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The water beats down on my shoulders harder than it needs to. Hot. Relentless. Like it’s trying to knock something loose inside me.

The locker room is loud—voices echoing off tile, laughter bouncing around the open space—but under it all there’s a constant hiss of running water, steam clinging to the air, fogging the edges of everything. Soap. Sweat. Metal. It smells like effort and release and belonging.

I stand there longer than I should.

Open showers. I knew that coming in. College football doesn’t do privacy, not really. Still, my body stays tight, alert in a way it never used to be. New team. New campus. New eyes everywhere. I keep telling myself this is just part of the adjustment. That once I get my footing, this will feel normal.

I don’t look around at first. I keep my head down, let the water run over my shoulders, my back, my arms. I focus on breathing. In. Out. Ground yourself, Justin. You’re here to play football. That’s it.

Then I notice him.

I don’t mean to. It’s not a conscious choice. It’s like my attention shifts on its own, pulled across the room by something heavier than sound.

Cody stands a few showers down from me.

He isn’t doing anything special. That’s the thing. He’s just standing there under the spray, head tilted back slightly, eyes closed, completely at ease in his body. The water slides over his shoulders, down his chest, tracing muscle that looks less built than claimed. Like it’s always been there. Like he was born into this shape.

My chest tightens.

I swallow, suddenly aware of everything—the heat of the water, the slick tile beneath my feet, the way my own body feels too present, too awake. Cody’s posture is relaxed, open, confident in a way that doesn’t feel practiced. He doesn’t hunch. He doesn’t shield himself. He doesn’t care who sees.

I do.

I tell myself to look away. I should look away. Instead, my eyes follow the lines of him—the broad slope of his shoulders, the strength in his arms, the way his body holds space without apology. There’s firmness there, solidity. A kind of grounded power that makes the rest of the room feel smaller by comparison.

I feel it low in my stomach before I can stop it.

Heat. Awareness. Want.

The word startles me.

I’ve never let myself think it so clearly before. I’ve never let it settle in my body like this, sharp and undeniable. I shift my weight, heart thudding hard enough that I’m sure someone must hear it.

No one knows.

That thought hits me almost as fast as the desire does. No one here knows what this does to me. No one knows that I’m standing under this spray trying not to unravel because of the way another man exists in the same space as me.

I’ve never been with a guy. Never crossed that line. I’ve lived in the space just before it—looks that last a second too long, thoughts I shove away, feelings I refuse to name. Football made that easier. It gave me a place to put all that energy, all that intensity.

Until now.

I glance away, stare at the tiled wall in front of me like it might save me. The water runs down my arms, my chest, grounding me in sensation, but it doesn’t drown out the pull. If anything, it makes it worse.

I look back before I can stop myself.

Cody moves, lifting his arms to rinse his hair, muscles flexing without effort. It’s casual. Unthinking. And that’s what gets me—the fact that he has no idea what this does to me. Or maybe he does. I don’t know. The not knowing twists something tight inside my chest.

Everyone looks up to him. I’ve picked that up already. The way guys defer to him without realizing it. The respect that follows him through the locker room, onto the field. The easy smiles from women who linger nearby, drawn to him like gravity.

He’s confident. Assured. Wanted.

I’m the transfer. The new guy. Still learning the rhythms, the unspoken rules. Still measuring my place.

And yet standing here, watching him, I feel something dangerous bloom inside me—something that has nothing to do with football and everything to do with how badly I want to know what it would feel like to stand beside him without this distance. Without this silence.

The thought scares me.

I’ve built my life on control. On discipline. On knowing where the lines are and never stepping over them. But Cody makes the lines blur just by existing. He makes me aware of parts of myself I’ve kept locked away for years.

I turn my face back into the spray, close my eyes, let the water pound against my skin.

Get it together.

This is just a season. Just a team. Just a body reacting to a body.

But even as I tell myself that, I know it’s not true.

Something has already shifted.

