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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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Proportionality may be defined as the principle that

even where one is justified in acting, one must not

act in a way that is unreasonable or excessive.

~ United States Department of Defense

Law of War Manual

(Updated July 2023)

 


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 10:13

 



Chapter 1

Treasonous



 

 

Monday, 29 June—4:00 A.M.

Washington, D.C.

 

 

David Li slapped silent the bedside alarm clock, threw off the bedcovers, and swung his legs over the side of the mattress. Sitting hunched over, with elbows on knees, he rubbed his face with both hands, wiping away his brain fog as he yawned.

After scratching fingers over his close-cropped dark hair, the 33-year-old, 165-pound Chinese American rose to his five-eight height to slip on a pair of running shorts and a T-shirt before donning navy-blue sweatpants, a matching hoodie, and white tennis shoes.

Following a quick trip to the bathroom, he grabbed his gym bag, truck keys, and a bottle of water from the fridge. Moments later, he was navigating his black GMC Canyon toward Downtown D.C., toward a health club a mile north of the White House.

As was his custom, when not on overnight assignments, he would rise early to get a workout in before starting his job. The club was open 24/7, and he usually had the place to himself. Other patrons didn’t start filtering in until six or seven.

David turned south onto Georgia Avenue. Spinning the wheel back to straight, he tore a curved hunk from the glazed donut he had snatched from the cardboard box on his kitchen counter. Turning the ‘ring’ into a ‘horseshoe’ with another bite, the irony of the moment was not lost on him—driving to the gym while stuffing his pie hole with 240 calories and 10 grams of fat. It would take him three sets on the butterfly machine to zero out the donut, but today he didn’t care. In fact, he was banking on the sugar shot giving him an extra jolt of energy, because today was going to be a day like no other. Today was going to be the start of something glorious.

...

4:28 A.M.

Downtown Washington, D.C.

David swiped his keycard, and after hearing two beeps and seeing a red dot on the locking mechanism turn green, he swung open the health club’s door. The smell of stale sweat, floating on a current of moist air coming from the locker rooms, rushed up his nostrils. As he had hoped for, the deep and wide space—housing weight machines, treadmills, ellipticals, and all manner of dumbbells, barbells, and kettlebells—was empty.

Strolling toward a line of treadmills that butted up to a bank of street-facing windows on his right, he pulled the hood of his jacket over his head, his eyes taking note of the security cameras up high in the building’s four corners. Every square inch of the place was covered. He knew that. But if he positioned his body just right, none of them would catch his treasonous act.

Going about his normal routine, he chose his usual treadmill, three in from the left, then hung his gym bag on the treadmill’s arm, flicked on the belt, and started walking. Not one to use the locker rooms, he kept everything he needed in the gym bag—water, towel, cell phone, music player and earbuds, even a power bar in case he got hungry.

At the five-minute mark, he ran the speed dial to the right and picked up his pace, beginning a light jog as a woman exited the women’s locker room on his nine o’clock.

Wearing gray, high-waisted, body-hugging leggings that traced every line of her toned calves, thighs, and rounded butt, the five-three, mid-twenties woman smiled at him while securing her long blonde hair into a high ponytail.

Noticing her bulging, low cut, sleeveless, white crop top, tanned cleavage, and exposed flat stomach, he pursed his lips and nodded back before facing the windows. Sunrise was over an hour away, so everything outside was still bathed in artificial light. The headlights of passing cars played over storefronts and city sidewalks. He increased the treadmill’s speed, wondering how the woman planned to keep everything from spilling out if bent-over rows were part of her workout regimen.

Almost as if on cue, with a white towel draped over her shoulder, she bent over to tie her white shoes but ended up corralling a wayward breast. Her back to David, she thought her faux pas had gone undetected. But standing tall, she realized she was wrong when she saw his reflection in one of the wall-to-wall mirrors surrounding the club’s interior.

Still grinning, David turned away from her to continue staring out the windows as he ran, grateful for the show, for the temporary reprieve from the anxiety welling up inside him.

...

Ten Minutes Later...

David spread his arms wide, letting the butterfly machine’s arms, and the stack of weights behind him, come to a controlled stop. He leaned forward and ran his towel over his face and arms.

“Excuse me. I’m sorry to interrupt, but I was...”

David looked up to see the big-busted blonde standing five feet away.

