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After a series of injuries hit the team, rookie quarterback Slate Mason is their last hope for the championship. Now is not the time to get distracted by a slinky man of mystery who might be the one hacking their system to steal their playbook.

Besides, Slate is straight. Or so everyone at his Deep South college needs to believe...
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“Get off my football field, boy!”

Coach had once been a wide receiver. Now he was just wide. He panted noisily as he race-walked over to confront me.

“This is a rest day, Mason,” he said. “You're smart enough to be a college boy, you know what rest is, don't you?”

Mason is my last name. That's just how Coach talks. You're either a last name or a number.

I won't tell you my number. You'll see why in a minute.

Anyhoo, I kept jogging in place while he chewed me out. Needed to burn off some energy, you know?

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I know what rest is sir.”

“Then stop that.”

I stopped that. “Sorry, sir.”

“We have two quarterbacks on injured reserve. If you damage yourself too...”

“I won't damage myself, sir. I was just doing a little warm-up, sir.”

“Your enthusiasm is admirable, Mason, but days off are part of the program.” Coach looked stern. “Muscle needs to rebuild.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You need to save some of your energy for game day.”

“Yes, sir.”

Coach had no idea. Saving energy wasn't my primary goal at the moment. Working off some of my excess energy was the goal. We're not living in that world where you can make certain urges go away with a two-minute cold shower.

But I wasn't about to argue with the man. After all, he was Coach. So, without further debate, I headed off for the luxurious team showers.

Imagine blue marble with little flecks of shiny mica in it. Recessed mood lighting. A second-to-none audiovisual theater for film review.

But I don't really have to describe the team lounge, do I? You've seen it. I promise.

Think a few seasons back to when some self-appointed whistleblower tweeted two photographs side by side of our team's lounge versus the flooded basement of our college library.

Oops.

It did look pretty bad on the bird app, but come on. Slate Mason, rising quarterback, doesn't have a problem with a hundred-million-dollar lounge for the team.

After all, what makes more money for the college? Loaning library books or selling season tickets?

And who sells more season tickets? Librarians or quarterbacks?

As I hurried to the showers, I wondered if I dared to text Jayden, my favorite massage therapist. I liked the way his hands wandered outside the normal boundaries. He had a fascinating way of massaging my inner thigh muscles, and I was interested to see where he was going with that.

What's wrong with you, Slate?

I could not text Jayden. I could not hire Jayden to be my massage therapist ever again. Those talented hands had absolutely no business wandering around my naked form.

He was getting too close to my truth.

I was a quarterback, dammit, and being a quarterback at this man's football college meant you had to be straight.

As I walked into the lounge, I heard water running from the showers. Odd. Nobody else was supposed to be here. As the Coach had so harshly reminded me, it was a rest day.

“Hey!” I called.

Don't imagine a group shower from a prison film—or even from a college football movie. Like I said, we enjoyed scandalous levels of luxury. Every shower stall had its fancy glass door complete with the team and university logos cut into the facets of the glass.

You couldn't quite read those logos because they were crystal cut into crystal, but they were enough to stop you from seeing the person on the other side of the door.

All you got was the blur of a body.

In this case, a suspiciously slender body.

No way that guy's on the team.

I flung the door open with a lot of drama and swears. “How did you get in here?” I asked in a booming voice full of command. Hey, Coach taught me well.

The naked boy spun on the ball of his right foot like a quasi-ballerina. “Excuse me? I'm taking a shower.”
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The thing about this fancy team lounge? It isn't all mica-flecked blue marble and buckets of post-game champagne.

A football locker room—OK, building, it was admittedly more than a mere room—anyhoo, a football locker building was supposed to have tight security. Otherwise, we'd be overrun with the fans and the scouts all day long and twice at night.

Also, since the whole getting Twitter famous thing, we'd be overrun with haters and protestors. You couldn't convince some people that us having a nice lounge wasn't somehow stopping the college board of directors from renovating the library.

So, yeah. We had security. And it was supposed to be pretty good. I mean, we're talking the same consultants who provide private security to such pleasure zones as Afghanistan and downtown Atlanta.

No way this guy could break in here.

Except...

