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Parked in front of the new building, Christian steadied himself with a series of slow, deep breaths; taking the time to shove all his worries and fears into a box in his head and slam it closed. The first day of training, and even after three years on the team, he felt like a freshman. In a way, he was. Nothing remained the same from when he'd left campus in the spring, and he craved the normalcy offered by the pool.

He pulled his equipment bag from the car and strode inside, easily locating the locker room thanks to meeting Coach on site a few days ago. 

"Hey JJ," he called out, waving, then held out his hand for a high five from the sophomore. 

Tomás beckoned him over to where he was stripping to put on his suit. They'd met on the first day of practice as freshmen and become instant friends. On the way there thick, dark arms grabbed Christian from behind and lifted him up. "Put me down, Brian!" After a rib-crushing hug Brian complied, laughing. Christian finally plopped his bag down in front of a locker with his magnetic name tag already in place on the door. As he stripped down he alternated between folding his clothes into a neat stack in his locker and greeting the rest of his teammates with fist-bumps and waves. In the group of eight men one unfamiliar face stood out, an incoming freshman named Isaiah. Two were missing; Zavier and Darius had both graduated. 

Sound echoed oddly in the white-tiled room, larger and brighter than the one in the old building. Plus sounds were unfamiliar now, anyway. 

"Hey, how are you doing?" Tomás asked, touching him on the shoulder to get his attention.

A quick glance around told Christian they were alone. "I don't know. It's so hard. Even this," he gestured at their surroundings, "that I was so looking forward to. Now I wish we were in the old building." A sad smile appeared and vanished almost too fast for his friend to see. "Familiar. I want familiar."

Concern creased Tomás' Mediterranean features. "I understand. If I can help, let me know. You can call me for anything."

Christian clapped him on the back, then impulsively pulled him in for a quick one-armed hug. Tomás was his only teammate who knew what had happened. 

"You're certain you don't want to tell them?" Tomás asked, not for the first time, as they broke apart.

Jaw suddenly tight, Christian refused with a firm shake of his head. "I don't want anyone's pity. I just want to dive. Telling Coach on Friday was hard enough."

"What did he say?"

"Whatever accommodations I need he'll get. We walked around, tried talking out in the pool area. I couldn't understand anything he said with them off. Too echoey. So I'll carry it." 

With a sigh Tomás replied, "They're going to wonder."

"I know."

"You can't hide it forever." Tomás eyed the phone in Christian's hand, their conversation in bright word bubbles on the screen.

"I know." Christian's tone was sharp, sharper than he'd meant. He sighed. "Sorry." Tentatively Tomás touched his arm, and Christian pulled him close again. "Right now, I just want to dive," he mumbled in Tomás' ear.

Tomás let go and smiled slightly. "I get it." He headed for the pool.

Determinedly, Christian put the summer from his mind. Several measured breaths later he headed to the pool, a towel tightly gripped in one hand and his phone in the other. Shoulders squared, head now quiet, he thought, I can do this.

Right?

––––––––
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Grateful to have picked up a second job, Derek followed the directions on the campus map to the Wallace Natatorium, whatever that was, and parked. The building was at least five stories tall, constructed of bright white concrete with a ten foot tall rendition of the university's fighting hornet mascot emblazoned on the side. A huge banner strung just below it read 'Now Open!' in five foot tall dark green letters. He counted sixteen cars speckling the lot close to the building, a mish-mash of older vehicles plus a couple of newer ones. From the back seat of his gray Honda he snagged one of the maroon T-shirts with the Spartan company logo on the front and 'Security' stamped across the back in four inch tall white block letters, then got out of his car to change. After tossing his own shirt back in the car and locking it, he checked his watch. Practice had already started, but Coach Vernon Forester knew the university had hired security, so Derek strode towards the building. He'd wait for a break to introduce himself.

Back straight, he opened one of the double doors centered in the wall and entered. A row of metal detectors stood a few feet in from the doors. Right off he noticed the lobby was not the full height of the building, instead measuring just two stories. The ticket booth straight across from the entrance was dark. More signage announced the grand opening of the facility on September 15th, eleven days away. 

Unsure where to go, he made his way across the glossy terrazzo floor to the nearest set of doors. As he approached, he could see light coming through the glass, and got a whiff of a sharp odor, familiar, but he couldn't place it. He pulled the right-hand door open and stepped through, striding down a short tunnel towards the light, the door closing behind him with a soft thunk. At the mouth of the tunnel he stopped, finding himself confronted by the largest swimming pool he'd ever seen.

Now he identified that familiar smell: chlorine. And he remembered natatorium was a fancy word for swimming pool. The tunnel opened in the center of the pool's long side. A glance behind him revealed rows of stadium seating with dark green cushions. Painted on the wall straight across the pool from him was a six foot tall image of the school's mascot, a dark green and yellow hornet with white-gloved fists raised. A dozen people milled around the diving boards; the familiar low springy kind and also a tall, solid two-level platform. Hoping he was in the right place, Derek circled the pool and headed towards the group. 

