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CHAPTER ONE
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Army or Jail

The first time Daniel Michael Reade saw a flag folded, he thought it looked sharp enough to cut.

He was eight, standing on frost-burned grass at Patriot’s Ridge Cemetery while two soldiers folded his father into a triangle of ceremonial precision. Pull, crease, tuck. Each motion so smooth and practiced that it felt wrong, like the world was tidying up something that should have stayed broken.

“Your daddy was a paratrooper,” someone whispered behind him. “Eighty-second. One of the good ones.”

His mother, Caroline Mae Reade, stood rigid beside him, one hand clamped on his shoulder as if she could hold him in place by will alone. Her coat wasn’t warm enough, her shoes weren’t meant for standing in frozen ground this long, but she didn’t seem to notice. All of her attention was locked on the flag.

Caroline had grown up in Ridge Hollow, a sagging cluster of houses and trailers out beyond where the plows bothered to turn. She had dropped out of school, gotten pregnant too young, and learned to survive on diner coffee and stubbornness. Then Staff Sergeant Patrick Reade came home on leave, saw her, and refused to let her life continue on the same trajectory.

He was 82nd Airborne—decorated, steady, the kind of man Liberty County told stories about. He helped Caroline get her GED, pushed a cousin to give her a better job, and slowly dragged her life onto firmer ground.

Then a mortar in Iraq had taken him.

The casualty officer had said the words—“killed in action, quick, no suffering”—and Caroline had stood there, holding onto Daniel’s shoulder like he was the only thing anchoring her to the floor.

The honor guard finished the final fold and one of them knelt, offering the flag. Caroline took it with both hands. Daniel saw her jaw clench. He heard the chaplain speaking, but the words blurred into meaningless sound.

He remembered, even years later, how the fabric rasped against the white gloves—harsh, final. Nothing like the softness of his mother’s hand on his shoulder.

He didn’t cry. Patriot’s Ridge boys didn’t cry in front of people.

It would take him a long time to realize that sharpness he saw in the fold was the same edge he’d spend half his life trying not to fall on.

—
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SIX YEARS LATER, HE stood in the Liberty County Courthouse with that same cold shard lodged behind his ribs.

“Case 27-1943,” the clerk droned. “The State versus Daniel Michael Reade.”

The courtroom looked like every small-town courtroom anywhere—wood paneling, worn benches, a county seal hanging slightly crooked behind the bench—but in Liberty County it doubled as a kind of altar. This was where property was lost, marriages were buried, and young men learned how far they could fall before someone stopped them.

Daniel stood at the defendant’s table in a borrowed white shirt and a tie that had felt too tight from the moment his mother had knotted it that morning. His hands were flat on the scarred wood. His public defender, a thin man with gray creeping into his sideburns and a stack of files that all looked the same thickness, shuffled papers without much hope that this one would be different.

Behind them, the benches were full. Patriot’s Ridge never passed up a good spectacle. Men who’d drunk next to Patrick at the VFW. Women who’d hugged Caroline at the funeral. Kids who’d once followed Daniel’s lead into dumb adventures and minor trouble. A few people who just liked being in the room when something happened that wasn’t their own.

“All rise,” the bailiff called.

Judge Wallace Merriman came in from the door behind the bench. Even under the black robe, the soldier in him showed. His limp was barely noticeable, but permanent. The pale scar climbing from his jaw into his hairline caught the fluorescent light like a slash of chalk.

Iron Walt. Korean War MP. A mortar had taken part of his leg and, folks said, most of his patience.

He sat. The room followed.

Merriman opened the file before him, glanced down, then up.

“Well,” he said. “If it isn’t Patrick Reade’s boy.”

A rustle moved through the crowd. People shifted, looked at each other, as if seeing him and his father in the same room felt wrong.

“Yes, sir,” Daniel said.

Merriman lowered his eyes to the file.

“Breaking and entering,” he read. “Vandalism. Public intoxication. Assault on a Liberty County deputy.”

He shut the folder.

“In a city,” he said, “this would be a busy Friday night. Here, it’s a full parade of stupidity.”

