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HOMECOMING - UNTIL PROVEN DEAD

by Donovan Nefdt

Chapter 1: Homefront

The burgers hissed on the grill and Max De Castle counted the trees.

One. Two. Three. Four past the fence line. Wind from the west. No movement.

Old habits. The VA therapist called it hypervigilance. Max called it staying alive.  

His team called him something else. “Wraith”

“Stop scanning the yard, babe. You’ll burn them.” Jenna bumped his shoulder, handed him a beer he wouldn’t drink. He took it anyway. Cold can against his palm. Something solid.

“Just checking the wind,” he said. Lie.

Inside, three-year-old Jordan was stacking blocks on the living room floor. Every time the tower fell he’d look up and grin, waiting for Dad to clap. Same age Max was when his own father taught him to sit still and be quiet. Different world. That was the point of coming home.

Three tours. Kandahar. Marawi. Then the last one with no name. The one where his whole team went down in a ravine and only Wraith walked out. Medals. A flag folded at his feet. PTSD, anxiety, “moral injury” on the discharge papers.

Broken, the doctors wrote. He wrote “survivor” in his head and never said it out loud.

He flipped a burger. Scanned the driveway. Scanned the neighbor’s roof. Back to the grill. This was peace. This was supposed to be peace.

The mail truck rumbled past at 4:03 PM. Same time every day. Max tracked it without meaning to. Then it stopped. Not at the neighbor’s. At his box.

Jenna didn’t notice. Jordan didn’t notice, too busy chewing a red block. But Max noticed the mailman’s hand shake as he dropped one padded envelope in the box and drove off too fast.

Max crossed the yard in six steps. Heart in his throat before his fingers hit the metal flap.

Inside: no bill. No junk. Just a small manila envelope. No return address. No postage. Hand-delivered.

He opened it with his thumb.

One dog tag slid into his palm. Cold. Worn. Chain broken.

Stamped on the front:  

WRAITH, M. DE CASTLE  

His blood type. His unit.

On the back, fresh knife scratches:  

We don’t sleep. Not until you’re dead.

Max’s fingers went numb. That tag was supposed to be ash in a ravine in Kandahar. Same as the man who wore it beside him.

Jenna came up behind him, Jordan’s hand in hers. “What is it?”

He closed his fist around the metal. Burgers burned. Smoke rose between him and the treeline.

For five years he’d told himself the past was buried.

Enemies never sleep. Until proven dead.

And no bodies were ever recovered.

Chapter 2: The Dog Tag

Max kept his hand on the railing. The wood was damp. The house looked the same. Same white paint. Same chipped step where Jordan used to trip. 

But the trees behind it had moved closer. 

He turned the dog tag over in his fingers. WRAITH M. DE CASTLE. The “WRAITH” part was scratched deep, like someone tried to gouge it out. The metal was still warm from his palm. It shouldn’t have been warm. He’d pulled it from the cold ground ten minutes ago.

Inside, Jenna called his name. Her voice was normal. Too normal. 

“Max? You gonna stand out there all night?”

He didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Because the tag in his hand had a date stamped on the back. A date that hadn’t happened yet. 

06-12-2026.

Tomorrow.

And under the date, three words he never told anyone: Until proven dead.

The porch light flickered. The treeline shifted. For half a second, he swore one of the trees had shoulders. 

“Max?” Jenna again. Closer now.

He dropped the tag. It hit the porch board with a sound like a gunshot. He didn’t pick it up. 

Whatever came home with him... it knew his name. 

Chapter 3: Counting Trees

Max didn’t pick up the tag. 

He stepped back instead. One step. Then another. Until his boots hit grass. Cold, wet grass that should’ve been dead in April.

Jenna opened the door. Light spilled out and cut across his face. She was smiling. The same smile she gave him at the airport. Relief, tired, a little scared.

“You’re pale,” she said. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Max lied. “Jet lag.”

Her eyes dropped to the porch. To the dog tag lying there like a dead insect. Her smile didn’t change. But her breathing did. 

“You found it,” she said. Not a question.

Max went still. “Found what?”

