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Segment 1 – Dawn in the Reed House hold (Part 1)
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The house breathed with the kind of silence only West Texas knew — not still, not dead, but a silence stitched from heat-warped boards, wind-tired shingles, and the sigh of dust against window glass. Every surface had a story etched into it. The porch out front sagged like an old man’s back, its paint chewed away by years of sun. Inside, the air carried the faint mingling of yesterday’s fried eggs and the musty tang of desert dust that seemed to find its way in no matter how tightly windows were sealed.

Michael Reed stood in the narrow hallway, his shoulders filling most of it, one hand braced against peeling wallpaper patterned with faded sunflowers. He had already taped up his sneakers with a strip of duct tape scavenged from the garage. The silver gleam caught the dawn light, flashing dull and stubborn. Each step he took reminded him of what they didn’t have — new shoes, steady money, a mother at home.

The boards beneath his weight gave a low groan, a sound he knew well, like the house itself was waking with him. He paused, listening. Beyond the door at the end of the hall came the rustle of bedsheets and a small cough. A moment later, a voice followed

— light, unbroken, a sound still untouched by the gravity of the world. “Michael?”

The bedroom door creaked open, and Sam appeared, his hair a wild crown of copper tangles. The boy’s pajamas were mismatched — Spider-Man shirt, plain gray shorts. In his hands he carried a toy, clutched tight to his chest. Michael recognized it immediately: Iron Man, or at least what was left of him.

The action figure’s arm dangled loose, plastic cracked at the shoulder socket. The paint on the helmet was chipped, the once-bright red dulled to a weary maroon. Sam held it out with all the seriousness of a soldier presenting a fallen comrade.

“He’s broken,” Sam whispered.

Michael crouched, knees popping quietly as he lowered himself to Sam’s height. He took the toy gently, the plastic warm from Sam’s grip. The fracture was bad, but fixable — maybe. Michael turned it slowly in his hands, thumb brushing the jagged seam where the arm had given way.

“Doesn’t look too bad,” he said, forcing a brightness he didn’t feel. “I can glue it back tonight. He’ll be good as new.”

Sam shook his head, a frown tightening his small face. “Not good as new. He’s broken forever.” His voice cracked, a tremor underneath it. “How’s he supposed to fight bad guys if his arm won’t work?”

Michael felt a knot twist in his stomach. The boy wasn’t just talking about a toy. He swallowed hard, pushing the weight down where Sam wouldn’t see it. He made himself smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes.

“You know what makes Iron Man strong?” he asked, holding the figure up between them, letting the first rays of sunrise catch the plastic faceplate. “It’s not the suit. It’s not even the blasters in his hands. It’s up here.” He tapped his own chest. “And up here.” He tapped his temple.

Sam blinked at him, searching his brother’s face with a child’s unfiltered honesty. “But if his suit breaks, doesn’t that mean he can’t protect people anymore?”

Michael hesitated. The question hung in the narrow hall like a verdict.

Images surged in his mind — Mom zipping her uniform jacket that last morning, the clatter of her duffel being dragged across the tile, Sam’s arms wrapped around her waist, refusing to let go. Her hands, steady and sure, unclasping him one finger at a time while her own eyes shone with tears she didn’t let fall. Dad’s absence lingered in the edges too, sharper because it had no ceremony, no promise to return — just a void where a man should’ve been.

He blinked hard, shoving the memory back before it swallowed him. Sam was still watching.

“Even if the suit breaks,” Michael said slowly, “the person inside doesn’t stop being who they are. Iron Man isn’t strong because his suit works. He’s strong because he never quits, even when everything else does. Got it?”

Sam chewed on the thought, his lower lip caught between his teeth. He glanced down at the broken arm, then back up. “So... Mom’s like Iron Man, right? Even if she’s far away? Even if she gets hurt?”

The words hit harder than a fist. Michael felt them like a punch to the chest, his breath catching. For a second, he couldn’t answer. He remembered the way Mom had bent down to kiss Sam’s forehead that last morning, the sunlight through the window crowning her in gold. “Be good for your brother,” she’d whispered. “I’ll come back.”

Would she? The silence in Michael’s heart offered no guarantees.

He forced air into his lungs and nodded. “Yeah,” he said softly. “Mom’s the strongest there is. Stronger than Iron Man. Stronger than all of them.”

Sam’s eyes brightened just a little. He clutched the toy back against his chest, as if believing in its heroism would make the world safe again.

“But,” Michael added, “sometimes even Iron Man needs a team. Someone to help fix the suit. Someone to keep watch. That’s what we do, okay? We’re her team while she’s gone.”

Sam’s lips curved in a small, wobbly smile. “Like the Avengers?”

“Exactly like that.”

The hallway seemed to breathe with them, walls expanding just enough to hold the fragile moment. Dust motes turned in the pale light slicing through the blinds, each speck a tiny planet orbiting unseen gravity.

Michael rose to his full height again, his hand brushing the low ceiling as if reminding him of the weight pressing down. He looked at Sam — at the toy clutched tight, at the pajamas too small for him now, at the way his shoulders seemed fragile under the Spider-Man shirt — and something in his chest tightened.

Sam was still a child. He should’ve been worrying about cartoons and baseball cards, not about whether their mother would ever come home. That burden belonged to Michael alone, and he would carry it no matter how heavy it got.

He ruffled Sam’s tangled hair, letting the moment pass without showing the ache it carved inside him.

“C’mon,” he said, voice lighter than he felt. “Let’s get some breakfast going before Uncle Mark shows up. Pancakes sound good?”

Sam nodded eagerly, Iron Man clutched in one hand. The boy’s bare feet slapped softly against the worn wooden floor as he started down the hall, humming under his breath, the way he always did when he believed the world was still good.

Michael lingered for a second, eyes lingering on the toy’s broken arm swinging against Sam’s side. He thought of Mom’s strong hands lifting Sam into the air, of Dad’s boots disappearing out the door years earlier without looking back, of the way the house seemed to lean heavier every year, like it too missed what had been lost.

The duct tape on his sneakers creaked as he shifted his weight. He was the only armor left between Sam and the world, and no tape in the world could keep that from wearing thin.

With a breath that felt too heavy for his lungs, Michael followed his brother toward the kitchen.

The kitchen greeted them with its own particular voice — the soft tick of the clock above the fridge, the hum of an ancient appliance working harder than it should, and the faint drip from the faucet that had resisted every tightening twist of a wrench. The linoleum floor had once been white with cheerful yellow squares, but time had dimmed it to a stubborn beige, scuffed from years of restless footsteps.

Sam padded in ahead of his brother, bare feet slapping, toy still clutched tight in one hand. He drifted straight toward the small plastic crate tucked into the corner near the back door. Inside, a scattered army of figures leaned against one another like weary soldiers in retreat — Batman with a missing cape, Buzz Lightyear with one wing gone, a headless stormtrooper, a G.I. Joe whose leg had snapped clean off at the hip.

Sam knelt and dug through them, careful in the way only children could be with things already broken. His fingers sorted with reverence, pulling each figure into the light, studying the scars, then returning them gently. Iron Man was set apart, laid down like a general awaiting repairs.

Michael leaned against the counter, arms crossed, watching. There was a ritual in the way Sam handled those toys. They weren’t just plastic to him — they were companions, guardians. Every missing piece, every scratch, carried a history. The boy seemed to believe that as long as he cared for them, as long as he lined them up, they would keep caring back.

“You know,” Michael said softly, “I think they like having you take care of them. Even broken, they’re still here because you don’t give up on them.”

Sam looked up, eyes shining with a seriousness that startled Michael. “I don’t like when things get left behind. If you love them, you don’t just throw them away.”

The words hit their mark too directly. Michael felt the weight land heavy, pressing against memories he tried not to hold. He gave a short nod, swallowing the ache. “You’re right. That’s a good rule.”

Sam accepted the approval with a little smile before turning back to his ritual. He began arranging the figures along the kitchen wall, one by one, as if preparing them for roll call.

The house creaked around them, the wood settling, the desert wind nudging against loose panes. Outside, the first streaks of sunlight stretched across the sky, painting the horizon with gold and dusty rose. The smell of dry earth seeped in through the screen door, mingling with the faint scent of old grease still clinging to the stove.

Michael pulled a skillet from the cabinet, its handle wrapped in electrical tape where the metal had grown too hot years ago. He set it on the burner with a clank, then reached for the box of pancake mix, more than half-empty. Every motion felt heavier than it should — the pouring of milk, the stirring of batter, the scrape of a whisk that had lost two wires.

Sam’s humming filled the space, soft and tuneless, broken only when he spoke. “Do you think Mom will call today?”

Michael froze, spoon halfway to the bowl. He forced himself to keep stirring. “Maybe,” he said carefully. “She’ll call when she can.”

“She said she’d always call.”

The innocence in the words tore something in him. Michael set the spoon down, pressing his palms flat against the counter as if grounding himself. He remembered the last call — the rush of static, Mom’s voice strained but warm, Sam practically climbing over him to shout into the receiver. That had been weeks ago. Too long.

He kept his voice steady. “She wants to. You know that. Sometimes it’s just hard, where she is.”

Sam nodded, though the crease in his brow lingered. “I pretend when she doesn’t call. I use Buzz Lightyear’s voice and make him say goodnight to me. But it’s not the same.”

Michael’s throat closed up. He wanted to promise that everything would be fine, that Mom would call tonight, tomorrow, every day after. But lies had weight, and he already carried too much.

