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No One Can Determine

the Right Time to Act

“A time to love, and a time to hate;

a time of war, and a time of peace.”

— Ecclesiastes, Chapter 3: Verse 8

 


Chapter 1

Kosolov

 

 

Previously in the Aaron Hardy series...

 

From Act of Justice (book #9)

5 April—12:34 p.m.

Washington, D.C.

The Oval Office

 

 

President James Conklin eyed Director Jameson. “So, where is this Alexander Kosolov fellow?”

Sitting in a straight-back chair, alongside his teammates, the Joint Chiefs of Staff lounging in sofas on his ten and two o’clock, Hardy pressed himself deeper into his seat, his coiled forearms constricting a little more, his pectoral muscles tightening under his dress shirt.

Sensing her man bristle, Cruz glimpsed him out of the corner of her eye. She knew he was upset that the mastermind behind the attack on the Joint Chiefs had not been captured or killed, but she fought the urge to take his hand and comfort him in front of all these power figures.

Jameson cleared his throat. “He’s still at large, sir.”

Rocking forward, Hardy lifted his hand. “I take full responsibility for that, Mr. President. If I had seen through the smoke and mirrors sooner, we would have him, sir.”

The President half smiled at the fellow Marine before addressing his FBI director. “What are we doing to track him down?”

“Everything, sir…our facial recognition software is being updated with new parameters. We’ve contacted our allies and given them digital sketches of Kosolov’s face. All federal agencies have been read in on the matter. Field operatives have been told to keep an eye out for anyone matching his description. I believe it’s only a matter of time before he slips up. And when he does, we’ll be there, sir.”

Conklin nodded. “Of that, I have no doubts, Phil.”

...

Dabajuro, Venezuela

Carrying AKS-74U assault weapons, and wearing camouflage fatigues and combat boots, their faces covered with black balaclavas, big men ambled among the bodies on the pavement. Every few seconds, a 5.45x39mm bullet escaped a rifle’s eight-point-one-inch barrel until the screaming and moaning of the injured faded, and the compound turned quiet.

A tall man, dressed in a white, short-sleeved shirt, tan pants, and brown loafers, dodged the corpses on his way to the main house.

Standing guard at the entryway, a soldier-for-hire opened the door, and Tall Man entered the building.

Once out of the blinding sunshine, Tall Man removed his sunglasses and tucked them into a shirt pocket. Striding by another warrior, who had his AKS aimed at a pleading, fallen adversary, Tall Man covered each ear with a finger a split-second ahead of a gunshot.

Entering the kitchen, he approached the table and examined a briefcase filled with American money. He picked up a stack, fanned the hundreds, and estimated the total in his head before facing his newly promoted second-in-command. “What about the guns and drugs?”

“We’re loading everything onto trucks, and I’ve sent teams to the other locations.” He checked his wristwatch. “We’ll be ready to set sail by nightfall, Mr. Kosolov.”

“Excellent.” Kosolov closed the padded lid and thumbed the catches before bringing the carry case with him into the living room.

On his knees, sweating, crying, pumping his bound hands at anyone who would hear his pleas, Alejandro Martinez turned his head toward the newcomer. In Spanish, he repeated his appeals for mercy.

“Alejandro,” Kosolov set the briefcase on the floor, removed a handkerchief from his pocket, and wiped the perspiration beads from his forehead, “you disappointed me.” He carefully folded the big square into a smaller one before returning the white cloth to a pants pocket. “All you had to do was keep a woman and her two children from escaping.”

Martinez shuffled forward until one of the four surrounding Spetsnaz clamped a hand onto the kneeling man’s shoulder to stop him.

“Instead,” Kosolov folded arms across his chest, “you lost them and,” he poked an index finger at Martinez’s nose, “more importantly...you led the Americans right to me.” The Russian shook his head. “Unacceptable.” Slipping fingers into the money case’s handle, he hefted the loot, observed the sniveling man at his feet, and sighed. “Because of you, my plan failed.” He hesitated. “Now I’m forced to start all over again.” He raised the case. “But at least you’ve provided me with a little seed money.” He bowed his head slightly. “Thank you...and farewell.”

“Por favor. No hagas esto — Please. Don’t do this.”

Kosolov pivoted, retrieved his sunglasses, and eyed his right-hand man. “When you are finished with him, I want you to gather all the security footage from this place and bring it to me on the boat.”

“Yes sir.”

Kosolov walked back into the kitchen and out of the house. Marching toward his waiting vehicle, his mind already calculating his next move, he heard a muffled gunshot come from over his shoulder.

...

Two hours later...

Below deck aboard his white, seventy-five-foot Sunseeker 74 Sport Yacht, Kosolov sat at a side table in the master cabin. On the other side of the window, on his port side, moonlight danced across the calm waters of the Gulf of Venezuela.