As he came up alongside the coach, a male diver leaped from the lowest board, executed a graceful arc and struck the water with a small splash. A moment later his head broke the surface, and he swam to the edge, where he lifted himself from the pool like a Greek god emerging from the sea, shiny wet olive skin and short curly black hair glittering with water droplets. Derek couldn't believe his eyes. He'd seen some fit men in his day, but holy shit. Every muscle stood out as the water dripped from the diver's body. Lean, not bulky, just the way Derek liked them.

Damn, but this job was going to be an extremely enjoyable form of hell.

It took great effort not to stare while he waited as the coach spoke to the diver, catching the name Tomás. Much too young to have experienced the brutal realities the world handed out, Derek decided, swallowing a sigh. College students were much too innocent for him. With a wide smile that exposed bright white teeth, the young man walked back towards his teammates. 

That's alright, Derek thought, noting Tomás' rear view was as good as the front; the scenery was to die for.

"All right," called the coach. "That's warm-up. Time to go higher!" Excited whoops met his words, and the athletes dropped towels on chairs and moved purposefully towards the bright blue water. 

The brief lull provided Derek with an opportunity to introduce himself to the coach. Hand out he said, "Good to meet you, sir. I'm Derek Halstead, from Spartan Security." 

Coach Vernon Forester gripped his hand firmly. In university-branded athletic pants and t-shirt, he had just a trace of gray in his short brown hair. "Glad to have you. After practice I'll introduce you to everyone." He turned his attention back to the athletes.

Eager to make a good impression, Derek strode to the far end of the pool, intending to familiarize himself with the building. A small group of about fifteen people emerged from the tunnel, and Derek recalled a sign in the lobby stating the new building was a featured part of tours for visitors and incoming students. 

Turning to survey the area from his new vantage point, Derek saw a diver appear on the highest platform. The figure remained motionless for two heartbeats, beautifully lit by the sunlight streaming in the clerestory windows that ringed the top of the building. Mesmerized, Derek watched him move to the end of the platform with smooth, powerful strides. He leaped into the air. Amazed, Derek felt his mouth fall open as the man folded himself up and executed two somersaults, the sudden staccato blast of gunfire a bizarrely shocking accompaniment. 

Derek flinched at the crazy echoes exploding throughout the vast space. In one stride he was at a flat-out run, his entire focus on protecting the athletes. The young men and women clumped together around Coach then scurried towards the nearby emergency exit, hunched over in fear, some clutching wet towels in trembling hands. In Derek's peripheral vision the diver hit the water, arms outstretched, legs straight, lithe body in a long line.

Coach Forester urged his athletes through the door, the alarm blaring overhead and red emergency lights flashing. He sent a quick, frightened glance at Derek and gestured towards the pool. "Get Christian!" he shouted over the echoing gunfire and screaming siren.

Christian sliced into the water with almost no splash, undisturbed by noise he barely heard. He popped up and instead of seeing everyone waiting for him, Coach was shoving Isaiah out of the emergency exit below the scoreboard. A red light over the door flashed. The faint scream of a siren penetrated, and he shivered. That sounded way too familiar. His heart sped up, beating against his ribs. What the hell was going on? 

With the ease of long practice he lifted himself out of the water and rose to his feet, slicking his short, dark blond hair back in a habitual motion. It fell forward, since it was longer than he'd worn it before. Irritated, he shoved it again. Then, the smell of smoke reached his nose, and fear gripped his chest. 

It took conscious effort to draw a breath as he scrambled into the jumbled chairs and pawed among the discarded towels for his phone. There! Hands trembling, he scooped it up from the hard tile floor, only to discover the screen shattered, the device black and unresponsive. Shit. On his knees, he peered over the chairs, his heart pounding harder in his chest. 

The diver Derek had just seen splash into the water had to be Christian. A trail of wet footprints, left by someone moving fast, led from the rim of the pool into the jumble of toppled chairs in the corner. In a crouch he scuttled in their direction. Behind him the racket had ceased, smoke rising towards the ceiling as the odor of gunpowder reached his nose. Was the shooter reloading? He refocused; Christian's safety was his first priority. The siren continued to shriek, the red emergency sign over the door kept up its strobe-like flashing.

Fear sliced deeper, stabbing through Christian's chest into his gut. Huddled down, the flimsy white resin chairs provided a sense of security as he fought to keep himself in the present. The only person in sight was the strikingly handsome man he'd seen earlier, wearing a determined expression as he came closer. 

A sleek, wet head appeared amid the chairs. Derek beckoned to the young man, but he crouched down instead. Adrenaline running, Derek kept his head down as he shoved his way between chairs until he saw Christian, huddled in the corner. 

"Come with me!" he shouted, waving, the last echoes of the gunfire dying away. When the only reaction he got was the man—Christian, he reminded himself—covering his pale face with his hands, Derek pushed his way through the remaining chairs, fearing to find him injured. An image of that beautiful young body torn and bloody danced through his head, sickening him.  

Shaking, Christian peeked between his fingers just as the stranger moved the last chair between them to the side with a squeak. Their eyes met. The concern in those deep brown eyes, ringed with luxurious black lashes, almost made Christian let his guard down. Almost. Terrified by the siren and flashing lights, he whimpered unconsciously as he squeezed his eyes shut and tried to tuck himself deeper into the corner, desperate to become smaller. Invisible, even. 

