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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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“For I know well the plans

I have in mind for you,

plans for your welfare and not for woe,

so as to give you a future of hope.”

~ Jeremiah Chapter 29; Verse 11

 


CHAPTER 1

Lever Guns & Car Seats

 

 

15 January—8:53 A.M.

Big Sky County

Wyatt, Montana

 

 

It wasn’t even halfway through January, and every day of the month had seen snowfall in Big Sky County. Some days brought several inches, while other days saw only a dusting or flurries. In addition to the white stuff collecting on roadways and sidewalks and being shoveled into piles everywhere, the temperatures had been colder than normal. Low twenties had been the daytime highs with most nights seeing single digits on average. Hardened county residents, many of whom had lived in Big Sky their whole lives, hadn’t experienced weather this cold and snowy in a long time.

Its windshield wipers going, clearing away what seemed like a constant snowfall, the boxy, old-style hunter-green Jeep Grand Wagoneer, wood-grained panels on its sides and tailgate, rolled over the freshly deposited three inches of snow, bypassing citizens of Wyatt, Montana, who were making their way from one warm building to another or to their vehicles. Most people had their hands full or were snuggling up to whoever was with them, each person shielding the other from a bitter wind. Those unlucky enough to be traveling solo just put their heads down and speed walked to their destination.

Inside the Grand Wagoneer, 45-year-old Big Sky County Sheriff Wade Lockhart spun the steering wheel to the right and navigated the SUV into a parking spot across from the sheriff’s office.

Located on Main Street, in the center of Wyatt, the redbrick building had once been a post office. Then, after a gun store had occupied the structure for a few years, it became available again after the firearm business had gone bankrupt. Now, for the past six months, it had been the new headquarters for the Big Sky Sheriff’s Office.

Lockhart shut off the engine, climbed out, and opened the right rear door. After spending the next few minutes hunched over and fiddling with something, he backed out and slung a lever action rifle over his left shoulder, muzzle pointing upward.

“Hi, Sheriff.”

Lockhart turned to see one of Big Sky’s newest residents, Kristina Walters. The two had crossed paths back in October when he had been investigating his son Jace’s murder. Lockhart recalled his first meeting with the twenty-eight-year-old, five-nothing slender woman who, at that time, had been working as a hooker, and as a dancer at a strip club in Roseburg, Idaho. Her face had sported every imaginable kind of makeup known to mankind—mascara, rouge, eyeliner, eye shadow, lipstick, all of it.

Now he saw a woman who had traded in her face paint, miniskirts, and five-inch spiked heels for—he gave her outfit a quick peek—for ankle-high black winter boots, blue jeans, a long dark-gray winter coat, and what looked like a hand-knitted red stocking cap. Her long, black curly hair stuck out from under the covering. Yup, he thought. A real Montanan. “Tina,” he replied. Since moving to Montana, she had started going by ‘Tina.’ A new start deserves a new name, she had told him.

“I can’t believe how cold it is here,” she said.

He eyeballed her rosy cheeks, thin face, brown eyes, and long lashes, lashes that appeared to have a modest amount of mascara on them. He thought of his deceased wife. Outside of a light layer of mascara, Cheryl had never worn makeup a day in her life, at least never in all the days he had known her. I’m a natural beauty, she had joked.

Lockhart thought of Sierra, his girlfriend. She too hadn’t worn any makeup in the short time the two had been together. Perhaps that was what had caught his eye when he first met her. Whether or not he knew it, he had always been attracted to women who didn’t cover up their faces but let their true nature shine. Inwardly shaking his head to drag himself away from the mental sidebar his thoughts had gone down, he focused on Tina. “Yes, it’s definitely been a cold one.” He poked his chin at her. “How are you settling in here? How’s the job going?”

Through his undersheriff, Lockhart had discovered Tina had worked as a vet assistant and had been going to school to become a veterinary technician before her life fell apart, and she soon found herself stripping and hooking to pay the bills. He hadn’t been told the entire story about what had happened to her; however, his undersheriff had said something about Tina being shunned by her parents, by her religion. But he didn’t need to know the gritty details to know he wanted to help her. So, he had acted, serving as a liaison between Tina and Big Sky’s only veterinarian, a man who had been searching for someone to help him with the mundane chores around the clinic: administering medication, bathing animals, collecting samples, cleaning the facilities, tasks like that.

Lockhart had paid Tina’s travel expenses and set her up in a motel, so she could get a feel for Wyatt, see if the town was a good fit for her. During her stay, she had interviewed with the veterinarian and was offered the job. The pay wasn’t great, but she had a little money saved up. Between her savings, a two-week advance on her salary, and a promise from Lockhart that he’d kick in some financial help if she needed it, Tina had decided to make the jump and move to Wyatt, Montana.

