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The California sun beats down on my neck like some kind of punishment from above as I push through another set of burpees. Three weeks into Marine boot camp, and all I can think about is survival. One more rep. One more day. That's how you make it through. At least that's what I keep telling myself every time my muscles scream and my lungs burn. But lately, there's something else creeping into my mind. Something I didn't count on when I signed those enlistment papers back in my small Minnesota hometown. Something with lean shoulders, valleys and ridges for abs and a smile that seems impossible in this hellhole.

"Mitchell! Get your ass moving!" Drill Instructor Sergeant Reynolds bellows from somewhere behind me. His voice cuts through the haze of exhaustion, and I pump my legs faster, dropping my chest to the ground and springing back up with whatever energy I have left.

The training field stretches out around me, dotted with the heaving bodies of other recruits. Some are further along than others. Some look like they're about to collapse. I'm somewhere in the middle—not the best, not the worst. Just trying to be invisible enough to avoid extra attention but visible enough to not get singled out for slacking.

My skin is a permanent shade of red these days, the sunburn never quite healing before the next day of training under the merciless San Diego sky. The regulation haircut still feels strange—like someone stripped away part of my identity along with those locks. Every morning I run my hand over the bristles and try to recognize the face staring back at me in the mirror.

That's when I usually notice him in my peripheral vision. Derek Winters. My bunkmate.

Derek moves with a confidence that I find myself both envying and admiring. His body seems to understand exactly what it's being asked to do, responding with a fluid grace that makes the rest of us look like we're moving through molasses. Sweat glistens on his tan skin, catching the sunlight as he powers through exercises that leave me gasping.

Right now, he's ten burpees ahead of me, his form perfect as he jumps, extends, drops, pushes up, and repeats. There's a rhythm to his movements, like he's dancing to some internal music that only he can hear. I catch myself watching the way his shoulder blades shift beneath his t-shirt, the fabric darkened with sweat and clinging to the contours of his back.

I snap my attention back to my own exercise, suddenly aware that I've fallen behind. My face burns hotter, and it's not from the sun.

Later, in the communal showers, I'm careful to keep my eyes fixed on the tiled wall in front of me. The space is filled with the sounds of water hitting bodies, occasional grunts as sore muscles stretch, and the squeak of soap against skin. Steam rises around us, creating a momentary sense of privacy that doesn't actually exist.

I reach for the shampoo, working it quickly into my short hair. The routine is mechanical now—get in, get clean, get out. No lingering. No looking.

But then my soap slips from my hand, sliding across the wet floor to stop near Derek's feet. He bends to pick it up, and my eyes betray me. They trace the line of his spine, following the water as it runs down the curve of his back to his ass. His thighs are tight and defined, evidence of the athletic background he'd mentioned during one of our few conversations. When he stands and turns to hand me the soap, I notice the ridges of his abs, the V-shape that disappears beneath the waterline.

I force my gaze up to his face, but it's too late. Something in his expression tells me he's noticed. His eyes—a deep brown that somehow still catches light—hold mine for a beat too long, curious and knowing.

"Thanks," I mutter, taking the soap and immediately turning away.

"No problem, Mitchell," he says, and I can hear the hint of a smile in his voice.

I finish showering in record time, toweling off with my back to the room. By the time I'm dressed and headed back to the squad bay, my heart rate has almost returned to normal.

Almost.

Night brings a different kind of torture. The bay quiets down as exhausted bodies surrender to sleep. Snores and occasional murmurs fill the darkness. I lie in my bunk, staring up at the metal frame holding Derek's mattress above me.

His breathing is steady, controlled—like everything else about him. I wonder what it would be like to have that kind of certainty, that kind of confidence in who you are and what you want. My whole life has been about meeting expectations—my parents', my church's, my small town's. I joined the Marines because it seemed like the right thing to do, the path a strong, responsible young man should take.

Now here I am, lying awake and thinking about the way water droplets cling to my bunkmate's eyelashes. About the smooth planes of his chest. About the casual way he exists in his own skin while I feel like I'm constantly fighting against mine.

I shift in my bunk, trying to find a position that will let me sleep. The movement must disturb Derek, because I hear him adjusting above me.

"You still awake, Mitchell?" he whispers.

"Yeah," I admit, my voice barely audible.

"Tough day, huh?"

"Aren't they all?"

He chuckles quietly. "Fair enough."

There's a moment of silence, and I think the conversation is over. Then he speaks again.

"Where'd you say you were from again?"

"Minnesota," I reply. "Small town you've never heard of."

"Try me."

"Pine Creek."

"You're right, never heard of it." Another soft laugh. "What's it like there?"

I hesitate, unsure how to describe a place that shaped everything about me and that I was so desperate to leave. "Quiet," I finally say. "Everyone knows everyone. Church on Sundays. Football games on Fridays."

"Sounds nice," Derek says, though there's something in his tone I can't quite identify. "Different from Chicago."

"That where you're from?"

"Born and raised. Never knew quiet."

I try to imagine growing up in a city like Chicago—the noise, the pace, the anonymity. It seems like a different universe from Pine Creek with its single main street and gossip that travels faster than light.

"Why'd you join up?" I ask, curiosity momentarily overriding my usual reserve.

There's a pause before he answers. "Needed direction, I guess. Something different." Another pause. "You?"

