically. He's been vocal about wanting to face quote-unquote 'elite' pitching. Do you take that personally?"

Ethan's jaw tightened by a fraction of a millimeter. He relaxed it before anyone could notice. "I respect what he's doing over there. He's a talented player. When we get to May, we'll be ready."

Talented. The word felt insufficient and dangerous at the same time. He'd watched enough Reyes footage to know that talented didn't begin to cover it. But this was a press room, and press rooms were for nothing answers, and nothing was exactly what he intended to give.

More questions. More answers. More performance. The press conference stretched on, each question probing for some crack in his veneer, some glimpse of the real person beneath the polish. Ethan gave them nothing. He'd learned long ago that the real Ethan Cole wasn't someone the world wanted to see.

When the press conference finally ended, he slipped out a side door, avoiding the reporters who wanted one more quote. His handler, a young woman from the PR team whose name he should probably remember, tried to catch his arm. A radio interview, apparently. He shook his head and kept walking.

"Tomorrow," he said without slowing. "Tonight I just need—"

What? What do you need, Ethan?

"—rest," he finished. "I need rest."

His driver was waiting in the underground garage, black sedan humming, tinted windows promising temporary invisibility. Ethan climbed into the back seat and let his head fall against the leather, feeling the mask slip now that he was alone. The leather smelled new, chemically clean, a scent that was supposed to signal luxury but only made him think of showrooms and sealed packaging. The driver said nothing. That was why Ethan kept him. No small talk, no congratulations, no opinions. Just the quiet hum of the engine and the soft click of the turn signal as they pulled into the street.

The city slid past in streaks of light. Headlights, streetlights, the neon pulse of bars still open at this hour. Out there, people were celebrating his perfect game. Strangers in sports bars lifting glasses to his name, replaying his final pitch on their phones, arguing about where it ranked in history. The thought should have warmed him. It left him cold.

He checked his phone in the dark privacy of the car, the screen's glow washing blue across his features.

Three texts from his mother: So proud of you sweetheart! The Ashworths watched from their box—Margaret says you're even more handsome in person! Call me about the gala next week.

Two missed calls from his agent. Probably already fielding endorsement offers. A perfect game was worth millions in marketing value.

And one text from his father, sent during the seventh inning:

Slider was flat in the 7th. Your arm angle dropped. We'll discuss.

Ethan stared at the message until the words blurred. A perfect game. Twenty-seven batters. A feat that had only been accomplished twenty-four times in the modern era.

And all James Cole could see was an imperfect slider.

A Cole doesn't miss, his father's voice echoed in his head, worn into him like grooves in a record. A Cole doesn't lose control. A Cole is perfect, or a Cole is nothing.

Ethan deleted the text without responding and watched the city lights blur past the window, each one a tiny prison cell just like his.



His apartment was exactly as he'd left it.

The Upper East Side apartment had been his father's gift—a pre-war two-bedroom in a building where Coles had kept a residence for three generations. Old money didn't buy penthouses with signing bonuses; old money inherited addresses. Twenty-three million dollars guaranteed, the richest rookie contract in baseball history, and Ethan lived in a space chosen for him before he'd thrown his first professional pitch.

Modern furniture in muted grays. Tall windows with original molding overlooking the avenue. Art on the walls that his mother had chosen, expensive and meaningless. The kitchen had never been used for anything more complicated than coffee. The dining table sat eight but had never hosted a dinner.

Ethan dropped his bag by the door and stood in the darkness, not bothering to turn on the lights. The hardwood floor was cold through his socks, a chill that crept up through the arches of his feet and into his ankles. Below, the building's old radiator pipes ticked and groaned in the walls, a low, constant rhythm that was the only proof other people existed in this building. Twelve floors of pre-war stone, and most nights, that ticking was the closest thing to company he had.

The city glittered beyond the tall windows, twelve floors of separation between him and the real world. His own reflection stared back from the dark glass, a ghost version of himself superimposed over the Upper East Side streetscape. The ghost looked tired. The ghost looked like someone who had run out of things to pretend. Ethan turned away from it.

From up here, the people on the sidewalks were just shapes, insignificant, anonymous, free in ways he'd never been.