A firm hand gripped his wrist. The zing that shot up his arm snapped his eyes wide open and made him gasp. The stranger said, "I'm here to keep you safe." They were close enough Christian heard the certainty in that voice, the rich timber to it and the native Florida accent he was familiar with from many classmates. Steeling himself, he let the man pull him to his feet. One hand on his back kept him bent over as they scuttled through the chairs. The gorgeous man stayed between Christian and the pool, using his own body as a shield while herding Christian towards the emergency exit where Coach waited in a crouch, his anxiety palpable even from a distance.

Still gripping his useless phone, once he was out of the chairs Christian darted to Coach, who stood and slung an arm around his shoulders to urge him through the exit. Reassured by the familiar presence, Christian headed outside, willing his trembling to subside as Coach followed right on his heels.

Bemused, Derek watched the (gorgeous) young man—still clutching his phone!—dart away from him towards the coach. Stupid (really gorgeous) college kid. And the jolt when he'd taken Christian's wrist? He'd think about that later. When he was alone. Right now, he forced himself to concentrate on his job. 

With the area cleared of bystanders and no new gunfire, Derek sat back on his heels with his head above the chairs just enough to scan the space, hoping to determine what had happened. An immense cloud of black and gray smoke hid the seats, rising in a thick column that curved towards the wall above the offices, denoting the direction of airflow inside the cavernous space. Wisps floated over the pool, spiraling up before crossing. For a couple of minutes he watched, studying the area intently, especially as the smoke cleared enough for the seats to become visible. Easy for someone to hide there. 

He waited, allowing his pulse to slow down and the adrenaline to dissipate. Finally, confident there was nobody moving around, Derek nonetheless remained cautious as he moved around the pool, although it wasn't like there was any cover available except the diving boards. 

A strong odor of gunpowder hung in the air, reminiscent of his time spent in the military. Now that his initial shock had faded, Derek recalled his training and replayed the incident in his mind. As he did, he realized he hadn't seen bullets striking anything. Careful study of the structure revealed no visible damage anywhere. Shredded remnants of paper lay thick on the floor around the mouth of the tunnel. Scattered black scorch marks marred the sky-blue tile.

A survey of the debris had relief loosening Derek's shoulders as he realized the sounds resulted from firecrackers, not gunshots. Mouth twisted in disgust, he rose and strode back to the chairs to snatch a water bottle from the floor, intending to use it to scoop water from the pool to douse any smoldering remnants. 

Outside Coach tugged Christian to a halt. "You're OK?" Clouded with concern, his eyes traveled over Christian's body searching for any sign of injury.

Slight tremors shaking his hand, Christian held up his phone, pointing at the black screen and then back at the pool. "Who is that man?"

"Security." Relieved to see nothing overtly wrong, Coach shooed him towards the other athletes clumped by the far corner of the building.

Tomás darted from the group and drew Christian in. "Are you OK? You leaped, and then there was gunfire, and Coach chased us out here. The emergency siren went off." Still trembling, he pulled Christian towards their teammates.

Breathing hard, Christian nodded, only partly following his friend's words. He still felt the man's hand on his wrist, recalled the way he'd used his body to shield Christian from whatever was happening. The heat from that body...

Huddled together, the divers watched Coach go back inside where he used his key to turn off the siren. "What happened?" Coach asked Derek, who strode up to him wearing an angry expression.

Disgusted, Derek held out a wad of sodden paper and matted string. "Firecrackers." The concern on Coach's face was touching, Derek thought. He cared about the athletes.

Worried, Coach glanced around. "Is it safe for them to come back in?"

"Let me investigate a bit more. Can you call whoever needs to know?"

Once Derek gave the all clear shortly thereafter, Coach called the divers in and hustled them into the locker area. "Get dressed," he told them. He and Derek waited just outside the locker rooms, both of them still wary of any new threat.

Once everyone on the team was in street clothes, Coach held a brief meeting there in the short hallway, Derek standing a step behind him.

"It looks like the noise was from firecrackers, not gunshots." It burned Coach's hide that everyone reacted with fear, but with so many incidents involving guns at schools in the past few years it was understandable. 

"I didn't get to introduce him earlier, but this is Derek Halstead." Coach waved him forward. "He's from Spartan Security, the company hired to ensure safety at practice and home meets." Pleased to feel the tension in the room drop considerably, he motioned at Derek to turn around. "You'll see them on campus and at events in these shirts." He tapped the white letters spanning Derek's shoulders. "Practice as usual tomorrow. See you then."

Some of the departing divers thanked Derek on their way out with brief, grateful nods. He ignored appreciative glances from some of the female divers. Instead, concerned, he sought out Christian, glad the young man no longer appeared frightened. As Derek watched the students leave he called his boss, pacing in the lobby as he awaited further instructions.

