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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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Get The London Operation FREE.
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Wives and Husbands

“For no one hates his own flesh

but rather nourishes and cherishes it,

even as Christ does the church,

because we are members of His body.

For this reason, a man shall leave his

father and mother and be joined

to his wife, and the two shall become

one flesh.”

— Ephesians, Chapter 5: Verses 29-31

 


Chapter 1

Sunsets on the Beach

 

 

Honeymoon (day4)

26 August—7:51 p.m.

Rome, italy

 

 

Totally sheltered inside their private beachside cabana—except for the open side that faced the sliver of setting sun above the horizon line—Hardy and Cruz reclined in a double-wide, slatted wooden lounge chair, his left arm around her shoulders, her right cheek resting on his left pectoral muscle.

Wearing a pure-white, two-piece bikini with side tie strings on both pieces, Cruz bent her left knee and ran the bottom of her foot up the inside of Hardy’s left leg, her big toe hooking the hem of his knee-length swim trunks.

The movement drew his attention.

She skimmed the fingertips of her left hand over his chest. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

He nodded at her deeply tanned skin, “It sure is,” then glimpsed the orange glow outside the cabana before returning to her thigh. “The sunset’s okay, too, I guess.”

A second later, his words registering in her mind, she looked up and caught him ogling her. “I thought we were here to enjoy the sights.”

He admired her cleavage and skimpy swimwear, “And that’s exactly what I’m doing,” before gliding his right palm down her thigh and bent knee. “I can’t believe how tan you’ve gotten in just the short time we’ve been out here today. I mean, I know you’re darker-skinned all year round, but this has got to be some kind of tanning record.”

“Yeah,” Cruz straightened the leg he was caressing and let it float in the air above his belly, “you have my parents to thank for that. All I need is a few hours of sun at the beginning of summer, and I’ve got a deep tan until fall.” She rolled her ankle. “But with all the assignments we’ve had, lately, this is the first opportunity I’ve had to spend some time in the sun.” She lowered her leg onto his thighs and smiled at him. “My transformation is taking place before your very eyes.”

Flexing his left bicep to bring her closer, “No complaints here,” he kissed her lips.

She toyed with his chin then used his chest for a pillow again.

He frowned at the thin slice of sun. “By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask you...why did your parents spell your name with a ‘Y’ in there, anyway? Kind of unique, isn’t it?”

“Believe me. There are a lot of ways to spell my name. But in my case, I’m named after my parents.”

His scowl deepened. “Come again?”

She ran her hand down and up his right side. “Take the first part of my father’s name, Raymond, and add the middle part of my mother’s name, Michelle, and you get ‘Ray’ ‘Chel.’”

Hardy smiled a moment later. “That’s cool.”

“I’ve always thought so.”

He pecked the top of her hair, then dragged the fingers of his left hand down the length of her left arm, before reversing course again.

“And what about you, Mister Aaron L. Hardy,” she rolled clockwise and propped herself onto her right elbow to look him in the eye, “the third?”

He smiled at her. “You caught that, huh?”

She huffed. “Kind of easy to spot when you’re signing the marriage certificate together. So, both your father and grandfather are named Aaron Lawrence Hardy?”

He nodded. “I come from a long line of military men. I suspect that military heritage had something to do with how I got my name.”

“How long of a line are we talking here?”

“My father was in the navy. My grandfather enrolled in the U.S. Army after immigrating from England, where he served in the British Army. And my—”

“You’re kidding. He served for both countries?”

“Yup.”

“Wow.”

“And my great grandfather, Lawrence Hardy, flew airplanes for England’s Royal Air Force.”

Cruz slowly shook her head at her man. “That’s quite the family history you’ve got.”

“When you think about it,” he chuckled under his breath, “with me in the mix, our family has all the military branches covered.”

“Did you feel pressured to join?”

He whipped off a single headshake. “Nope. Dad said I could do whatever I wanted to do. In fact, I think he—” Hardy squinted at the sun then gestured, “hey, you’re going to miss the sunset.”

Cruz dropped onto her right shoulder and snuggled up to her spouse to watch the display. “So, you think your dad what?”

He embraced her as the last part of the sun dipped below the horizon. “What’s that?”

“You were about to say something about your dad.”

“Oh, yeah. I,” Hardy took in the afterglow, “I actually think he was secretly hoping that I wouldn’t join the military.”

“Why is that?”

“I’m not sure, exactly, but my guess is that he’d seen his fair share of combat and didn’t want his only child heading off to war to possibly face the same bloodshed.”

Cruz nodded at the stars popping out as the sky grew darker. “Makes sense. Parents want the best for their kids, to keep them safe.”

