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      Cocky hockey star, Andrew Lockhart and disciplined Marine cadet, Wyatt Garrison are total opposites—forced to collaborate on a new leadership training initiative.

      Andrew is bold, confident, and wears his sexuality like a badge of honor. Wyatt is controlled, private, and keeps his emotions locked down tight. Their attraction is instant, their tension unbearable. So they fight it. Until one heated moment shatters their restraint.

      What starts as frustration explodes into something raw and undeniable. Wyatt teaches Andrew the power of control. Andrew shows Wyatt that letting go doesn’t mean losing himself. Together, they burn hot—until jealousy and ambition rip them apart.

      Two years later, Andrew’s at the top of his game—but spiraling off the ice. Wyatt’s thriving in his military career—but still haunted by the one man he let go. When fate throws them back together, old sparks ignite into something even more dangerous.

      This time, there’s no fighting it. No running. No pretending they don’t want this.

      An enemies-to-lovers, opposites-attract, second-chance romance  filled with passion, rivalry, and the kind of love that demands a rematch.  [image: fire][image: fire] [image: fire]
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      Andrew

      

      My skates slice through the ice with precision, sending a spray of frost into the air with each sharp turn. The Riverside University arena is alive with the sound of cheers, the scent of chilled metal and sweat mingling in the cold, vibrant atmosphere.

      I love this feeling, the energy I get from the crowd as it pulses and radiates all around me. It fuels my confidence and I take it all in, the roar of the cheering fans renewing my determination and focus.

      I weave through my opponents, and my teammates follow, trusting in my lead. A quick feint, a deceptive pass, and the puck finds the back of the net. The crowd erupts around the rink, banners of blue and white waving vigorously. I raise my stick in triumph, basking in the roar of the cheering crowd, while my teammates slap me on the back, sharing in the glory. My lips curl into a cocky grin, as I savor this moment, my team’s latest victory. This high I get every time I’m on the ice, it’s addictive, and I’ve been chasing it ever since I was a little boy in my junior hockey league. I know I’m poised to go pro and I’m sure it will only get better, but right now, there’s no greater feeling than this—college life, my teammates beside me, and dominating the ice…

      The postgame victory high carries me through the crowded hallways leading from the locker room to the main concourse. The air is thick with victory, and fuck if I don't love being the center of it all. Fans press against the barricades, reaching out for high-fives, screaming my name. I take my time, savoring each moment, throwing winks at all the cuties—male and female alike—flashing my trademark grin.

      The crowd parts slightly, and that's when I spot Lucas across the concourse, standing with Eric Nielsen, of all people. Lucas catches my eye and gives me a friendly wave and a congratulatory thumbs up. I smirk and shoot him a deliberate wink, enjoying the way Eric's jaw visibly clenches.

      The quarterback's territorial glare is fucking hilarious. Like I'm any threat to whatever the hell those two have going on.

      "Killer goal tonight, Seventeen!" one of my teammates shouts as I enter the locker room, effectively dragging my attention away from Lucas and Eric.

      I turn to find Keller, my hot headed best friend who is also our star enforcer, walking toward me from the shower area, a towel wrapped around his waist. He's not my type, not to mention he's straight, but I'll be the first to admit he's a good-looking dude. His broad shoulders ripple with every stride, water sluicing down the impressive set of abs he never shuts up about.

      "Thanks, man. You weren't so bad yourself," I reply, reaching for my bag. "You hitting Murphy's with everyone?"

      "Fuck yeah. You coming? Heard half the cheerleading squad's planning to show." He waggles his eyebrows suggestively.

      I laugh, running a hand through my damp hair. "Might make an appearance. Got some shit to sort first."

      After toweling off, I check my phone. There's a text from my sister congratulating me, one from my mom saying the same, and an email notification from Coach, which I've been expecting since we talked yesterday after practice.

      After shooting back quick replies to my family, I open the email from Coach Gray and click on the attachment. The coaching credential program—the next step for many looking beyond their athletic prime. I'm not there yet, but I would be a fool to not consider my future after the pros by passing up this opportunity.

      The university's athletic department is implementing a new training program combining military discipline with sports psychology, and Coach recommended me to be part of the first cohort. The other participants and I would help shape and design the program for future groups.

      Riverside University has dominated its conference and won more national championships than any other sports program in the country, because our athletic department leans heavily on sports psychology when it comes to coaching and mentoring athletes.