Deputy Harlan sat in the front row, the last yellow bruise fading under his eye. The cut on his cheekbone had healed just enough to be a reminder instead of a wound. Daniel felt an echo of impact in his knuckles—the moment he’d thrown the punch that had turned a stupid night into something worse.

“Mr. Reade,” Merriman said, “this county buried your father with honor. His name is on that war memorial out in Liberty Square. Folks point at it and tell their boys, ‘That’s what a man looks like.’”

He let that hang, heavy.

“And here you stand,” he went on, “dragging that name through broken glass because you thought smashing up the old mill while drunk would make you feel like someone.”

Shame rose like heat under Daniel’s collar. He wished the floorboards would open and swallow him whole. Not because of the charges—he’d earned those—but because the room felt like it was grieving his father all over again, this time with him as the cause.

“I screwed up,” he said.

“That might be the first accurate statement you’ve made in a year,” Merriman replied. “The question is whether this is going to be your last screw-up, or just a rehearsal for something worse.”

He leaned back, folding his hands.

“The district attorney is inclined to move forward with adult charges,” he said. “Given the facts—that you broke into private property, destroyed it, got drunk, and struck a sworn officer—I find that inclination reasonable.”

He nodded toward the public defender.

“Your counsel, however, thinks there might be a way to salvage this. I am willing to hear him out.”

The lawyer cleared his throat. “Your honor, Mr. Reade took the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery—the ASVAB. His scores qualify him for enlistment in several branches—”

“I’ve read them,” Merriman said, lifting a sheet of paper. “Surprisingly competent for a young man so committed to acting like a fool.”

He set the paper down and looked at Daniel.

“Liberty County has always had two exits for boys living the way you’re living,” he said. “One through the front gate of the state correctional system. The other through the front door of a recruiter’s office.”

He paused, then added:

“Boys like you burn bright and fast, son. The trick is figuring out whether you’re a fuse... or a torch.”

His gaze sharpened.

“Contrary to what people like to joke about at the bar, I cannot legally order you into the United States Army. This isn’t a movie, and I am not interested in playing the wise old judge with a clever ‘Army or jail’ line.”

He leaned forward, scar catching the light.

“What I can do,” he said, “is give you a choice so simple even you can understand it.”

He laid it out: plead guilty, sentencing deferred, enlistment required. Ship to basic training on time. Complete initial entry training honorably. In return, they would revisit the charges with leniency.

“And if I wash out?” Daniel asked.

“If you fail to ship,” Merriman said, “if you fold because someone yells too loud or your boots hurt, if you get yourself tossed out of the Army for being the same hard-headed idiot you’ve been here—then you come back to my courtroom, stand in that same spot, and we proceed with sentencing. No more discussions. No more exits.”

He let that settle.

“The Army doesn’t fix everyone,” he added. “Sometimes it just tells the truth faster.”

On the television mounted high in the corner, the sound was muted but the images weren’t. Dusty roads. Armored vehicles. Soldiers moving in staggered columns past mud-brick walls. A map with red arrows. A banner reading:

RISING VIOLENCE IN KHORISTAN – WARLORD SAHM JADID SUSPECTED

Merriman caught Daniel’s glance and followed it.

“And understand this,” he said. “You take this deal, you’re not signing up for four years of push-ups and neat uniforms. We’re sending boys from towns like this to places like that to fight men like him. Some of them come back to parades. Some come back under flags. Some don’t come back at all.”

His voice softened, just a fraction.

“The Army will tell you who you really are,” he said. “You may not like the answer.”

He lifted the gavel.

“I’m going to give you fifteen minutes,” he said. “Talk to your lawyer. Talk to your mother. When you come back in here, you tell me which exit you’re taking—and no one will pretend you didn’t know what it meant.”

He brought the gavel down. The crack echoed like something breaking.

—
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THE CONSULTATION ROOM off the main corridor was painted in the same beige color as every bad decision ever made in Liberty County. A metal table sat in the middle, its surface scratched and dented. Two chairs faced each other. A third sat off to the side for the lawyer.

Caroline sat opposite Daniel, purse on the floor, hands wrapped around themselves.

“Danny,” she said quietly, “look at me.”

He did.