And the season hasn’t even begun.
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Under The Lights

1
The Weight of Arrival
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The first thing I learn about this place is that nothing is quiet.

Even when no one is speaking, the field hums—cleats scraping turf, pads shifting, the low, constant sound of breath and movement and effort. It feels alive in a way I’m not used to, like it’s watching me back, measuring whether I belong here or not.

I stand just inside the white lines, helmet tucked under my arm, sweat already gathering at the back of my neck even though practice hasn’t fully started. The air smells like grass and heat and something electric underneath it all. Anticipation. Expectation.

Transfer.

The word follows me everywhere. It’s never said outright, not usually, but it hangs there—in the way conversations pause when I walk up, in the quick glances that size me up and move on. I’m not new to this. I’ve switched programs before. I know how long it takes to earn a place that isn’t provisional.

Still, this feels different.

Bigger stadium. Bigger staff. Bigger shadows.

I roll my shoulders, adjust my gloves, try to shake the tightness that’s been living in my chest since I arrived on campus. This is why I’m here. Football has always been the place where everything else quiets down, where my thoughts narrow to assignments and timing and execution. It’s where I’ve learned how to survive pressure.

Coach blows the whistle, sharp and final, and the team snaps into motion. There’s no ceremony, no easing in. We move straight into drills, bodies colliding, voices barking instructions that I’m still learning to decode at full speed.

I focus on that. On the work. On hitting my marks, reading the field, proving—again—that I deserve to be here.

It helps. Mostly.

What doesn’t help is the awareness that keeps pulling at me, tugging my attention away from where it should be.

Cody.

I notice him the way you notice weather rolling in—gradually, then all at once. He’s everywhere without trying to be. When he speaks, people listen. When he moves, the rest of the field seems to adjust around him.

He doesn’t shout. He doesn’t need to.

He runs drills with an ease that makes it look like he’s conserving energy even while pushing harder than anyone else. His body moves like it knows exactly what it’s capable of. Confident. Controlled. Unapologetic.

I catch myself watching him more than once.

The way his teammates respond to him is automatic. Respect without friction. Even the coaches treat him differently—not softer, not easier, but with an understanding that he carries weight. The kind of weight you don’t hand out lightly.

Everyone assumes he’ll be next. Captain. Leader. The guy who steps up when it matters.

I can see why.

I try not to compare myself. That’s a losing game. Still, it’s hard not to feel the difference between us—the way he belongs here in a way I haven’t yet earned. I’m working twice as hard just to be neutral, just to stop feeling like I’m standing on the outside of something sealed shut.

During a break, I take a knee near the sideline, helmet resting against my thigh. I’m breathing harder than I want anyone to notice. Sweat drips down my temples, stings my eyes. I wipe it away with the back of my glove and look up.

Cody is laughing with a couple of guys nearby.

It’s easy, unguarded. The kind of laugh that pulls people in. I watch him out of habit, out of curiosity, out of something I haven’t yet named. When he smiles, it changes his whole face—softens the intensity, makes him look almost unreal in the harsh afternoon light.

I look away quickly, irritation flaring in my chest.

Get it together.

This is just nerves. First-day energy. New environment overstimulation. That’s all this is. I’ve never been the guy who loses focus because of another player. I don’t do distractions. I don’t let things get personal.

I stand when the whistle blows again and throw myself back into the drill, pushing harder than I probably should. My body welcomes the strain. Muscles burning, lungs working, thoughts narrowing to a single purpose. For a few moments, I disappear into the work.

And then practice ends.

The locker room hits me like a wall—noise, bodies, movement. The smell of sweat and damp gear clings to everything. I move through it carefully, choosing an open locker, setting my things down with deliberate calm.

I’m aware of Cody again before I see him.

He passes behind me, close enough that I feel the shift in air, the heat of another body moving through space. My shoulders tense instinctively. I tell myself it’s nothing. Just proximity. Just awareness.

Still, my pulse kicks up.

I keep my head down, focus on unlacing my cleats, on the familiar ritual of post-practice cleanup. Around me, guys talk about plays, classes, parties. Normal things. Belonging things.