Unless somebody had slipped me the good drugs, this guy had broken in here. And he wasn't in any rush to hurry off either. Instead, he was sticking around for a nice hot shower.

Complete with the team's fancy body wash.

Must be a computer science dweeb. Those guys always have something to prove. And they'd know how to hack the systems.

Not that he looked all that dweeby. But, hey, I wasn't looking anyway, now was I? For one thing, I'm straight.

Team quarterback, remember?

However, since the guy insisted on being naked under a pounding shower spray, it's hardly my fault I noticed he had a tight body. He was long and sleek, the tall but slender type. Almost hairless chest, except for a tuft of fur between his pecs.

His butt was as tight as two clenched fists. Strike that. I wasn't looking at his butt.

His drowned-rat hair was flat against his face. Could've been brown, could've been black. Didn't really matter, because the sleeked-down sopping-wet hair put the focus was on his diamond-cut cheekbones.

Also on his furious brown eyes.

“You had no right to bust in on me, man,” he said.

“You had no right to be in here to be busted in on. This is a private shower,” I said. “A private lounge. A private building. How the...” I indulged in a word Coach objects to. “...did you get in here?”

“I just walked in and took a shower, man.”

That couldn't be true.

“Liar. You have to have a key.” I flicked my student ID card at him.

The key wasn't really a key. It was a code embedded in our ID cards.

Which meant, I suppose, that he was some kind of hacker who knew how to hack his way in.

For the love of...

I repressed that word Coach dislikes again. Good cheekbones or no good cheekbones, the cute intruder didn't belong here.

“You broke in,” I said. “Since I'm a nice, understanding guy, I'm going to give you a chance to let yourself out before I call security.”

“Yeah, you're a real hero.” Snatching for a towel—a towel, I noticed, imprinted with large letters to inform you that it was the property of the team—he began to dry himself off.

Another thing I noticed was the brisk way he moved said towel up and down his backside.

My hormones were beginning to stir. Any excess energy worked off by my unauthorized workout had returned to a most inconvenient area of my anatomy.

“I'm going to give you some privacy,” I said. “Five minutes. Then I'm calling the cops.”

“You're not calling the cops,” he said.

“Not if you're out in five minutes.”

He snorted a loud, defiant snort. I walked off somewhere—don't ask me where—to pace around for four minutes.

All right.

Three minutes.

I returned to the shower room.

He was gone.

The only evidence he'd ever been here was the bunched-up towel dropped on the floor.
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On the way out, I stopped at the security desk. I don't know why they call it a desk. It's an actual room, and it was mostly behind bullet-proof safety glass.

The college administrators didn't want us wandering around to the security monitors to see what the guards could see of our hot young bodies in the showers.

I recognized the guard on front desk duty. He was a big red-faced guy who had played football himself in a previous century. “Yo, Dave.”

He gave me a fake two-fingered salute. “I got money on the game Saturday. I'm not going to lose my money, am I?”

“I don't think you're supposed to say to the team about money.”

“I didn't say to the team. I said to the quarterback. The backup quarterback. Half the team's out on injuries, and it makes a man anxious.”

“You're not going to lose your money.” I hesitated. “You see a guy come in without a badge?”

“No way a guy can get past security without a badge, Mr. Mason.”

I repressed a sigh. “All right. Who was the guy who was in the showers when I came in?” After all, if he did have a badge, he'd be swiped into the system.

“What guy?”

I couldn't say hot-cheekbones guy. “Skinny guy.”

“There was no guy. Skinny or not skinny. There was you, and there was Coach. Ain't nobody else been back here.”

“Can you run back the video?”

Dave shrugged. “Of course. The video is instantly uploaded to multiple locations in the cloud. Anything that happens in this building is on your permanent record. So stop making the sweet love to yourself in the shower.”

Don't you hate a rent-a-cop with a sense of humor? “I need another look at that guy who was in the showers just now.”

“That guy was you.” He tapped on some keys.

Why does life have to be so hard? “The other guy,” I said.

“There was only one guy.” He spun his monitor around so I could see what he saw. It was full color, high definition, with better focus than real life. “And in a minute, we're going to see it was you.”

There was a time and date stamp running at the lower right-hand corner of the screen. I double-checked, but that part looked all right. After a minute or so, Past Me came sauntering into the shower room. You could see every bead of sweat in my hair.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “Was that a skip?”