Instead, he crossed the kitchen and crouched beside his brother, lowering himself until their eyes were level. “Hey,” he said softly. “When Mom calls again, you’ll be the first one to talk to her. I’ll make sure of it. Okay?”

Sam’s frown eased just a little. “Promise?” “Promise.”

Sam reached for Iron Man again, clutching him close. “If she’s Iron Man, then I guess we’re her team. But sometimes I wish she didn’t need a team. Sometimes I just want her here.”

Michael didn’t answer right away. His own chest echoed the same wish — sharper, older, heavier. He reached out, squeezing Sam’s small shoulder. “Me too, buddy. Me too.”

The moment stretched, fragile but real, before Michael rose again and returned to the stove. He poured batter onto the skillet, the sizzle filling the silence. The smell of cooking pancakes began to push back the stale air of the kitchen.

Behind him, Sam finished lining up his toy collection. The cracked army stood shoulder to shoulder, a mismatched league of heroes. The boy stepped back, surveying his work with pride.

“They’re like us,” Sam said suddenly. “Even broken, they’re still together. That’s what makes them strong.”

Michael turned, spatula in hand, and looked at the line of battered figures. The sunlight streaming through the blinds painted them in alternating stripes of light and shadow, half-heroes, half-ghosts. The symbolism wasn’t lost on him.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “That’s exactly what makes them strong.”

He flipped the pancake, watching it turn golden. The smell filled the room, comforting in its simplicity. He thought of the nights when Mom would make them pancakes for dinner, calling it a “special treat.” He thought of Dad never being there for those meals, always gone before the pan even hit the stove.

The memory was sharp, but it carried warmth too. He let it stay.

Sam climbed onto the chair at the table, Iron Man laid carefully beside his plate as if waiting to eat too. His feet swung above the floor, tapping the chair leg rhythmically. He watched Michael with wide eyes, the kind that trusted without question.

Michael set the first pancake onto his brother’s plate, then made another for himself. He sat across from Sam, the chair groaning under his weight.

They ate in near silence, the scrape of forks against plates filling the room. Sam chewed thoughtfully, then spoke through a mouthful. “When you fix him... can you make Iron Man even stronger? Like... give him new powers?”

Michael smiled faintly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Sam grinned, satisfied. He stuffed another bite into his mouth, syrup dripping onto his shirt. Michael reached across with a napkin and wiped it away, the gesture automatic, born from months of practice.

For a few minutes, it felt almost normal — just breakfast, just brothers, just sunlight filling the kitchen.

But beneath it, Michael felt the truth pressing in: he was running out of tape, out of glue, out of ways to keep the world from cracking around them. His armor was thin, and there was no backup suit.

Still, when Sam looked at him with syrup on his chin and hope in his eyes, Michael straightened his shoulders. The boy didn’t need to see the cracks. He needed to see Iron Man.

And for Sam, Michael would wear the armor until it broke.

The kitchen was the kind of place that carried echoes. Every cupboard slam, every scrape of chair legs on linoleum seemed to linger a second too long, as though the walls themselves had grown used to keeping memories. Michael guided Sam inside, the boy practically skipping, barefoot, Iron Man clutched like a prize.

The table bore scratches from years of homework, dinner spills, and once, a frustrated attempt by Michael to carve his initials into the wood. A crooked sunbeam fell across the surface, slanting through blinds that were bent from too many careless pulls.

“Alright, chef,” Michael said, setting a mixing bowl on the counter. “What’s the first step?”

Sam puffed up with authority, clambering onto a chair to get a better view. “You crack the eggs. But not like last time. You got shells everywhere. You’re supposed to tap-tap, not smash.”

Michael snorted, pulling eggs from the carton. “One accident and suddenly I’m banned from the kitchen.”

“Not banned. Supervised,” Sam corrected.

Michael gave a low chuckle and handed him one egg. “Fine. Show me, then.”

Sam took it with both hands, tongue poking from the corner of his mouth as he tapped it gently against the rim of the bowl. The crack split perfectly down the middle, yolk sliding free. No shells. He glanced up, beaming.

“See? That’s how Iron Man would do it. Precision.”

Michael ruffled his hair. “Guess that makes me the Hulk in this operation.”

“No!” Sam laughed, shaking his head furiously. “Hulk smashes everything. You’re more like... like Captain America. Except you don’t have the shield.”

Michael raised an eyebrow. “Captain America, huh? That’s a promotion from last time.”

“Yeah,” Sam said seriously. “You’re the one who keeps things together. Even when you don’t have powers.”

The words lingered heavier than they should, threading through Michael’s chest. He looked away, cracking his own egg with exaggerated care just to mask the sudden tightness in his throat.

“Not bad,” he said after dropping the yolk cleanly into the bowl. “Guess I’m learning from the best.”

Sam grinned, pleased, and leaned forward to sprinkle flour from the bag. A little cloud puffed up, dusting his nose. He sneezed and laughed again, the sound ringing bright against the stillness of the house.

“Careful, kid. Don’t want to waste the whole bag.”

“I’m making it fluffy,” Sam declared, shaking the measuring cup like it was a magical potion. “Fluffy pancakes are the best.”

Michael reached past him for the spice rack, grabbing the cinnamon. Mom used to say a pinch of it made pancakes taste like Christmas morning, even if it was July. The jar slipped slightly as he twisted it open, and a sudden avalanche of powder poured into the batter, brown dust blooming over the bowl.

“Whoa!” Sam shouted, eyes wide. “Cinnamon attack!”

Michael swore under his breath, grabbing a spoon to scrape out the excess. “Damn it. Sorry. Didn’t mean—”

The words broke off. The smell rose sharp and sweet, so familiar it felt like a knife to the ribs. He could see Mom at the stove, her hair pulled back, humming off-key while she flipped pancakes with the same rhythm she used for folding laundry. She’d wink at them, call them her “special soldiers,” and Sam would bounce on his chair chanting for more.

The memory hit hard, stealing Michael’s air. He froze with the spoon in hand, staring at the cinnamon like it was an open wound.

Sam’s smile faltered. He tilted his head. “You okay?”

Michael forced himself to blink, to swallow, to push the ache down. “Yeah,” he managed. His voice cracked, betraying him. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Yeah, just... guess I overdid it.”

“You always do too much,” Sam teased gently, the innocence in his tone both soothing and devastating. “That’s why you need me to supervise.”

Michael let out a shaky laugh. “Guess so.”

They stirred the batter together, Sam gripping the handle of the whisk while Michael guided from above. The cinnamon folded in, darker than Mom would’ve made it, heavier, imperfect. But it was theirs.

Sam leaned close to the bowl, inhaling deeply. “Smells like Christmas,” he said softly, almost reverently.

Michael glanced at him, the boy’s small shoulders illuminated by the crooked sunbeam, his face open and unguarded. He thought about how memories didn’t just live in objects or smells — they rooted themselves in the people who carried them forward. Sam might not remember all the details, but the warmth lingered, reshaped into something he could still hold.

Michael reached out and squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “Yeah, buddy. Just like Christmas.

The first pancake hissed as it hit the pan, a bubbling halo forming around its edges. Michael steadied the spatula, letting Sam watch with solemn attention, as though the boy were studying a sacred rite.

“Don’t flip too early,” Sam advised. “You gotta wait for the bubbles. Mom always said.”

Michael smiled faintly at the correction. “Yeah, I remember.”

The kitchen filled with the warm scent of batter, sugar, and the too-heavy swirl of cinnamon. It mingled with the faint tang of dish soap and the dusty smell of old blinds. Sam leaned close to the stove, arms folded on the counter, chin propped up like he was watching Saturday morning cartoons.

“You think Mom’ll call today?” he asked suddenly.

The question hung in the air like a draft sneaking through a crack in the window. Michael’s grip tightened on the spatula. He stared at the pancake, at the way the bubbles popped across its surface, and forced his voice to stay light.

“Maybe,” he said. “She calls when she can, remember? Sometimes the signal’s bad.”

Sam frowned, chewing on the edge of his lip. “But she promised. She said she’d call every week.”

Michael flipped the pancake, letting it land golden-brown on the other side. His chest ached at the earnestness in Sam’s voice, at the kind of promise their mom had made with the best intentions but couldn’t always keep. Warzones didn’t care about phone schedules.

“Yeah,” Michael said softly. “She’ll call. Just... maybe not today. But soon.”

Sam wasn’t convinced. He drummed his fingers on the counter, small and restless. “Do you think she misses us?”

The spatula trembled in Michael’s hand. He turned off the burner before answering, sliding the pancake onto a chipped plate. He forced himself to look at his brother — really look — into those wide brown eyes that carried both trust and an ache for reassurance.

“Every single day,” Michael said. “That’s the thing about Mom. Even when she’s not here, she’s always thinking about us.”

Sam brightened slightly at that, though he still toyed with the hem of his shirt. “I wish she could come home already. You’re good at pancakes, but hers taste better.”

Michael chuckled, setting the plate in front of him. “Thanks for the honesty, kid.”

They ate together at the table, syrup dripping down forks, sticky fingers tapping against the scarred wood. Sam licked his plate clean and laughed when Michael rolled his eyes at him. For a while, the world shrank to just the rhythm of bites, the sound of the fridge humming, the clock ticking unevenly on the wall.

Then, as if summoned by the fragile peace, the doorbell rang. Sam perked up instantly. “Uncle Mark!”

Michael swallowed hard, stood, and wiped his hands on a dish towel. He opened the door to find Mark Reed leaning against the frame, hat tilted back, boots scuffed with West Texas dust. He smelled faintly of gasoline and sun.

