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  Columbus, Georgia
Near Fort Benning
Twelve Years Ago




  “Wake up, birthday girl!” Aria Suarez buried herself deeper under the covers. “Aria, honey, time to wake up!”




  With a groan, Aria stretched and slowly sat up. She could hear her mother at the base of the stairs and knew that if she didn’t get up, one of her brothers would soon arrive to retrieve her. They could be relentless. A few minutes of extra sleep were not worth the torment that would cause, especially on her eighteenth birthday.




  She stumbled from her bedroom and into the bathroom where she turned on the shower and closed the shower curtain, letting the hot water make the long morning journey up the old pipes from the water heater in the basement. She leaned against the wall and waited for the mirror to start to steam. As she looked out through the window and noticed the dark pre-dawn sky, she made a silent resolution that she would take only afternoon classes in college, and find work that never required her to wake before dawn.




  Aria showered quickly, then stumbled back to her room and threw on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. She heard a tap on the door and looked up as her mother walked in, carrying a cup of coffee. Aria gratefully accepted the hot cup and eagerly enjoyed the first sip. “Thanks, Mom.”




  Doris Suarez regarded her youngest child, a little grin playing about her lips. Aria imagined what her mother must be feeling. Perhaps a little tug at realizing that the last of her babies had grown into adulthood. Out of four children, Aria was not only the baby but also the only girl—so very different from her brothers. She even looked different.




  Her brothers had all inherited their father’s dark looks and height, while Aria was petite with blonde hair, more like her mother. The only traces of her Hispanic heritage were her caramel brown eyes and skin that looked just dark enough to imitate a healthy tan.




  Aria ran her hands through her short blonde hair and sat on the side of her bed to wiggle her toes into her shoes. “Is Daddy still here?” she asked.




  “No. He left a couple of hours ago. He tried to wake you, but said you wouldn’t budge.” Aria’s father served in the United States Army. He had made the Army his career and a way of life for his family. They currently enjoyed the duty station at Fort Benning, Georgia.




  Aria rubbed her eyes and put her head in her hands, trying to banish the cobwebs from her brain. “No big deal. We had such a big party Saturday.”




  “He said to tell you, and I quote, ‘God has truly blessed this family with such an amazing daughter.’ He prayed for you this morning, thanking God for your talent with music and for your sharp mind.”




  Aria smiled despite her drowsiness. Sometimes she thought she could listen to her father pray all day. She started to feel the caffeine hit her bloodstream and willed it to help her wake up. She hated mornings, especially Monday mornings. “How many more days until Spring Break?”




  Doris Suarez laughed and kissed the top of her only daughter’s head. “Another cup of coffee, and you’ll be ready to face the day, dear.” She started to walk out of the room but stopped at the door. “Your brothers are all downstairs, awake, and waiting to wish you Happy Birthday,” she confided. Aria groaned, making her mother laugh. “John is even making you waffles.”




  John was Aria’s eldest brother, eight years her senior, and a police officer in Atlanta, home on vacation for five days past New Year’s Day, having worked over Christmas. Then there was Henry, who was twenty-five and a third-year medical student. Finally, Adam, who was twenty-one and going to college in California learning to make movies and write screenplays. Henry and Adam each had another week before school started back for them.




  “Tell them I’m on my way,” Aria said and bent to gather her books. She packed up her backpack, grabbed her coffee cup from her dresser, then made her way downstairs. She walked through the living room and pushed open the kitchen door, ignoring Henry, who made some laughing comment about it being a beautiful morning. John stood at the counter, pouring batter into the waffle iron as Adam poured a cup of coffee. She walked up behind Adam, rested her forehead against his back, and she set her coffee cup in front of him for a refill.




  “It’s not good for you to be so dependent on caffeine. You’re barely eighteen,” Henry said, crossing his arms.




  “I wouldn’t have to be if they didn’t start school around here at the ungodly hour of seven-twenty,” Aria mumbled. “I miss Washington. They didn’t start there until eight-ten.” Her cup full, she grabbed it and flopped down at the table. She crossed her arms, resting her head on her folded wrists as the coffee cup warmed her palms. She heard someone set a plate on the table, and the smell of waffles with softened butter and real maple syrup filled her senses. Her mouth started watering, so she lifted her head and saw all three of her brothers standing around the table, staring at her and grinning. “What are you staring at?” she asked. She put a hand to her hair to make sure nothing was sticking up anywhere.




  “Happy Birthday, Aria,” Adam said. Henry pulled a small box wrapped up in a page from the Sunday comics out of his pocket. The large pink baby-shower style bow adorning it looked slightly crushed.




  She took the box and stared down at it for a moment. “You guys already gave me presents,” she said. For some reason, she felt tears tickling the corner of her eyes and an unexpected tightness in the back of her throat.




  “Didn’t you wonder why we got you things like socks and stationery?” Adam asked.




  “I didn’t really think about it,” Aria whispered as she ripped the paper off the box. She opened the lid, and her mouth dropped open in shock. The tears had moved to cloud her eyes and threatened to spill over. Her hand shook a little as she retrieved the single key nestled in a bed of tissue paper.




  “Come outside, Aria,” John said.




  She flew out of her chair and into the arms of the closest brother, laughing and crying. She went to each one, kissing and hugging them in turn, then dashed outside. Parked at the curb under a streetlight was a shiny little black sports car with a big pink ribbon around it. She turned back around to look at them. They all stood on the porch with grins on their faces, watching her. “How…?”




  “Adam and I had extra money after last semester was over with, and John here has good credit,” Henry said.




  “Real good credit,” Adam said, elbowing John in the ribs. “Besides, when you become a world-famous pianist, you can buy us all cars.”




  “Make mine a Viper!” John enthused.




  She went back to them and kissed each one of them on their unshaven cheeks again. “You guys are awesome,” she said. Then she ran to the car and stood at the driver’s door. “Come on. Let’s go for a ride.”
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  “And there it sat all shiny and black,” Aria bragged. She stood at her locker, talking with her best friend, Carol Mabry.




  “We’re still talking about your brothers, right? The Brothers’ Suarez? I didn’t know they had it in them to be that sweet,” Carol teased.




  “Every once in a while, they throw me a bone,” Aria said. “Apparently, my parents didn’t have anything to do with it.” She glanced up and felt her pulse pick up. Nick Williams walked toward her.




  She remembered how she had smiled for days after discovering that his locker was next to hers this year. Since her sophomore year, she’d had a very strong, very serious crush on him. Aria had even joined JROTC to try to get him to notice her. It hadn’t worked. Other than barking orders of a military capacity at her, he never even looked at her of his own volition. He reached his locker and spun the dial without even glancing in her direction. “Hey, Nick,” she greeted, a little breathless.




