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This book is dedicated to all those who have
served their country on the battlefield, but especially to those
who died for the freedom of us all.

 


The 200 female service members killed in Iraq
and Afghanistan.

 


Private James Charles (Jim) Martin who was
fourteen years, nine months old when he died at Gallipoli in World
War I.

 


Seaman Reginald Earnshaw aged fourteen years
and 152 days old when he was killed when the SS North Devon was
attacked off the Norfolk coast by German aircraft in World War
II.

 


Dan Bullock, the youngest American serviceman
killed in action during the Vietnam War, dying at the age of
fifteen years, five months, and seventeen days.

 


Le Ron Wilson, eighteen, killed in Iraq by a
roadside bomb.

 


Army Pfc. Kristofer Thomas, eighteen, the
youngest-ever member of the Army Rangers, killed in a helicopter
crash in Afghanistan.
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Chapter One

 


Former Gunnery Sergeant Paul Winters leaned
on his shovel and watched the very attractive woman from Apartment
302 carry her bike up the stairs. Damn, she had a nice ass. He
rubbed his hand over his mouth in case he was drooling. Any moment
now, she’d turn the corner of the stairs to go up to the next level
and be facing him, and he didn’t want to look like a pervert.

Unfortunately, when she rounded the corner,
her gaze was on the stairs, not on him, so he couldn’t really see
her face. All he had was a good view of her shoulder-length,
reddish-brown hair and her well-proportioned body. She must be damn
fit, though. Her backpack was bulging with stuff, most likely
groceries, and her bike was old-fashioned and heavy, not a modern,
light racing one. Carrying all that up to the third floor took
muscle. Even if her backpack held toilet paper, not potatoes, it
had to weigh a fair bit. It wasn’t small and it was obviously
crammed with shopping.

He sighed. If he was a gentleman, he’d offer
to carry her gear, but he didn’t even know her name and didn’t want
to seem like a sleaze. This apartment complex wasn’t exactly in the
nicest part of town. Well, to be honest, it wasn’t in town at all.
It was on the outskirts, which was why living here was so cheap
even he could afford it. It also wasn’t exactly an apartment
complex. The apartments were part of a trailer park, although the
park was so poorly maintained there were very few permanent
residents, and even fewer tourists.

Miss 302’s mighty fine ass disappeared
inside her apartment, her left foot hooking the door closed behind
her as she maneuvered the bike into the room.

None of the apartments had a hallway. The
front door opened directly into the lounge room, which took up half
the tiny home. The living area included a kitchen counter, sink,
and two-burner cooktop at the rear of the room. Behind that was the
bathroom. One door from the living room led into the bedroom, at
the front of the apartment, another in the kitchen section opened
into a three-foot-square space with the bathroom on the kitchen
side and a second bedroom the size of a shoebox on the other.

He knew this because every apartment was
exactly the same, and he’d started helping the owner with gardening
and maintenance jobs instead of paying rent for the one he lived
in, 312. The owner, Frank, was in his mid-sixties and had arthritis
in his hips and knees, making physical work difficult for him and
providing Gunny with the opportunity to make a few bucks by being
the man’s muscle.

Which was a damn good thing because it
wasn’t easy for someone like him to find a job.

Gunny shook off his thoughts, picked up his
shovel, and went back to work. The woman in 302 only left her
apartment once or twice a week. There was no way he’d see her again
for a few days and these weeds weren’t going to dig themselves out
of the garden. Huh. Garden. That was a joke. Weed Heaven more
like.

****

Catherine Collins leaned the heavy old
bicycle against the wall just inside her front door and shrugged
the even heavier backpack off her shoulders as she walked the short
distance across her great room to her kitchen counter.

She rubbed her sweaty forehead against her
wrist and wiggled her aching shoulders, then swiveled her neck a
few times to loosen up those muscles.

“Qwitcherbellyachin,” she rasped in her
dad’s voice as she dumped the backpack on the counter. Then she
smiled. He’d died almost a year ago but she could still hear him in
her mind as clearly as ever.