“Mornin’, kiddo,” Mark said, clapping Michael on the shoulder before ruffling Sam’s hair as the boy barreled into him. “You ready for the big adventure?”

Sam grinned. “We made pancakes! With extra cinnamon.”

Mark laughed, deep and warm. “That so? Guess I showed up just in time for leftovers.”

Michael offered him a plate, but Mark waved it off. His eyes lingered a moment too long, reading the heaviness Michael tried to keep hidden.

“You did good,” Mark said quietly, almost beneath his breath. “Taking care of him.” Michael swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded, though he said nothing.

Sam grabbed his backpack from the corner — stuffed with toys, snacks, and a sketchbook. He hugged Michael tightly, his small arms squeezing around his brother’s waist.

“Don’t forget,” Sam murmured against him, “Love you three thousand.”

Michael closed his eyes, clutching him back as if he could hold time still. “Love you three thousand, kiddo.”

Sam pulled away and bounded to Mark’s truck, Iron Man figure sticking from the side pocket of his bag. Michael stood at the doorway, watching until they disappeared down the dirt road, dust trailing in their wake.

When the silence settled again, heavier than before, Michael turned back into the kitchen. The smell of cinnamon lingered, stubborn and bittersweet. He sank into a chair, stared at the empty plate across from him, and whispered to no one, “Miss you, Mom.”

The house creaked in reply, like it too carried the weight of absence.

Michael stood in the kitchen a moment longer, hands braced against the counter, staring at the sticky ring of syrup that glistened on the table where Sam’s plate had been. The smell of pancakes still lingered — warm flour, butter, and that sharp bite of cinnamon that had spilled earlier. For a second, he almost called after Uncle Mark, told him to bring Sam back inside, anything to fill the sudden silence.

But the screen door had already slammed shut. The old truck outside had rumbled to life, and the sound was gone before Michael could change his mind.

The house felt wrong without Sam’s voice bouncing from room to room. It was like stepping into a church after everyone had left: the benches empty, the air stale, the echoes still clinging to the rafters.

Michael pulled in a shaky breath, ran a hand through his hair, and let out something between a sigh and a curse. He grabbed a dish towel, wiped the syrup into a darker smear, then tossed it into the sink. The faucet dripped, a hollow sound in the stillness. Somewhere in the walls, the air conditioner rattled, struggling against the heat pressing in from outside.

He looked around the kitchen. The counter was cluttered with the small debris of their morning — Sam’s half-drained glass of milk, a fork lying crooked beside his chair, the open box of pancake mix with its paper top folded back. It all felt too normal, as if

the world thought it could keep moving, even while something inside Michael begged it to stop.

He couldn’t stay here. Not now.

Michael grabbed his keys off the hook by the door, their metal clatter unnervingly loud, and shrugged into his worn denim jacket even though the August heat didn’t need it. The jacket had become something of an armor for him, a habit he didn’t break, even in the worst weather.

He stepped out into the Texas sun.

The brightness hit him like a blow. The yard shimmered with heat, cicadas droning from somewhere in the mesquite trees beyond the fence. The dirt driveway radiated warmth through the soles of his boots, and the horizon rolled flat and endless in every direction.

His old Chevy sat crouched in the drive, paint dulled to a washed-out red, hood freckled with rust. He hesitated at the driver’s door, feeling that same tug of weight in his chest, like he was choosing to step out of one world and into another. Then he yanked it open. The hinges groaned in complaint.

Inside, the cab smelled of cracked vinyl, stale sweat, and the faint ghost of cigarette smoke. Michael slid in, the seat springs groaning beneath him. He sat there a long moment, key in hand, before finally twisting it in the ignition. The truck coughed twice, then settled into a low, rattling growl.

The steering wheel felt warm under his palms. He stared at the dashboard, at the old scratches on the radio dials, at the faded Army decal Mom had pressed onto the glovebox years ago. His chest ached. He reached out, almost touching it, then pulled his hand back as if burned.

With a hard breath, he shifted into gear and pulled onto the road.
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THE ROAD STRETCHED out like a ribbon of scorched earth, straight and unbending, carved through the flat sprawl of West Texas. Heat shimmered in the distance, turning the horizon into a wavering mirage.

The Chevy rattled along, its air conditioner wheezing against the dry August air. Dust clung to the windshield, and every few miles the tires hummed over a seam in the asphalt with a dull thunk-thunk, steady as a metronome.

Michael gripped the steering wheel too tightly, knuckles pale against sunburned skin. His jaw clenched, a muscle ticking in his cheek. He didn’t know where he was going

— didn’t care. All that mattered was leaving the silence of the house behind, the sticky plate, the cinnamon spill, the empty chair across from him at the table.

The cab smelled faintly of leather, dust, and the ghost of cigarettes. The temptation pressed in on him. The half-crumpled pack still sat in the glovebox like a secret he couldn’t quite bury. He’d promised Sam he was done. Promised Mom, too. But promises felt brittle these days.

He rolled the window down, letting the hot wind rush in. It carried with it the smell of sagebrush, dust, and something faintly metallic — the scent of summer asphalt baking under a relentless sun. The wind roared in his ears, making it harder to think, but not enough to drown the steady drumbeat of worry.

Sam’s words kept circling him like vultures. “Do you think Mom’ll call today?”

The memory cut deep. The way Sam’s voice had cracked on the word misses — that small, quiet ache that slipped through Michael’s reassurances. He’d smiled, told him not to worry, told him of course she would call. But inside, he had been lying, building a dam against the fear that their mother was further away than either of them could admit.

He swallowed hard, eyes burning against the blinding horizon.

He tried to imagine her somewhere far away — helmet on, rifle slung across her chest, dirt clinging to her uniform. He tried to picture her smiling the way she had in the photos taped to their fridge. But instead, the memory came unbidden:

The morning she left.

Her duffel bag waiting by the door. Sam clinging to her leg, his small hands fisted into her fatigues. The way she had knelt down, brushing his hair back, kissing his forehead with tears in her eyes. Michael had stood in the doorway, arms crossed, trying to look older than his fifteen years. He hadn’t hugged her right away, not until she cupped his face and whispered, You’re the man of the house now, Mikey. Take care of your brother.

And then she was gone, the hum of the transport van fading into the Texas dawn.

Michael’s chest tightened at the memory. He blinked hard, forcing the road back into focus.

The radio crackled when he flicked it on, filling the cab with static before settling on a country station. A twangy voice sang about long roads and empty nights, words blurring into the backdrop of loneliness. Michael left it low, more for the comfort of sound than the music itself.

The miles dragged. His hand kept drifting toward the glovebox, hovering, pulling back, hovering again. He flexed his fingers against the wheel instead, tapping in rhythm with the seams in the road.

That was when his phone buzzed.

The sound sliced through the monotony, sharp and jarring. Michael jumped, fumbling it off the passenger seat. An unfamiliar number glowed on the cracked screen, stark against the daylight. Unknown area code.

For a moment, he didn’t move. He just stared at it, his pulse climbing into his throat. His gut tightened in a way he couldn’t explain, as if some part of him already knew.

The phone kept vibrating, insistent. His palms went slick. He swallowed, thumb hovering over the green icon.

It could be spam, he told himself. Or a bill collector. Or...

But deep down, beneath all the fragile lies, he knew.

He pressed accept, lifted the phone to his ear. His voice came out rough. “Hello?” There was a pause. Then a man’s voice, clipped and formal:

“Is this Michael Reed?”

Michael’s chest constricted. “Yeah. Who’s asking?”

“This is Captain Thomas Harlow, United States Army. Are you alone, son?”

Michael’s grip on the wheel faltered. The truck swerved slightly before he corrected, pulling onto the shoulder. Gravel crunched beneath the tires as he coasted to a stop. He could barely breathe.

“Y-Yeah,” he managed. His heartbeat pounded in his ears. “Why?”

The silence stretched, weighted, every second another nail driven into him. When the voice came again, it was gentler, but no less merciless.

“Michael, I regret to inform you that Sergeant Anya Reed was killed in action this morning.”

The world collapsed inward.

Michael’s grip slipped, the phone nearly tumbling from his hand. His chest caved inward as if someone had punched straight through his ribs. The words hung there, floating in the hot cab air, but they didn’t feel real.

Sergeant Anya Reed was killed in action this morning.

The voice on the other end kept talking — clipped details, formal phrasing, words like “incident,” “combat zone,” and “condolences.” But Michael wasn’t listening. His ears roared like ocean surf, drowning out everything. His throat closed, ragged air scraping in and out, but nothing felt steady enough to hold onto.

He was seventeen years old. And his mother was gone.

“Son? Do you understand?”

Michael couldn’t answer. His lips parted, but no sound came out. He slammed the phone against the seat, as if breaking the connection might undo the words, might rewind the world a few seconds before.

His forehead hit the steering wheel. Hard. Once. Twice. The sting of bone on vinyl shot through his skull. He let out a guttural, animal sound that filled the cab, shaking with rage and grief. His fists pounded the dashboard, the old plastic rattling under the blows. The radio crackled and cut out completely.

“God damn it!” His voice was hoarse, breaking mid-shout. He slammed again, the wheel vibrating under his fists until the horn blared. The sound startled him, rang in his ears, and only made him angrier. He shoved the heel of his palm against it until the noise cracked like a scream into the empty Texas horizon.

Then silence.

Michael collapsed back against the seat, chest heaving, sweat slicking his forehead. His hands shook. He wanted to hit something harder, break something big enough to match the hole opening in his chest, but the truck just rattled around him, stubborn and small.

