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            Chapter 1

         
         
            November 26

            Walter Reed National Military Medical Center, Bethesda, Maryland

         

         Marine Gunnery Sergeant Mark Shepherd jerked awake. Disoriented, he lunged for the rifle that wasn’t there.

         
         He’d forgotten where his body was in time and space. In his head, he was still in Kandahar.

         
         “Sir?” asked the bespectacled receptionist with kind eyes and a marshmallow voice. “Are you all right?”

         
         He nodded, blinked. Straightened.

         
         The psychiatrist’s office, like most things military, was clean, efficient, and functional; metal folding chairs in the lobby
            instead of plush leather couches, unadorned white walls instead of framed artwork, cheap blinds instead of designer drapery,
            stained concrete floors polished to a high sheen instead of marble.
         

         
         The austerity suited him.

         
         He liked things neat, simple, and uncomplicated. Black and white. Liked having rules to obey. Protocol to follow. Liked the
            reliability of routine, the consistency of chain of command.
         

         
         The military had given him direction when he’d had none. Had supplied a wild, undisciplined boy from Kentucky a firm place
            to land. He’d joined the Marines right out of high school, and for the past twelve years it had been the only life he’d ever
            known.
         

         
         But now, the career he thought would last a lifetime had come to an abrupt end. He didn’t know how he was going to adjust
            to the outside world. Or make peace with his sins. Either way, he couldn’t stay in the military. He was no longer the best
            of the best.
         

         
         And when it came to the Marines, it was either up or out.

         
         He tapped his aching knee with the end of his cane, felt a sharp twinge in his lower back. The knee was a constant reminder
            of his mistakes. The pain a familiar old friend.
         

         
         Definitely out. No further advancement. Not for a busted-up gunny who’d already risen through the ranks faster than most.
            He’d been lucky that the Marines had let him limp along for the past year while he healed. For that, he was grateful.
         

         
         The door to the psychiatrist’s office opened and a red-haired young man emerged. Dressed in black jeans and a black leather
            jacket, the kid scurried through the lobby. Head down.
         

         
         A sense of inexplicable urgency seized Shepherd. Wrenched his gut.

         
         The kid looked as if he’d gone through the wringer; blotchy skin, red-rimmed eyes, a runny nose.

         
         “Private,” Shepherd called.

         
         The kid stopped, whirled. Stared at him with a haunted gaze. Snap-saluted.

         
         “Forget that.” Shepherd snorted. “My gunny days are over.”

         
         The kid looked uncertain, darted a glance at the exit.

         
         “Don’t run.” Shepherd hadn’t meant to sound so commanding. Habit.

         
         The kid’s nose twitched like a frightened rabbit.

         
         Driven by impulse, Shepherd shuffled to his feet. “Listen—”

         
         Panic flared in the kid’s eyes. His chest heaved. Quick as a breath, he jumped forward, planted his palms against Shepherd’s
            chest.
         

         
         Shoved.

         
         Hard.

         
         Jolted, Shepherd’s full weight landed on his bad leg. He fell back into the chair. Grunted at the searing burn.

         
         “Stay away!” the kid yelled, terror in his eyes. “You stay away from me!”

         
         Shepherd raised both hands. “Whoa, you’re here. Now. Maryland.”

         
         The kid shook his head, appeared as dazed as Shepherd had felt a couple of minutes ago.

         
         “It’s okay, it’s okay. You’re safe,” Shepherd soothed. “You’re home.”

         
         “Am I?” The kid swiveled his head, eyes wide.

         
         “Yes. Are you with me?”

         
         The kid swallowed, bobbed his chin.

         
         “Say it.”

         
         “I’m with you,” the kid mumbled. “In Maryland.”

         
         “Good job, Private.” Shepherd wanted to touch him, reassure him, but he didn’t dare. “Whatever is going on, you’ll get through
            this. I promise.”
         

         
         “Yeah?” The kid gave a skeptical laugh, his lip curling in a half sneer. “Any sage advice, Gunny?”

         
         Shepherd drilled him with a don’t-give-up stare. “Survive.”

         
         “I’m working on it.” The kid ran for the exit.

         
         “Wait.”

         
         He stopped, looked back. “Yeah?”

         
         Shepherd reached for his duffel bag, took out a pearl-handled pocketknife and a flat block of cedar wood. Extended them toward
            the kid.
         

         
         “What’s this?”

         
         “Take up woodcarving.” Shepherd nodded. “It helps.”

         
         To his surprise, the kid took the carving supplies. “You mean like whittling?”

         
         “Make something with your hands. Get lost in the art.”

         
         The kid fingered the wood. “I ain’t artistic.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter. Make crappy art. You’ll get better as you go along.”

         
         “You’re giving me this?” The kid clutched the pocketknife and cedar to his chest.

         
         “I am.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         Shepherd met the kid’s eyes. “Semper fi.”
         

         
         “Thanks.” The kid smiled for the first time. Skittish, but real. Slipped the knife and wood into his back pocket.

         
         “You’re welcome.” A lump of emotion clawed at Shepherd’s throat. Someone else unhinged by war.

         
         “Good luck, Gunny.”

         
         “You too.”

         
         Hand touching his back pocket, the private disappeared out the door.

         
         “He’s had a tough row to hoe,” the receptionist murmured. “That was sweet of you.”

         
         “That’s me.” Shepherd’s laugh was as skeptical as the kid’s. “A regular Tootsie Roll.”

         
         “Well, Tootsie, it’s your turn.” She nodded toward the psychiatrist’s office.

         
         Feeling both amused and grim, Shepherd used the cane to leverage himself to his feet again. Winced at the fresh river of pain
            rolling over him. The shove hadn’t helped. Tightened his jaw and straightened his spine as best he could. Tried not to groan.
         

         
         Turned the doorknob, and stepped over the threshold into the doctor’s office.

         
          

         The small digital clock on the wall read 11:01.

         
         Fifty-nine minutes to go.

         
         The psychiatrist stood at the coffeepot. Shepherd had seen him twice a week since he’d gotten out of the rehab hospital in
            April. Dr. Fox was filling a ceramic cup that read, “World’s Greatest Granddad.”
         

         
         He nodded in greeting. “Want a cup?”

         
         Edgy enough without throwing caffeine into the mix, Shepherd raised a palm. Bobbled with the weight shift. “I’m good.”

         
         “You’re off balance.”

         
         “Wow, you’re observant.”

         
         The psychiatrist flinched and his mouth flattened. He carried the cup to the desk and sat down. Didn’t comment on Shepherd’s
            snarkiness. He studied him from behind wire-rimmed glasses that made him look a bit like a plump John Lennon in a buzz cut.
         

         
         “How are the nightmares?” Dr. Fox asked, his tone bland, but his eyes keen.

         
         Shepherd shrugged off the question. Water from a duck’s back. The nightmares were a regular occurrence. In fact, he’d had
            one every single night since he’d come out of the coma. Nothing new.
         

         
         “Insomnia?”

         
         Bored, Shepherd gritted his teeth, moved his head half an inch. Yeah, he was lucky if he got four hours of solid sleep a night.

         
         “The sleeping pills aren’t helping?”

         
         “When I take them.”

         
         Dr. Fox’s face pinched, exasperated. “So take the pills. That’s why I prescribed them. You need the rest.”