  He looked down at her, an annoyed look on his face. She could have sworn that she had to swallow around her heart when his eyes met hers. Ice blue was the only way she knew how to describe them, nearly silver, with lashes any woman would envy. His dirty blond hair was cut military short, his nose slightly crooked, and he had a little scar on his chin. It served to give him a daring, somewhat dangerous bad-boy look. Also, he was tall. She barely reached his shoulder. When she noticed he had a fresh bruise on one cheek, unexpected anger surged through her mind. The black eye he had last week had barely faded, and now he already had another bruise.




  “Suarez,” he answered evenly, responding to her greeting. “Don’t be late again this afternoon,” he cautioned as he grabbed his U. S. History textbook and slammed his locker. She watched him walk away without a backward glance.




  They served on the JROTC rifle team together and had a match on Friday. Nick was the best shot in the state, and Aria had been hoping that he might finally notice her if she joined the team, too. So, she’d joined, despite her intense piano lessons and practice schedule. Apparently, the time and sacrifice hadn’t worked, because he still only called her by her last name.




  “You need to give up on that boy,” Carol said.




  Aria shook her head sharply. “Never.”




  Carol slammed her locker shut. “He thinks you’re too good for him.”




  Aria pursed her lips, considering. “Seems like I should be the judge of that,” she concluded as she and Carol made their way to Physics class.
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  Aria lay her head on the thick chemistry book and felt little fingers of frustration mingled with dawning panic work their way up and down her spine. How could she possibly understand this stuff?




  She heard the heavy footsteps of one of her brothers come into the room and looked up, feeling her cheeks flush with color when she saw her brother, Henry. He had always had a mind for science and was apparently excelling in medical school.




  “Why the long face and, you know, the defensive body language?” He pulled a bottle of soda out of the fridge and sat across from her.




  “Because I am sinking in Chemistry. I just can’t—I just don’t get it. And the school I want to go to is going to look at academics as much as my music.”




  He twisted the top of the bottle off and took a long pull of the cold drink. “Which school did you decide on again?”




  “Eastman. At the University of Rochester.”




  He whistled low under his breath. “Then I guess it’s good you’re not only a musical prodigy, but also a straight-A student besides.”




  “Was.”




  “Was?”




  “Yeah. Was. I was a straight-A student. Now I have a B.”




  “Ah,” he said with a nod. “Chemistry.”




  “Which I know is your best subject, so I don’t even want to hear how easy you think it is.” She slapped the book closed and leaned back in her chair with her arms folded across her chest.




  He too leaned back and stared at her with their father’s dark brown eyes until she wanted to fidget under his gaze. Finally, he said, “Maybe you need to look at it from a different angle.”




  Sarcastically, she spun the book around, knitted her eyebrows at the upside-down text, and announced, “I’m not seeing how that helps.”




  “Cute.” He took another pull of the drink. “When you look at music, do you think, ‘C-note plus F-sharp equals whatever’? Or, do you hear the music in your head?”




  Aria spun the book back around and opened it up to the center page, which contained the periodic table of elements. Maybe she understood where her brother was going. “I hear it.”




  “You hear it. What’s that like? How does that work in your head?”




  Aria considered. “I don’t just hear it. I can kind of see the entire piece like a road map in my head. The base and treble staffs are different colors, and the sharps and flats are bright or dark, you know?”




  Henry nodded. “What you’re saying is that you can visualize the information that the sheet music is conveying. Like a code.”




  Aria sat up a little straighter. “Okay. That seems right.”




  Confidently, Henry said, “It seems right because it is right. When I see a list of elements, like H2O, I think ‘water,’” he waved his hand and conceded, “or ice or steam—but I don’t ever think, ‘two parts hydrogen, one part oxygen equals water.’ I don’t decode it. I already know the code just like you already know how to read music.”




  Aria leaned forward, suddenly interested. Her brother said, “Look.” He spun the book back around to face her. “You don’t say in your head each letter like C-H-E-M- I-S-T-R-Y then announce ‘chemistry!’ You see that word on that textbook, and your mind translates the entire word into a symbol. Then your mind visualizes something. Maybe your classroom, or your teacher, or a recent experiment, or a pop quiz you just choked on. You visualize the information. Right?”




  Aria nodded. “Go on.”




  “Every good boy does fine. Face.” He recited the anagrams for musical notation. “In every combination on that musical staff, all the ‘letters’ in the musical octaves, whether sharp or flat; they don’t convey notes. They convey music. They convey information.”




  He gestured toward the book. “The alphabet? Sheet music? Computers? Chemistry? It’s all just code. The code is not the information, baby sister. Information is information. The code just conveys the information. The combination of musical notes, or the combination of letters in words, or the elements from the periodic table, in the end, it’s just a code. You’re sitting here so wrapped up in the code you’re missing the information.”




  He leaned forward and clapped. “Try this. Try to think of the elements in the periodic table as music, or try to think of music as elements. Try to compose with them. See where that takes you.”




  She stared at the chart in the book long after he left. As she considered what he said and redirected the way her brain looked at the chart. Suddenly the elements came to life for her. Going back to the beginning of the book and working forward toward her current chapter, the chemistry started to make sense. No longer did it feel like this worthless jumble of letters and numbers that made no sense to her. As she looked at it from another angle, it all became much clearer.




  Excited, she pulled a sheet of paper toward her and began writing as quickly as she could, unscrambling a semester’s worth of information and restructuring it so that she understood it. She was completely unaware that the entire time she wrote, she hummed what an outside observer would hear as a completely tuneless song.
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  Nick opened his eyes, instantly alert. A glance at the clock revealed that it was barely after six, and he relaxed slightly. He had feared he would sleep in after last night. His old man rarely got that violent anymore, not since Nick had gotten big enough to hit back. As he lay there, he took inventory, slowly testing his body for any permanent damage. He had a nasty bruise on his left cheek, and his right arm was bruised from the wrist to the elbow. He winced a little when he touched his ribs, but after a more thorough examination, decided nothing was broken this time.




  Nick got out of bed quietly and made his way to the bathroom. Roaches scurried toward the corners when he turned on the light, and Nick shuddered at the sight of them. He hated the filth in which he lived. If the Army took recruits with a GED instead of a high school diploma, he would have already joined. Four more months.




  He went back to his room and threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, then grabbed his bag and his jacket. He moved through the tiny trailer as quietly as possible, trying not to kick one of the many beer cans that littered the floor. In the front room, he automatically wrinkled his nose at the smell of old urine, unwashed sweat, and stale smoke. More cans and bottles littered the floor in that room, mingled with takeout cartons and cigarette butts.




