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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.
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“For the Son of Man did not come to be served,

but to serve and to give his life

as a ransom for many.”

— Mark, Chapter 10: Verse 45
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Chapter 1

Can’t Take the Chance

 

 

JULY 21; 11:11 P.M.

UPSTATE NEW YORK

 

 

Stockwell ducked under a roundhouse right and came up before ducking again, under a wild left. The five-eleven, FBI special agent thrust the heel of her black tactical boot into a muscle-shirted man’s gut.

The air leaving his lungs, Muscle Shirt doubled over and hugged his belly.

Stockwell sent out two right jabs, rocking MS’s head backward, before connecting with a left cross. The communication device in her ear crackled.

“Stockwell, I heard gunfire. What’s your situation?”

She spun around and struck her opponent with a wheel kick to his right ear, propelling him into a wall.

“Deanna!”

“Now’s...” looking down, “not...” she scanned the floor, searching for her Glock 19M, knocked from her hands during an earlier scuffle, “a good time, Jake.” She saw movement in her peripheral vision—a second man, pistol in hand, had entered the garage.

MS shook his head back and forth, clearing cobwebs.

Abandoning the hunt for her gun, Stockwell sidestepped left, grabbed a crescent wrench from the workbench, whacked MS in the head and hurled the tool at the armed newcomer, hitting him in the sternum.

Newcomer grunted and clutched his chest. A second later, he lifted his weapon.

Stockwell’s eyes grew bigger. Oh crap. The leather jacket and blue jean clad woman whirled around, took three running steps and threw herself across the hood of an older model Chevrolet Impala. She slid over the left fender, rolled, and landed on her left hip, her hands absorbing part of the impact.

Incoming bullets blew out car windows and poked holes in the sheet metal.

On her butt, her back against the driver’s door, hunching shoulders, she covered the ponytail knot at the back of her head, as glass pellets blanketed her.

The shooting stopped. A second later, something hollow bounced off the floor a couple times and settled.

She lifted her head. Reload. Stockwell rolled onto her belly and placed flat hands on the concrete. At eye level with the floor, she examined the smooth, gray surface. Her ears picked up the sound of metal scraping against metal.

She whipped her head right and glimpsed an empty magazine in front of two brown work boots. Out of time, Dee. Coming back to the left, Stockwell spotted the Glock—slide locked to the rear—under the Chevy’s front bumper. She jumped to her feet and ran along the vehicle’s driver side in a low crouch.

Gunfire commenced.

She grabbed a spare magazine from the pouch on her left hip and stretched out her right arm under the Impala’s front end.

Jacketed bullets skipped off the hood.

Seeing sparks, she flinched before thrusting out her hand. Getting fingertips on the Glock’s polymer grip, she lifted her gaze.

MS wobbled toward her, swiping at the bloody gash on his temple.

Stockwell gaped at his looming, muscled figure.

Newcomer let off the trigger, as his partner entered his line of sight.

She curled her fingers, her nails bringing the Glock closer.

MS towered over her.

She grabbed the gun, rolled onto her back and brought knees to chest.

Reaching for his female combatant, MS dove forward.

The soles of her boots met with his pectoral muscles, as she continued the backward somersault. Halfway into the roll, she did a leg press.

MS somersaulted over her and crashed into a red, waist-high toolbox on wheels. The metal carrier tipped over. MS came down hard.

On her back, Stockwell thumbed the magazine release, rammed a full mag home, ran the slide forward and lifted her head and shoulders. Acquiring a flash sight picture on Newcomer’s chest, she got off three, quick shots.

His body convulsed before twisting out of sight on the other side of the Chevy.

Going flat again, she lifted the pistol over her head, and saw an upside down view of MS.

On his feet, clutching a ball peen hammer, his frame coiled in a low crouch, he sprang toward her.

Stockwell’s trigger finger twitched three times.

Three bullets struck MS, two in the chest, one in the forehead. His body seized. His head lolled backward, as he dropped to his knees and fell over sideways.

Rolling onto her left shoulder, she brought her weapon to bear on Newcomer.

From just beyond the right front tire, his dull eyes gawked back at her.

She waited another moment.

He never blinked.

