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      Kelly Kennedy thought her life was finally on track. Engaged to the man of her dreams and with a baby on the way, she reassures her five-year-old daughter, Bree, that the father she picked for Christmas still loves her.

      Unfortunately, war veteran Tyler Manning has been away most of the year. Recovering from PTSD isn’t easy. Rather than worry Kelly, Tyler spends his time traveling to Afghanistan to work at a children's charity he founded.

      Kelly decides to distract Bree with promises of a pet for Christmas. When Tyler is taken hostage by terrorists, she finds it hard to convince Bree that they will truly be a family in time for Christmas.

      A Pet for Christmas is a sequel to A Father for Christmas. While it can be read as a standalone, you'll get more of the relationship aspect between Kelly, Tyler, and Bree by reading A Father for Christmas first.

      
        
        >>><<<

        A Pet for Christmas is a 2016 Readers’ Favorite Finalist in Christian Romance.
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        Nerve-wracking, heart thumping but will blow your mind away with love and heroism. – Jessica Cassidy

      

      

      
        
        A great story you will fall in love with, tug at your heart and grab the ones you love and hold them tight. – Terri Merkel

      

      

      
        
        This is a wonderful book about a family brought together just in time for Christmas. I loved it! – Dana Anderson

      

      

      
        
        A heart-warming story about a soldier, a puppy, a little girl and her mother. – Tina Peterson

      

      

      
        
        A charming tale full of heart and suspense. – Barbara Tobey

      

      

      
        
        Love this sweet story. The faith and love that Kelly and Tyler had for each other in the time of adversity even when there was a little doubt. Their love and prayers brought all three of them back as a family unit. The action and the love story will keep you immersed in the story. – Reggaewoman

      

      

      
        
        I felt that this book was sweet and poignant. Although we do not truly understand the price our service men and women pay to keep us safe, PTSD is a real and monumental issue. I enjoyed reading a book that delves into the triggers for PTSD and helps us to maybe begin to understand what our military has gone through. – Sifa Edwards

      

      

      
        
        Kelly and Tyler’s story tugs at your heart while you sit on the edge of your seat wondering if they'll get their happy ever after! – Lyssa Layne

      

      

      
        
        A Pet for Christmas is a deeply touching and utterly heart-wrenching story of learning to fight for a once in a lifetime love that transforms you into the person you always wanted to become. – Amber McCallister

      

      

      
        
        A book about holding on to love and strength within ourselves at the darkest times. A beautiful book about not giving up – Rebecca Austin
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      I invite you to explore my world romances, from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts, brainy, strong heroines, and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or check out my Reader’s Guide at:

      http://rachelleayala.net/books/

      Note: As of 2024, most of my books have audiobooks, either human-narrated or using AI voices. My goal with audiobooks is to provide accessibility and low prices with AI voices.
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        * * *

      

      Look at my current list of free books at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/free-books

      [Includes audiobooks. List subject to change].

      If you’re a writer or want to learn how to write romances, please see my list of writing books.

      https://rachelleayala.net/writingbooks
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        * * *

      

      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/newsletter

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/

      Check out my new pen name for humor and fun:

      https://clarechu.com

      The first book, “Why Your Cat Is Plotting to Kill You: A Paranoid Pet Owner’s Manual” is FREE
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!
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        To those who still suffer the wounds of war.
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            ~ KELLY ~

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me about my father.” My five-year-old daughter, Bree, taps the oak dining table with her fork and knife right after we’ve said grace. Her blue eyes are large and expectant.

      Everyone gathered around my mother’s Thanksgiving table gawks at her before turning to me.

      “We just spoke to him on the video call.” I try to avoid the question on everyone’s faces. “He’s helping children in Afghanistan, remember?”

      The baby in my belly kicks and reminds me how exhausted I am with Tyler, my fiancé, traveling again. He assures me he’ll be home for Christmas. I can only hope.

      “Not Tyler.” Bree pouts and her eyebrows narrow with that determined look of hers—the kind that tells me she’s not about to be put off. “I want to know about my real father.”