I don’t join in yet. I listen.

Cody’s voice carries across the room—not loud, just steady. It cuts through the noise in a way that surprises me. I glance up without meaning to and catch sight of him across the locker room, towel slung low around his hips, skin still damp from the showers.

My breath catches as something deep in me wakes up.

I look away.

No one here knows me. Not really. They know my stats. My position. My value on the field. They don’t know what it costs me to stand in rooms like this, to keep parts of myself carefully folded away where no one can see them.

I’ve built my life on discipline. On control. On knowing exactly where I stand.

But arriving here feels like stepping onto a scale I didn’t realize existed—everything suddenly measured, weighed, evaluated.

I shoulder my bag and head toward the showers, heart still beating a little too fast.

This is just the beginning, I tell myself.

Just the first day.
Just the first practice.
Just the weight of arrival.
I don’t yet realize how heavy this season is going to be.
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The stadium feels alive before the first snap.

I sense it the moment we run out of the tunnel—the roar hitting my chest, the lights flattening the field into something unreal and glowing. Everything looks sharper at night. Harder. Like there’s no room to hide.

Game one.

I adjust my gloves, flex my fingers, and try to settle the restless energy buzzing through me. I’ve played under lights before, but this feels heavier. Bigger crowd. Bigger expectations. I know where I stand tonight, and it isn’t on the opening snap.

The defense takes the field, and I move to the sideline with the rest of the rotational guys, helmet on, eyes forward. Coaches pace. Players shout assignments. The noise never really drops—it just shifts shape.

“Hey. Transfer.”

I glance over.

One of the defensive backs grins at me, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “You good?”

“Yeah,” I say. “You?”

“Always,” he says, laughing as he jogs toward the numbers. “Don’t make us regret stealing you.”

I exhale slowly.

I watch the first series standing, tracking the field, forcing myself to stay locked in. That’s when I see Cody.

He’s already out there, commanding space without effort. He lines up, adjusts, calls something I can’t quite hear over the crowd. When the ball snaps, he moves like he’s half a second ahead of everyone else.

The drive ends quickly. The defense jogs off, and the sideline shifts into motion—players grabbing water, coaches pulling guys aside, substitutions rotating in and out.

Cody comes off with the unit and drops his helmet at his feet before sitting on the bench near the middle of the sideline.

There’s space beside him.

I hesitate, then take it.

Up close, the noise fades just enough that I’m hyper-aware of everything else—the heat radiating off him, the steady rise and fall of his chest, the way he leans forward with his elbows on his knees like this is exactly where he’s meant to be.

“Hell of a crowd,” he says, glancing sideways.

“Yeah,” I reply. “Feels... louder than practice.”

He huffs a quiet laugh. “Everything does the first night.”

I nod, eyes still on the field. “Guess so.”

We sit in companionable silence for a moment, watching the offense take the field.

“You settling in okay?” he asks.

The question surprises me. I turn slightly, meet his eyes. They’re calm. Curious.

“I think so,” I say.

“Good,” he replies, like that’s the only answer he expected. “Takes a minute here. Different tempo.”

“I’ve noticed.”

He smiles faintly. “You will.”

The defense is called back up, and Cody rises smoothly, tugging his helmet on. As he passes, he taps the back of the bench near my thigh.

“Watch the edge this drive,” he says. “They like to fake it early.”

I blink. “You want me to—”

“Just watch,” he says. “You’ll see it.”

He jogs back onto the field before I can ask more.

I do watch.

He’s right.

When the drive ends, Cody comes off again, breath steady, jersey darkened with sweat. This time he stays standing for a moment, listening to the linebackers coach, nodding once. Then he sits back down beside me, close enough that our shoulders nearly touch.

“Told you,” he says.

“You did,” I admit.

He grins, then nods toward the field. “You seeing how their safety bites on that route?”

“Yeah. Leaves the middle open.”

“Exactly.”