He dragged his palms down his face. The rough scrape of calluses against his skin grounded him for a second, but the grief came surging again. He pressed his knuckles against his mouth, holding back another sob, but his body betrayed him. His shoulders shuddered. His throat worked.

It was useless. The tears came anyway. Hot, fast, unstoppable.

He pressed the back of his hand against his eyes, wiping furiously, as though he could erase the evidence. Seventeen years old, and here he was bawling alone on the side of a sun-beaten road. His chest ached with every jagged breath. His mom was gone.

Gone.

Michael fumbled for the phone again. It lay screen-down on the cracked vinyl seat, the black glass reflecting a slice of sun. He turned it over. The call had ended. No voicemail. No second number to dial back. Just silence.

He wanted to call someone. Uncle Mark. Hell, even the Army line again. But his fingers hovered uselessly. Words jammed in his throat before he could form them. Who could he say it to? Who could he trust with something so enormous when he could barely believe it himself?

His hands moved on their own, tugging open the glovebox. The battered pack of cigarettes sat inside, crushed a little at the edges, a lighter tucked beside it. Michael stared at them. He hadn’t touched one since Sam caught him sneaking out a smoke last winter. He’d promised, swore he was done, swore he wouldn’t fall into the same traps Dad had before he disappeared.

But promises didn’t matter anymore.

Michael tore the pack open. The smell hit him immediately — bitter, acrid, strangely comforting. His hands shook so hard he almost dropped the lighter. He shoved a cigarette between his lips, sparked the flame, and dragged deep. The smoke burned his throat raw, but the rush filled the hollow space inside for a second.

He coughed, hard, almost gagged, but then drew again, deeper this time. The edge dulled. Not gone, never gone, but dulled. The grief receded into the background, heavy but quieter, like a storm moving offshore.

Michael leaned his head back against the seat, eyes closed, cigarette tip glowing in the dim cab. The smoke curled toward the cracked ceiling liner. His chest still hitched now and then, sobs breaking through between exhales, but the cigarette steadied his hands enough to keep him from tearing the steering wheel apart.

The desert heat pressed against the windshield. Outside, cicadas droned, the sound filling the silence. Inside, only the soft crackle of burning tobacco answered.

Michael’s mind spun back to Sam.

Do you think Mom’ll call today?

The words hit like a blade to the gut. His little brother’s face rose in his mind — wide brown eyes, hopeful smile, voice pitched just a little higher when he asked. Michael had promised him. Promised. He had looked him in the eye this very morning, told him not to worry.

And now he would have to look him in the eye again and tell him the truth.

Michael’s stomach churned. He dropped the cigarette out the open window, crushed it under his boot when it landed in the dirt. His hands raked through his hair, gripping fistfuls until his scalp burned.

How the hell was he supposed to tell Sam?

Images flashed, uninvited. Sam sitting at the kitchen table, syrup on his cheek, giggling when the cinnamon spilled. Sam waving at Uncle Mark’s truck, small hand held high. Sam clutching his stuffed bear the night their mom left for deployment, whispering that it would keep him safe while she was away.

How could he take that from him? How could he be the one to destroy the last fragile hope his brother held onto?

Michael let out a sound — half groan, half sob — and slammed his fist once more against the steering wheel. This time it was softer, more desperate than angry. His forehead came to rest against it, tears dripping onto his jeans.

The phone sat on the seat beside him again, silent, screen dark. It might as well have been a stone.

He thought about calling Uncle Mark, telling him to keep Sam at his place longer, maybe until Michael could figure out how to say it. He thought about driving until the road ran out, until the Chevy rattled apart under him. He thought about lighting another cigarette, another, another, until the smoke drowned him completely.

But no matter what he thought, the truth sat heavy, immovable. His mother was gone. Sam would have to hear it from him. And nothing he did could make it easier.

Michael stayed parked on the shoulder until the sun dipped lower in the sky. The air inside the cab grew stifling, every breath sticky with heat and smoke. Sweat plastered his shirt to his back, but he didn’t move. He sat there, staring at the road stretching endlessly ahead, as though somewhere out there, past the horizon, he might find a different version of the truth.

But the horizon never changed.

Sam’s voice echoed again, softer this time, almost like a whisper in the wind: Do you think Mom’ll call today?

Michael pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes until stars burst in the dark. When he lowered them, the truck’s interior swam with shadow. He let out a long, broken breath, started the engine again, and turned the Chevy back toward home.

The silence followed him.

The sun was low by the time Michael turned the Chevy back onto the dirt road that led home. The world stretched out in copper and violet, the horizon bleeding with the last of the day’s heat. Cicadas whined in the mesquite trees, and dust plumed behind the truck like smoke trailing from a dying fire.

Michael’s hands gripped the steering wheel so hard his knuckles burned white. Every mile dragged like an anchor chained to his chest. The closer he came, the harder his body resisted, as if part of him believed that if he never reached the house, he would never have to say the words.

But the headlights swept over the mailbox, the faded numbers stenciled by Mom’s careful hand years ago. Then the sagging fence, half-broken but still standing because she always swore she’d fix it when she got leave. The house sat quiet beyond it, porch light already glowing weak against the deepening dark.

Michael pulled into the drive and killed the engine. Silence swallowed him whole. The ticking of the hot motor faded into nothing. His chest tightened, ribs aching as though the truck itself was holding him hostage.

Through the dusty windshield, the house looked smaller than he remembered. Weathered boards, paint peeling where sun and sand had chewed through it. The roofline sagged just enough to catch his eye, reminding him again of every promise Dad never kept.

Inside, he knew, Sam would be waiting. Probably in the living room with his toys spread across the rug, or maybe perched on the couch cushions, watching cartoons with the volume too loud. Maybe — Michael’s stomach knotted — maybe sitting by the phone, waiting for Mom to call.

Michael sat there for a long time, key still in the ignition, forehead resting on the heel of his hand. He couldn’t force his body to move. The words twisted in his throat, poisonous, impossible. How do you break your brother’s heart and still live with yourself afterward?

The porch light flickered once, and that tiny shift — that reminder of how fragile everything was — finally forced him to open the door.

Heat slapped him in the face, thick and dusty. The air smelled faintly of sagebrush and motor oil. Gravel crunched under his boots as he crossed the yard. Every step felt heavier, as though the ground itself wanted to drag him down.

The front door creaked open, and the house welcomed him with silence. That silence was louder than anything. It hummed in his ears, filled with the ghosts of memory. The faint echo of Mom’s voice calling them for dinner. The sound of Sam’s laughter, spilling down the hall after bedtime. The slam of Dad’s boots before everything fell apart.

Now, only shadows moved across the walls, long and bent from the dying sunlight.

Michael shut the door behind him. The air inside smelled of yesterday’s pancakes, faint cinnamon still clinging like an aftertaste. His chest squeezed.

“Michael?”

Sam’s voice floated from the living room, bright, expectant. The sound made Michael’s knees weak.

He swallowed hard, forced words out. “Yeah, buddy. I’m home.”

He walked down the hall, his boots scuffing the worn floorboards that groaned with every step. Passing the kitchen, he saw the dishes still stacked by the sink, the skillet where they’d flipped pancakes that morning. A sticky ring of syrup shimmered faintly on the counter, untouched since breakfast.

This morning feels like a lifetime ago, Michael thought. He stepped into the living room.

Sam sat cross-legged on the rug, surrounded by his little kingdom of toys. Action figures leaned against one another in crooked lines — Iron Man in front, Spider-Man toppled to the side, Batman missing an arm. Crayons rolled under the coffee table, and a half-finished drawing lay spread open: a stick-figure soldier holding hands with two smaller stick figures, all smiling under a lopsided sun. Mom in her uniform.

Michael and Sam beside her.

Michael’s throat burned.

Sam looked up, grinning. His cheeks were still pink from playing. “Hey! You’re back. Did you get us dinner? Uncle Mark said maybe we could get pizza later.”

Michael forced a smile, though it felt brittle. “We’ll see, kiddo.”

Sam tilted his head, studying him. His eyes were so open, so unguarded. “You look tired.”

Michael lowered himself onto the couch, elbows braced on his knees. “Yeah. Long day.”

Sam crawled closer on the rug, Iron Man clutched in his hand. “It’s okay. Mom always said you’re tough like Iron Man.” He lifted the toy, its paint chipped, one arm dangling loose. “See? Armor.”

Michael’s chest cracked at the sight of it. Armor, he thought. If only plastic and paint could protect them from this.

He reached out, ruffled Sam’s hair. “Guess we all need some armor, huh?”

Sam nodded seriously, like he was solving a puzzle too big for his age. Then his face brightened again. “Did Mom call?”

The question landed like a stone in Michael’s gut. His lips parted, but no sound came out. His heartbeat roared in his ears.

Sam’s eyes searched his face. “Did she? She promised.”

Michael looked away, toward the darkening window. The last light of day bent across the room, gilding the toys in orange glow. The air felt thick, every breath heavy with unsaid words.

He couldn’t answer. Not yet. The truth sat like broken glass in his throat, sharp and waiting.

Instead, he leaned back against the couch, eyes closing for a second. “Let’s... talk in a bit, okay? I just need a minute.”

Sam frowned, confused but obedient. He turned back to his toys, Iron Man propped up in battle stance. The sound of plastic clicking together filled the silence as he whispered little battle noises under his breath.

Michael watched him, every detail sinking deep: the way his small hands gripped the toy, the messy mop of his hair, the stubborn hope that still burned in his eyes. He wanted to freeze this moment, to live inside it forever before everything shattered.