         
         How could he explain that he didn’t deserve a good night’s sleep? That he’d earned those nightmares fair and square?

         
         He needed to suffer. Pain was a good thing. It reminded him that he was alive. Unlike the Marine who’d died because of him. Without
            the pain, he feared he’d slide into oblivion.
         

         
         As if on cue, both his knee and his head throbbed.

         
         “Please.” The doctor waved at the couch. “Sit down before you fall down. You don’t have anything to prove to me. I know that
            standing for too long hurts like hell.”
         

         
         Was he that transparent?

         
         Shepherd swallowed back the sarcastic retort on the end of his tongue. Sank down on the couch. Dropped his duffel bag. He
            wasn’t sure why he was feeling so jittery. Of course, he hated talk therapy, but today the layer of anger was fresher, meatier.
         

         
         He had to leave the Marines. But somewhere, deep inside, was he grieving the loss of the only family structure he’d ever known?

         
         “It doesn’t hurt that much,” Shepherd denied.

         
         “You don’t have to lie to me.”

         
         “Pain is relative.”

         
         “Scale of one to ten?”

         
         “The Marine scale or the civilian scale?”

         
         “You’re about to become a civilian, let’s go with that.”

         
         “Ten,” Shepherd said.

         
         “Shit, son. That’s bad.”

         
         “But it’s only a five on the Marine scale.”

         
         “Did you talk to your doctor?”

         
         “What’s the point? I’m not swallowing fists full of painkillers. Not with my family history.”

         
         “What are you doing to manage the pain?”

         
         “Sucking it up. Whittling.”

         
         Dr. Fox cleared his throat. Shepherd transferred his gaze to the windowsill. Three potted plants sat withered and neglected.
            The leaves turning brown, stalks drooping. Unsettled, he glanced down at his boots. Noticed a frayed shoelace. Picked at it.
         

         
         “Have you tried yoga?”

         
         Shepherd snorted and tapped his knee with the cane. As if he could handle downward dog with a bum leg. “My ass looks fat in
            leotards.”
         

         
         Dr. Fox hooted. “Ah, good to see that the classic Mark Shepherd humor is still in there somewhere.”

         
         Once upon a time, he had been a funny guy. Known for his ironic sense of humor and willingness to pull a prank when people
            least expected it.
         

         
         But last Christmas changed everything. He was no longer a joker. Not after the ambush at the Kandahar orphanage. Nothing was
            funny after that.
         

         
         Fixated, the memory tumbled in on him. He blew out his breath, shook it off.

         
         “Shepherd?”

         
         “Huh?” He glanced around the room, orienting himself in the here and now. A grounding technique he’d learned in group therapy.
            A trick to stop obsessive thoughts. Noticing and naming things kept him in the present moment. Drafty vent. Olive green desk.
            Mr. Coffee machine. Paper cups. Wilted poinsettias on the windowsill.
         

         
         It bugged him that the flowers were bone-dry.

         
         Thirsty.

         
         Neglected.

         
         Calling out for help.

         
         Perturbed, Shepherd couldn’t sit still. Leaving his cane propped up against the chair, he limped across the room to the sink.
            Took a paper cup from the dispenser and filled it with water. Moved toward the sickly plants.
         

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         He could feel the heat of Dr. Fox’s gaze on his back. The wiry muscle fibers beneath his shoulder blades twitched, the way
            they did when he was being watched. He focused his attention on those plants. Cupped the wilting blooms between his fingers.
            Felt a sense of loss curl up inside him like the drying leaves.
         

         
         “Your plants are dying.”

         
         “Why do you care?”

         
         Irritated, Shepherd turned his head and rammed his gaze smack into the psychiatrist. Growled. “Because I’ve seen enough damn
            death.”
         

         
         Fox toyed with his ink pen, straightened his tie. Jotted something down. “Want to talk about that?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Why should I?”

         
         “This is our last session. Feel free to say anything that’s on your mind,” Dr. Fox prodded. “I’m listening.”

         
         “I don’t feel like talking.”

         
         “Sitting in silence works too.”

         
         Shepherd knew the ploy. Create an uncomfortable quiet, and people couldn’t stand it. They gabbed. He wasn’t falling for the
            ruse. “I could sit.”
         

         
         Dr. Fox steepled his fingers, leaned back in his chair.

         
         Feeling obstinate, Shepherd settled onto the couch. Tightened his hand around his cane. He tried not to think about Clayton
            Luther. The man he’d left behind.
         

         
         The wall clock ticked off the seconds. Two minutes. Five. Ten. There was still a good half hour left in his session.

         
         Finally, Dr. Fox let out an audible breath. “What’s your biggest fear about leaving the military?”

         
         “I thought we were just going to sit.”

         
         Dr. Fox gave a nonchalant shrug. “I thought you’d start talking by now.”

         
         “Silence is golden.”
         

         
         “Are we going to sit here for another thirty minutes?”

         
         “Fine by me.” But it wasn’t fine. Nothing was fine.

         
         “What’s the first thing you’re going to do when you get out?” The psychiatrist took off his glasses. Plucked a polishing cloth
            from his front shirt pocket. Rubbed the lenses.
         

         
         Weary, Shepherd didn’t even bother shrugging. “I thought about going to see Luther’s grave.”

         
         “And his family?” Dr. Fox put his glasses back on, peered at him, treading on uneven emotional ground.

         
         At a loss, Shepherd glanced away, unable to hold the man’s penetrating stare. He didn’t know if he had the guts for that.
            He wanted to apologize to the family, but how did he even start that conversation?
         

         
         “Maybe,” Shepherd mumbled.

         
         “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “It doesn’t matter whether Luther’s family forgives you or not,” Dr. Fox said.

         
         “No?” Shepherd heard the gravelly sarcasm in his voice, wasn’t the least bit apologetic for it. Dr. Fox was acting as if he
            knew everything there was to know about him. In reality, the man was clueless.
         

         
         “Until you can forgive you, you’ll never find the redemption you’re looking for. Start there and you won’t need the Luthers’ absolution.”
         

         
         Wretched, Shepherd bit his bottom lip so hard he tasted blood. “How can I forgive myself when their son is dead because of
            me?”
         

         
         “Is that really true?”

         
         “If I’d gone to the orphanage with Luther as he’d wanted to pass out toys, I would have recognized Talid. I could have neutralized
            the threat.”
         

         
         “You were following the rules.”

         
         “That doesn’t make me feel any better.” Shepherd ground his teeth.

         
         “From what I’ve gathered, the whole thing was on Luther.” Dr. Fox’s voice lowered, and his eyes softened. “He was impulsive—”

         
         “FUBAR.” The vein at Shepherd’s right temple ticked. “That’s all there was to it. But I was in charge, and I allowed Luther to fall into enemy hands.”
         

         
         “You’ve got to stop punishing yourself for something that was beyond your control.”

         
         “But that’s the thing. Luther’s death wasn’t beyond my control,” Shepherd insisted.
         

         
         Dr. Fox shifted. The casters on his chair squeaked. “What do you mean?”

         
         “I left him.” Shepherd bit his lip again, tasted the metallic warmth. “No man left behind. That’s what the Marines drill into
            you. No. Man. Left. Behind.”
         

