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Fast-paced action.

Characters you’ll love.

Clean language.

I write what I enjoy reading – globe-trekking action thrillers packed with fistfights, gunfights, lovable main characters, and heart-pounding excitement and adventure...all with clean language, no graphic sex, and an undertone of faith from a Christian worldview.

With more than 30 of my published works available to you, each book focusing on a protagonist from the military/law enforcement arena (U.S. Marines, Army Rangers, FBI, U.S. Marshals Service, Big Sky County Sheriff’s Office, Immigration & Customs Enforcement - ICE), you’re sure to find your next great Alex Ander novel at your favorite bookseller.

To see my complete library of action thrillers, and get your FREE ebook while you’re there — Escape & Evade — visit my website at...

AlexAnderNovelist.com
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“Learn to do good;

Seek justice, Reprove the ruthless,

Defend the orphan, Plead for the widow.”

—Isaiah Chapter 1, Verse 17

.

 

 


ONE

—— Go—Go—Go! ——

 

 

“If we keep to the starboard side and come in from the rear, we should be invisible. Brooks, I want you to lead Bravo Team. Enter the aircraft here through the rear-most door.” Resting her foot on the front bumper of a black Chevy Tahoe, Special Agent Cruz leaned forward. Spread out on the hood of the vehicle was a drawing of a Boeing jet. She tapped a spot on the diagram. “Once you’ve gained entry, separate into two teams. One team clears the rear section, while the second team moves forward. When the plane is secure, I want all members of your team to stack up outside first class and wait for my order. You’ll have one minute to get into position. No one breaches, until I give the command. Is that understood?”

“Roger that, ma’am,” affirmed Brooks.

“The rest of us will comprise Alpha Team. Once we cross under the belly of the airplane, we’ll ascend the stairs here,” Cruz pointed at the map, “and hold position near the cockpit.” She trained her finger on two men. “You and you hang back and secure both staircases.” She twisted her torso. “You two are with Agent Ashford and me.” The men nodded their assent.

Cruz removed her foot from the bumper and stood on the tarmac. Not wanting to spook the man they were preparing to apprehend, she had chosen to wear her street clothes—knee boots, jeans, sweater and overcoat. The two, four-man SWAT teams were dressed in black tactical gear.

Ashford had an FBI bulletproof vest over his street clothes. “I wish you’d reconsider and,” he tucked his thumb under the vest and tugged, “put one of these under your sweater.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want him to see my bulging sweater and suspect something’s wrong.”

“He might just think you’re a chunky gal and you could get away with it.”

The other agents snickered.

She knew there was no malice in Ashford’s comment, but she took the opportunity to send a playful shot across her partner’s bow, backhanding him in the arm. “You’ll regret that when this is over.” Turning to the SWAT team members, she cautioned them. “Focus people. The target is highly skilled and trained by our very own U.S. Government. He’s had three go-arounds in Iraq and Afghanistan, including the provinces of Helmand and Kandahar. I don’t need to remind you those were deadly regions for our troops. After that, he appears to have become a ghost, suggesting Uncle Sam may have tapped him for more…specialized…missions.” Cruz eyed each man. “Make no mistake, gentlemen. Our man needs no weapon. He is a weapon. Take nothing for granted and stay on high alert at all times.”

One by one, the SWAT team members responded, “Yes, ma’am.”

“Remember,” she tapped her chest, “I’m the one who makes first contact. No one does anything without my order.” She looked at Ashford and lifted her eyebrows. He pursed his lips and shook his head. She went back to the SWAT team. “This operation should be over in less than three minutes from the time our boots hit the ground. The mobile stairs are already in place, so let’s mount up and move out.”

… … … … … … …

Cruz, Ashford and the SWAT team members stood in a line, stacked near the cockpit door, waiting for Bravo Team to get into position. She stole a glance beyond the opening that led to first class. She spotted her mark, sitting halfway back on the port side of the plane, her right. The flight attendant zipped by him. He leaned toward his window. Cruz looked further back when the blonde attendant slithered between the two drapes. She thought she had seen the helmet of one of the men from the second half of Bravo Team racing up the aisle. Lowering her gaze, she saw her target had returned to an upright position and was staring at her. Crap! She slowly leaned back behind concealment. Did he make us? Her earpiece crackled.

