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​Chapter 1: Two Pitchers, One Team, Zero Agreement

The problem with Shepherd Walker was that he was too perfect.

And the problem with Teddy Romano was that he was too not.

If you had told either of them this on the first day of Oakwood Owls tryouts, they would have laughed at you. Or at least, Teddy would have laughed. Shep would have given you a very serious nod and said something like, "I see your point, but have you considered the statistics?"

Which, if you're wondering, is exactly the kind of thing that made Teddy want to throw a baseball at his head.

Not hard. Just... you know. Medium-hard.

The Oakwood Owls practiced every Tuesday and Thursday at Maple Grove Field, which wasn't really at Maple Grove at all, but next to the Dairy Queen on Route 12. The field had three things going for it: a backstop that only had two holes in it, a scoreboard that worked most of the time, and Mrs. Henderson's concession stand, which sold nachos that could make you forget you'd just lost 18-2.

On this particular Tuesday in late March, the Owls were doing what they always did at the start of practice: arguing.

"I'm just saying," Teddy announced to no one in particular, winding up like he was about to pitch in the World Series, "that baseball is an art form." He released the ball with a dramatic flourish, adding a little hop at the end.

The ball sailed approximately four feet over his target—Max Kowalski's glove—and bonked off the chain-link fence with a sound like a sad xylophone.

"ART FORM!" Teddy shouted, spreading his arms wide like he'd just painted the Mona Lisa.

"That's not art," said Shep, who was standing exactly sixty feet, six inches away (he'd measured), throwing pitch after pitch into Benny Rodriguez's glove with the reliability of a robot. "That's chaos."

"Chaos is a kind of art."

"Chaos is a kind of losing."

Teddy picked up another ball. "You know what your problem is, Shepherd?"

"I don't have problems. I have a process."

"THAT. That right there. That's your problem." Teddy wound up again, this time adding a leg kick that looked like a flamingo having a seizure. "You're so busy being perfect that you forgot baseball is supposed to be fun."

The ball went sideways.

Like, actually sideways.

It curved through the air in a way that seemed to defy the laws of physics, clipped the corner of the dugout, and landed directly in Javier Mendoza's bag of sunflower seeds, spraying them everywhere like a tiny, salty explosion.

"THAT WAS INTENTIONAL!" Teddy yelled.

"No it wasn't," said Javier, picking seeds out of his hair.

"Okay, it wasn't. But it could have been. That's the point."

Shep caught the ball Benny tossed back to him—a perfect throw, because Benny had been catching Shep's pitches for two years and knew exactly where they'd be—and turned to face Teddy.

Shepherd Walker was the kind of kid who looked like he'd been born wearing a collared shirt. He had neat brown hair that never seemed to move, even in wind, and he kept a small notebook in his back pocket where he tracked his pitching statistics. Strikes, balls, location, velocity (estimated). He was eleven years old and had the organizational skills of a Fortune 500 CEO.

"Fun," Shep said slowly, like he was explaining something to a kindergartener, "is what happens when you execute your mechanics correctly and achieve your desired outcome."

Teddy stared at him. "Dude. Did you just... did you just make fun sound boring?"

"I made fun sound accurate."

"I'm gonna throw a baseball at your head."

"You'd miss."

"PROBABLY! But it would look COOL!"

This was when Coach Rocco decided to intervene.

Coach Rocco was sixty-three years old, shaped like a bowling ball with legs, and had the kind of mustache that looked like it had its own zip code. He'd been coaching Little League in Oakwood since before half the kids' parents were born, and he had exactly two coaching strategies: enthusiastic metaphors and disappointment.

Today felt like a metaphor day.

"BOYS!" he bellowed, walking toward the mound with the slow, purposeful stride of a man who'd seen this argument roughly eight hundred times before. "You wanna know what you two remind me of?"

"Not really," muttered Teddy.

Coach Rocco ignored him. "You're like a teeter-totter at a playground. You know the ones. Kid on one side goes up, kid on the other side goes down. Up, down, up, down. Nobody gets anywhere. Just a lot of motion and dizzy kids who feel sick."

He looked at Teddy. "You"—he pointed with his clipboard—"you're throwing pitches like you're trying to invent a new language. The Flamingo Twist? The Invisible Curve? What's next, the Excuse-Me-I-Dropped-It Slider?"

Teddy's eyes lit up. "That's actually a great name—"

"It's NOT. Because here's the thing about baseball, Theodore. You know what wins games?"

"Uh... runs?"

"Well, yes, obviously runs. But you know what prevents runs?"

Teddy squinted. "Not letting the other team score?"