Having obtained the security footage from Alejandro Martinez’s place, Kosolov had fast forwarded to the time of the raid that had freed the hostages in Martinez’s care. Kosolov picked up a wineglass, brought the flute to his mouth, then froze in place, the vessel’s rim an inch from his lips.

On the laptop’s screen, a man in black tactical clothing leapt off a porch and jogged toward the second of two Land Rovers parked bumper to bumper, their doors wide open. Also clad in black tactical attire, down on one knee, their rifles up, their forward elbow resting on their other knee, two women and one man had taken defensive positions around the vehicles.

Escorting a woman and two small children out of a house—with a second female, dressed like her teammates, assuming the role of rear-guard—the man stopped at the back door of the rear SUV, faced the people behind him, and made a sweeping motion toward the four-by-four.

Kosolov slammed his glass onto the table while lurching forward to bang the keyboard. He reversed the video, stopped it, then set it in motion again. A few seconds later, he pressed a key to pause the recording on the image of the man pinwheeling his arm toward the SUV.

His face growing redder by the instant, the Russian clenched his teeth and made fists.

His glass broke in two, spilling red wine. The liquid rushed over the edge and splattered onto the seat opposite Kosolov.

Unfazed by the mess, still squeezing the severed crystal stem in his palm, he glared at the man’s digital likeness, his mind taking him back to an incident from almost six months ago where the two had crossed paths at a train station in Brussels, during an attack that Kosolov had orchestrated. He glanced toward the open door to his cabin and shouted, “Micha.”

A lean man dressed in a white server’s outfit, including white gloves, entered the space. “Yes, Mr. Kosolov, sir. Is there something you desire from the galley?”

The seated man spun the laptop around and pointed at the man on the screen. “I want to know everything about him...what he does for a living, where he lives, who his family is, who he hangs around with. If he drinks coffee, I want to know what brand he drinks, where he gets it, and how many lumps of sugar he takes. You hear me?”

 


Chapter 2

Meeting

 

 

Four months later (present time)...

 

10 August—10:15 p.m.

Russian Far East

63 miles north-northeast of

Vladivostok (near Ivanovka)

 

 

A blanket of patchy clouds raced across the sky. Gaps in the cloud cover let a quarter moon shine down on a flatbed truck and a Toyota Land Rover parked at the end of a dirt road. Both faced the same way, the former on the latter’s nine o’clock. Heavy rains from recent storms had turned the tire ruts leading to the main road into a muddy, sloppy soup.

Fifty meters away, surrounded by trees atop a shallow rise, thirty-year-old CIA Officer Tucker Daniel had spent the last twenty minutes peering through his ATN Binox 4K night vision binoculars at the rear bumpers of the two vehicles. His thoughts drifted.

...

One month ago...

Dressed in red flannel pajamas, Katie Daniel held six-month-old Tucker Jr. in her arms while swaying back and forth. “He has your eyes, Tuck.”

Standing on her eight o’clock, hovering over her left shoulder, the six-two, one-ninety Tucker smiled then went stoic as the weight of the duffle bag hanging from his left hand brought his mind back to what he had to do, where he had to go. He cupped her right shoulder, gave her a half hug, then kissed her hair before putting the right side of his face to her left cheek.

Katie nuzzled in closer to him.

He stared at his son. “Try not to grow up too fast on me, little man.”

She cranked her head around to regard her husband’s dark, close-cropped hair, brown eyes, and the crater-like dimple centered on his pronounced chin. “How long do you think you’ll be gone this time?”

Never taking his eyes off his boy, he drew in a breath while barely shaking his head. “It’s hard to say for sure.”

She gave him a couple more moments, to admire the couple’s creation, then rocked into him. “Hey.”

Tucker met her gaze.

Katie flashed a smile, “The sooner you come home to me the better,” then went to tiptoes to plant a romantic kiss on his lips.

Tucker pulled her in closer and returned the affection.

...

Present time...

His happy memories disturbed by a revving engine, Tucker pulled the ATNs away from his face and pivoted his head to the right.

Its front wheels periodically slipping in the mud, a mid-size sedan made its way down the winding road toward the truck and Land Rover before stopping ten feet behind the flatbed, the sedan’s headlights lighting up the truck’s rear bumper.

Doors opened.

People exited the vehicles.

A flurry of activity ensued near the rear of the flatbed.

Tucker put the binoculars back up to his eyes and dialed up the magnification to see two men hop onto the truck bed, throw back a black tarp, and open one of two wooden crates.

After fumbling around inside the open crate, one of the men stood, looked down at a man wearing a long black coat, and nodded.

Unable to see the contents of the crate, Tucker zoomed out a bit to take in a wider field of view.

Dressed in jeans and a leather jacket, the man Tucker had been tracking for the past two weeks, a suspected arms dealer, drew up on Black Coat’s right. ‘Jeans’ and Black Coat then had a short exchange while the lid on the crate was fastened and the tarp was rolled back again.