I threw a perfect game tonight, he thought, the words strange and hollow in his mind. The greatest single performance of my career. And I'm standing alone in the dark, wondering what the point is.

The silence pressed in around him. No roommates, no visitors, no one waiting to ask how his day went. The apartment had security features that rivaled a federal building (retina scanners, reinforced doors, cameras at every entrance), all designed to protect Ethan Cole from the outside world.

No one had considered that he might need protection from the inside one.

He showered for too long, the water scalding hot, trying to feel something, anything, beyond the numbness that had become his baseline. The bathroom was marble and glass, bigger than the bedroom he'd grown up in, though that bedroom had been in a Connecticut mansion so the comparison was relative. Steam billowed around him, fogging the mirrors, creating a cocoon of heat and moisture that was the closest thing to comfort he'd felt in months.

The pressure of the spray was the only thing that felt real anymore. He stood with his palms flat against the tile, the water running down the back of his neck, across his shoulder blades, tracing the line of muscle along his spine. His pitching arm ached now that the adrenaline had burned off, a deep, familiar soreness in the back of his shoulder that spoke of years of use. He flexed his fingers under the water and watched them open and close, the same fingers that had thrown a perfect game, the same hand that the entire baseball world was talking about right now.

He turned the water hotter until his skin flushed red and the steam was so thick he couldn't see the glass door.

Afterward, wrapped in a towel, he stared at his reflection. Dark blond hair, still damp, disheveled for once. Blue eyes that photographers loved. Cornflower blue, his mother called them, though Ethan thought they looked more like ice. A jaw that could cut glass and a body honed by twenty years of single-minded dedication.

Who are you? he asked the stranger in the mirror. Who are you when no one's watching?

The stranger didn't answer. Maybe because there wasn't anyone there. Maybe because Ethan Cole, the real one, if such a person existed, had been buried so deep beneath performance and expectation that he'd suffocated years ago.

He pulled on sweats and a Whitmore University t-shirt, the cotton soft and worn from years of washing, comfortable clothes that no camera would ever see. He poured himself a whiskey he didn't want from a bottle of Macallan 18 that his agent had sent after draft day. The apartment had a bar stocked with bottles that cost more than some people's rent, all for show. Most of them had never been opened.

The amber liquid burned his throat, but even that sensation felt distant. Disconnected. Like watching someone else drink from very far away. He set the glass on the coffee table and stared at the ring of condensation it left on the dark wood.

His phone buzzed again. His mother, this time calling.

He answered because not answering would result in follow-up calls, then concerned texts, then eventually James being involved, and Ethan didn't have the energy for that escalation.

"Sweetheart!" Catherine Cole's voice was champagne bubbles and old money, the product of finishing school and a lifetime of charity galas. "What a magnificent game! Your father is already preparing his segment for tomorrow's show. He's pleased."

Could have fooled me, Ethan thought. He shifted the phone to his other ear and walked to the window, pressing his forehead against the cold glass. His breath fogged a small circle on the pane. "Thanks, Mom. It was a team effort."

"Of course, of course. Listen, I wanted to talk to you about the Montgomery gala next week. I've spoken to Sarah Ashworth. You remember her daughter Meredith? She was at the Hamptons party last summer."

"I remember." He didn't. Too many Hamptons parties, too many daughters of family friends, too many women paraded in front of him like options in a catalog. They all blurred together. Blonde hair, white teeth, carefully curated personalities designed to appeal to America's most eligible bachelor.

"Well, she's in town doing some modeling work, and I thought you two might attend together. The optics would be wonderful, and she's such a lovely girl..."

Optics. Because that was what his relationships were. Optics and photo ops. His mother had been arranging his social life since he was seventeen, producing a steady stream of appropriate girlfriends.

"Sure, Mom. Whatever you think is best."

"Wonderful! I'll have my assistant coordinate with hers. Oh, and Ethan? Try to look like you're enjoying yourself this time. The photos from the last event made you look so serious."

"I'll practice my smile in the mirror."

She laughed, missing the bitter edge entirely. "That's my boy. Get some rest, sweetheart. You've earned it."