  His father lay stretched out in the recliner, snoring in an alcohol-induced sleep, a nearly empty bottle of cheap whiskey in the crook of his arm. Nick sneered at him, and not for the first time, the thought crossed his mind that the old man would never wake up if he happened to set the trailer on fire. Knowing that the Army didn’t take convicted felons either, whether or not they had a high school diploma, kept him from acting on the notion.




  Nick snagged his father’s pack of cigarettes off the table beside the chair, then went outside, quietly closing the door behind him. He started the long walk to school. Nick cut through the back lots and pitted driveways until he left the trailer park and entered the bordering neighborhood. This neighborhood had streetlights and fences, and the houses weren’t propped up on bricks and jacks. Without a backward glance, Nick tossed the cigarettes in the general direction of a storm drain and started whistling a jaunty tune.




  “Hey, kid!” A deep voice bellowed. Nick froze and glanced back. He saw the man—the soldier—who occupied the little ranch number with the garage that faced the storm drain. “I don’t smoke. Neither should you.”




  Nick realized that the pack of cigarettes had landed in the soldier’s yard. The soldier wore fatigue pants bloused into the tops of his combat boots. He also wore a brightly colored yellow T-shirt that was emblazoned with a black Ranger tab and a black baseball cap with a red scroll on the front. So, he was cadre at one of the schools on the fort, Nick surmised. He had apparently been doing pushups or something in his dimly lit garage.




  “Hey, man. Sorry,” Nick offered lamely. “I got it.” He walked over to pick up the discarded pack, and the soldier strolled down to size him up.




  As Nick reached for the cigarettes, the soldier’s hand flew out and grabbed his wrist. In a moment, he had the arm turned upright, and Nick winced at the uncomfortable contact with his bruised flesh. The soldier then took his left hand and tapped Nick’s chin, making the boy look up, bringing his face up into the light. He watched the soldier’s eyes slit. “Thought so.”




  Realizing that the soldier had just assessed all of Nick’s visible injuries, Nick felt his cheeks heat in shame. “It’s nothin’, man.”




  The soldier’s thumb pressed harder on the bruise on Nick’s wrist, and Nick hissed in sudden pain. The soldier said, “Doesn’t look like nothing to me. You limp by this house about every other day. I see black eyes and hunched shoulders. Care to explain, kid?”




  Nick jerked his arm out of the soldier’s grasp and took a step back. The soldier followed him, keeping eye contact. Nick said, “I said it’s nothing. I got it. I don’t even know you, man.”




  The soldier cocked his head, then nodded once, sharply. “Don’t remember me, then?” He stuck his hand back out, this time extended in an offered handshake. “Staff Sergeant Ahearne, Thomas E. And your name, son?”




  Nick stared at the hand the soldier offered in friendship. He slowly extended his own and shook the older man’s hand. “Nick.” The man did not release his grip, but he did cock an eyebrow. “Nick Williams.”




  Still holding Nick’s hand in his gloved grip, the soldier nodded and said, “You have a strong grip, Nick Williams. So I doubt you’re accident-prone. That means you either applied all those bruises to yourself for some insane reason—or else you have a serious bully problem.” The soldier stared significantly at the pack of cheap cigarettes. “Either way, I want to help. You willing to give it a shot?”




  This soldier was an Airborne Ranger, one of the U. S. Military’s elite special forces infantry shock troops. He represented everything Nick aspired to become one day. He had no business even talking to Nick, much less offering him something for nothing.




  As the soldier released his hand, Nick felt something in the center of his chest that he hadn’t felt in a very long time. It felt sharp and achy, like a saddle burr, an uncomfortable and unfamiliar feeling. In later years he would recognize this feeling as the birth of hope.




  “What’s in it for you?” Nick challenged.




  The soldier smiled an ironic grin. “Well, Nick Williams, that is a very fair question, but I am afraid that at this point in time, you just wouldn’t understand the answer. Not that I think you’re dumb. You just don’t have all the facts. Let’s just say I would be paying off a debt there is no other way I can settle. I can’t have some kid limping around in front of my house all bruised up and littering up my neighborhood, can I?”




  Nick shrugged, and then to his very great surprise, heard himself blurt out, “How can you help me? I don’t want any cops involved. If he goes to jail, I got nowhere to go except maybe foster care. I don’t want anything to get between me and a solid enlistment after I graduate.”




  The soldier’s eyes darkened, and his expression hardened a little with his unintentional confirmation of the abuse Nick endured at home. “Why don’t you come inside, Nick.” It wasn’t a question. “We’ll discuss it over breakfast. Getting some decent food into your body is going to be key in the weeks ahead. I’ll introduce you to my wife before she heads over to the hospital for her shift. Maybe she can take a look at you.”




  He started walking toward his garage. After a few heartbeats, Nick followed. When he caught up, the soldier gave Nick a friendly slap on the shoulder. It made Nick jump as if startled, like a spooked stallion. The soldier nodded again. “PTSD,” he observed clinically.




  “You’re going to be fine, Nick. I think there are some things we can do that will fix your situation and make it just as right as the mail in short order. Tell me something, ever see a movie called The Karate Kid?”




  The morning Tom had invited Nick to join them at their breakfast table, Patricia Ahearne, Tom’s wife, had set a plate of pancakes in front of him. The stack towered in front of him, covered in butter and real maple syrup. She quickly added fresh-squeezed orange juice and strips of turkey bacon, a cup of yogurt, and a tall, ice-cold glass of whole milk.




  Nick stared at the feast before him and bit the inside of his lip to keep from shedding a tear. He made no move to reach for his silverware as if waiting for permission, or unsure that all this food was his to take. Patricia said, “We already blessed the meal, lad. Go ahead and eat.”




  Patricia was a Physician’s Assistant who pulled shifts at the Martin Army Community Hospital on Fort Benning. In the next room, Nick heard a little argument between her and her husband. She was saying words like “social services,” and he was saying things like, “just give me a month. Then we’ll do it your way.”




  Over the course of the next month, Nick ate better breakfasts and dinners than he ever had before in his entire life. She fed him things he had never even heard of before; corned beef and cabbage and savory stews made with lamb and lentils for dinner; fresh fruit, lean meats, and whole grains with whole milk and juice for breakfast. As Patricia nourished his body and treated his injuries, Nick felt himself growing stronger. His mind cleared of cobwebs and shadows. In fact, he began to see things much more clearly.




  Though he refused to acknowledge it, the hope that had clawed its way into his heart in the Ahearne’s front yard that first morning began to grow and blossom as the days passed.