––––––––
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On Tuesday Derek arrived at the natatorium extra early in order to thoroughly inspect the building. What if there had been a gunman yesterday? All the athletes would be dead, and it'd be his fault for not being prepared. He shuddered at the image of red blood splattered on the white concrete walls and sky-blue tile. With the floor plan he'd cadged from Spartan in his hand, he turned his attention to familiarizing himself with the venue. First, he scrutinized the pair of large metal doors, currently closed and locked, in the wall behind the diving boards. They provided access to the filter and pumps needed to maintain the pool. He yanked on the roll-up metal door that covered the opening for the snack bar. Nice and tight. He spent half an hour conducting an exhaustive search, pushing on every door and looking in every corner of every room, to satisfy himself nobody lurked in the building.

Once the students began to arrive he stayed in the pool area. The rim of the pool had a wide, white edge with a slight dip to it that met up with the blue tile covering the floor. At intervals numbers formed of white tile stood out from the blue. Curious, he walked the length of the pool. By the diving boards they read 16 and decreased to 6.5 at the other end. He gazed down into the clear water. Must be the depth, he figured. On the bottom of the pool black lines marked the lanes for the swimmers. Right now a huge, wheeled metal rack parked against the wall held the coiled green and yellow lane ropes. A close look at the pool wall just above the water's surface revealed rings to clip the ropes to. Each lane had a small, sloped starting platform.

At the start of practice Coach gathered everyone close. "As I think you all know by now, yesterday's excitement was from firecrackers. Someone's idea of a joke." His eyes blazed with anger. 

Derek decided he didn't want to get on Coach's bad side; he'd had drill instructors who looked like kittens compared to this man. 

"The culprit has been caught and disciplined. And, no more tours during practice." He scowled, then his mouth softened. "I want to thank you all for keeping your heads yesterday. Henceforth, security will check the facility prior to practice and meets. Then one of them will remain in the pool area with us." A quick smile crossed his face as he tipped his head towards Derek. "Derek can swim and knows CPR and first aid, but please don't push him in." Everyone chuckled. Shoving Coach in the pool always happened if they won the home meet, and often when the season ended. Himself a former national champion diver, Coach Forester had no trouble holding his own against the young athletes, a fact everyone enjoyed. 

He looked around, meeting each student's gaze. "Considering the events of yesterday, Spartan recommended giving you a chance to roam around and familiarize yourselves with the building. There are floor plans posted with the exits clearly marked. We'll start practice in thirty minutes." He grinned at them all, pleased to get answering smiles. 

The group dispersed, the divers exploring in small groups. 

With the athletes out of earshot, Coach Forester turned to Derek. "The dive team practices in the afternoon while the swim team practices in the morning. I'm the head coach for both teams. There's an assistant coach for the swimmers, which is a much larger group. Divided practices means I can give everyone my complete attention. Plus it's quieter for the divers. They need to concentrate to perform well." He crossed his arms, gaze intent. "Tell me about yourself. I like to know who's around my athletes."

Pleased Coach said 'my', as in his experience that denoted a better leader, Derek replied, "Just started with Spartan yesterday. Mustered out in June after eight years in the army. I'm working part-time as a mechanic during the day."

"You sound like you're from the area?"

Derek nodded. "Grew up about an hour south of here. Since my family lives here, I came back. What about you?"

Several athletes reappeared and headed for the group of chairs. "I'm originally from Montana. Got a degree in sports medicine from Canisius College in Buffalo while diving for the NCAA. Went pro for a few years, then turned to coaching. Been here nine years. Best job in the world." By now the team had dropped their towels and water bottles on the chairs, ready to practice. 

Derek listened while Coach gave them instructions, staying against the wall where he could see the whole venue. As with many of his coworkers, the security company had hired him for his military background. Even though he'd spent the bulk of his service in the motor pool, he'd stood watch and guard duty like everyone else and knew what to do. While he'd never been in combat, and was extremely grateful for that, he'd seen the aftermath of men and vehicles alike damaged beyond repair. It hadn't taken much of that to make the supposed sound of gunfire yesterday cause his stomach to lurch and his heart to stutter in his chest. Sleep had been a long time coming last night. Once he did fall asleep, a nightmare jerked him awake, and he spent the rest of the night watching a mindless rom-com he'd seen before.

Aware Coach was almost done speaking, Derek refocused his attention on the student athletes arrayed in front of him, determined to familiarize himself with names, faces, and voices. Absently, he noted he'd yet to see anyone sit down, the chairs used to keep water bottles and towels off the tiled floor more than anything else.

As conversation started up he pinpointed various speakers, until he picked out Christian. A slight southern accent, lighter than his own, and a pleasant tenor voice. To Derek's surprise, after draping his towel over a chair Christian headed straight for him, shoving his hair back to get it out of his eyes.  

Yesterday prior to the excitement, Derek noticed the divers were short, the tallest not even five foot ten. As Christian strode towards him, Derek realized he was the shortest of the men, no more than five foot six, a good half a foot shorter than himself. And in nothing but that minuscule suit, yellow today, he couldn't help but see Christian's physique was beyond compare. Perfectly proportioned, he looked taller than he was with beautifully defined musculature, abs to kill for, and a V-line that dipped provocatively down into the small suit. Ridiculously small, even. 