Have I? he wanted to ask. Have I earned anything, or has everything just been handed to me because of whose son I am?

He hung up and sat in the dark, the whiskey untouched now, the city sprawling beneath him like a promise he'd never asked for.



He shouldn't be doing this.

It was well past midnight, and Ethan was sprawled on his leather couch, laptop open to MLB highlights. The room was dark except for the screen's glow. Outside, the city had quieted to its nighttime hum. Distant sirens, the occasional horn, the eternal pulse of a metropolis.

His own perfect game had already been uploaded, eleven minutes of condensed brilliance, set to swelling music and breathless commentary. He'd watched it once, feeling nothing, and then closed the tab.

But he hadn't closed the laptop.

His fingers moved almost on their own, typing a name into the search bar that he'd typed too many times this past month.

Nathaniel Reyes highlights.

Just scouting, he told himself. Know your enemy.

But even as the thought formed, he knew it was a lie.

The first result was a clip from three days ago: "NATE REYES LAUNCHES 450-FOOT BOMB." Ethan clicked it without letting himself think about why.

The video opened with Reyes at the plate, number seven for the Iron Harbor Steelheads. He was everything Ethan wasn't: explosive where Ethan was controlled, raw where Ethan was polished, real where Ethan was performance.

Even through the screen, he commanded attention. It wasn't just the physical presence, though that was considerable, all coiled power and barely contained energy. It was the way he moved, the way he stood, the way his entire body said I belong here, and I dare you to disagree.

The pitcher went into his windup. Reyes coiled like a spring, all that power compressed into a six-foot frame of muscle and barely contained aggression. His stance was unconventional: feet a little wider than textbook, weight shifted forward in a way that would have made hitting coaches nervous if it hadn't been so effective.

The ball left the pitcher's hand, ninety-four-mile-per-hour fastball, right down the middle.

Bad choice.

The crack of the bat was visceral even through the laptop speakers. Ethan felt it in his chest. The ball rocketed off Reyes's bat, soaring deep into the night, clearing the center field wall by thirty feet.

But it wasn't the home run that made Ethan's breath catch. It was what came after.

Reyes flipped his bat, not excessive, just enough to let everyone know he knew. The movement was fluid, almost lazy, the bat spinning once in the air before clattering to the ground. Then he watched the ball sail out, making the pitcher wait, making the whole stadium wait while he stood at home plate and watched his work disappear over the fence. His chest rose and fell with deep breaths, not from exertion but from satisfaction, and there was an almost predatory quality to his stillness.

Only then did he start his trot around the bases, that swagger in every step that said I belong here, I earned this, try and stop me.

Ethan watched the clip again.

And again.

And again.

He told himself it was scouting. The Titans were scheduled to play the Steelheads in May, and as a pitcher, he needed to understand his opponents. Study their weaknesses. Prepare for the matchup.

But his eyes kept catching on things that had nothing to do with batting mechanics. The way Reyes's forearms flexed as he swung, muscles moving beneath bronze skin marked with tattoos Ethan couldn't quite make out at this resolution. The dark hair falling over his forehead, perpetually messy despite (or maybe because of) the league's attempts to market him as a "bad boy." The stubble he never bothered to shave, shadowing his jaw in a way that was distinctly different from Ethan's clean-cut image. The way his eyes burned with an intensity that Ethan couldn't look away from.

He found another video. A post-game interview where Reyes was laughing about something, really laughing, head thrown back and eyes crinkled at the corners. A warm, genuine sound that had nothing to do with cameras or expectations or performance. Just joy, pure and simple and completely foreign.

When was the last time I laughed like that?

He couldn't remember. Couldn't remember a time when happiness was performance rather than feeling. Couldn't remember what it was like to exist without the constant weight of expectation pressing down on every moment.

Another video. This one older, from Reyes's minor league days. An interviewer asking about his reputation as a "hothead."

"I play with passion," Reyes had said, that smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth in a way that made Ethan's stomach clench. "Some people can't handle that. Some people are too worried about being polished and professional." He'd made air quotes with his fingers, dripping with disdain. "I'd rather be real and win ugly than be fake and lose pretty."