“Alpha, this is Bravo. We are in position, awaiting your order—over.”

When the attendant was safely out of the way, Cruz would give the command; however, the woman never came into view. A few seconds passed. She heard a scuffle, followed by a muffled scream, and she leaned out again. The assailant had one arm enfolded around the attendant’s neck, choking her, while pressing the handle of a silver spoon against her throat. He had not drawn blood, but the utensil was deep into the woman’s neck. Cruz tapped her earpiece. “We’ve been made. All teams ‘GO.’ I repeat…Go—Go—Go!”

∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞

.

 


TWO

—— Townhouse ——

 

 

March 20; 1:32 p.m.

Vienna, Virginia

Two Days Earlier

 

 

FBI Special Agent Raychel Elisa DelaCruz climbed out of her black Dodge Charger and closed the door. She arched her back, cupping it in her hands. The forty-five minute drive from St. Matthew’s Cathedral in Washington, D.C. had been frustrating. The day was gorgeous and it seemed everyone living between D.C. and Vienna had decided to enjoy the unseasonably warm temperatures and abundant sunshine by taking a Sunday afternoon drive. She leaned left and right, stretching her muscles. Standing straight, she tilted her head backward, closed her eyes and let the sun’s rays warm her face. A few seconds later, she heard a low whistle followed by a familiar voice.

“So, this is how you dress when you’re off the clock. You look nice, Cruz. I take it this is your Sunday best?” Those close to Special Agent DelaCruz called her Cruz, a shortened version of her name given to her when she was in the military. Her fellow soldiers had joked that her full name was too difficult to pronounce.

Cruz opened her eyes to see her partner, Special Agent Curtis Ashford, standing in front of the Charger. He was dressed in a black suit, white shirt and black dress shoes. His red tie with blue diagonal pinstripes was held in place by a gold tie bar. With the sun behind him, his facial features were obscured in a shadowy blanket. She did not need the sun to see he was smiling. She knew by his tone of voice.

Ashford stood six-feet tall and weighed two hundred pounds. His black hair, dark eyes and long eyelashes gave him a hardened, yet attractive appearance. The square jaw and perpetual stubble on his cheeks took his ‘bad boy’ good looks to a higher level. He had an athletic frame with wide shoulders, a narrow waist and heavily muscled arms and legs. A football player in college, he made the team as a linebacker. A few practices later, his coaches moved him to running back, where he ran over and through defenders on his way to a school rushing record in his first year. A knee injury in the playoffs ended his college career and derailed his professional football hopes.

Drawing her long and dark brown hair into a mid-rise ponytail, Cruz glanced at her clothes. She wore a matching red suit coat and knee-length pencil skirt that hugged every curve of her well-toned five-foot, eight-inch figure. Below her bare legs, she had on a pair of two-inch high-heel red pumps. A white button-up blouse completed her outfit. She secured the ponytail and smiled. “You could say that.” She pointed her chin toward the dwelling Ashford had exited. “So, what do we have here?”

Ashford pivoted and led the way into the 1,200 square-foot townhouse at the end of Oakdale Woods Court. Hardwood floors throughout the structure with crown molding and a private rear patio, the $400,000 home had two levels with spacious bedrooms, two baths and plenty of attic space for storage. The residence was beautiful by any standard. The owners had good taste and good jobs to afford the luxurious amenities.

Ashford and Cruz passed through the living room and entered the kitchen where the first body, a lump covered by a white sheet, lay between the kitchen table and the entryway into the living room. A red streak ran from the edge of the sheet toward the living room. The kitchen was neat and tidy. One spoon lay on the floor near the refrigerator, its door slightly ajar. All the chairs were pushed under the table, except for one. The back of that chair was against the counter halfway between the sink and the refrigerator.