Catherine sniffed as her eyes filled with
tears and she resolutely turned to her backpack, unzipping it and
pulling out the food that needed to last her for a week. At least
she could afford a few vegetables and some fruit now. Only the
cheapest ones, of course, but that was better than those first
terrible months after her mother had died, when the bills were
flooding in, more every day, and she was selling off everything she
could to raise enough money to pay them. Food had barely been in
her budget back then. That was when she’d sold her car. It had been
her pride and joy, bought after she’d gotten a good job teaching
high school English. But it had paid for her mother’s funeral,
which was far more important to her than fresh fruit, or having to
depend on a bus service that was completely unreliable.

The kids in these apartments couldn’t even
get to school some days because the bus just didn’t come. Several
times she’d seen them standing at the bus stop at seven in the
morning, and still there waiting, the littlest one sometimes
crying, after nine when they should have already been in school and
still no sign of the bus arriving.

But that was none of her business and not
her problem. She’d kept her mother’s ancient bicycle and it got her
from A to B just fine. Besides, these days she was making enough
money as a freelance researcher for a legal firm that her parents’
bills were on track to being paid off, and she didn’t have to eat
rice or instant noodles seven days a week anymore.

Catherine grinned as she put a ten-pound bag
of rice in her pantry. Yes, okay, it was still her main food
source, but it tasted so much better now she could add more than
just a shake of soy sauce or garlic salt to it. Gently she patted a
bag of carrots—past their best before date but they’d be all
right cooked—and a bag of skin-marked apples as she placed them in
the refrigerator.

Finally, she pulled her prized find out of
the backpack. Ground beef. A whole two pounds of it at less than
half price. She needed to cook it immediately, as the use-by date
was today, but that was no problem. She’d have some with the rice
and a carrot tonight, and freeze the rest in small bags, to defrost
and use over the next few weeks.

She needed to cook some of the apples, too.
They wouldn’t last long and she ought not gobble them all up at
once. Next week, she might not be so lucky when she went shopping.
There were a lot of people on tight budgets in this neighborhood,
and good bargains tended to disappear very fast. She’d even seen
people following the store clerks around, waiting for them to mark
something down so they could afford to buy it. She could relate to
that level of desperation. It was pretty much where she’d been
during her mother’s last weeks. But at least she’d never had to
worry about feeding kids. Just her parents and herself.

Then she frowned. If there wasn’t another
project waiting for her from the legal firm when she checked her
email, she’d better get online and find a freelance research job.
Another day and she’d have finished her current task and she really
needed to keep working. One day off per week was doable. Two, not
so much. Her hourly rate wasn’t high enough that she could take too
much time away from work.

****

Gunny was still wrestling with the tangled
and overgrown garden bed when a shiny new red Lexus Grand Sport
pulled into the courtyard. He stood up, laid down the shovel, and
used the bottom of his old black t-shirt to wipe the sweat off his
face. Wow, that’s a nice car. He rubbed his hands on the
seat of his battered, ancient jeans, ready to offer directions to
whoever was in the Lexus because no one driving a car like that
meant to come to a place like this. Clearly, they were lost.

Out stepped a chubby, middle-aged man with
pale, thinning hair, wearing a light-gray suit, a blindingly white
shirt, and black shoes that had never seen a speck of dirt. He
forcibly reminded Gunny of the office types who occasionally
visited the barracks to audit something or other, which invariably
meant more cutbacks in supplies, equipment, manpower, or even food.
But what the hell could such a person be doing here? Gunny was no
longer military and had absolutely no intention of going back.
Three tours were enough. He figured he’d used up all the luck a man
could expect and never wanted to meet another insurgent or see an
IED explode again.

IEDs. Gunny swallowed hard. Buddy. His
childhood best friend. He swallowed again. Poor Buddy. He’d been so
unlucky. Eighteen years old and only in country a few days before
he was blown to pieces. They’d both been so excited to have
finished their training and to be sent on their first overseas
posting.

He cleared his throat and shook himself
slightly. He needed his head on straight. This was the present and
he had no time to dwell in the past.

“Can I help you, sir?” he asked loudly,
walking toward the man.

The Lexus’s driver looked him up and down in
a manner that reminded Gunny he was dirty, sweaty, and wearing his
oldest clothes.