Jeans and Black Coat shook hands then each man headed toward his respective vehicle.

Scowling, Tucker lowered the ATNs, whipped out his satellite phone, and tapped out a quick message.

Gunfire.

Tucker looked up to see several flashes of light corresponding with the loud bangs. He put the binoculars to his face.

The five-second gunfight had left three men down. Jeans was one of them.

The remaining men climbed into the flatbed and the sedan before both vehicles turned around and lumbered toward the main road on the CIA man’s right.

Tucker swore under his breath, his mind running through his options. If the missiles are in there, I can’t let that truck escape. He glanced over his shoulder toward where he had parked his rental car. He mashed the ‘Send’ button on his satellite phone, pushed himself away from the ground, and dashed through the woods.

...

Ninety seconds later...

Tucker pulled his crossover SUV off the main road and slammed on the brakes.

The four-by-four skidded over the gravel apron and came to a halt at the mouth of the one-lane dirt road, blocking any other vehicle from passing.

Seeing headlights emerging from the forest that engulfed the sideroad, Tucker scrambled out of the driver’s seat and disappeared into the woodlands.

The sedan halted a few feet from the crossover and emptied its occupants, including Black Coat, who gave the area a quick inspection. Glancing at four large Russian men who had gotten out of the flatbed truck, he motioned toward the obstacle in his path.

...

Tucker slipped out of the woods, sneaked up behind the flat bed, and crawled under the tarp to plant a short-range tracking device on the nearest crate. Backing out from under the tarp and slithering to the ground, he heard a crash and the sound of breaking glass. He peeked out from around the right-rear corner of the truck and saw his vehicle tipped over alongside the road. That’s why I left the keys IN the ignition. So, you could just MOVE it.

The big Russians strode toward the CIA man’s position.

Tucker growled under his breath. His plan to trail the movement of weapons had just taken a major ‘left turn.’ A tick later, he slunk under the tarp again and laid on his back in between the two wooden ‘coffins.’ Ten seconds later, his body rocking as the truck bounced back and forth while transitioning from dirt road to paved road, he settled in. I guess I’m the tracking device now.

...

Thirty minutes later...

On his knees, having used his black Benchmade Claymore knife to pry open a crate’s lid enough to get four fingers inside, he now lifted the top a few more inches, stuck the head of his Streamlight Protac flashlight into the container and thumbed the device’s tail switch to see two, white tubes with tail fins on one end and a pointed nose on the other end. Hello ‘ladies.’ It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. He shut off his light, closed the lid, and laid down on his backside. Now, how do I get you home safe and sound?

...

Fifteen minutes later...

Tucker felt the flatbed slow, make a sharp turn, then come to a halt, its brakes squealing a bit. It was nothing new. The vehicle had done this several times in the last hour.

The truck’s engine stopped running.

Tucker’s eyes opened wide. That’s new. We must be here. He rolled, went to hands and knees, then crouched between the cab and the wooden box on the driver’s side. HERE being, having poked his head out a few times during the drive, and counted the number of turns the truck had made, he added speed and elapsed time into the calculation, somewhere near Vladivostok, I’m guessing.

Doors slammed, and men shouted at each other in Russian.

He drew his Smith & Wesson Shield Plus from the holster on his right hip and made himself small. Please just go grab a beer or take a leak somewhere. Don’t peel back the—

The truck sagged a couple times under the added weight of a couple two-hundred-pound-plus bodies climbing onto the bed.

Tucker cursed in his head while eyeing his 13-round pistol and envisioning the spare 12-round magazine riding in a belt pouch on his left side. He recalled the men he had seen at the meeting place. Minimum of six...maximum of, he huffed, who knows how many were already here when we arrived?

Rustling sound.

Watching a pair of black work boots sidestep closer to him along the bed, the left one leading the way each time, he saw the tarp wave up and down as the plastic material crackled while being folded back on itself.

The black boots drew nearer. 

Gripping his gun tighter, Tucker aimed the Shield at where the man would be when the covering was completely removed, his brain practicing the smooth transition he would need to make to get his weapon’s sights on the second threat.

The left boot took a bigger step toward the cab, ahead of a louder, swooshing noise.

Feeling the tarp sag down around him, his blood vessels thumping in his temples, the stowaway inched backward to let the material ahead of him crumple onto the truck bed and keep him concealed.

In Russian: “Leave the missiles. We’ll be moving out in a couple of hours.”

His muscles relaxing, his lips puckering, Tucker let out a silent breath.

The tension on his three o’clock gave way, as the right half of the tarp was yanked back over the crates, the uneven motion exposing Tucker’s head and shoulders.

 


Chapter 3

Ten O’clock & Two O’clock

 

 

The Russian on Tucker’s two o’clock flinched and took a step back.