Mouth suddenly dry, utterly riveted, Derek watched as well-developed quads bunched and released as they carried this vision of masculine perfection closer. When Christian stopped not six feet away, it was all Derek could do to force his gaze up to Christian's face. On the way he let his eyes play connect the dots with the intriguing array of moles decorating that smooth, pale skin. The glimpse he'd had of the frightened man yesterday led him to expect a standardly attractive white boy. Instead, his stomach jumped at the sight of classic features highlighted by a generous mouth with lips an enticing shade of pink. A direct yet wary gaze failed to hide some private pain that lurked behind his eyes. 

Derek had seen that expression before. Sometimes in the mirror.

"I wanted to thank you for helping me yesterday," Christian said. "I didn't know who you were. You're a little intimidating." He let the inflection show he meant interesting, if Derek was into that. Christian's intelligent, light brown eyes swept down to Derek's toes and back up to his face, in open appreciation of the view. Those mesmerizing deep brown eyes he remembered from yesterday framed a long nose. A short, neat beard outlined his jaw. Lean Arabic features were topped with black hair just the right length to run his hands through. The shirt fit perfectly, the short sleeves revealing more of that marvelous brown skin with an appealing bronze undertone enhanced by a thin layer of black hairs. A vision of that skin dappled with sparkling drops of water derailed his thoughts.

Almost automatically, Derek replied, "You're welcome; that's what I'm here for." Allah, that sounded stupid, but the realization he'd just been brazenly checked out scrambled his brain.

Christian glanced down at his replacement phone—acquired that morning right after Calculus, thanks to the warranty on the original—then up at Derek. He broke into a quirky smile that took his face from handsome to stunning without quite reaching his eyes, then he turned and headed back to his teammates, bare feet slapping softly on the tile.

Fortunately for Derek, as a moment longer in the gorgeous man's presence and he'd have lost every ounce of sense he'd ever possessed and kissed him breathless right there. 

As he walked away Derek sucked in his breath at the back view, the clingy suit emphasizing the firm muscles underneath.

Absolutely divine.

––––––––
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That Thursday Derek left his part-time mechanic's job later than usual, thanks to a cranky engine and an even crankier customer. He parked at his apartment complex and leaped out, in dire need of a shower before heading to the university. If he didn't get his ass in gear he was going to be late to diving practice. Arrayed in a square, the four two-story buildings featured parking on three sides and a large greenspace in the center with an extensive playground. Sidewalks connected the buildings, everything shaded by numerous trees. 

He dashed across the strip of dirt and grass that bordered the lot, stopping short when someone called out to him. 

"Hey!"

As the man jogged closer he seemed familiar, but Derek couldn't place him.

"Hey! Are you a mechanic? Something's wrong with my car." The words rushed out of Christian's mouth before he'd even stopped moving, his growing tension propelling him forward. He absolutely could not miss practice. This morning he'd forgotten his equipment bag and come back for it, and now he was stuck. What was wrong with the car? He'd only been driving it since... He chopped that thought off and redirected his attention from the mechanic's overalls to the man's face and stepped back in surprise. "Derek?"

"Christian?"

"Yes."

"Sorry, I didn't recognize you with clothes on." As he said it Derek felt his face heat. That sounded like a horrible pickup line. Then again, he had little experience with that so maybe it didn't. He could hope.

Christian gave him a knowing smirk. "We get that a lot." Sure, Christian knew he had an outstanding body, but he worked hard for it. And the knowledge Derek apparently enjoyed looking at him sent a little heat racing through him.

Tongue-tied for no other reason than Christian was beautiful, Derek composed himself. "Yes, I'm a mechanic. I'm going to practice too, but I need to shower first. You can ride with me. OK?" he offered readily, too intrigued by Christian to even think about refusing. While he enjoyed looking at all the divers, something about Christian sucked him in. That bit of a swagger in his walk, as if he dared Derek to watch. Perhaps the way the water ran down his smooth, pale skin, begging Derek to taste. Not the attachment to his phone though; Christian checked it constantly during practice. Discovering they lived in the same apartment complex only added to the appeal. Tonight he'd better check the employee handbook about engaging in a relationship with a student. Not that he had much experience with relationships. 

Surprised by the instant offer, Christian nodded and followed Derek into his apartment.

"I won't be long," Derek said as he rushed into the bedroom. A moment later he darted across the hall, clothes in hand, then shut the bathroom door.

Not one to waste an opportunity, Christian examined Derek's apartment. Neat, uncluttered. Minimal decorating. Basic layout like his, except this looked like a one-bedroom unit. A faint scent of food reached him, unfamiliar spices that made his mouth take an immediate interest.

Head tipped sideways to read the spines of the books on the living room shelves, Christian startled when Derek silently appeared in his peripheral vision, dropping to the couch. A bit of a belly pressed against his shirt, Christian noted, watching those large, work-scarred hands tug on his discarded shoes.

"Ready?" Derek asked as he popped to his feet, drops of water sparkling in his short black hair and the beard framing his angular jaw.

They bolted out the door. As he maneuvered his car through traffic, Derek glanced at his passenger repeatedly. Dark blond hair, rather mussed right now. Earlier he'd seen the relief in those light brown eyes, almost the color of apple cider. A mole stood out above his left eyebrow, another one on his neck right over his pulse point, shaped like a sideways heart. As Christian turned his head to look out the window, Derek spotted the edge of a slim silver hearing aid not quite hidden by his hair. And scars. Still red, so within the past few months, half a dozen or more running back into his hair above and below his ear and down his neck, one missing that mole by less than an inch. What had happened? Derek almost asked, but managed to bite back the words. His mother would slap him hard if he asked anyone a question like that.