“...I was wondering if you would spot me on the bench press.” She sold her plea with a flirtatious, toothy smile.

He checked the time on his watch—4:51. Inwardly grimacing, he dragged a curled right forefinger down his right cheek a few times. He needed to be out of here by five, and he still hadn’t used the bench press himself yet. He spied the front door then came back to her. Her skin glistened from the time she had spent on the treadmill, leg press, and squat machine. It was clear today was a ‘legs’ day, so why she wanted to mix in a chest routine he didn’t know. In any case, he didn’t want to be rude. People remembered the names and faces of those who were rude to them. Standing, he forced a smile. “Sure.”

She beamed, “Thank you,” then spun on her heels to head toward the nearest bench press, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she went.

Trailing her, his gym bag in hand, he saw her putting extra emphasis on tightening her glutes as she bounced. He hung his head and groaned to himself. If this were any other day, he was confident he would be having a little more dessert than the donut he had polished off in the truck.

The woman laid on the bench and reached up to grip the barbell.

David spread his feet, squatted a bit, then curled his palms under the barbell between her hands, conscious that his groin was only a foot away from the black band holding her ponytail in place. He was sure she was conscious of that fact as well. “Ready when you are.”

She did ten reps, her last two a little shaky, then placed the bar on the supports. Her breasts rising and falling with each quick clip of air she took, she observed her spotter. “I’m Melanie, by the way.”

“David.”

The two shook hands.

“You live around here?” she asked.

“Few miles north,” he replied, striving to give away as little personal information as possible while still being sociable. “You?”

“I have an apartment off H Street.”

David nodded.

“Are you usually here so early in the morning?”

“How many sets are you doing?” he prompted, hoping to get her mind back on track.

Melanie gripped the bar.

He helped her raise the steel rod.

She did ten more reps, almost unable to fully extend her arms on the last one, before letting David assist her with guiding the bar back to the uprights. “Whew. I was hoping for three sets, but I’m not sure I have it in me.”

He backed away. “Well, in that case, I’ll—”

“Maybe I’ll try just five reps on the last one.”

His shoulders slumping, he bobbed at the knees before glimpsing his watch.

“That is, if it’s not too much trouble,” she said.

After dragging a curled right forefinger down his right cheek three times, he forced another smile, “No trouble at all,” then resumed his spot above her upside-down face, noticing her eyes dart to the gap between his shorts and thighs. He had removed his sweatpants and hoodie after hopping off the treadmill. “Ready when you are.”

Melanie made ready to lift the bar. “So, what do you do for a living?”

There it was; the question he was hoping to avoid. Everyone wanted to know what you did for a living. Sure, it was how people broke the ice with each other. But he didn’t want to know her, and he certainly didn’t want her knowing anything about him. “In between jobs,” he lied.

She made it to rep number five before making the mistake of going for number six. “I can’t,” she grunted, her arms bent at forty-five-degree angles. “Take it. Take it.”

David hoisted the bar and laid it on the supports. “You okay?” he asked, not caring, but knowing that’s what a normal person would ask.

Panting, she laid on the bench, her arms dangling beside her. “Yeah.” She gulped more oxygen then smiled at him. “Glad you were here to,” another breath, “to save me.”

“My pleasure.”

She sat up.

He held out his hand. “Pleasure meeting you, but I have more to do before I leave.”

She shook his hand and dialed up a megawatt smile. “No, the pleasure was all mine. Hope to see you around again.”

He nodded then claimed the bench two down from her, pushing his gym bag under the horizontal surface.

Melanie drifted over to the leg extension/leg curl machine, put a couple weights onto the post, then laid down on her belly on the padded bench before hooking ankles under the foam pads behind her.

David checked his watch then did three shortened sets of bench presses, not really caring how little weight was on the bar. He then swung his legs off the bench and sat upright. Fishing around inside his gym bag, he made sure his back was to the security camera that would record his next move. He gave Melanie a side eye and saw her otherwise engaged, wincing each time she curled her legs upward to raise the weight plates. His fingers closing around a flat envelope, he pulled it out and stuck it to the underside of the bench with one hand while covering the act with the towel he held in his other hand.

His mission accomplished, he dried his arms and legs with the towel, chucked it into the gym bag, then strode for the front door.

“Goodbye,” said Melanie, groaning on the last syllable as she lifted the weight.