Having never lowered his gun, the CIA officer got off two rounds, burying both bullets between the man’s saucer-like eyes, before he swung his pistol left and fired four more times.

The ‘Two O’clock Russian’ collapsed then rolled off the truck bed.

The ‘Ten O’clock Russian’ clutched his chest and did a reverse somersault over the truck’s side rail.

Scanning his surroundings...

Wide-open warehouse-type structure with a high ceiling, upper-level walkway on his left, and an office area on his right. In between, sat several pallets loaded four feet high with boxes. Fifty feet behind the flat bed, an open garage door.

...Tucker took a headcount of the people he could see, Six, before diving between the wooden carriers.

Gunfire from both flanks crisscrossed overhead, sending wood splinters into the air.

...

In Russian, Black Coat yelled at his men while directing the muzzles of their rifles toward the floor. “Stop firing, you idiots. You’ll damage the missiles.” He ducked behind a pallet of boxes, grabbed the man nearest him, and pointed. “You go that way and come up on the left side of the truck.”

The man nodded, darted between two pallets, then crossed an open expanse.

Black Coat moved right and made a left-ninety around the pallet’s corner to make eye contact with a man on the other side of the truck. Glancing at the walkway above the man, Black Coat jabbed his forefinger upward several times.

The man tipped his head back, faced his boss, and nodded before hurrying toward the metal staircase near the open garage door.

...

On his belly between the crates, with bad guys all around him, his gun pointing toward the blackness beyond the open garage door, Tucker tried to come up with a way out of his predicament. Option one...slug it out with six baddies with, counting the rounds he had expended, he did the math, with only nineteen bullets left. He did more math. Three rounds for each one. He bobbed his eyebrows once. And that’s with no misses, a beat, and assuming there’s only six targets.

He trundled onto his back. His feet facing the cab, he eyed the back window, did a muted stomach crunch, and peeked through the glass to spot keys in the ignition. Could it really be that easy? Lying flat again, he glimpsed movement out of the corner of his right eye and pivoted his head in that direction.

A man on the upper-level walkway shouldered an AK-47 rifle.

Tucker raised his gun and fired three times.

The man sprawled onto the gangplank.

Tucker aimed the Smith & Wesson at the window and emptied the pistol.

Spiderwebs appeared.

He dropped the spent magazine, fished out a fresh one, reloaded his weapon, and blasted away at the window again before driving the heels of his boots into it.

The panel bowed with each impact before giving way and folding into the cab.

Tucker jumped up. Hunched over, he stuck his left leg through the opening.

Gunfire sounded from above.

A searing heat erupted from his right thigh.

Grunting, he half rolled/half fell into the front seat and landed on his left shoulder.

More rounds shredded the headrest and punched holes in the driver’s door.

He started the truck, then used the steering wheel to pull himself into a sitting position, before throwing the transmission into ‘reverse’ and hitting the gas pedal.

A 123-grain projectile slammed into his body, shattering his right shoulder blade.

Letting out a yell, his right arm slumping, he rotated his body clockwise and navigated the flatbed toward the open doorway with his left hand.

...

Black Coat thrust out his finger. “Shoot the tires. Shoot the tires.”

His men opened fire on the escaping vehicle, their bullets poking holes into all four tires.

The flat bed swerved back and forth then raced out of the warehouse, its left side scraping across the garage door archway.

...

Its side-view mirror being sheared off by the garage door archway, the truck accelerated.

Tucker spun the steering wheel hard to the left.

The rear of the bullet-ridden ride lurched to the left then crashed into a lamp post.

His mind told his right hand to shift into ‘drive,’ but the arm never budged.

He glanced left to see three gunmen pouring out of the warehouse. His vision blurring, he plucked the Shield from his right hand, shoved his left arm out the window, and fired his remaining rounds.

One gunman spun around and dropped.

A second dived to the pavement.

Tucker dropped his spent pistol and reached under the steering wheel to grab the gearshift. His eyes seeing three levers, he clutched the middle one and wrenched it downward.

The vehicle inched forward.

His brain told his right foot to stomp on the accelerator, but his disabled leg did not respond.

The driver’s door flew open.

The third gunman latched on to the driver’s shirt, hauled him out of the cab, dragged him a few feet, then threw him onto the concrete.

Tucker landed with a thud then rolled onto his back to see the man facing him, an AK-47 slung across the Russian’s chest.

Two boots appeared.

Tucker glimpsed the footwear on either side of his head then lifted his gaze to see a second gunman hovering over him.

Exchanging glances, both men laughed while gesturing with their AKs.

Tucker swallowed and rolled his head over the hard surface while slowly reaching for the Benchmade inside his left-front pocket.

Gunman #3 sent a boot into Tucker’s left side then laughed again.