The game settles into a rhythm—defense on, defense off. Sometimes Cody stands during breaks, pacing, talking to teammates. Other times he drops back onto the bench beside me like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

Between series, we talk.

Short. Focused.

“You good on the rotation?” he asks once.

“Yeah.”

“You’ll get your reps.”

Another time, quieter: “You transferred from out west, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Miss it?”

“Sometimes.”

He nods. “This place grows on you.”

“Does it?”

“If you let it.”

At one point, the coach calls my number.

“You’re up next series,” Cody says, clapping my shoulder as he stands. “Be ready.”

“I am.”

I play hard. Clean. Controlled. When I come off, heart pounding, Cody meets me near the sideline, helmet off, grin sharp and approving.

“Nice work,” he says. “You moved well.”

“Thanks.”

He lowers his voice just enough. “Told you you’d fit.”

The words hit harder than the tackle I just took.

As the game winds down, we sit again, shoulders brushing now and then as the bench fills and empties. The contact is accidental. It still feels like electricity.

“You nervous earlier?” he asks suddenly.

I hesitate. “A little.”

“Good,” he says.

I glance at him. “Good?”

“Means you care.”

“You didn’t seem nervous.”

He smiles, softer this time. “I am. I just don’t let it run the show.”

The final whistle blows. The crowd erupts. Teammates collide, celebrate, shout.

Cody stands, then pauses, looking down at me. “Good game.”

“Yeah,” I say. “It was.”

For a second, the lights feel too bright. The space between us feels loaded.

“This is gonna be a good season,” he says.

I nod. “Yeah.”

I don’t tell him why my chest feels tight. I don’t tell him that this bench—this place between plays—already feels like something more than coincidence.

I just sit there under the lights, knowing one thing for sure.

This is where it starts.
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I don’t plan to run into anyone.

That’s the whole point.

It’s late enough that campus has gone quiet in the way only college campuses do after midnight—lights still on, buildings still breathing, but most people finally asleep. I swipe into the training facility with my bag slung over my shoulder, the door clicking shut behind me like punctuation.

Good. Empty.

The training room smells like rubber mats and disinfectant, clean in a way that feels intentional, controlled. The overhead lights hum softly, too bright for the hour, flattening everything into sharp edges and shadows. It feels separate from the rest of the world, like I’ve stepped into a space that only exists for effort and repetition.

I drop my bag by the wall and start slow. Stretching. Loosening up. My body still holds the game in it—residual adrenaline, tight muscles, the echo of contact. Working out late has always helped me bleed that off, clear my head.

I put my earbuds in but don’t turn anything on.

I need the quiet.

The weight room is cavernous at this hour. Machines stand idle, racks empty. My movements sound louder than they should—shoes scuffing rubber, metal clinking softly as I load plates. I focus on form, on breathing, on the familiar burn spreading through my muscles.

This is the place where things usually make sense.

Still, my thoughts keep circling back to the same thing.

The bench.
The lights.
Cody sitting beside me like it was nothing.
I grip the bar harder than necessary and push through another set, muscles protesting. Sweat beads along my spine, dampens my shirt. I rack the weight and sit up slowly, elbows resting on my knees, breathing deep.

I stay there until my breathing evens out.

I wipe my face with the hem of my shirt and stand, moving toward the cable machine. I’ve just started my first pull when I hear it.

The door.

It opens with a soft click, then shuts again, echoing through the room.

I freeze.

For a split second, annoyance flares—followed quickly by something sharper, more alert. I glance toward the entrance.

Cody stands there.

He’s in sweats and a sleeveless shirt; hair still damp like he showered not long ago. When he shifts, I catch the dark shadow of armpit hair. No pads. No helmet. Just him, stripped down to something more human than the version I’ve seen under lights.

“Oh,” he says, surprised. “Didn’t think anyone else would be here.”

“Yeah,” I reply, voice steady despite the sudden thud of my heart. “Same.”

He smiles faintly. “Figures.”

He doesn’t leave.