      As Coach explained, this new program would take Riverside's philosophy to the next level. If it proves successful, the administration hopes Riverside could solidify itself as the premier institution for training not only athletes and coaches, but industry leaders worldwide.

      But again, that's only if it’s a success with this first cohort, by demonstrating improved performance across several metrics.

      I'd initially been hesitant when Coach approached me about the program. It’s a lot of pressure when I already have enough on my plate. Although the program would run over the summer during my off-season, this upcoming year is my senior year, and last year of eligibility. I could definitely use the summer break to shore up some of the holes in my game.

      But he reminded me that if I want my coach's certification, this is the straightest path to earning it.

      My phone buzzes again with a text from Keller, telling me to hurry my ass up and get down to Murphy's so we can all celebrate. I stand up from the locker room bench, feeling a renewed sense of purpose and determination.

      I unlock my phone to email Coach back, letting him know I've made my decision. I'll do the program. Not because I'm ready to leave the ice behind—no, I'm still very much at the top of my game, with a pro future fixed in my sights. But I know the essence of the game is about more than just scoring goals and racking up victories.

      Sometimes it's about making a statement and leaving a legacy for others to follow. I shoulder my duffle bag with all my gear, with the same ease I carry my identity—an elite-level player in the hyper-masculine world of hockey, who is also openly gay.

      Growing up, I never had any role models on the ice. So I decided long ago if I ever had the opportunity, I would change that.

      This program could be that opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      I stride into the orientation room, my gait exuding the same confidence I showcase on the ice. The murmur of conversation among the inaugural cohort of participants buzzes through the air, mingling with the scent of pine that drifts in from the open windows.

      As I scan the room, my gaze lands on a figure standing apart from the rest. The man leans against the wall, arms crossed, his posture rigid and unyielding as the peaks that tower over our quaint little university town. His military haircut and the sharp angles of his jawline set him apart from the typical athletic build present in the room.

      Our eyes meet, and immediately an electric current shoots right through me.

      Fuck. What the hell was that?

      There is no denying my immediate physical attraction—a visceral pull toward the stranger who stares back with an intensity that matches my own. This man is undeniably handsome, with a presence that, even in stillness, seems to command attention.

      "Everyone, take your seats, please," one of the program assistants calls out, breaking our silent exchange. I shake off the unexpected reaction and choose a chair near the front, deliberately positioning myself to keep the intriguing man within sight.

      As the program assistant outlines the course requirements and expectations, I can't help but throw covert glances toward Wyatt—his name gleaned from the nametag pinned to his crisp white shirt. I notice the way his brow furrows at certain points, a sign of a mind that questions, perhaps even challenges, authority. It is a trait I respect, but it’s also a surprising observation that intrigues me, because if I’m correct, and I’m sure I am, then Wyatt is definitely military, where challenging authority is far from the norm.

      When it comes time for introductions, Wyatt speaks with a clear, authoritative voice that carries across the room. "Wyatt Garrison—senior in the NROTC program and will commission as a Second Lieutenant in the Marine Corps at the end of the summer. I’m here to translate my skills of leadership and military discipline." His words are succinct, leaving no room for doubt about his purpose or expertise.

      My turn comes, and I stand up, feeling the weight of expectation. "Andrew Lockhart," I begin, my voice steady and sure, "starting center of the Riverside Ravens, looking to bring my experience on the ice and what I’ve learned about mental discipline and focus to the program."

      A few heads nod in acknowledgement, recognizing me from my exploits in the arena, but my eyes seek out Wyatt, who regards me with a cool, appraising look that’s unreadable.

      The orientation wraps up with the dispersal of syllabi and schedules, and as the crowd thins, I find myself face-to-face with Wyatt. We stand there for a moment, the air charged between us.

      "Marine, huh? That's commendable," I say, extending my hand.

      Wyatt takes it, his grip firm. "And tearing up the ice is impressive too," he replies, his tone neutral yet edged with something I can't quite place.

      "Looks like we're both here to win," I quip, trying to ease the tension.

      "Winning isn't everything," Wyatt counters, his voice low, "it's the only thing."

      Our handshake breaks, and I can't tell if we've just made a connection or started a rivalry. But one thing is clear: this program will be anything but dull with Wyatt Garrison around.
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      Wyatt

      

      I’m just finishing my third mile when the first signs of dawn appear along the horizon. Even though it’s early summer, my steady breaths crystallize in the crisp morning air.

