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The gym smelled like sweat, liniment, and something older, something that clung to the walls like ghosts of bruised egos and bloodied pride. Hartley stepped inside, head held high, jaw set tight even though the conversations around him went quiet like a switch had been flipped.

He didn’t need to hear what they were saying. He already knew.

“Fucking reckless.”

“Should’ve kept it professional.”

“Lost control.”

“Embarrassing.”

The whispers echoed louder in his head than they ever could aloud.

He walked past them like they were smoke, intangible, meaningless. Like their opinions bounced off his skin. But every step dug a little deeper into his spine. He was used to being the guy people didn’t cross. Now they looked at him like he’d shown weakness. Like something in him had cracked.

And maybe it had.

Because all he could think about was him.

Jake.

Jake, who met every fight with calm fire and who never backed down, not even when Hartley had shoved him into a wall and kissed him like it was war.

That night had shattered something between them, or maybe it had revealed it. Something raw and uncontrollable, laced with fury and lust and everything they weren’t supposed to feel.

And Jake hadn’t spoken to him since.

Until today.

Hartley rounded the corner into the locker room, and there he was.

Jake stood shirtless at the sink, tap running, water sluicing over his hands like he was washing off a sin. His back muscles shifted as he turned off the tap. He didn’t look up, but he knew Hartley was there. His whole body tensed in that quiet, coiled way he always did before a fight.

The room felt smaller instantly.

“Are you gonna keep dodging me forever?” Hartley said, his voice low, gruff, deliberately casual.

Jake dried his hands on a towel without turning. “Wasn’t dodging. Just not interested in another performance.”

Hartley’s mouth twitched. “Funny. You didn’t seem so disinterested when you were moaning my name.”

Jake flung the towel onto the bench. He turned, face carved in stone, but his eyes held too many things at once: heat, shame, want, confusion.

“You don’t get it,” Jake said, stepping forward. “That night? It fucked me up.”

Hartley’s stomach twisted. Not with guilt. Not exactly. With something else. Something that burned and clenched and needed.

“Why?” he asked, softer now. “Because you liked it?”

Jake’s lips parted like he wanted to say yes, but the word was too dangerous to speak. Instead, he said: “Because I felt something.”

Hartley flinched.

Jake went on, voice edged with something bitter. “Because you make me feel fucking insane, Hartley. One second, I hate you. The next... I’m letting you do shit to me I’ve never let anyone do. And I can’t...” He swallowed hard, his voice cracking. “I can’t go through that again.”

The silence that followed was thick, loud, loaded.
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