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For every veteran still fighting a battle nobody else can see.

You are not alone.
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Chapter 1: Home, Sort Of
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The first night back is always quiet.

Not because nothing’s happening.

Because everything is.

The house looks the same. Same couch. Same worn spot on the left cushion where Carmen always sits. Same dent in the hallway wall from when Kyle tried to throw a ball inside at eight years old and missed by a mile. Same kitchen table Carmen said she was going to replace three years ago and never did.

It should feel familiar.

It doesn’t.

Carmen opens the door before he knocks. She must’ve been watching for him. She steps forward and wraps her arms around him without saying anything. Holds on longer than usual. Not tight. Just... longer.

That’s the first sign.

The boys hang back.

Not scared. Not rushing forward either. Just... unsure. Like they’re waiting to read the room before they commit to a reaction.

Mike knows that look. He’s seen it on younger soldiers. New guys trying to figure out who’s running things before they pick a lane.

He steps inside. Drops his duffel. The weight leaves his hand.

Not his shoulders.

“Alright,” he says. “Let’s go.”

They look at him.

Kyle tilts his head. Fifteen now. Taller than Mike remembered. Not by much, but enough to notice. Something in the way he stands is different too. Less boy in it.

“Go where?”

Mike nods toward the hallway.

“Unpack. Get squared away. It’s late.”

Kyle glances at Carmen. Quick. Not obvious. Just long enough to check something.

Mike sees it.

Doesn’t say anything.

Bradley moves first. Eleven, and still in that phase where doing it right matters more than knowing why. He picks up his backpack off the floor and heads toward the stairs.

“Yes, sir.”

That lands wrong.

Not because it’s disrespectful. Because it isn’t. Because his eleven-year-old son just addressed him like a recruit who’d been briefed on what the man at the door expects, and somewhere in the eight months Mike was gone, that’s what it came to.

He lets it sit.

Dinner is already on the table. Carmen always does that. Like normal is something you can set if you get the pieces right. Roast chicken. Potatoes. The good plates, not the everyday ones.

They eat.

Bradley talks. Fast. Proud. He’d made the baseball team. His teacher said he had a good head for numbers. He’d learned to ride Carmen’s bike with no hands.

“Good,” Mike says.

He means it. He just doesn’t have more words for it right now.

Kyle barely speaks. Phone near his hand, screen dark, which means he’d already put it away before Mike saw it. That’s not compliance. That’s strategy.

“Phone.”

“It’s off.”

“Off the table.”

Kyle moves it to his lap. Exhales just enough to be heard.

Small thing.

Still a thing.

* * *
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After dinner Mike walks the house.

Not because anything is wrong. Because something feels wrong and he can’t name it yet, so he moves. Checks the back door lock. The window in the upstairs bathroom that never sealed right. The step on the staircase that’s been loose since before his last deployment.

Still loose.

He checks the boys’ rooms. Bradley’s is fine. Backpack by the door, shoes lined up. Kid tries.

Kyle’s is not fine. Bed half-made. Clothes on the chair. Shoes scattered.

“It’s a bed,” Kyle says from the doorway. He’d followed without Mike hearing him.

Mike straightens the comforter. Doesn’t say anything yet.

Carmen appears behind Kyle. She puts a hand on his shoulder.

“He’s tired,” she says. Not to Mike. To Kyle. “Go brush your teeth.”

Kyle goes.

She steps into the room. Quiet. Careful.

“They’re kids,” she says.

“They’re not learning,” Mike says.

“They are,” she says. “Just not your way.”

That line stays.

He doesn’t have an answer for it. Not a good one.

* * *
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That night the house is quiet.

Should feel like peace.

Feels like waiting.

He lies there and stares at the ceiling and tries to figure out what he’s waiting for.

Doesn’t get there before morning.
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Chapter 2: First Crack
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Morning comes early.

Not because it has to. Because Mike wakes at 0500 and staying in bed feels like failure. Eight years of early mornings don’t go away because you’re home. His body doesn’t know the difference between a FOB and a house in Ohio. Both wake him the same way. Fully. All at once.