      Uh oh. This is not the type of thing I want to be discussing with company. My mother knows, and so does my sister and her boyfriend, Jaden, but we also have church friends gathered around, including Mr. Wong, the widower who recently started dating my mother. The turkey is waiting, as are all the trimmings, dressing, candied yams, potato salad, butternut squash casserole and cranberry sauce.

      “Tyler is your father.” I pat her shoulder gently. Last year, right before Christmas, Bree asked Santa for a father. She met Tyler Manning, a war veteran, soon afterward sitting under the giant Christmas tree at a mall in San Francisco. We both fell in love with him, and I assumed the rest would be history.

      Bree blinks and looks away from me, or at least my face since she’s staring at my protruding belly. “I want my real papa. The kind who puts babies inside mamas. We didn’t know Tyler when I was a baby.”

      Various throats clear around the table as my mother’s guests pretend not to hear Bree’s request.

      “Pass the turkey, please.”

      “I’ll have a helping of mashed potatoes.”

      “Anyone want yams?”

      Beside me, Bree rattles her plate with her fork and pouts. “A real father would be here for Thanksgiving.”

      So should Tyler. I’m disappointed too, but now’s not the time or place to go into it. I serve a scoop of mashed potatoes onto Bree’s plate. “Sweetie, Tyler misses you and wishes he could be here. You know that, don’t you?”

      Bree crosses her arms and shakes her head, making her blond curls bounce. “He promised he would give me the biggest drumstick.”

      “You can still get the drumstick.” I take the platter from my sister. “See, here? Just for you.”

      Bree grabs it, looking happy for a split second, before her lower lip protrudes again. “When my baby brother gets here, he’ll take the drumstick, won’t he?”

      “A turkey has two drumsticks,” my mother interjects and rubs Bree’s head. “I’m sure you and your brother can share.”

      “Only Tyler’s his real daddy, and he’ll get everything.” Bree stares at her drumstick as if it’s the last good thing she’ll ever get.

      “He’s your real daddy, too,” I remind her. “You asked Santa for him, and you found him under the Christmas tree.”

      Bree flings the drumstick onto her plate and climbs off the chair. “You’re not supposed to find a daddy under the Christmas tree. They told me at school.”

      She stomps down the hallway to the guest bedroom she stays at whenever I work late. Great. I wonder what else the kids at school have been talking about. She’s only in kindergarten. However, these days, they know everything, although I doubt they understand artificial insemination, which is why I’ll never be able to find Bree’s biological father.

      The baby inside me, Tyler’s baby, kicks and turns as a wave of exhaustion crests over me. Some days, I don’t believe I can do it all—work a full time job chasing insider traders for the government, be a mother to Bree, and hold onto my high-risk pregnancy.

      “Are you okay?” My mother grips my arm. “Any contractions?”

      “I’m sorry Bree ruined everything. Please continue with your dinner. I’m going to rest.” I didn’t want to let her know about the contractions and tightness around my womb. I’d been spotting off and on during this pregnancy, and while I haven’t been ordered on bedrest yet, I have to monitor myself by counting contractions and kicks every day.

      “It’s okay.” My mother rubs my back. “Everyone here is family or friends. We understand.”

      “Thanks. Maybe I should call Tyler again and let Bree speak to him. May I be excused?”

      “Of course. It’s hard to talk to him when all of us are around. Obviously, Bree heard something from school.”

      I nod and smile to everyone around the table and push myself away. I can’t expect Bree to understand the stress Tyler is under. He still suffers from PTSD caused by his combat days, and even though he hides it from me, I’m only too aware why he’s chosen to travel so much.

      “Bree?” I stop in front of the bedroom door. “We can’t call Tyler until after six our time.” Afghanistan is twelve and a half hours ahead of California. “He’s sleeping right now.”

