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Dedication:

To the veterans-those who faced the unimaginable, carried the weight of war on their shoulders, and returned forever changed.

Your courage, sacrifice, and resilience echo beyond the battlefield.

May your stories be heard, your struggles acknowledged, and your humanity honored.

This book is for you.

––––––––
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Special Dedication:

My (Dawn Howe) Grandpa:

James Alfred Howe Sr. (A3C- US AIR FORCE)

Prologue:

THE AIR HUNG HEAVY and still, almost too quiet for a place that should have been alive with noise. A soft wind stirred the dust at my boots, carrying nothing but the faint scent of dry earth and something metallic, sharp beneath it all. The sky was a dull gray, the sun hidden behind a thick veil of clouds, muting the world to muted tones and softened edges.

For a moment, I just stood there – breathing slow, heart steady but alert. The distant hum of engines was a low vibration beneath the silence, like the pulse of something waiting just out of sight. Around me, the cracked concrete and shattered glass held their breath, shadows stretching long and empty.

No gunfire. No shouting. No explosions. Just a strange, brittle calm that felt wrong, like the earth itself was holding back a secret.

Then came the first shriek of sirens – high and urgent – cutting through the quiet like a razor. The sharp wail echoed off broken buildings, bouncing back with frantic energy.

Shouts followed, sharp and scattered, carried on the wind. People ran, feet pounding on cracked pavement. Panic rippled through the air like electricity, prickling my skin.

I tightened my grip on my weapon. The calm shattered.

Then the ground had shuddered beneath me like a living thing trying to throw us off its back.

The explosion came first with light – white, searing, instant – then with sound, rolling through the earth like thunder pumped through broken speakers. The impact hit my ribs before my ears could register it. My boots slipped on the dirt. Sand sprayed across my face, stinging my skin, crawling into my eyes. I could taste blood and iron and burned rubber in the back of my throat.

I dropped fast. Knees slammed into hot gravel. My weapon was already up before I could think, gripped so tight my knuckles had gone numb. Smoke coiled through the air, black and bitter, rising in distorted waves that turned the world into a fever dream. It burned my eyes. Clung to my teeth. Made breathing feel like dragging fire into my lungs.

My ears rang. That high, thin screech that comes after the blast. Everything else faded under it – orders, gunshots, shouts. Just me and that pitch. The sound of silence trying to erase me.

There was a Humvee twenty feet ahead. Or what was left of it. One side gone, peeled back like aluminum. Tires melting. Smoke pouring from the hood. A body dangled from the passenger seat, limp and twisted, boots still planted on the floorboard. One arm hung in the dirt, fingers curled like they were still holding something.

Then came the rifle fire.

Crack.

The bullet hit the stone wall beside my head, kicking up bits of concrete that bit into my cheek. I dropped lower, elbow smacking hard against the pavement. Pain flashed bright – but I couldn’t feel it yet. Not with adrenaline buzzing like electricity under my skin.

I moved on instinct. Belly to dirt. Dust clinging to my sweat. The taste of gunpowder in every breath. I slid behind the broken frame of a concrete barrier, heart pounding so loud it felt like thunder in my mouth.

Across the way, one of ours was being dragged by the vest – leg half gone, what was left of it barely recognizable as human. Blood painted the path behind them like a warning. He screamed once, sharp and real, and then nothing.

I didn’t look too long.

Couldn’t.

There was still too much movement. Too much smoke. Too many places to die.

I pressed the side of my face to the scorched concrete. It was warm from a blast I hadn’t seen. My pulse was still racing. My fingers wouldn’t let go of the trigger, even though nothing was in my sights.

A shadow darted through the haze.

I turned fast, weapon up, tracking nothing but smoke and ghosts.

Check your fire. Stay sharp. Don’t freeze. Don’t think. Just move.

The ground jumped again – another explosion, farther out this time. A low, distant boom, followed by the long, awful groan of a building collapsing. Somewhere out there, steel and stone gave way like bones breaking. Dust clouds swallowed the sun, turned the sky to ash.

And then -  Thunk.

The bus hit a bump, and my shoulder slammed into the window.

I blinked hard. The light had changed. Dimmer. Pale.