Ethan knew he should be offended. He was the poster child for polished and professional, the pretty boy pitcher that Reyes was clearly mocking. Every word was a jab aimed directly at people like him: the privileged, the pedigreed, the products of wealth and training and opportunity.

But all he felt was a strange twist of envy.

I'd rather be real.

When was the last time Ethan had been real? When was the last time he'd said what he actually thought, felt what he actually felt, done a thing because he wanted to rather than because he was supposed to?

He found more clips. Reyes charging a mound after getting thrown at, jersey flying, rage unrestrained. Reyes getting into a screaming match with an umpire, gesturing wildly, voice loud enough that the cameras caught every word. Reyes celebrating a walk-off hit like he'd just won the lottery, throwing his helmet in the air and getting dogpiled by his teammates while the stadium shook with joy.

Everything Ethan had been trained to suppress, Reyes let loose without apology.

It was fascinating. It was terrifying. It was—

Something else, Ethan thought, and felt his face grow warm in the dark.

It was nearly two in the morning when Ethan finally closed the laptop, his heart beating faster than it had during the perfect game. He'd spent an hour watching highlights of a man he'd never met, a rival he was supposed to hate, and he couldn't even pretend he'd been scouting.

His skin felt too warm, despite the air conditioning. He pressed the back of his hand to his own cheek and felt the heat there, the flush that had crept up his neck around the fourth or fifth replay. His breathing was shallow, rapid, the kind of breathing his body produced during the ninth inning of a close game, not while lying on a couch watching video clips.

He set the laptop on the coffee table and stared at the ceiling. The plaster was smooth, featureless, sixty thousand dollars' worth of custom finishing that looked exactly like nothing. His pulse thumped in his ears. He could still hear the crack of Reyes's bat, still see the way the ball had rocketed off the barrel, still feel the phantom vibration of it in his own hands as if he'd been the one holding the bat.

The next time I face Nathaniel Reyes, he thought, I'll show him what control really looks like.

But even as the thought formed, he felt it for the lie it was.

Because he wasn't thinking about pitching.

He wasn't thinking about the rivalry.

He was thinking about that laugh. That swagger. Those eyes.

He was thinking about the way Reyes moved, the way he smiled, the way his entire existence was a challenge aimed at everything Ethan had been raised to be.

And for the first time in years, Ethan Cole felt a crack form in the carefully constructed walls of his perfect prison.

May, he thought, pulling the blanket over himself in his empty bed in his empty apartment in his empty life. I face him in May.

What happens then?

He didn't have an answer. He wasn't sure he wanted one.

He rolled onto his side and pressed his face into the pillow, but the dark behind his eyelids wasn't empty. It was full of a bat flip and a slow trot and a pair of eyes that burned through a screen from three hundred miles away.

His heart was still beating too fast. He counted the beats the way he counted pitches, steady and methodical, willing himself toward sleep. Sixty-two beats per minute was normal. Eighty-four was not.

He was still counting when the city lightened outside his window.
Chapter 2: The Underdog

The Reyes family home smelled like heaven.

Nate pushed through the front door of the cramped Bronx rowhouse and the aroma hit him: sofrito, garlic, and his mother's secret spice blend. The one she swore she'd never reveal, not even to him. The scent wrapped around him like a hug, warm and familiar.

The TV was blaring a soccer match, his father yelling at the screen in rapid Spanish that Nate only half-followed. Something about blind referees and a conspiracy against the home team. Upstairs, his sisters were at war over the aux cord, two different songs fighting for dominance.

Home.

The word settled into his chest like a warm stone. No matter how far baseball took him, no matter how fancy the hotels or how large the crowds, this was the place that grounded him. Three bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen that barely fit all five of them but always did. The wallpaper was peeling in the corner by the stairs, the same spot his father had been promising to fix for fifteen years. The carpet was worn thin by decades of footsteps. The whole house probably cost less than a month's rent on those Manhattan high-rises the Titans players lived in.

Nate wouldn't trade it for anything.

"Mijo!" Rosa Reyes came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel, already reaching for him. Her dark hair was streaked with gray now, more than last season, and there were new lines around her eyes, the kind that came from too many night shifts and too much worry. But her smile was the same: fierce, warm, unconditional.