      Campus is silent at 0545—exactly as I prefer it. My running shoes strike the track with metronomic precision, each footfall landing exactly where I intend it. Four generations of Garrison men have risen before the sun to prepare their bodies for service, and I'm no exception.

      I check my watch—a practical Garmin, not the flashy timepieces other seniors sport—and note my pace with satisfaction. Slightly ahead of yesterday. Progress is measured in seconds, in small increments of discipline applied consistently. The track stretches empty before me, the university's buildings still dark silhouettes against the lightening sky. This solitude is my sanctuary, where I can push my body without the distraction of others' limitations or conversation.

      The cold air burns my lungs as I increase my pace for the final lap. Pain is temporary, failure is forever—my father's words echo in my mind as they have since childhood. My father had many sayings as I was growing up, all of them drilled into my memory.

      "A Garrison rises before the sun and earns his place every single day." Another family motto—for four generations now. Great-grandfather in World War II, grandfather in Vietnam, father in Desert Storm, and now me—the next link in a chain of duty and service to our country. The weight of their commendation medals hangs invisibly around my neck, a constant reminder of the standard I'm expected to uphold. Not that I need reminding—this life is literally woven into the fabric of my DNA.

      After completing my run, I drop immediately into push-ups, then mountain climbers, then burpees—a circuit I've refined over four years at Riverside. My t-shirt, standard Navy issue gray, darkens with sweat despite the chill of the early morning.

      By the time I finish my circuit, the campus is beginning to stir—distant figures moving between buildings, the occasional car pulling into the faculty lot. I take a long pull from my water bottle and begin my cooldown stretches, methodically working through each muscle group.

      The leadership program looms in my thoughts as I extend my leg into a hamstring stretch.

      For me, it’s another box to check, another line on a resume that's being crafted with surgical precision. Another credential and something to point to when the promotion board reviews my file years from now.

      My father sees it differently.

      "This program will set the foundation for your entire career, Wyatt," he'd said during one of our bi-weekly calls, his voice carrying that unmistakable tone of expectation. "The connections you make, the impression you leave—this is how you build a reputation that carries weight."

      What he doesn’t say, because I already know, is that the program leader and the person who designed the program’s training philosophy, is none other than Dr. Lenora Vaughn-Chen (although, everyone pretty much calls her Dr. VC for short)—renowned sports psychologist and retired Lt. Col from the Marine Corps. She’s also one of my father’s beloved protégés, having served under his command for almost half of her career.

      I’ve known Dr. VC for pretty much my entire life. The immense level of respect and admiration I have for her is unquestionable. As an African American woman, to achieve what she has in the Marines and then as a scholar, takes grit and fortitude, and could not have been easy. I have a girl crush, and I’m not even into girls like that. She’s brilliant, beautiful, and an absolute ball buster. At the same time, she’s empathetic, and approachable, and is truly passionate about her work, and transforming people’s lives. In a word, she cares. Besides my mom, she’s always been one of my biggest cheerleaders, and has supported me not only as a future military officer, but also my development as a person. I credit her with helping me navigate the whole process of coming out to my family—especially to my father.

      We all had our moments, but we got through it stronger and closer as a family largely due to Dr. VC. So even though this program is just another rung among many on my promotion ladder, I’m taking it very seriously, because I know I can’t fuck this up, which wouldn’t even be a thought in my mind, let alone an issue, if not for Andrew.

      Instantly a scowl darkens my face at the thought of the star hockey player. He’s fucking cocky, arrogant, and a constant thorn in my side. When we signed up for the program, Andrew and I were both told that because of our existing leadership roles—he’s the Raven’s hockey team captain and I’m the battalion commander of my NROTC unit—that we would function as like junior program leaders—whatever that means exactly.

      While I can tell he’s taking the program seriously, his approach is completely at odds with mine.

      Had Andrew not been taking the program seriously—that would actually be easier to deal with. I could dismiss him outright, write him off as some dumb hockey jock coasting on his sports talent and charm, a guy who breezes through life because the world hands things to men like him. But that’s not his problem at all.

      It’s that he does it while cracking jokes, flashing his signature dimpled grin, and with a casual ease that makes me want to grab him by the collar and shake him. And that pisses me off more than if he didn’t give a shit.