Fog crept along the edge of the glass. The hum of the engine buzzed beneath my feet. Vinyl stuck to the sweat on my back. The taste of ash was still in my mouth, but the air was still. Nothing burned.

I was awake.

But for a moment – just one moment – I wasn’t sure I had ever left.
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Chapter 1: The War Within


[image: ]




The bus hissed to a stop, brakes squealing against the cracked asphalt of the Sedalia depot. I leaned forward, shoulders heavy with months of wear – the dust, the heat, the weight of everything I’d seen overseas. The summer sun beat down, relentless and unforgiving, baking the air until it shimmered with heat waves rising off the pavement.

I stepped down onto the familiar cracked sidewalk, the soles of my boots tapping against the concrete like a metronome marking the steady rhythm of home. The air smelled different here – thick with cut grass, exhaust fumes from passing cars, and the distant sizzle of a backyard barbecue. The hum of cicadas filled the stillness, a constant buzz that made the silence between sounds feel deeper.

I adjusted the strap of my duffel bag, the leather worn soft from years of use. My skin was pale, save for the faint sunburn on my neck – already beginning to fade under the hazy Missouri sun. I scanned the streets, watching the lazy swirl of dust caught in the afternoon breeze, the rows of houses lined with faded paint and cracked porches.

It felt good to be back.

But the weight in my chest didn’t lift. Not yet.

I pulled my jacket tighter around me and took a deep breath, stepping toward the quiet streets of the town that hadn’t changed much – and yet, somehow, everything felt different.

When I pushed open the front door of my house, the late afternoon sun poured in through the cracked blinds. The worn hardwood floors creaked softly beneath my boots. No lights flickered, no sounds of laughter or movement.  The calendar on the wall had all the dates but today’s scratched out: June 18th, 2018.

The house was empty – no sign of Envy, no sign of anyone. The silence settled around me like a weight.

I ran a hand over my sun-roughened face, feeling the stubble prick beneath my fingers. My skin still held the summer tan that had settled deep into my arms and neck from days spent outside.

No one’s home.

I sighed and shrugged off my jacket. I needed a drink – not just to cool off from the heat, but to settle the gnawing tension I hadn’t yet named.

I headed out again toward Fitter’s, the neighborhood bar a few blocks down. The scent of grilled burgers and fried onion rings drifted from the open kitchen door as I stepped inside. The place hummed with low conversations and clinking glasses.

Sliding up to the bar, I caught the bartender’s eye. “Jack and Coke,” I said, voice low and steady.

He nodded, grabbing a glass filled with ice cubes that clinked hollowly as they met the glass. I watched the ice melt slowly, watering down the dark liquid sliding down the side. I took a sip – the familiar burn of Jack Daniels mixing with the sweet fizz of Coke, softened by the melting ice.

I glanced toward the front door just in time to see Envy walking in, arm in arm with Tony and Koda. They laughed easily, the casual way they moved together signaling comfort, but my chest tightened. I swallowed the sting and pushed it aside. She didn’t know I was back yet. Probably just hanging out as friends.

No need to get worked up yet.

I settled onto a stool, letting the coolness of the glass seep into my palms as I nursed the watered-down drink. The murmur of voices, faint strains of classic rock on the jukebox, and rhythmic clinking of glasses blended into a lazy summer buzz.

After an hour or two, I decided I’d had enough. The drink had done its job, numbing the edges of my anxiety. I stood, stretched my long legs, and stepped back into the warm, fading light outside. The moon was rising now, painting the sky in blues and blacks.

My footsteps crunched softly on the gravel as I walked back home, the night breeze ruffling my hair, sending shivers down the middle of my back.

But the moment I opened the front door, the silence shattered.

From upstairs, muffled giggles and laughter slipped down the stairwell. Then moans – soft at first, then louder.

My jaw tightened. I climbed the stairs slowly, the wooden steps creaking beneath my weight. The sounds grew clearer – Envy’s voice, playful and breathless.

I stopped outside the bedroom door.

I pushed open the bedroom door and froze for a second. The room was dim, but enough light spilled through the cracked blinds to catch the scene in sharp relief. Envy was stretched out across the bed, skin glistening with sweat, her hair tangled and wild. Tony was pressed against her, his hand gripping the sheets, and Koda’s shadow loomed near the foot of the bed, caught mid-motion, caught between retreat and return.