Coffee.

Black.

He stands at the kitchen window. Watches the yard go from dark to grey. The oak tree in the corner. The rusted basketball hoop Kyle hasn’t touched in two years. The fence line Carmen keeps meaning to paint.

Nobody else is awake.

That bothers him more than it should.

At 0615 he’s back upstairs. Lights on.

Bradley stirs. Blinks. Sits up.

“Yes, sir.”

That word again. Mike decides not to look at it too hard.

Kyle’s door.

He knocks.

Nothing.

“Up.”

Something shifts in the bed. A groan. Not defiance exactly. Just the sound of fifteen years old being asked to exist before seven in the morning.

“It’s six,” Kyle says. Muffled. Into the pillow.

“It’s morning.”

Silence.

“That’s not the same thing.”

Mike stands in the doorway.

First week back with Jake, it took a few days before the push-back started. With Kyle it’s day two. That’s either progress or a problem. He hasn’t figured out which.

He gives Kyle five minutes. Not because he wants to. Because Carmen’s voice in his head says pick your battles and he’s trying.

Kyle comes downstairs at 0640.

Rumpled. Phone in hand.

Mike doesn’t say anything about the phone.

That’s the battle he picks.

He counts it as a win.

He’s not sure it is.
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Chapter 3: Standards
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Beds before school.

That’s the rule. Mike didn’t announce it as a rule. He didn’t post it anywhere. He just expected it the way he expected most things — as something obvious to anyone paying attention.

Bradley’s bed is made. Tight enough. Mike smooths one corner. Nods.

Kyle’s is not made.

Mike makes it. Not because he wants to do it for him. Because he wants to show him.

“Watch,” he says when Kyle appears in the doorway.

Kyle watches. Arms crossed. Expression somewhere between bored and braced.

Mike works the corners. Tucks the sheet. Pulls the comforter flat. Steps back.

“That’s the standard.”

Kyle looks at the bed. Looks at Mike.

“Why?”

Simple question. Mike’s had this answer for twenty years. Discipline. Structure. You take care of the small things, the small things take care of you. You start the day right, the day goes right.

He tries to explain it.

It comes out clipped. Military. Jargon where there should be reasons.

“It’s discipline,” he says.

Kyle nods slowly. Not agreement. Processing.

“Yeah,” he says. “That’s kind of the problem.”

He picks up his backpack and goes downstairs.

Mike stands in the room.

The bed looks right.

Everything else feels wrong.

He knows he’s right. The discipline is real. The standard is real. At Bragg, at Kandahar, at every place he’s been, the standard kept people alive. Kept people sharp. Made the difference between a good day and a bad one.

But that’s the thing he can’t say. Because out loud it sounds like he’s comparing his son’s bedroom to a combat zone, and even he knows that’s not the same thing.

He just doesn’t know what is.
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Chapter 4: The Gap
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The house empties at 0740.

Carmen to work. Boys to school. Door closing, engine starting, then nothing.

Mike stands in the kitchen.

Nothing to fix that matters.

He tries anyway.

The cabinet hinge in the bathroom has been loose since before his last deployment. He tightens it. Takes four minutes. Done. He re-caulks the seal around the kitchen sink. Replaces the floodlight out back that’s been out since March. Straightens the shoes in the hallway. Realigns the pictures on the staircase wall.

By noon he’s run out of things.

He sits at the kitchen table.

Carmen’s table. The one she was going to replace.

He doesn’t remember sitting down.

The house makes sounds. Settling. Wind against the windows. The refrigerator cycling. Normal sounds. House sounds. The kind of thing he used to filter out without thinking.

Now they’re all he hears.

No mission. No briefing. No one needing anything from him that he knows how to give.

He thinks about the unit. What they’re doing right now. Someone’s on a run. Someone’s in the motor pool. There’s a structure to it. A purpose that fits into the next one and the one after that.

Here, the afternoon just... opens.

He thinks about going back.

Not a plan. Just a thought that shows up and doesn’t leave.

He doesn’t say it out loud.

Not even close.

But it’s there.
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