      I see it in the way he carries himself—he’s too cavalier, too blasé, too damn nonchalant when we’re supposed to be setting an example of discipline and leadership. He’s always leaning back in his chair, stretching like he’s got all the time in the world, goading me with his stupid smirk that makes me want to wipe it off his face with a ten-mile ruck run. And yet, somehow, he always gets away with it. Because when it actually matters, when Dr. VC or one of the facilitators throw a question his way or when he’s leading an exercise, he snaps to attention just enough to prove that he’s been absorbing everything this entire time, that he’s sharp, that he knows his shit.

      That’s what gets under my skin the most. He can afford to be casual. He’s good enough—smart enough, talented enough, charismatic enough—that he doesn’t have to put in the extra effort to command respect. People give it to him without him having to say or do a thing, because he was just born with that something that makes him a natural leader. People watch him. They listen when he talks, laugh at his jokes, follow his lead even when he isn’t trying. He makes it all look so easy. When it shouldn’t be.

      It’s about setting an example—not just when it matters but every second of the day. That’s why I’m always at attention, even if I’m just sitting in my chair. Why my uniform is always perfect, my every movement exacting and precise, my words measured and deliberate.

      Andrew is just way too carefree, about everything, except for hockey maybe, but I’ve seen him skate, and even then, with a tied up championship game on the line and only minutes left to go, he’s calm and easygoing, completely relaxed. His entire approach to life works for him, and it yields results. It’s enviable. And there it is right there—the quiet part I don’t want to say out loud.

      I envy him.

      I want to hate him because it’s all so easy for him. I tell myself I do. But that’s a lie. The truth is I don’t just envy him, I admire him, even as I wonder what it would be like—to be that effortless. To move through life with such an inner surety, and without having to second-guess every single step.

      The alarm on my watch goes off, reminding me it’s time to head home, shower and change. Normally, I would be heading to the leadership training program after I was done, but we have been given the day off from instruction to complete a series of activities. While the other participants have individual work, Andrew and I are paired up to work on our assignment.

      It takes effort, but I mentally have to force myself not to scowl again. I need to work on my attitude. Andrew is who he is, and I am who I am, and while I may not like the dude, it doesn’t matter.

      We have a job to do, and we’ll have to work together in order to get it done.
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        * * *

      

      My phone vibrates in my pocket as I stride across the quad toward the student union. One glance at the screen confirms what I already know—it’s my father, Lt. General Thorne Garrison.

      It's our bi-weekly check-in, right on schedule. He's nothing if not punctual.

      I know my father loves me and that his interest is genuine. For him, this is his way of staying connected and showing he cares. But unknowingly, oftentimes his questions always carry the weight of expectation. And even now, though hundreds of miles separate us, I find myself unconsciously straightening my posture

      "Sir," I answer, automatically.

      "Wyatt," my father's voice comes through, crisp and commanding as always.

      "How was your five-mile this morning?"

      "Three miles, sir. Wednesday is strength focus, with a shorter run."

      "Right, right," he says, though I'm certain he remembers my schedule perfectly. Testing me, as always. "And the leadership program? You're ahead of the curve, I assume?"

      "Yes, sir," I say, adjusting my messenger bag across my chest. "The program's going well. Although, we’re not in class today or tomorrow. Dr. VC has Lockhart and I working on an experiential learning assignment these next couple of days. Our report is due Friday."

      "Lockhart... the hockey player, right?" There's a subtle shift in his tone. "Lenora speaks highly of him. Says he has natural charisma—a natural born leader,” my father continues. "Different style than ours, but effective in certain contexts. You'd do well to observe his techniques.”

      Something tightens in my chest. Of course Dr. VC speaks highly of Andrew. Everyone does.

      "I'll keep that in mind," I manage to get out through clenched teeth.

      "Remember, son, this isn't just about completing an assignment. Everything is a networking opportunity. Every interaction builds your reputation. You⁠—"

      "—earn your place every single day," I finish automatically. "Yes, sir. I remember."

      I scan the union for an empty table, preferably somewhere quiet where Andrew and I can work without distraction.

      The call with my father wasn't scheduled to coincide with this meeting, but as usual, I've arrived fifteen minutes early.

      I spot Andrew, lounging at a table nestled in a quiet corner that’s boxed in by three large couches, and he’s already nursing what's undoubtedly his second or third coffee of the morning.

