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Transfer Day

The locker room smelled like sweat, detergent, wet concrete, and something heavier underneath it all—heat, maybe. Masculine heat. The kind Ethan Mercer had spent most of his life pretending not to notice.

Now he couldn’t stop noticing it.

He stood frozen just inside the doorway with his duffel bag hanging from one shoulder while music rattled the metal lockers hard enough to vibrate the floor beneath his shoes. Somebody shouted across the room. Somebody else laughed loud and sharp. Wet flip-flops slapped against tile near the showers.

And everywhere he looked there were bodies.

Huge shoulders.

Dark skin gleaming with sweat after practice.

Compression shorts riding low on narrow hips.

Towels hanging loose around waists.

A shirtless guy bent over digging through his bag while another snapped a towel against the back of his thighs.

Ethan swallowed hard.

Wrong move.

Because suddenly he became aware of how dry his mouth was.

“Yo.”

The voice was deep enough to cut through the entire room.

Ethan looked up automatically.

The man staring at him from across the lockers looked older than the others. Bigger too. Thick chest still damp from practice. Gray athletic shorts hanging low enough to show the sharp V of his hips. A white towel rested around the back of his neck while tattoos disappeared beneath one massive shoulder.

Marcus Reed.

Captain.

Ethan recognized him instantly from the team website.

Marcus leaned back against the lockers slowly, eyes dragging over Ethan in a way that made his stomach tighten unexpectedly.

“You gonna stand there all day,” Marcus asked calmly, “or you joining the team?”

Laughter broke out nearby.

Heat rushed straight into Ethan’s face.

He adjusted the strap on his duffel and forced himself to walk farther inside even though it felt like entering deep water.

The room somehow got louder around him.

Closer.

More aware.

“Well damn,” another voice said. “Coach really recruited himself a pretty boy.”

More laughter.

Ethan turned toward the sound and immediately wished he hadn’t.

The guy sitting shirtless on the wooden bench looked unfairly good-looking. Lean muscle. Tattoos running along one arm. Dark curls damp from sweat. Gray shorts stretched tight across athletic thighs while he sat spread comfortably across the bench like he owned the entire room.

Jalen Brooks.

His grin widened when Ethan looked at him.

“There he is,” Jalen said. “Blue eyes and everything.”

“Leave him alone,” another player muttered while walking past.

But he sounded amused too.

Ethan’s chest tightened.

He wasn’t stupid. He understood locker room dynamics. New guy. Fresh target. Especially when he looked different from the rest of the team.

Still, something about the way Jalen stared at him made Ethan’s pulse jump strangely instead of just making him uncomfortable.

Like the attention itself was becoming physical.

“You got a name?” Jalen asked.

“Ethan.”

“Ethan,” Jalen repeated slowly like he was testing the sound of it. “Yeah. Fits.”

Marcus said nothing from across the room.

But Ethan could still feel him watching.

That somehow felt worse.

Or better.

He honestly couldn’t tell.

A taller player stepped beside him before the silence stretched too long.

“You’re locker twenty-seven,” he said quietly.

Ethan looked up.

Tyrese Walker.

Up close he looked even bigger. Broad shoulders beneath a sleeveless black compression shirt. Calm dark eyes. Water bottle dangling loosely from one huge hand.

Unlike the others, Tyrese didn’t stare.

Didn’t smirk.

Didn’t look amused by Ethan being nervous.

“Coach said you’d probably get lost,” Tyrese added.

Ethan laughed despite himself.

“Already happening.”

Tyrese smiled a little at that.

Not cocky like Jalen’s smile.

Not intense like Marcus.

Just warm.

“C’mon,” Tyrese said, lightly touching Ethan’s shoulder to guide him farther into the room.

The contact barely lasted a second.

Still, Ethan felt it everywhere.

He hated that.

No.

That wasn’t true.

What scared him most was how much he liked it.

By the time they reached locker twenty-seven, Ethan could feel sweat gathering uncomfortably beneath the collar of his hoodie despite the cold air blasting through the vents overhead.