After a final glance behind her to verify the other assailant’s motionless status, Stockwell laid her head on the floor and emptied her lungs in one rush. “Jake, it’s me.” She huffed twice. “Garage’s clear.” Taking her finger off the Glock’s trigger, she grabbed more oxygen. “The Innocents?”

“Negative...still searching.” Silence passed between them. “You okay?”

Standing, “A little winded...” she swapped out the partial magazine for her last full one, “but I’m good.” The sound of a piece of paper slapping against a hard surface drew her attention.

“Copy that. Almost done here...”

She looked toward the far corner of the garage and saw a full-size, full-color poster of a woman in a pink, two-piece bikini, a large wrench in one hand and the thumb of the other pulling up on the side tie of her G-string.

Stockwell approached the banner. Bullets from Newcomer’s pistol had punctured the paper woman’s body. The edges of the paper flapped. She holstered her weapon and put a hand to the hole on the woman’s thigh; a faint draft wafted over her palm.

“...meet me at the back door, Stockwell.”

She tore the tall picture in half widthwise, “Copy that,” and frowned at a small door set flush with the wall. “I need to check out something first. Give me a minute.” She dug her nails into one of the cracks around the panel and tugged. The rectangle moved enough for her to get fingers into the one-inch gap. Drawing her Glock and Pelican 2350 flashlight, Stockwell took a step back, swung open the section of wall and eyed a wooden hatch, secured by a barrel bolt.

She undid the locking mechanism, pulled on the secret access door and aimed her light and pistol toward a darkened opening; a pungent odor greeted her. After covering her nose with the back of her wrist, and inhaling, she lit up the small cubicle. Her eyes grew wide and she lowered the Glock. Oh my...

... ... ... ... ...

“All right...be careful, Stockwell.” Wearing a black leather jacket, black jeans and black tactical boots, Jacob St. Christopher had cleared the main level of the house. His Coonan 1911-style 357 Magnum in both hands and pointed toward the upstairs walkway, a wall on either side of him, he ascended the stairs to the upper level. Thirteen steps later, his forward boot touched down on the second floor carpeting.

Straight ahead, ten feet away, was the bathroom; it appeared empty. He leaned right and aimed his 1911 left, at a bedroom next to the bathroom; it was dark. He continued listing, until he peeked around the wall on his left and saw a second and third room. Exposed to incoming fire from four directions, his heart rate spiked, as he sidestepped toward the bath.

Clearing the bathroom, he darted into the bedroom next to it. His eyes adjusted to the darkness and he cleared the room. Coming to the doorway again, he swayed left and looked down the short hallway. Two down...two to go.

Jacob crossed the hall again to get a better angle on room number two. With his 357 pointed at the blackness ahead, he kept his eyes trained on the last room at his nine o’clock. He spotted movement a split second before hearing the reports.

Several projectiles zipped by his nose; one shattered a bathroom mirror.

He charged into the room straight ahead for cover. His back against the door, he surveyed the space and found nobody. Another string of fire chewed up the wooden doorjamb to his left. He brought his shoulder up and turned away from flying splinters. “Homeland Security. Drop your weapon and come out with your hands up.”

Foul language preceded a third round of nine-millimeter projectiles slamming into the wood above his shoulder.

“Okay, if that’s the way you want it...I can play hardball too.” Jacob stole a peak at his 1911, thinking of the more powerful 357 Magnums in the gun. “But my balls are bigger than yours.” He burst into the last bedroom, sending 158-grain jacketed hollow points toward his adversary.

Passing the archway, he dove, rolled and came to a kneeling position. In a glance, he took in the room layout: bed directly in front of him, closet door on his two o’clock and two armoires against the twelve o’clock wall. The assailant was nowhere in sight. Jacob dropped to his right shoulder, aimed the Coonan at an ankle in the gap between the bed and the carpet, and fired once.

The aggressor screamed.

Jacob leaped to his feet, rounded the bed and put the 1911’s front sight on the man’s nose. “Hands! Show me your hands!”

Yelling, clutching his blown-out ankle, and his weapon, the man glared at Jacob.

Jacob met the writhing man’s stare. After sneaking a peek at the accoster’s Taurus 92 pistol, he shook his head at his adversary. “Don’t do it. You’re dead if you do.”

