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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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“When a man makes a vow to the LORD,

or binds himself under oath to a pledge,

he shall not violate his word, but must fulfill

exactly the promise he has uttered.”

— Numbers, Chapter 30: Verse 3
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Chapter 1

A Good Excuse

 

 

JUNE 19; 11:17 P.M.

WATFORD CITY, NORTH DAKOTA

 

 

Leaning back against the front of the darkened building, her face illuminated by the cell phone’s screen, Felicity tapped an icon. Sliding the device between her cheek and medium-length brown hair, she pushed away from the small, drive-thru coffee hut and ambled toward Main Street. She pivoted her head and scanned both ends of the thoroughfare, searching for her sister’s old white pickup truck, a hand-me-down from their father.

“Hi, this is Amber. Leave a message and—”

“Come on, Amber.” Felicity shoved the cell into her purse. “You were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago.” She slung the handbag over a shoulder, headed north and turned right on Park Avenue, stealing a quick look at a hub of activity. Nightlife in the town of six thousand was underway, especially at the local bar and grill. Music blasted and shouts erupted.

Felicity strolled down Park and cut across a vacant lot in front of the intermediate school. She smiled, remembering good times from a decade ago. The smile grew wider when her memories settled on the first time she had met her current boyfriend in the school’s cafeteria. They were two awkward thirteen-year-olds glancing at each other and quickly turning away. The ritual continued for half the school year, and would have gone on longer had she not made the first move.

The five-ten barista crossed 3rd Street and passed the front of the school, her mind lost in the past. On that day, Jackson had hung back, while his friends—all the students—went back to class. Felicity had done the same, altering her course so their paths would intersect. The forthcoming thirty-second conversation would turn into a ten-year romance.

She retrieved her cell and spied Jackson’s face on the home screen. Ordinarily, he would have picked her up, but his boss had requested he stay late. Her thumb swung right and tapped Amber’s face again. The call went straight to voicemail, and Felicity scowled. She’s never without her phone. Felicity stopped at the corner and fumbled around in her purse. She better have a good excuse for—tires screeched to her left.

Bracing for a collision, her muscles tensed, but her brain shouted, ‘Move!’ Before she could leap out of the way, two hands grabbed her. Long, sharp fingernails dug into her bare upper arms. Being dragged backwards, she kicked legs and twisted shoulders. The faint light from the street disappeared, as she landed on her back. She started to scream, but several slaps to the face cut off her high-pitched appeal.

“What have I told you about that?” A man snaked between front seats, “Shut the damn door,” clamped a hand over Felicity’s mouth and yanked her toward the back of the van. Behind him, the side door slammed. He cocked an arm and drove his fist into the girl’s stomach.

All of the air rushed out of Felicity’s lungs. She went through the motions to get more, but none came.

“Don’t ever hit the merchandise in the face. Nobody buys damaged goods.”

“She was going to scream.”

“And you hit her where nobody can see the bruise.”

On her back, eyes bulging, mouth open, Felicity tried to fill her lungs. Pressure building in her skull, she flailed arms. Oh my God, I’m going to die. I can’t breathe.

The man clenched the girl’s jaw from under her chin, pushed her head to the floor and got nose to nose with her. “As bad and as frightening as this feels right now...”

Gaping into black eyes, Felicity wrenched her body back and forth.

He dropped himself onto the twenty-four-year-old and pinned one of her arms to her chest. “…I promise you, things can get much worse if you don’t cooperate. You understand me?”

She tried to speak, but she had yet to take her first breath.

“Just blink twice if you understand me.”

Two seconds of terror passed, before Felicity forced a nod and, I don’t want to die, lowered her eyelids two times. A stream of liquid ran down each temple, as she watched the man sit upright and tear a long strip from a roll of gray tape.

∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞
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Chapter 2

It’s Not You

 

 

ONE WEEK LATER

JUNE 26; 12:23 P.M.

CLARKSTOWN, NEW YORK

 

 

Sitting on a brown sofa in his living room, Jacob pulled his mouth away from Stockwell’s only long enough to allow his shirt to be yanked over his head. He cupped hands at the back of her neck and gave her a deep kiss.

Straddling him, eyes closed, her knees buried into the leather cushion, she clutched as much of his shoulders as she could. Moving her hands to his waist and easing her butt back onto his legs, she transitioned to kissing his chest. Warm breaths found the side of her neck. Tingles zipped down her spine, forcing her to stop her advance.