         
         “But you did go back for him,” Dr. Fox reminded him. “That’s why you’ll walk with a limp for the rest of your life.”
         

         
         “Too late. I went back too late.”

         
         “What you did was heroic. Driving the rest of your men out of harm’s way. While you were bleeding profusely after taking bullets
            to your head and knee . . . Superhuman. Cut yourself some slack.”
         

         
         Shepherd closed his eyes and managed to fight off the flashback nibbling at the edge of his brain. Chalk one up for months
            of cognitive behavioral therapy. The flashbacks were much fewer and further between.
         

         
         “Or,” Shepherd said, “here’s a thought. I could have saved him by going with him.”
         

         
         “If you’d gone with him, you would have been breaking protocol.”

         
         “I can’t stop thinking about how I could have stopped it.” Shepherd rubbed a hand over his jaw, felt the prickle of beard
            growth scrape his palm. “If I hadn’t been so hidebound. I should have trusted my gut.”
         

         
         “If you’d gone, you could have been the one dead in the desert.”

         
         “That would have been better than this.”

         
         “Are you feeling suicidal?” Dr. Fox’s tone turned arid.

         
         “No. Not really.” Shepherd chuffed. “I don’t get to have that luxury. I have to live . . . for Luther’s sake.”

         
         Dr. Fox said nothing. The sound of his pen scratching across paper was the only noise in the room.

         
         “Don’t write down that I’m suicidal.” Shepherd glowered. “I’m not.”

         
         “You’ve been through a lot. It’s understandable if such thoughts cross your mind,” Dr. Fox murmured. “You almost died.”

         
         “Part of me did die.” Shepherd dug his nails into his palm.

         
         “Maybe it did,” Dr. Fox said. “But now you have room to become someone new.”

         
         It was an impossible thought. A fresh start. And yet, it was enticing. The idea that what went down in Kandahar did not have
            to define the rest of his life.
         

         
         “When was the last time you remember being happy?” Dr. Fox asked.

         
         Where did headshrinkers come up with these stupid questions? What did it matter when he last felt happy? He was alive. That
            was enough. Happiness wasn’t even on the table.
         

         
         “Mark?” Dr. Fox called him by his first name.

         
         When was the last time he felt happy? Hmm, easy one. Last Christmas Eve, before what went down at the orphanage.

         
         The barracks had been ablaze with celebration, decorations, and laughter. Red tinsel strung the length of the hallway. Cheerful
            music played. Eggnog downed over sentimental toasts.
         

         
         The mail from home had arrived. Presents for everyone, except Shepherd. He didn’t mind. A long time ago, he’d gotten used
            to not having any family.
         

         
         Clayton Luther had strolled up. Wearing a big grin and a string of battery-powered blinking lights strung around his neck
            like a lei. The smell of rum lingered on his breath, and he had a jaunty bounce to his step. He carried a big green tin wrapped
            with a gold ribbon. Sparkly glitter trailed in his wake.
         

         
         “Gunny, Gunny, it came, it came.”

         
         The sappy look on the twenty-two-year-old man’s face punched Shepherd in the gut. Had he ever been that young? That naïve?
            That hopeful?
         

         
         “What came?”

         
         “The Christmas cookies.” The eager private slipped the bow off the tin and opened it to reveal a wide array of cookies.

         
         Shepherd didn’t like to admit it, but he had a ferocious sweet tooth. Which was why he rarely indulged in sugary treats. Once
            he got started, he had a hard time stopping.
         

         
         “Back home, each year some of the local ladies get together. Bake up huge batches of cookies, and mail them off to the troops.
            It’s tradition,” Clayton Luther chattered.
         

         
         “Nice.”

         
         Luther surged forward to give him a cookie. Stumbled over his own shoelaces, and almost dropped the tin. The kid had had too
            much to drink, but it was Christmas Eve.
         

         
         “You gotta try this.” Luther fished out an oatmeal cookie embellished with cranberries and macadamia nuts. “It’s called a kismet cookie.
            My big sister, Naomi, made this batch . . .” He paused, hiccupped, laughed.
         

         
         Shepherd held up a hand. “No thanks. I’m good.”

         
         “C’mon.” Luther shoved the tin of cookies at him. “Pick one. They’re special.”

         
         “Are they spiked with rum?”

         
         “Nope, spiked with love.” Luther received more gifts and letters from his hometown than anyone else in the unit.

         
         “If they came from your family and friends, I have no doubt about that.”

         
         “No, no.” Luther gave an exaggerated shake of his head. “You don’t get it. Kismet cookies can foretell the future.”

         
         Shepherd burst out laughing. Ridiculous.

         
         “I mean it.” Luther’s eyes widened. “If you sleep with a kismet cookie under your pillow on Christmas Eve, you will dream
            of your one true love.”
         

         
         “You’re drunk.”

         
         “Irregardless,” Luther slurred, and pointed a wavering finger. “It works. The first time I slept with the kismet cookie under
            my pillow, I dreamed of my ’Mantha. Now she’s my wife and the mother of my three-year-old son.”
         

         
         “That’s ludicrous. How can a cookie predict who you’re going to marry?”

         
         “I dunno.” Luther shrugged. “But it happens all the time in my hometown of Twilight.”

         
         “Sounds suspect to me.”

         
         “Who knows?” Luther went on. “Could be that your heart already knows who you love, even if your mind doesn’t. And if you sleep
            with the cookie under your pillow it triggers subconscious dreams. Does it matter? Have a cookie, Gunny. Hell, have two, one
            to eat, and one to put under your pillow. What could it hurt? Your love life is as stale as a Ritz cracker in a survivalist’s
            underground bunker.”
         

         
         He didn’t know why he was humoring Luther. Even on Christmas Eve, enough was enough. But the cookies smelled delicious. And
            the kid looked so earnest. Shepherd couldn’t find his hard-ass gunnery sergeant frown.
         

         
         Shaking his head, Shepherd took two cookies. “Happy now?”

         
         Luther chuckled. “You’re gonna love ’em, Gunny, I swear.”

         
         “I’m sure they’re good.”

         
         “Have you given any more thought to my idea of going to the orphanage to hand out toys?” Luther asked. “I’ve tapped everyone
            for a donation, and I’ve got the cookies and my comic books.”
         

         
         “It’s against regulations.”

         
         “The brass doesn’t have to know. C’mon, the orphanage is only three miles down the road. We’ll be in and out in under an hour.”
            His voice hitched. “I miss my boy, Gunny. Since I can’t be with him . . . It only seems right to make some orphan kids’ Christmas
            merry and bright.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         Luther had hardened his jaw. Shepherd should have known right then that the private was going to defy orders and go anyway.
            Luther was as stubborn as the day was long.
         

         
         “You’re an asshole, you know that?”

         
         “And you’re insubordinate, but you’re drunk and it’s Christmas Eve, so I’m going to let it slide. This time. Go get some coffee and sober up,” Shepherd commanded with kindness in his voice. Much as he hated to admit it, he had
            a soft spot for the kid. “And that’s a direct order.”
         

         
         “See if I give you any more of my cookies.” Luther staggered away, light lei blinking. The dumb kid had no idea it was his
            last night on earth.
         

         
         Neither had Shepherd.