      “I don’t want Tyler. I want my real father.” Bree flips through a storybook. “My real papa will buy me a dog and play with me all the time. He’ll read me stories and take me to the zoo.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” I sit on the daybed next to her. “You have so many people who love you. Me, Nana, Ella, and Tyler.”

      Bree continues flipping through the storybook. It’s my mother’s old Barney Beagle book, a story about a dog waiting at a pet shop for his very own special person.

      Bree stops on a page where a girl with a fancy coat takes Poodle home with her.

      “See how happy they look.” She echoes Barney, the little beagle, who is left overnight in the store without a boy or girl. “Will Tyler bring me home a puppy?”

      “Maybe,” I say idly.

      Bree used to call Tyler “Papa” when we first got together last year just after Christmas. Everything was great back then. Tyler had been a homeless veteran, but had landed a job as spokesperson for Warspring, International, an organization that raises and distributes funds for charities benefiting children who are orphans because of war.

      He moved in with us, and I thought we’d get married, eventually. We were so perfect together, me, Tyler, and Bree that I got careless about birth control. Once we found out we were pregnant, Tyler redoubled his efforts on finding speaking engagements to earn money to save for a down payment on a house. I don’t know why I never noticed, but little by little, he began traveling more frequently and staying away longer.

      “Bree,” my sister, Ella, calls from the dining room. “Nana says you can have dessert first. How about a hot fudge brownie and strawberry ice cream?”

      “A brownie!” Bree drops the storybook and bounces off the bed. “I want a brown puppy just like Barney Beagle. Mommy says my real daddy will bring me one for Christmas.”

      
        
        ~ Tyler ~

      

      

      Sweat ringed Tyler’s head and he rolled, tangled in the damp sheets, unable to sleep. The chill of an Afghan winter did nothing to cool the heat coursing through his veins. The sports compound he was in charge of was in the northeastern part of Afghanistan, near the foothills of the Hindu Kush mountains separating Afghanistan from Pakistan.

      Minutes and hours ticked by, and he still had a million things he needed to do. Much needed supplies had been delayed, and money was missing from the books. The center director had quit, and key staff members hadn’t shown up for work. Instead of running a sports camp for boys, the walled compound had filled up with refugees from areas where the Taliban and other insurgents fought for control after the US withdrew the bulk of its forces last year.

      In any case, Tyler couldn’t turn needy people away, and after months of being back in Afghanistan, he had to conclude that the sports idea was unfeasible when there were so many children in need of basic shelter, food, and medical treatment. About all he’d accomplished was replacing the sacks used for street soccer with real soccer balls for the children to use.

      Not that he’d given up. He still held matches for the residents and taught them how to exercise. Playing sports was healthy, and even the tiniest smile was a reward for his efforts.

      Which were never enough. Ever.

      He wiped his palms over his face and breathed to calm his galloping heart. It was Thanksgiving in the States, and he’d chatted with Kelly and Bree by video call right before turning in. Kelly had put on a cheery smile, but her eyes were tired, even though she’d assured him she was doing great. Bree, however, had barely looked at him, only answering when Kelly told her to say “hi” and “bye.”

      Then there was the baby. Kelly said her checkups were normal, and there was nothing for him to worry about. Her mother and sister were eager to let him believe everything was okay, but deep in Tyler’s gut, he knew something was off.

      Bree. His darling girl—the daughter he’d promised to adopt, hadn’t asked him for anything, not a trinket, a souvenir, a flower, or a piece of candy. She also hadn’t called him “Papa.”

      Everything was not fine, no matter what Kelly said, and of course, it was all his fault. He loved Kelly and Bree more than his own life, but lately, he could do nothing right.

      Tyler’s gut clenched, and he stared at the ceiling in the cold, dank office of the refugee center. What was he doing in this hellhole? The place that had stolen his life? What had he done to deserve the guilt?

      You killed a little boy. You shot him dead. You’re a killer. A monster. You’ll never atone for it. You let your buddies die.