His one hand at the back of her neck and the other on her lower back, both drawing her closer, Jacob planted soft pecks on her skin, starting at the crook of her neck and finishing below her ear. He paused to inhale her perfume before righting her head and pressing his lips to hers, tasting her lip-gloss. Cherry…I like cherry.

Rearing up, Stockwell curled arms around her waist, lifted the purple blouse over her shoulders and jerked her head free of the garment.

Observing a filled-out black bra with thin shoulder straps, Jacob touched the sides of the lingerie’s smooth band, his thumbs a fraction of an inch from the frilly, lace cups.

 Stockwell wrenched one arm out of her shirt, put a hand on either side of his square jaw and cranked his head backward with her thumbs. Her top hanging from her elbow, she kissed Jacob—his lips, his cheek, lips. This feels so good, so right.

After ripping the blouse the rest of the way off her arm and tossing the thin clothing, Jacob slid hands up her back and fumbled with the back of the bra.

Stockwell felt the band in the middle of her back give way; a strap slid down to the crook of her elbow. His face in her hands and his mouth on hers, she scrunched her eyebrows. You’re doing it again, Dee. Stop it. Stop it now.

Putting flat hands on Jacob’s bare chest, she flexed her triceps, but craned her neck to receive more of his kisses. This time it’s different. He’s different. Her hands pushed harder against his body, Don’t screw this up, but she extended her neck further forward. I’m not the same person. We’re good together. No, no, no…shut it down, Dee. Shut it—performing a bench press off his pectoral muscles, Stockwell jerked away and leapt off the couch.

Jacob reached out and leaned forward, but she slipped from his grasp. “Is everything all right? Did I do something?”

A hand on the waistband of her jeans and the other against her forehead, she blinked several times before hurrying to the other side of the room. Stockwell stopped the floor fan from oscillating and let the breeze hit her flushed chest and neck. She pulled up the bra strap and reattached the undergarment.

Jacob watched the five-eleven’s long blonde hair flutter behind her shoulders. His eyes dropped, and he spied a tall and lean body in blue jeans. He stood, came up behind her and touched her shoulders. “Look, if I—”

Stockwell spun around and planted a hand on his sternum. “Don’t do that. Don’t…just please don’t touch me right now.”

Jacob stepped back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s not you.” She sidestepped him and hurried to the couch. “It’s me.”

Plopping hands on the waistband of his own pants, he glanced away. ‘It’s not you. It’s me.’ He shut his eyes. Aw, crap...I’ve heard that one before.

The FBI agent shoved arms into sleeves and donned her top. “This was a mistake to come here.” She slipped a foot into a black flat and affixed a holstered Glock 19M and a magazine pouch to her waistband. “I should’ve called first.” She frowned. Like that would have made a difference, Dee.

“I didn’t mind you showing up unannounced. It was a pleasant surprise. It was great actually.” He made a quick face. Up until thirty seconds ago, that is.

Wiggling her second foot into a shoe, she glimpsed him, and looked down. You’re sweet, but I just can’t go down this road again…not with you. She bolted for the door. “I need to go or I’ll be late for a meeting.”

Stepping left, Jacob took hold of her upper arms. “Please tell me what happened, Deanna.”

Stockwell’s hands shot upward, her forearms smacking his.

He released her.

She stared at his chest. “Like I said, you did nothing wrong. I just can’t keep making the same mistakes over and over again.”

He showed her his palms. “What mistakes? I thought we had something good here.”

She met his gaze. We do. She glimpsed his lips and came back to his eyes. That’s why this needs to stop before it turns bad. She touched his face and ogled his jet-black hair—swept to the side—broad face, subtle cleft chin and gray eyes. In the right light, they appeared silver. Curving her hand around the back of his neck and rising to tiptoes, she gave him a long, passionate kiss before skirting around him.

Slack-jawed, the thirty-five-year-old member of the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team—currently on hiatus—watched her escape through the front door. What the…I know I haven’t dated in a hundred years, but… he ran fingers through his hair and scratched the back of his head. If this is what it’s like, he let out a burst of air, I’m not sure I have the patience.

He gaped at the door, his mind replaying what just happened. Stockwell had showed up at noon. They exchanged pleasantries for fifteen minutes before things turned affectionate, finally ending in her hasty retreat. He held out his hands and stared at them. Did I touch her inappropriately? The front pocket of his pants buzzed, sending an outward shudder in all directions. Did I say…his thigh gyrated again…something to offend her? A second later, he dug out and glimpsed his phone before putting the call on speaker. “Go ahead, Higs.”

