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Prologue

At seventeen years old, Simon Peterson enlisted in the military, believing he was escaping a small-town life that felt too small for him. Four years later, he returns home at twenty-one as the sole survivor of a catastrophic battle that killed every member of his unit.

The military calls him a hero.

The town calls him brave.

But Simon himself cannot decide whether he survived because he was strong... or because something inside him broke.

Back home, he faces a world that kept moving while he was trapped in war.

Old friends now work ordinary jobs. His former girlfriend has tried to move on. His parents carry the quiet burden of knowing far more about his suffering than anyone else.

As Simon struggles with trauma, guilt, anger, nightmares, isolation, and the pressure of being seen as a hero, he must learn whether a man can truly come home after leaving pieces of himself on a battlefield.

The novel follows his painful journey toward healing, love, purpose, and, eventually, a life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Last Man Home: The Weight of Survival

[image: ]




​
​

Table of Contents 

PART I — BEFORE THE STORM

	Restless Ground

	Relationship with Gina

	Small-town walls

	The Decision

	Becoming Someone Else

	Brothers

	First Deployment

	Learning to Survive 


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART II — THE LAST STAND

[image: ]


	Into the Fire

	Ambush 

	Silence

	Running Dry 

	Brothers Falling 

	The Final Assault

	Last Orders

	The Land One Standing


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART III — COMING HOME

[image: ]


	Waking Up

	The Visit

	Home Again

	The Hero Returns 

	The Panic

	The Dark Hours

	Numbing the Pain 

	Gina 

	Strangers 

	Ghosts

	Alone

	The Ceremony

	The Breaking Point


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART IV — FALLING APART

[image: ]


	The Fight

	Pushing her away

	The Long Winter

	The Families 

	The Weight

	The Edge

	Captain Runnels 

	The Dam Breaks

	Reluctant Steps

	Learning to Trust


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART V — LEARNING TO LIVE AGAIN

[image: ]


	Finding Her Again 

	Back to Work 

	Brothers Left Behind

	A New Mission

	The Question 

	New Life 

	First Breath 

	Understanding 

	The Memorial 

	Peace

	The Last Ghosts 


​​​

PART I — BEFORE THE STORM

Chapter 1 — Restless Ground

Pine Ridge was the kind of town people either escaped or got buried in. There was never much in between.

Most of the buildings on Main Street looked older than the people walking past them. Paint peeled from storefronts in long, curling strips. Rust bloomed across truck bumpers and grain bins. At Miller’s Diner, the coffee always tasted burned, no matter who was working the pot.

Everybody knew everybody in Pine Ridge, which meant everybody knew Simon Peterson.

At seventeen, Simon already carried himself like someone older. Not wiser. Just heavier. There was a tension in him that people noticed before he ever spoke—something coiled tight beneath the surface, as if he were always braced for a blow nobody else could see coming.

Most evenings, he worked beside his father in the garage behind their house, rebuilding engines and replacing rusted parts on trucks that should have died years earlier. The place smelled of oil, hot metal, sweat, and gasoline. By the time he came inside at night, his hands were black with grease, and his shoulders ached with the kind of tiredness that settled deep into bone.

His father believed hard work fixed everything. Simon wasn’t so sure. Still, the work quieted his mind for a little while, and some nights that was enough.

“What’re you thinking about?” Gina asked one evening.

They were sitting on the hood of his truck above the river outside town, the summer grass whispering in the dark around them. The water below moved black and slow beneath a strip of moonlight.

Simon stared toward the dark water. “Nothing.”  Gina smiled slightly.

“You always say that when you’re thinking too much.” He looked over at her.

Gina Bennett had the kind of face people remembered years later—soft eyes, dark hair forever slipping loose in the wind, and a steadiness that made Simon feel, if only for a few moments at a time, less angry at the world.

He kept staring at the river. “I just don’t want to end up stuck here forever,” he said at last.

She leaned against him. 

“Then don’t.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“It can be.”

Simon laughed quietly. “You make everything sound easy.”

“No,” she said softly. “I just think you’re stronger than you believe.”

He wished he believed that too.

At school, Simon mostly kept to himself. Teachers called him intelligent but distracted. Coaches called him disciplined. Other students called him intimidating. The truth was simpler than all of that.

Simon spent most of his life angry—angry about the bills stacked on the counter, angry about dead-end jobs that hollowed men out before they turned forty, angry about watching good people wear themselves down year after year until exhaustion became their whole identity. Most of all, he was angry at how small Pine Ridge felt when something in him, hard, wordless and impossible to explain, kept insisting that his life was supposed to be bigger than this.