  In the afternoons and evenings, Thomas Ahearne instructed Nick in something called close quarter grappling. In addition to holding a few belts in various martial arts, the Staff Sergeant was a U. S. Army Combatives Master Instructor, and Nick became his star pupil. Under the dedicated instruction of Staff Sergeant Thomas Ahearne, Nick learned to ignore inconsequential pain inflicted on his own body and how to leverage his speed and size to deliver pain that could not be ignored to his opponent.
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  Aria felt a trickle of sweat go down her back between her shoulder blades. Eight minutes into the piece, her arms felt fatigued, and she wondered if she might run out of energy. Hot, unbelievably bright lights beat down on her as she sat at the grand piano on center stage at Atlanta’s Symphony Hall and played the third movement of Prokofiev’s 8th Sonata, the most complicated piano piece she’d ever played. The music made her think of an ant bed all stirred up while ants scurried to-and-fro putting it all back together. It was a busy, crazy, hard piece to play, and that was exactly why she chose it.




  This recital had filled the Atlanta Symphony with over 1,700 people, dressed to the nines in formal attire, watching a concert put on by all of Georgia’s most gifted high school musicians. Here, they vied for scholarships from the top music schools in the country. Here, they made their mark as graduating seniors about to enter the adult music world.




  Aria was a favorite among the colleges. A brilliant performance tonight would allow her the opportunity to pick any school she wished. She knew where she wanted to go. It was her prayer, as she reached the end of the piece, that a representative from Eastman was in attendance and would be impressed by her choice of music and her skill at playing it.




  As she added a flourish to the end and stood to face the audience, her first thought was that her arms felt like rubber, and her stomach muscles ached at her core. Her next thought was one of absolute surprise and amazement as all 1,700 people in the audience surged to their feet in ovation. They clapped and yelled, some even whistled. The whistle made her feel certain that at least one of her brothers had managed to make her recital.




  Breathing hard and heavy, she put a hand over her heart and curtsied, bending at the waist. As she straightened, she caught sight of the stage manager in the wings motioning for her to walk toward him. Gracefully, as gracefully as she could in three-inch black heels and the long black gown, she crossed the stage and made her way into the wings.




  Even back there, they applauded. Other kids her age, all vying for those scholarships, applauded her and her skill.




  “Amazing!” Dr. Bridgett West proclaimed, striding straight up to her. Dr. West, a petite woman with straight black hair cut to her chin and big brown eyes that always looked too big for her face, had instructed her in piano for three years on the recommendation of her tutor from Washington state. Dr. West realized the prodigy she had on her hands within the first week. She encouraged Aria’s parents not to let their daughter hold anything back, and worked Aria with a drive that sometimes made the teenager hate the older woman. “I have never heard you play so well. Beautiful job, Aria.”




  Aria dabbed at the sweat that dripped from her temple and smiled. “I messed up a chord at the Coda.”




  “I honestly didn’t hear it, and you know I’d tell you if I did.” She gripped Aria’s upper arms, the most physical contact she’d ever given her student. “I am incredibly proud of you.”




  Nearly a hug and some hefty praise? At that moment, Aria knew she’d done a good job. “Thank you,” she said, smiling. “I mean it. Thank you for everything.”




  “Let’s go find your parents. I have a feeling you’re going to be getting a lot of phone calls tonight and tomorrow morning.”




  Giddy, excited, Aria grinned and spun in a circle, tottering a bit in her ridiculously high heels. “I’m so happy this is over.” She put her hands to her cheeks and felt the heat. “Do you think I could get some water?”




  An hour later, Aria milled through the crowd in the reception area above the lobby. She had left her parents and her brother Henry talking to the director of the school of music for the University of Georgia and made her way to the glass balcony. Down below, on a platform in the lobby, a string quartet from a local high school provided chamber music ambiance while over a thousand people rubbed elbows. Aria smiled as she took a sip from the water glass in her hand and knew, without a doubt, that this was what she wanted in her life. This feeling of euphoria after an amazing performance, concert halls, symphony halls, people dressed in tuxedos and pearls. She loved this.




  As she scanned the crowd below, something caught her eye—the flash of perfectly polished brass on a military uniform reflecting the light. Curious, she turned her head until she saw it again, then felt her heart start beating a little faster. Nick?




  She rushed toward the staircase and flew down it to the lobby. She’d seen him by the doors. He hadn’t left, had he?




  She rushed to the entrance and saw him again, in his Army JROTC uniform, hat under his arm, hand on the push bar to exit.




  “Nick!” She watched him pause before he turned to look at her. His entire stance tensed as if deciding whether to flee or attack. She nearly skidded to a halt in front of him, quietly cursing the three-inch heels. Even in them, though, the top of her head barely reached his chin. “I can’t believe you came!”




  Nick looked her up and down, from the toe of her shiny black heels to the top of the blonde hair she had pulled back off of her face with a black ribbon. Around her neck, a strand of pearls gleamed in the light. He’d bet money they were real.




  He didn’t tell her that from the moment he met her, he’d attended every public concert and recital she’d ever given, including the one at her church. When she’d cornered him at the locker yesterday and nervously handed him a ticket to that night’s performance, he’d almost let it slip that he’d seen her play a dozen times already. For some reason, he didn’t want to tell her that. Instead, he borrowed a friend’s old Volkswagen Bug and limped it from Columbus to Atlanta on borrowed gas money.




  “Suarez,” he said, calling her by her last name, his voice flat and absent of any emotion, “you did amazing.”




  He watched her cheeks flush with color. “Thanks.” She gestured at him. “Why the uniform?”




  Maybe he wanted to shock her. Maybe he just wanted to see what her reaction would be. Maybe he had never lied to her, and he wanted to keep that record intact. “It’s the only suit I own.”




  Whatever his motives, her response surprised him. “It’s perfect. My dad wore his dress uniform, too.” She leaned forward and whispered. “I think he wanted to sway the more patriotic minded college scouts.”




  “Any college that doesn’t pick you is stupid and not worth your time.”




  She opened her mouth as if to say something, but closed it again. Then she spoke. “Thank you,” she said. “I really appreciate that.”




  It felt like the air had been sucked out of his lungs. He did not belong here, with these people, talking to this amazingly beautiful and unbelievably talented girl. He put his hand on the push bar to open the door. “I need to get going, Suarez.”




  “Nick, wait!” She put her hand over his. Suddenly, every nerve ending in his body, every brain cell in his head, every molecule of his being, was focused on that one hand on top of his. A two-hundred-pound man could no longer stop him from moving his arm, but her feather-light touch stopped him dead in his tracks. He froze, not even looking back at her as she spoke. “Please stay. Come upstairs with me. I want to introduce you to my parents. I talk about you all the time.”