Coach Rocco closed his eyes and took a deep breath, the kind of breath that suggested he was reconsidering his entire career. "Consistency. Throwing the ball where you aim it. Not where the ball decides to go on its adventure through the atmosphere."

He turned to Shep. "And YOU."

Shep stood up straighter, ready to receive what was clearly going to be praise for his superior mechanics.

"You're so consistent you're putting people to sleep. I watched you throw thirty-two pitches in a row to the same spot. You know what happens when you throw thirty-two pitches to the same spot in a game?"

"The batter... doesn't hit them?"

"The batter hits number thirty-three into the parking lot because he KNOWS IT'S COMING." Coach Rocco made an exaggerated swinging motion. "BOOM. Right through Mrs. Henderson's windshield. Again."

"That was one time," Shep said quietly.

"It was THREE times, and she's starting to charge me a windshield tax."

From the dugout, Dasha Petrov looked up from her scorebook. Dasha was the team's official scorekeeper, a job she took more seriously than most surgeons took surgery. She had curly red hair, glasses held together with tape, and a memory like a steel trap.

"Actually," she called out, "it was four times. You're forgetting the game against Riverview when Shep threw sixteen fastballs in a row and Tyler Martinez hit the seventeenth one into the—"

"THANK YOU, DASHA," Coach Rocco said, not thankfully at all.

The team was gathering now, drawn by the argument like moths to a flame. Or like middle schoolers to drama, which was essentially the same thing.

Max Kowalski, who wore glasses thicker than telescope lenses and tracked baseball statistics the way some kids tracked video game scores, pushed his glasses up his nose. "Actually, if you look at the data, Shep's consistency rate is 73.4 percent, which is above league average for his age group. However, his predictability factor is—"

"MAX. We're having a MOMENT here."

Benny Rodriguez, who had the kind of smile that made teachers forget he'd just put a whoopee cushion on their chair, grinned. "I think what Coach is trying to say is that Shep throws like a robot and Teddy throws like a drunk octopus."

"HEY!" Teddy protested. "Octopi are very intelligent creatures!"

"Yeah, but they don't play baseball!"

"They COULD if someone gave them a CHANCE—"

"ENOUGH!" Coach Rocco's mustache quivered with the force of his voice. The field went quiet. Even the birds seemed to pause mid-chirp.

He looked at Shep. Then at Teddy. Then back at Shep.

Then he smiled, which was somehow more terrifying than the yelling.

"I got an idea," he said slowly. "You boys wanna settle this? Wanna prove which way is better?"

Shep and Teddy glanced at each other with the kind of mutual suspicion usually reserved for siblings being told they have to "work together" on chores.

"I'm listening," Teddy said.

"Here's the deal. We got eight games before the championship. Whoever earns the starting pitcher spot for that game—and I mean EARNS it, through performance, not through mouth-running—gets to name our team mascot."

This caused an immediate uproar.

"WE'RE GETTING A MASCOT?" Javier shouted.

"I WANNA NAME IT SOMETHING COOL LIKE THUNDERBEAK!" Benny yelled.

"That's actually not bad," Max admitted.

"Thunderbeak is a TERRIBLE name," Dasha said, not looking up from her scorebook.

Coach Rocco held up his hand. "The mascot's a costume. Already ordered it. Looks like an owl, obviously, 'cause we're the Owls. But it doesn't have a NAME yet. Winner names it. Loser has to WEAR it at the championship game."

Teddy's eyes went wide. "Wait. Wear it? Like, the whole game?"

"The. Whole. Game. In front of all your friends, your families, and anyone else who shows up to watch you either win or lose while dressed as a giant bird."

The weight of this settled over the team like snow.

"That's..." Shep started.

"...GENIUS!" Teddy finished, spinning toward Shep. "You're ON, Robot Boy. I'm gonna out-pitch you so hard you're gonna be sweating feathers."

"That doesn't make anatomical sense," Shep said. But he stuck out his hand anyway. "Deal."

They shook on it.

It was, Coach Rocco thought as he watched them, the kind of handshake that starts wars. Small wars. Hilarious wars. But wars nonetheless.

"Alright!" he called out, clapping his hands. "Everybody grab a partner. We're doing relay drills until somebody throws up or the sun goes down, whichever comes first. MOVE!"

The team scattered like startled pigeons.

Shep walked back to his spot on the mound, picked up a ball, and threw it into Benny's glove with a satisfying THWACK.

Same spot. Same speed. Same everything.

He smiled to himself. This was going to be easy.



Across the field, Teddy was explaining his newest pitch to Max.

