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The air in the university lecture room had that sterile chill unique to early mornings. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead. The whiteboard still had the ghost of yesterday’s notes smudged across it. Jake sat near the back, legs sprawled beneath the table, earbuds in, not listening to music, just using them as a shield. His jaw was tight; eyes fixed on the door like it had personally wronged him.

Then it opened.

Hartley walked in. The low murmur of voices seemed to hush for just a beat, or maybe Jake imagined it, but he felt it like a ripple in his spine. Hartley’s gym bag slung across his shoulder, dark hair still damp from morning practice, wearing that fitted compression shirt that left nothing to guesswork. His eyes scanned the room. They landed on Jake for a split-second, unreadable, and then looked away as if Jake were just any other guy.

Which he wasn’t. Not even close.

Professor Brant stepped in moments later, shuffling papers and calling for attention. “Let’s pair off for the semester projects. I’ll be assigning partners randomly. You’ll be working together on your final presentation, biomechanics and grappling technique. It’s intensive, so you’ll need regular meetups.”

Jake tensed.

Brant started reading off names. Then: “Hartley Reyes and Jake Carr.”

Silence inside Jake’s skull. He blinked slowly. His heart gave one hard thud, then another. He looked at Hartley again.

Hartley was already watching him.

Their eyes locked. Not long. Just a few seconds. But something thick passed between them, like the memory of heat, of breath, of the way Hartley had once whispered his name not in anger but in something closer to desperation.

Jake didn’t smirk. Didn’t roll his eyes or shoot some cocky comeback like he would’ve before. Instead, he dropped his eyes to his notebook and simply nodded once.

Hartley made his way over, sat a chair away. He didn’t say anything.

Neither of them did.

After class, they walked side by side through the quad. Wind pulled at the trees, dead leaves skittering past their feet. A low tension seemed to hang between them like fog.

“We should pick a time to meet,” Hartley said without looking at him.

Jake exhaled a dry laugh. “Yeah. Figure out how to throw people without killing them.”

Hartley’s lips twitched like he might smile. But he didn’t. “Tomorrow evening? After practice?”

Jake nodded. “Sure.”

Their hands brushed but both of them stilled, then immediately moved farther apart. Like magnets flipped the wrong way. 

***
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The gym reeked of sweat and liniment, and the low thud of bodies hitting mats echoed against the walls. Coaches shouted instructions over grunts and squeaking shoes. The team had been split into pairs. Of course, Jake and Hartley were put together. Again.

Coach probably thought they brought the best out of each other.

Jake was on his knees, bouncing lightly, hands up, waiting. Hartley mirrored him across the mat, eyes narrow, jaw flexed. They circled.

Jake lunged.

Hartley dodged, countered, grabbed Jake’s arm. Their bodies collided. The moment they touched, it was there, that sickeningly sweet jolt in Jake’s stomach. Contact. Skin against skin. Muscle against muscle. Too familiar.
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