Their bodies moved together in a careless rhythm, voices and breaths tangled in laughter and moans that filled the small room. Envy’s eyes caught mine for a split second – wide, startled, then quickly ashamed. But no words came from me. None of it needed explanation.

I felt a tight ball of anger and disappointment coil deep inside, but I swallowed it down, keeping my face neutral, expression blank as stone.

Without a word, I stepped over to the closet. My hands moved on their own, folding clothes with sharp efficiency, stuffing shirts and jeans into the worn duffel bag I found sitting on the floor. The sound of the men shuffling around the room, pulling together articles of clothing, filled the room behind the walk-in closet I was now in.

I packed her favorite jacket, soft, pastel denim, now smelling faintly of smoke and cheap perfume, a scent I once loved now stung my nostrils. Her worn Uggs, I bought her prior to my deployment, went in next, scuffed at the toes, the soles worn thin from too many walks without me.

Every item I folded felt like another piece of the life she’d been living without me – a life I wasn’t a part of anymore. I heard Envy’s incessant plea’s, though it was drowned out by my own thoughts.

I didn’t look back. I didn’t say a thing.

Once the bag was full, I carried it down the stairs and dropped it by the front door. Then I sank into the worn couch, arm draped casually along the backrest, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles on the ottoman.

I picked up a glass of ice water from the table and took a slow sip. The clunk of ice hitting glass echoed in the quiet room – the only sound I made.

Envy followed me downstairs, eyes pleading. “Jake, you’re never home. I didn’t know you were coming back. I was lonely. It just -”

I stared off into space, expression unreadable.

Tony suddenly burst out from the kitchen, eyes wild and darting like a cornered animal. His breath came fast, ragged, mixing with the sharp scent of sweat and cheap cologne. Koda appeared at the top of the stairs, hesitating for a split second as if calculating every option in his head.

“Damn, man, we gotta bounce. Now.” Tony hissed, grabbing Koda’s arm.

“Chill. We don’t want him chasing us down.” Koda’s voice was low, urgent.

Without waiting, Tony shoved the back door open. The thick summer night hit them like a wall – humid air heavy with the scent of wet earth and crushed grass. The distant buzz of cicadas droned like a warning. Their footsteps pounded against the wooden porch as they disappeared into the dark.

I moved to follow, but a hand shot out, gripping my arm with desperate strength. Envy’s fingers were cold and trembling.

“Jake, please. Don’t,” she begged, eyes wide and pleading.

I felt the heat of the night mixed with the cold weight of betrayal pressing down on me. My jaw clenched, muscles tight enough to crack bone. I wanted to rip after them, to drag them back here by their collars. But Envy’s hold was firm, anchoring me.

I pulled in a shaky breath, the taste of dust and regret heavy on my tongue. Slowly, I turned to face her, every nerve screaming.

“Sit down. We need to talk,” I said, voice low but steady, eyes locking onto hers.

Envy lowered her head, her shoulders curling inward like a child being scolded. Without a word, she turned and made her way to the dining room, bare feet whispering across the hardwood. I watched her sink into one of the chairs on the right side of the six-seat table – two spots away from the head.

Of course she picked that seat.

Not too close. Not too far. Close enough to plead, far enough to run.

Probably wants a quick escape route if things get ugly, I thought, jaw tightening.

She knows I don’t yell unless I’m pushed.

And right now, I was damn near the edge.

I stood there for a second, rooted to the floor, chest heaving. My palms were slick, and my pulse throbbed in my throat like a second heartbeat. The room felt small – too quiet, too still – like it was holding its breath.

Don’t yell. Not yet. Don’t give her that power.

I drew in a deep breath. Then another. The air tasted stale, filled with the residue of broken trust and old kitchen grease. The ceiling fan spun overhead, stirring the warm air but doing nothing to cool the heat crawling up my neck.

Finally, I walked over and pulled out the captain’s chair at the head of the table. The legs scraped harshly across the floor. I sat down slow, deliberate, feeling the thick wood under my fingers as I gripped the edge of the table to keep myself grounded.
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