"So I call it the Hummingbird Special," he said, gesturing wildly. "You wind up normal, right? But then at the last second, you kind of flutter your wrist like a bird's wing, and the ball—"

"Goes nowhere near the strike zone?" Max offered.

"Well, not YET. But I'm close. I can feel it. This is gonna be the pitch that changes everything."

Max looked doubtful, but he squatted down anyway and held up his glove. "Alright. Show me."

Teddy wound up with more moving parts than a Swiss watch. His leg kicked. His arm whirled. His whole body seemed to rotate in three directions at once.

The ball left his hand, spun through the air in a way that looked almost magical, curved sharply to the left, and landed in the dirt approximately seven feet from Max's glove.

"ALMOST!" Teddy shouted.

"That wasn't almost anything!" Max called back.

But Teddy was already grabbing another ball, his brain spinning with possibilities. Ninety-four pitches he'd invented so far. This season, he was going to make it to a hundred.

Who needed consistency when you had creativity?



Practice ended an hour later when the sun started setting and Mrs. Henderson turned on the concession stand lights, which was the universal signal that she was closing and everyone needed to go home.

The team gathered their equipment, still buzzing with energy about the bet.

"I'm putting my money on Teddy," Benny said, shouldering his bat bag. "Kid's got heart."

"Heart doesn't win games," Dasha countered. "Strikes win games. I'm going with Shep."

"You're just saying that because you like predictability."

"I'm saying it because I like WINNING."

Javier, ever the optimist, tried to make peace. "Maybe they'll both be good! Maybe they'll, like, team up and become one super-pitcher!"

Everyone stared at him.

"That's not how pitching works," Max said gently.

As the team dispersed into the parking lot where parents waited in minivans and beat-up sedans, Shep and Teddy ended up walking toward the bike rack at the same time.

They didn't look at each other.

Shep unlocked his bike—a sensible silver ten-speed that he maintained on a regular schedule—and checked his tire pressure out of habit.

Teddy grabbed his bike—a frankenstein'd BMX with stickers from at least nine different bands and a bell that played the first six notes of "Take Me Out to the Ballgame"—and immediately rang it three times.

"May the best pitcher win," Teddy said finally.

"I intend to," Shep replied.

"Yeah, well. Don't get too comfortable, Spreadsheet Boy. I'm gonna throw pitches you've never even DREAMED of."

"I don't dream about pitches. I plan them."

"Of COURSE you don't dream about them. You probably dream about... I dunno, tax returns. Alphabetized socks."

"I actually do alphabetize my socks."

Teddy stopped. "You're kidding."

"By color family. It's more efficient."

"That's the saddest thing I've ever heard."

But Shep was already pedaling away, his posture perfect even on a bicycle, heading home to do exactly what he did every night: practice his mechanics in the mirror, visualize tomorrow's pitches, and go to sleep at exactly 9:15 p.m.

Teddy watched him go, shook his head, and rang his bike bell four more times just because he could.

Then he pedaled off in the opposite direction, already thinking about pitch number ninety-five: The Tornado Pretzel.

It was gonna be awesome.



Coach Rocco was the last one at the field, as usual. He locked up the equipment shed, checked that the lights were off, and stood at home plate for a moment, looking out at the empty diamond.

Two pitchers. One championship. Eight games to figure out who they really were.

He'd seen this movie before. Lots of times. The showoff and the perfectionist. The wild card and the control freak. The artist and the engineer.

What he hadn't told them—what he wouldn't tell them until they were ready to hear it—was that they were both wrong.

And they were both right.

And they were both about six inches away from the treasure without knowing they were digging at all.

But that was the thing about coaching kids.

Sometimes you had to let them dig.

Even if it meant they'd dig themselves into a hole first.

He smiled to himself, locked the gate, and walked to his truck.

It was gonna be one heck of a season.



END OF CHAPTER 1
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​Chapter 2: The Big Bet
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The thing about bets between eleven-year-old boys is that they start small and get big fast.

Like, really fast.

By Wednesday morning, everyone at Oakwood Middle School had heard about the pitcher showdown. By Wednesday afternoon, there were actual stakes involved. By Thursday, Benny Rodriguez had created what he called "The Official Owls Championship Pitcher Tracker Board," which was just a piece of posterboard he'd stolen from the art room with two columns labeled TEAM SHEP and TEAM TEDDY.

He'd hung it in the cafeteria.

Mrs. Kowalski, the lunch lady, had taken it down immediately, but not before half the sixth grade had picked sides.