      He's wearing a Riverside Hockey hoodie, paired with gray sweats, and that perpetually relaxed expression that makes it look like he rolled out of bed looking perfect. His thick, chestnut brown hair falls in artfully tousled waves to his collarbone. It looks perfect, and I’m sure he probably spent all of thirty seconds on it compared to my military-precise grooming routine that took me much longer. He’s talking animatedly to a barista who's leaning over his table, laughing at whatever he's saying.

      "Sir, I need to go. Lockhart just arrived," I say, though technically I'm the one arriving to where he already is—but my father definitely doesn’t need to know that.

      "Understood. Call on Sunday, usual time," my father replies. "And Wyatt? Remember what I said about Lockhart."

      "Yes, sir. I will." I end the call and take a deep breath before approaching Andrew's table.

      The barista notices me first and straightens up, her eyes flickering with interest as they roam over me appreciatively. At 6’5 and 235 pounds of muscle, I’ve been told many times that I look like that guy who plays Reacher on TV, except with darker hair—so I’m used to these types of looks, from both men and women. I give her a nod and a curt ‘morning’, but despite my rigid posture, her smile widens as she inches closer.

      I worry that it’s going to be one of those mornings, and I’m going to have to let her down gently, but firmly, until Andrew turns his head, his lazy grin widening when he finally sees me, leaving the interested barista with no other option but to walk back to the counter.

      "Garrison! Right on time—” He checks his phone. “Nope, actually, early as usual. By fifteen minutes, exactly. How the hell do you do that? Show up fifteen minutes early on the dot, every single time."

      I blink, taken aback by his verbal onslaught. I’m still at a loss on how to respond, when he motions at the couch on the other side of the table, and I take a seat across from him.

      "I got you coffee.” With a quick tip of his chin, he gestures to the cup on the table between us.

      That’s when I notice a second cup sitting there, still steaming. Picking it up, I remove the lid and take a small sip.

      Black, no sugar—exactly how I take it.

      "You... got me coffee.”

      "Figured you'd need it after your morning regimen," Andrew says with a casual shrug, like it's nothing.

      "You know, I've seen you out there, circling the track and then hitting circuits right after. I thought my routine was brutal but you’re a fucking machine. It's intense, man."

      The fact that he's noticed my daily routine catches me off guard. I'm not used to being observed. I'm used to being the one who notices details. What’s even more surprising is that he knows exactly how I take my coffee, but I know we’ve never grabbed coffee together. Trust me, I would remember that.

      "Thanks,” I say finally, before adding. “How do you know how I like my coffee?" I ask, unable to keep the suspicion from my voice.

      Andrew's dimples deepen as his smile widens. "I pay attention, Garrison. That's what good leaders do, right?" He winks, and I feel a flush of heat creep up my neck that has nothing to do with the coffee.

      I feel myself harden, and for the second time in less than five minutes, I’m completely caught off guard.

      Yes, from the moment I met Andrew I found him attractive—infuriatingly obnoxious, but definitely hot.

      But the suddenness and intensity of my arousal shocks me, and I scramble to pull out my laptop and put it over my lap before he notices.

      Fucking, Andrew.

      I knew when we met, from the moment he shook my hand and his warm amber eyes stared into mine, that he was going to be trouble.

      I try to focus on pulling up my notes on my laptop, but my eyes keep drifting back to Andrew across the table. He leans back casually, one arm slung over the couch, his long legs stretched out. My eyes travel over his athletic frame, lingering on the way the material of his hoodie strains against the broadness of his chest.

      When he stretches his muscular arms overhead. His hoodie rides up, revealing a glimpse of his chiseled abs. My gaze traces the trail of dark auburn hair disappearing into the waistband of his sweatpants. I can't help but imagine what he looks like underneath...

      I’m trying to rein in that errant thought when he shifts slightly, the soft fabric pulling taut against his crotch and I catch the unmistakable thick outline of his cock.

      My dick throbs harder in response, straining uncomfortably against my pants, and I drag in a deep, uneven breath, drawing upon many years of rigid discipline to get my dick and libido back under control.

      Andrew runs a hand through his chestnut hair, tousling it further. A few strands fall across his forehead and I have the sudden urge to reach out and brush them back. I imagine how soft his hair would feel between my fingers, how his skin would be warm to the touch...

      I drag my gaze back to his face and find him watching me, a probing glint in his eyes, along with the hint of a smile playing at the corners of his full lips.

      He’s searching for something—in my eyes, on my face. I don’t know, but what I do know is that whatever he is looking for, he finds it, when I see his smile widen, and his eyes ignite and darken with lust.

