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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 no vulgarity and no graphic sex scenes.

With more than 20 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), you’re sure to find your next great Alex Ander novel at your favorite bookseller.

To see my complete library of action thrillers, visit my website at...

AlexAnderNovelist.com
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“No trial has come to you but what is human.

God is faithful and will not let you be tried

beyond your strength; but with the trial

he will also provide a way out,

so that you may be able to bear it.”

~ 1 Corinthians Chapter 10; Verse 13

 


Chapter 1

Big Sky

 

 

10 October—8:57 A.M.

Big Sky County

Dunbar, Montana

 

 

Sporting wide, wood-grained panels on its sides and tailgate, a boxy, old-style, hunter green Jeep Grand Wagoneer stopped in the parking lot of a roadside motel, ten feet from the rear bumper of a newer Ford Explorer.

The dark brown—almost black—Explorer sat with its rooftop lights flashing, engine off. On the vehicle’s front doors was a six-pointed star inside a circle. Centered on the star was Montana’s state seal, with ‘SHERIFF’ above and ‘SINCE 1895’ below. The circle had ‘BIG SKY COUNTY’ above and ‘MONTANA’ below. Two olive branches, one adorning the right and left side of the circle, completed the logo for the sheriff’s office. On the Ford’s quarter panels, ‘PROTECT & SERVE’ was emblazoned. Both the logo and the letters were painted in a tannish-gold color.

The driver’s door on the Jeep swung open.

Sliding off the Grand Wagoneer’s sand-colored leather seats and entering fifty-degree temps on this calm morning, Sheriff Wade Lockhart got out of the vehicle, shut the door, and donned his black Resistol fur felt, cattleman-crown cowboy hat. The hat was trimmed with a silver-buckled black leather hat band, the buckle on the hat’s left side. He tugged on the four-and-a-quarter-inch brim then eyeballed the motel.

Nearly a half a century old, the motel’s painted brick façade was chipped and faded. What was once most likely white was now looking gray to black. Many of the metal room doors had patches of rust that had been painted over. But the rust was slowly reclaiming its dominance. On the second level, round metal handrails showed the same struggle between the elements and man’s efforts to beat back nature.

Standing in the L-shaped motel’s corner, a quarter mile south of town, near an old oil refinery, a web of ‘fault lines’ spanning the potholed parking lot ahead of his black Ariat pull-on work boots, Lockhart tipped his head back to spy a blue sky dotted with fluffy white clouds. His eyes took him toward the road, his attention settling on the mountains seven miles away.

Even though the clouds were patchy overhead, they were darkening and growing thicker above the mountain and beyond. Twelve hours from now, the upper elevations would get their first snowfall of the season while the residents of Big Sky would get rained on.

Located in southwest Montana, near the Rocky Mountain Front, Big Sky County ranked in the top five, in size, among all of Montana’s counties. But it didn’t even make the top ten in population.

Dominated by cattle ranches, Big Sky was made up of wide valleys of grasslands and sagebrush, and wooded riparian terrain that gave way to mountains, some of those peaks exceeding 10,000 feet in elevation.

The county, which on a map resembled an empty pop can with one side slightly dented, was also known to have some of the best trout rivers in the country. And when it came to big game hunting in Montana, nothing compared to Big Sky County. In fact, residents could boast that, every year, almost half of the state’s elk harvest took place within its borders.

Demographically, Big Sky had a diverse mix of people—from sunup-to-sundown ranchers to miners, creatives, outdoor enthusiasts, entrepreneurs, and many more. Yet even with all their differences, residents could agree on one thing: everyone here enjoyed the simple things in life. Yes, if Montana symbolized a slow-paced, easy-going lifestyle, then Big Sky County was its flagship. Except on days like today.

Wearing blue jeans and a long-sleeved blue denim button-up shirt, Lockhart made his way toward the Ford Explorer’s front bumper, toward a man conversing with a woman in her late twenties or early thirties.

At six-one, and one-sixty, the 45-year-old sheriff was a few pounds under his ideal bodyweight, his long legs and long arms adding to his spindly physique. The weight he carried, however, was all muscle. With a straight spine and a flat stomach, he walked ‘tall,’ projecting a confident demeanor that commanded people’s attention, a surviving trait from the former Lieutenant Colonel’s twenty years of service in the US Army.