Tyrese leaned against the locker beside him while Ethan awkwardly stuffed his bag inside.

“You transferring from Missouri State?” Tyrese asked.

“Yeah.”

“How bad was it?”

Ethan snorted softly.

“Bad enough to transfer.”

Tyrese nodded like he understood more than Ethan actually said.

Across the room, Jalen stretched both arms overhead slowly, exposing toned stomach and the sharp lines disappearing beneath his waistband.

“You rooming with anybody yet?” Jalen called casually.

Ethan looked up too fast.

Jalen caught him staring immediately.

That grin returned.

God.

Ethan looked away fast enough to make his neck hurt.

The locker room exploded with laughter again.

“Oh, he nervous nervous,” somebody said.

“Leave the poor boy alone,” another teammate added.

Marcus finally pushed himself away from the lockers and walked across the room.

The entire atmosphere shifted when he moved.

Ethan noticed that instantly.

Everyone else noticed too.

Marcus stopped directly in front of him.

Too close.

Ethan became painfully aware of how much bigger Marcus was.

Not just taller.

Solid.

Heavy muscle beneath damp skin.

Practice sweat still sliding slowly down the center of his chest.

“You play attack?” Marcus asked.

Ethan nodded.

Marcus’s eyes dropped briefly toward Ethan’s legs.

Then back up again.

“Fast enough?”

The question sounded casual.

The stare behind it didn’t.

“I guess we’ll see,” Ethan answered quietly.

For a second Marcus just looked at him.

Then one side of his mouth pulled upward slightly.

“We will.”

And somehow that felt less like encouragement and more like a promise.

Marcus walked away toward the showers.

Ethan watched him go before he could stop himself.

The width of his shoulders.

Water dripping down his back.

The low ride of gray shorts against his hips.

Jesus Christ.

“You’re staring again,” Jalen said softly beside him.

Ethan nearly jumped.

Jalen laughed under his breath and leaned closer enough for Ethan to smell sweat, body wash, and something warm underneath it all.

“You gotta be more subtle than that, pretty boy.”

Then he walked away too.

Leaving Ethan standing there flushed red beside his locker while his pulse hammered violently beneath his ribs.

And somewhere in the middle of the noise and steam and music and bodies moving around him, Ethan realized something terrifying.

This place was going to ruin him.
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Recovery Room

Practice was worse than Ethan expected.

Not because he couldn’t keep up.

Because he could.

And apparently that made everyone pay attention to him even more.

By the end of conditioning drills his lungs burned, his shirt clung damply to his stomach, and sweat dripped from the ends of his blond hair into his eyes while Coach blew the whistle for recovery rotations.

The entire team groaned.

“Thank Christ.”

“Leg day can suck my—”

“Shut up and stretch.”

Music echoed through the training facility while players collapsed onto mats and benches around the recovery room. Foam rollers scattered across the floor. Ice buckets sweated onto concrete. Somebody cursed loudly while using a massage gun on his calf.

Ethan stayed near the back wall awkwardly pretending to stretch while secretly trying not to stare at everyone else.

Which was impossible.

Marcus sat shirtless on one of the treatment tables with black athletic shorts hanging low on his hips while the trainer worked on his shoulder. Every flex of muscle beneath dark skin caught Ethan’s eye immediately.

The man looked unreal.

Thick chest.

Heavy thighs.

Sweat still shining along his stomach from practice.

And somehow Marcus always seemed aware whenever Ethan looked too long.

Like now.

Marcus’s eyes lifted lazily across the room and landed directly on him.

Ethan immediately looked away.

Too late.

“You always this shy?” Jalen asked suddenly.

Ethan turned.

Jalen lounged sideways across a recovery table with one leg hanging off the side, shirt abandoned somewhere on the floor. Tattoos curled along his arm and ribs while he smirked openly at Ethan.

“I’m not shy.”

“Yeah?” Jalen grinned wider. “Then why you look like you about to pass out every time somebody takes their shirt off?”