"I'll check out your car tomorrow after work," Derek offered as he steered around the corner. Two more streets and he turned onto the university property, passing the large, white sign reading Florida Institute Of Technical Design in gold and green lettering rising above a flowerbed filled with colorful crotons and dwarf palmettos. He guided the car left to follow the curves of the road to their destination. 

"I'll see if it starts in the morning," Christian replied with a small, tense shrug. In the hopes of hiding the hearing aids he self-consciously pushed his hair around. 

Derek wanted to thread his fingers through that hair, find out if it was soft as silk or coarse, then palm the back of Christian's head and tilt... Just then their destination came up and Derek jerked his attention back to his driving.

As he pulled into a parking spot at the natatorium Derek glanced at the clock on the dashboard. Two minutes to spare.

"Do you read lips?" he asked when they got out of the car, then flushed, realizing that was rather nosy. Better than how did you get injured, right? Is that why he needed hearing aids?

Equipment bag over his shoulder, Christian glanced at him and tapped a hearing aid. "Not yet. Talk to text app." He held the phone up, showing Derek the screen with their conversation visible.

Now the phone obsession made sense; and made Derek feel like a jerk. He pushed the door of the building open and held it. "Not yet? How long have you been deaf?"

Insult oozing from every pore, Christian drew himself to his full height and said, "Hearing impaired. Since July." His displeasure was clear in his tone. He was not deaf. 

Just barely refraining from asking about July, Derek watched Christian march down the corridor and into the locker room, the one place Derek never went when the athletes were present except by invitation. With a sigh, he berated himself while inspecting the pool area, ignoring those already warming up. 

"I'm sorry, about earlier," Derek said to Christian when he exited the locker room. "I didn't mean to insult you."

After a glance at his phone Christian said, "I know. Sometimes it still surprises me, the whole," he waved a hand over his head, "and I overreact." 

Derek followed him towards the pool, seeing that his hearing aids were gone. Delicate electronics were not designed for submersion. 

But mostly he enjoyed the view.

––––––––
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A few weeks later Christian commented, "I've noticed some woman instead of you once or twice a week." He hadn't admitted it, but he'd been disappointed the first time Derek wasn't there.

With a nod Derek braked for the light. "That's Camille. She covers diving and gymnastics. I work three or sometimes four days a week," Derek responded. "Spartan has us stick with the same one or two sports. The more familiar you are with something the faster you can spot a discrepancy." He left out knowing the venue helped with knowing where intruders might hide. And the locations of the first aid kits. That level of information tended to frighten civilians.

The song on the radio caught Christian's attention, and his head bobbed almost imperceptibly. A furtive glance showed him Derek mouthing the words to the classic rock tune. "You like oldies?" he asked, before he found himself singing out loud.

A small shrug, accompanied by a dazzling grin. "Doesn't everyone? I can't sing, though."

"Me neither. What else do you listen to?"

Derek listed a few genres then braked for the light, and the conversation died. The light changed. He sped up and tried to think of a good question to draw his passenger out. Admittedly, Christian made him a little nervous. He was very cute and seemed highly intelligent, but also somewhat reserved. "What are you studying?" Pretty basic as a conversation starter, but it was all Derek could come up with.

"Architecture."

"Like designing buildings and stuff?"

"Especially residential buildings."

"Houses?"

"And condos, even apartments. There's quite a push for affordable housing, and structures like office spaces and educational institutions are getting repurposed to meet the demand." He chattered on about a project in Boston they'd read about in class. 

Derek didn't follow everything he said, but understood enough to find it interesting. What he really liked was how the topic energized Christian. That enthusiasm made him even more attractive.

Too bad they couldn't keep driving, he thought as he pulled into the lot for the pool and parked.

"You can tell me more on the way home," Derek said, holding his breath.

A smile lit Christian's face. "I'd like that."

They walked inside together, Derek holding the door.

As he inspected the venue, Coach busily rearranged the chairs. "We're watching tape today," he said, gesturing to the scoreboard, which was really a gigantic monitor. An image of a diver frozen mid-leap hung on the screen.

Once the divers found seats, Coach used the remote and started the video. "Not quite enough height," he said as the diver entered the water, body still in a slight bend at the waist. "Better height, but you held the pike too long and still entered the water at an angle," was his comment for the second. With the remote he stopped the action and then used the pointer to illustrate the almost imperceptible bend in the diver's body. Derek realized it was the same diver and the same dive, but different attempts. He sat and listened with half an ear as Coach mixed compliments and criticism, amusing himself by comparing the video with the building in order to locate the cameras, which he spotted mounted at various heights on the walls. 

"Perfect form."

The words pulled Derek's attention back to the screen, where he saw Christian performing a dive in what he now recognized as a pike position. 

"Slight over-rotation, good save though."

Abruptly interested, Derek paid closer attention, absorbing the finer points of the sport. Or at least, Christian's performance.