"This is getting out of hand," Dasha said during lunch on Thursday, watching Teddy demonstrate his latest pitch—The Corkscrew Supreme—using a chicken nugget and an imaginary strike zone above Max's chocolate milk.

"Getting out of hand?" Max pushed his glasses up. "It got out of hand yesterday when Teddy challenged Shep to a stare-down contest during silent reading."

"Who won?" Javier asked, genuinely curious.

"Nobody. Mrs. Patterson gave them both detention for 'engaging in ocular warfare.'"

Dasha snorted into her juice box. "Ocular warfare?"

"Her exact words."

Across the cafeteria, Shep sat with his own group of friends—the kind of kids who actually did their homework during homework time and thought "wild Friday night" meant staying up until 10 p.m. He was eating his turkey sandwich in exactly four bites, same as always, while explaining pitching mechanics to anyone who would listen.

"See, the key is repeatability," he was saying to Marcus Chen, who played second base and was already regretting asking a simple question about curveballs. "If you can repeat the exact same motion every single time, your muscle memory develops faster, your accuracy improves, and your confidence increases proportionally."

"Cool," Marcus said, in the tone of someone who was decidedly not finding this cool.

"I've thrown my fastball 2,847 times this season."

"That's... a lot."

"It's not enough. I'm aiming for 5,000 by June."

"Why?"

Shep blinked like this was the strangest question he'd ever heard. "Because that's what mastery requires."

Marcus took a bite of his pizza. "Dude, we're in sixth grade."

"Mastery doesn't have an age requirement."

"I'm pretty sure fun also doesn't have an age requirement, and you're kind of... not having any."

Shep opened his mouth to respond, then closed it. He looked down at his sandwich—turkey, lettuce, one slice of cheese, cut diagonally because that's how his mom had cut it since he was four—and felt a weird flutter in his chest.

Was Marcus right? Was he not having fun?

No. That was ridiculous. He was having exactly the right amount of fun. Fun was a result of success, not a prerequisite.

Wasn't it?

He shook off the thought and took another bite. Four chews, same as always.



Meanwhile, at the Chaos Table (as it had been dubbed by literally everyone), Teddy was in full brainstorm mode.

"Okay, okay, hear me out," he said, gesturing with a french fry like it was a tiny bat. "What if I invented a pitch that goes BACKWARD?"

"Backward," Benny repeated slowly.

"Yeah! Like, I throw it toward home plate, but it curves back toward me!"

"That's not a pitch," Max said. "That's just a really bad throw."

"Or a REVOLUTIONARY bad throw! Everything revolutionary looks bad until it works!"

"The Titanic looked revolutionary," Dasha pointed out.

"EXACTLY!"

"Teddy, the Titanic sank."

"But it looked COOL doing it!"

Javier, who was peeling an orange with the kind of focus usually reserved for defusing bombs, looked up. "Why don't you just practice the pitches you already have? You've got like a hundred of them."

Teddy froze mid-gesture. "Ninety-four, actually. And that's—" He stopped. "Wait, are you saying I should be more like Shep?"

"I'm saying maybe having ninety-four pitches isn't helpful if you can't throw any of them accurately."

The table went quiet.

It was the kind of quiet that happens when someone accidentally says the true thing out loud, and nobody knows how to respond.

Teddy's face did something complicated. For a second, he looked like he might argue. Then he looked like he might laugh. Then he just looked... tired.

"Yeah, well," he said finally, crumpling up his napkin with more force than necessary. "Accuracy's overrated. Shep can have his boring strike zones. I'm gonna throw pitches that make people remember me."

"They'll remember you," Benny said. "The question is whether they'll remember you as a legend or as the guy who accidentally threw a ball through the principal's office window."

"That was ONCE!"

"It was twice," Dasha said without looking up from her book. "Once through Dr. Martinez's window, once through Coach Rocco's truck window."

"The truck one doesn't count! It was parked in a bad spot!"

Max sighed. "This bet is gonna end badly."

"This bet," Teddy declared, standing up with his lunch tray like he was about to give a presidential address, "is gonna end with me as the starting pitcher, Shep in a giant owl costume, and my name in the history books."

"Our school doesn't have history books."

"THEN THEY'LL MAKE ONE! FOR ME!"

Mrs. Kowalski appeared seemingly out of nowhere. "Sit down, Mr. Romano, before I make you write an essay on indoor volume control."

Teddy sat.

But his brain was already spinning. Eight games. That's all he had. Eight games to prove that creativity beat consistency, that art beat science, that being wild and free and interesting was better than being a robot who threw the same pitch over and over like the world's most boring video game.

He could do this.

He had to do this.