The man propped himself on one elbow and put a knee onto the floor.

“I said, don’t—” Jacob took a step and drove his boot into the man’s nose.

Falling backward, the assailant swung the Taurus forward.

Jacob stomped on the wrist, pinning the gun to the floor. He planted his right knee in the man’s chest and punched him repeatedly.

The kidnapper’s head bounced off the floor five times. He opened his hand, and the pistol slid onto the carpeting.

After tossing the offending weapon onto the bed, Jacob grabbed a leather belt from one of the armoires and bound the man’s hands behind his back. “The next time I tell you,” he secured the criminal to a leg on the bedframe, “to drop your weapon—” he turned an ear toward the sound of a revving engine. Hurrying to the window, he threw back the curtains and saw headlights near a pole barn at the back of the property. “Son-of-a—”

Snatching the gun from the mattress, Jacob bolted out of the bedroom, and bounded down the stairs. The front door was two steps from the bottom of the staircase. He crashed through the open door he had entered earlier, jumped off the porch and ran to the middle of the driveway.

Lighting him up, the car’s headlights were basketballs, growing bigger by the second.

Jacob stood his ground. He exchanged the partial magazine in the Coonan for a fresh seven-rounder and aimed his gun at the windshield. His instinct was to aim for the driver. Go for the kill shot. He squeezed the Coonan tighter, only to relax a little. What if the kids are in there? He pointed the weapon at the front grille. Shoot the radiator. Disable the car, Jake. He bobbed his eyebrows and jerked his head to the side. And hope I’m not run over in the process.

The headlights now seemed the size of inflatable exercise balls.

Jacob frowned. Would he bother to take the kids with him?

The two headlights merged into one massive beam.

He lifted the Coonan toward the windshield. No, he wouldn’t have time to mess around with them. He lowered the Coonan. Can’t take the chance. He closed his left eye and applied pressure to the trigger.

In his ear: “Jake, I found the kids. They’re safe.”

Thank God. Jacob emptied his Magnum at the windshield, reloaded and sent four more rounds downrange.

The speeding car’s front end lurched to Jacob’s left before the rear end swerved in the opposite direction. The tires gained traction, and the vehicle lunged forward, missing him by a few feet.

Jacob saw the driver through the open side window; his head was back against the headrest.

Seconds later, the older model Caprice slammed into a large oak tree in the front yard. The hood folded into the letter ‘A.’ The horn blared above a hissing sound. Smoke billowed out from the engine compartment.

“Jake, are you all right?”

Jacob approached the driver side, gun pointed at the driver.

His face bloodied, the man behind the wheel was still.

After a few moments, Jacob reached into the vehicle and pulled the man’s head back, stopping the horn from sounding. Observing three bullet wounds—two in the chest and one through the Adam’s apple—he checked for a pulse, but only as a formality.

“Jake, talk to me. Where are you?”

“All good, Stockwell. I’m in the front yard.” Observing the dead man, he saw movement in his peripheral vision and pivoted his head toward a slim figure.

Stockwell emerged from the garage, next to the house, carrying a frail girl in one arm and holding hands with a boy, a couple years older than his sister.

Following a last look at the corpse, Jacob left the carnage behind and met his partner and the kids at the house, holstering his Coonan during the walk. Noticing deep lines on her forehead, and a frown, he flashed an upturned thumb, “I’m okay,” before going to one knee and smiling at the boy. “Hey there little man.”

The boy drew nearer to his female protector.

“My name’s Jacob.” He held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, son. My friends...”

The youngster hid behind Stockwell.

“...call me...” he wavered and half whispered his next word, “Jake.”

The boy peeked out from around her left leg.

Jacob snickered. “That’s okay, Timothy. I wouldn’t trust me either.” He stood and regarded his girlfriend. The strained look on her face had been replaced by the beautiful one he loved.

Stockwell stopped bouncing little Annabelle up and down, reached behind her and cupped the back of Timothy’s head. “It’s okay, Timmy. He’s with me. You don’t have to be afraid.” She came back to Annabelle. “Isn’t that right, Annie?” She tapped the little girl’s nose, “Boop.”