  He looked up through the throng of people in their expensive suits and sequined gowns, wearing earrings and watches that could buy ten of the trailers he lived in and the lot besides. Then he finally looked back down at her. “I don’t think so,” he said quietly. “Not tonight.” He turned his hand so that their palms touched and closed his hand so that it completely engulfed hers. She was so small.




  “I’ll see you Monday,” he said, looking into her brown eyes. Not understanding where the motion came from, but recognizing how right it felt, he brought her hand up to his lips and brushed a kiss over the back of it, maintaining eye contact the entire time. He recognized her surprised look as her eyes widened, and her chest stopped rising and falling. To break some of the tension, he winked and released her hand. “Only a few weeks of school left.”




  She didn’t say a word as he left the building.
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  Aria closed her eyes against the bright Georgia sun, feeling it bake into her skin. She was lying in the middle of the track field, half-asleep. What a wonderful feeling, she thought, knowing she didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to for the next three months.




  She smiled and stretched when a shadow suddenly fell across her. She opened her eyes, startled. Nervous energy slowly replaced the fear when she realized that Nick Williams stood over her. She sat up slowly, brushing the grass out of her hair as she did. She shielded her eyes and looked up at him. “Hey, Nick.”




  “Suarez.” Nick acknowledged, thrusting his hands into his pockets. “Saw you lying out here motionless. Got worried something had happened to you.”




  “I’m just getting into the summer relaxation mode,” she said with a smile. She patted the ground next to her, inviting him to sit.




  Nick hesitated, but finally sat next to her on the soft grass, the sun beating down on them. “Why are you out here? School’s out now, remember?”




  “Carol had to come get some stuff from the band room. I drove her.” Aria picked a stem of grass and twirled it in her fingers.




  “Big plans this summer?” he asked.




  Aria smiled and leaned back on her elbows. “Nothing at all. I’m sleeping until noon every morning, then I’m going to put on a bathing suit, go down to the pool at the NCO Club, and sleep in the sun every afternoon.”




  “Sounds boring,” Nick mumbled.




  Aria laughed. “I worked my fingers off for the last ten years to get that scholarship to Eastman. For the first time since I sat down at a piano, I’m taking a break. I plan to relax and catch up on all the sleep I missed for last week’s finals before I have to go back to school in the fall.” She had graduated third in her class of two hundred. “What about you? What are you doing this summer?”




  “Basic training here at the Fort,” Nick simply said.




  “You aren’t going to take the summer off?”




  He looked like he wanted to say a lot more than, “Why? I got no money and nothing to keep me here.”




  Aria shrugged, a little sad that there wouldn’t be an opportunity to see him over the summer. She heard a sharp whistle and looked up. Carol waved at her from the school building before she walked toward Aria’s car. “I have to go. Two of my brothers come in town today for tonight’s graduation, and I’m supposed to pick one of them up from the airport.”




  She didn’t want to leave, though. She wanted to sit here in the warm sun with Nick Williams. Before she realized what happened, Nick reached out and brushed a strand of hair off her cheek. She felt her breath catch in her throat. “Nick—”




  “Aria,” he said. It was the first time he had ever called her by her first name. Whatever else he intended to say remained unsaid. Instead, he leaned closer to her and pulled her to him. He let his lips brush hers softly, then leaned back and looked into her eyes with his very pale blue and very sad eyes. He stared into her gaze like he was desperately searching for something, maybe the answer to some question he never asked or maybe something he only dared hope to find.




  She thought maybe her heart would beat itself out of her chest. He started to pull back, but she grabbed the front of his T-shirt and pulled him to her again.




  He kissed her, cupping her cheeks with his hands, the strong, calloused fingers of his right hand supporting the back of her neck while the fingers of his left hand cradled her face so very, very gently. Aria heard a buzzing in her ears, a rush, as he deepened the kiss.




  She had wanted his attention for so long, and now, in his arms, it felt so perfect and so right. Continuing to grip his shirt with one hand, she let her other arm go around his neck, trying to bring him even closer to her. Every part of her felt alive. Even her fingertips tingled. Her head spun, and she had no thought outside of the feel and sound and smell of him.




  Until he pushed her away. Out of nowhere, suddenly, he stood, hands fisted at his sides. He looked down at her and cleared his throat. “Sorry, Aria. I have to go.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and turned away.




  “No, Nick. Wait!” Aria demanded, pushing herself to her feet and running after him. She grabbed his arm, and he spun around.




  “Forget it, Aria. I’m out of here tomorrow morning,” Nick said. He looked down at her and put his hands on her shoulders. “You don’t want me. I’m no good.”




  Aria felt the tears welling up in her eyes. “Don’t say that, Nick. Of course I want you. I always have.”




  He cupped her cheeks with his hands. “No, you don’t. You have better things to do with your life and better men to do them with. Besides, you’re so little. I could hurt you so easily,” he said. He dropped his hand and turned and walked away from her.




  Aria watched him go and felt a tear slip down her cheek, crying for something she had lost that she’d never really had.
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  Throngs of students in their blue and yellow graduation gowns milled around the football stadium. Graduates took pictures with groups of other students, with parents, with siblings, or with favorite teachers or coaches. Aria smiled with Carol, her brothers, her parents, her entire family—dozens of pictures until she thought her face would permanently stay in that excited “I’ve graduated!” grin she sported for all the poses.




  Finally, she extricated herself, promising her parents she’d be right back. She could see Nick, still in his blue gown, walking away from the crowd.




  She kicked off her shoes and ran after him, holding the hem of her yellow gown up, so she didn’t trip on it. “Nick!” she yelled, clutching the package. She saw him pause before he kept walking. “I know you heard me. Please wait!”




  He turned, a fresh bruise on his cheek shining in the evening sun. “Not now, Suarez. I need to go sign in to my unit. I’m finally free.”




  She skidded to a stop in front of him. “I know you’re going. I just wanted to give you something.” She held out the package.




  He stared at the small cloth-wrapped square. “What’s this?”




  Nervous butterflies flew up to her stomach and threatened to cut off her breathing. She felt the hand she held out tremble with nerves. “It’s a graduation present, sort of. It’s a gift. It’s like a tradition. For luck.” And love, she added to herself, annoyed that she didn’t have the courage to say it out loud.




  He finally took it from her. “I don’t believe in luck.”




  Aria sighed, a bit exasperated. “Just open it, okay?”




  Giving her a long stare, his blue eyes reflective, he finally pulled the ribbon loose. The handkerchief slid open, revealing the small, palm-sized Soldier’s Bible.