Lockhart’s hair was light brown, cut short, and had no grays. But his beard was another story. A dozen years ago, his facial hair had started graying. Today, if he let it grow for a week, he went from looking like a distinguished middle-aged man to an elderly gentleman in his mid-sixties. And his sky-blue eyes, and naturally long eyelashes—eyelashes any woman would kill for—couldn’t save him if things got busy, and he didn’t have time to shave.

“Thank you for your assistance, Miss,” said a man dressed in a dark brown button-up shirt, blue jeans, brown cowboy boots, and a brown cowboy hat, much like Lockhart’s hat. A black tie, held in place by a gold bar, accompanied a badge on the deputy’s short-sleeved shirt. On his belt was a Glock 19 pistol and individual pouches for spare magazines, handcuffs, and a flashlight.

The young woman walked away, and the man at the front bumper dipped his chin at Lockhart. “Morning, Sheriff.”

“Jace.”

Jace scribbled onto a notepad then stuffed the pad and pen into his shirt’s left breast pocket, his curled right arm showing off a bulging bicep. Proud of his physique, he always waited as long as possible before giving in to the colder temperatures and donning a jacket.

Lockhart eyeballed the 24-year-old man. Three inches taller, and much wider, and much stronger than Lockhart ever was, the young deputy could have easily been mistaken for a linebacker. And the man’s blue eyes, light brown hair, chiseled jaw, and thousand-watt smile would have captivated the heart of every young lady within a mile radius.

Jace glanced beyond Lockhart’s shoulder before poking his chin at the Jeep. “I see you decided to take the old girl out for a spin, huh?” He shook his head. “Can’t believe that relic’s still running. What is it...thirty years old now?”

“That’s the trouble with kids these days,” replied Lockhart. “You don’t appreciate the classics, the finer things of life.”

Jace chuckled. “Yeah, well,” he tapped the hood of the Explorer, “this is just fine for me,” a beat, “and with twice the horsepower of your dinosaur there.”

“Careful. When I’m gone,” Lockhart lifted a finger at the man, “I just might will you that dinosaur.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.”

The sheriff shot a glance toward the motel manager’s office then faced the room nestled in the L-shaped structure’s corner, the room’s door wide open. “What do we have here, Deputy?”

“The assistant manager was doing her rounds this morning and came across an unconscious woman with a head wound in,” Jace gestured behind him, toward the open room door, “that motel room. The assistant manager then called emergency services, who showed up and took the unconscious woman to the hospital.”

“Do we have a name?”

“Candace Merriweather. She had no wallet, no purse, no ID on her.”

“How’d we identify her so fast, then?”

“For whatever reason,” Jace motioned toward the motel manager’s office, “the assistant manager took a photo of Ms. Merriweather with her cell phone.”

“You mean when the victim checked in?”

Jace shook his head. “After she called emergency services.”

Lockhart scowled at his deputy.

The younger man shrugged. “Likes, happy faces on social media,” a beat, “I don’t know. But if it weren’t for that photo, we wouldn’t have gotten the victim’s name so soon, so,” he let his words hang in the air.

“How is Ms. Merriweather doing? Do we know?”

“I called the hospital, and they say she’s in critical condition and still unconscious. Apparently, she has considerable brain swelling.”

Lockhart made a face. “What else do we know about Ms. Merriweather?”

“She works over at The Bronc,” replied Jace.

The Buckin Bronco, locally known as ‘The Bronc,’ was a mega complex of entertainment in Buck, Montana. The complex included a fancy, multi-floor hotel, poker and slots gambling room, pool hall, high-end strip club, restaurant, lounge bar, and horse racing track. Located not too far from where Lockhart and Jace were right now, The Buckin Bronco sat close to an interchange, so it brought in patrons from across the state as well as travelers passing through the state.

“Doing what?” asked Lockhart.

“Dancing. Piper’s there now.” Piper was another of Lockhart’s deputies. “She’s getting more information on our vic from employees.”

“What about when the victim checked in? Did the manager say anyone else was with her?”