Thirty minutes of nitpicking later Coach ended the video. "Alright, let's get to work!" he said.

As they stretched out, Tomás poked Christian. "I see you watching him." Arms up, he linked his hands overhead and rotated his shoulders as far back as he could.

Caught with his attention on Derek, blood rushed to Christian's face. To cover it, he put his hands flat on the floor and slowly bent his elbows. "He's pretty fine." Head sideways, he tracked Derek's progress around the pool, then rose to keep the man in view.

Arms going in wide, slow circles, with a smirk Tomás tapped his shoulder and replied, "I'll take your word for it."

Before Christian could formulate a fitting reply Tomás headed for the pool. A glance showed Christian that Derek was watching him, and he was positive that gaze followed his backside as he made his way to the water. 
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"Watching you dive in slow motion on that scoreboard was pretty cool," Derek said, unlocking the car. "The quality of those cameras is amazing." All the close-ups had really turned him on, but especially Christian's. Every muscle in stark relief, the concentration... Derek had pictured that aimed at him and was extremely glad he'd sat in the back row where his reaction went unnoticed.

"Last year we got to see the blueprints and check out various aspects of the construction," Christian replied. "Soil compaction tests, the forms for the concrete, the different subcontractors needed." Hands waving, he launched into an enthusiastic description of some part of the building process.

Although he knew nothing about construction, Derek found Christian fascinating. Not the subject, but him. His gestures, the animation in his voice. The certainty he'd make a difference.

After a short lull in the conversation Christian asked, "What kind of movies do you like?" Maybe he'd bored Derek with his talk of buildings, and he very much wanted Derek to like him. A lot.

"Action, but not violence. Mysteries, bank robberies, movies that you have to use your brain to follow. Or comedies. How about you?" Stopped at the light, Derek continued going straight instead of turning. Longer route home but more time to talk. Given a chance he'd make the ride last the rest of his life. The realization he meant that made Derek swallow hard. Sure, Christian was hotter than blue blazes, but would he want a relationship with Derek after graduation? Doubtless he'd move back where he came from and forget all about Derek.

Christian's words interrupted his negative thoughts. "I like scary stuff too, monsters and things. I don't like car chases though." He gave a small shudder.

An interesting reaction, Derek mused. "Anything coming out you want to see?"

Christian snorted. "I don't have much time, between school and diving and—" he cut himself off, mouth twisted unhappily. Was Derek angling for a date? He could definitely get on board with that, if not for... He cut the thought off sharply. No use dwelling on what couldn't be.

"We'll watch for something to come out." Eyes front, Derek turned into the lot for the apartments, too nervous to look at Christian in case he saw rejection. He'd gone on a few dates since getting out, but nobody interested him like the man beside him.

As they pulled into the apartment complex Christian gazed at Derek, thinking. "I'd like that," he said as Derek parked. Derek was good company, Christian mused. Not pushy, which he appreciated right now. His days of casual on-the-fly activities were over. Unfortunately, as he found Derek quite appealing. He hefted his bag and waved goodbye, watching Derek do the same. At the sidewalk they headed in opposite directions for the night.
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Indecisive, a few days later Derek stepped around a tricycle and avoided puddles on his way to the building adjacent to his and located Christian's apartment. He'd texted and asked Derek to come over, as Lucy was running late. Not that Derek had a clue who Lucy was. Over the past several weeks he and Christian had carpooled half a dozen times, verbally dancing around their growing attraction. Derek drove, enjoying having Christian in his space, entranced by that fluttery anticipation of a possible relationship which hadn't existed in the military. No touching since that first day, even accidentally, a situation Derek aimed to rectify. Initial conversations had revolved around movies, music, and sports; but this week Christian had been quiet. 

The scents of lamb and garlic wafted over him, followed by sesame oil and ginger as he went around the corner of the building. Clouds from the earlier storm lingered overhead. At Christian's door he took a deep breath, raised his right hand and knocked. This friendship could easily become far more, and going to Christian's place had his body thinking about activities that had nothing to do with practice. Monday he'd spoken to Spartan's HR department. 

"What are the rules about fraternization?" he'd asked Barbara. Out of habit, he stood at parade rest in front of her desk while she checked the handbook.

"Well, since you're not employed by the university, and have no authority over the students, there's no ban on relationships," she replied. 

Nothing she said after that stuck, Derek being far too enthralled with the thought winging inside his head that he could have a relationship. If he wanted.

The thought persisted. Daily. Oh yeah, he wanted all right. 

The apartment door opened, rousing him from the memory, revealing a young boy of four or five. "Oh," the child said, the excitement draining from his round, freckled face. He had obviously been hoping for someone else. "You Derek?" he asked, in a high-pitched little-boy voice. 

Shocked, Derek replied, "Yes. Is Christian ready?" Christian had a child!? There was no denying the relationship; the resemblance between them striking except for the freckles. Christian was a senior, so he had to be twenty-two or three, making him maybe seventeen when the boy was born? Derek tried not to judge, but his parents had taught him you didn't do that stuff until you could support anyone that resulted.

"I go get him." The boy tromped away, leaving the door hanging wide open. 