“That’s 101. Where are the lower
numbers?”

“Lower numbers?”

“Yes, lower numbers. Are you deaf or stupid?
I’m looking for the Kowalski family in 46.”

As far as Gunny knew, there was only one
family living here, a woman with three kids. She worked nights at a
local diner, and the son, Carter, was very protective of his two
younger sisters. His attitude amused Gunny because he had two older
sisters who’d bossed him around no end when he was little.

“Is the boy named Carter?” he asked.

The man flipped through a file Gunny hadn’t
even noticed him holding until now. “That’s right. Carter, Eva, and
Maddison Kowalski. They’re school truants. Now, where is Apartment
46?”

Damn. This man is trouble. Why the hell
did I open my stupid mouth? “I’ll show you.” Since he had
opened his big mouth, the least he could do was be there to make
certain Mr. Fancy Suit With A New Car didn’t cause any more
trouble. Surely truancy wasn’t a big deal. He’d missed plenty of
school to go hunting and fishing as a kid, and he’d still graduated
high school at seventeen and enlisted.

Gunny led the way out of the courtyard area,
which was enclosed on three sides by apartments, and down the
gravel track to the trailer park. Carter’s family lived in a
trailer opposite the amenities block and the laundry.

He hid his grin at the man’s hissing as they
walked. He was willing to bet those pretty shoes didn’t cope with
the rough gravel the way his solid old boots did. These boots had
covered hundreds of miles of Afghanistan desert and were still as
comfortable and sturdy as the day he first put them on.

A narrow wooden deck surrounded the front of
the trailer and Gunny watched as the man took the two steps to the
door and pounded on it. “Department of Education. Open up, Ms.
Kowalski.”

Carter opened the door and stepped through,
closing it behind him. “Shh. Mom’s asleep. Who are you? What do you
want?”

“Asleep? At ten on a weekday? Drunk or
drugged, more likely. Open the door, boy, and do it now.” Once
again, his fist pounded against the siding.

Carter looked at Gunny, fear in his eyes.
“She’s not drunk. She never is, and she doesn’t do drugs either.
Mom works nights.”

The man wasn’t listening. He banged on the
wall again, and the mom appeared, tying a dressing gown around her
waist, with the two girls standing behind her.

“Who are you? What’s the matter?” She looked
from Carter, to the man in the suit, and then to Gunny.

“You are Avril Kowalski?”

The mom nodded, rubbing a hand over her
short brown hair, obviously trying to smooth it flat.

“I’m from the Department of Education, Ms.
Kowalski, and those three children are school truants. If you can’t
ensure they attend school every day for the rest of the semester,
they will be taken from you by Child Services and given to someone
who will look after them properly.”

“I do look after them properly. The bus
service is hopeless. Some days, the bus doesn’t come.”

“I don’t care. It’s your job to get them to
school. Look at you. Asleep at ten in the morning. I doubt very
much the courts will consider you a proper person to care for these
kids.”

“I work nights.”

“On your back, no doubt. Look at them. From
three different fathers, I dare say.”

Carter stepped in front of his mother.
“Don’t you talk to my mom like that. She works at the diner and my
father”—he waved his arm at his sisters—“our father, was a good
man.”

“A brunet, a redhead, and a blonde? Sure,
you’ve got the same father,” sneered the man.

Gunny knew this wasn’t his fight, but he
couldn’t help sneering in return. “A Department of Education
Officer and you don’t know eighth-grade genetics? Red hair is a
recessive gene, and blonde little kids often have darker hair as
they get older. And I can assure you the bus service here is
woeful. Instead of berating a mother doing her best for her family,
why don’t you go investigate the bus service and ask them why they
don’t keep to their schedule?”

The man glared at Gunny then turned to the
family. “You’ve been officially warned. If any of these kids misses
a day of school again, I’ll be back with Child Services.”

Gunny watched him pick his way carefully up
the gravel track and hoped he’d step on a sharp rock and hurt his
foot. Then he said, “We need to devise a strategy to get you three
kids to school every day. We plan a campaign just like in
Afghanistan, only this time the enemy drives a Lexus not a
tank.”
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