"You're too skinny," she announced, gripping his face between her hands and turning it side to side like he was twelve instead of twenty-four. "They don't feed you in that fancy hotel?"

"Ma, I stayed at a Marriott. It's not that fancy." But he submitted to the hug, let himself sink into the familiar embrace. Her apron smelled like cumin and onions, and her arms were stronger than they looked. "And I've gained five pounds of muscle since spring training started."

"Muscle, he says." She pulled back, pinching his cheek hard enough to make him wince. "You need to eat. Come, come, the arroz con pollo is almost ready."

The kitchen was controlled chaos. Three pots bubbled on the stove, competing for burner space. The counter was covered in cutting boards and prep bowls and the evidence of a woman who cooked like she was feeding an army. Steam fogged the window over the sink. The radio on top of the refrigerator played salsa at a volume that competed with the soccer match and the upstairs music war.

Rosa moved through it like a conductor, tasting, adjusting, commanding. Her hands never stopped moving: stirring the rice, checking the chicken, shooing Nate away from the plantains.

"GOOOOOL!" Miguel's voice thundered from the living room, followed by a stream of Spanish that Nate only half-understood, something about justice finally being served and the referee finally getting his head out of his ass.

"Papi's team is winning?" Nate asked, stealing a piece of fried plantain from a plate while his mother's back was turned.

"Papi's team is always either winning or being robbed. There is no middle ground." Rosa smacked his hand, but not before he'd gotten the plantain. "Go say hello before he breaks something."

The living room was small and overstuffed: a couch that had survived three decades of Reyes children, a recliner more duct tape than leather, a coffee table covered in soccer magazines and old coasters. Miguel Reyes was planted in the center of it all, a big man who'd gotten bigger since retirement.

Thirty years of fighting fires had given him muscles still visible beneath the softness of age. The back injury that ended his career five years ago had given him a paunch to match. But his eyes were sharp as ever, dark and knowing, and they lit up when he saw his son.

"Nathaniel!" He struggled to rise from the recliner, then gave up and just opened his arms. "Come, come! Did you see that goal? Golazo, mijo."

Nate perched on the arm of the couch, accepting the hug, breathing in the familiar scent of his father: Old Spice and the menthol from the heating patches on his back. "Nice finish. How's the back?"

"The back is fine." Which meant it wasn't, but Miguel Reyes didn't complain about pain any more than he complained about weather. "How's the arm? You've been hitting well. I saw the highlights."

"Arm's good. Shoulder's a little tight from the road trip, but nothing serious."

Miguel grunted. His eyes stayed on his son's face, reading him the way he'd always been able to. "You've got the Titans series coming up. That Cole kid is pitching."

Nate's chest gave a single, hard twitch at the name. Just a flicker, quickly suppressed. He ignored it. "I know."

"He's good. First overall pick. All that training since he was in diapers, all those private coaches and fancy facilities." Miguel's voice was thoughtful, not dismissive. He'd never been a father who encouraged underestimating opponents. "But he's never been hungry, mijo. That's his weakness."

"You think?"

"I know." Miguel placed his hand on Nate's arm, callused palm warm through the fabric. His fingers had been broken twice and healed crooked, but they still gripped like iron. "You earned your place. Nobody gave it to you. When you step into that box against him, remember that. He throws ninety-seven, fine. But you've hit harder. And you've had to fight for every inch, while he's had everything handed to him."

While he's had everything handed to him.

The words should have landed like a gift. They were true, after all. Ethan Cole had been groomed for stardom since birth, the son of a former All-Star, the product of elite academies and private coaching. He'd never known what it was like to play on a field with broken equipment, to skip meals so there was money for cleats, to work construction in the summers just to afford gear.

But a hook caught in Nate's chest, snagging on the phrase anyway.

Had everything handed to him.

He thought about the highlight videos he'd been watching (scouting, he called it, though that word was starting to feel like a lie). He thought about how Cole moved on the mound, all that perfect precision, and how his face never changed. Win or lose, strikeout or home run, the expression stayed the same: calm, controlled, blank.

Is that what it looks like when everything comes easy? Nate wondered. Or is that what it looks like when nothing feels real?