      I clear my throat, forcing my attention back to the notes on my computer.

      “Shall we get started?”

      He nods, leaning forward.

      “Yeah. I have some ideas.”

      I gesture for him to continue, but I’m only halfway listening, because while I’ve noticed Andrew’s smile never leaves his face, I also note that every time our gazes meet, there is what I can only describe as a predatory gleam in his eyes, causing my gut to twist and tighten into knots.

      Fuck.

      This is going to be a long ass day.
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      Andrew

      

      I shift in my seat for the hundredth time, trying to adjust my sweats without being obvious about it. My dick has been half-hard for the past hour, and the soft plush couches we’re sitting on in the union aren’t helping either. Instead of focusing on this assignment, all I can think of is bending Wyatt over one of these couches and sinking my dick into his hot, tight ass.

      Across the table, Wyatt's eyes remain fixed on his laptop, military-straight posture unchanged since we sat down three hours ago. But I caught it earlier—that flicker when our hands brushed reaching for a pen on the table. That wasn't nothing. I've played enough games to recognize when someone's checking the scoreboard.

      The late afternoon sun slants through the high windows of the student union, painting golden rectangles across our cluttered table. Most of the lunch crowd has cleared out, leaving islands of studious groups hunched over textbooks or the occasional lone student passed out face-down beside a cooling coffee. Wyatt and I have completely overtaken our little corner, we’re surrounded by a fortress of leadership theory books, printed articles, and our laptops. His side is organized and precise—pens aligned, notes in perfect stacks. My side looks like a penalty box after a particularly vicious game—papers everywhere, pens scattered, sticky notes cluttering the table’s surface, and coffee cups forming a defensive line.

      Wyatt frowns at his screen, the blue light catching the sharp angles of his face. His jaw clenches slightly as he reads, a muscle twitching beneath the clean-shaven skin. I should be working on this leadership profile thing, but instead, I'm cataloging the exact shade of his eyes (hazel with flecks of gold when the light hits them), the precise width of his shoulders (broad enough that his ROTC t-shirt stretches just right across his chest), and the way his forearms flex when he types (enough to make my mouth go dry).

      "Are you making progress?" His voice startles me, deep and measured.

      My dick throbs in response, and I shift again on the couch. "Yeah, absolutely. Tons." I'm lying through my teeth. I've written maybe two coherent paragraphs in the last hour while mentally undressing him.

      He raises an eyebrow, skepticism radiating off him like heat from ice after a hard skate. "Your screen's been on the same page for twenty minutes."

      Shit. Busted. "I'm, uh, thinking. Processing." I tap my temple. "Lots happening up here."

      "Right." He doesn't believe me for a second, but turns back to his work.

      I force myself to stare at my screen, but my mind replays the morning's interactions on an endless loop.

      The way he showed up to our meeting spot precisely fifteen minutes early—and not a minute earlier, or later. His crisp nod of acknowledgment. The flash of something—surprise? appreciation?—when he saw I was already there, and waiting with coffee for us both. The careful way he took the cup, ensuring our fingers didn't touch. Too careful. Like someone trying very hard not to reveal something.

      It's the little things that give people away. As team captain, I've learned to read my teammates—who's hiding an injury, who's fighting with their girlfriend, who stayed out too late the night before.

      Wyatt's tells are subtle but they're there: the extra inches of space he maintains between us when we walk, the way his eyes sometimes linger a half-second too long before darting away, how he stiffens almost imperceptibly when I stretch and my shirt rides up.

      My working theory? Captain America over here is into guys—specifically, this guy—and is fighting it hard.

      I roll my neck, feeling the satisfying pop of tension releasing. Wyatt glances up at the sound, then quickly back down. But not before I catch the way his eyes track the movement of my throat.

      Score one for my theory.

      "We should probably nail down our approach to this profile," I say, tapping my pen against my notebook. "Dr. VC wants something cohesive."

      Wyatt nods. "I've compiled relevant leadership attributes from both athletic and military frameworks." He turns his laptop toward me. "These are the areas of overlap."

      I lean forward, deliberately crowding into his space. Our foreheads nearly touch as I squint at his screen. He doesn't pull away, but I can feel the tension radiating from him—the careful control of his breathing, the slight rigidity in his posture.

      "This is good," I say, staying close. "Very thorough."