“I grew up with nothing,” she said. “No one expected anything from me, and for a long time I lived like that was who I was. Then your daddy came along and refused to let that be the end of my story.”

Her voice shook, but her gaze held.

“I am not going to watch you drag yourself into a cell,” she said. “And I am sure as hell not ready to see your name on that wall next to his. But I also can’t watch you rot out here, halfway to dead and pretending you don’t care.”

She reached across the table and took his hand. Her fingers were small and callused, warm and firm.

“You’re dragging us back toward Ridge Hollow,” she said. “And I am tired. I’m tired of being scared for you every time the phone rings at night.”

There was no accusation in her voice—just exhaustion. Somehow, that cut deeper.

The TV in the hallway outside burbled on. He could make out the cadence of a reporter’s voice, the words “advisors,” “militia,” “instability.” Khoristan again.

“They’re sending soldiers somewhere all the time,” Caroline said. “If you go... you might end up in that place on the news.”

“I know,” he said.

“You could die,” she whispered.

“I know.”

She squeezed his hand harder.

“Or you could live,” she said. “And come back a man your father would be proud of.”

Something tightened behind his ribs. He remembered the flag, the way it had rasped against the gloves, the way his mother had held on like it was the last solid thing left.

“What would you do,” he asked, “if you were me?”

The public defender shrugged from his corner. “If I was seventeen, one step away from real time, and someone offered me a chance to be more than an inmate number? I’d take it.”

“If I was you,” Caroline said, “I’d stop letting the worst version of myself make all my choices.”

Silence filled the room like water.

Daniel had spent most of his life turning everything into a test—who could swing harder, who could drink more, who could care less. Every time he’d tried to prove himself, it had been with stakes that didn’t actually matter.

This felt like the first test that did.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “I’ll do it. The Army.”

The words felt heavier than any sentence Merriman could have handed down—and somehow, more deserved.

Caroline’ shoulders sagged in something like relief.

“Then you don’t half-ass it,” she said. “You don’t quit when it hurts. You don’t give that judge the satisfaction of saying he was right about you.”

He managed a crooked smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

—
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BACK IN THE COURTROOM, Iron Walt looked at him with the same hard, measuring gaze.

“Mr. Reade,” he said. “Have you had time to think?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And?”

“I’ll enlist, Your Honor,” Daniel said. “In the United States Army.”

Merriman nodded once, slow.

“For the record,” he said, “the defendant has agreed to plead guilty and accept deferred sentencing contingent on successful completion of initial entry training in the United States Army.”

He lifted the gavel, then paused.

“Boys like you rarely end up in the middle,” he said. “You either break and spend your life blaming everyone else, or you rise further than anybody expected and find yourself doing things this country doesn’t publicly admit it asks for.”

He tapped the gavel gently against the bench.

“The Army will find out which you are,” he said. “For your sake—and for everyone else’s—I hope you’re the latter.”

He brought the gavel down. The crack sounded different this time. Less like an end; more like a start.

—
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ON THE COURTHOUSE STEPS, the February air cut through Daniel’s shirt. He hadn’t realized how warm it had been inside until the cold hit his skin.

Staff Sergeant Hanley waited at the bottom of the steps, Class As sharp, 82nd Airborne patch on his shoulder, campaign hat tucked under one arm. He looked like he’d stepped off a recruiting poster, except his eyes were older than the rest of him.

“You Reade?” he asked.

“Yes, Sergeant,” Daniel said.

Hanley offered his hand. “Staff Sergeant Hanley,” he said. “I hear you just volunteered for the longest four years of your life.”

“Iron Walt made it sound shorter,” Daniel said.

Hanley snorted. “He would.”

They started toward the parking lot, toward a government sedan idling with a faint cough.

“Your father was in the Division,” Hanley said. “Patrick Reade. I wasn’t around then, but I’ve heard his name. That man walked the line straight. Men like him make it easier on the rest of us.”

“I’m not him,” Daniel said quickly.

“Good,” Hanley replied. “Army already had one Patrick Reade. What it needs now is you—if you can figure out who that actually is.”

They passed Liberty Square. The war memorial stood white against the dull sky, names carved into its face. PATRICK M. READE was almost perfectly centered.