  When he looked at her again, she nearly took a step back at the intensity of his expression. Instead, she gestured toward her gift. “My dad often said how his favorite gift going into Basic Training was his Soldier’s Bible. I hope you don’t already have one.”




  “I—” Nick had never even held a Bible. He looked down at it and looked back at her again before clearing his throat. “I don’t. Thank you.” He shifted the Bible out from under the handkerchief and held it out. “You can have this back.”




  Instead of taking it from him, she took his hand in both of hers and closed his fingers over the linen cloth. “That’s yours, too. Traditionally, a lady would give the knight of her choosing her handkerchief as a favor before he went into battle. It’s like a talisman. A token of her…”




  His eyebrows knitted.




  “… of her affection for her favored warrior.” She was such a coward!




  Aria could feel his hand tense under hers as he tightly clutched the handkerchief in his fist. He closed his eyes, and a muscle ticked near his jaw. Finally, he opened his eyes and pulled her to him. Instead of kissing her, like she hoped, he just wrapped his arms around her and hugged her to him.




  It felt like they stood that way forever. She leaned into him and inhaled his scent, memorized the feel of his body against hers. Why did it take this long to finally get to this point? Right when he would have to leave?




  She felt him rest his cheek on top of her head, and she wondered if she felt as perfect to him as he felt to her. When he spoke, she thought maybe she felt the rumble of his voice before she heard it.




  “I’m not who you need.”




  “You don’t know that,” she said quietly.




  He lifted his head but did not step away. Instead, he cupped her face with his free hand and lowered his mouth to kiss her. It was such a sweet, beautiful kiss that it stole the breath from her chest. She slipped an arm around his neck and tried to get him to deepen the kiss, but he did not. Instead, he broke contact and lifted his head, brushing her hair off of her cheek.




  “Goodbye, Aria,” he said. He searched her face, for what she did not know, then stepped back and completely broke contact with her.




  “Bye, Nick,” she said in a whisper.




  Without another word, he turned and walked away. Aria watched Nick walk all the way out of her field of vision without so much as a backward glance.
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  Mosul, Iraq
 Twenty-Three Months Later




  The stars had faded, and now an empty palette of light gray spread out above the desert from horizon to horizon, waiting for the strokes from God’s brush that would create colors and beauty unlike that found anywhere else in the world. Just on the eastern horizon, the first slash of pink began to work its way through the dark, signaling the beginning of a new dawn. In the blink of an eye, yellow streaks shot through the pink, coming forward like trumpeters heralding the arrival of a king, pushing away the blackness of the night. The colors created a breathtaking image that stretched for as far as the eye could see, and the edge of the horizon began to burn as the white-hot globe inched itself upward.




  Sergeant Nick Williams sat on top of his bunker, absorbing every moment of the breaking dawn. The mild fatigue he felt as a result of the late-night mission from which he’d just returned faded away at the sight. He felt light and free and in communion with God.




  Nick’s first taste of God had come from the Chaplain in Basic Training, who had told him about his Soldier’s Bible and showed him how to read it. It had amazed him, in hindsight, how empty he felt until he came to know God. What he discovered was a hunger unlike anything he’d ever experienced, and only the Word of God could sate him. Over the past several weeks since he’d arrived here from Afghanistan, during these quiet moments on this bunker every morning, he had even considered the possibility of becoming a Chaplain himself.




  After the war, of course. For now, other things required his attention, training, and expertise.




  “Williams!” He turned when he heard his name, then scrambled off the bunker, sliding his Bible into the cargo pocket on his pants leg, right next to the linen handkerchief in which it had first come into his possession. First Sergeant Martinez headed in his direction from the headquarters building. Many men before him had made the mistake of assuming that Martinez was a weak man because he was a short man. It had taken Nick less than a week to learn that Martinez didn’t have a weak bone in his body.




  “Had chow yet?”




  Nick glanced toward the structure that housed the mess hall. “No, First Sergeant.”




  “Get in there and get some chow. I want you on that prisoner transport in an hour. We aren’t keeping him here. Apparently, he’s too high visibility a prisoner. Intel squirrels think they’ll try to eliminate him rather than risk him talking, so we’re shipping him out to Baghdad right away. Since you were instrumental in the mission that brought him in last night, I want you on that transport. They need a gunner.”




  Nick stopped the grin he felt threatening his cheeks. “Yes, First Sergeant,” he barked, then took off at a run. He went quickly through the mess line, grabbing some scrambled eggs and a slice of toast. As he sat down, he thought of the mission the night before, and their unexpected capture of one of the most wanted Iraqis in the nation.




  Nick had recognized him, captured him, secured him, and brought him to his commander. He didn’t expect to be given credit for the capture. He knew his unit would get the credit, but he didn’t think anyone would pay attention to a new member of the unit. They had, and that impressed him. It made him feel really proud of himself, something he rarely had an occasion to feel.




  As quickly as he could, he ate breakfast then rushed to the armory, where he secured a flight rigged helmet and side plates for his body armor. He reported to the airfield and hopped on board the double-bladed CH-47 Chinook. The copilot helped Nick and two other gunners strap into the gunners’ harnesses and then strapped himself into his seat. Nick positioned himself at the gun and waited. The pilot started the aircraft, and, about five minutes later, two civilians in khaki pants and body armor vests came out of the aircraft hangar escorting a hooded prisoner between them. They were actually wearing brown shirts which made Nick grin a private grin.




  The brown shirts did not condescend to speak to Nick as they boarded the aircraft and secured the prisoner. As soon as they gave the all-clear, the pilot took off. The crew chief broke out his M249 SAW and deployed it using snap links on the legs of the bipod to secure it to the lowered ramp. He performed a function check, then lowered himself into a prone position and peered out the back of the aircraft over the gun sites.




  The beauty below was not lost on Nick as the helicopter sped across the desert; it was just placed in the background so that he could examine it later. Little stabs of insecurity and maybe a little bit of fear threatened his confidence and initial burst of excitement, but he fought them down. He knew his job, and he did it well, but failure here would mean the loss of lives. Another stab of fear clawed its way to the top, and before he was able to give in to it, the helicopter banked a hard turn and went over a rise. On the ground, about two dozen armored vehicles began firing vehicle-mounted Soviet-built antiaircraft guns at the helicopter.




  Nick sighted his gun and began returning fire in conjunction with the other gunners, doing his best to eliminate all the threats. The pilot moved the large craft evasively, but there were just too many of them, and they were under the guns. Nick couldn’t get the angle for even a deflection shot most of the time.




  “Stinger!” The crew chief announced in Nick’s helmet.