“The thing you buried.” Jenna crouched, picked up the tag without flinching. She turned it over. Saw the date. 06-12-2026. 

She didn’t react. Just slid it into his hand and closed his fingers over it. Her skin was cold.

“Don’t count the trees, Max,” she whispered. “Not tonight.”

Behind her, in the dark hallway, something moved. Tall. Wrong shape for the doorway. It didn’t make a sound. 

Max counted anyway. One. Two. Three. 

Four trees at the treeline. 

Now there were five.

The fifth one stepped forward.

Chapter 4: The Fifth Tree

Max didn’t breathe. 

The fifth tree stood where there should’ve been nothing but dark and wind. It was too tall. Too straight. Bark ran down its trunk in lines that looked like scars. Where branches should’ve been, it had arms. 

Jenna still held his hand. Her fingers were ice.

“Don’t,” she said. Soft. A warning and a prayer at once. 

The thing didn’t move. Not really. But the shadows around it did. They stretched toward the porch like fingers testing the light. One touched Max’s boot. Cold hit his ankle and shot straight up his spine.

He looked down at the dog tag. 06-12-2026. Tomorrow. Until proven dead.

“You buried me,” Jenna said. Still quiet. Still smiling. 

Max’s head snapped to her. “What?”

“You buried Wraith. After the ridge. You put the tag in the ground and said the words.” She tilted her head. “Until proven dead.”

The memory hit like a grenade. Mud. Screams. Max on his knees, shoving the tag into dirt because Wraith’s body wasn’t there to bury. Only the tag. Only the name. 

“You told them I was dead,” Jenna said. “So they’d stop looking.”

The fifth tree took one step forward. The bark split. Inside wasn’t wood. It was a face. 

Max’s face. 

Older. Hollowed out. Eyes black and full of mud. 

It opened its mouth. No sound came out. But Max heard it anyway, right inside his skull:

You said the words. Now I’m home.

The porch light died. 

The trees started counting.

Reveal: “Wraith” isn’t a soldier. It’s Max’s own dead alias coming back. Jenna helped bury it, and now the thing he tried to kill by calling it dead is walking.

Chapter 5: What Jenna Did

The light was gone. 

Max couldn’t see Jenna anymore. Couldn’t see the thing that wore his face. Only heard the trees. One. Two. Three. Counting him.

Then Jenna’s voice, right by his ear: “Run.”

He didn’t. 

Her hand left his. Footsteps on the porch boards. Quick. Practiced. She knew where everything was in the dark.

A match flared. For one second Max saw her face. No fear. No smile. Just the look she used to get before a mission. Focused. Cold.

She lit the kerosene lamp by the door. Light crawled up the walls, hit the treeline, hit the fifth tree. 

It stopped counting. 

Jenna didn’t look at Max. She looked at the thing. At the face that was his but wasn’t.

“You shouldn’t have come back,” she said.

The thing tilted its head. Max’s head. Mud dripped from its mouth. 

“You buried me,” it rasped. Max’s voice, but wrong. Like it was pulled up from deep water. “You said the words.”

Jenna stepped forward, lamp held high. “I had to. They were coming for the boy.”

Jordan?!

Max’s chest locked up. He hadn’t heard their son make a sound all night. 

Jenna finally glanced at Max. Her eyes were wet but her hands didn’t shake. “After you left for the ridge, Wraith didn’t die. Not really. He crawled out of the ground and found us. He knew about Jordan. Said if I told anyone he lived, he’d take our son.”

She lifted the lamp higher. The light caught something in her other hand. The dog tag. But not Max’s. Another one. Dent, scratched, black with old blood.

“This was his,” she whispered. “WRAITH M. DE CASTLE. I buried it with his body the second time. The real time.”

The thing on the treeline screamed. No lungs. No air. Just hate.

Jenna met Max’s eyes. “I told you I counted the trees so you wouldn’t have to. Because every



d2d_images/cover.jpg
UNTIL PROVEN DEAD

HOMECOMING

14
X
51 “? l

("‘ W o

> dlia

DONOVAN NEFDT





d2d_images/image000.jpg
NTIL PROVEN DEAD

HUMECOMING

DONOVAN NEFDT