“I do hope I’m not interrupting anything, Mr. St. Christopher.”

Jacob spied the door and saw a vision of Stockwell leaving. No, unfortunately you’re not. “No, you’re not. What’s up, Higs?”

“How soon can you get to the office? I believe I have found our next assignment.”

The six-two, two hundred pound former Army Ranger twisted a wrist and studied his watch. Fifteen to get cleaned up…one-hour drive… “Ninety minutes tops. I should be there by two o’clock, Higs.”

“Splendid. That’ll afford me ample time to schedule your travel arrangements. We’ll convene in the conference room.”

Jacob lifted his head. “Travel arrangements? This assignment isn’t in New York?”

“Please don’t delay. I’ll provide you with all the necessary details upon your arrival.”

Jacob opened his mouth, but shut it when the phone line went dead. He glanced at the cell and huffed. “Have a safe drive, Jacob.” He set the device on the counter. “Thank you, Mr. Higginbottom. I’ll see you soon. Until then, have a pleasant afternoon.” He strode across the living room. “You too old chap.” Jacob bobbed his head and mimicked Higs. “Splendid, my good man….off you go now and be quick about it.” Continuing the imitation of his boss, he disappeared into the bathroom and turned on the shower.

∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞

.

 


Chapter 3

Stinky

 

 

1:54 P.M.

STATEN ISLAND, NEW YORK

ST. GEORGE NEIGHBORHOOD

NON-DESCRIPT OFFICE BUILDING

 

 

The elevator doors parted. A second later, Jacob pushed away from the handrail and entered the SCIF—sensitive compartmented information facility. He walked a short distance down a runway between two rows of computer stations, keyboards at desk height, forty-inch LED monitors on a higher platform, a locked door at the far end. Overhead banks of fluorescent bulbs cast plenty of 5000 Kelvin lighting for computer work.

He veered left and strolled into a conference room. A man in his early fifties with salt and pepper hair, and gold, wire-rimmed circular spectacles, Alfred Higginbottom—‘Higs’ to Jacob—sat at the end of a conference table, pecking away at a laptop.

“Good afternoon, Mr. St. Christopher.” The man thumped the touchpad a few times. “I trust your drive in was without incident?”

Glimpsing the elder man’s black, double-breasted pinstripe three-piece suit, pressed white shirt and blue tie, Jacob claimed his unofficial seat, to the man’s right. Don’t you ever wear anything a little less formal, Higs? He gave himself the once-over; black suit, gray, banded-collar shirt—buttoned to the top—black slip-ons. He chuckled inwardly and, I guess I shouldn’t be so quick to judge, set his travel mug of hot chocolate on the table. “Yes, it was…” he lifted a corner of his mouth at the prim and proper man, “without incident.”

“Very good.” Higs lifted a finger, but never missed a keystroke with the other hand. “Please bear with me for one moment.”

Jacob scrolled through the calendar app on his mobile, stopping when he spotted Deanna’s name in the six o’clock slot for the 27th—tomorrow. He thought of the next assignment Higs had for him. I wonder if this means dinner’s off now. He looked up, his mind taking him back to their earlier rendezvous. Or forever for that matter.

“All right,” Higs smacked a key and stood, “please follow me.” He exited the conference room, sat in a small swivel chair and activated three monitors, each one showing a map with red dots. “Last week, a young woman, a barista at a small coffee shop in Watford City, North Dakota, went missing after her shift. Local police have been investigating, but no progress has been made on the case.”

Jacob crossed his arms over his chest, his head pivoting from one LED screen to the next. “Okay, but what’s with all the dots?”

“Full disclosure of that information will be forthcoming.”

Jacob smiled. In other words, ‘I’m getting to that.’

“For the past week, the mother of the young woman has been contacting the authorities every day, sometimes placing two and three calls a day. Each one was logged into the department’s database; therefore, I was able to extricate the files.”

Jacob nodded. “She sounds persistent.”

Higs spun and glanced over his shoulder. “Indeed. Her tenacity prompted me to take a closer look at this case. I queried our computers for any and all information regarding the incident.”

“And?”

“Oddly enough, there was very little attention paid to the potential crime. Police reports were scant. An online newspaper ran a short article, but there was no follow-up.”

Jacob slipped hands into front pants pockets. “You can’t expect much media coverage from a small town in a state that has less than a million people.”

Higs faced Jacob, folded his arms and half grinned. “You’re getting ahead of me again, Mr. St. Christopher; however, in this regard,” Higs pointed at the taller man, “you are quite correct.” He twirled back around and gestured at the screen on the left. “This is data on missing persons in North Dakota for the last five years.”