“The job is great,” said a beaming Tina. “I love working with animals again. There’re no lies, no deceit with them. You know exactly what you’re getting.” She reached out and squeezed his forearm. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for me, Sheriff, getting me this job, helping me move here.”

He raised a hand. “I may have greased the wheels, but you still had to put in the hard work.”

“I know, but if you hadn’t knocked on my door that night, I’d still be,” she stopped short, “well, you know what I’d still be doing.”

“That’s all in the past.” He gave Wyatt a glance then came back to her. “You’re one of us now. We take care of our own.”

She pointed at him. “That reminds me. I have some money for you, but,” she made a face, “I’m afraid I left it at home.”

Lockhart had paid the deposit and part of her first month’s rent payment. He waved her off. “Don’t worry about it.”

“That’s the thing. I do worry about it. I pay my debts,” she smiled again, “especially to those who’ve done so much for me.”

He regarded her bright, cheery, youthful countenance. She looks so much younger without all that junk on her face. “I’m just glad I could help.”

Tina checked her watch. “I have to get to work, but,” she faced him, “if you’re going to be around this afternoon, I could get the money during my lunch hour and drop it off to you.”

“That would be fine, but really,” he pumped a hand her way, “there’s no rush.”

She wiped a gloved hand over her face, to clear away some snow, then pressed her lips together and gave him a long, tender look. “You’re one of the nicest men I know, you know that?”

“Thank you.”

She came in for a quick hug then backed away. “Okay, well...I better let you go.” She waved, “Bye, Sheriff,” then continued down the sidewalk toward the clinic.

He watched her leave, inwardly pleased she was getting her life on track again. God be praised. He retrieved a car seat from the Jeep, shut the door with his foot, and strolled around the right-front bumper, his lever gun still hanging off his left shoulder. Holding the small car seat in his right hand, a thick blanket completely covering the portable seat, the six-one, one-sixty Lockhart looked like he was getting ready to do a bicep curl as he stepped off the sidewalk. He paused and frowned. God be praised? He glanced down. When have I ever thought that before?

Moments later, he shook his head and hurried across the street. His black Ariat pull-on work boots crunched snow underfoot. His black Resistol fur felt cattleman-crown cowboy hat and black mid-thigh leather fringe jacket—with all the fringe having been cut off immediately after purchase—were gathering a layer of tiny snowflakes. Blue jeans rounded out his attire.

An oncoming truck slowed.

Lockhart pulled up.

An arm emerged from behind the driver’s rolled-down window, and a man waved, then motioned.

Lockhart waved back then crossed the street. Passing through two sets of double doors, he entered the empty main lobby of the sheriff’s office. Black leather chairs sat side by side on the walls to the left and right. Among the chairs, several two-foot-square low tables were strategically placed to allow visitors to set beverages or other items down. Overhead, tube lighting cast a bright 5000 Kelvin hue over the entire area. Gray tile floors throughout met up with small, carpeted sections where the chairs and tables were.

Lockhart strolled down the tiled ‘runway’ to a four-foot-high redbrick wall that bisected the lobby from administration and the deputies’ cubicles. Above the wall, glass rose to the ten-foot-high, tiled ceiling. Two, five-by-two-foot dark oak wooden saloon doors were positioned at the brick wall’s horizontal halfway point, a foot off the floor and right in line with the front doors.

He pushed on the left door and walked into the admin section, leading with the car seat.

The door swung by the other one, swung back inside, then repeated the process a couple times before settling.

Seated at her desk on the right, right next to the brick wall, 38-year-old Bristol Mackenzie looked up, a headset arched over her long blonde hair pulled up into a messy bun. She wore light-red rectangular eyeglasses that matched the red ribbon holding her hair up. Cocking her head and frowning at the ‘package’ her boss was carrying, she spoke into the boom microphone that ran from the headset to her mouth. “Yes, we need them delivered sooner rather than later.”

On his twelve o’clock, just outside the door to his office on the left, 35-year-old Piper Jennings pecked away at her computer.

“Morning, Piper,” he said.

She shot him a quick look then went back to her task. “Good morning, W—” she did a double-take at the ‘package’ he was carrying before her brows came together, “ade.”

Lockhart ducked into his office.

Dressed in blue jeans, a tan-colored official uniform shirt, sleeves rolled up to her elbows, the five-six, 125-pound undersheriff stood and pointed brown cowboy boots toward Lockhart’s open office. Plopping hands onto the gun belt that held her Glock 19, magazine pouches, two-way radio, handcuffs, and other tools of her trade, she turned toward Bristol, her scowl deepening.

The two women exchanged similar expressions.

“Thank you. I appreciate you looking into this,” said Bristol before tapping her headset a moment later while marching toward Piper.