Tucker coughed up a line of blood. Mustering the last of his energy stores, he whipped out his Claymore, opened the automatic knife with his thumb, and lunged upward to slice the blade across the back of Gunman #3’s left knee.

Bellowing, grabbing his leg, and facing the one who had cut him, the man went to one knee on Tucker’s left.

Tucker cocked his arm and drove the three-point-six-inch blade into his persecutor’s chest.

A full inch of steel having punctured his heart, Gunman #3 held his chest and spiraled into a prone position beside the man who had killed him.

Gunshots.

Two bullets ripped through Tucker from behind, and he crumpled. His world fading to black, he saw the faces of his wife and son. Take care of them, Lord, and...

Black Coat walked up and stood over the two downed men before raising his right arm, a pistol in his grasp.

...have mercy on m— closing his eyes, Tucker breathed his last, never hearing or feeling the shot to come.

 


Chapter 4

‘Iron’

 

 

23 hours later...

 

12 August—11:12 a.m. (local time)

Forestville, Maryland

26 minutes southeast of the White House

 

 

Seven. Eight. Lying flat on the weight bench, bare chested, wearing a pair of loose-fitting black shorts, and tennis shoes, Miguel Ramirez pushed the 250-pound bar toward the ceiling, Nine, before slowly letting it come back down to his glistening chest.

The front doorbell rang.

He hoisted the eighth of a ton of ‘iron’ off his chest, Ten, then set the bar on the bench supports. Sitting up, he grabbed a towel and his Glock 26 before leaving the bedroom, sauntering down a hallway, and crossing the living room.

The bell rang again.

Ramirez dragged the towel down his face then peeped through the peephole to ogle a tall Asian woman with long, dark hair. From under a black miniskirt emerged long legs, legs made even longer by the black, three-inch spike-heeled pumps she wore.

Her left hand on her hip, the woman tapped the toe of her shoe on the porch a few times before she put her free hand flat to her forehead and spun away from the house.

Looking beyond her left shoulder, he spotted a compact silver car, its hood up, parked on the curb next to his mailbox. Placing the Glock in the drawer of a small table beside a coat rack, he wiped more sweat off his body and opened the door. “Can I help you, miss?”

She whirled around and flashed him a disarming, toothy smile. “Oh, thank God. You’re home. My,” her eyes darted left then came back to him, “car just broke down, and...”

Ramirez spotted the long black tube before the pistol came into view. He lifted his right arm and lunged for the drawer holding his Glock.

Five bullets hit him square in the chest.

Knocked off course, his body contorting, he slammed into the wall, his right shoulder hitting first. Sliding down the painted surface, he slapped at the small table.

The table toppled over, its drawer popping opened.

The Glock bounced out and slid across the hardwood floor.

On his butt, Ramirez raised his left arm and leaned toward the firearm while glancing upward.

The killer leveled his gun, and a sixth muffled gunshot sounded inside the dwelling.

The homeowner’s body went limp against the wall, his head lolling to his left.

Dressed in black, wearing black leather gloves, the five-seven Asian man closed the door to the house, holstered his ‘silenced’ pistol, and pivoted to stand on the woman’s three o’clock, each of them taking a few moments to scan the quiet neighborhood that sported modest homes with plenty of land, trees, and shrubbery between them.

Satisfied their deed had gone undetected, the duo strolled down the sidewalk. She got into the passenger’s side of the compact car while he shut the hood before climbing behind the steering wheel.

Seconds later, its engine coming to life, the car pulled away from the curb.

...

4:13 p.m.

Arlington, Virginia

Riverwood Neighborhood

12 minutes west of the White House

“Who was at the door, Herbert?” Fifty-eight-year-old Supreme Court Justice Gladys Johnson slid her right palm along the handrail while descending the steps to the main floor of their two-story home. The judge reached the staircase’s midway landing and glanced toward the front door to see an Asian man in black attire, a gun in his gloved right hand, standing over her prone husband, a growing circle of darkness centered on her mate’s chest. “Herb!”

The Asian raised the gun.

Justice Johnson covered her mouth, as her knees weakened, and she squatted down a foot before catching herself.

Two bullets sailed over the woman’s head and lodged in the hardwood paneling behind her.

Regaining her senses, she ran up the stairs, locked herself inside her and her husband’s bedroom, then rushed to a landline phone on a nightstand, a king-size bed on her right.

A loud thump.

The door bowed inward.

Johnson flinched and screamed, her finger touching the number two. She mashed the red ‘OFF’ button then hit the green ‘PHONE’ button again.

Another thump.

She jumped but managed to thumb the ‘9’ before moving the digit toward ‘1,’ as a third thump sounded over her shoulder.

The bedroom door flew inward. A piece of the wooden frame flew across the room and landed on the bedspread.

Johnson squashed the ‘1’ while whirling around.

The Asian took two steps into the room and brought his pistol up, the weapon’s front sight squarely centered on the elderly woman’s torso.

