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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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Details at the end of this book.

 


TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1 - Cemetery

Chapter 2 - Assault

Chapter 3 - Oval Office

Chapter 4 - Mission

Chapter 5 - Moscow

Chapter 6 - Café

Chapter 7 - Surprised

Chapter 8 - Roadside

Chapter 9 - Rudin

Chapter 10 - Farmhouse

Chapter 11 - Guilt

Chapter 12 - Raid

Chapter 13 - Fake Cake

Chapter 14 - Short Man

Chapter 15 - Palace

Chapter 16 - Nope

Chapter 17 - Kitchen

Chapter 18 - Great Room

Chapter 19 - Dancing

Chapter 20 - Van

Chapter 21 - Smoke

Chapter 22 - Airport

Chapter 23 - Washington

Chapter 24 - Restaurant






Chapter 1

Cemetery

 

 

8 April—8:31 a.m.

Moscow, Russia

 

 

Kneeling, her butt resting on the heels of her boots, Natasha Volkov kissed her fingers and touched the new headstone resting in front of freshly disturbed earth. “Mnogo lyubvi, papen’ka — Much love, Papa.” She stood, her mind wandering to her youth, to a time when her father would put her on his lap and tell stories.

Most of the stories were from Russian folklore, but some—the ones young Natasha really enjoyed—were those about Russian history. She had been captivated by her father’s voice, entertaining her with heroic tales of czars and emperors leading their troops into battle, defeating the enemy, and saving Mother Russia from the invading hordes.

Natasha smiled. To this day, she had no idea if the stories had been true, but their authenticity made no difference. The story was not important; it had only served as the backdrop. Spending time with her father, her Papa, was all that mattered.

Natasha tilted her head back and let the sun’s rays shine on her face. The warmth felt good. Even though the calendar showed that spring had come to Moscow, the warmer temperatures had been slow to follow. The winter had been brutal with record cold temperatures and snowfall. And an overnight snowstorm had dropped a few more inches. Piles of snow dotted the landscape, reminders of where the wind had made huge drifts the last few months. Trying to remember if there had been a colder winter in her lifetime, she lifted the collar of her short-length fur coat and shoved hands into pockets.

A few minutes later, her hand vibrated. Expecting a call, she retrieved a cell phone and eyed the device. Her heart beat faster, as she slid a thumb across the phone’s screen and turned her head swiftly to throw long blonde hair over her shoulder. “Volkov.” She listened for a few seconds. “YA na moyem puti — I’m on my way.” Stowing the phone, Natasha gave her father’s headstone one more look, her eyes settling on the last line: ‘Predannyy Muzh i Lyubyashchiy Otets — Devoted Husband and Loving Father.’

After kissing her fingers again and taking a few moments to caress her father’s name, Natasha spun around and trudged down the slope toward her waiting vehicle, her pace slow and methodic.

The slope leveled off.

Her mind shifted to her job, and her strides grew longer, her pace quickening. The pull tabs on her boots tapped against the metal zipper with each step.

Reaching the dirt drive, she opened the door of her dark gray UAZ Patriot, a four-door, four-wheel drive, sport utility vehicle. She climbed inside, shut the door, and stared straight ahead. She took a deep breath and exhaled, forcing herself to focus on her destination, her assignment. Having left the SUV running, she put the transmission into ‘drive’ and sped away.

 


Chapter 2

Assault

 

 

The wheels of the Patriot rolled to a stop. Through the windshield, Natasha spied a house in the distance. Neglected, the structure was a simple one-story residence. Smoke rose from the chimney on the far left side. A small car was parked in the driveway, the vehicle’s condition matching that of the house.

Getting out of her Patriot, she went to the back bumper and opened the door to the luggage compartment, revealing a cache of weapons and tactical gear. She removed her coat, threw the garment inside, and picked up a bulletproof vest. Rising to her full height, she spotted a man rounding the left-rear corner of the SUV. “Sergei.”

“Natasha.”

Sergei Gagarin was a member of the Spetsnaz (Special Forces) of the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation (FSB). Although his features were hidden by the tactical gear he wore, he was a handsome man, standing six-three and weighing two and a quarter. His shoulders were broad and his body was sculpted.

She ogled the eyes behind his goggles and felt a sudden rush of warmth spreading over her chest.

His blues meeting her blues, he adjusted the strap attached to his SR-3M Vikhr rifle.

