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Breaking the Freshman







Braden Thompson stepped out of his truck and slammed the door harder than necessary, squinting against the late afternoon sun. The so-called “endurance camp” was nothing like he’d pictured. Instead of some fancy university facility, Coach had sent him coordinates to a secluded property twenty minutes outside town—a large modern cabin backed by thick woods, with a detached metal building that looked like a private gym. A single black truck was already parked out front.

He adjusted the strap of his duffel bag and smirked. Special training to guarantee a starting spot. Yeah, right. Braden knew he was good enough already. Top wide receiver in his high school division, nineteen years old, six-foot-one of lean, cut muscle, and a cocky attitude that usually got him exactly what he wanted. Coach Harlan probably just wanted to play big man and take credit when Braden lit up the field this season.

The cabin door opened before he could knock.

Coach Derek Harlan filled the doorway like he owned the oxygen around him. Mid-thirties, six-four, and built like a fucking tank—thick slabs of muscle under a tight black compression shirt, veins standing out on his forearms, and a calm, assessing stare that made Braden’s usual swagger falter for half a second.

“Braden,” Coach said, voice low and even. “You’re three minutes late.”

Braden laughed, trying to reclaim control. “Traffic, man. Not like this place is easy to find. Nice setup though. You rob a bank to afford this private playground?”

Coach’s mouth twitched into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Inside.”

The cabin was surprisingly nice—open concept, dark wood, big windows looking out into the trees. It smelled like pine and clean sweat. Coach led him through the main area and into a kitchen where a protein shake was already waiting on the counter.

“Drink that first. Then we’ll talk rules.”

Braden took the shake but didn’t sip it right away. “Rules? I thought this was extra training, not boot camp.”

Coach leaned against the counter, arms crossing over his massive chest. The motion made the fabric of his shirt strain. Braden caught himself staring at the swell of pecs and quickly looked away.

“It’s both,” Coach said. “You want to start on the college level? You need more than talent. You need discipline. Focus. Endurance. Most freshmen like you wash out because they think they’re already gods.” His eyes dragged slowly down Braden’s body, taking in the tight tank top and gym shorts. “You’re not a god yet, boy.”

The word boy landed with unexpected weight. Braden felt heat creep up his neck.

“Whatever,” he muttered, finally taking a long pull from the shake. It tasted like chocolate and something faintly salty. “I can handle anything you throw at me.”

Coach’s smile was slow and knowing. “We’ll see.”

He gave Braden the tour. The main cabin had a large living area, a kitchen stocked with supplements and meal prep, and two bedrooms—one clearly Coach’s, the other sparse with a single bed and a lock on the outside of the door. Braden raised an eyebrow at that but didn’t comment.

The real showpiece was the detached building. Inside was a full private gym: heavy racks, benches, mats, ropes, and a section that looked like it was for recovery—massage table, infrared sauna, and a large open shower area with multiple heads.
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