“No. Please.” Whimpering, she shoved out an open hand toward him. “Stop. Don’t—”

He pressed the trigger five times.

Five bullets pierced her chest, and she dropped the phone and backpedaled, her right hand holding her wounds while her left hand grabbed a handful of the bed covering. She fell on her butt between the nightstand and the bed, dragging the blanket off the mattress in the process.

The Asian pointed his gun at her forehead and got off a single shot before doing a one-eighty and striding out of the room.

 


Chapter 5

Exchange of Rings

 

 

The next day...

 

13 August—10:37 a.m.

Downtown Washington, D.C.

Cathedral of St. Matthew the Apostle

 

 

“This is where we would have the exchange of rings.” In his late sixties, and mostly bald, except for the horseshoe patch of thinning gray hair on the sides and back of his head, Father McMurray was tall and lean with a long and filled-out face. Dressed in the typical Catholic priest garb—white Roman collar and black suit, shirt, and shoes—he stood centered in the communion rail gap on the first step leading to the church sanctuary, his back to the altar.

In front of McMurray, standing on the main floor of the church nave, facing each other, both wearing blue jeans and t-shirts—his black, hers white—Aaron Hardy and Raychel DelaCruz held hands while grinning at one another.

On Hardy’s six o’clock, McMurray’s nine o’clock, stood his three groomsmen—best man Jaxon Reigns, groomsman Curtis Ashford, and the newest member of Hardy’s team, Franklin W. Tagliaferro.

Behind Cruz were her two maids of honor, Dahlia St. James and Charity “Cherry” Sinclair, and bridesmaid Alexandra Hardy.

McMurray referred to his notebook. “Once you’ve exchanged rings, I will then invite you to share a kiss before I...”

Three inches taller than his five-eight bride-to-be, Hardy took a step toward Cruz and dipped his head toward her.

The priest put a hand on the younger man’s right shoulder to halt the advance.

Hardy faced him then offered up a cheesy grin. “I’m just practicing, Father. I don’t want to get it wrong.”

“I’m confident Mother Nature will kick in when the time’s right.”

Hardy retreated from a pouting Cruz.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Father.” Alexandra poked her chin at her cousin. “He’s only ever been on two dates in his lifetime that I’m aware of. And...”

Leaning left to see around Cruz, Hardy spied the woman he had spent much of his childhood with.

“...one of those dinner-and-a-movies ended right after the dinner part. So, you might want to let him get in a practice smooch or two.”

“Hey Lexi? You know I love you like a sister, but how about you,” Hardy sliced the fingers of his left hand across his throat, “stop spilling my secrets, okay?”

She giggled.

“Secrets?” Jaxon tossed the men behind him a quick look before facing the back of his friend’s head. “Oh, buddy,” he recalled the times the two had hit the bars when they were on leave from the military, and the awkward exchanges he had witnessed between Hardy and the women Hardy had tried to pick up, “buddy, it’s no secret. Anyone who knows you knows you’re not a ladies’ man. How you landed,” he smiled at Cruz, “a prize like Raychel, I’ll never know.”

“Yeah,” her gaze never straying from her team leader, Dahlia gestured toward Charity, “Cherry and I have been wondering the same thing for quite some time now.”

Hardy lifted a finger at the female wisecracker while his eyes brought Charity into the conversation. “I don’t have to take any abuse from you two. You both work for me.”

Dahlia flipped her wrist to spy an imaginary watch there. “I think we’re off the clock.”

“You’re never off the clock.” To the backdrop of laughter, a smiling, blushing Hardy eyed his chuckling fiancé before he gave Alexandra the evil eye. “See what you started? These people don’t need any more ammo on me. They’re quite capable of busting my bal—” Hardy shot a peek at the priest. “Sorry, Father.”

McMurray smiled. “I’ve heard worse, son.” A beat. “Now, let’s get back to what comes next, shall we?” He regarded his notes. “After you two have shared a kiss, we’ll have the intercessory prayers, pray the Our Father, and then I’ll ask the congregation to extend their hands while we pray a blessing over you. Then...”

...

Sitting in the first pew, near the aisle, on the left side of the church—the ‘bride’s side’—United States Marshal Jessica Devlin sniggered at Hardy’s near slip of the tongue. A tick later, she gave the woman seated halfway down the pew on her left a glance before scooting her butt along the wooden bench and extending her right hand. “Hi. We haven’t met, yet. I’m Jessica.”

The twenty-one-year-old woman with long red hair and blue eyes smiled while accepting the proffering. “Kaylee. Kaylee Kincaid.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise.”

Devlin cocked her head toward the wedding party. “Are you here with someone?”

Kaylee pointed. “The best man...Jaxon.”

Devlin eyed the person Kaylee had indicated. The six-foot, one-seventy man sported brown hair, cut short; manicured eyebrows; prominent and wide chin; broad shoulders; straight-spined, dominant bearing; chest muscles protruding from under a long-sleeved black shirt.