But time didn’t stop. The light dimmed. The shadows stretched. And Michael knew Part Two was coming, whether he was ready or not.

Michael sat on the couch, staring at the dark window as if the night itself might speak for him, might tell Sam the words he couldn’t form. His fingers rubbed against his palms, skin raw from the steering wheel’s grip earlier, his chest tight with the ache of a truth he couldn’t delay much longer.

Behind him, the clock in the kitchen ticked louder than usual, each second a hammer against his skull. The refrigerator hummed. The boards in the wall settled with little sighs. Ordinary sounds, but they pressed down on him like the walls themselves were waiting.

Sam was still on the rug, his action figures sprawled in mid-battle. His head tilted as he made Iron Man “fly,” swooping across the faded carpet with small whooshing noises. The innocence of it almost undid Michael.

“Sam,” he said, his voice too low, rough. Sam looked up, eyebrows raised. “Yeah?”

Michael opened his mouth, but the words refused to come. His throat locked, muscles straining, as if his body was protecting his brother from the truth even as his mind screamed to let it out.

He rubbed his face, palms dragging down his cheeks. “C’mere, buddy. Sit with me.”

Sam hesitated, sensing something. His toys dropped from his hands, plastic clattering against the floor, and he scrambled up onto the couch. His small body pressed against Michael’s side, warm and trusting.

Michael put an arm around him, pulling him close. He could feel Sam’s heartbeat against his ribs, quick and steady, as though nothing in the world had changed. For a moment, Michael wished he could just sit like that forever — a bubble of denial, a world still intact.

But Sam tilted his head up. “What’s wrong?”

Michael swallowed hard. His chest felt like it might split open. Do it. Say it.

“You remember when Mom called last time,” Michael began slowly, his words dragging, “and she told you how much she loved you?”

Sam’s eyes brightened, his face breaking into a smile. “Yeah! She said she was gonna bring me something from overseas. Like a patch, or a cool coin.”

Michael’s vision blurred. He blinked hard, forcing the wetness back. “She... she meant that, Sam. Every word.”

Something in his tone made Sam frown. His smile faded, replaced by that wary look kids get when they’re trying to read the room, trying to figure out the rules of a game no one explained.

“Michael?” His voice was smaller now. “Why are you saying it like that?”

Michael’s hand tightened on Sam’s shoulder. He felt like he was holding him too tight, but he couldn’t let go.

“Buddy...” He faltered, breath shaking. “Mom’s not coming home.”

The words shattered the room. They fell into the silence like glass, sharp and irreversible.

Sam blinked up at him, confusion flashing first, then a quick little laugh, uncertain. “What do you mean? She’s just... she’s still out there. She promised.”

Michael shook his head, pain ripping through every syllable. “She can’t come back. Her unit... there was an attack.” His voice broke, cracked raw. “She died, Sam.

Mom’s gone.”

Sam froze. His whole body went stiff, like a toy wound too tight. His mouth opened, closed. “No.”

Michael’s throat ached. He wanted to take it back, to lie, to tell him it wasn’t true. But lies wouldn’t hold forever.

Sam shook his head harder, his little fists balling up against his knees. “No, she’s not. You’re lying. She wouldn’t leave. She promised she’d call again. You’re just mad, that’s all. You’re just—” His voice cracked, sharp with panic.

Michael caught his hands, holding them gently but firmly. “Sam, I wish more than anything that it wasn’t true. I wish I could fix it. But I can’t. She’s... she’s gone.”

Sam yanked his hands free and shoved at Michael’s chest, tears starting to streak his face. “Stop it! You’re lying!” His small fists hit Michael’s shirt, soft thuds that carried more pain than force. “I hate you!”

Michael didn’t move. He let the blows come, let Sam’s rage pour out. His own tears finally fell, silent and hot, dripping onto the boy’s hair as he folded forward, wrapping his arms around his brother.

Sam struggled, twisting, but Michael held on, whispering through the ache in his throat. “I know, I know. It’s not fair. I wish it wasn’t true, buddy. I’d trade places with her if I could. I swear to God I would.”

Sam’s fight weakened. His fists softened into palms pressed against Michael’s chest. His breath hitched in broken gasps. Finally, he sagged, collapsing into Michael’s arms with a sob that seemed too big for his small body.

Michael rocked him, slow, like he remembered Mom doing when Sam was little. Back and forth, back and forth, even as his own shoulders shook with silent grief.

For a long time, neither of them spoke. The only sound was Sam’s sobbing, muffled against Michael’s shirt, and the old house creaking around them like it, too, was mourning.

When Sam finally pulled back, his face was red and wet, his eyes swollen. He looked up, voice trembling. “Did... did she hurt? When it happened?”

Michael’s heart cracked all over again. He cupped Sam’s face in his hands, brushing his thumbs under his eyes. “No, buddy. She didn’t suffer. It was quick.” He wasn’t sure if it was true, but it was the only gift he could give.

Sam sniffled, searching his brother’s face for truth. “Can we still... talk to her? Like... if we pray or something? Will she hear us?”

Michael’s throat tightened. He kissed the top of Sam’s head. “Yeah. She’ll always hear you. Always. She loved you more than anything.”

Sam buried his face against him again. “I don’t want her to be gone.” “I know,” Michael whispered, his voice breaking. “I don’t either.”

They sat like that until the shadows swallowed the room, the last sliver of daylight gone.

Later, Michael carried Sam to the couch, too tired to bother with bed. He pulled the old blanket from the backrest — the one Mom had crocheted years ago, soft and fraying at the edges — and wrapped it around them both.

Sam clung to him, still hiccuping little breaths, his face pressed into Michael’s chest. His hand clutched at Michael’s shirt like he was afraid he might disappear too.

Michael stared into the dark, his own eyes wide open, refusing the mercy of sleep. His body was there, holding his brother, but his mind was a storm: grief, rage, helplessness, fear. He felt hollow, gutted, and yet heavier than he’d ever been.

It’s just us now, he thought, staring at the ceiling beams faintly outlined in the dark.

No armor. No one else. Just me and him.

The weight of responsibility settled fully on his shoulders — crushing, merciless, permanent.

Sam stirred, mumbling half-asleep words. “Don’t go, Michael.”

Michael pressed his cheek against his brother’s hair, tears slipping free again. “I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”

The house creaked, the cicadas sang outside, and the brothers clung to each other as the night stretched on — the fragile heartbeat of their world breaking and reshaping in the shadows.

The living room was a tomb of shadows.

Michael sat upright on the couch, his body stiff, his mind refusing rest. Sam was curled against him under the crocheted blanket, his breathing uneven, little whimpers escaping now and then like his dreams were jagged.

Michael stroked his brother’s hair absentmindedly, his eyes fixed on the ceiling where faint cracks spidered across the plaster. The dim orange glow of the streetlight outside bled through the blinds, cutting across the room in stripes.

Sleep wouldn’t come. Not for him. Every time he closed his eyes, the words replayed. She’s gone. His own voice, breaking. Sam’s denial, his sobs, his fists beating against Michael’s chest.

And then the silence after. A silence too big for the house, too final.

Michael swallowed hard, his throat raw. He eased Sam down onto the couch, careful not to wake him. The boy stirred, murmuring something unintelligible, but didn’t wake.

Michael rose quietly, his legs heavy, his body aching like he’d run miles. He stepped into the kitchen, flicking on the light. The sudden brightness was harsh, unforgiving. The table was still messy from breakfast that morning — a smear of syrup on the wood, the sticky cinnamon shaker half-full and leaning against the salt.

He stared at it, remembering Sam’s laughter when the cinnamon spilled, remembering how the grief had cracked through him even in that ordinary moment. Now, the sight of it gutted him all over again.

He pressed his palms against the counter, leaning hard, his head hanging. His chest heaved once, twice. He wanted to scream, but the walls were thin, and Sam was sleeping.

Instead, his hand drifted automatically to the drawer by the sink. The one he’d sworn he wouldn’t open again.

His fingers curled around the handle, hesitating. Don’t. But his body moved anyway. The drawer slid open with a soft groan.

Inside: an old pack of cigarettes, forgotten, crumpled at the edges. A lighter. His shame, tucked away for nights like this — nights he thought would never come again.

Michael picked up the pack, thumb tracing the cardboard. His pulse thudded in his ears. He hadn’t smoked in months, not since Sam caught him and begged him to quit. “Mom hates it,” Sam had said. “She’d be mad at you.”

He swallowed hard. “Yeah, she would,” he whispered to the empty kitchen.

Still, he tapped one out. The cigarette felt wrong between his fingers, like holding a ghost. He shoved it between his lips anyway, struck the lighter, and inhaled.

The burn clawed at his throat, but it grounded him, sharp and bitter. He blew smoke toward the ceiling, watching it curl and fade into the fluorescent light.

He smoked another. And another. His chest tightened, not just from the nicotine, but from the guilt. Sorry, Sam. Sorry, Mom.

Finally, he stubbed the last one out in the sink, running water over the ash until it swirled away. His hands trembled. He splashed cold water onto his face, staring at his reflection in the window above the sink. The glass reflected only a hollowed man — eyes bloodshot, cheeks drawn tight, jaw clenched like stone.

You can’t fall apart, he told himself. Not in front of him. Not ever.

He turned off the light and padded back toward the living room. Sam was still asleep, though restless, his little body twitching in dreams. Michael sat back down beside him, pulling the blanket higher over his shoulders.

Sam whimpered, whispering, “Mom...” in his sleep.