      His scent hits me—clean laundry, faint minty toothpaste, and something else distinctly him. Not cologne, just all man. My dick responds immediately, and I'm grateful for my current position, that I’m crouching forward, so I’m hiding my growing problem.

      "Thanks." His voice has a slight roughness to it that wasn't there before. He clears his throat. "I thought we could each contribute sections based on our areas of expertise."

      "Divide and conquer, huh?" I pull back reluctantly, giving him his space. "Classic military strategy."

      "It's efficient," he says, but there's a ghost of a smile on his lips.

      That smile does things to me. Dangerous things. Makes me want to discover what else could make those serious lips curve upward. Makes me wonder what they'd taste like pressed against mine.

      I run a hand through my hair, trying to redirect my brain. "So I'll take team cohesion and motivation, you take discipline and strategic planning?"

      "Acceptable." He nods once, decisively.  "We'll need to ensure our sections align philosophically."

      "We can align whatever you want," I say before I can stop myself, a hint of flirtation creeping into my voice.

      His eyes snap to mine. For a moment, we're locked in a staring contest, the air between us electric. Then he blinks, breaking the spell, and returns to his rigid posture. "We should establish a common vocabulary."

      But I saw it—that flicker of heat, quickly banked but unmistakably there. My cock is now fully hard, and I keep my laptop firmly on my lap, so that I don’t completely embarrass myself.

      For the next hour, I actually try to work, though my mind keeps wandering to the man across from me. I steal glances when I think he's not looking, studying the concentrated furrow between his brows, the way he occasionally rubs the back of his neck when thinking deeply, the precise movements of his fingers on the keyboard, and how he reads with his lips slightly parted.

      If I spent more time on the assignment than on compiling a visual dossier on Wyatt Garrison we’d be long done.

      I'm not typically this obsessive. I'm a play-it-cool kind of guy, the one who doesn't sweat the small stuff. But something about Wyatt's rigid control makes me want to be the one who breaks it. To see what's underneath all that disciplined exterior.

      "You want something from the café?" I ask, needing to move before I do something stupid like reach across the table and mess up his neatly combed hair just to see his reaction.

      "I'm fine, thank you," he says, not looking up from his notes.

      "I'm getting coffee. You sure?"

      He hesitates, then relents. "Black coffee would be acceptable. Thanks."

      "Coming right up." I stand, relieved to be able to adjust myself without his eyes on me. "Don't have too much fun without me."

      As I walk away, I feel his eyes on my back—or lower. I put a little extra swagger in my step, just in case.

      The café line gives me a chance to cool down, both mentally and physically. What the hell am I doing? This is supposed to be an academic partnership, not whatever tension-filled dance we're doing right now. But I can't help it. The challenge of cracking Wyatt's perfect exterior is too tempting to resist.

      By the time I return with our coffees, I've made a decision. If I'm going to test my theory about Wyatt, I need to be more direct. Not blatant enough to cause problems if I'm wrong, but enough to get a clear reaction.

      "One black coffee for the lieutenant," I say, setting it down beside his notebook—intentionally closer than necessary, my fingers brushing his forearm.

      "Thank you." He looks up, and for a moment, I catch something unguarded in his expression—a softness that vanishes so quickly I might have imagined it.

      I don't go back to my side of the table. Instead, I stand next to him, looking over his shoulder at his written notes. "Mind if I see what you've got now?"

      He tenses but doesn't object as I lean in, my chest nearly touching his shoulder. His handwriting is as disciplined as the rest of him—neat block letters marching across the page in perfect rows.

      "You've got good insights here," I say, genuinely impressed by his analysis of leadership structures. My breath disturbs the short hairs at the nape of his neck, and I watch goosebumps rise on his skin.

      "Personal space, Lockhart," he says, but there's no real force behind it.

      I grin, backing off a few inches but not returning to my seat. "Sorry. Hockey player. We're used to being in each other's pockets."

      "Military operates differently."

      "I bet you guys get pretty close in those barracks," I say, pushing a little.

      His shoulders stiffen. "That's not—" He stops and clears his throat. "We should focus on the assignment."

      I circle back to my seat on the couch, feeling like I've confirmed something important. His reaction wasn't disgust or confusion—it was avoidance. The kind that comes from hitting too close to home.

      The student union begins to empty as dinnertime approaches. The golden afternoon light has faded to the blue-gray of early evening, and they've turned on the overhead lights, casting everything in a slightly softer glow.

      "We should establish our thesis statement," Wyatt says, breaking a twenty-minute silence.