Ashford got the attention of a man standing near the body and made introductions. “Detective Reynolds, this is Special Agent DelaCruz.” He motioned toward the detective and glanced at Cruz. “This is Detective Reynolds. He’s in charge of the investigation.”

Reynolds shook Cruz’s hand. “Thank you for coming, Agent DelaCruz.” He flicked his eyes toward Ashford. “As I said to your partner, from the looks of what we’ve got here, we sure could use the resources the FBI can bring to bear in this case.” He paused and studied the white sheet. “I haven’t seen anything like it in my ten years as a detective.”

Short, pudgy and standing three inches shy of Cruz’s height, Detective Mark Reynolds was forty-two years old. Brown hair covered his round head. The beginnings of a receding hairline testified to his age. Deep horizontal lines showed on his forehead. Below the lines, thick and bushy eyebrows rested above deeply set eyes. When he spoke, his nostrils flared and the dark mustache under his wide nose moved up and down.

Cruz stepped away from the detective and sat on her haunches in front of the victim. She lifted the sheet. Lifeless eyes stared back at her. She took special note of the multiple gunshot wounds before shutting her eyes and lowering her head. Lord, grant him peace and eternal rest. In Jesus’ name, I pray. Amen. She gave the man’s body another onceover and eased the sheet to the floor with both hands.

Ashford had been hovering over her. “Did you notice the GSW’s?”

Knowing the lingo for gunshot wounds, Cruz concurred, “Two to the body…one to the head.”

“Do you think it’s a coincidence?”

She glanced over her shoulder at the ransacked living room. “Well, if this wasn’t a home invasion, then someone went to a lot of trouble to make it look that way.”

Ashford poked a finger at the sheet. “Thugs don’t shoot like that.”

Her knees together, Cruz pushed on them and stood. Adjusting her skirt, she mulled her partner’s words.

Reynolds agreed. “The wife’s body is upstairs and has the same pattern—double tapped in the chest and a single shot in her forehead. That’s what made me think to call you. These look like professional hits.”

She turned her attention to the sheet, her mind visualizing the body. A contract killing changed the dynamics of the case. Armed robbers, home invaders sought money, jewelry, electronic devices. The motivations for their actions were easier to determine. Professional killers, however, complicated the investigation. They worked for other people, adding another layer of complexity. No, she was not ready to pursue the possibility of a professional hit. She raised her head toward Reynolds. “I’d like to see the other body.”

… … … … … … …

After examining the other victim and inspecting the rummaged rooms on the second floor, Cruz, Ashford and Reynolds returned to the kitchen. Hands on her hips and scanning the room, she stood near the table; on the opposite side laid the body. “What have you learned about the victims, detective?”

Detective Reynolds studied his notepad. “Jason and Jane Wilson…age forty and thirty-eight…they both worked at a pharmaceutical company in nearby Reston…research scientists…been married for ten years with one child, a daughter.”

Cruz remembered seeing photos of a little girl. One of the bedrooms was decorated in a girl’s theme—pink walls, ponies and princesses. She spied a child’s handheld video game on the kitchen table. “How old is the daughter?”

“According to what we’ve been able to dig up so far,” he paused to flip a few pages, “she should be around seven years old.”

Frowning, Cruz glanced at the detective out of the corner of her eye. “Where is she?”

Reynolds shook his head. “We don’t know. She wasn’t here if that’s what you’re getting at. My men have searched every floor and every room of this place. There are signs a small child lives here, but the child wasn’t found.”

Ashford analyzed his partner. Her face seemed to be aging by the second. “Detective, do you know if the Wilson’s have family in the area?”

“As we speak, we’re trying to track down the next of kin. We’re also checking with the neighbors to see if they know any friends of the Wilson’s, in case the girl may be at a friend’s house.”