Because if he didn't... if he lost this bet...

Well, he'd have to wear that stupid owl costume. But more than that—and he'd never admit this to anyone—he'd have to admit that maybe, just maybe, sticking with something was more important than being excited about everything.

And that thought made him want to throw a french fry at the ceiling.



After school, both boys headed to Maple Grove Field early. Neither of them had planned this. Neither of them wanted to run into the other.

But there they were, arriving at exactly the same time, bike tires crunching on gravel, both pretending not to notice.

"Oh," Shep said, locking his bike to the rack. "You're here."

"Yeah," Teddy said, doing the same. "You're here too."

"I always practice before team practice."

"Well, so do I. Sometimes. Today, anyway."

They walked toward the field like two gunslingers approaching each other at high noon, except instead of guns they had gym bags, and instead of looking cool they looked like awkward middle schoolers who didn't know where to put their hands.

Shep went to the mound. Teddy went to the other mound on the practice field.

They didn't talk.

Shep pulled out a ball, took his stance, and threw it into the backstop with perfect precision. THWACK. Right in the center.

He retrieved it. Threw again. THWACK. Same spot.

Again. THWACK.

Again. THWACK.

It was mesmerizing in the way watching someone alphabetize books is mesmerizing—technically impressive but also kind of making you want to take a nap.

On the other mound, Teddy was doing his own thing.

He wound up with a motion that involved at least three unnecessary spins, a hop, and what might have been a jazz hand, and released the ball toward his target (a orange cone he'd set up).

The ball sailed over the cone, hit the fence, bounced off a bucket, and rolled sadly into the grass.

"ALMOST!" Teddy shouted to nobody.

He tried again. This time he added a leg kick that would've made a Rockette jealous.

The ball went backward.

Like, actually backward.

It left his hand, curved through the air, and landed behind him.

"OKAY THAT ONE WAS WEIRD EVEN FOR ME!" he yelled.

From the other mound, Shep allowed himself the tiniest smile.

Teddy saw it.

"Oh, you think that's FUNNY, Spreadsheet Boy?"

"I didn't say anything."

"Your FACE said something! Your face said, 'Ha ha, look at Teddy, can't even throw forward!'"

"My face doesn't talk."

"WELL IT SHOULD LEARN BECAUSE IT'S VERY JUDGEY!"

Shep threw another perfect strike. THWACK.

Teddy gritted his teeth and tried again. This time he focused—really focused—on just throwing the ball straight.

No spins. No jazz hands. Just... throwing.

The ball went mostly forward, curved slightly, and hit near the cone.

Not on it. Near it.

But closer than before.

"HA!" Teddy pumped his fist. "Did you SEE that? That was like sixty percent accurate!"

"Sixty percent isn't passing," Shep said calmly, retrieving his ball.

"Yeah, well, a hundred percent is BORING!"

They practiced in angry silence for the next twenty minutes, each trying to ignore the other and completely failing.

That's when the rest of the team started arriving.

Benny showed up first, took one look at the situation, and immediately understood the vibes.

"Oh boy," he muttered. "This is gonna be a disaster."

Max arrived next, riding tandem with Javier on a bike that was definitely not meant for two people. They nearly crashed into the equipment shed.

"ARE THEY SERIOUSLY PRACTICING SEPARATELY?" Max called out, once he'd disentangled himself from Javier and the bike and gravity.

"Yep," Benny said.

"That's so stupid."

"Yep."

Dasha walked up with her scorebook, already making notes. "This is either going to be the best season ever or the worst. I'm documenting everything."

"For what?"

"Posterity. Also, blackmail. Haven't decided yet."

Coach Rocco arrived last, driving his pickup truck that had seen better decades. He got out slowly, surveying the scene: two pitchers on opposite mounds, throwing to nobody, both completely in their own worlds.

He sighed the sigh of a man who'd coached baseball longer than some countries had existed.

"Alright!" he called out, clapping his hands. "Everybody bring it in! Team meeting!"

The Owls gathered around him in a loose semicircle. Shep and Teddy approached from opposite directions, maintaining maximum distance.

Coach Rocco looked at his clipboard, then at the team, then at the sky like he was asking for divine intervention.

"Okay," he said. "We got our first real game Saturday. Against the Millbrook Mustangs. They're 2-1, we're 1-2, and we need this win if we're gonna have any shot at making the championship."

"Who's starting?" Benny asked, even though everyone knew he was really asking who's starting between Shep and Teddy.

Coach Rocco smiled. "We're gonna do something different. We're gonna have BOTH of them pitch."

The team erupted.
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