“And you?”

The marshal spun back toward her questioner before turning away again and motioning. “The one standing next to your man is my husband, Curt.”

Kaylee nodded. “How long have you been married?”

“Um,” Devlin half closed an eye at the ceiling, “we’re coming up on ten months now.”

“So, you’re basically newlyweds yourselves.”

The married woman smiled. “I suppose you could say that.”

Father McMurray: “And then once the wedding party has filed out of the church, your guests will be dismissed, you’ll greet them by the main doors, and live happily ever after.”

Laughter.

“Now,” he checked his watch, “if there aren’t any questions, I have a lot of loose ends to tie up before I can get started on my packing. Once again, thank you all for agreeing to do this rehearsal earlier than usual, so I can make my yearly spiritual retreat up north and commune with God.”

Hardy and Cruz noted a twinkle in the man’s eye.

“Otherwise known as my annual fishing trip.”

More laughter.

“But,” he raised an index finger, “but don’t think I can’t cast a line while thanking the good Lord for His many blessings.” He looked up and folded his hands. “Which I hope will include lots and lots and lots of delicious fish.”

Her shoulders rocking, Dahlia snickered while elbowing Charity and whispering, “I like him. He could get me to come back to church.”

Charity faced her teammate. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

McMurray pivoted right and eyeballed the murmuring women. “You’d be more than welcome, young ladies.”

Dahlia recoiled a bit. “And he’s got good ears, too.”

He winked at them, “Saturday night or Sunday morning...the show’s still the same,” before confronting Hardy and Cruz. “If you come up with any questions between now and the big day, please call me on my cell. The reception is a little spotty on the lake. But it’s good at the cabin.”

“Thank you, Father.” Hardy shook the man’s hand.

“You’re welcome, Aaron.” McMurray took Cruz’s hand and pumped it twice, “Raychel,” bid everyone else farewell, then strode down the aisle toward the front doors.

Devlin and Kaylee stood and meandered toward their men.

Ashford glimpsed everyone. “So, who’s up for lunch?” He aimed a finger at Hardy. “The groom’s picking up the tab.”

“Curt.” Devlin flashed a quick frown, playfully scolding her mate. “I think we can pay for our own meal.”

The wide-bodied, six-foot-tall former college football player shrugged. “I know.” A beat. “But I don’t want to. I want him to pay. You heard Jaxon. Hardy landed a prize in Cruz. So, he should pay.”

Devlin put on a fake pout and gestured toward herself. “And what about—”

He swooped in and embraced his wife. “But I landed the bestest prize of any man alive when I married you, Jess.”

“Ooh,” being rocked back and forth in his arms, Devlin laid hands on his chest, “that was some quick thinking.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Ashford shot a look at Hardy. “And that’s the key to a happy marriage, my friend.”

Hardy chuckled while hooking his left arm around Cruz’s lower back and pulling her close.

Kaylee snuggled up to Jaxon while Charity and Tagliaferro half hugged each other.

The front door opened, and a man entered the church while stowing a cell phone in his jacket pocket. Ever the consummate professional, FBI Director Phillip Jameson marched down the aisle wearing his usual black suit, white shirt, and red tie.

Feeling the top of her thigh vibrating, Devlin hauled her mobile out of a jean pocket and eyed the screen.

Ashford let go of her. “So, where does everybody want to go for lunch?”

The marshal spied her husband. “I have to take this.” She gave the others a glance, “Excuse me,” before hustling away while putting her phone to her ear. “This is Devlin.”

Hardy scratched his chin. “There’s this new place not too far from here that I’ve been wanting to try. It just opened up about a month ago.”

“As long as it’s not fast food.” Ashford shook his head. “You’re not getting off that easy.”

Jameson stopped in front of Hardy and Cruz. “Forgive me for having to step away to take that call. I,” he poked a thumb over his shoulder, “I passed Father McMurray on the way in. He said the rehearsal went well. Everyone’s up to speed on what to do?”

Nodding, Hardy read the man’s body language. “Is everything okay, sir?”

“Not exactly.” He pulled his right-hand man aside and tossed a look toward Ashford, Jaxon, and Kaylee to make sure they were out of earshot. “We need to go...all of us. Get your team together and meet me at the White House. The President has requested our presence. And keep this to yourself until you’re alone with your team. Understood?”

Hardy nodded.

Jameson left them and headed toward the door.

Cruz approached Hardy. “What was that all about?”

“I’ll tell you in the car.” He eyed his other teammates and raised his voice a bit. “Dahlia, Cherry, Tag...we need to leave.”

Dahlia: “Why? Where are—”

His face stoic, he barely shook his head at her.

She nodded. “Got it.”

“Man,” Ashford held out his hands, palms up, “are you weaseling out of buying?”