Several nearby players laughed.

Ethan felt heat crawl up his neck instantly.

“Leave him alone,” Tyrese said from nearby.

Unlike everyone else, Tyrese still wore his compression shirt, dark fabric stretched tight across his chest from sweat. He sat on the floor rolling out one massive thigh muscle while watching Ethan carefully.

Not mocking.

Concerned.

Which somehow made Ethan even more self-conscious.

“I’m fine,” Ethan muttered.

“Mm.” Jalen tilted his head. “You blush real easy for somebody fine.”

Ethan grabbed a foam roller mostly to have something to do with his hands.

His legs genuinely hurt. Coach had practically tried killing them during sprint drills.

He sat carefully on one of the lower benches and started rolling out his calves.

Bad idea.

Pain shot straight up the back of his legs.

“Jesus—”

“You’re locking up already?”

Marcus’s voice appeared beside him before Ethan even realized he’d crossed the room.

Ethan looked up too fast.

Big mistake.

Marcus stood directly in front of him now wearing nothing but low gray compression shorts and a towel draped around his neck. Up close, Ethan could see sweat still sliding slowly down the center of his chest.

Could see the veins along his forearms.

Could smell soap underneath sweat.

His stomach tightened hard.

“I’m okay,” Ethan lied.

Marcus looked unconvinced.

“Move.”

“What?”

“Move over.”

Ethan shifted automatically on the bench before his brain fully caught up.

Marcus sat beside him.

Close.

Way too close.

The wooden bench dipped beneath his weight.

Every muscle in Ethan’s body immediately tensed.

Marcus noticed instantly.

“You stay this tight,” Marcus said calmly, “you gonna tear something before midseason.”

Ethan swallowed.

Marcus reached down and grabbed the massage gun from beside the bench.

“You ever use one?”

Ethan shook his head.

Marcus nodded once toward Ethan’s legs.

“Stretch out.”

The room suddenly felt quieter.

Not actually quieter.

But Ethan became painfully aware of people noticing.

Jalen definitely noticed.

He sat upright immediately watching from across the room with open interest.

Tyrese looked wary now.

Ethan’s pulse started hammering.

Marcus switched on the massage gun.

The deep vibration buzzed loudly between them.

Then Marcus wrapped one huge hand around Ethan’s calf.

Ethan nearly stopped breathing.

“Relax,” Marcus muttered.

Easy for him to say.

Marcus’s grip was firm, steady, confident. The massage gun pressed against the tight muscle beneath Ethan’s calf while vibrations shot sharply through his leg.

“Christ,” Ethan hissed.

“Told you.”

Marcus worked slowly upward.

Not inappropriate.

Not technically.

Still, Ethan felt every touch like a live wire beneath his skin.

Marcus’s large hand stayed braced against the inside of Ethan’s leg while the massage gun moved higher along tense muscle.

“Your recovery habits suck,” Marcus said casually.

Ethan laughed weakly.

“You know that already?”

“I know athletes.”

Marcus glanced sideways at him.

“And I know when somebody’s running themselves into the ground.”

Their eyes locked briefly.

Something shifted low in Ethan’s stomach.

Something dangerous.

Across the room Jalen whistled softly.

“Ain’t no way,” he muttered loudly enough for everyone nearby to hear.

Marcus ignored him completely.

Which honestly felt worse.

Because Marcus clearly did not care who watched.

The massage gun moved slowly higher.

Ethan’s breathing became embarrassingly uneven.

Marcus noticed that too.

Of course he did.

“You nervous?” Marcus asked quietly.

Ethan tried laughing again.

It came out strained.

“No.”

Marcus’s thumb pressed absently against the inside of Ethan’s calf muscle while he studied him for another long second.

Then one corner of his mouth lifted slightly.

“Liar.”

Across the room Jalen laughed outright.

Tyrese stood slowly from the floor.

And Ethan suddenly realized with absolute certainty that this wasn’t normal anymore.

Not for teammates.

Not for him.

And definitely not for the way all three men were looking at him now.
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