         
         Shepherd had eaten one cookie, and it was delicious. Luther’s proclamation hadn’t been a drunken brag. In fact, the cookie
            was so good that Shepherd almost ate the second one.
         

         
         But something stopped him. Against all common sense, Shepherd had slipped the cookie underneath his pillow.

         
         That night, he had the most vivid, experiential dream of his life.

         
         He was standing beside an emerald green river. It was at twilight, the golden rays of the setting sun casting lush purple
            rays over the darkening sky. A great calmness came over him. He took a deep breath, inhaled the damp evening air, and then . . .
         

         
         He saw her.

         
         She was standing on the opposite side of the river. Dressed in white, a shimmering dark-haired angel, shining so bright. For
            a moment, he thought he had died and she’d come to ferry him to the other side.
         

         
         He stared. Flabbergasted.

         
         The dream angel raised her head. Met his gaze. It was as if a lightning bolt jumped from her stark blue eyes straight into
            his heart.
         

         
         He gasped, startled and electric.

         
         She looked at him . . . into him. As if she could see the contents of his soul and found him pleasing. A big, all-encompassing smile wreathed her sweet
            round face.
         

         
         Shepherd’s pulse galloped, and it was hard to breathe. If his heart stopped in that moment, he would die a happy man.

         
         He woke bathed in sweat, the image of her beauty filling him with joy. Hope imprinted on his brain, a shiny coil of possibility.

         
         “Clayton Luther was a silly romantic,” Shepherd blurted to Dr. Fox. He clenched his hands against his thighs. “He had no business
            in the Marines.”
         

         
         “Wow,” the psychiatrist said, staring at Shepherd’s wadded fists. “Where did that come from?”

         
         Had he said that out loud? Shepherd forced his hands to relax. Tucked them under his armpits.

         
         “Post-traumatic stress syndrome is an insidious thing,” Dr. Fox said. “It can slip up on you when you least expect it. You’ll
            need to continue therapy once you’re back home. Where will you be living? I can recommend some doctors in your area.”
         

         
         Uneasy, Shepherd itched to avoid the question. He had no idea where he would end up. He wasn’t going back to Lexington. Bad
            memories there. His plan had been to keep renting his room here in Bethesda until he figured things out.
         

         
         “Give it to me straight, Doc. Am I ready for the outside world?” he asked, being flippant.

         
         But the psychiatrist took him seriously. “Do you mean are you strong enough to function in civilian life?” Dr. Fox scratched
            his chin. “Yes, you are . . .”
         

         
         “But?” Shepherd prompted when the psychiatrist didn’t go on.

         
         “Are you free enough from guilt and self-loathing to pursue healthy personal relationships?” Dr. Fox met his gaze head-on,
            and didn’t blink. “I don’t know. You’ve got a lot of work ahead of you. If you can’t love, trust, and forgive yourself, how
            can you expect anyone else to?”
         

         
         Shepherd grunted. Scornful.

         
         “Promise me you’ll continue therapy,” Dr. Fox went on. “Group therapy in particular.”

         
         He hated group therapy. It was the worst. “Okay.”

         
         “I mean it. Promise me. I know you’re a man of your word.”

         
         Shepherd exhaled. “I promise to go to group therapy.”

         
         Dr. Fox leaned back into his chair. “All right then. I’m confident enough about your recovery to give you this now.”

         
         “Give me what?”

         
         The psychiatrist reached into the bottom drawer of his desk. Pulled out a white legal-sized envelope with Shepherd’s name
            scrawled across it. He recognized Clayton Luther’s handwriting, and his breath left his lungs.
         

         
         A letter from a dead man?

         
         Dr. Fox passed him the envelope.

         
         “From Luther?” He curled his fingers around the stiff white paper.

         
         “It is.”

         
         “When? How?”

         
         “They found it among Clayton Luther’s personal effects.”

         
         A chill ran through Shepherd, and the hairs lifted on the back of his neck. A premonition. Like the one he’d had last Christmas
            at the orphanage. A premonition he’d ignored.
         

         
         At their peril.

         
         “Why am I getting this now?” Shepherd fought to keep emotion out of his voice, but he heard the hard steel, felt the punch
            of anger low in his gut. “It’s dated last Christmas Eve.”
         

         
         Dr. Fox’s expression remained unruffled. “You were in such dire straits for months. The coma. The rehab. The decision was
            made to wait until your discharge before giving you the envelope.”
         

         
         His entire body went rigid. The decision was made.

         
         That was the military for you. His choices removed. Presumably, the letter had languished in Dr. Fox’s desk all this time.

         
         His chest was a vise. Tightening, thickening, squeezing down on his heart until he could hardly draw in air.

         
         “Are you going to open it?” Dr. Fox prodded.

         
         Was he? Should he? What could be in it?

         
         Part of him wanted to chuck the letter in the trash and walk away. But the part of him that carried the burden of guilt could
            not. Most likely the letter was Luther requesting leave, or something equally banal.
         

         
         Dr. Fox extended a letter opener toward him.

         
         He stared at the long slender paper cutter. His initial irritation and disapproval gave way to a sudden upwelling of fear.
            Finally, he accepted the opener.
         

         
         Shepherd slipped the blade underneath the sealed flap, cut it free. Took out the piece of white copier paper dated the previous
            December twenty-fourth. Read the typewritten note.
         

         
         
            Gunny,

            If I don’t make it out of Kandahar, please deliver this key to my family in person. They’ll know what to do with it.

            —Luther

         

         Goose bumps spread up Shepherd’s arms. If I don’t make it. Had Luther had a premonition about his death? Stunned, Shepherd read the note again, gulped, and turned the envelope upside
            down.
         

         
         A decorative white key, tied up with a red velvet Christmas ribbon, dropped into his upturned palm.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            December 2

            The Teal Peacock, Twilight, Texas

         

         “Hon, if I put another thing on top of that pile, you’re not going to be able to see where you’re going.”

         
         Undaunted, Naomi Luther dropped her shoulders. The subtle move lowered the boxes stacked in her arms about half an inch. She
            was a pro. For the past five years, she’d owned Perfect Fit, a personal-shopping business. She had this.
         

         
         “Lookee,” Naomi said. “If you take that last box out of the bag, there’s enough room to slide it right on top of the others.
            And I’ll be able to hold it all down with my chin.”
         

         
         The older woman behind the counter, Patsy Crouch, looked skeptical. “One false move and the whole shebang will come crashing
            down.”
         

         
         “I’ll be fine,” Naomi reassured her with a jovial grin. “Go ahead. Stock it to me.”

         
         “Stock instead of sock. Hehe. You are so funny.” Patsy laughed. “It’s amazing the way you’ve bounced back after—”

         
         “Gotta keep my spirits up for Hunter.” Naomi polished her smile, brightening its sheen. Hoping to head Patsy off at the pass.
            This Christmas must be a happy one. Which, granted, was hard to pull off when everyone in town kept recounting her family’s sorrows.
         

         
         “How are things with Robert?” Patsy asked.

         
         Naomi pressed her lips together. She didn’t want to get into her love life. Or lack thereof. “Robert and I are . . .”