      The continual rattling of machine gun fire stuttered as background noise to the deafening explosions of mortar fire. His brigade was under attack. He had to call in for air support. Where was his com unit? Why couldn’t he connect? He repeated the request. They were taking heavy fire from several machine gun nests hidden in the rocks above the hillside. An unidentified vehicle barreled through the checkpoint, not halting on command.

      The roar of an explosion shocked his eardrums as a giant column of orange flames and thick, putrid smoke ascended in an upward column. Another explosion rocketed the entire compound. Heat flashed in a ball of flame and walls crumbled.

      His skin melted off his body, and he was deaf except for the pounding of his heart. A wall of orange surrounded him, yet he felt no pain.

      Good. He deserved to die. He let others die. He killed a kid.

      Die, asshole, die.

      An electronic rendition of “Jingle Bells” played merrily in the hellhole he was in. Tyler kicked and his limbs twitched. He bumped his head and the springs on the cot squeaked. Opening his eyes, he sat up.

      Again, “Jingle Bells” chimed. It was his phone. Stumbling to his feet, he hit his knee on the desk and knocked the phone onto the floor. His shirt was plastered to his sweat-drenched back, and the room seemed to tilt and turn.

      Patting on the dusty floor, he found his phone. Missed call from Kelly. At four in the morning? Of course it was afternoon for her, but she knew the time difference.

      What if something had happened to the baby? He checked his wifi connection and called her from the video conference app.

      She answered immediately. “I woke you. Are you okay?”

      “Are you okay?” He ran his hand over his damp forehead and tried to calm his breathing. “How’s the baby?”

      “He’s fine. I just had to hear your voice.” Her face was distorted, being so close to the phone, and if he wasn’t mistaken, she was sitting on the toilet at her mother’s apartment, because he recognized the towel rack hanging behind her.

      “Are you sure? You’re not bleeding, are you?”

      “Only the usual.” She blinked and sniffled, wiping the corners of her eyes.

      “Usual? What does that mean? Has your water broken?”

      “No. Just spots, not the type to worry about, according to the doctor.”

      “Kel, you don’t have to hide it from me.” Tyler wanted to reach across the miles and hold her. “Get it checked out. I mean, you’re hiding in the bathroom. Why?”

      “Because of Bree.”

      “Bree? What’s happened to Bree?” Tyler’s voice hitched. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. Ella’s playing with her.”

      “Then why are you hiding in the bathroom?”

      “Because I want to talk to you alone. Everyone’s out there having Thanksgiving dinner. I don’t want to ruin it for them.”

      “Ruin?” Tyler’s chest tightened, and he found it hard to breathe. “Is there something I should know about?”

      Kelly swallowed hard and nodded. Her hazel eyes were dark and watery. “I need you to come home. I really do.”

      Shit. Something had to be very wrong. Kelly was a strong woman. She’d always insisted she could handle it all: the pregnancy, working, and raising Bree. Still, through it all, she was as beautiful as ever. Her warm honey brown hair was longer than he remembered, and tangled. But she had circles under her eyes, and her shoulders drooped with exhaustion.

      All he wanted to do was to pull her into his arms and make all the pain go away—except he’d put it there. He and his effed up stress disorders or whatever the weenies stateside wanted to call them.

      Tyler swallowed hard and touched the screen. “I should be home soon. Right after the convoy arrives with the supplies for the winter. I need to take delivery and transfer the funds.”

      “Okay, I’ll wait. There are things we need to talk about.”

      An electric spark jiggled over his shoulder blades. He was already on alert, every minute and every second, anticipating a bombshell or attack. “What is it? Is something wrong? Is it me?”

      “We’ll talk when you get home. I’m sorry I woke you. I just had to see you.”

      “Something happened. You sure the baby’s okay?”

      “He’s fine. It’s Bree I’m worried about.”

      “Is she sick or has something happened at school?”

      Kelly bit her lip. “She’s been bugging me to find her real father—the one who donated the sperm.”

      “Are you saying there might be a problem with the adoption?”

      Kelly did that eye flip females often did when he wasn’t getting something.