Biting down on her index finger, the toddler smiled, rocked forward and put her head on the woman’s shoulder.

After another minute of playing with the kids, Stockwell eyed her man.

Jacob beamed.

Her eyebrows came together before she mimicked his gesture. “What is it?”

He shook his head. “Oh nothing.”

She squinted at him. “I know that look, Mr. St. Christopher. You have something to say. So say it.”

Chuckling, he glanced at Annabelle and Timothy before coming back to her. “It’s just,” a twinkle materialized in his eye, “I think you’d make a terrific mom, you know that?”

She barely turned her head and half closed an eye at him. A split-second later, “Oh no you don’t,” she shook her head. “No, no...I see what you’re doing here.”

He showed her his palms and pretended to mope. “What am I doing?”

“You’re trying to sweet talk me. I told you I wasn’t interested in having kids, remember?”

Timothy had mustered the courage to stand next to Stockwell, beneath his sister, hugging his rescuer’s right leg.

Snickering, studying the sidewalk that led to the front door, Jacob cozied up to his woman. “You’re only thirty-one.”

“So.”

“So...” he wrapped his right arm around her shoulders and gave her a playful grin, “I still have time to work on you, wear you down.”

“Is that your strategy?” She spied his slowly approaching lips. “You should know,” she peeked at his eyes, “I don’t wear down that easily.” Her attention zipped back to his mouth.

“That’s okay. I love a good challenge.” He squeezed her shoulder and kissed her. “But you won’t be able to resist me for long, Miss Stockwell.”

She sniggered and kissed him a second time.

“See? My charm’s working already.” He glimpsed her lips. “You came back for seconds.”

∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞

.

 

 

 


Chapter 2

Bachelorette Party

 

 

THREE HOURS LATER

JULY 22; 2:12 A.M.

NEW YORK CITY

 

 

The bride-to-be slammed her shot glass onto the table, swallowed, stamped her feet on the floor and let out a short scream before slouching into the couch. Her bridesmaids chuckled and shook their heads before returning their drinks to the table.

Ayda listed toward the inebriated woman and gave her a one-armed hug. “Belle...girl...you’re drunk. I think we should go.”

Clutching Ayda’s face in her hands, “Mmm...” Belle planted a kiss on her friend’s lips, “aah. You’re,” her words were slurred, “sweet, but, I...I...I,” she hesitated, “what was I saying? Oh yeah...I’m not drunk. I...I love you.”

Standing, tugging on Belle, Ayda glanced at her twin sister, “Give me a hand, Zoe,” before coming back to Belle, “We know. We know. We love you too. Come on girl.” She grabbed one arm “Let’s get...”

Zoe took the other limb.

“...you home.” Together, the twins hoisted the star of the bachelorette party to her feet. “It’s time—” grunting, Ayda took a wide step to steady her friend’s teetering frame, “we call this party,” she repositioned Belle’s bodyweight, “and this night...over.”

“But I thought...I thought you,” Belle lolled her head to the other side to see Zoe, “and you...were my friends, my peeps, my gal pals. I thought we,” she burped, “we were going to...to party until the early...morning hours.” She hiccupped. “Excuse me. I—I think I burped. Excuse me.” A moment passed. “Isn’t anybody going to...excuse me?”

Ayda patted Belle’s shoulder. “You’re excused, sweetie. Now just keep putting one foot in front of the other. Zo Zo and I will do the steering.” To the backdrop of lights flashing, music playing and people dancing, the twins navigated Belle through the crowded nightclub.

... ... ... ... ...

Outside the club, the trio shuffled along the street, heading for Ayda’s car. Nightlife was still bustling at this hour, as partygoers hurried from one bar to another. Honking car horns, and shouts from drivers, were the sounds of the night.

Zoe slowed.

Ayda looked left, across Belle’s sagging body, at her sister. “What is it?”

“Your car’s,” Zoe motioned, “just down that alley.”

“Nope.” Ayda shook her head. “Not going to happen.”

“Come on.” Zoe lifted her friend a little higher and re-situated the girl’s arm around her neck. “She’s getting heavy. I don’t want to do this for another three blocks.”

“It’s not safe.” Ayda took a step, but stopped when her sister did not move with her.