Concerned, Derek entered the apartment and closed the door. If his three-year-old niece Santina opened the door to a stranger she'd be in serious trouble. While he waited for Christian, he stayed where he was on the mat inside the door and surveyed the apartment. The living room was a little larger than his, with the same unfortunate color scheme of commie-housing flat white walls and boring beige Berber carpet with darker speckles. Same furniture too, light-colored put-together stuff in a woodgrain pattern from a big box store. At least it was clean and in good shape, eminently functional even if uninteresting. Some bright pillows and toys scattered about added splashes of color. A blanket with cartoon characters on it lay in a heap on the couch. 

The kitchen continued the commie-housing theme, sporting white melamine cabinets and white walls, a beige countertop and matching oversized beige tile on the floor. A decorative green metal tin and loaf of bread sat on the counter, precisely aligned with a black toaster and small coffeepot. Two bright blue plastic plates offered the only spot of color, placed opposite each other on a small, square table. 

Intrigued, Derek looked around, hoping to get more of a feel for Christian. He never mentioned family. And he'd never mentioned the boy. A child's drawings hung on the refrigerator. He recognized Christian's Vans neatly aligned by the door, two pairs of child's sneakers in a haphazard heap beside them. The newer set with hook and loop straps Derek recognized as the kind that lit up, as his niece had a pair. He hoped these didn't make noise like Santina's, the sound drove him nuts. Plus, she delighted in jumping just to make him crazy with the squawking. A quick smile touched his lips at the thought of her. The other, older pair had laces, and looked like they hadn't been worn in a while. A living room shelf displayed four trophies plus a cluster of medals on ribbons that hung down over the edge. The framed print or drawing beneath it was too far away for him to make out. But no family photos. Odd.

Movement in the hallway caught his attention. The boy came toddling back out clutching a stuffed lion, the toy much the worse for wear, with a worn-looking Christian following him carrying his dark green equipment bag embroidered with the university's Fighting Hornet logo. 

The boy stood on tiptoe to look out the large front window, first peering across the slight grassy slope to the parking lot then craning his neck to look down the walk before turning around. "I don't see her." He screwed his little face up, on the verge of crying.

Right away Christian dropped his bag and kneeled to hug him. "It's ok, Lucy'll be here. See, she texted me." He held out his phone, glad his hands had stopped shaking. When Lucy called to say she was running late, he'd had to pick Lewis up and drive home in the rain, something he now avoided at all costs. Not that he'd told anyone that except Tomás. "Can you read this?" he asked Lewis.

Derek recognized a distraction when he saw one. His family did it with Santina all the time. The wait gave him a chance to study Christian again. Originally, his features had appeared perfect, and even a trifle boring. Since that first day Derek had spotted the irregularities that gave his face life. Right eyebrow a bit thicker and higher than the left. Apple cider eyes a tad close together, a bump on the bridge of his nose. And that cute mole over his eyebrow. The one on his neck. The one on his left pec... With an effort he shoved the image of Christian's body out of his head.

Small hands clutching the phone, the boy read the words in a halting voice. "I'm coming. Ten minutes."

"Right," said Christian, "and that was seven minutes ago. So three more minutes. OK?" He smoothed the child's hair, throwing Derek an apologetic look. 

With a wave of his hand Derek dismissed any worries. He didn't know who Lucy was, but she must take care of the boy for Christian. She might be the child's mother. Perhaps Christian's girlfriend. From the attention he displayed towards Derek, Christian was definitely interested in men, but that didn't mean he couldn't also like women. Just then the doorbell rang, and a light mounted beside the door flashed. The fixture must have been retrofitted, judging by the slight unevenness to the drywall work around it. 

The boy ran to the door and flung it open, despite Christian grabbing at him and saying, "No!" in a stern voice.

A brown skinned woman in her mid-thirties stepped in, wearing jeans and a light blue blouse with an orange canvas tote bag from the town's largest university over her shoulder. "Hello, Lewis," she said, crouching to hug the boy. She sat back on her heels and looked him in the eye, asking, "Are you supposed to open the door?"

Contrite, Lewis shook his head and glanced at the floor. "Might be bad people." Eyes wide, he peered at Lucy, then gazed up at Christian, biting his lip indecisively. "But maybe it was Mommy." He blinked, tears starting.

The pain Christian kept locked in his heart exploded, shredding his composure like a knife through wet tissue paper. Failing to contain his own tears, he crouched down and spoke gently, holding Lewis' hands. "We've talked about this. Mommy isn't coming back." Instances like this, where he had to repeat the words, emphasized the rawness of their loss. He kissed Lewis's forehead then hugged him while the boy sniffled, tears running down both their cheeks. After a few minutes Christian wiped both their faces with the hem of his shirt before kissing the boy's forehead again. "I have to go. I love you." This was why Christian paid extra for Lucy to pick Lewis up from preschool; the fewer transitions away from each other the happier Lewis and Christian both were.

"Love you too." Lewis knuckled his eyes and Christian stood, his own eyes crushed closed, resignation weighing him down, all the while keeping one hand on Lewis' head as the boy hugged his legs. Both their faces were wet.

After waiting a little longer Lucy came over and bent down in front of them
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