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Streak To The Statue (Novels Of The Sensual City)

The Ace of Spades was a cruel mistress, and tonight, she had a personal vendetta against Elijah Vance.

Elijah stared at the felt of the lopsided poker table in the basement of the Phi Sig house. His hand—a pair of Jacks—which had looked so promising three minutes ago, now looked like a death sentence.

Across from him, Mike "The Menace" Miller was grinning, his own cards face-down but his aura radiating pure, unadulterated victory. "Well?" Mike prompted, leaning back until his chair creaked ominously. "The pot is empty, Elijah. But the debt remains. You called the 'Extreme Stakes' tonight. Don't tell me you’re getting cold feet now that the heat is on."

Elijah ran a hand through his thick, brown hair, feeling the sweat at his temples. He was an athletic guy, built with the broad shoulders of a former swimmer and a torso that was currently hidden under a flannel shirt, but he felt remarkably small in this moment. The basement was thick with the smell of stale beer, cheap pizza, and the looming threat of public humiliation. "I didn't think you’d actually have the flush, Mike," Elijah muttered, his voice a mix of disbelief and budding dread.

"And yet, here we are," Mike said, flipping his cards. Five diamonds, sparkling like the devil’s jewels. "The dare, Elijah. A full lap. From the North Gate, past the library, through the Quad, and ending at the statue of the Founder. Full visibility. No clothes. Just your sneakers for safety."

Elijah looked around the table for support.

Ryan grinned an infectious smile and ran a hand through his tousled blonde hair.

Ethan green eyes glittered under his sandy brown hair. He looked at Ryan. “That's the type of bet you'd make, Ryan”

“Yeah.”

Zach laughed. “Definitely.” He spoke with the confident tone of a natural athlete.

Leo just shook his head.

“You're stalling,” Mike announced.

Elijah felt a flush creeping up his neck that had nothing to do with the cards. Why did I agree to this? he thought. Because I’m an idiot who thinks a pair of Jacks is a sign from the universe. He looked at the window, where the neon lights of the big city blurred against the Friday night sky. The campus was alive tonight. It was the first warm weekend of spring, which meant the pathways would be packed with students, townies, and tourists.

The four other guys at the table erupted in cheers and rhythmic table-thumping. "Streak! Streak! Streak!" they chanted.

"Fine," Elijah said, standing up. His heart started a slow, heavy thud against his ribs. "Fine. But if I get arrested, Mike, you’re paying my bail and writing my ethics essay."

"Deal," Mike laughed, standing up to clap him on the back. "Now let’s go. The moon is out, and it’s time for you to join it."
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The air outside was crisp but not freezing—a small mercy from the universe.

The guys stood at the shadows of the North Gate, a massive wrought-iron archway that marked the entrance to the urban campus. Tall brownstones and modern glass university buildings loomed over them, the city's ambient hum providing a low-frequency soundtrack to Elijah’s impending doom.

"Okay, Vance. Peel ‘em off," Mike commanded, holding out a gym bag for Elijah’s clothes. “You'll get them back when you come home.”

Elijah took a deep breath, the scent of blooming magnolias and city exhaust filling his lungs. He reached for the hem of his grey t-shirt and pulled it over his head. His chest was broad, covered in a dense, masculine carpet of dark hair that swirled around his pectorals and dived into a thick line down his stomach.

The guys whistled.

"Man, you really are a bear, Elijah," Leo joked. "You’re practically wearing a sweater already."

"Shut up," Elijah grumbled, though a small spark of pride flickered in his chest. He liked his body; he worked out, he stayed fit. He just hadn't planned on sharing the results with three thousand strangers tonight.

He stepped out of his sneakers briefly to shuck off his jeans. He felt the cool air hit his thighs, his legs thick and muscular, also dusted with that same dark, coarse hair. Finally, he reached for the waistband of his black boxers.

This was the point of no return.

He hesitated, his fingers hooked in the elastic. His internal monologue was screaming. This is how you get expelled. This is how you end up on a registry. This is how you become a legend. The last thought won out. With a quick, decisive motion, he stepped out of the underwear and stood completely naked in the middle of the sidewalk, save for his high-top sneakers.

He felt incredibly exposed. Every nerve ending seemed to dial up to eleven. The air felt like water against his skin, surging around his hips and through the hair on his chest.

"You look good, man! Go!" Mike hissed, pointing toward the lit-up path of the main thoroughfare.

“Go!” Ryan said and the others echoed him. “Go! Go! Go!”

Elijah didn't hesitate any longer. If he stopped to think for one more second, he’d bolt for his clothes. He took off.

The first few yards were pure adrenaline. The slap-slap-slap of his sneakers on the concrete was the only sound in his ears. As he rounded the corner of the Science Building, he hit the main strip. The lights of the streetlamps were yellow and hazy.

"Holy shit!" a voice yelled from a nearby bench.

Elijah didn't look. He kept his head up, his brown hair whipping in the wind. He crossed the plaza, and the first wave of people saw him. A group of girls in party dresses gasped, then erupted into high-pitched giggles.

"Go on, honey!" one of them shrieked, clapping her hands.

"Nice view!" a guy yelled from a balcony.

The embarrassment began to shift. He felt the wind rushing past his body, cooling the sweat of his exertion. There was something primal about it. No fabric catching on his skin, no restriction. Just his muscles coiling and uncoiling, his heavy equipment swinging rhythmically with every stride. He felt powerful. He felt visible in a way that was terrifyingly addictive.

He reached the Library, the heart of the campus. A huge glass-fronted building where hundreds of students were pulled an all-nighter. As he sprinted past the massive windows, heads began to pop up like meerkats. Someone pounded on the glass. A chorus of jeers and whistles followed him through the air.

I’m doing it, Elijah thought, a wild grin breaking across his face. I’m actually doing it.

But then, the mood changed. A sharp, rhythmic chirp echoed behind him—the sound of a multi-tone siren. "Stop! University Security! Stop right there!"

Elijah glanced over his shoulder.

A white-and-blue golf cart, topped with flashing amber lights, was weaving through the bollards behind him. Two officers were inside, looking less than amused.

"Oh, hell no," Elijah breathed.

He dug in, his athletic training kicking in. He didn't head for the open Quad; that would be a trap. Instead, he veered left, darting into the narrow alleyway between the History building and the old Chapel.

"Hey! Get back here!" the officer yelled.

Elijah was faster than a golf cart in a tight space. He leaped over a stack of move-out crates, his bare skin gleaming under the moon. He navigated a maze
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