Jacob pursed his lips and studied the image. Several red dots were evenly spread across the state.

Higs pointed at the middle LED. “Here, I narrowed the search to only include females, age sixteen to twenty-nine. The barista is twenty-four.”

Jacob noted a higher concentration of dots in the western half.

“Finally,” Higs’s finger swung right, toward the third screen, “sixteen to twenty-nine-year-old females reported missing in the last three years.”

“Whoa. I’ll take that shot grouping any day.” Jacob took a step forward and stuck out a straight finger. “What’s at the center of that cluster?”

Higs looked up at Jacob. “Watford City, Mr. St. Christopher. The very same place—”

“That’s where you said the barista went missing.” Jacob went back and forth, eyeing the screens. “And have your computers told you what’s happening there?”

Higs stood. “My computers only collect information. A skilled analyst—me—must then assess and evaluate said data.” He motioned at the equipment. “This isn’t some…machine…that spits out a name or a number for us to follow. Human critical thinking skills are required to make sense of the information. Once that is accomplished, someone has to follow leads, talk to witnesses, interview—”

“Okay, okay, I get it. I’m that person, and machines haven’t replaced people yet. Thanks for the technology lesson.” He waved a finger at the right monitor. “So speculate for me. Why are so many young women disappearing around Watford City?”

Higs retrieved a piece of paper from his breast pocket and held up the item. “That’s your next assignment.”

Jacob snatched the scrap. “What’s this?”

“That is the tail number of a private jet waiting to take you from Newark to Minot International Airport. The pilot is expecting you. I’ve sent the case information to your mobile device. Your flight is nearly three hours long. Do put that time to good use and familiarize yourself with the victim, and her family.”

“All right,” Jacob tucked the paper into his jacket pocket, “I’ll head home for a change of clothes and get some—”

“No need…” Higs forfeited a tan manila folder, “there is plenty of cash in here for operating expenses as well as a credit card with unlimited funds.” He put a hand on Jacob’s back and escorted him to the elevator. “I’d prefer you arrive before nightfall, so you can begin your investigation right away.”

The twosome stopped at the silver doors, and Jacob faced the shorter man. “So tell me. Where does the money come from for an operation like this?” He hefted the envelope, “Cash, credit cards, private jets…”

Hands shoved into pockets, rocking on his heels, Higs stared at the floor for a few seconds. “Let me ask you a question. What would you say makes the world go around?”

After a moment of consideration, Jacob slowly shrugged. “I’m guessing money and power, but something tells me that’s not what you’re going to say, is it?”

“This world operates at its best when people help people. Sure, currency exchanges hands. President’s and politicians make laws; however, I’m referring to the simple goodness of one person doing something for another with no presumed recompense.”

Jacob frowned. “You’re saying,” he looked at the ceiling and twirled a finger in the air, “all this was given to you?”

Higs smiled. “Not exactly. During my fifty-plus years on this planet, I’ve come to the aid of many good people.” He bobbed his head. “In turn, those individuals have done the same for me.”

Jacob nodded. “People helping people.”

“Precisely. And right now there’s a young woman out there, who—God willing she’s still alive—needs our help.” Higs looked away and gazed at nothing in particular. “There’s something stinky about all of this, Mr. St. Christopher. The ratio of reports of missing people, compared to the total population for this portion of North Dakota, is nearly triple that of any large, metropolitan city.” He faced Jacob, who quickly wiped a grin from his face. “Something wrong?”

Jacob shook his head. “Everything’s fine. I just didn’t expect to hear…stinky…roll off your tongue.”

Higs recoiled slightly. “Have I used the word incorrectly?”

“No, no. You hit the nail on the head; however, I pictured you coming up with something like…pungent or odoriferous.”

Higs huffed. “Perhaps you are having a greater influence on me than I’m aware.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. Next thing you know, we’ll be having a beer and watching the game together.” A beat. “You didn’t tell me. What’s the name of our Innocent?”

“Felicity McNeil.”

∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞
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Chapter 4

Bad Day

 

 

7:07 P.M.

NEW YORK

 

 

“Um…hello…I mean hi Jake. It’s me—Deanna. Well, of course you know who this is.” She cleared her throat. “Hey listen…about earlier…” she fiddled with her gold necklace, “I just wanted to call and say I’m sorry for the way I acted. I just…I—I was hoping we could talk. I don’t know where you are, or what you’re doing, but maybe…maybe you could give me a ring, and we can meet somewhere. I think it’s best if—”

“Agent Stockwell,” a SWAT team member knocked on the window, “we’re ready for you.”