      Dammit. Why doesn’t she just spit it out? She was through with him and his problems, his jumpiness and inability to focus. Worst of all were the nightmares and violent episodes where he found himself running out in the middle of the night looking for insurgents. Life with him was one never-ending rollercoaster of pain and worry.

      “Kel? Tell me. Are you upset with me?”

      She blew out a breath. “You promised me you’d stop running, but you’re still out there running.”

      “We agreed that I should come here. I have to fix this. I started the charity and people depend on me. Once it’s stocked for the winter, I’ll be back. Promise.”

      Kelly didn’t understand how harsh the Afghan winter could be. The mountainous passes were dangerous enough with bandits and terrorists, but in winter, they could be impassable. He had to secure the compound and supervise the delivery of supplies, or corrupt officials would steal everything and the people would suffer.

      “Sure, Tyler. We agreed.” Kelly stiffened her upper lip. “I’m sorry I’m being selfish. I just miss you so much.”

      “I miss you, too.” He couldn’t help the cracking of his voice and the lump growing in his throat. “I love you so much. Give Bree a kiss from me. I love her, too. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      She moved her mouth up to the camera and made a kissing sound, and as stupid as it was, Tyler also kissed his phone camera. It was pathetic.

      “I love you, Tyler. Take care of yourself.” She wiped her eyes and pressed her lips together. “See you soon.”

      “Yes, real soon. Love you, Kel.”
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            ~ KELLY ~

          

        

      

    

    
      “You want to talk about it?” Mother asks as I’m drying dishes. It’s getting late and the guests have left, one by one. Only Mr. Wong, Bree, Ella, and Jaden remain in the living room watching TV.

      I place the dried dish onto a stack and pick another one from the water. “There’s nothing to talk about. Tyler can’t be home until he completes his mission.”

      “That’s what you tell yourself. Aren’t you and Bree more important than his mission?”

      Mother doesn’t miss a thing. After I hung up the video call with Tyler, I retreated to her bedroom for twenty minutes, crying. I couldn’t stop the tears, even though everyone knows I’m not the crying type. It’s everything piling up. We have a tough case to crack at work—some really slippery operators that are hard to nail, and with me being out at the doctor’s office to get checked and monitored, I’m always behind on my paperwork.

      I’m hiding even from myself. It’s not work that has me down, but the nagging feeling that I’m not enough for Tyler—that I can’t help him or reach him—that he needs Afghanistan more than me and Bree.

      Mother stops washing the dishes and turns her entire attention on me. “Bree’s hurting, too. Isn’t it time you do something about it?”

      “What do you want me to do?” I snap at her. “Break it off with him? We have a baby coming.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” Mom says. “Although I wish you two had waited. Now that you’re engaged, you should be planning a quick wedding before the baby arrives.”

      That does it. I’m out of here if she’s going to deliver another sermon about how we should have slowed things down. I’ve already misled her about being engaged. I didn’t want Tyler to spend money he didn’t have on a ring, and once I showed him my positive pregnancy test, I’d suggested that we should be married. He seemed to have agreed, and so we presented ourselves as engaged to my family, and I explained the lack of a ring was due to us saving money for the baby.

      “I don’t want to rush into marriage.”

      “You should have thought about that before getting pregnant.”

      I hold up my hand and take a deep breath. This is a conversation my mother and I have had too often, and I’m not in the mood to rehash it. “It was an accident.”

      “A preventable one.” Mother’s lips purse, and she turns her attention to scrubbing the roaster.

      I take off the apron and hang it up. “I’m sorry about ruining the party, but Bree and I need to get going. Ella and Jaden can finish up here. You should be out there with Mr. Wong.”

      “Call him, Cam,” Mother says. “Ella already put Bree to sleep in the guest room. You just want to leave because you don’t like what I have to say.”

      “Mom, it’s not that. There’s nothing I can do about it now.”

      “You need to be honest with him. You can’t do it alone. He needs to man up and take care of his own family before running around the world taking care of others.”