Instead, he walks further in, setting his bag down a few feet away. The space suddenly feels smaller, charged in a way it wasn’t a moment ago. I keep pulling at the cable, pretend my body hasn’t gone hyper-aware of every inch of him.

“Couldn’t sleep?” he asks.

I shrug. “Game energy.”

“Yeah,” he says. “That sticks around.”

He starts stretching, movements unhurried, confident. I try not to watch. I fail.

“You always come in this late?” he asks.

“Only when my head won’t shut up.”

He huffs a quiet laugh. “I know how that feels.”

That should feel comforting. Instead, it sends a ripple through me.

We work in parallel for a while, the silence between us easy but loaded. The sounds of effort fill the space—controlled breathing, the muted clank of weights, the squeak of shoes against the floor.

Finally, he breaks it.

“You played well tonight,” he says.

I glance at him. “Thanks.”

“I mean it,” he adds. “You didn’t look like you were trying to prove anything. That’s rare.”

I hesitate. “I was.”

He smiles, slow and knowing. “Could’ve fooled me.”

I swallow and turn back to my set, heat blooming in my chest and loins that has nothing to do with exertion.

“You ever regret transferring?” he asks.

The question lands heavier than I expect.

“Sometimes,” I admit. “But... I needed a change.”

He nods like he understands more than I’ve said. “Yeah. I get that.”

I finish my set and sit back, wiping sweat from my neck. He moves closer—not invading my space, just... nearer. Close enough that I can smell his soap, clean and faintly citrus.

“You don’t talk much,” he says.

“I do,” I reply. “Just... selectively.”

He grins. “That’s smart.”

There’s something different about him here. Less performative. Less surrounded. Without the team, without the noise, he feels more present—like the version of him under the lights is only part of the picture.

“You’re quieter off the field too,” I say before I can stop myself.

He looks at me, eyebrows lifting slightly. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He considers that. “Guess I save my energy for when it matters.”

I nod, feeling the truth of that settle between us.

We fall quiet again, the air tense with things neither of us is naming. I feel it in my chest, low and insistent, the same pull that started in the locker room and followed me to the bench and now here, in this too-bright room at an hour when honesty sneaks up on you.

“I should probably head out,” I say, even though I don’t move.

“Yeah,” he replies. “Me too.”

Neither of us does.

He shifts his weight, glances at the clock on the wall. “You good if I finish one more set?”

“Yeah,” I say quickly. “Go ahead.”

I watch him lift, muscles working under skin, controlled and powerful. It’s mesmerizing in a way that makes my chest ache. I look away before it shows on my face.

When he racks the weight, he exhales slowly and turns toward me.

“Same time tomorrow?” he asks lightly.

My heart jumps. “You asking me or the room?”

He smiles—real this time. “You.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Same time.”

We walk out together, the hallway quiet, footsteps echoing. At the door, he pauses.

“Night, Justin.”

Hearing my name from him—here, like this—does something to me.

“Night, Cody.”

The door closes behind us, and I stand there for a moment longer than necessary, heart racing, knowing one thing for sure.

This isn’t just about football anymore.

And whatever this is, it’s building.
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I’m awake long after the dorm goes quiet.

My room is dark except for the thin line of light slipping in from the streetlamp outside, cutting across the far wall like a boundary I don’t know how to cross. I’m sprawled on my bed, sheets tangled around my legs, skin bare to the air. I kicked everything off hours ago, restless, overheated, unable to settle.

Being naked usually helps me sleep. Tonight, it only makes me more aware of myself.

My body feels too present. Every shift of muscle, every brush of fabric against skin registers louder than it should. I stare up at the ceiling, listening to the hum of the building, the distant sound of someone laughing down the hall, a door slamming somewhere below.

I tell myself to stop thinking.

It doesn’t work.

I’ve always known.

That’s the part that makes this worse. This isn’t new. This isn’t some sudden revelation brought on by a locker room or a bench or a late-night gym session. I’ve known for as long as I can remember that my attention drifts toward men. Toward their shoulders, their voices, the way they move through space.