Military recruiters noticed boys like Simon immediately. Strong. Quiet. Restless. By the time Captain Morales shook his hand in the school gymnasium, Simon had already made his decision. He just hadn’t said it out loud yet.

“You ever think about serving?” Morales asked.

Simon looked at the photographs spread across the recruiter’s table—soldiers beside helicopters, soldiers in foreign landscapes, soldiers standing shoulder to shoulder with the kind of purpose Pine Ridge had never offered him.

Purpose. Brotherhood. Escape.

“All the time,” Simon answered.

That night, his mother cried. His father said nothing for almost an hour after Simon announced he planned to enlist. The silence at the dinner table felt heavier than shouting would have.

Finally, Mike Peterson looked across the table at his son.

“You understand this isn’t a movie?”

“I know.”

“You could die.”

Simon held his father’s gaze. “If I stay here, I feel like part of me already will.” No one spoke after that.

A week later, Gina found Simon sitting in the bed of his truck near the football field, watching the last light drain out of the sky.

“You’re really going.”

He nodded.

“When?”

“Three weeks.”

Gina looked away, blinking back tears. “You couldn’t pick a community college like a normal person?”

He smiled faintly. “You know me better than that.”

“I do.” That was what scared her.

Gina understood something Simon did not yet understand about himself.

Some people leave home because they’re searching for purpose.

Others leave because something inside them already feels at war.

Chapter 2 —Relationship with Gina

The first time Simon Peterson met Gina Bennett, he wasn’t looking for anything. Certainly not friendship. Love was the last thing on his mind.

He stopped at Miller’s Diner on a cold October evening after football practice. The place sat at the edge of town beside the highway, its faded neon sign flickering against the dark prairie sky. Coffee and frying bacon hung thick in the air when he pushed through the door.

He dropped into a booth near the window.

The waitress approached, carrying a pot of coffee. "You look like someone just told you Christmas was cancelled," she said. Simon looked up.

The girl standing in front of him could not have been much older than sixteen or seventeen. She wore a diner apron over a school sweater; her dark hair pulled into a loose ponytail.

"What?" Simon asked.

"You've got that face."

"What face?"

"The one that says you're either angry at the world or planning to fight it."

Simon frowned.

The girl laughed. "Coffee?"

He nodded. She filled his cup.

"Try smiling sometime," she said before walking away.

Simon stared after her. Nobody talked to him like that. Most people either avoided him or treated him like a local football hero. Gina did neither. She acted as if he were just another customer, and for some reason, that bothered him almost as much as it intrigued him.

Over the next few weeks, Simon found himself stopping at the diner more often. At first, he told himself it was because the burgers were good. Then, because the coffee was cheap, he eventually stopped lying to himself.

"You know," she said one evening while wiping down a nearby table, "for a guy who's supposedly popular, you spend a lot of time sitting alone."

Simon nearly choked on his drink. "Are you always this friendly?"

"No." She smiled. "Just with people who need the help."

Their friendship grew the way most important things do—slowly, almost quietly. There were no dramatic confessions, no sudden turning point. Just time. Late-night conversations after her shift ended. Long drives down country roads with the radio low. Football games where Gina sat in the bleachers pretending she wasn’t there to watch him. Small-town fairs full of lights and music and ordinary moments that somehow began to feel like the beginning of something neither of them was ready to name.

Gina dreamed of leaving town someday—not because she hated Pine Ridge, but because she wanted more than the life most people settled for. “I want to be a teacher,” she told him one evening beneath a sky full of stars.

"I want to be a teacher," she told him one evening as they sat on the hood of his truck beneath a sky filled with stars.

"A teacher?"

"What's wrong with that?"

"Nothing."

"You sounded disappointed." Simon shrugged.

"I just figured you'd want something bigger." Gina looked out across the prairie.

"I do." He waited. 

She smiled. "I think helping people is something big."

For a moment, neither spoke. The wind moved through the tall grass around them.

Finally, Simon nodded. "Yeah."

Gina glanced at him. "See? That's growth."

Simon rolled his eyes. "There it is."

"What?"

"The sarcasm."

"The thing that keeps your ego under control.

Gina had a way of seeing through people. Especially Simon. Whenever he pretended everything was fine, she knew better. Whenever he hid behind anger or sarcasm, she noticed. And whenever he talked about leaving town without any real plan, she challenged him.

"Running away isn't a future."

"I'm not running away."

"Then what are you doing?"

