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The bus rattles to a stop. My gut tightens like I’ve taken a punch. Fort Crenshaw looms before me—all steel gates and concrete barracks baking under the merciless July sun. I clutch my duffel bag tighter, my palms slick with sweat that has nothing to do with the heat. Eighteen years old and desperate to prove myself, to be something more than the skinny kid from Rockport who couldn't afford college. The other recruits file out around me, their faces carved with the same mix of determination and terror I feel climbing up my throat.

"Move it, maggots! This isn't a goddamn tour bus!" The voice cuts through the humid air like a blade, and my spine straightens reflexively.

We spill onto the tarmac, a jumbled mess of limbs and luggage. The voice belongs to a man hewn from granite—ramrod posture, jaw like a steel trap, eyes that could strip paint.. His uniform strains against broad shoulders, not a wrinkle daring to form against his solid frame. The name tape above his right pocket reads "COLE," the letters as sharp and unforgiving as the man himself.

"Form a line! Shoulders squared! Eyes forward!" Each command snaps like a whip, and we scramble to obey. 

I fall into formation, my movements clumsy compared to the fluid efficiency of the sergeant. My heart thuds fiercely in my chest, each beat echoing like a drumroll in the silence of the room. I glance sideways, half expecting the recruit standing beside me to turn and comment on the noise. The relentless rhythm fills my ears, drowning out the distant hum of the instructor's voice. Sgt. Cole paces before us, his boots striking the pavement with metronomic precision. His eyes—the pale blue of winter sky—assess us with clinical detachment, cataloging weaknesses like a sniper noting distances.

Those eyes stop on me.

"Name, recruit?" His voice drops to a dangerous quiet.

"Ethan Miller, sir!" My voice cracks, betraying me.

"I didn't ask for a goddamn autobiography, Private Miller." He steps closer, close enough that I can smell the mint on his breath. "And I am not a 'sir.' I work for a living. You will address me as Sergeant or Sergeant Cole. Do I make myself clear?"

"Yes, Sergeant!" I manage, my throat suddenly desert-dry.

He holds my gaze a beat longer than necessary, something unreadable flickering across his features before he moves to the next recruit. A trickle of sweat runs down my spine, leaving a cold trail despite the heat.

The next hours blur into a haze of shouted orders, processed paperwork, and the harsh fluorescent lighting of the processing center. Sgt. Cole appears with unsettling precision at each of my failings, as though he’s tracking only my mistakes through some sixth sense—boots not aligned perfectly, a form filled out incorrectly, standing at an improper parade rest.

"Miller!" His voice finds me again as we're issued our uniforms. "Your stance is an embarrassment to this uniform. Feet shoulder-width apart. Back straight. Chin up."

His hand presses against the small of my back. Heat blooms where his fingers press, radiating outward like the back-blast from a weapon. His touch is firm, professional, but lingers just a fraction too long. I correct my posture, hyper-aware of the heat radiating from his palm through the thin fabric of my t-shirt.

"Better." He says it like he's granting a rare gift, and despite myself, I feel a flush of pride.

The first day bleeds into the second. By the third, each movement feels like working with muscles with ground glass. Sgt. Cole runs us through drills that seem designed specifically to break us—endless push-ups, grueling runs in full gear, obstacle courses that leave us mud-splattered and gasping.

"Miller! Your form is garbage!" Cole appears beside me during push-up drills, his boots at eye level. "Your ass is sagging like you're inviting someone to take it."

The crude comment draws snickers from the other recruits, but they die instantly under Cole's glare. My arms tremble with exhaustion, but I force my body into proper alignment.

"Down." I lower myself, nose nearly touching the dirt. "Up." I push, muscles burning.

Suddenly, his boot is on my back, adding crushing weight. "Down," he commands again, and I struggle against the added pressure. My face burns with humiliation and something else I refuse to name.

"You're going to break before basic is over, Miller," he says, voice pitched so only I can hear. "I can smell the weakness on you."

That night, I collapse onto my bunk, every fiber of my being aching. Sgt. Cole's words echo in my head. I close my eyes and see his face—the hard line of his jaw, the small scar that cuts through his left eyebrow, the permanent furrow between his brows that makes him look perpetually displeased. I hate him. I hate the way he singles me out, the way his eyes follow me when he thinks I don't notice.