Devlin caught her man’s arm. “I need to leave as well.” She lifted her phone a bit higher. “That was Deputy Director Thorn. Something’s come up, and I have to go to work.”

“You too?”

“I’m afraid so. Sorry, honey. I also need the truck. Can you get a ride home from someone?”

Hardy took Ashford’s hand and slapped the keys to his Ford Raptor into the man’s palm. “Take my truck. Cruz and I can hitch a ride with Dahlia.” He squeezed the taller man’s shoulder. “And, no, I’m not weaseling out of anything. As soon as I can, I’m taking everyone out for dinner,” a beat, “on me.” He faced Devlin. “Thanks for rearranging your schedule to be here, Jessica.”

“It was no problem.”

“I’ll see you soon.”

“Yeah.” She gave the holy space a quick peek. “Right back here next week.”

Smiling, Hardy left the twosome and hurried over to Jaxon and Kaylee. “I’m,” he took his best man’s hand and pumped it, “sorry I have to bugout like this on you, Jax.” He regarded Jaxon’s girlfriend. “I was really looking forward to spending some time with you, Kaylee...getting to know the woman who,” he gripped Jaxon’s shoulder and jostled him around, “seems to have fought her way through this guy’s defenses.”

“Yes, but,” she beamed at Jaxon while recalling how he had saved her from four terrorists who had tried to abduct her several months ago, “it was those defensive instincts that first attracted me to him.”

“Hopefully, when this is all over, and before the wedding, you and I can have a drink together.” He grinned. “I can fill you in on all his flaws.”

Jaxon scowled at the man getting ready to ‘tie the knot.’ “You know, the gift I got you can easily be returned.”

Half laughing, Hardy gave Kaylee a hug then pulled away but kept his hands on her upper arms. “Fortunately, that part of our conversation, me telling you about his flaws, will only take a minute.”

Jaxon smiled. “You’re back in my good graces again.”

The two men shared a quick hug, each slapping the other on the back twice while in the clinch.

“See you, Jax. And again,” Hardy addressed the young woman, “it was a real pleasure meeting you, Kaylee.”

She smiled. “You, too.”

Hardy joined his team then glanced around the church. “Where’s Lexi?”

Cruz: “She said she couldn’t stay for lunch...and that she’d call you when she got a free minute.”

He nodded. “Okay. Let’s get going.” Hardy fast walked toward the front door, his team trailing behind him.

 


Chapter 6

The White House

 

 

11:07 a.m.

The Oval Office

 

 

Looking like aircraft flying in a tight ‘V’ formation, with him taking point, Hardy and his team trooped down the hallway toward the door to the Oval Office. On either side of the barrier, a Secret Service agent stood guard.

Ten feet away from his destination, recognizing the men from previous trips to the White House, Hardy pumped a hand at them. “Guys, please. I know how you like to talk my ear off, but I really don’t have time today. We have a big meeting with the President.” He pulled up three feet short of the door and gave each man a two-second look before wagging his index finger at them. “One of these days, I’m going to get you to crack a smile. And when that happens, you’re buying me a beer. That’s the deal.”

The stoic man nearest the doorknob opened the door a foot. “The President’s waiting for you, Mr. Hardy. Go on in.”

Grinning, shaking his head, “Always a pleasure, gentlemen,” Hardy walked into the Oval Office, his teammates on his heels.

The man who had opened the door now shut it.

After glancing around, the two men spied each other then looked straight ahead. An instant later, they let thin grins come and go before putting on ‘stone’ faces again.

...

Once inside the room, hearing the door shut behind him, Hardy took three steps, stopped, then recoiled a bit. His gaze falling upon a woman standing in front of President James Conklin’s desk, the President and Director Jameson flanking her, he frowned. “Lexi?”

Exhibiting a five-five/one-thirty-five lean and toned figure, her long dark-red hair pulled back into a mid-rise ponytail and showing off streaks of black, thirty-nine-year-old CIA Deputy Director Alexandra Hardy forced a quick smile, “Aaron,” before her features returned to their previous all-business state.

Hardy navigated around two straight-back chairs and drew nearer the trio before dipping his chin once at Conklin. “Mr. President.”

Sitting on the edge of his desk, sporting a dark suit, white shirt, and navy-blue tie, the mid-fifties Conklin displayed a full head of gray hair and a fit physique. “It’s good to see you, again, Aaron.” He exchanged pleasantries with the others, who addressed him with respect, before he half squinted at the six-three man with dark hair parted on one side, swept to the other, and held in place with a generous portion of styling gel.

Hardy pivoted his upper body to follow the President’s line of sight. “Sorry, sir.” He raised his left arm toward the black-suited, taller, younger version of Phillip Jameson, right down to the black plastic eyeglasses. “This is the newest member of my team, Franklin W. Tagliaferro.”
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