         
         What was her situation with her long-distance boyfriend? She wished she knew. When Robert took the job in Denver, they’d had
            an understanding. Robert would get his life and career in Colorado established and then she would join him and they’d get
            married. It wasn’t an official engagement. Nothing formal. He’d not asked for her hand in marriage. But she’d planned on marrying
            him since she was a junior in high school. She had a hope chest and a wedding idea book stuffed with dreams.
         

         
         But since last Christmas, everything had changed. And Naomi was no longer quite sure where she and Robert stood. She hadn’t
            seen him in four months. They texted, but it was not daily. They’d both been so busy. Shocked, she realized they hadn’t even
            talked on the phone in over a month.
         

         
         “It’s complicated,” she said, as much to herself as to Patsy. “All my focus is on Hunter right now. It has to be.”

         
         “Does that mean he’s free to date other people?”

         
         That pulled her up short. She hadn’t really thought about it. Robert hadn’t mentioned wanting to see other people. Was he
            seeing other people?
         

         
         “How about you?”

         
         Naomi made a dismissive sound. “If I had time for dating I could fly to Denver every few weeks and reconnect with Robert.”

         
         “Robert’s not coming around to the idea of you adopting Hunter, is he?” Patsy looked at her over the rim of the reading glasses
            perched on the end of her nose. “That’s the real issue.”
         

         
         Patsy made a good point, but Naomi wasn’t going to discuss that. She, her parents, and Hunter’s other set of grandparents
            had decided together that Naomi should be the one to adopt Hunter since her mother’s health was fragile and her parents were
            both over sixty and the other grandparents still had five other children of their own to raise. Robert hadn’t understood,
            and asked why her parents and the other grandparents were trying to “saddle” her with her dead brother’s baby.
         

         
         They’d had a huge fight over it. He didn’t get that adopting Hunter had been her idea, not her folks’ nor the Woolys’. In fact, they’d tried to dissuade her, telling her they didn’t want her to give up
            her life to raise her nephew. But Hunter was her everything.
         

         
         Her relationship with Robert had not been the same since, even though he’d apologized, and they’d smoothed things over.

         
         On the surface, anyway.

         
         “I’m sure everything will work out the way it’s supposed to.” Patsy took the box out of the shopping bag she’d just put it
            in.
         

         
         “Hopefully.” Naomi felt unsettled by Patsy’s questions because she didn’t know the answers, and she hated not being in control.

         
         “How’s your mother?” Patsy’s voice lowered, knitting a sympathetic tone.

         
         Naomi flinched at the pity, but kept the smile pasted on her face. Nothing was going to get her down. The family had been
            steeped in sorrow long enough. Being happy didn’t mean they didn’t still grieve their losses. But if she’d learned anything,
            it was that life was short and you had to make the most of it.
         

         
         And hey, in high school she hadn’t been a cheerleader for nothing. Rah, rah, Twilight Tigers.

         
         “Mom’s good.”

         
         “I know this is a rough time of year for your family. The holidays—”

         
         “We’re fine.” Naomi’s smile stiffened, but she kept her voice loose. A flag flapping in the breeze. Oh, say can you see, life is good, good, good. “We’re doing great. Honest.”
         

         
         “You’ve all suffered a huge loss.” Patsy added the box to the Leaning Tower of Pisa in Naomi’s arms. “It’s okay to grieve.
            I—”
         

         
         “Could you open the door for me, please? Thank you.” Naomi locked her elbows to help brace the load. Mashed her chin against
            the top package. Squelched the sad feelings rising up inside her.
         

         
         None of that, missy.

         
         “How far to your van?” Patsy asked.

         
         “It’s in the shop. Transmission overhaul. It’ll be out of commission all week.” But she wasn’t letting the inconvenience get
            her down.
         

         
         “So how are you getting all this home?”

         
         “Jana’s swinging around to pick me up at the curb.”

         
         “You sure you don’t need help getting the packages into Jana’s Jeep?” Patsy folded the empty bag emblazoned with a teal peacock
            and stuck it back inside the drawer.
         

         
         “Juggling packages is all part of the Christmas fun, right?”

         
         Patsy hustled across the old wooden floor to open the door, moving fast for a woman in her late sixties. “Do mind your step,
            hon, and watch out for the workmen setting up Dickens.”
         

         
         During the first weekend in December, tourists flocked to Twilight, looking for fun at the annual Dickens on the Square festival.
            Normally, Naomi loved this time of year. But after last year’s tragedies . . .
         

         
         Stop. No unwanted thoughts. Come hell or high water, this was going to be the best Christmas ever. No excuses.
         

         
         With the packages blocking her view, Naomi inched down the stairs of the Teal Peacock. Workmen were stringing electrical cords
            and wiring. Two crew members carried neon orange sawhorses. They were using them to block off the cross streets.
         

         
         Dang it. Now, Jana wouldn’t be able to drive through that way and pick her up. She’d have to wait on the curb with her unwieldy
            load while Jana circled around to the back of the building.
         

         
         No worries, no worries. Smile. Life is good. Yes, her arms were screaming at her to put down the packages, but she could ignore
            the burn for a little longer.
         

         
         Hurry, Jana, hurry.

         
         It was okay. Achy arms weren’t going to kill her, and it wasn’t as if she didn’t have a loving community to help. Things were
            so much better than they were a year ago. She counted her blessings. She was healthy. Her business was turning a profit. She
            had parents who loved her. She lived in the best small town in Texas.
         

         
         And she had the sweetest little boy who was about to become her son. Who could ask for anything more?

         
         “Thank you,” she murmured skyward. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

         
         Jana’s black Jeep Grand Cherokee pulled up to the curb. Whew! Nick of time. Relieved, Naomi headed toward the back of the
            Jeep.
         

         
         “Here, here,” said one of the workmen. “Let me help.” The man stretched out long, reached for the handle, and flung the door
            open.
         

         
         “Thank you.” Naomi breathed, offered him a harried smile. Nice man. Helpful. She dumped the packages in the backseat and slammed
            the door. Heard her cell phone ding from the bottom of her purse.
         

         
         She wanted to ignore it, but with Hunter in preschool, she didn’t dare. Digging in her purse for the phone, she hopped into
            the passenger seat. Without looking around, she clicked on her seat belt.
         

         
         The workman shut the door behind her. She nodded at him, waved.

         
         “Hello,” she said into the phone, but the caller had hung up. She pulled the phone from her ear to see who’d called.

         
         Jana.

         
         Huh? Why was Jana calling her when she was sitting right here in the car with her? She turned to her best friend.

         
         But it was not Jana sitting in the driver’s seat.

         
         Rather, it was a man. A tall man. A handsome man. A complete stranger. And . . .

         
         Sweet

         
         Holy

         
         Mother

         
         of

         
         baby

         
         Jesus . . .

         
         He bore an uncanny resemblance to the dark-haired man she’d dreamed of last Christmas Eve, when she’d slept with a kismet
            cookie under her pillow. Not that she believed in the legend.
         

         
         And yet, here he was.

         
         Believe me now? taunted the legend.
         

         
         “Eeep!” Naomi cried, scrambling for the door handle to jump out.

         
         But the seat belt yanked her backward, tightening down on her chest. Which he must have noticed. Because he was staring at
            her breasts with an amused expression on his gorgeous mug.
         

         
         Feeling like a ginormous idiot for getting into the wrong vehicle, she blurted, “Who are you?”