      “I’m strong.” I take a deep breath to convince myself I’m holding on. “I had Bree by myself, and I can do it again.”

      “This time, you don’t have to. He should be an equal partner in this.” Mother dries her hands and places them over my shoulder. “But if you’ve never told Tyler how much you need him and he thinks you’re handling everything just fine, why would he come home to help?”

      My throat closes and I blink back tears. I can’t let my mother see my despair. I already broke down and called him, but he’s not wavering from his mission. I shouldn’t be so selfish. The people in Afghanistan have it way worse than me and Bree.

      And then there’s the truth. I don’t want him to come back because I need him. I want him to come to me because he wants to be with me. I also don’t want him to marry me because he has to.

      “Tyler doesn’t need any more guilt. He’s had more than enough to last five lifetimes. The last thing I should do is guilt him into coming home.” A pain shoots over my abdomen as my womb tightens. I clutch and grimace before realizing my mother is looking at me.

      “Another contraction?” Her face creases with concern. “Sit. No more work for you. Go to the living room. I’ll get Ella and Jaden to finish up.”

      “I should get going.” I give her the customary goodbye hug and pluck my car keys from the hook.

      “No, I don’t want you driving when you’ve just had a contraction. You’ll stay with me tonight.”

      “But, what about Mr. Wong?”

      “What about him? We started dating, that’s all.”

      Great. It’s her subtle way of telling me she disapproves of the way I handled Tyler. Yes, I should have waited until marriage, but my biological clock was ticking and Tyler didn’t want to get married until he got his finances in order. At least this time, I know who my baby’s father is.

      Mom pushes open the kitchen door and calls, “Ella, can you finish the dishes?”

      “Sure.” My younger sister pops into the kitchen. One look at me, and her lips turn down. “Are you okay? You look pale.”

      “I’m tired. It’s been a long day. Thanks for getting Bree to sleep.”

      “Poor thing.” Ella lowers her voice. “She prayed and asked God to give her a real father. She says God is bigger than Santa, and she’s sure He can find her real father no matter where he is in the whole wide world.”

      
        
        ~ Tyler ~

      

      

      Like most buildings in Afghanistan, the community center was a compound surrounded by mud brick walls and topped with coils and coils of razor wire. It was easy to develop a siege mentality. Here, no one had welcoming lawns or spacious driveways. Instead, sturdy gates and doormen were the rule in this war-torn region.

      The compound had been built by an NGO-sponsored team five years ago to hold an educational building and medical clinic. Unfortunately, the kidnapping and murders of the last team of doctors and nurses effectively put a halt to the clinic. The place was in shambles when Tyler had arrived in the spring, but after months of hard work, he’d at least secured the premises and installed basketball courts, an artificially turfed soccer field, and set up a weight room. Initially, the villagers sent their boys over for sports and fun, but as the Taliban insurgents made inroads in the north and east, families began sending their sons to keep them safe. At least a dozen boys never went home. They set up makeshift cots for them in the gymnasium, which was still under construction and missing the folding bleachers as well as the polished wooden floor.

      “Mr. Manning. Here’s your morning tea and breakfast.” Arman, an Afghan boy who spoke English, clambered into the office and set a tray on the desk. Only twelve years old, he worked for Tyler as a translator. His mother was a British woman who’d married an Afghan, but he was secretive about the current whereabouts of his parents.

      “Thanks, Arman.” Tyler gestured for the boy to sit and chat. “How was your day?”

      The boy simply nodded. “Fine, sir. Anything else you require?”

      “You’ve filled my water jug. I think all is good. Let me know when the supply convoy arrives.” He handed Arman an egg and a plump red pomegranate. “Here, have some.”

      “Thanks, sir.” He gave Tyler another nod and retreated. Outside, the pre-dawn prayer call howled along with the hazy wind. Tyler sipped the smoky black tea and peeled the hard boiled egg. Once he’d straightened out the supply situation and hired another director, he was going home.