"I won't forget," he said to his father, pushing the thought away. "I never do."

"Good. Now go help your mother. Your sisters are useless in the kitchen."

"I HEARD THAT!" Lucia's voice rang down from upstairs, sharp and amused.

"GOOD!" Miguel bellowed back, then winked at Nate. "Familia es todo, but familia is also exhausting."



Dinner was exactly what Nate needed.

The whole family crammed around a table meant for four, elbows bumping, voices overlapping, Rosa's food disappearing faster than she could serve it. The table itself was older than Nate. Scarred wood, one leg shimmed with a folded piece of cardboard that had been there since '09. He ran his thumb along a groove near his plate, the one Lucia had carved with a butter knife when she was seven, the one that had earned her a week without television and a permanent mark in the family furniture. The wood was warm under his forearms, absorbing heat from the kitchen, from the bodies packed tight around it, from two decades of meals that had held this family together through layoffs and injuries and the slow, grinding weight of bills that never stopped coming.

The arroz con pollo was perfect: chicken falling off the bone, rice soaked in all those rich flavors, the plantains crispy on the outside and sweet on the inside. He bit into one and the caramelized edge cracked between his teeth, giving way to that soft, almost-melting center. The taste hit bone-deep, the kind of flavor that wasn't just food but memory. Every Sunday, every birthday, every night Rosa worked a double and still came home to cook because her kids were going to eat right, punto final. There was black beans too, thick and slow-cooked with a bay leaf still floating on top, and a salad that no one touched because vegetables were optional in the Reyes house, and bottles of hot sauce arranged along the center of the table like condiment soldiers.

Above them, a pipe knocked in the wall. The refrigerator hummed its usual rattle, the compressor fighting through another winter. A car alarm went off on the street and nobody flinched because car alarms on this block were just background music.

Maria, seventeen and convinced she knew everything, was grilling him about baseball stats. She'd gotten into sabermetrics recently, which meant she now spoke in acronyms that made Nate's head spin.

"Your xwOBA is insane right now," she said around a mouthful of rice. "Like, top-five in the league insane. But your barrel rate could be better."

"My what could be what?"

"Barrel rate. The percentage of batted balls that have optimal launch angle and exit velocity. You're hitting too many grounders."

"I have three home runs this week."

"And you could have five if you lifted the ball more."

Nate looked at his father for support. Miguel just shrugged, grinning. "She's not wrong, mijo. I've watched the film."

"Traitor."

Lucia, twenty and pre-med at CUNY, was grilling him about something else entirely. She sat across from him with that look she got when she was about to cause trouble, the same look she'd had at six when she'd cut all the hair off Nate's G.I. Joes, the same look she'd had at fourteen when she'd convinced him to sneak out to a party and then immediately told their parents.

"So." Lucia leaned forward, fork pointed at his face like an accusation. "Any cute teammates I should know about?"

Nate choked on his rice.

"Lucia!" Rosa scolded, but there was a knowing glint in her eye. "Leave your brother alone."

"What? I'm just asking. He's famous now. He should be dating someone equally famous. Or at least hot." Lucia grinned, sharp and teasing. "The shortstop seems nice."

"Dante is married," Nate managed, reaching for his water glass. "Happily. For three years."

"Dante's not the only shortstop in the league." Lucia's eyes sparkled with mischief. "I was thinking more about that guy from San Francisco. The one with the—"

"Lucia." Nate's voice came out sharper than intended. "Drop it."

A moment of silence fell over the table, rare in this household, where quiet usually meant someone was about to throw something. Lucia's grin faded, replaced by a softer expression. Understanding.

"Sorry," she said quietly. "I was just teasing."

Rosa smoothly redirected, the way she always did when conversations edged too close to things Nate wasn't ready to discuss. "Miguel, tell Nate about the Torres boy from down the street. He made the varsity team as a freshman. Nate, you should see him play sometime, give him some pointers..."

The conversation moved on, and Nate exhaled. That was the thing about his family: they knew. Not everything, but enough. They'd known since he was sixteen and Rosa had found him crying in his room after a disastrous conversation with a boy he'd thought he loved. She'd sat on his bed, stroked his hair, and said, "Mi amor, I knew before you did. I just wanted you to tell me."