The next morning brings the first shower after PT. The barracks bathroom offers no privacy—just a tiled room with showerheads lined against the wall. I stand under the lukewarm spray, letting it sluice away the sweat and dirt from the morning run. Steam rises around us, creating momentary veils of privacy that dissolve just as quickly.

I reach for the standard-issue soap, and as I turn, I catch movement at the doorway. Sgt. Cole stands there, clipboard in hand, ostensibly checking something off his morning duties. But his eyes aren't on the clipboard. They're on me.

Our gazes lock, and for a suspended moment, the background noise of running water and recruits' chatter fades. His eyes drop, traveling down my torso, lingering on the water streaming over my chest, my stomach, lower. I should feel violated, exposed. Instead, a knot of heat forms low in my belly. I don't look away, and neither does he.

He quickly licks his lower lip—a subtle, involuntary motion that sends a jolt directly to my groin. I'm horrified to feel myself responding, my cock stirring despite the cold dread of exposure. I turn back to face the shower wall, fighting for control.

When I risk a glance back, he's gone.

That night, I lie in my bunk, surrounded by the symphony of military sleep—the wheeze of exhaustion, the occasional muffled cry from someone missing home, the rhythmic breathing of men too tired to even dream. I can't stop thinking about that look. The hunger in it. The raw want that had nothing to do with military discipline. I slide my hand beneath the thin blanket, beneath the waistband of my PT shorts. My cock is already hard, has been since I replayed that moment in my mind for the hundredth time.

I should be disgusted. Should be planning how to report him. Instead, I'm biting my lip to keep silent as I stroke myself, picturing those slate-blue eyes, that hard mouth, those hands that could so easily pin me down. I come with a stifled gasp, shame and desire tangling into something that burns hotter than either alone.

The next week establishes a pattern. Sgt. Cole rides me harder than any other recruit. Makes me do extra push-ups, extra laps. Criticizes my bed-making, my rifle handling, the way I fold my fucking t-shirts. And every time he's near, I feel that same electric current, see that same flash of something in his eyes that matches the heat building in me.

During land navigation training, he appears beside me as I struggle with the compass, the map fluttering in the breeze.

"Miller, you're getting lost in the details," he says, his voice uncharacteristically soft. He's standing right behind me, adjusting the compass in my hand with a precision that speaks of years of experience. His chest brushes against my back as he leans in, his breath a steady warmth on my neck. "Forget about the numbers for now. Focus on the terrain instead," he whispers, his words dancing along my skin like a comforting breeze.

His hands guide mine, directing the compass needle towards our destination. The calluses on his palms are a testament to countless hours spent navigating treacherous terrains. His grip is firm yet gentle - a silent promise of guidance and safety. He's so close I can smell him—the subtle scent of sweat from a hard day's work, the faint aroma of soap, and an underlying musk that is distinctly masculine and uniquely him.

"You understand now?" he asks, still not moving away.

"Yes, Sergeant," I manage, my voice embarrassingly husky.

He steps back, and the loss of his body heat is like a physical blow. "Good. Don't fuck it up again."

That night, he catches me alone in the latrine after lights out. I'm splashing cold water on my face, trying to calm down after another dream that left me hard and aching. The door opens, and there he is, silhouetted in the doorway. My heart hammers against my ribs.

"Miller." Just my name, but it sounds different in the midnight quiet. Softer. Rougher.

"Sergeant." I straighten, water dripping down my chin.

He steps inside, letting the door swing shut behind him. The fluorescent light casts harsh shadows across his face, making the angles sharper, the eyes deeper.

"You're having trouble sleeping." It's not a question.

"Just... adjusting, Sergeant.”

He takes another step closer. "You know why I'm harder on you than the others?"

I swallow hard. "Because I need more improvement, Sergeant?"

A ghost of a smile touches his lips. "Because you can take it. Because you respond to it." Another step. "Because when I push you, you push back, even when you think you're hiding it."

We're too close now. Close enough that I can see the stubble on his jaw, the faint lines at the corners of his eyes that suggest he's older than I first thought. Maybe early thirties.

"I don't know what you mean, Sergeant." But I do. God help me, I do.

His hand rises, and for a wild moment, I think he's going to touch my face. Instead, he adjusts his collar, a casual gesture that somehow feels obscene in its restraint.
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