Hardy recalled the blood he had seen spilled while in the service of his country, some of it by his own hands. Lifting his gaze, he picked out one of the brighter stars above the horizon. Don’t worry, Dad. I’m doing all right. A couple pulses later, he glimpsed Cruz’s hair then planted a quick kiss on the top of her head. Better than all right, actually.

Fifteen minutes later, Hardy felt Cruz give off a quick shudder in his arms. “You cold?”

“A little. I forgot how quickly the temps drop when the sun goes away.”

“Well, we should be,” reaching up over his shoulder, he grabbed her cover-up from off the back of the lounger, “we should be leaving, anyway. We have that dinner reservation to keep.”

“No,” she purred while burrowing deeper into him. “Just a few more minutes. With the way our schedules are, who knows when we’ll get the chance to do this again?”

He smiled, “Okay,” then spread the cover-up over her torso like a blanket.

She dragged her left leg up his frame until her kneecap touched his right pectoral muscle.

Cradling her left butt cheek and thigh with his right palm and forearm, Hardy drew her closer. “We’ll leave whenever you’re ready.”

 


Chapter 2

Candlelight Dinners

 

 

9:09 p.m.

 

 

Having placed dinner orders, in Italian, for him and Cruz—pasta and meat sauce for his wife and him—Hardy handed over the menus to the waiter, “Grazie,” before facing the woman seated on the other side of the bistro table. He smiled at the black, form-fitting, high-neck, sleeveless mini-dress she wore before his gaze zeroed in on her dangling silver earrings and the dainty silver chain around her neck, an attached silver crucifix laying on top of her dress. “You look absolutely gorgeous. You know that?”

Feeling heat rising from her chest, Cruz turned away while dragging a hooked index finger along the inside of her chain, a coy grin playing out over her features.

“I mean it.” He took in her long hair gathered into a voluminous messy bun at the back of her head. “It looks like you just,” he motioned, “effortlessly threw your hair up, but it looks so,” his eyes darted to the individual coiled locks hanging down on either side of her face, “it looks so sexy. You look sexy.”

Cruz recalled the ordeal of having to pull the three hair bobbles together and secure them, finally accomplishing the feat on the third attempt. Believe me. This was anything but effortless. Smiling at him, she claimed her wineglass from off the white linen tablecloth, “Thank you,” then took a sip before returning the vessel to its resting place between two red candles, their flames dancing in a light breeze. She spied his attire. “You’re looking mighty fine yourself.”

Hardy eyeballed his charcoal gray blazer, open-collar black shirt, and black pants before coming back to his date. “I hope you don’t mind the no-tie look. I just couldn’t bring myself to wrap that thing around my neck tonight.”

She chuckled. “I love the more casual look. It suits you.” She tipped her head back to gaze at the stars. “You sure picked a magical place to eat.”

The open-air rooftop restaurant, four stories up, had a couple dozen tall, potted plants strategically placed to afford patrons a modicum of privacy in their candlelit dining nooks. A three-foot-high wall of gray bricks enclosed the entire space while still allowing for a view of the city below.

His back facing a corner, Hardy looked up at the night sky. “We got lucky on the weather, though.”

She regarded him. “Luck had nothing to do with it.”

He faced her. “What would you call it, then?”

“A blessing from God.” She dialed up a grin. “A wedding gift from God, if you will.”

Hardy picked up his flute. “To God then.”

She raised her glass.

“For a wonderful evening...with a wonderful woman.”

“And a wonderful man.”

They clinked glasses and took a quick drink.

Hardy slowly swallowed while studying a well-dressed man who had just stepped out onto the rooftop.

The man pivoted his head, making a slow arc while taking in the scene.

Hardy tilted his head and squinted at the newcomer.

Cruz noticed. “What is it?”

“It’s hard to tell in this light, but I...”

The black-suited man strode toward the far wall, leaned forward, and gave the street below a long look.

“...I think that’s Mike Marsh over there.”

She frowned.

He caught her expression out of the corner of his eye. “He’s on the security detail for Richard Gambrel....at least the last time we spoke, he was.”

“As in Secretary of State Gambrel?”

“Uh-huh. And it seems like Mike’s on duty, too.” Hardy jutted out his chin at the man. “He’s over there scoping out shooting angles.”

Cruz cranked her head around then listed left to see between a potted plant’s large leaves. “I wonder if that means his boss is nearby.”

The man at the wall’s edge made an abrupt turn and scanned the diners again.

Cruz faced forward. “Anyway, we’re on our honeymoon. No need to talk about our work.”