Sporting straight, shoulder-length dirty blonde hair, blue eyes, a narrow, slightly upturned nose, prominent chin, and a beauty mark an inch from the right corner of her wide-lipped mouth, Piper ambled into the sheriff’s office.

Two beats later, showing off black jeans, red faux snakeskin square-toed cowboy boots, and a white blouse, Bristol arrived to stand on Piper’s right. Both women watched Lockhart pull back a blanket and extract a baby from the car seat.

Half grinning, he sat in his chair, crossed his legs, ankle on knee, and cradled the baby in his lap.

The women gave each other another look before Piper opened her mouth to show off white teeth, a noticeable gap between her two upper front teeth. “Um,” she folded her arms across her chest, “help me out here, Wade. The math isn’t adding up. You and Sierra have only been seeing each other for a couple of months now, so-o-o,” she held out her hands, palms up, “is there something you want to tell us?”

He frowned while looking away from the women, pretending to be thinking. “No, I,” he paused, “I don’t think so. Oh, wait.” He dipped his forehead toward the rifle on the other side of his desk. “I did want to ask if you’d clean my Henry there. I put some rounds through it yesterday and haven’t had time to clean it yet.”

Simultaneously, Piper and Bristol made a show of crossing their arms in front of them while each cocked her head at him.

Following another five seconds of keeping a straight face, he smiled, “Oh, you’re wondering about,” he held up the baby, “this young man.” He spent the next minute giving them a shortened version of what had happened, then finished with, “His name is Jace Wade Lockhart.”

Both women looked on, their mouths hanging open. A tick later, after recovering, they raced toward Lockhart’s desk, Piper pulling into the lead at the last moment.

Thinking he had seen an elbow or two thrown, he smiled inwardly before motioning toward his Henry. “The gun’s right there, Piper.”

“Clean your own rifle.” She reached out with both hands. “Gimme. Gimme. I want baby.”

Chuckling, he forfeited his grandson.

“Ooh,” Piper cooed. “You are such a beautiful thing. You know that?” She bounced slightly while rocking Jace Wade. “Oh, I can see your daddy’s sparkling blue eyes.” She did a one-eighty and headed for the doorway. “You’re going to be a heartbreaker, too, aren’t you?”

“So, you’re not going to clean my rifle?” asked Lockhart.

Piper cranked her head around. “You know I’ll clean it,” she went back to Jace Wade, “right after I’ve had my fill of baby.” She pretended to take a couple bites of the infant. “You’re so delicious. I’m going to eat you up. Yes, I am.” She waggled her head at the boy. “Yes, I am.”

“Don’t go too far with him, Piper,” said Bristol. “I’m next.”

“Catch me if you can,” retorted the undersheriff while leaving Lockhart’s office.

Bristol shook her head then turned back toward a smiling Lockhart. She took in his short, light-brown hair, sky-blue eyes, and long eyelashes.

He noticed her grinning at him, her head tipped to one side as she held the tip of one of her eyeglasses’ temples inside pursed lips. “What?” he said.

“I haven’t seen you like this since before,” becoming stoic, she hesitated, glanced down, then faced him again, her pleased countenance returning. “It’s good to see you smiling again, Wade.”

He nodded. “Thanks, Bristol.”

“I realize things still have to be pretty fresh, but,” she rocked her head backward, “I’m sure he’s going to be a real blessing in your life. I’m really glad you have him.”

Lockhart eyed the doorway, his ears picking up a cooing Piper outside. “So am I.” A moment. “So am I.”

“Well,” his secretary put her spectacles back on, “before I go cut in out there, I wanted to tell you that that lawyer called for you again this morning.” The attorney had called three times yesterday. Each time, Lockhart had told Bristol to tell him he wasn’t in. “Thankfully, this time,” continued Bristol, “I could honestly say you weren’t in.”

He nodded.

“The guy’s just going to keep calling, Wade. Those people don’t give up.”

“Battle of wills, I guess.”

She rolled her eyes. “And knowing how strong your will is,” a beat, “I’ll be lying to him until his client is put to death.”

He curled up one side of his mouth. “At least you know there’s an end in sight.”

...

For the last five minutes, Piper had fielded incoming calls for Bristol, so the latter woman could hold the baby.

“Thank you for watching him overnight,” said Kinsley. At a hundred pounds, 20-year-old Kinsley Harris had a skinny, five-one build. She had long black straight hair with straight bangs down to her thin eyebrows. Her pale white skin was speckled with brown freckles on her cheeks and nose, and she had a smallish head, petite chin, and narrow lips. “I can’t tell you how good it felt to get a full night’s sleep. I hope he was good for you.”

“He fussed for a bit,” replied Lockhart, “but Jace used to do the same thing at that age. His mother would sing him this song while I rubbed his belly.” Lockhart barely shook his head. “Didn’t take long, and he was sleeping peacefully.”
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