“Just this once.” Zoe raised her foot. “These heels are already killing me.”

Ayda glanced at her own spike-heeled pumps, her ankles turning out slightly under Belle’s weight. She looked ahead, knowing their intended route, the longer route, the safer route, would mean a couple blisters in the morning. Noting the time of day in her head, she chuckled inwardly. Okay...later today.

Older by one minute and fifty-eight seconds than her sibling, Ayda might as well had been born ten years earlier. She was the mature one, the sensible one. She was the one who only had two drinks in the last six hours.

Zoe was carefree and laid back. She lived for the here and now, never thinking too far ahead. Having a vibrant smile and attitude that attracted people, she was the popular kid in school. She was fun. She was the one everyone else wanted to be around, to emulate.

Even though they were identical twins, physically, Ayda and Zoe’s personalities were as far apart as the first letters in their names were.

Ayda gave the alley another long look. Seems empty. Her grip slipping, she grunted and hefted Belle’s body higher. A short, stiff breeze blew down the sidewalk and up her tight-fitting skirt. She shivered, while eyeing the darkened stretch of concrete.

“I saw that.” Zoe pulled the threesome toward the alley. “You’re just as tired as I am.”

Biting her lower lip, Ayda glimpsed her sister, “You know,” before changing course, “that’s always been your problem...shortcuts...you love taking them.”

The women headed down the lonely alley.

Zoe rolled her eyes. “Lay off, will you? This was supposed to be a fun night out. If I’d wanted a lecture, I would’ve stayed home and talked with Mom.”

“I’m just saying,” Ayda shot a nervous glance over her shoulder toward the dimly lit space behind a dumpster, “if you focused more on your future, instead of what’s at your feet, you—”

“Blah, blah, blah...” feeling a jolt of adrenaline, the younger sister picked up her pace, “fulfill my potential, make something of my life...I’ve heard it all before.”

“Hey, I’m—”

“Just trying to look out for me?” Zoe confronted Ayda. “Teach me? Guide me? Thanks, but I have a mother for that. I don’t need another one.”

“As your sister, I’m just—”

“That’s right. Did you ever think of being my sister for just one,” she cursed, “moment?” She faced forward. “Whatever the hell happened to you, Ay?” Ay was Zoe’s nickname for Ayda. “We had a blast growing up...you and me. We did some crazy stuff together. And then you,” she wavered, “you just got old on me...overnight.”

Ayda felt heat building in her face and neck. “Well,” she barked, “one of us had to grow up.”

Zoe whipped her head toward her sister, her mind flipping through several foul words. She settled on something else. “Bite me.”

Ayda locked eyes with Zoe for several seconds.

Somewhere down the alley, a bottle rolled across the pavement.

Both women looked backward.

“What,” Zoe’s voice cracked, “was that?”

After a brief pause, the glass container rolled again before the atmosphere turned quiet.

“It,” squinting, Ayda studied the darker corners of the dimly lit backstreet, “it...was probably just a stray cat. Let’s get to the car.”

... ... ... ... ...

Following a long and silent one-minute walk, the threesome came to a parking lot.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Ayda scowled at the narrow space between a van and the driver side of her car. “Jerk.” She took Belle’s arm from around her neck, and the siblings leaned their friend against the trunk of Ayda’s vehicle. The elder sister fumbled through her purse before retrieving keys. She tapped the ‘unlock’ button, illuminating her car’s interior.

The van’s side door opened.

Ayda and Zoe turned their heads toward the noise.

Wearing clown masks, two men leaped out and rushed toward the female trio.

Zoe opened her mouth to scream, but a ‘Clown’ forced a black hood over her head, muting her cries.

Gaping at the second Clown, Ayda shoved a hand back into her purse, searching for the pepper spray she carried. Her fingers touched the smooth canister.

Clown 2 threw a hood over her head, knocked the purse from her hands and tossed her into the vehicle. Two more pairs of hands clutched her ankles and dragged her, feet first, over rough carpeting.

The manhandling bunched her skirt around her waist. Ayda winced, as the carpet’s coarse fabric burned her hip. While two men bound her hands and feet, she sensed another body land next to her. Zoe? Belle?

The door slammed shut and the van sped away.
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