Simon did not have an answer.

Gina seemed to know that before he did.

For the first time in years, Simon began thinking beyond tomorrow—beyond football, beyond graduation, beyond escape. Gina made him consider possibilities he had never really let himself imagine: college, a career, a life that wasn’t built entirely around getting out. Not because she pushed him, but because she believed he could become more than he saw himself. That belief frightened him. It also gave him hope.

As autumn turned toward winter, their bond deepened. Friends noticed. Teachers noticed. Even Simon’s parents noticed. But neither Simon nor Gina felt any need to name what they had become. They kept showing up for each other, talking, laughing, and dreaming. For Simon, it was unfamiliar territory. The anger he carried seemed lighter around her. The loneliness is less sharp. The future is less impossible.

Chapter 3 — Small-Town Walls

Winter gave way to spring, and before anyone realized it, graduation was only weeks away. For many of the seniors at Pine Ridge High School, the future had already begun to take shape.

Some were heading to college in the fall. Others had lined up work with construction crews, farms, or oilfield companies. A few were planning to get married. Several had no plans at all. They intended to stay. That was what most people did in Pine Ridge. They stayed. Simon Peterson wasn’t sure he could.

The town that had once felt familiar now felt smaller every day. Every empty storefront on Main Street reminded him of that. Every For Sale sign. Every family that packed up and left. The feed store closed in March. The hardware store would shut down by summer. Even the diner where Gina worked had started struggling to keep customers through the door. The town wasn’t dead. Not yet. But everyone could feel it changing, and Simon felt trapped in the middle of it.

One Friday afternoon, Simon sat with his friends outside the school gym after football practice, while the conversation drifted, as it had lately, toward graduation.

"So, what are you doing?" Terry asked.

Simon shrugged. "Haven't figured it out."

Terry laughed. "You'd better figure it out soon."

"I know."

Terry kicked at the dirt. "My uncle got me on with his welding crew."

"That's good."

"Pays decent."

Another friend nodded. "My dad’s got work for me at the shop."

The others started laying out their futures in simple, practical terms—jobs, trades, family businesses, local opportunities. Simon listened without interrupting. None of it sounded wrong. But none of it sounded right either. It felt as though everyone else had accepted a future already chosen for them, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that there had to be something more.

That evening, he sat at the kitchen table while his father read the newspaper. The question came the way it always seemed to now, quietly at first.

"Have you thought any more about work?" his father asked.

Simon sighed. "A little."

"A little isn't an answer." His father folded the paper. "You're graduating soon."

"I know."

"The pipeline company is hiring labourers." Simon stared into his coffee.

His father continued. "Good money."

"Maybe."

"Maybe?"

His father's voice sharpened. "Lots of people would be grateful for that opportunity."

"I'm not saying I wouldn't."

"Then what's the problem?"

Simon hesitated. He did not know how to explain it.

How were you supposed to tell a man that the life he was offering felt, to you, like a trap?

His father shook his head. "You're chasing ideas that don't exist."

"Maybe."

"Life isn't some grand adventure."

Simon looked away. The conversation ended there. But the tension remained. It always did lately.

The arguments became more frequent over the following weeks. Never explosive. Just constant. A slow grind of opposing views.

His father believed in stability, steady work, family, and responsibility. Simon wasn’t sure what he believed anymore, only that staying felt wrong. Every time he imagined spending the next twenty years in town, a knot formed in his stomach. He couldn’t explain it. He knew.

One morning, military recruiters arrived at the school and set up tables in the gymnasium. Most students wandered over for free pens and keychains. Simon drifted through with little interest. A recruiter stood beside a display of photographs from around the world—mountains, deserts, helicopters, soldiers working together under impossible conditions.

The recruiter smiled. "Thinking about your future?"

Simon shrugged. "Maybe."

The man nodded. "I wasn't much older than you when I joined."

Simon studied the photos. "You ever regret it?"

The recruiter thought for a moment. "No."

"What was it like?" 

The man's smile widened. "Hard."

Simon laughed. "That's not exactly a sales pitch."

"No." The recruiter folded his arms.

"But it was worth it."

"Why?"

The answer came immediately. “Because it gave me purpose.”

The word lingered. Purpose. Simon hadn’t realized how badly he needed to hear it.

Over the next several weeks, he kept returning to the recruiting office during lunch breaks, asking questions, collecting brochures, and listening. The stories fascinated him. Travel. Training. Challenge. Brotherhood. Responsibility. For the first time in months, the future looked bigger than the horizon surrounding Pine Ridge
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