
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Space Between Deployments

        

        
        
          Beth Walsh

        

        
          Published by Beth Walsh, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE SPACE BETWEEN DEPLOYMENTS

    

    
      First edition. January 2, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Beth Walsh.

    

    
    
      Written by Beth Walsh.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​The Leave Window

[image: ]




Ethan Cole didn’t think of himself as superstitious, but he treated leave like it was fragile.

Not fragile in the way of glass—more like a weather window. Something you could see on the radar, a narrow gap between storms, and if you moved wrong you’d miss it. The Air Force taught you to respect timing. The rest of your life taught you timing didn’t care what you respected.

He stood at the curb outside baggage claim with a duffel at his feet and his phone in his hand, watching the rideshare icon do its lazy loop on the map. The afternoon heat pressed down in a way he’d forgotten his hometown could manage. Different from the dry, hard heat he’d been breathing for months. This was soft. Humid. Familiar.

He should have felt relief.

Instead, he felt... split. Like the version of him that walked off a plane never arrived all the way.

People flowed around him in clumps—families, couples, businessmen—moving with purpose, laughing too loud, talking too fast. Ethan kept his expression neutral, shoulders set, posture easy in the way he’d practiced until it became automatic. The flight jacket was plain. No name patch. No rank. He’d learned years ago that the uniform made strangers want to talk to you like they already knew your story.

He didn’t want to be anyone’s story today.

The notification pinged: Driver arriving in 2 minutes.

Two minutes. His brain did what it always did—converted time into something manageable. Two minutes. Five days. One hundred and twenty hours. A leave window bracketed by report times and briefings and words like contingency and tasking.

He lifted his gaze to the sliding doors and watched another wave of people spill out. Someone in a baseball cap hugged a woman so tightly she had to laugh into his shoulder. A kid ran ahead, dragging a stuffed animal by one arm.

Ethan’s throat tightened in a way he didn’t like. He looked away.

He wasn’t meeting anyone at the airport. That had been intentional. His parents had offered, of course. His mom would’ve tried to make him eat something as soon as he got in the car, like food could fill the space between where he’d been and where he was now. His dad would’ve patted his shoulder and asked questions he didn’t really want answers to.

Ethan had told them he’d get a ride.

It was easier to arrive alone. Easier to not have to perform relief on cue.

The rideshare pulled up, a dark sedan easing into the lane. Ethan grabbed his duffel and slid into the back seat. The driver glanced at him in the mirror.

“Cole?”

“Yeah.”

“Headed to... Bennett Avenue?”

Ethan blinked. “No. That’s not—”

The driver held up the phone. “That’s what the app says.”

Ethan took out his own phone and frowned at the screen. The address was wrong. Not wildly wrong—still in town—but not his parents’ house, not his own small rental, not anywhere he’d meant to go.

Bennett Avenue.

He tapped quickly, scrolling through his recent destinations. A similar street name sat right above it. His thumb hovered, then stopped.

It was his fault. He’d been half asleep booking the ride. He’d clicked the wrong saved location.

The driver waited, engine idling.

Ethan could correct it. He should. It was a simple fix. Two taps.

But his finger didn’t move.

Because he recognized the address now. Not the whole number—just the street. Bennett Avenue. The name sparked an image in his mind like a match struck too close to dry grass.

A block of houses with deep porches. Trees that arched over the road like they were trying to touch hands. A pale blue door. Wind chimes that sounded like someone exhaling.

A woman he hadn’t seen in two years.

Claire Bennett.

His pulse didn’t spike the way it did in the air, when something went wrong and your body snapped into a clean, cold line of purpose. This was messier. It spread under his ribs and made his hands feel too big.

He hadn’t thought of Claire in months.

That was a lie.

He’d thought of her, just... not on purpose. Not as a habit. More like a bruise you stopped pressing because you already knew it hurt.

The driver cleared his throat. “You want to change the destination?”

Ethan stared at the address again.

He didn’t know why it mattered. He didn’t know why it felt like the universe had nudged the steering wheel of his life an inch to the right and dared him to notice.

He swallowed. “No.”

The driver’s eyebrows rose slightly, but he shrugged and pulled away from the curb.

Ethan leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes as the airport fell behind them. He told himself it was nothing. A mistake. A coincidence. He’d get dropped off on Bennett Avenue, cancel the ride, and call another one to his parents’ house.

That was the plan.

Plans were safe.

But as the car merged onto the highway, Ethan’s mind slid into the place it always did when it had too much quiet—counting, measuring, revisiting.

Two years ago, he’d met Claire Bennett on a day he’d sworn would be uneventful.

He’d been in town for a single night. A quick stop between training and a move he didn’t have the energy to be excited about. He’d ducked into a coffee shop because he couldn’t face his mother’s house yet and didn’t want to sit alone in a hotel room with the television filling the air with noise.

Claire had been behind the counter, hair pulled back, sleeves rolled up. She’d looked up and smiled like she meant it—not the customer-service kind, but the kind that made you feel like you’d walked into the right place without knowing you were looking.

He’d ordered black coffee. She’d handed it over and said, “You look like someone who forgets to eat when he’s stressed.”

He’d stared at her like she’d been rude. Then she’d slid a muffin across the counter and added, “Don’t worry. I’m not psychic. It’s the shoulders.”

He didn’t know why he’d laughed. He didn’t laugh easily. But he had, and she’d laughed too, and the sound had sat in his chest for the rest of the day.

He’d spent an hour there, then two. She’d talked to him between customers. Not prying. Just... present.

He’d told her his name. Nothing else.

And somehow that had felt like more than he’d given anyone in months.

Ethan opened his eyes as the car turned off the highway into familiar streets. His town was exactly as he remembered and entirely different. Stores had changed names. A new development rose where an empty lot used to be. But the sky was the same wide blue, stretching too far, like it didn’t understand the concept of boundaries.
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