“I don’t know. The manager arrived right before you did. He’s the one smoking over there. I was going to go talk to him after I finished up with,” Jace gestured, “that woman I was speaking to when you drove up.”

Lockhart nodded then glimpsed the smoking man over his shoulder. Sucking hard on the cigarette, the middle-aged man was dressed in dirty, ripped brown canvas pants, unlaced boots, and an open jacket over a muscle shirt, his hair tousled and greasy. Lockhart faced his deputy. “I’ll question him. You still have things to do yet?”

“I’ve spoken to everyone who’s renting a room right now, and I’m just about done processing the,” he hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “the scene inside.” Jace frowned. “It’s weird, Sheriff. The motel room looks as if it’s been scrubbed.”

“Scrubbed?”

“Not professionally, I mean, like you’d see in the movies—guys in white suits with bleach. But everything in there is neat and tidy. Nothing’s been knocked over or broken, like you’d expect to see if there had been some sort of struggle. And one more thing that’s interesting.” He pointed at a room two doors down from the scene. “I spoke with a man staying there, and he said he was awakened by the sound of vacuuming this morning.”

“What time was that?”

“The witness said he thinks it was around five or five-thirty.”

“What about the assistant manager? When did she get here?”

“See, that’s what I thought, too,” said Jace, “but her shift didn’t start until seven.”

Lockhart nodded while squinting at the motel rooms. Unless they’re a neat nick, who vacuums a motel room? Two seconds passed. “All right. Good work, Deputy. When you’re done, get back to the office and type up your report.”

“Yes, sir. One last thing, Sheriff. That woman I was speaking to when you pulled up told me she saw two men near the scene early this morning.”

“Did she describe them?” asked Lockhart.

“It was still dark, but she could make out that one had on a red-checkered flannel shirt. The other was wearing a long coat and had a cowboy hat on.”

“What about skin color, height, weight?”

“The only thing she said was that both were taller than the truck they had gotten into...which was a dark-colored, older model with a missing tailgate.”

Lockhart ran a knuckle over his chin. “What time was this?”

“The witness thinks she got up to go to the bathroom around six in the morning. That’s when she looked outside and saw the men.”

Vacuuming at five or five-thirty, then two men getting into a truck at six, mused the sheriff. “All right. If you get anything more on these guys, let me know.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lockhart marched toward the motel manager. He greeted the man with an extended right hand and a curt smile. “Sheriff Wade Lockhart.”

“I know who you are,” said the manager. “I seen all them posters around when you was running.”

“And you are?”

“Lee Huntley.”

The men shook hands.

“What can you tell me about what happened, Mr. Huntley?”

Huntley flicked ashes from his half-smoked cigarette. “What do you want to know?”

“Well, I’m sure you’ve seen the photo your,” Lockhart motioned, “assistant manager took of the victim. Do you recognize her?”

“Nope. Never see—” Huntley hacked into his hand for a few seconds, “never seen her before.”

“And yet she was staying in one of your rooms.”

“Look,” the manager sucked then blew out a cloud of smoke, “people of all sorts come here for all sorts of reasons. The biggest reason is to do stuff with people who they ain’t supposed to be doing stuff with. I don’t ask questions. I don’t ask for names. And I only take cash.” He shrugged. “As long as they don’t destroy the room, I don’t get involved in their goings-on.”

“Who was on duty last night?”

“I was.”

“Do you at least recall who rented the room she was found in?”

Huntley held a shrug. “Lots of people come through here. They all start to look alike.”

“Did you hear any sounds last night...screams, shouts for help?”

The manager cocked his head at Lockhart while raising his brows. “Sheriff, I hear all kinds of screams and shouts and loud groans and moans all night long.” A beat. “Early on, I made the mistake of investigating those sounds.” The man shook his head. “I ain’t no prude, but what I walked in on made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. You know what I’m saying?”

Lockhart leaned left to spy a camera mounted on the wall behind the office counter. He pointed. “I’m going to need the surveillance footage from that.”

Huntley pivoted to see what the lawman was referring to. “Ha.” He flicked his cigarette butt onto the pavement. “That’s for show. Ain’t hooked up to anything. It’s only there to make robbers think twice.”
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