The man stopped scanning when his eyes fell upon Hardy.

Hardy noticed a tiny half smile emerge on the man’s face. “Too late. I think he spotted me.”

“You know him?”

“We were on a joint operation a few years ago before he landed in his current position.”

The man in question weaved his way around the dining alcoves, heading straight for Hardy and Cruz’s table.

“Since then, our paths have crossed a few times at the White House. He’d be waiting for his boss while I was either coming or going from visiting the President.” Hardy stood and extended his right hand toward the six-foot, dark-haired man sporting a short haircut to go with his white shirt, navy-blue tie, and black suit. “I thought I recognized you, Mike.”

The men shook hands.

“A little far from D.C., aren’t you, Hardy?”

“I could say the same thing about you. Is the Secretary close by?”

“No. His daughter is flying into Rome tomorrow for her eighteenth birthday. She and some of her friends will be,” Marsh hooked a thumb over his right shoulder, “going to a club across the street. I’m leading an advance team on locating possible threats to her security.”

Hardy grinned. “So, I was right. You were scoping out shooting angles.”

Marsh nodded once, peeked at Cruz, then returned to his male counterpart. “Good eye.”

“So, a trip to another country for your eighteenth birthday, huh? Must be nice.”

“What,” Marsh glimpsed Cruz then poked his chin at Hardy, “you never got an all-expenses-paid trip to another country when you turned eighteen?”

“Actually, I did, but,” Hardy lifted a corner of his mouth, “Uncle Sam insisted I complete basic training before allowing me to claim it.”

Marsh laughed, “Nice one,” before giving Cruz a third glance.

Catching on, “I’m sorry,” Hardy lifted his left hand, palm up, toward his woman. “This is Special Agent Cruz of the FBI.”

Cruz threw her man a sideways glance before offering up a smile, and her hand, to the man on her husband’s two o’clock.

Hardy swung his arm to the right. “This is Agent Mike Marsh of the Diplomatic Security Service.”

“Pleased to meet you, Agent Marsh.”

“The pleasure is all mine, ma’am.” The DSS agent gave the well-groomed couple a quick once-over. “So, is this a special occasion or something?”

Hardy exchanged glances with his spouse then half smiled at the man. “Very special...we’re on our honeymoon.”

Marsh’s eyebrows shot upward, “No kidding,” before his surprise morphed into a broad smile.

Hardy held up four fingers. “We got married four days ago.”

“Well, congratulations to you both.” Marsh snatched Hardy’s hand again and pumped it while slapping him on the right shoulder. “Congratulations, man. I’m happy for you.”

Hardy smiled. “Thank you.”

Marsh turned toward Cruz and held out his arms a bit. “Do you mind?”

She closed the distance. “Not at all.”

He gave her a brief hug and pulled back. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

He jerked a thumb toward the other male. “Even though I don’t know this guy that well, I know him well enough to say,” he hesitated, his gaze shifting to Hardy before settling on Cruz again, “I think you got a raw deal.”

Hardy stood taller.

Marsh laughed. “I’m kidding. I’m kidding.” He spied Hardy. “We worked together on a mission a couple years ago, ma’am. And if his professional skills and demeanor are any indicator of the kind of man he is,” Marsh eyed Cruz, “you have yourself a top-notch guy.”

Hardy dipped his chin once. “That’s more like it.”

Cruz snickered then eyeballed her husband. “A top-notch guy indeed.”

“Hey, you two don’t need me interrupting your dinner any further, so I’ll be on my way.”

“Good to see you again, Mike.”

“You, too, Hardy.” Marsh took Cruz’s hand. “Once more...congratulations on your nuptials. I wish you both the best.”

“Thank you,” she said.

The man clasped hands with Hardy and doled out a vigorous handshake while jostling Hardy’s right shoulder. “Congrats. I really mean it.”

“Thanks, Mike. Stay safe out there.”

“You, too.” Marsh headed for the door.

The newlyweds sat down.

“Question for you, Mister Hardy.”

“Shoot.”

“Why didn’t you introduce me as Special Agent Hardy?”

Hardy froze in place, his lips flattening, his eyes rolling up toward the sky.

“I mean, why am I changing my name if you’re still going to call me Cruz?”

He took a drink of red wine and returned the glass to the table. “I’m not sure. It just came out, I guess. But like I’ve told you before, you can take whatever name you want.”

“If I recall correctly, I believe your exact words were,” she glanced upward while half closing one eye, “as long as we get to lie next to each other naked...”

Hardy sniggered.

“...you can take whatever name you want to.”

He bobbed his head twice. “And I meant it, too...especially the first part of that sentence.”
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