The sound pierced Michael deeper than any blade. He gathered his brother close, whispering back, “I’ve got you. I’m here.”

But his own eyes stayed wide open as the night dragged on, long and merciless, the minutes grinding past like stones.

At some point between one cigarette and the next heavy sigh, Michael’s body finally gave in. Not fully — not the deep, healing sleep he craved — but a restless surrender, the kind where the mind stays half-awake and the body lurches in uneasy rhythms.

The couch groaned as he shifted. Sam was tucked against his side, small, warm, fragile. Michael’s arm stayed wrapped around him like an anchor, even in sleep.

And then the dream began.

It wasn’t sudden — it bled in, like ink seeping through paper. The living room blurred. The walls bent. Light poured in from nowhere, golden and bright, too bright for the hour. He smelled pancakes, strong and sweet, the way Mom used to make them when mornings felt safe.

He was small again. Ten years old, knees knobby, pajamas too short at the ankles. Sam was barely a toddler, sitting in a high chair with syrup smeared on his cheeks.

And there was Mom. Anya Reed, alive. Her hair tied back in a loose bun, flour dusting her hands, her laugh filling the kitchen.

“Michael,” she said, turning to him with that half-grin she always wore when she was tired but trying anyway. “Set the table. Three forks, three knives. Sam doesn’t need one yet, he’ll just play drums with it.”

Toddler Sam squealed, pounding the tray of his chair with sticky fists. Michael laughed — the sound surprised him, because it had been so long since it came out without effort.

The memory blurred, and suddenly he was older again, twelve maybe, standing at the screen door. Mom was outside in uniform, boots dusted red from the West Texas dirt. Her duffel bag slung over her shoulder. The sun behind her was blinding, outlining her like an angel and a soldier both.

“Be good,” she said, kneeling to eye level. She cupped his face with both hands, thumbs brushing his cheeks. “You’re the man of the house now. Take care of your brother.”

His chest burned. “Don’t go.”

Her smile faltered, eyes shining, but she kissed his forehead and whispered, “I’ll come back. Promise.”

The scene shattered. The word promise echoed, splintering the dreamscape like glass breaking underwater.

Now Michael stood in the desert. The horizon stretched forever, endless dust and sky. His mom stood far ahead, her uniform dark against the light. Sam clutched Michael’s hand, tugging, whispering, “Go get her, Mike. Don’t let her leave.”

Michael’s feet tried to move, but the ground sucked at them like mud. Each step was agony, his lungs burning, the sky darkening above.

“Mom!” he screamed. His voice cracked. “Don’t go!”

But she kept walking, her figure growing smaller, swallowed by the horizon until nothing remained but dust and silence.

Michael fell to his knees. Sam’s small hand slipped from his. And then there was only smoke. Cigarette smoke, choking, filling his lungs until he jolted awake.

—
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MICHAEL GASPED, SITTING up on the couch. The blanket had slipped to the floor. His heart pounded, sweat dampening the back of his neck. The dream clung to him like a second skin.

The room was still. Too still.

Sam was asleep beside him, curled tight, thumb brushing his lips. A whimper escaped the boy’s throat, a broken sound.

Michael leaned down, smoothing his brother’s hair. “Shh. It’s okay,” he whispered, even though it wasn’t. Even though nothing was okay.

He sat back, rubbing his face with both hands. His fingers smelled faintly of ash. His lungs still ached from the smoke, or maybe from the memory. He wasn’t sure anymore.

The night dragged on, slow as molasses. The old clock on the wall ticked, each second louder than the last.

Michael didn’t sleep again. Instead, he stared at the ceiling, replaying everything. The call. The words. Sam’s cries. The dream.

By the time the first light of dawn seeped through the blinds, soft and gray, Michael felt hollowed out. Like someone had scooped everything inside him and left only a shell.

He rose carefully, stretching stiff muscles, joints popping in protest. He tucked the blanket tighter around Sam, lingering for a moment as he watched his brother’s chest rise and fall.

For a heartbeat, Michael let himself imagine what it would be like if things were different. If Mom walked through the door right now, tired but smiling. If this night had never happened.

But the silence answered. The empty chair by the table. The cinnamon shaker still leaning like a broken sentinel.

Reality pressed down.

Michael walked to the window, lifting the blinds just enough to see the horizon. The sky was turning gold, the desert waking with cruel indifference.

He lit one last cigarette, inhaling deep. The smoke curled in front of the sunrise, a ghost dissolving into light. He exhaled slowly, watching it fade.

You’re the man of the house now.

Her words echoed, both blessing and curse.

Michael crushed the cigarette out, jaw tight. “I’ll keep him safe, Mom,” he whispered. His voice cracked, but it didn’t matter. “I’ll keep my promise. No matter what.”

Behind him, Sam stirred, murmuring softly in his sleep. Michael turned, a shadow of resolve in his eyes.

The longest night was over. Dawn had come. But the weight of what was gone would follow him forever.

The evening light stretched long over the West Texas plains, painting everything in molten copper and deepening shadow. The air had cooled, but the heat still clung stubbornly to the earth, rising in faint shimmers from the asphalt of the road.

Sam darted back and forth across the yard, his bare feet dusty, his face lit with a grin that felt like it belonged to another world. In his hands, he carried a paper airplane, its creases sharp, wings bent just slightly from too many launches.

“Watch this one, Mikey!” he called, winding up with exaggerated care. He squinted, tongue poking out between his lips, then sent the plane slicing through the air. It wobbled, caught a current, and nose-dived into the dry grass.

Sam laughed anyway, sprinting after it. “Almost had it that time!”

From the porch, Michael managed a faint smile. His chest hurt watching him — not from the running or the laughter, but from the innocence in it. The way Sam still carried joy in his hands, even after the night that had broken everything.

Michael sat on the steps, elbows braced on his knees, a half-empty soda can sweating beside him. His eyes followed Sam’s little figure as it darted under the sinking sun.

He wanted to memorize it: the crooked hairline, the scrapes on his shins, the fierce determination with which he folded his paper wings and tried again.

Because one day, too soon, even this would be weighted by absence.

The crunch of tires pulled Michael’s head up. A truck turned onto the road, its headlights flaring briefly in the dusk. For a moment, his heart stuttered, his muscles coiled. But then he saw it was Uncle Mark’s pickup — old, sun-bleached paint, a dent in the passenger-side door.

Sam shouted in delight. “Uncle Mark!” He ran to the gate, waving his airplane like a flag.

Mark stepped out, his boots hitting gravel with a crunch, his expression softer than usual. He crouched to catch Sam as the boy barreled into him. “There’s my co-pilot,” he said, lifting him in one easy swoop.

Sam held up his paper airplane proudly. “Look, I made a jet! Faster than anything!”

Mark turned it over in his big, callused hands, nodding with mock seriousness. “That so? Looks pretty aerodynamic to me. Bet it could outfly half the Air Force.”

Sam giggled, pleased.

Michael rose slowly from the porch, his joints aching though he was young. He walked down to meet them, nodding at his uncle. “Hey.”

Mark’s eyes flicked to him, reading too much without words. “Hey, kid.” His voice was low, carrying the kind of weight only men who had buried things inside themselves understood.

They stood there a moment, the fading sun pressing down, Sam oblivious as he tugged at Mark’s sleeve and pointed out the latest flight path he wanted to try.

And then, in the distance, a different sound broke through the easy rhythm of the evening — a low, steady hum that didn’t belong.

Michael stiffened instantly. He knew it before he even saw the outline cresting the far stretch of road.

A government-issued sedan. Dark, polished, deliberate.

It moved slowly, too slowly, the way vehicles did when they carried something heavier than cargo.

Michael’s mouth went dry. His fists curled at his sides. He didn’t need anyone to explain.

Beside him, Uncle Mark’s shoulders went rigid. He muttered a quiet curse under his breath, then shifted Sam subtly behind him, as though instinctively shielding him from something he couldn’t yet understand.

Sam, of course, noticed none of it. He threw his airplane again, clapping when it sailed almost to the mailbox. “Did you see that, Mikey? It went far that time!”

Michael forced a nod, his throat too tight for words. His eyes never left the car as it drew nearer, its polished black surface reflecting the last of the sun.

The hum grew louder. The weight pressed heavier. And in Michael’s chest, something sank like a stone.

The black sedan slowed to a deliberate crawl, its tires crunching the gravel like a metronome counting down something inevitable. Michael’s stomach knotted, his chest tight. Sam’s paper airplane wobbled in the breeze, almost forgotten in the boy’s small hand.

The sedan stopped. Two uniformed officers stepped out, their boots crisp, their posture precise. Their faces were calm, professional, but the weight behind their eyes betrayed the words they carried. Michael didn’t need them to speak; he already knew.

Mark’s hand rested firmly on Sam’s shoulder, still holding him slightly behind his back, though the boy squirmed impatiently.

Michael’s mouth went dry. The air seemed suddenly heavier, as though the evening itself had pressed down to watch. He felt the horizon tilt, the familiar West Texas light warping around the edges of the driveway.

The taller officer stepped forward, carrying a triangle of folded fabric — the flag. The red, white, and blue pressed into precise geometry, each fold deliberate, heavy with ceremony.

Michael felt the world tilt further. His knees buckled slightly, but he held himself upright, eyes locked on the flag, remembering everything it represented. Duty. Loss. Sacrifice. His mother.

Sam’s hand slipped, and the paper airplane tumbled to the ground. Michael didn’t see it at first, caught in the gravity of the officer’s steady approach.

“Mr. Reed?” the officer said, voice even, rehearsed, formal. “On behalf of the President of the United States and a grateful nation, I...”