Without looking back, David raised a hand then pushed open the glass door to exit the club, a cool morning breeze hitting him square in the face.

“Hey, man.”

David looked left to see a man jogging toward him, carrying a gym bag.

“Hold the door, will you?”

David eyeballed him. For safety reasons, it was club policy not to open the door for anyone. Plus, he was sure the club didn’t want people using its equipment for free. Still, he recognized this guy, so he held open the door.

Huffing, the man nodded at David on his way into the building. “Thanks. Appreciate it.”

“No problem.” After giving the man a backward glance, David headed for his GMC Canyon.

...

Inside the health club, his head spinning left and right, the newcomer noticed a blonde climbing off a leg extension/leg curl machine.

She smiled at him.

He ignored her.

She draped a rolled towel around her neck, holding one end in each hand as she made her way toward the locker rooms.

He sat down on a bench press machine, dropped his gym bag onto the floor, and unzipped it. While fumbling around inside, he waited until the blonde had disappeared into the women’s locker room before he casually fished around under the bench’s seat. His fingernail snagged what he was looking for, and he pulled the envelope off the bottom of the bench, shoved it into his bag, and made ready for his workout.

 


Chapter 2

Tailor

 

 

Saturday, 4 July—5:53 P.M.

Northern Panhandle of West Virginia

 

 

Spread out across the soccer complex’s adult-sized fields, close to fifty thousand people stood in the 90-degree heat of a sunny day to hear United States President James Conklin speak. Many of them had arrived early in the morning to ensure a front row spot.

For the last few hours, freedom-loving Americans had danced in place to patriotic tunes, listened to local politicians give upbeat speeches, and mingled with other like-minded people who shared their values for a better tomorrow. And the main attraction, the man who had led the country for the last four years, a man campaigning for four more years in the White House, was expected to take the stage any moment now.

...

Backstage...

Standing inside a 30x30-foot white tent, two days beyond his 32nd birthday, a five-eleven, one-eighty-five Aaron Hardy hooked a forefinger behind his white dress shirt’s top button. Cranking his head each way, he pulled on his dark-navy tie knot to gain some relief. Women joked it was a man who created high heels, he thought to himself. But whoever came up with the idea—man or woman—of starting your day by securing a long length of material around your neck was truly diabolical. And they had absolutely zero awareness of how such a contraption put one at a tactical disadvantage in a close-quarters battle.

His back to the white fabric, the tent’s entrance on his immediate right, Hardy watched the dozen politicians and their families taking turns getting snapshots with the President. And should the need arise, Secret Service agents were only a step away from intervening. Smiles, handshakes, half hugs, and short stories had been on the agenda since Conklin’s motorcade had rolled onto the soccer complex thirty minutes earlier. Hardy pondered the spectacle. He knew Conklin, a fellow Marine, was tough, disciplined; however, what Hardy hadn’t known was just how personable the man was. For Hardy, that all changed, though, when Conklin tapped him to be part of his security detail.

Nine months ago, Operation Retribution had commenced. It had involved thousands of operators, deputized by the United States Marshals Service, who had assisted US marshals and deputy marshals in carrying out a nationwide coordinated operation that had resulted in the arrest of more than one thousand individuals suspected of committing multiple crimes against their country. Among those apprehended were US senators and representatives, state and local officials, high-ranking members of the Justice Department, employees from every law enforcement agency within the DOJ, as well as venture capitalists, CEOs, and board members of some of the largest corporations in the country, all of whom were suspected of working with the Chinese Communist Party to the detriment of American interests.

A short time after Retribution—to date, still an ongoing operation—had gotten underway, with the full scope of treasonous actors coming to light, President James Conklin realized no agency had been untouched, including those responsible for protecting him and his family, the Secret Service. And that’s when he decided he needed to augment the security details for him and his loved ones with people he could trust.

So Hardy and his team had been added to Conklin’s innermost ring of Secret Service agents; for the time being, their new roles within the Conklin Administration. And while they had the President’s complete authority to intercede on security matters, Hardy and his people had stayed in the shadows, out of the way of those entrusted with the intense and intricate daily operations of keeping the President of the United States safe.