Cruz turned away. Placing her interlocked fingers on her head, she gazed at nothing in particular. Her heart was racing. Was the girl here when her parents were murdered? Did she see it happen? Did the killers see her and take her? Did they— Cruz could not finish the last thought. Dear God, let her be okay. Let her be safe and help us find her, Lord. She spun on her heels and put her hands on her hips. Staring at the table, she envisioned the worst, while listening to Reynolds finish bringing her and Ashford up to speed on the details of the case. She observed the video game. Her eyes never straying from it, she extended her hand toward the men. “I need a rubber glove?”

Reynolds hailed an officer. Moments later, he handed Cruz two rubber gloves. “What is it?”

She donned the gloves and picked up the game. After examining the screen, she pressed one of the console’s buttons a few times and shot a look toward the detective. “What was the Wilson’s time of death?”

Reynolds licked his finger and swiped it across pages in his notepad. “I have an estimated time of death between 6 p.m. and midnight.”

“Detective, have any of your men touched this game…played with it or,” she swirled her open hand above the device, “done anything with it?”

He shook his head. “No, that’s not how we do things. My officers are only to secure the scene. The people from the crime lab collect the evidence.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “The lab techs arrived right before you. I told them to stay away from the rooms with the bodies, until you had had a chance to see everything for yourself.”

Cruz’s eyebrows rolled inward. Creases formed on her forehead.

“What’s going on, Agent DelaCruz?”

“What time did the first officer arrive on the scene?”

Reynolds checked his notes and replied, “8:58 a.m.”

Placing the game on the table, she inspected the room. From a new perspective, her eyes took in every detail of the kitchen—the spoon on the floor, the chair against the counter, the open refrigerator door, a box of cereal on the counter in front of the chair. She tipped her head backward and saw a half-open cupboard door, revealing more cereal boxes. The color drained from her cheeks and her eyes widened. “The girl’s in the house—right now.” Cruz waved her arms. “Have your men spread out and search the house…go over every square inch of this place…open every door, every closet…search every shelf—”

Reynolds interrupted. “What makes you so sure she’s here?”

She pointed at the game. “The last three high scores have today’s date. The most recent one has a time stamp of 8:55 a.m., three minutes before the first officer showed up.”

Ashford pointed at the game. “Those dates and times could be off, Cruz.”

“Maybe,” she said.

Reynolds shook his head. “I told you, we’ve gone over every room. There’s no little girl.”

Cruz rolled her eyes and sighed. “Think back to your childhood, detective. Did you ever play hide and seek? I did. And, I found some small places to hide.” She held her praying hands in front of her chest. “Please humor me. Have your men—”

“I got it. I got it.” Reynolds rushed into the living, issuing commands to his officers.

Cruz motioned. “We’ll start in the kitchen.” She pointed toward Ashford’s half of the room. “Take that side. I’ll start here.” They moved toward each other, opening and closing every door. Coming to where the counter made a right angle, Cruz pulled on a double-hinged door. Two sections opened to form a wide door. Struggling in her tight-fitting skirt, she went to one knee before bending at the waist and peering inside the darkened cavity. She squinted. Once her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she clutched her chest and gasped.

∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞

.

 


THREE

—— Madison ——

 

 

Her body pressed against the back corner of the cabinet, Madison did not budge, did not breathe. She kept her eyes open as long as she could, afraid the movement of her eyelids would give away her presence to the dark-haired, dark-eyed woman. Staring at her, the woman looked a lot like Madison’s mother, long and curly eyelashes, high cheekbones and not a single blemish on her face. The thought refreshed the memories of her mother’s screams. Screams that fell silent after the sound of three muffled pops. The pops sounded the same as the two she had heard before her father tumbled to the floor. Lying on his back, he had motioned with his eyes toward her secret hiding place. Understanding the cue, she scampered into the corner space, closed the door and peeked through a gap in the frame. A tall man, dressed in black, entered the kitchen and stood over her pleading father. She did not see the pistol, but she heard a crack, louder than the first two sounds. Her father’s begging stopped and his arms dropped to the floor.
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