I’ve just never done anything about it.

I roll onto my side, drag a pillow closer, press my face into it like it might smother the thoughts. I’ve always liked guys who were straight. Or at least unavailable. It made things easier. Cleaner. Safe. I could admire from a distance and tell myself it didn’t mean anything because nothing could come of it.

Stop, I think. Just stop.

Cody’s face appears anyway.

Uninvited. Unwelcome. Unavoidable.

The gym. Late. Empty. The hum of fluorescent lights. The way his shirt clung to his chest, darkened with sweat. The way his muscles moved under his skin when he lifted, controlled and sure, like he trusted his body completely.

I squeeze my eyes shut.

Don’t go there.

But my mind doesn’t listen. It drifts back to the details I pretended not to notice—the curve of his shoulders, the smooth stretch of his torso, the brief, accidental glimpse of his nipples through thin fabric when he wiped his face with his shirt. It wasn’t sexual in the way porn is sexual. It was worse than that.

It was real.

My breath catches, shallow and uneven, and I shift on the bed without meaning to. My body reacts before I can stop it, warmth pooling low, a slow, undeniable awareness that makes my stomach twist.

This is stupid.
This is dangerous.
This is nothing.
I repeat the words like a mantra, like they might anchor me back to something solid. I’ve built my life on restraint. On discipline. On not wanting the wrong things. I don’t let myself imagine hands or mouths or anything like that.

I don’t need to.

It’s enough to remember the way Cody looked at me in the gym—not like he was performing, not like he was aware of being watched. Just present. Just there. The way his voice dropped when the room was quiet, the way he said my name like it mattered.

My chest tightens.

I drag a hand over my face, then let it fall to the mattress beside me, fingers curling into the sheet. I’m painfully aware of my body now, of the way heat runs through me, of the way desire doesn’t need images or fantasies to exist.

It’s just sensation.
Just longing.
Just confusion.
I stare at the wall, breathing through it, trying to convince myself this will pass if I don’t feed it. That if I don’t touch myself, don’t think too hard, don’t imagine too clearly, it will burn itself out like it always has.

But this feels different.

This feels like standing on the edge of something instead of safely behind it.

Cody isn’t like the others. He’s not distant. He’s not unknowable. He’s close. He’s kind. He sees me. And that scares me more than the attraction ever could.

My body shifts again, restless, aching with want I don’t know what to do with. I press my thighs together, exhale slowly, force myself to stay still. I won’t cross that line. I won’t let this turn into something I can’t undo.

Eventually, the intensity dulls—not gone, just muted, like a radio turned down but still playing.

I lie there in the dark, naked and exposed in ways that have nothing to do with my skin, staring at the ceiling and wondering how something I’ve always managed suddenly feels so close to breaking me open.

I don’t sleep for a long time.

And when I finally do, Cody is there too—not touching me, not speaking.

Just standing in the space between want and fear.

Watching.
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Fault Lines
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You know how it is when you’re attracted to someone—you start seeing them everywhere.
Or at least you think you do.
I spot Cody twice on the quad before noon. Once leaning against a railing, laughing with a group of guys. Once crossing the street near the student center, sunlight catching the curve of his shoulders. Both times my chest tightens like I’ve been caught doing something wrong.

I tell myself it’s coincidence.
I tell myself I’m imagining it.
By afternoon, I’m exhausted from pretending not to notice.

I avoid the locker room longer than necessary; I dress fast and keep my head down. At practice, I focus harder than I ever have, running routes like my life depends on it, listening to coaches instead of letting my attention drift.

It works. Mostly.

Until I catch Cody’s eye across the field.

He doesn’t wave. He doesn’t grin. He just looks at me—steady, unreadable, like he’s clocked the shift in my energy and is giving me room to explain it.

That somehow makes it worse.