"Same," I say, though it's not entirely true. I joined because my father and his father before him had served. Because it was expected. Because I thought it might make me feel... something.

"We should sleep," Derek says after a while. "Reynolds is going to run us into the ground tomorrow."

"Yeah," I agree.

But as Derek's breathing evens out above me, signaling his slide into sleep, I remain awake. My mind replays moments from the shower, from training, from every interaction we've had since being assigned as bunkmates. I think about the way Derek moves through the world with such ease, such self-assurance. I think about the values I was raised with, the expectations that have been placed on my shoulders for as long as I can remember.

And I think about how, despite all that, my eyes keep finding him in a room full of other men.

I roll onto my stomach, pressing my face into the thin pillow. Tomorrow will be another day of survival. Another day of pushing my body to its limits while trying to keep my mind in check. Another day of pretending that the only heat I feel is from the sun overhead and not from within.

Another day of telling myself that this—whatever this is—will pass.
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The sun hangs like a white-hot spotlight in the cloudless sky as we run drills in full gear. Sweat drips into my eyes, stinging like tears I won't allow myself to shed. Three weeks into boot camp, and today is easily the worst so far. My pack feels like it's filled with concrete instead of standard issue equipment, and the rifle in my hands might as well be made of lead.

"Mitchell! Your form is garbage!" DI Reynolds barks, his face inches from mine as I struggle through my twentieth burpee. "You trying to get yourself killed in the field with that sloppy shit?"

"No, sir!" I gasp, forcing my trembling legs to straighten as I jump up, rifle held over my head.

"Then act like it! Again!"

I drop back down, chest hitting the baking asphalt of the training yard. My arms shake as I push myself back up. The weight of the pack threatens to crush me flat. Around me, fifty other recruits suffer through the same hell, their faces red, their uniforms darkened with sweat.

Reynolds stalks between us like a predator choosing his next meal. He's in a fouler mood than usual today—rumor has it his wife called the base threatening divorce. Whether that's true or not, he's making us pay for whatever's eating at him.

"Collins! You call that a push-up? My grandmother could do better, and she's been dead for ten years!"

Collins, a skinny kid from Alabama, struggles to correct his form. Reynolds shoves him with his boot, and Collins sprawls face-first onto the ground.

"Get up! The enemy won't wait for you to catch your breath!"

I keep my eyes down, focusing on my own movements. Drawing attention is the last thing any of us wants. The midday sun beats down without mercy, heating our packs, our rifles, our bodies until it feels like we're being cooked alive. My lungs burn with each ragged breath. The taste of salt and dust coats my tongue.

"Thirty seconds, then water break!" Reynolds announces, checking his watch. "Then we do it all again!"

Thirty more seconds feels like thirty years. My muscles scream in protest as I force them through the mechanical motions. Up, down, jump, up, down, jump. Each movement slightly less precise than the last as fatigue sets in. Finally, Reynolds blows his whistle.

"Water! Sixty seconds!"

We stumble toward the water station like dying men in a desert. I gulp from my canteen, the lukewarm water sliding down my parched throat. It's not enough—could never be enough—but it's something.

I scan the yard, habit making me check where the other recruits are positioned. Martinez and Patel lean against each other, both looking like they might collapse. Foster sits on the ground, head between his knees despite the risk of Reynolds seeing him. And Derek—

Derek stands a few yards away, one hand holding his canteen, the other—

The other hand drops to the front of his shorts. He adjusts himself with a quick, practiced motion, grimacing slightly. It's nothing unusual. Just a guy fixing his junk, something I've seen a thousand times in locker rooms and squad bay. A completely normal, everyday action that shouldn't register at all.

But it does.

It registers like a flare shot into the night sky. I can't look away from the casual way his hand cups himself through the fabric, the slight frown of discomfort on his face as he repositions. My throat goes dry despite the water I just swallowed.

I feel a responding twitch in my own shorts, a sudden tightening that has nothing to do with exertion and everything to do with the image burning itself into my brain: Derek's hand, Derek's body, Derek's expression of brief relief after the adjustment.

I force my eyes away, but it's too late. When I look back up, he's staring directly at me. Our eyes lock for half a second—maybe less—but something passes between us in that moment.

He doesn't smile. Doesn't wink or nod or give any indication that anything significant just happened. But I know he saw me watching. And he knows I know.

I'm the first to break eye contact, turning away so quickly I almost lose my balance. My face burns hotter than the sun can account for. I dump some water over my head in a desperate attempt to cool the flush that's spreading across my skin.

The water trickles down my face, my neck, soaking into my already damp shirt. It does nothing to extinguish the heat blooming inside me, the strange, uncomfortable warmth that spreads from my chest to my groin.

"Mitchell! You planning to take a shower or get back to work?" Reynolds shouts.

"Getting back to work, sir!" I reply automatically, screwing the cap back on my canteen.

"Then move your ass! Everyone in formation!"

I jog back into position, careful to keep my eyes on the ground, on the sky, on Reynolds—anywhere but on Derek. The minute of rest has done nothing to restore my energy, but I've found a new source of discomfort to distract me from my burning muscles and aching lungs.

As we resume the brutal drills, I throw myself into the physical demands with renewed intensity, hoping the pain will drive out the confusion, the guilt, the unexpected desire that Derek's simple gesture has awakened. I push myself harder than necessary, as if the punishment might absolve me of thoughts I've been taught are wrong.
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