Natasha and Sergei had been dating for the last two years. Their relationship had been great from the beginning; however, since the death of her father, they had begun arguing more. Most of the arguments started over small matters and escalated to full-blown verbal fights.

Last week, Natasha had told Sergei she had wanted to take some time to be alone. She needed to sort things out, find out what she wanted. Her father’s death had driven a knife between her ribs. She had been slipping deeper and deeper into an anger-induced way of life. Making matters worse, her job had been demanding more and more of her time.

An FSB Agent, Natasha specialized in counter-terrorism. And, over the past several months, there had been numerous assaults across Russia. Citizens were terrified, never knowing when or where the next attack would occur. Natasha had been working overtime tracking down a serial bomber who had detonated explosives at many locations in and around Moscow in the last three months.

The call she had received at the cemetery had been from Sergei informing her that intelligence sources had placed the bomber at this house. He had told her that his team was in position waiting for her to arrive and give the order to storm the house.

His muscles contracting, “YA dumayu, chto vy dolzhny sidet' eto odin iz — I think you should sit this one out,” Sergei braced for the backlash.

Natasha glared at him. Don’t try to protect me. We’re not dating anymore. My personal welfare is no longer— she pointed a finger at him and opened her mouth. Afraid of what she might say, she turned away and attached the straps on her protective vest. “Bez shansov — No chance.” She picked up her SR-3M Vikhr, pulled back on the bolt, and glimpsed a round in the chamber. Releasing the bolt, she removed and eyeballed a full magazine.

With a mission to complete, and his team members relying on him, Sergei needed to bypass the coming argument that would most likely turn into a shouting match. Ogling his former flame from head to toe, he made no effort to hide his sarcasm. “Vy deystvitel'no dumayete, chto vy odety dlya etogo — Do you really think you’re dressed for this?”

Employing more force than necessary, Natasha slammed the magazine into the rifle while seeing her clothing in her mind’s eye—black bulletproof vest over a tight red knit sweater dress. The hem stopped three inches above her knee. Black knee boots with chunky three-inch heels completed the outfit. Her clothing was not appropriate for an assault; however, out of necessity, she had led previous operations in higher heels and shorter dresses. She confronted Sergei.

Noticing taut lines on her face and flattened lips, he pumped a hand her way. “Pust' moi lyudi pnut' v dveryakh. Kogda vse yasno, mesto vse tvoye — Let my men kick in the doors. When everything is clear, the place is all yours.”

Glancing beyond his shoulder, she squinted at his men. The last thing I want to do is put them at risk. Sighing, she nodded, held out a hand, and flexed fingers. “Dayte mne naushnika — Give me an earpiece.” She stowed her rifle in the SUV before removing her vest and tossing the protective gear alongside the rifle.

Sergei handed her an earpiece and started jogging toward the house, two team members at his side. Giving commands over the radio, he heard Natasha call out to him.

“Byt' ostorozhen — Be careful.”

Sergei smiled. Maybe not all is lost between us.

Standing near the left-rear corner of the SUV, Natasha drew back her hair and tucked the tiny communication device into her ear. She heard Sergei’s commands while watching him and his team approach the front door. She folded her arms across her chest and rubbed the backs of her upper arms. The heels of her boots rubbed together while she shifted her weight back and forth.

Sergei gave hand signals to the men near him, as the teams prepared to breach both doors to the house simultaneously.

A chill ran down Natasha’s back. Lowering her head, she realized she was standing in the cold wearing only a dress and boots. Leaning to the right, her left foot coming off the ground, she touched the collar of her coat.

A loud blast, accompanied with intense heat, originated from the house. The ensuing shock wave spread out in all directions, slamming into Natasha’s chest like a sledgehammer and throwing the off-balance woman backward several feet. She landed on her back in a spread-eagle position.

Her ears ringing, she stared at the sky. Particles of debris floated down around her. A hot ember, the size of a quarter, fell on her left thigh and burned a hole through her nylons. She felt nothing. It took more than a minute for the ringing in her ears to subside. She sat up.

The house was reduced to rubble. Sections of the dwelling were on fire. Black smoke rose into the air.

Her senses returning, she swiped away the hot ember and spied the red skin—usually milky white—through the large hole in her nylons. Gathering a handful of snow, she held the makeshift cold pack on her thigh, closed her eyes, and sighed. A few seconds later, she opened them to the sight of the house in shambles. A teardrop ran down her cheek. “Sergei—” her voice cracked.