Daniel’s eyes caught the name and held, even as his feet kept moving. For a heartbeat, he could see his own name etched beneath it.

He tore his gaze away and looked forward instead.

“Let me give you the short version,” Hanley said as they walked. “You signed up for infantry, Airborne option. That tells me two things: you don’t mind heights, and you don’t mind getting shot at.”

Daniel gave a humorless half-smile. “Didn’t think that far ahead.”

“Most don’t,” Hanley said. “But the Army thinks further. You do well—really well—you don’t just stay a line dogface. Men with your scores and your... situation?” He glanced at Daniel sideways. “You end up on tracks other folks don’t talk about in bars.”

“What kind of tracks?” Daniel asked.

“The kind that lead to tabs and special badges,” Hanley said. “Rangers. Special Forces. Units whose missions don’t make the evening news. Men who get dropped into places like that—” He jerked his chin toward the diner window, where the TV showed more footage from Khoristan. “—and walk back out with everybody else still breathing.”

The idea felt too big to fit in Daniel’s head. He wasn’t sure if the shiver that ran down his spine was fear, excitement, or both.

“And if I fail?” he asked. “If I wash out, or screw it up?”

“Then you get the other track,” Hanley said. “The one Iron Walt described. Cuffs. State time. A lifetime of people deciding who you are before you walk in the room.”

He opened the sedan’s passenger door.

“Personally?” he said. “I think you’ve got more in you than that. Iron Walt doesn’t stick his neck out for just anyone.”

Daniel glanced back at the courthouse, at the door where his mother still stood watching with the folded flag in her mind even if it wasn’t in her arms today. The TV in the diner across the street flickered more footage of Khoristan, white letters crawling under tan landscapes.

He didn’t know if he was driving toward redemption, war, or both.

But for the first time in years, he wasn’t drifting.

He was marching—

toward a uniform, toward a war, toward the sharp edge his father had walked before him.

And in Patriot’s Ridge, that was more than most ever got.



📖 CHAPTER TWO — MEPS MORNING

(Formatted in the same style as Chapter One)
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CHAPTER TWO
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MEPS Morning

Six Years Earlier — Third Person, Past Tense

The alarm in the Patriot Arms Inn went off at 0400, splitting the dark like a blade.

For a moment, Daniel lay still, heart thudding against his ribs, unsure where he was. The ceiling didn’t look like home. The air didn’t smell like home. Instead of brewed coffee and laundry detergent, the room carried the scent of old carpet and industrial cleanser.

Then the memory of yesterday snapped into place.

The courthouse.

Iron Walt’s stare.

His mother’s trembling voice.

Hanley’s warning.

Army or jail.

That thought alone pulled him upright.

Price groaned in the other bed. “Tell me we’re being kidnapped.”

“No,” Daniel said, pulling on his shirt. “The Army’s worse.”

“That’s... comforting.”

They dressed in silence. Outside the room, the hallway was already filled with recruits moving like ghosts—wide-eyed, quiet, stunned by how fast everything was happening. No one spoke. Fear had its own gravity.

Downstairs, the lobby had become a purgatory of last-second doubts. Cheap coffee steamed in cardboard cups, clipboards smacked against thighs, and the air vibrated with the kind of tension that comes from boys pretending to be men.

A sergeant behind a folding table didn’t bother looking up. “Reade. Price. Bus is outside.”

Carson waited by the door, leaning against a pillar like he owned the building. His eyes were awake in a way no one else’s were—alert, hungry, calculating.

“You look nervous, Reade,” Carson said.

Daniel kept walking. “You look like you practiced that line.”

Carson’s smirk twitched. “You won’t be smiling long.”

Price whispered, “What is wrong with that guy?”

“He’s looking for someone to break,” Daniel said. “Don’t let it be you.”

Outside, dawn hadn’t fully arrived. The air smelled of wet asphalt and diesel. A corporal stood at the bus door, spine straight, jaw clenched.

“You step on this bus,” he said, voice low but absolute, “and your life stops belonging to you. If that bothers you, turn around.”

No one moved.

“Good. Board.”