Hardy checked his watch—5:55. The President was scheduled to take the stage at six...or whenever he finished greeting his honored guests. Hardy rolled his shoulders inside the jacket of his dark-navy suit, one of many suits that had been tailored for him at the request of his boss. The suit fit him perfectly, but he couldn’t quite shake the sense of being wrapped in several layers of that wide plastic companies used to keep their merchandise from falling off the shipping pallets. He could deal with wearing a suit and tie for an hour or two, but the eight, ten, twelve-hour days of guarding POTUS had made the time he had spent in all the cramped, grubby, smelly hellholes around the world a fond memory. Once more, he tugged on his tie and twisted his neck before grumbling under his breath, “Should’ve gone with the seventeens.”

“That’s what I said.”

Hardy side-eyed the woman on his left, his wife of almost one year, FBI Special Agent Raychel Hardy, still ‘Cruz’ to those close to her, including her husband.

The 31-year-old, five-eight Cruz wore an identical suit as that of all the Secret Service agents working this campaign rally—dark-navy—with a white dress shirt, and black dress shoes. The only article missing was the tie.

He glimpsed her tanned skin, high cheekbones, and long dark-brown hair—hair done up in a mid-rise ponytail—before his gaze drifted to the open collar of her shirt. There, he caught a few links of the gold chain she had worn under the garment. This morning, that had been the only item she had been wearing when he and Cruz had...Hardy blinked away the romantic encounter then faced the President, noticing the man was winding down the meet-and-greet and moseying toward the tent’s opening. “The tailor said I had a sixteen-and-a-half-inch neck size.”

“And I said you’d appreciate the extra half inch of room. But you chose your tailor over your wife. Hmm,” she added, her playful implied sentiment hanging in the air.

“Never in my life would I have thought the word tailor would apply to me.”

Cruz grinned, her thoughts split on whether he just didn’t want to go through the hassle of buying a couple dozen shirts that fit, or that he didn’t want to admit she was right about going with the seventeen-inch collars. She peeked at his short, light-brown hair and square jaw in her peripheral vision, his blue eyes coming to mind as she focused on the President. “Well, I think you look handsome in a suit and tie. You should wear one more often.”

“So, these twelve-hour days aren’t cutting it?”

“I mean, when we’re together and not working.”

“I don’t know, Cruz. I may be using up my suit days on protecting POTUS.”

“So then,” Cruz pursed her lips, “that means I don’t have to wear dresses and skirts anymore?”

Hardy frowned. “Touché, my good woman.”

She smiled then turned serious again.

Jutting out his chin, “I can’t do this, anymore,” he loosened the tie, undid his shirt’s top button, pushed the tie knot back up, until it just covered the undone button, then sighed under his breath.

Out of her peripheral vision, Cruz had watched the show. “Better?”

“Tolerable,” he countered, as POTUS approached the two of them while the VIPs left the tent.

“Aaron, Raychel,” said James Conklin, “how are you both doing?”

“Good, sir,” replied Cruz.

Hardy saw a twinkle in the man’s eye. Talking to people, especially those who shared his vision for America, always got the man jazzed up. “Excellent, sir.”

Conklin nodded, his eyes zeroing in on Hardy’s tie knot. “Seems your top button has come undone on you,” he said, while lifting one corner of his mouth.

“My apologies, sir.” Hardy reached up with both hands.

Conklin gripped the younger man’s forearm. “I’m kidding, son.” He winked at Cruz then came back to Hardy. “Just because I’m the President doesn’t mean I don’t like to mess with people.” He poked his chin at the tie knot. “Leave it the way it is.”

Hardy clasped his hands at his belt buckle.

A nearby Secret Service agent leaned closer to POTUS. “We’ll be ready in two minutes, Mister President.”

Conklin acknowledged his lead agent, the man he trusted most among those officially responsible for protecting him. “Thank you, Todd.” He regarded Hardy. “Listen. While we have a few minutes, I just wanted to thank you for recommending those men to me.” His features turned grim. “With all that’s happened, and with every agent in every agency being vetted all over again, I really didn’t know who I could turn to.” His spirits brightened. “But your buddies seem like good, able-bodied men.”

Having served with them before he had become part of Special Forces, Hardy envisioned the men he had endorsed for safeguarding the President’s wife and daughter. “They are, sir.” He then glanced at Cruz before eyeing the President. “I would trust my wife’s life to them if she ever needed protecting.”

Conklin nodded then reached out to cup Cruz’s left upper arm. “How’s married life treating you, Raychel?”

She smiled. “Good, sir.”