         
         “Better question,” he said in a voice as deep and dark as the Brazos River at midnight. “Who are you?”
         

         
          

         And where did you come from, butterfly? Mark Shepherd stared at the beautiful bundle of electricity in his Jeep.
         

         
         The woman gaped at him, openmouthed, and he felt the earth shift in a fundamental way. He’d never believed in fate or fairy
            tales. Myths and legends were for movies and children’s books. He was logical, practical, down-to-earth.
         

         
         But here she was. The big-eyed, dark-haired angel he’d dreamed of last Christmas Eve. After he’d put Luther’s cookie under
            his pillow, and woke up with a bunk full of crumbs.
         

         
         Could he still be asleep?

         
         Snoozing in the last motel where he’d stayed the night in the Fort Worth Stockyards. Right next to Billy Bob’s Texas, the
            world’s largest honky-tonk. Country music had kept him awake until two a.m.

         
         That had to be it.

         
         He was still asleep, and it wasn’t yet dawn. He hadn’t grabbed a mediocre omelet for breakfast at a Yelp-recommended diner.
            Or programmed his GPS to Twilight, Texas. Hadn’t turned on a prerecorded NPR podcast of Wait, Wait, Don’t Tell Me. Or stopped to fill up the gas tank, and refresh his coffee when he hit Highway 377.
         

         
         He was still sleeping, and she was a figment of his imagination.

         
         Except that her chest rose and fell with an extended inhale, and a hissing release of air. Would a dream breathe?

         
         The sound of Christmas music blared from somewhere. An up-tempo version of “We Three Kings.” Sung by an artist he didn’t recognize.
            In front of him, a workman climbed a ladder with a staple gun and green garland rope draped over his shoulder.
         

         
         She looked as stunned to be in his vehicle as he was to have her there. She was studying him like he was an ugly baby swan
            in a nest of cute yellow ducklings. Now she was cocking her head at an endearing tilt as if she’d decided it was okay.
         

         
         Gorgeous.

         
         Enrapt by her eyes, he felt time stretch before him. It was as if eons had passed since she’d climbed into his Jeep. But in
            reality, it had been less than a minute.
         

         
         How was it possible that his dream angel existed in the flesh?

         
         He thought about the white metal key tied with a red ribbon shoved into the pocket of his black denim jeans. The Christmas
            key that had sent him on a solemn mission. The key that had led him to this town.
         

         
         To her.

         
         It was a lot for a skeptical man to swallow. Fear, as strong as anything he’d ever felt on a battlefield, gripped him.

         
         In the perfect stillness of his Jeep, in the middle of the road, surrounded by workmen with Christmas wreaths and orange neon
            sawhorses, Mark Shepherd experienced the unedited terror of a man who knew he’d met his destiny.
         

         
         And had learned too late that there was no escape.

         
         Her cell phone rang and she answered it on a voice that flew high and thin. “Oh, Jana, where are you?”

         
         There was a pause and she nibbled her bottom lip. “I see. Don’t worry. You take care. I’ll find another way home.” She switched
            off the phone, glanced over at him.
         

         
         And Shepherd heard himself say, “Do you need a ride, butterfly?”

         
          

         “Did you just call me butterfly?”

         
         He stared at her lips like he was spellbound. “What? No.”

         
         “You did.”

         
         “Did I?”

         
         She covered her mouth with her palm. The awestruck look in his eyes freaked her out a little. “Yes, you did. You called me
            butterfly.”
         

         
         “I sincerely apologize if I offended you. I did not mean to say that out loud.”

         
         “Doesn’t matter if you said it out loud or not, you thought it.”

         
         “Clearly, it does matter. If I had kept my mouth shut, you wouldn’t be getting bent out of shape.”

         
         “I’m not getting bent out of shape.” She smiled to prove it, and lowered her voice. “I just want to know why you would call
            me butterfly. Do you think I’m frivolous?”
         

         
         “I—”

         
         “Impulsive?”

         
         “Well, you did get into the wrong—”
         

         
         “Do you think I’m shallow?”

         
         He looked flummoxed. “I don’t even know you.”

         
         “Exactly.” She clasped her hands together, realizing she was being weird. “Then why would you call me butterfly?”

         
         “Because butterflies make me happy.”

         
         “Oh.” She straightened. Blinked.

         
         “They’re pretty and delicate and bright. In a world that’s often ugly and heavy and dark.”

         
         Well, that was a nice thing to say. She would have thought him slick if he didn’t look so sincere. “So, it’s a compliment?”

         
         “It is to me. But I don’t want to assign my values to anyone.” The sparkle in his eyes told her he was teasing.

         
         “I see.”

         
         “The offer for a ride is still open.”

         
         She didn’t know this guy, and she wasn’t going to let him give her a ride home. Allow a complete stranger to know where she
            lived. Not even a man who’d had the starring role in her dreams last Christmas.
         

         
         No way. Not when she had Hunter to think about. Fantasy dream men were one thing, reality quite another.

         
         “Thank you for the offer,” she said, sounding overly prim even to her own ears. “But I couldn’t possibly impose.”

         
         “No imposition.” His smile was a blanket, soft and cuddly, his dark eyes kind. But behind that warm curtain of thick lashes,
            she saw a haunted emptiness. Her breath caught, and her chest pinched.
         

         
         Clipped short hair, as if he’d started growing out a buzz cut. His shoulders were straight and broad, his spine erect. His
            black boots were polished to a high sheen.
         

         
         Military, she thought. Sudden grief ambushed her in a hot, abrupt wave. She closed her eyes, exhaled. Don’t think about Clayton right now.

         
         She put her brother’s memory in a box. Locked it up tight. Hid the key. Opened her eyes.

         
         “Are you all right?” he asked.

         
         “Fine,” she said, forcing a rah-rah smile and unbuckling her seat belt. “I’m so sorry to have troubled you.”

         
         “No trouble.”

         
         She opened the door and tumbled from his Jeep. Turned to open the back door and retrieve her packages, but he was already
            getting out of the driver’s seat.
         

         
         “I don’t need any help,” she called, fumbling packages. Dropped three on the ground. “You can stay in your car.”

         
         She tucked several packages into the crook of her left arm. Squatted to retrieve the ones that had fallen onto the ground.

         
         At the back of the Jeep, she spied a desert camouflage–colored cane. She glanced up. Handsome Dream Man limped toward her.
            Definitely military.
         

         
         He squatted beside her.

         
         “I’ve got this,” she said.

         
         They reached for a package at the same time. His big hand slid over the top of her small one.

         
         Zing!

         
         A current of awareness jolted through her. Sent tingles pulsating up her arm to her shoulder, and then to her heart. All the
            air escaped her body. Leaving her breathless and dizzy.
         

         
         The pads of his fingertips, touching the back of her hand, were rough with calluses.

         
         His energy lodged there. Poured into her. Throbbed. Full and heavy.

         
         It was weird. Unexpected and hot.

         
         I touched him. He touched me. We touched each other, she thought, and her heart floated into the clouds.
         

         
         He was so close that she caught his scent. His aftershave was lovely. A delightful mix of cedar and basil, with soothing undertones
            of bergamot. Her nose twitched, eager to inhale more and absorb his intoxicating fragrance.
         