  When the first turbine took a direct hit from the American made state-of-the-art antiaircraft missile, the pilot banked hard enough to nearly send Nick flying out of the helicopter. Only his harness caught him and kept him from sliding all the way out. Momentarily off his gun, he was unable to stop the enemy combatant below who lifted a machine gun and fired into the aircraft. Nick actually felt bullets whiz by his face and heard the single cry from one of the civilians who took a hit directly in the chest. The medic on board rushed to his side and unstrapped him from his seat, dragging him over to the side where he laid him on the deck of the helicopter. It didn’t take him long to stop working on him.




  Nick regained his balance and took back control of his gun, returning fire with a roar he unintentionally broadcast over his helmet microphone. The helicopter wobbled and, as the wind shifted, black smoke from the damaged engine blinded him.




  Through the helmet speakers, he could hear the pilot and copilot frantically talking to each other and knew they were going down. They were doing their best to get them as far away from the enemy combatants below as possible before they crash-landed. Nick looked out and saw that they were temporarily clear. He looked behind him. The prisoner fought against his restraints. The other civilian, a tall, salt and pepper haired man, struggled to keep the prisoner contained. The door gunner on the opposite side of the aircraft from Nick hung suspended in his harness, dead. The medic kept him strapped to his harness and just secured the slack so that he didn’t fall out of the aircraft.




  The copilot was broadcasting while the pilot struggled with the large helicopter in an attempt to get them to safety. “Hammer, this is Arrow Four. We are taking fire. I say again, we are taking fire. Hostiles in the area are danger close. I say again this is Arrow Four. Come in, Hammer.”




  “Arrow Four, this is Hammer Actual. Send sitrep over.”




  The crew chief announced, “Incoming on our six!”




  The pilot simultaneously jinked the entire aircraft and released flares and chaff. The inside of the helicopter filled with blinding light from the flares and the smell of the burning cordite reminded Nick of the fourth of July fireworks the kids in the trailer park usually started setting off in May or June. The missile followed the flares down, and the pilot instantly descended to treetop altitude, hoping to take advantage of ground effect and reflected desert heat.




  The copilot picked up his radio broadcast as if nothing had happened, “Roger, Actual. Line 3 is Arrow Four and supercargo listed on manifest. Get with SCIF for itemization. Line 7 is approximately one-four klicks north by northwest of Log Base Zulu, and beacon is hot. Line 8 is a company-sized element with armored vehicles, archie, missiles, and a truckload of small arms. Over.”




  They never saw the missile come up on the far side of the aircraft opposite Nick. The dead gunner who still hung suspended in his harness never reported incoming. It struck the remaining engine on their blindside, and the turboprops began to slow almost immediately.




  The pilot gripped the sticks with both hands and broadcast, “Any station this is Arrow Four. Mayday, mayday. We are going down. Hostiles in the area danger close. I say again this is Arrow Four. Mayday, mayday. We are going down.”




  The copilot broadcast, “Line 10 we are auto-rotating. Nine line to follow shortly, break.”




  Nick unhooked himself from the door and rushed to the rear of the aircraft, taking the empty cargo seat next to the prisoner. Grabbing the back of the prisoner’s neck, he forced the man’s head between his knees, fighting against him as he struggled.




  The pilot interjected, “Brace yourselves!”




  “Be still!” Nick yelled in Arabic, using the phrase he’d picked up from the translator in last night’s mission. Then he bent at the waist himself and braced for impact.




  It felt like the entire world suddenly moved in slow motion. He felt like he could see every molecule in the helicopter. The smell of the smoke burned his nostrils. The blood on the deck from the civilian casualty reflected the sunlight outside. The sound of the whirring blades above barely penetrated the panicked voices of the pilot and copilot echoing in his helmet speakers. The feel of the back of the prisoner’s neck against his hand, of the cold sweat and the pounding pulse under his fingers. All of that became crystal clear for a split second before impact. The thirty-thousand-pound beast of an aircraft—with overhead blades moving at well over two hundred miles per hour when they began to splinter and fly apart—struck the ground in stages that Nick felt in the very soles of his boots.
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  Aria inspected the envelope that had contained the letter. As always, it had no return address, not even a postage stamp. Just the handwritten words FREE APO where a stamp should be. For two years, she’d received letters from Nick Williams, detailing his growing and changing thoughts about God, his feelings about the world, his hopes to one day go into ministry. It thrilled her, this precious contact with him, yet it frustrated her because she had no way of replying to him.




  One thing not in the letters—ever—was anything about them. No promises for the future. No hopes for serving God together. Aria told herself that the more he wrote to her, the more he thought of her. One day, they’d see each other again in person. Maybe looking at her through the eyes of a fellow believer would remove any of his silly notions about not being the man she needed.




  He was all she ever wanted from the first time she ever spoke to him. She couldn’t imagine even wanting to spend time with a man other than Nicholas Williams. As far as she was concerned, he just needed to catch up to her way of thinking, and then the two of them could go forward together.




  She glanced at the ticket she had taped to her mirror. Aria would perform tonight at the Kilbourn Hall in Rochester. It was her first solo performance since she started school at Eastman. Every time she performed, she got bombarded with phone calls, e-mails, and texts from agents and music industry representatives. However, she had no desire to leave college to pursue a professional music career. Not yet. First, she had other musical aspirations. Having seen them perform, Aria hoped to play with the Rochester Philharmonic Orchestra at the Kodak Hall. Mainly, she wanted to wait; wait for Nick to come back to the States, wait until she graduated, wait until she could talk about her options with him. Because, as far as she was concerned, her future included him, and he had a say in it.




  Whenever she had an upcoming concert, she kept a ticket back. In case he just showed up, as she fully anticipated him to do at any time. She just knew the first time she didn’t save a ticket for him, he’d need one.




  With a grin, she put the letter into the box in which she saved all of his letters. She had to get to class before she was late and then meet her coach for warm-ups before tonight’s concert.
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  The armored vehicles surrounded the crash site. The helicopter had split in half. The fire at the rear of the helicopter would soon force them to evacuate, but the blades still spun dangerously overhead. The survivors would have to move into the open away from the blades, and that meant they would surely die at the hands of the enemy.




  The remaining crew and the lone civilian barely held their positions, firing short bursts from SAWs and M-4 carbines while trying to take cover within the burning aircraft as the enemy bore down on them from all sides.




  Nick reloaded for what felt like the tenth time and sighted his gun again, but before he began to fire, he watched the pilot lift the copilot to his shoulders in the cockpit across a patch of desert from them. They were very exposed so far from the others. If they didn’t get to cover quickly, they would certainly be killed. Nick wondered why they weren’t moving until he saw that the man had no legs.