“Is,” the President jabbed a thumb toward Hardy, “this guy taking good care of you?”

The man in question grinned.

Cruz followed suit while turning her head to half smile at her man. “He is, sir. Can’t complain.”

“Because if he isn’t living up to Corps values...”

In his mind, Hardy recalled the Marine Corps values of Honor, Courage, and Commitment.

Conklin winked at Cruz. “...I might have a little pull in correcting that.”

She stifled a laugh.

Hardy glanced down to hide his own amusement.

“No, Mister President,” she said. “He’s a terrific husband.”

“Good.”

From outside the tent, a male voice coming through a loudspeaker: “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome...”

Conklin nodded once while patting Cruz’s arm. “Good to hear it.”

“...the President of the United States, James Conklin.”

Clapping, the crowd cheered, hooted, and hollered as Kyle Heartland’s song ‘Always Faithful’ started playing. The song and the artist were new; however, as soon as the President had chosen the upbeat and patriotic melody to be his campaign song, Always Faithful soared to the top of the music charts, staying there for several weeks.

“Well, it seems they’re playing my song,” said Conklin.

Hardy pivoted right while pushing open the tent’s flap a little more. “After you, sir.”

Conklin locked eyes with his Marine brother. “Ooh-rah.”

“Ooh-rah, Mister President,” replied Hardy.

POTUS left the tent and headed for the stage’s stairs, Hardy and Cruz on his immediate right and left, respectively, and a squad of Secret Service agents surrounding him.

...

Minutes Later...

“Thank you. Thank you,” said the President as he adjusted the lectern’s microphone while looking over the throngs of supporters. “I’m glad to be back in the great state of West Virginia, where—”

The crowd erupted, applauding and hailing the nation’s leader.

Smiling, Conklin took a step backward and nodded. When the ovation waned, he returned to the microphone. “Thank you. Thank you.” He eyed the teleprompter to his right. “Where American patriots like you have helped forge this nation into...”

...

While Secret Service agents had taken up positions in the buffer zone, facing outward around the stage, Hardy and Cruz had followed Conklin, stopping where the red-carpeted rectangular stage met the four-foot-wide red-carpeted, L-shaped walkway that led to the backstage area. Both now stood back-to-back and out of view of television network cameras, but very visible to rallygoers.

Over the last few months, people who had noticed Hardy and Cruz had begun asking questions, wondering who these agents were, agents who were suddenly never far from the most powerful man in the free world whenever he was out in public. Social media users had been throwing around the monikers of Conklin’s Power Couple, Mr. & Mrs. Smith, and Jones & Jones as well as the off-color handle of Agents X & Triple X.

Hardy faced the crowd while Cruz faced the grandstands behind the President. Pivoting their heads back and forth, together they had a 360-degree view of the rally. Every ten or fifteen minutes, they would rotate 180 degrees, each getting a new perspective, so if one missed something, then the other might spot it.

Their earpieces came alive.

“Movement on Semper Fi’s four o’clock,” said a female voice, “two hundred yards out. Second-story window. West side.” Semper Fi was the Secret Service code name for the President, a nod to him being a Marine, and the female voice belonged to Charity “Cherry” Sinclair, a member of Hardy’s team. Both she and another team member, Franklin W. Tagliaferro, had been monitoring live video feeds from the drones patrolling the sky above the soccer complex. “Do we have assets inside that building?” asked Charity.

A voice from the on-site Command Center: “Hold.”

Hardy cranked his head to his right, toward Conklin’s four o’clock, to study the two-story building in question out of the corner of his eye. From two hundred yards away, he could see nothing suspicious, only darkness behind the windowpane.

“No Secret Service,” said the Command Center voice. “Checking with local.”

“This is Overwatch One,” said a second female. “I’ve got eyes on that window. It’s half open and there’s activity coming from inside.”

Butterflies churned in Hardy’s gut when he heard the tension in the voice of the last member of his team, Dahlia St. James. He envisioned a prone Dahlia perched atop the building fifty yards away, on the President’s eight o’clock, her sniper rifle pressed into her right shoulder, her right eye looking through the long gun’s scope.

Command Center: “Local assets are reporting they cleared the building this morning. They’re investigating. Stand by.”

Now facing the structure in question, Hardy reached to his right to touch Cruz’s arm while taking a rearward step toward the President. “Stay frosty.”
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