They knew, and they loved him anyway, and they didn't push.

But sometimes the teasing got a little too close to things Nate wasn't ready to joke about. Like the fact that he hadn't dated anyone seriously in two years. Like the fact that his last relationship had ended because Javier had wanted fame more than he'd wanted Nate. Had wanted to be the "first out couple" in baseball, the story, the moment, rather than just being together. Like the fact that sometimes, late at night, Nate wondered if he'd ever find someone who wanted him for him, not for what his name could do for them.

After dinner, he helped Rosa with the dishes while the others scattered: Miguel back to his soccer, Maria to homework she'd probably procrastinate on, Lucia to a phone call with her study group.

The kitchen was quieter now, steam rising from the sink, the radio turned down to a low hum. Rosa washed, Nate dried, the rhythm familiar from a thousand nights just like this one.

"You were tense tonight, mijo," Rosa said quietly, passing him a wet plate.

"Just tired. Long season ahead."

"Mmm." Rosa's noncommittal sound meant she didn't believe him but wouldn't push. She'd perfected that sound over twenty-four years of parenting a son who'd rather break his own arm than admit weakness. "You know you can talk to me about anything."

"I know, Ma."

"Good." She handed him another plate. "Now tell me about this Golden Boy you're playing against next month. Your father seems worried."

"He shouldn't be." Nate dried the plate with more force than necessary. "Cole is just another pitcher. I've hit plenty of pitchers."

"But this one bothers you."

It wasn't a question. Nate's hands stilled on the dish towel.

"He's... different," he admitted, the words coming out before he could stop them. "All that talent, all that opportunity, and he's just so—" He searched for the word. "Controlled. Perfect. Like nothing ever touches him."

Rosa was quiet for a moment, scrubbing a pot that probably didn't need more scrubbing. Her hands were weathered now, the knuckles swollen from decades of hard work, but they still moved with the same sure grace they always had.

"Sometimes the people who seem perfect are the ones fighting hardest to hold themselves together," she said.

"Yeah, well." Nate put the plate away with a clatter. "He could fight a little less perfectly. Give the rest of us a chance."

Rosa laughed, soft and knowing. "Mijo, I don't think you're angry at him for being too perfect. I think you're angry at him for making you notice."

Nate opened his mouth to argue, then closed it. Sometimes his mother saw too much.

"Go home," she said gently, drying her hands on the towel. "Get some sleep. And eat something. You're too skinny."

"You just fed me enough for three people."

"Four. You need to eat for four." She pulled him into another hug, this one lasting longer than the first. He could feel how thin she was under the apron, how tired. Thirty years of night shifts at the hospital, raising three kids on a firefighter's salary, and she'd never once complained. "I love you, Nathaniel. No matter what. You know that, right?"

"I know, Ma." He squeezed back, harder than he meant to. "Te amo."



Nate's apartment in Iron Harbor was nothing like Cole's place probably was.

The thought came unbidden as he unlocked the door, and he pushed it away with irritation. Why was he thinking about Cole's apartment? Why was he thinking about Cole at all? The guy was just another pitcher, another obstacle, another person standing between Nate and everything he wanted to prove.

He kicked off his shoes by the door, one bouncing off the burnt-orange kitchen wall Maria had called "aggressive." The living room was deep blue—Lucia's pick, the only sister with taste—and every flat surface held a framed photo: holidays, graduations, him and his dad at that first minor league game, the old man's hand on his shoulder like he was keeping him from floating away.

Nate dropped his bag on the second-bedroom floor, which hadn't seen a desk in months. Laundry and equipment had won that territory. The couch was secondhand, inherited from a teammate who'd been sent down to Triple-A. The coffee table, thrift store. The TV was the only thing in the apartment worth stealing, mounted next to Dante's gaming system that Nate used maybe twice a month.

Not fancy. His. Safe.

He dropped onto the couch with his laptop, knowing he should sleep, knowing he wouldn't. The late-night ritual had become a habit over the past few weeks, watching game film until his eyes burned, looking for edges, for weaknesses, for anything that
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