  Dear God, Nick prayed, please protect us, God.




  The pilot struggled to lift his copilot in a fireman’s carry, but it didn’t really work out since the copilot’s legs had been severed at the knee in the crash.




  Apprehension overwhelmed Nick, tightening around his neck like a noose. The pilot looked up and met Nick’s eyes. Suddenly, he found his strength again. These men needed Nick. Everyone needed to just hold, just keep fighting, until help arrived. Or else they wouldn’t survive this day. With a roar that came from his soul, he sighted his weapon and started firing. Training took over, and the scared kid from Georgia became a soldier again.




  As the medic leaped out of the helicopter, Nick saw another vehicle carrying enemy combatants coming over another rise. He called for the crew chief to cover him, and unstrapped, grabbing an M-4 as he jumped out of the burning Chinook. As he ran, he fired in the direction of the enemy and heard the loud and ironically comforting sound of the M249 SAW being fired from the helicopter. He reached the medic, who was trying to apply a tourniquet to one of the copilot’s legs.




  “We have more company coming. You need to get on board now. Do that there,” he yelled to them. “I’ll cover you.”




  The pilot helped the medic lift the copilot to his shoulders, and they ran to the broken Chinook. The new group of enemy combatants reached the high ground and started firing. Nick surmised their operational objectives and priorities. They would either kill every American and rescue their prisoner, or else they would kill the prisoner. In either scenario, they were clearly willing to keep trying until they achieved either outcome or else they all died in the attempt.




  Nick found partial cover behind the fractured cockpit of the helicopter and returned fire until his clip ran dry. He managed to pick two of them off before he saw the medic and pilots had made it to relative safety. The pilot waved him forward, and he reloaded and started to run in that direction.




  Suddenly, he felt as if a truck had slammed into his chest. His individual body armor deflected the bullet, but the force of the hit knocked him backward. The impact knocked the breath from his body, but years of living with his father trained him to move even then, and he managed to get back on his feet. Thirty feet to go. Thirty short feet, and he was there.




  Everything around him moved in slow motion, and the smallest of details seemed so absolutely clear - the brightness of the sun, the insidious grit of the powder-fine sand, the acrid smell of the desert soaking up the spilled aircraft fuel.




  Then something ripped his helmet off, jerking his head backward, and it felt as if his whole head had exploded. From the corner of his eye, he saw red blood spatter on the ground, and his helmet landed on top of it then bounced away. Was that his blood?




  He put his hand to his head—it took hours to reach up and touch his temple—it came away covered in crimson. He didn’t feel his knees give out, but somehow, he was lying on the ground, watching his helmet roll down an incline. The crew chief fired his SAW again, the noise of the rounds vibrating Nick’s chest and throat. Then blackness enveloped him.
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  The knock on her dorm room door surprised Aria. Her roommate and most of her friends would be in class right now. When she opened the door and saw two officers in military dress uniform, the first thing she thought of was her father.




  The very tall black man with the light blue cord around his shoulder spoke first. “Pardon the intrusion, ma’am. I’m Captain Kahan with the 173rd Infantry. This is Chaplain Noble. Are you Aria Suarez?”




  The smile melted from her face as her eyes widened. “No, no, no,” she breathed, feeling the blood drain from her face.




  The Captain looked confused. “You’re not Miss Suarez?”




  She nodded. “I’m Aria Suarez.”




  “Miss Suarez?” The Captain stepped forward.




  “Daddy?” she whispered. “Is it Daddy?”




  The other man with silver crosses of the Chaplain’s corps on his shoulders held up a hand and shook his head. The Captain spoke again. “No, ma’am. As far as I know, your father is just fine. We have the unfortunate duty to inform you of the death of Sergeant Nicholas Williams.”




  The roaring in her ears blocked out anything else he might have said. “No,” she said again, backing up and holding up a hand. “You can’t be right. I just got a letter from him today.”




  The Captain retrieved a green folder with the U. S. Army symbol embossed in gold leaf on the outside of it. He began to quietly read, his voice low but steady, almost calming. “During Operation Arrow Feather, Sergeant Williams was sent to Ramadi, Iraq with his unit and assigned to train Iraqi Army soldiers. Five days ago, Sergeant Nicholas Williams was detailed as a machine-gunner on an aircraft transporting a high-profile prisoner.




  “The aircraft was attacked in flight and forced to crash land. During the subsequent engagement with enemy combatants, two crewmen were killed. The copilot was badly injured. Sergeant Williams ran into the open while under continuous insurgent gunfire to help rescue his injured comrade. He personally engaged ten insurgents in that firefight, killing four and injuring six before he, himself, was shot and killed. Due to his valor and selfless sacrifice, his comrades survived and were subsequently rescued.




  “We’re very sorry, Miss Suarez,” the Captain concluded.




  The Chaplain stepped forward, “Ma’am, I know this is a shock. Do you have any questions at this time? Is there anything we can do for you? Is there anyone we can for you?”




  “He can’t be dead,” Aria said. “He just can’t be. I know he isn’t dead. This isn’t right.”




  Chaplain Noble nodded and said, “Miss Suarez, his remains will arrive in Dover tonight, and he will be interred at the National Cemetery of your choosing. In his last will and testament, he specifically asked that you accept his honors. Sergeant Williams was awarded the Purple Heart and the Silver Star, posthumously, for his service in Iraq. He was also awarded the Bronze Star for his earlier service in Afghanistan.




  “Were you aware that he left his Soldier’s Group Life Insurance entirely to you? You are named as the sole beneficiary. Do you understand?”




  Aria’s head spun. “What?”




  Chaplain Noble handed her an envelope. “He wrote this before he deployed. It was also in his proof of life kit. It’s for you.”




  The letter was addressed to her in Nick’s handwriting. There was no doubt. She tore it open and could not read beyond the first line. It said, “Aria. If you are reading this, that means I am dead.” She fumbled behind her for her desk chair and collapsed into it as the world in her peripheral vision turned gray.
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  The sun streamed brightly through the trees that shaded the ceremony spot at the National Cemetery. Aria’s mind whirled with the last several weeks… the visit from the captain and Chaplain, finding out she was the benefactor of Nick’s will and his life insurance, making the funeral arrangements. She had no idea what to do or how to do it and spent the time relying on her mother to help her with the arrangements while desperately trying to finish the school semester.




  Now she sat at his graveside surrounded by her parents, her friend Carol, and a few JROTC friends from high school. In a large military town, it had become almost a common occurrence for a military funeral during the war. Nick Williams was the first combat death from their school, their class, and it hurt now that it was so personal. She watched as if from a distance while the military burial team went through the ceremonial motions.
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