She nodded and held up a forefinger, “I’ll be right there,” before facing the steering wheel. “Um…I have to go, but…can we meet tonight? What I have to say is better done in person, face to face.”

Stockwell shouldered open the door. A pinging sound reminded her to grab the keys from the ignition. She slammed the car door. “Okay, well…call me when you get this. Bye.” She hustled to the back of her Ford Escape, lifted the hatch and slipped into a bulletproof vest. After attaching the straps, she stared at the protective garment, her mind revisiting the last time she had donned one:

“That son-of-a—” Stockwell sucked in a short breath, “he shot me in the chest.”

Pushing her arms aside, Jacob ripped open her shirt, exposing two marks on black material. “It’s okay. You took them in the vest.” He let out the air his lungs had held for the last half minute. “You’re going to be fine.” He stood and helped her get to a sitting position.

“Tell that to my girls. Right now,” she winced, “they don’t believe you.” Stockwell shifted on the couch. “Boy, this stings.”

“I’m sure your…girls…just need some rest and tender loving care.”

She lifted her head and spied him. “And I suppose you’re volunteering for the tender loving care part?”

His cheeks turning a couple shades darker, he faced her, holding out a hand. “We really should be going. We don’t want to be here when the cops show up.”

Smiling, Stockwell recalled his blushing face. That’s one of the things I love about him. He’s not afraid to show—

“Agent Stockwell, we’ve got credible intel that the perp is in the structure. My men are ready to breach on your order.”

“Copy that, Commander.” She retrieved her Glock, pulled the slide back a hair, spotted a shiny brass case and let the gun go into battery. “What are their positions?”

“Bravo Team is stacked at the back door. I’ll be leading Alpha through the front.”

She looked further down the street, at the building they were preparing to raid. “What about windows, cellar doors, other access points?”

“I’ve got spotters covering all sides. If someone runs, we’ll know about it.”

She nodded, slipped in an earbud, tapped the device and faced the man. “You copy?”

“Loud and clear, ma’am.”

“Tell your men we go in one minute.”

… … … … …

7:12 p.m.

Down on one knee behind a row of hedges near the street, Glock in hand, Stockwell viewed the time on her watch. 3…2…1…

SWAT Commander: “Go, go, go!”

Stockwell stood and sidestepped down the sidewalk, along the hedgerow, listening to the raid play out.

“FBI…Get down on your knees…Down, down, down.”

“This is Bravo Team. Backside’s clear.”

“Show me your hands. Show me your hands.”

“Get down now.”

Commander: “Peters, right…Jenkins, on my left. Freeze. Stop right there. We got a runner—window—east side.”

Spotter 1: “I got him. Suspect’s heading north, toward the rear of the structure.”

Commander: “Delta Team, report.”

Delta Team: “I don’t have eyes on the subject.”

Stockwell darted around the hedges, ran across the lawn, put her left shoulder to the corner of the house and peeked out. “This is Stockwell. I got him.” She took off on a dead run, between the homes and into the backyard of the adjoining property. “He’s going east. I’m in pursuit.”

Commander: “Charlie Team, go north and cut him off.”

“Copy that.”

After holstering her weapon on the run, Stockwell stuck a toe into a chain fence and grabbed the horizontal bar. She scaled the fence, flopped over the bar, landed on her feet and bolted eastward. The FBI agent climbed two more fences and came to the next street over. Huffing, she drew her pistol and eased out from behind a large oak. She breathed in through her nose, let the air out through pursed lips and repeated the exercise. Steady, Dee. Calm. Easy.

“Agent Stockwell, this is Charlie Team. I have you in sight. I’m coming up on your six.”

She leaned further out and spotted a black blur cross the street. “Copy that.” Thrusting out an arm, “The perp went behind that building,” Stockwell sprinted down the sidewalk and snaked between two parked cars. “That’s a dead end.” She ran across two lanes of traffic, while extending a hand. “Circle—” screeching to a halt, a white Chevy stopped two feet from hitting her. The agent slammed a single fist onto the hood. Dang that was close. “Circle around. We’ll box him in.”

“Copy that.”

… … … … …

Crouching, a two-handed hold on her Glock, creeping down a garbage-littered alley, Stockwell looked and listened, her head occasionally bobbing up, or to the side, to see over and around objects. Behind a cloudy sky, the setting sun cast shadows and created natural hiding places.
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