The words blurred. Michael felt the syllables land like stones in his chest. He already knew the rest. He didn’t need to hear it to feel the hollowness spread through him.

The flag was placed gently into his hands, but it felt impossibly heavy, heavier than any weight he had ever carried. Every fiber of cloth seemed soaked in loss, sacrifice, and absence.

Sam stared, wide-eyed, at the ceremonial folds. His fingers curled instinctively into Michael’s arm. The paper airplane lay forgotten at his feet, a fragile symbol of the childhood they had barely begun to protect.

Michael lowered the flag slowly, pressing it against his chest. The sharp corners dug slightly into his ribs, but he welcomed the pain. It made the loss feel tangible, anchoring him in a world that had otherwise gone unmoored.

He looked down at Sam, who was trembling slightly, his small lips parted, eyes trying to make sense of what had just arrived in their quiet yard. “It’s okay, buddy,” Michael said, voice tight but steady. “We’re together. That’s what matters.”

Mark’s face was etched in quiet grief, jaw tight, eyes shiny under the brim of his cap. He said nothing, simply stood beside them, steady as a sentinel, sharing in the unspoken pain.

Sam reached out, brushing his small hand against the folds of the flag. “Mom?” he whispered, almost too quietly to hear.

Michael swallowed, lifting the boy into his arms. “She’s always with us, Sam. In here,” he said, tapping his chest over his heart, “and here,” he added, lifting the flag slightly.

Sam clung tightly, wrapping his arms around Michael’s neck, the weight of his small body anchoring the older boy in the present. Michael inhaled the faint scent of dust, grass, and Sam’s lingering sweat, letting it ground him.

Mark knelt beside them, voice low and steady. “We’ll get through this together. You’ve got each other, and that’s all that counts.”

Michael nodded once, hard. He pressed the flag closer, feeling the ridges of the folds bite gently into his palms. He imagined his mother’s hands here, guiding him, steadying him. The flag was all that remained of her presence in the world they knew.

Outside, the sun dipped lower, gilding the sky in fiery oranges and deep purples. The West Texas wind whispered through the chimes on the porch, carrying faint echoes of

laughter, of small pancakes, of quiet breakfasts. Memories, both sacred and unbearable, danced along the edges of the evening.

Sam finally released Michael enough to peer over his shoulder at the flag. “It’s... Mom,” he said, voice trembling.

“Yes, buddy,” Michael said, brushing hair from Sam’s forehead. “It’s Mom.”

The paper airplane lay crumpled on the porch, wings bent, its flight ended. Michael bent down, gently picking it up, tucking it into Sam’s pocket. “You can’t fly it right now, little man. Not until we figure out how to fly without her here.”

Sam nodded, small tears sliding down his cheeks, and clutched the airplane and Michael’s arm at once.

Mark rose, placing a firm hand on Michael’s shoulder. “You did good, kid. You’ve got this. And you’ve got him.”

Michael nodded, but the flag still burned in his hands, a tangible reminder that part of their world was gone forever.

The officers saluted, their movements crisp, final. Then they turned and walked back to their car, boots tapping on gravel. The vehicle pulled away, disappearing into the distance, leaving the porch heavy with silence.

Michael remained frozen, holding both Sam and the folded flag. The weight of it pressed him down, but he also drew strength from it. Sam’s small body fit perfectly against his chest, warm and alive.

Hours passed in quiet vigil, the sun finally slipping entirely below the horizon. The sky shifted to ink, punctuated by the first timid stars. Michael finally lowered Sam onto the porch steps, letting the boy curl back under the blanket, still clutching the crumpled airplane.

The flag rested between them, silent and heavy, a bridge between what was lost and what remained. Michael pressed a hand over Sam’s tiny fingers, feeling the pulse of life against the cold cloth.

“I’ll keep you safe,” he whispered again, voice breaking in the quiet. “I promise. Always.”

Mark lingered a moment longer, then finally turned toward the truck. “I’ll check in tomorrow. Make sure you both get some sleep tonight,” he said.

Michael watched him go, then settled back beside Sam. The paper airplane rested safely in Sam’s pocket. The flag lay against his chest. The night wind whispered through the chimes, carrying away nothing, leaving only the weight of their grief — and the fragile, unbroken thread of family binding them together.

They didn’t speak again for a long time. Words were useless. All that mattered was presence, warmth, and the unshakable, unspoken vow: to survive, to endure, to keep each other safe.

The stars over West Texas shone indifferent, yet somehow comforting, as though they bore silent witness to the promise of two brothers and the man who had become their world.

The house had finally surrendered to silence. Sam’s small, even breathing floated from his bedroom, punctuated occasionally by the faint rustle of a blanket or a shifting pillow. The night air pressed in around the old West Texas home, carrying with it the scent of sun-baked dirt, distant mesquite, and the lingering smoke from the day’s barbecue neighbor’s fire.

Michael sat on the porch, legs drawn close to his chest, the folded flag cradled in his lap. Its edges were crisp and precise, but heavy with meaning — heavier than anything he had ever held. He could feel the geometry of the folds pressing into his palms, each crease a reminder of absence, sacrifice, and unspoken courage.

The chimes from Mom’s old wind chime whispered softly in the breeze, producing a delicate tinkle that felt like a distant echo of laughter, pancakes, and summers past. The sound was almost cruel in its normalcy, a small thread of joy stitched into a world that had just fractured.

Michael’s mind spun in slow loops. Memories collided with the present: the first time he saw Sam born, small and pink, already stubborn in his tiny fists; Mom at the bus station, camo pack strapped to her back, hugging them fiercely, telling him to keep Sam safe; Dad’s absence, a vacuum that had always left them unmoored.

He pressed the flag closer to his chest, feeling the weight of both history and immediacy. The fabric smelled faintly of the officers’ pressed uniforms, of the dry air, and of something deeper — the scent of the life that had gone out of the world in an instant.

Tears came first as silent rivulets, tracing lines down his cheeks. At first, he wiped them with the back of his sleeve, as if he could contain them, control them. But the grief had been accumulating for weeks, months, decades, and the silence of the house let it pour freely.

His breaths came ragged, uneven, as he rocked slightly on the porch, the world narrowing to the flag, the weight, and the ache inside him. Sam’s soft snores were a cruel reminder that innocence survived even when the world had become a cage of pain.

And then something strange began to happen. The tears falling from his eyes struck the wooden porch beneath him, and for the first time, he noticed that they were not like normal tears. When they landed on the sun-bleached boards, each drop didn’t simply soak into the grain. Instead, it hit and lingered for a fraction of a second before flaring — a tiny, bright spark, red at the core, fading to orange, then winking out like a star burning itself out in miniature.

Michael froze. His hand came up to his face, wiping the next tear with disbelief. Another spark appeared. And another.

The realization hit him slowly, like cold water at the edge of consciousness: these were no ordinary tears. Each one carried something... more. Something alive.

Something beyond him, beyond this house, beyond West Texas.

He pressed his palms to the porch, letting tears continue to fall, and watched as the sparks multiplied, forming delicate trails across the boards. They sizzled briefly, leaving tiny scorch marks, blackened edges that looked like constellations scattered across the wooden floor.

His heart pounded, a frenetic drum echoing against the walls of the house. The grief that had been stifled, the weight he had carried for Sam, for Mom, for the life that had been ripped away — it was pouring out, manifesting in a way he could neither understand nor stop.

The wind shifted, rising in sudden currents that sent the chimes clanging in chaotic harmony. The sparks from his tears began to lift off the porch boards, twirling in the night air, spinning faster, faster, until they seemed to vibrate with intention, as though the grief itself was calling out to something waiting beyond comprehension.

Michael’s vision blurred. The stars overhead flickered strangely, or perhaps it was just the sparks reflecting in his eyes, thousands of tiny, fiery mirrors, each one a fragment of his broken heart.

He pressed his face into his hands, trying to still the shaking. “This... this isn’t real,” he whispered into the night, his voice trembling. “This isn’t... not normal.”

But the sparks ignored him. They swirled upward, tracing lines in the air, forming patterns that no human mind could have drawn. And in the space above the porch, the very air seemed to warp, bending, twisting as though reality itself were being pulled from the edges inward.

Michael felt it deep in his bones, a tug, a hum, a vibration that resonated with the pounding of his heart. The grief, the weight, the love, the fear — it had opened something. Something ancient, something alive.

The sparks joined together, spinning faster, coalescing into a shimmering, molten mass of light that hovered just beyond the steps. The air smelled faintly of ozone, and Michael felt the heat brush his cheeks even though the night was cool.

His mind raced. Memories flashed: Mom at the bus station, brushing his hair from his eyes; pancakes on the stove, Sam giggling; the folded flag in his hands; the smell of mesquite and dry earth; the crunch of Uncle Mark’s boots on gravel; Sam’s paper airplane tumbling to the porch. Every fragment of his life seemed to converge here, in this impossible moment.

He swallowed hard, feeling his throat constrict. “Mom... I...” His words broke off. There was no one to finish the sentence. Only the light responded, pulsing, bending, beckoning.

The air above the porch began to twist visibly, forming a circle, a doorway of impossible color. The molten sparks traced the edges like molten glass, spinning in intricate geometry that should not have existed in the physical world.

Michael stumbled back, eyes wide, heart hammering. His hands gripped the flag tightly. He wanted to drop it. He wanted to run. But something rooted him there: the weight of responsibility, the echo of Mom’s words, the promise he had made to Sam.