“That was not a skip. This is unedited video.” But Dave was frowning.

“If it's unedited video, where's the part where the guy in the shower leaves the building?”

“You haven't left the building.”

“The other guy.” Being patient gets old.

Dave sighed. He didn't enjoy being patient either. “There isn't any other guy,” he said, pronouncing each syllable with great care.

“Come on. I was there, dude.”

“Yeah, well, the camera was there too. And there was no other guy.”

I made him run the video up and down, sideways and backward, but it never did show the guy. Either I was crazy, or the guy was a ghost.

But I wasn't crazy.

And the guy wasn't a ghost.

“What if I said somebody had hacked their way into our lounge?” I asked.

“I'd say you were confused,” Dave said. “Don't over-exert yourself on a rest day. That's how guys die of heatstroke. It goes to the brain first. I'm really getting concerned about my money.”

“I did not die of heatstroke. Your money is safe in the hands of your online bookie. And I did not imagine the guy in the showers.”

“The adolescent imagination is a powerful thing.”

“I'm not an adolescent. I'm nineteen.”

“How is that not adolescent?” He put a long-suffering expression on his face. “Son, my suggestion to you is this. Go get laid. You need to do something to chill out and relax.”

I offered that word Coach doesn't like again, but I was laughing, and Dave was polite enough to laugh along with me. I couldn't be mad at him, any more than he could be mad at me.

Anyhoo, the building's security failures weren't my problem. I had enough problems of my own.

Dave was right about one thing. I needed some recreational exercise. Lack of physical release was getting me all cranked up over stuff that didn't concern me.

I need a hookup. And fast.

And I had a pretty good idea where I could find one.
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I sat on a cypress bench, legs spread. It was full dark, so the stranger kneeling in front of me was mostly a silhouette. I wouldn't recognize his face again, and he wouldn't want me to.

This park was the kind of park where the patrons keep the streetlights shot out. It was very far away from the ivy-covered walls of the historic brick buildings of my college campus.

Despite the lovely old oaks draped with Spanish moss, this park wasn't a good place for tourists. Seriously, don't go there.

It's all right for me. I'm quarterback-sized, after all, and I'm a pretty good person to have on your side in a bar fight. But most of you should steer clear.

Especially after dark.

My new friend's lips were tight. Almost painfully tight. His head bobbed up and down a little too fast. A quick hummer is all well and good, but let's not make it too quick, mmm-kay, buddy?

Hookups were easy on this side of town. Maybe a little too easy. All you had to do was show up and ease your stiffie through the gap of your unzipped fly, and...

The enthusiastic stranger swallowed forcefully.

Oh, yeah. Now you're talking.

There was a decent crowd in the park at that time of night, but nobody hassled you if they saw you were already paired off. Nobody stared. And nobody who valued their life would dream of trying to take cell phone video for the bird app.

Of course, there are those who don't value their lives. For those guys, I wore a ball cap pulled down on my forehead all the way to my nose. A pair of wrap-around sunglasses and a French-guy-style wool scarf over my neck and chin completed the douche look.

Yep. Sunglasses at night. You can laugh, but it was impossible to see my face. Much less photograph my face.

Hooking up in disguise could be a hassle, but it was worth it. Before college, I'd never been anywhere dudes could mess around in public. All those nasty things I used to fantasize about were real, and that park was a better education in human anatomy than college ever was.

As he worked, the mouthy stranger put his hands on my hips to hold me still. Was he afraid I'd run away screaming before he slurped down every drop?

No worries, pal. I'm not going anywhere.

Then, suddenly, he was the one who took off. Without so much as a word of goodbye, he rocketed to his feet and was gone.

What the...?

I stared at the shadow vanishing into the darkness. He was still hard. I'd seen the bulge pushing out the front of his jeans.

After a beat or two, I shrugged it off. He wasn't the first guy like that I'd met in this park. I had the idea some of these guys liked to go from dude to dude sucking off as many dicks as they could. They were in some kind of contest with themselves to set some kind of record for scoring.

No need to post-game. Man was gone. Hookup was over.

I zipped up my fly and stood up slowly. Stretched a little. Time to get gone myself.
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