      He picked up the picture of him, Kelly, and Bree taken a few months ago on a family trip to the Central Coast shore. Every morning, he and Bree had taken a walk on the beach and found shells and bits of rock. She even found a sea urchin skeleton and a couple of sand dollar pieces. Of course, Kelly always made Bree put everything back, even though the beach they frequented had no restrictions against collecting. Her explanation was that Bree should learn to leave nature the way it was for future generations to enjoy.

      It hadn’t stopped Tyler from sneaking a few pieces of sea glass and limpet shells he’d found and buying Bree a glass jar at a gift shop filled with shells, sand dollars, sea urchin skeletons, bits of sea glass, and driftwood.

      He kissed the photo over the glass. Looking at how happy they were made his heart ache and his chest tight. She and Kelly were the best things to happen in his sad life, but the truth was … they were too good for him. What had they seen in a shell-shocked homeless vet prone to flashbacks?

      And how in the name of God could he be a father to a precious little boy when another boy had died because of him?

      Tyler pulled the curtain back on the window. The prayer meeting in the courtyard finished, and the men and boys stood and brushed off the ever-present dust from their clothes. The terrain outside was mountainous and desolate. Even the sparse bushes were grayish-green splotches sprinkled among rocks large and small.

      He turned away from the window and opened a folder on his desk. A piece of paper, possibly a receipt, slipped and fluttered underneath the heavy, steel military grade table. Tyler bent down to retrieve it, and a loud explosion shattered the silence of the compound, blowing the windows out and shaking the earth.

      Glass, debris, and plaster rained down on the desk Tyler was under, and a series of thunderous booms left his ears deafened. There was silence for a long moment as the dust settled, before the screams of panic and chaos shrieked through the courtyard.

      Immediately, he was ready for action. His pulse jumped, every sense heightened, and an electric current buzzed through his veins.

      Tyler grabbed the AK-47 he kept behind his desk. He loaded a magazine and looped a bullet belt over his shoulder. Every step he took was measured as he stalked from his shattered office. He sighted the hallway, made sure it was clear before stepping into the chaos of the courtyard.

      Body parts were strewn where the prayer meeting had been just a few minutes before. The entire side of a wall had been blown out and fire raged over the hulk of a heavily decorated truck. Its gaudy bling and colorful fringes were going up in black smoke.

      “Taliban. We have to go, sir, hurry!” Arman, the boy who’d brought Tyler’s tea yelled, wide-eyed and covered with dust. “Farik didn’t pay Zakah before he left.”

      Zakah was an Islamic tradition of giving alms to the poor, but in these regions, it meant religious young men bearing guns and shaking down the villagers for food and money they could ill afford to lose.

      The fact that this was a Taliban attack meant Tyler was outgunned and on his own. No other villager would intervene, and out here, the Afghan National Army was a joke now that the Americans had withdrawn most of their troops.

      “Gather the survivors into the tunnels,” Tyler ordered.

      “I don’t think there are any,” Arman said. “Everyone was lined up for breakfast. I’d gone to my bedroom because I already ate your egg and I wanted to hide the pomegranate.”

      “There has to be. You go to the tunnel, and I’ll sweep the compound.”

      “I’ll go with you. I’m not running like a rat. Got a gun for me?”

      The young adolescent, who barely had a shadow over his upper lip, looked eager and excited to fight. Perhaps, like all Afghans, he’d been born with a gun.

      “No.” Tyler bit his lip before saying the boy was too young. Machismo ran rampant in these parts. “I need you to secure the escape route. We’ll find you a gun in the vault.”

      Tyler guided Arman down the corridor of the main clinic toward the vault where they used to store the medicines. A series of explosions continued to rattle the compound.

      “Grenades!” Arman shouted as Tyler turned the combination to the vault.

      Tyler swung the heavy door open and ushered Arman in. “Go ahead. I have to check that there’s no one else alive.”

      “They’re all dead. The cafeteria was next to the gate.” Arman’s teeth chattered, blinking and looking pale. “No one survived.”
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