He realized, with a clarity that was terrifying, that his grief — the raw, unrestrained pain he had tried to bottle, the weight he had carried in silence — had opened a doorway.

The portal hovered above the steps, an impossible circle of molten, bending light, pulsing as if aware of him, of his pain, of the life that had just been ripped from him. The sparks from his tears continued to spiral, feeding it, nourishing it.

He pressed the flag to his chest again, feeling the rigid folds dig into him. “I can’t leave him,” he whispered, voice breaking. “I... I can’t.”

But the pull was undeniable. The doorway seemed to thrum in time with his heartbeat, almost sentient, aware of the blood, the grief, the love that flowed through him.

Michael stumbled backward, dragging one foot on the porch boards. The sparks flickered in response, trailing after him like fireflies tethered to his anguish. The night was alive, bending, waiting, calling.

The wind whispered again, but this time it carried something else — a subtle vibration against his bones, a whisper without words. Come.

His stomach churned. He looked back toward the house, toward the safe warmth of Sam’s room. Sam, asleep and oblivious, the paper airplane still clutched in his small fist.

And he looked up at the portal, molten and impossible, sparks swirling like stars around its edges. It was terrifying, luminous, impossible.

Michael sank to his knees, the flag still pressing against his chest. His chest heaved, ragged, his tears still spilling sparks into the night. “Why me?” he whispered. “Why now? What... what am I supposed to do?”

The doorway pulsed, almost answering him, but not in words. It responded to the grief, to the raw, unfiltered emotion that had opened it. It did not judge. It simply waited, ready to consume, ready to transform, ready to pull him into a reality he could not yet comprehend.

He felt the weight of every choice — Sam, his promise, the life they had left behind. Every instinct told him to flee, to take Sam and hide, to pretend this night had not happened.

But every other instinct — the one buried deep in his blood, in the words of his mother, in the weight of what he had become — whispered a different truth: he could not ignore it.

The sparks swirled faster, almost impatiently, as though the portal itself knew his heart. The molten light reflected in his eyes, casting shadows that danced across the porch and the folds of the flag.

Michael closed his eyes, feeling the hum, the pull, the grief. For a long, infinite moment, he stayed on the threshold of two worlds — one bound by loss, one bound by something older, something alive, something calling his very soul.

And he realized, in the deepest part of himself, that there was no going back. The grief had opened the way. And it had chosen him.

The sparks from Michael’s tears had multiplied, forming a miniature galaxy above the porch. Their glow cast dancing shadows across the wooden boards, highlighting every crack, every scorch mark left by the first drops of grief. The wind gusted, carrying with it the faint scent of creosote and dry dirt, and the chimes clanged in irregular bursts, as if echoing the turmoil inside him.

He knelt, fingers clutching the flag, as the molten light began to pull at the edges of his vision. It wasn’t just light. It wasn’t just air. It felt alive, aware, hungry for something he could not name. Michael’s heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic rhythm that matched the pulsing of the portal.

Sam’s small bedroom window glowed faintly behind him, a reminder of the world he had to protect. The boy slept peacefully, his innocence untouched by the chaos that had erupted outside. Michael’s chest tightened at the thought. Every fiber of him screamed to run, to hide, to ensure that Sam remained untouched by the impossible.

Yet the portal throbbed with a pull that seemed almost sentient. It reached for him, humming with the energy of everything he had lost, everything he had felt, and everything he had failed to protect.

Michael wiped another tear, and another spark leapt into the air. They spun faster now, weaving intricate patterns, forming bridges between the porch and the unknown. His grief fed it. His pain nourished it. And with every pulse, the portal expanded, bending the night air, twisting reality.

He remembered Mom’s last deployment — the bus station, the scent of her camo pack, the soft whisper in his ear: “Protect each other. Always.” That whisper became an anchor in the storm raging in his chest. Sam’s safety was the only thing that mattered, the only thing real.

But the portal... it called him. It whispered of something beyond understanding, of a path forged by grief, of a destiny that demanded action. He could not deny it. And yet, the thought of leaving Sam, even for a moment, twisted his stomach into knots.

He pressed the flag harder against his chest, the crisp folds digging into his palms. “I can’t leave him,” he whispered, voice breaking. “I... I won’t.”

The portal pulsed brighter, sparks flaring like furious stars. Michael felt heat brushing against his cheeks, the light reflecting in his eyes in impossible colors — violets, molten gold, and deep indigos that seemed to pierce the soul.

He staggered back, one knee hitting the porch boards, splinters biting into his skin. The sparks reacted, spiraling around him, tracing the outline of his body, illuminating his grief like a halo of fire. He felt dizzy, overwhelmed by the sheer intensity of it all.

Memories flooded him. Pancake mornings with Sam, cinnamon spilling across Formica countertops. Sam’s wide-eyed questions about Mom, his small hand clutching Iron Man, believing in the impossible resilience of heroes. Michael remembered holding Sam tight, inhaling the smell of toothpaste and childhood, pretending that Mom’s absence was just temporary. Pretending that the world had not shifted on its axis.

And now, the impossible was manifesting in front of him — a doorway formed from molten grief, a bridge between worlds, calling his name.

The hum grew louder, resonating through the porch boards, into the flag, into his bones. It was no longer just a sound. It was a pull, a tug at the core of his being, demanding recognition, demanding surrender.

He swallowed hard, trying to reconcile the weight of what he had to protect with the pull of what had been opened. He looked down at the flag, its folds precise, yet meaningless in the face of the impossible. And yet it anchored him. It reminded him of Sam, of Mom, of promises made and unbreakable bonds.

Michael shook his head violently, whispering, “No... I can’t. I won’t.”

The portal flared in response, almost angry, molten edges shimmering as if impatient for his surrender. Sparks leapt higher, swirling around him like a storm of fireflies, each one reflecting the pain and love that had fueled their existence.

His gaze flicked to Sam’s window again. The boy stirred, murmuring softly in his sleep, still holding the paper airplane from earlier. Michael’s chest tightened. He could not leave him. He would not.

But the portal pulsed again, a living entity, and he realized that this was not an accident. His grief, unrestrained and raw, had opened the way. His pain had called it forth. The tears that burned on his cheeks were not ordinary; they were keys, unlocking something beyond the confines of his world.

He staggered forward one step, then stopped, torn. One foot rooted in the world of duty, family, and loss. The other trembling toward the unknown, toward the molten light that promised answers, power, and danger.

He turned once more to glance at Sam, asleep and unknowing, safe only for this moment. Michael’s vision blurred with heat and salt. Every instinct screamed to stay, to protect, to be the constant Sam could rely on.

The wind shifted again, carrying the faint scent of mesquite, dust, and the lingering sweetness of cinnamon from the morning. The chimes clanged in irregular bursts, echoing the chaos inside him, mocking and consoling simultaneously.

Michael pressed the flag against his chest, taking a deep, shuddering breath. His fingers dug into the folds, grounding him. This is the world I know. This is the world I must protect.

And yet, the pull remained. The portal’s molten edges shimmered, reflecting not just light but possibility. Possibility of action, of change, of destiny that demanded participation.

He stumbled backward, then knelt, gripping the flag and letting the tears continue to fall. Sparks flew in response, swirling, merging, forming a vortex of molten light. The portal grew larger, bending the night air, distorting the stars overhead, consuming the ordinary darkness.

Michael’s chest heaved, lungs straining against the weight of grief, fear, and responsibility. He felt the entire world — the home, Sam, the memories, the flag — compressed into this impossible threshold.

A whisper rose again, not audible, but felt deep in his bones: Come.

He pressed the flag tighter. “I... I can’t,” he said, voice breaking, choked by tears. “I can’t leave him.”

The portal pulsed once more, brighter than before, sparks flying like molten stars. It bent reality itself, shimmering, waiting, alive. And in that moment, Michael realized the truth: he could not run from grief, from destiny, from what his pain had summoned.

He exhaled shakily, rocking slightly, torn between two worlds. One world anchored by family, duty, and love. The other world calling, molten and impossible, humming with a power he barely understood.

The night seemed to hold its breath, waiting for his choice. The chimes stopped. The wind held. Even the stars seemed to pause in recognition of what was unfolding on the porch.

Michael’s gaze fell to Sam’s window one last time. Safe. Innocent. Untouched. He pressed the flag to his chest again, drawing strength from it.

Then he looked back at the portal.

And he took a trembling, deliberate step forward.

The sparks from his tears surged, embracing him, guiding him toward the molten light. His hand brushed the edge of the threshold, heat licking his skin, but he did not pull back. His grief, his love, his fear, his longing — all of it flowed forward, a river into the impossible.

For a long moment, he froze, poised between two worlds. And then, with a final, shuddering breath, he crossed the threshold.

The night and the sparks consumed him. And the world, as he had known it, ended.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Awakening,
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The buzzing of Lana’s phone pierced the half-light of her room, a sharp, insistent rhythm that tugged her from a sleep heavy with dreams she could not recall. For a moment, she clung to the warmth of her blanket, tucking herself deeper beneath its folds as though burying herself would make the sound vanish. But it did not. The vibration thrummed again against the nightstand, and a faint glow from the screen stabbed at her closed eyelids.

She exhaled slowly, dragging herself upright, blanket clinging to her like a second skin. The air was cold, carrying that faint metallic scent of spring mornings when the heating was still off. Her feet found the familiar chill of the wooden floorboards, sending a shiver crawling up her legs. The house was quiet, except for the faint hum of the refrigerator somewhere beyond the kitchen doorway and the distant creak of a floorboard settling, like the sigh of a building long accustomed to the weight of its occupants.
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