      "What did you have in mind?" I ask, clicking my pen repeatedly until he gives me a look that could freeze water.

      "Leadership requires a balance of authority and empathy," he suggests. "Structure with flexibility."

      I lean back in my chair, stretching my arms overhead, knowing my shirt rides up to show a strip of skin above the waistband of my sweats. Wyatt's eyes flick down for a microsecond before returning resolutely to my face. I bite back a small grin of triumph. Score.

      "Not bad," I say. "But maybe we should focus on how leadership adapts to different contexts. What works on the ice might not work in combat, and vice versa."

      "Adaptability," he nods slowly. "That could work."

      Our eyes meet, and for once, neither of us looks away immediately. Something passes between us—recognition, maybe. Understanding. For a brief moment, I see past the rigid exterior to the person underneath—someone as complex and contradictory as anyone else.

      "You're not exactly what I expected, Garrison," I say, the words coming out before I can censor them.

      His head tilts slightly. "What did you expect?"

      "I don't know." I shrug. "Some boring military robot who'd lecture me about discipline and regulations."

      "And what am I instead?" His voice has dropped lower, almost intimate in the quiet space.

      The question hangs between us, loaded with possibilities. My dick pulses to life, and I’m amazed at just how quickly it awakens without Wyatt even trying.

      "Still figuring that out," I say, holding his gaze. "But definitely not boring."

      A faint color touches his cheeks, there and gone so quickly I almost miss it. He breaks eye contact first, reaching for his coffee cup that's been empty for at least thirty minutes.

      "We should create an outline," he says, voice back to its professional cadence.

      And just like that, the moment passes, but something has shifted. I've confirmed what I suspected—there's definitely something simmering beneath Wyatt's perfectly controlled surface. And I want to be the one who brings it to a boil.

      Late afternoon soon fades into evening. We make some actual progress on the assignment, though not nearly as much as we should have given the hours we've put in. Every accidental touch—fingers brushing when passing papers, legs bumping under the table—sends electric currents through me. Each time, Wyatt withdraws slightly, but not before I catch that flash of something in his eyes.

      My dick has given up on ever being comfortable again, perpetually half-hard and responsive to every little thing—the way Wyatt runs his tongue over his lower lip after taking a sip of whatever he’s drinking, the flex of his forearms when he reaches for a book, the deep timbre of his voice when he's explaining a concept he's passionate about.

      By the time we pack up, the student union is nearly empty. Outside the windows, campus lamps have flickered on, casting pools of light across the darkened walkways.

      "Same time tomorrow?" I ask as we gather our things.

      Wyatt hesitates, and for a moment I think he might say no. Then he nods. "0900 hours."

      "Nine o'clock, got it." I grin at him. "I'll grab coffee again."

      "That would be... appreciated." There's that ghost of a smile again, gone almost before it appears.

      We walk out together, an arm's length apart. The night air is cool against my face after hours in the stuffy building. Our paths will diverge soon—me toward the athletic housing complex, him toward the ROTC apartments.

      "Good work today," he says formally as we reach the fork in the path.

      "Yeah, cause we're the dream team," I say with a crooked grin, and then quickly stuff my hands in my pockets to keep from doing something stupid like reaching out to touch him. "See you tomorrow, Lieutenant."

      He gives me a nod, then turns and walks away, posture perfect even after hours hunched over books. I watch him go, admiring the way his ROTC t-shirt stretches across his shoulders, the disciplined rhythm of his stride—and the way his sweatpants cling to the muscular curve of his ass, each step highlighting the power in his build, and emphasizing the disciplined rhythm of his stride.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket—probably one of my teammates wondering where I've been all day. But I don't check it immediately. Instead, I stand there a moment longer, watching Wyatt's retreating figure until he disappears into the darkness beyond the lamp-lit path.

      I'm fucked. Not literally—though I wouldn't mind if that changed. But I'm definitely in trouble. Because what started as idle curiosity has crystallized into something more intense. I don't just want to crack Wyatt's perfect exterior anymore.

      I want all of him—the discipline and the chaos underneath, the soldier and the man. And when I want something, I’m relentless in my pursuit until I get it.

      Tomorrow, I decide. Tomorrow I'll push a little harder, test the boundaries a little more. See just how far I can go before that famous military control snaps.

      I adjust myself one final time and head toward home, mind already planning tomorrow's strategy with more care than I've ever put into any hockey play.
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