Inside, the bus rattled. Price clutched his manila folder like a life raft. Carson slid into the seat behind Daniel, close enough that Daniel could feel the weight of his gaze.

Halfway through the roll call, the corporal paused beside Daniel.

“Reade.”

“Yes, Corporal.”

“Judge Merriman called ahead.” The corporal’s eyes narrowed. “Said to make sure you don’t slip through cracks.”

A quiet burn lit under Daniel’s collar. “Yes, Corporal.”

Price leaned toward him. “Dude... what did you do?”

Daniel watched Patriot’s Ridge disappear through the window. “The short version? Enough.”

The bus rolled out onto the highway. Houses gave way to frost-touched fields. Then, as the sun cracked the horizon, Fort Benning appeared—vast, loud, alive.

If Patriot’s Ridge was a pond, Benning was the ocean.

Daniel’s pulse ticked up. Not from fear—something sharper. A beginning.

Iron Walt’s voice echoed in his mind:

Boys like you rarely end up in the middle. You either break... or you rise.

He curled his fingers once, unconsciously seeking the coin he’d left at home.

He wasn’t here to break.

Fort Benning smelled like the military had been sweating there for a hundred years.

As the recruits stepped off the bus, the humid Georgia air wrapped around them—thick, warm, and carrying the scent of cut grass, diesel exhaust, sunburned asphalt, and the faint metallic tang of old rifle ranges. Somewhere far off, a .50-caliber machine gun thumped in slow, deliberate bursts—distant, rhythmic, like a giant slamming doors in the sky.

Daniel’s boots hit the pavement and vibrated with the controlled chaos of the post. He felt it immediately—Benning wasn’t just a place. It was a living organism. A machine.

And they were about to get pulled into its bloodstream.

“MOVE!” a voice barked.

Drill Sergeants waited at the edge of the bus lot like predators—campaign hats angled low, hands behind backs, jaws clenched. Their uniforms were perfect. Their expressions were not.

Price whispered, “Holy hell.”

Daniel didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. The entire atmosphere of the place said everything:

Welcome to the Army. We will remake you or break you.

They were formed into rough lines and herded toward a concrete building that looked like it had been poured sometime during the Cold War and never bothered with aesthetics since. A faded sign read:

RECEPTION BATTALION — INPROCESSING

Inside, the air flipped from hot and humid to institutional cold. The building smelled of bleach, burnt coffee, floor wax, and the sterile tang of medical offices. The fluorescent lights buzzed faintly, flickering just enough to make Daniel’s nerves feel like they were vibrating along with them.

“PICK UP YOUR YELLOW FOLDERS!” a Specialist shouted from behind a table stacked high with packets. “KEEP THEM WITH YOU AT ALL TIMES! LOSE IT, AND YOU WILL HATE YOUR LIFE!”

Paper crackled as recruits grabbed envelopes. Daniel’s felt heavier than it should—a life compressed into manila: name, history, failures, test scores.

Price sniffed the air. “Smells like my high school nurse’s office mated with a DMV.”

A Drill Sergeant materialized.

“You say something, Private?”

Price’s soul left his body for a moment. “No, Drill Sergeant!”

“Good. Don’t.”

Daniel almost smiled.

Almost.

Rows of metal desks. Pens attached by string. Posters shouting ARMY VALUES and SILENCE = SECURITY. A giant timer on the wall:

00:29:59

A voice boomed through speakers:

“You have thirty minutes to complete your in-processing packet. If you do not finish, you will redo the entire packet. There is NO partial credit. BEGIN.”

Pages flipped. Pens scratched. Someone muttered a prayer.

Daniel worked through his packet.

Name.

Social Security number.

Medical history.

Emergency contacts.

Judge Merriman’s prophecy echoing under every question.

Then—

PRIOR LEGAL INCIDENTS — EXPLAIN FULLY

His stomach tightened.

He heard Merriman’s voice in his head:

The Army doesn’t fix everyone. Sometimes it just tells the truth faster.

He wrote the truth.

Halfway down the row, Carson looked over his shoulder and grinned—wide, mocking, curious. Like he was waiting for Daniel to slip, and hoping it was now.

Daniel turned away.

He wasn’t going to break for Carson.
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