By the time evening settles in, the avoidance has turned into a dull ache behind my ribs. I lie on my dorm bed staring at the ceiling, replaying the gym from the night before whether I want to or not. The quiet. The closeness. The way his voice sounded without the noise of the team around him.

I should skip tonight.

I sit up, swing my legs over the edge of the bed, then stop.

I told him I’d be there.

That shouldn’t matter.
It does.
I change slowly, deliberately. Gym shorts. A loose T-shirt. Shoes. I pause with my hand on the door, breathing through the moment where I could still back out.

Then I leave.

The training facility hums softly when I swipe in, lights already on. I tell myself not to expect anything—to be prepared for the relief of an empty room.

I turn the corner.

Cody is already there.

He’s mid-workout, standing near the free weights, wearing tight black gym shorts and nothing else. No shirt. No distraction. Just muscle and movement and an easy confidence that feels almost unfair.

It’s a sight for sore eyes.

And a weak will.

I stop short, my body reacting before my brain can catch up. A quiet, physical recognition hits before I can stop it. Sweat slicks his skin, highlighting every line—his chest broad and smooth, abs flexing as he moves, nipples faintly darkened from exertion.

I look away. Immediately. Too late.

“Hey,” he says, turning when he notices me. “Thought you might bail.”

“Almost did,” I admit before I can stop myself.

He smiles, amused, like that honesty is something he appreciates. “Glad you didn’t.”

I drop my bag by the wall and move to stretch, keeping my back to him longer than necessary. I focus on my breathing, on the familiar pull of muscle as I loosen up.

“You good?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Just... a long day.”

“Yeah,” he replies. “Those add up.”

He gives me space, which I’m grateful for. We work out side by side without much talking at first—the clink of weights, controlled breaths, the quiet discipline of repetition filling the room.

It should calm me.

Instead, I’m hyper-aware of everything.

The sound of his exhale when he lifts.
The way sweat trails down his chest.
The faint creak of the floor when he shifts his stance.
I catch myself watching him in the mirror and look away fast, heart racing. My body responds in small, traitorous ways—warmth, tension, a sharp awareness I can’t shake.

I’ve always been like this. Drawn to men I can’t have. Straight guys. Teammates. People safely out of reach.

I tell myself Cody is no different.

“You’re quiet tonight,” he says eventually.

I glance over. “I warned you.”

He chuckles. “Yeah. But this is different.”

I shrug, forcing casual into my voice. “Just thinking.”

“About football?” he asks.

I hesitate a beat too long. “Among other things.”

He studies me, eyes soft, curious. Not pushing. Just present.

“Fair,” he says. “This place does that to you.”

We finish our sets in silence after that. When he bends to grab a towel, my attention betrays me again, desire flaring sharp and confusing. I clench my jaw, look away, press my hands into my thighs until the feeling dulls.

I cannot want this.
I cannot want him.
When we’re done, we walk toward the exit together. The hallway is quiet, our footsteps echoing faintly.

At the door, Cody slows.

“Hey,” he says. “You don’t have to come every night if you don’t want to.”

“I do,” I reply immediately. Too fast.

Something flickers across his face—something like relief.

“Okay,” he says. Then, like he’s making up his mind about something, he adds, “Hold on.”

He pulls his phone out and unlocks it, glancing up at me. “We should probably trade numbers. For the gym. Scheduling. Stuff like that.”

It sounds practical. Reasonable. It still makes my pulse jump.

“Yeah,” I say. “That makes sense.”

He types quickly, then hands the phone to me without ceremony.

I take it, suddenly aware of how close we’re standing, how quiet the hallway is. I enter my number, add my name, then pause—just a second—before handing it back.

He looks down at the screen, nods once, then gestures for my phone. When I pass it to him, our fingers brush—brief, accidental, electric. He types his name in, slower than necessary, like he’s not in a hurry to give it back.

“There,” he says finally, returning it to me. “Now it’s official.”

I glance down. Cody’s name sits on my screen like it belongs there.

“Yeah,” I say softly. “Official.”

We stand there a beat longer than necessary, the air between us
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