Minutes later, her legs shuddered. Like an ocean wave crashing against the shore, the coldness from the snow ran up her body. Shivering from head to toe, she fell backward. Lying on the snowy ground, she saw images of Sergei and her father flash across her mind. Fatigue set in, and her eyelids drooped before closing. I’m so tired.

 


Chapter 3

Oval Office

 

 

9 July—8:43 a.m.

the White House

 

 

Aaron Hardy sat on the couch in the Oval Office. On his ten o’clock, the President of the United States, James Conklin, sat in a wooden straight-back chair with leather trim. The men had been discussing the details of the President’s job offer, which Hardy had accepted.

Hardy had worn a gray suit, white shirt, and a red tie to the prestigious meeting. A handkerchief in his left breast pocket matched the color of the tie that was held in place by a gold clip. A collar bar under the knot of the tie drew the points of his shirt collar closer together. The suit fit his five-eleven, one eighty-five frame perfectly. Having celebrated his thirtieth birthday one week ago, Hardy was in the best physical shape of his life.

He had enlisted in the U.S. Marine Corps when he was eighteen. He spent the first four years of his career serving overseas, primarily in Iraq, before becoming a member of the Second Marine Special Operations Battalion headquartered at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina.

For the next five years, he had been involved in direct-action, special reconnaissance, and counter-terrorism missions until Colonel Franklin Ludlum had asked him to take command of a team and conduct top-secret missions all over the world.

One week ago, at the start of the Fourth of July holiday weekend, Hardy’s teammates had been killed in an explosion at a tavern in Washington D.C. Hardy was the only survivor. In the ensuing twenty-four hours, he had tracked down those who were responsible for killing his men. And, with the help of Special Agent Raychel DelaCruz of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, he had brought the perpetrators to justice.

After discovering the Marine’s involvement in the incident, the President had arranged a meeting with Hardy, ultimately offering him a top-secret job working directly for the leader of the free world.

Hardy’s main objective would be to go on the offensive against the terrorists; however, since the position did not officially exist, he would operate under special rules of engagement—his own rules. He would do whatever was necessary to stop terrorists before they could carry out further attacks. The President’s exact words had been ‘to take the fight to the terrorists.’

“As I said earlier, you would have all the resources you need to get the job done.” The President checked his wristwatch. “I’m sick and tired of the terrorists tying our hands and forcing us to play defense. When I campaigned for this job, I told the American people I would be tough on terror. Since taking office, I’ve been wrapped up in political battles that have virtually sidelined my efforts to make real progress in this war.” The President shifted in his chair. “And make no mistake. This is a war.”

James Conklin was a man dedicated to serving the American people. He had served two terms as Governor of Massachusetts after he had returned home from serving his country. Conklin was a Marine with the First Battalion 8th Marines and stationed in Beirut, Lebanon in 1983. He was among the 128 who had been wounded when a suicide bomber detonated a truck bomb near the building serving as the barracks. Two hundred forty-one American service members had been killed. Conklin’s hero status had propelled him to a landslide victory in his campaign for the governorship.

Now at fifty-five, two years into his first term, Conklin was in great shape for his age. His hair was gray, but showed no signs of balding. He wore a black suit with a white dress shirt. His tie was deep blue, and he had a handkerchief in his left breast pocket that matched the color of his tie. Black casual loafers rounded out his attire.

The President crossed his legs. “Are there any—”

A knock preceded the opening of the Oval Office door. The President’s Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation entered.

The President stood and glimpsed his watch. “Thanks for coming, Phil. I know you’ve got a lot on your plate.”

“It’s not a problem, sir.” The newcomer’s long strides made short order of the distance between the door and the couch. He extended his hand.

The President shook the offering before facing Hardy. “Aaron, this is my Director of the FBI, Phillip Jameson.” The President turned toward Jameson. “Phil, I want you to meet Aaron Hardy, your newest special agent. Aaron has accepted the position you and I discussed earlier and is eager to start as soon as possible.”

Jameson and Hardy shook hands.

The President checked his watch. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I have a press conference in fifteen minutes.” He clasped Hardy’s hand again. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Aaron. I’m glad to have you on our team.” He tipped his head toward Jameson. “You’re in good hands.”

Hardy dipped his chin once. “Thank you, Mr. President.”

Conklin acknowledged Jameson. “I trust you’ll fill him in on the specifics of the position as well as the details of his first mission.”

“Of course I will, sir.”

“Splendid.” The President patted Jameson on the back on his way to the door, straightening his tie as he walked.
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