         
         They both let go at the same time, and the package dropped back to the ground.

         
         In unison, their gazes met and they laughed.

         
         “I guess I’m more in the way than helpful,” he said, and shifted his weight away from her. Grabbed the cane. Withdrew his
            warmth. The tingling faded away like the last note of a wistful song.
         

         
         She scooped up the scattered packages. Rose to her feet. But she lost her grip, and all the packages fell topsy-turvy.

         
         “Dang it,” she muttered.

         
         “You’re trying to do too much. How about this. You pick up half of the packages, and I’ll pick up half.”

         
         She almost questioned his ability to juggle both the packages and his cane. But her mother was in a wheelchair. Naomi understood
            the inherent clash between fierce pride and the urge to help.
         

         
         Tread lightly.

         
         She didn’t want to dismiss his capabilities. Then again, she didn’t want him to fall and break something.

         
         He didn’t wait for her approval. He’d already grabbed half the packages and was standing up. Rather adroitly, by the way,
            for a man with a cane.
         

         
         Ha. She should be so adept. Her own knees were wobbling. She didn’t know if it was from the wind that had just gusted around
            the Jeep or the presence of this man. But tremble she did.
         

         
         He sized her up. “There’s no way I can leave you on the curb with all this. Please, let me give you a ride.”

         
         “No, no,” she chirped. She was both captivated and terrified. He was so handsome that she couldn’t even look at him. The attraction
            was too much. He was too much. This was utterly crazy.
         

         
         Robert, remember Robert.

         
         Um, for the life of her she couldn’t conjure up Robert’s face.

         
         “I get it,” he said. “You don’t know me from a hole in the ground—”

         
         She laughed then, because that was a phrase her father used.

         
         His eyes widened and his face brightened, and he said in a voice rich with sincerity, “You have the best laugh. I could hear
            a laugh like that for the rest of my life and die a happy man.”
         

         
         Their gazes met again.

         
         Her heart skipped a beat. In that flicker of a moment, she felt a solid click. It was as if she didn’t know the universe had
            been spinning off course, but one look into his brown eyes, and her world settled into its rightful groove.
         

         
         Snap. Clack.
         

         
         She let out a soft gasp.

         
         He looked startled. The eternal timelessness evaporated. And she was back to normal. Feeling uncomfortable and awkward.

         
         “Wow,” he said. “That came out cheesier than I intended.”

         
         “It was a sweet thing to say.”

         
         It seemed as if he might say something else, but instead he buttoned up his lip and lowered his eyelids. Retreating.

         
         Good. He was overwhelming.

         
         She did not like overwhelming. Dad said it was because she had a knack for tuning into other people’s emotions. Her quirky,
            mystical best friend, Jana, claimed Naomi was a natural empath. But she didn’t know about any of that.
         

         
         “Where do you want me to put the packages?” He glanced around.

         
         Naomi had no idea what to do with the packages. She could call her father. But he had gone to the hospice center to pray for
            a longtime parishioner, Dotty Mae Densmore.
         

         
         There was no Uber in Twilight, or even taxis for that matter. Just Jana’s car service and medical transports.

         
         “I do not mind giving you a ride,” he said.

         
         She hesitated. Torn between the ease of accepting his offer, and the inherent risk.

         
         A horn honked.

         
         They both turned to look.

         
         An identical black Jeep pulled up behind his. A colorfully pierced and tattooed woman with dreadlocks waved from behind the
            steering wheel. Jana!
         

         
         Her friend put the window down, called out, “Sorry I’m late. Got hung up with a client.”

         
         “Problem solved,” Naomi told her dream man. “But thank you for your offer. See you around?”

         
         “Not likely,” he said. “I’m only in town for the day.”

         
         “That’s too bad,” she said, and meant it.

         
         “You’re the first stranger to ever jump into my Jeep by accident. What a happy mistake.” His eyes danced with amusement. She
            had the distinct impression his happiness was a rare occurrence.
         

         
         Jana parked her Jeep and got out. Came around to where they were standing.

         
         He helped them transfer Naomi’s packages to Jana’s Jeep. Naomi explained her faux pas, mistaking his Jeep for hers.

         
         “Fate’s a strange thing,” Jana said, sounding mysterious and cryptic. “You never know what she’s going to dish up.”

         
         Once the boxes were all in Jana’s vehicle, Naomi turned to thank him again. Tried not to think about fate and kismet cookies
            and Christmas Eve dreams.
         

         
         “Good-bye,” he said, and shook her hand one more time. “It’s been a pleasure.”

         
         “Same here,” she said, a melancholy sigh creeping up her throat. She’d just met him and he was leaving. But that was for the
            best. Her life was far too complicated. “Enjoy your stay in Twilight.”
         

         
         It was only after he’d gone that Naomi realized she’d forgotten to ask his name.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Meeting the cheerful brunette threw Shepherd off his game.

         
         It was as if by passing the “Welcome to Twilight” sign, he’d dropped into a portal to a different dimension. A place where it was possible for a man to dream of a soul mate,
            and have her materialize.
         

         
         In those few minutes he’d been with her, he’d forgotten about war and suffering. Forgotten about mysterious Christmas keys,
            and Clayton Luther’s death. Forgotten he was a battle-scarred warrior on a somber mission.
         

         
         All he could think of was her blue eyes and the soft shape of her pink mouth, her round cheeks and sweet scent. A scent that
            reminded him of tiny purple flowers, rich vanilla beans, and happiness.
         

         
         For that small window of time, he’d felt normal again. And he couldn’t help wanting more. She hadn’t been wearing a wedding
            or engagement ring, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t taken.
         

         
         Forget it. Even if there were such things as soul mates, and she happened to be his, she deserved far better than the likes
            of him.
         

         
         Soul mates? Gunny, you’ve lost your mind.

         
         Shepherd had one purpose for being in Twilight. Visit Luther’s family. Give them his condolences, and the key. Then be on
            his way.
         

         
         To where?

         
         Ambivalent, Shepherd shrugged. He hadn’t figured that part out yet.

         
         He drove through town. The whole place could have come from a made-for-TV movie. Charming. Quaint. Quirky. He cruised past
            a park into the center square surrounded by historical Old West–style buildings and old-fashioned lampposts. As he took a
            turn leading back to the outskirts, he saw a shimmering blue lake with sailboats bobbing on the waves even in December, white
            sails whipping in the breeze. Four houseboats sat moored in the marina.
         

         
         The friendly waters called to him, inviting him to stay awhile.

         
         He followed the GPS guidance down Ruby Street to the west side of town. Here, the houses were older. Craftsman bungalows.
            Sprawling Victorians. Tin-roofed farm-style houses. Was this place for real, with its picket fences, scrolled gates, and wide
            verandas? Almost all had holiday decorations in the yard. Nativity scenes. Rooftop Santas. North Pole workshops. Inflatable
            reindeer. The Grinch. Snoopy wearing a jaunty stocking cap.
         

         
         Passing the First Presbyterian Church of Twilight, he felt his chest tighten. According to military records, Clayton Luther’s
            father was the church pastor. The building was picturesque, and white. Tall, slender steeple. Built long on a short lot. Over
            a hundred years ago from the look of the architecture.
         

