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Chapter 1: The Crack of the Bat



[image: ]




THE SCENT OF ROASTED peanuts and city smoke clung to the humid air, which stuck to the skin like syrup. Somewhere, a street vendor hollered about soda pop, and the crack of a bat echoed like thunder off brick walls. It was 1935, and the sound of baseball bats hitting balls echoed throughout the eastern city of Elmwood. Baseball was more than a leisure activity; it played a central role in the city's culture and daily life. The Elmwood Eagles, with so much promise, were on one of the worst losing streaks. They would win a game, then fall right back into a losing streak.

––––––––
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The headline screamed across the page—EAGLES CRUMBLE IN FINAL INNING. Sam’s byline sat beneath it like a fingerprint left at the scene. He leaned back, feet propped on his cluttered desk, ink-smudged fingers wrapped around a mug of stale coffee. The newsroom pulsed around him—typewriters clacking, phones ringing, voices murmuring like distant thunder. He scanned the box scores again, each stat a wound reopened. Three angry calls had already come in that morning—fans accusing him of betrayal, of giving up on the team. He hadn’t responded. The facts were sufficient. Let them argue with the ink.

Sam Connor’s daily routine involved reading newspapers and columns by other reporters who covered the Eagles. As he flipped through the Herald, a brief column buried near the classifieds caught his eye: a story on local gambling activity. Normally, he would’ve skimmed past it, but the mention of “irregular betting patterns tied to Eagles games” gave him pause. He leaned closer, scanning the details. The bets weren’t just high—they were accurate. Too accurate. Like someone had tomorrow’s box scores.

His instincts, sharpened by years at the Gazette, alerted him that something was wrong. Elmwood loved its team, and Sam had practically grown up covering the team, but the article’s implications were unsettling. He reread the paragraph, his reporter's instincts kicking in. The Eagles' struggles left an uneasy feeling in his gut. 

Sam flipped open his worn leather notebook and scribbled a few names: players he trusted, coaches he didn’t, and a known bookie or two. He remembered Jason Briggs, the third base coach, holding runners at third when they could have scored easily. He marked his name down and added a note “insider.” 
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