         
         It had been years since Shepherd had been in a church. The last time he remembered going was with one of his foster families.
            For the sake of his soul, they’d insisted on baptism. They’d dunked him in the water for no discernible reason that a twelve-year-old
            could parse out. Held under far longer than was necessary by an overly enthusiastic preacher.
         

         
         The church parking lot was empty, so he didn’t stop. Instead he pulled into the driveway of a green Victorian two doors down.

         
         Picket fence. Check. Nativity scene. Check. Christmas lights dangling from the eaves. Check. Predictable, considering how
            naïve and trusting Clayton Luther had been. The kid had grown up in a home full of hope and joy. He’d had no business in war.
         

         
         Then again, who did?

         
         Shepherd snorted past the sentimental feelings. He parked the Jeep and got out. His pulse rate kicked up, and his stomach
            flipped over. He shouldn’t have stopped for that second cup of coffee.
         

         
         Fallen leaves lay scattered across the lawn. A couple of the wet leaves wrapped around baby Jesus’s cradle. He didn’t know
            why he did it. To stall the inevitable? He limped across the yard. Removed the leaves from the cradle. Crumpled them into
            a damp ball and stuffed them into his pocket where he felt . . .
         

         
         The key.

         
         It was burning a hole in his pocket. The mystery intrigued him. What did the key open? What did it mean? Why was it so important
            to Clayton? These questions had circled his mind ever since Dr. Fox had given him the envelope.
         

         
         Especially late at night when he couldn’t sleep.

         
         He swallowed, let go of the leaves, and wrapped his fingers around the key. How was he going to start this conversation? Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Luther, you don’t know me, but I’m the reason your son is dead.

         
         Dr. Fox’s words blistered in his head. It’s not your fault.

         
         No? Then why did he feel so guilty?

         
         Maybe this visit, hard as it might be, would ease his self-reproach. And he could let this go. Move forward. Maybe. It was
            a glimmer of hope in a year that had been pretty hopeless.
         

         
         Shepherd eased up the steps to the wraparound porch. The weathered wood creaked underneath his weight. The front door, painted
            red and trimmed in white, welcomed visitors. Lace curtains hung in the window beside the door.
         

         
         There was no doorbell. Only an iron door knocker. He lifted the knocker, and tapped it against the door. Rap-tap-tap.

         
         Waited.

         
         No answer.

         
         In the backyard of the house next door, a dog barked at him, yip, yip, yip. He imagined this was the kind of place where neighbors were all up in your business.
         

         
         He knocked again.

         
         Nothing.

         
         Shepherd dragged a palm down his face. Apparently, no one was home. He shouldn’t be surprised. It was the middle of the morning.
         

         
         Maybe the pastor was at the church. He returned to the church. Killed the Jeep. Sat listening to the engine tick as it cooled.
            The woman’s delicate fragrance lingered in the air. He felt wistful and sad and then oddly hopeful again.
         

         
         A few minutes later, he got out and walked the church grounds. Breathed, using the 4–7–8 pattern they’d taught him in therapy.
            A four-part inhale. Hold his breath to the count of seven. Followed by an eight-second exhale. Much as he didn’t want to admit
            it, the pattern did calm his swift pulse and loosen his stiff chest muscles. It was a godsend when he was in the throes of
            PTSS symptoms.
         

         
         Maybe he would take Dr. Fox’s advice and sign up for a yoga class. He’d heard that yoga was as much about learning how to
            breathe as it was striking a pose.
         

         
         Quieted, he rounded the side of the church and came upon a small cemetery.

         
         Drawn by a morbid sense of curiosity, Shepherd pushed open the black wrought-iron gate. The rusty hinges creaked in greeting.

         
         He wandered the perimeter.

         
         Most of the graves were those of people who’d died during the settling of North Central Texas. But at the far corner of the
            square plot, Shepherd spied newer tombstones.
         

         
         Fresh. White. Stark.

         
         His blood chilled.

         
         His heart wasn’t in this. His head told him to go back to the Jeep. But his feet beelined straight for the new graves.

         
         Two white marble markers side by side. Even before he got close enough to read them, he knew that one belonged to Clayton
            Luther.
         

         
         He limped closer. The pulse at the hollow of his throat jumped hard. His boots bogged in the damp earth.

         
         Shepherd stopped, overwhelmed.

         
         Read the name on the tombstone.

         
         Sure enough, here were the remains of the naïve American kid who’d died far too young in Kandahar. Breaking all the rules
            and getting himself killed just to brighten some orphan’s day.
         

         
         A hard shake of grief grabbed hold of Shepherd in sharp, jagged teeth. His vision dimmed and his chest squeezed.

         
         He dropped to his knees beside Luther’s grave. Ignored the burst of pain shooting through his bad leg. Tucked his chin to
            his chest and bit down on the inside of his cheek. Tasted salt and blood.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “So damn sorry.”

         
         A crow cawed overhead. An acorn dropped from a nearby oak. It hit the fence and skittered off into the grass beyond the cemetery.
            He raised his head, peered at the tombstone next to Luther’s. Realized the markers were almost identical.
         

         
         Blinking, he read:

         
         Samantha Wooly Luther, beloved wife of Clayton, devoted mother to Hunter.

         
         Stunned, Shepherd stared at the engraving on the tombstone. The letters and numbers started to blur. Unshed tears filled his
            throat. How was it possible that Clayton’s young wife had died seven days after her husband?
         

         
         Inconceivable.

         
         His heart stuttered, fear jamming up his arteries, until he couldn’t breathe.

         
         Life was damn unfair.

         
         Grief and guilt mingled together. What had Samantha Luther died of? And what had happened to Clayton and Samantha’s son?

         
         The ache inside him was unbearable. He tried the 4–7–8 breathing. It didn’t work. He couldn’t stop thinking about Clayton
            and Samantha, and how he’d ruined their lives.
         

         
         Kids. Just kids, the both of them.

         
         He dropped his head into his hands. Wanted to weep. Couldn’t.

         
         A loud crack of a twig breaking snapped him alert.

         
         He jumped up and spun around as fast as his bum knee would allow. Lurching and grabbing for his cane.

         
         And came face-to-face with a man who looked the way Clayton Luther would have looked in thirty years if he had lived.

         
          

         “There you are,” the elder Mr. Luther said, as if he’d just been waiting for Shepherd to appear.

         
         Pushing against the ground with his cane, Shepherd straightened his spine. The cane’s tip sank into the moist earth, and he
            lost his balance. Would have toppled if Mr. Luther hadn’t grabbed his elbow.
         

         
         The older man’s eyes were gentle and kind. He didn’t mention the cane or Shepherd’s unsteadiness. Just held him up.

         
         Heat burned Shepherd’s throat. He hated looking weak. He stepped away from Mr. Luther and his helpful grip.

         
         “Glad you finally made it,” Clayton’s father said.

         
         Huh? Had Dr. Fox called ahead and told the Luthers that Shepherd was coming? What had he said?

         
         “Don’t worry about being late. Everything happens in divine timing.”

         
         Shepherd eyed him. Late? For what? Something was going on here. Cautiously, he waited, saying nothing.

         
         “But where are my manners? Let me introduce myself.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Pastor Tom Luther.”

         
         “Mark Shepherd,” he said, shaking the other man’s hand.

         
         He studied Tom
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