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“Payback is a Bitch” was named a Distinguished Mystery of 2018 by Otto Penzler, editor of the The Best American Mystery Stories series. Featuring security professional Bella Hinton, “Payback” sets the stage for Bella’s breakout as lead in the Bitch Out of Hell.

Bitch Out of Hell “could be a story on the six o’clock news - the outsourcing of America’s military functions, shady corporate dealings, the suspicious death of a whistleblowing board member, and a special prosecutor’s investigation.” (iBooks reader review)

 

“Helluva read! I really enjoyed this. I hope there are more books coming. The characters are intriguing, Bella is intelligent and sassy, and the plot is entertaining.” (Amazon reader review)

 

 

“. . . a delightfully humorous and suspenseful read with realistic characters . . . and the plot twists and weaves itself into a satisfying conclusion. Bella is a minor character in other books by this author, but she is the star attraction in this one and I feel she deserves her own series. For a fun thriller read, check this out.” (Kings River Life review)

 

Nora Dockson legal thrillers

Lay Bare the Lie, the sixth and newest Nora Dockson legal thriller, “tops all the others in so many ways. There’s a gripping I-didn’t-see-that-coming plot, the relationships among the continuing characters are evolving, and the descriptions of Oregon and Washington are wonderful. “(iBooks reader review)

 

“A great character, a great series—I highly recommend it to people.” (Stephen Campbell, CrimeFiction.FM)

 

“Deverell has a gift that grabs the reader so one cares about what happens to every character in the story. Once one starts Nora’s clear sighted and brilliant pursuit of justice it’s hard to put the book down!” (Amazon reader review)

 

“The series is great; it’s got the theme of the hard scrabble up-from-poverty Nora doing her battle of wits against a scheming, social-climbing assistant attorney general, laced with tons of good detective work.” (Amazon reader review)

 

Help Me Nora is “a compelling gritty novel. I could not put it down and found the legal background fascinating.” (Goodreads review)

 

Casey Collins international thrillers

12 Drummers Drumming 

“Chilling Suspense and heated passion—A brilliant debut.” (Barbara Parker, Edgar-finalist author of Suspicion of Innocence)

 

Night on Fire

“Deverell’s solid second Casey Collins novel [has] engaging narrative, gripping mystery, and wily plot twists.” (Publishers Weekly)

 

East Past Warsaw

“. . . a tale that makes you pray it’s fiction.” (S.E. Warwick, mystery reviewer)

 

China Box

“an intricate chess match of espionage, international wheeling-dealing, and love plays out in Washington and Silicon Valley.” (Amazon reader review)


PAYBACK IS A BITCH
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I’m in the rear seat of our special-order Chevy Suburban watching cycle-rickshaws weave through traffic on a crowded four-lane avenue in Dhaka when the blond bodyguard on my left jams his stubby Belgian-made compact assault rifle under my chin.

In the high-end private security company where I’m the woman in charge of State Department contracts, we arm our bodyguards with FN P90s. The personal defense weapon is one hundred percent ambidextrous and ideal for small spaces.

Though not for firing inside the heavily armored vehicle where I sit sandwiched between my employees Ron and Mary.

We don’t wear seatbelts and Mary quickly uses her wiry arm to pin my right arm against her padded torso. The charcoal-colored twill of her uniform jacket is rough against my bare skin. She slips a black flexcuff over my wrist.

“Ma’am.” Mary’s from Tennessee and she draws out the respectful contraction in a soft southern twang. Like most of our guards, she’s former military.

They sir and ma’am anyone higher up the chain of command. Mary intends no respect.

“Lean forward,” she continues, “and put your other hand behind your back.”

Though this is a former British colony, they drive on the right, same as in the US. Our driver Sean is up front in the usual spot.

Sean’s eyes flick to my reflection in the rearview mirror and quickly away. His auburn buzz-cut doesn’t twitch.

I’m fifty-five years old and my inch-long locks are now the color of brushed steel. Sean can’t see that he should bond with me as a fellow redhead.

Like Mary, he’s siding with Ron, the blue-eyed Minnesotan with his weapon in my face.

Up front in the passenger seat, dark-haired Timmy Joe shifts so his gaze is on me. He’s from Arkansas and his weapon points at my midriff.

Four against one.

Under my cranberry-colored cotton sweater and khaki slacks, I wear body armor too soft to stop rounds from the FN P90.

The weapon’s penetration power was another reason why I chose it.

Ron eases his piece away from my chin and nudges my arm with it. “Hand behind your back, Bella.”

Using my first name. Stripping me of authority. His Viking ancestors probably raped my Irish foremothers.

The rotary fire selector on Ron’s weapon is at S. For Safe, not Stupid.

Ron and Timmy Joe won’t shoot me while I’m inside the Chevy.

Any bullets they discharge will go through me but they won’t penetrate the ballistic glass and steel protecting us from attack.

Ricochet is unpredictable. If I resist being tied up, they’ll knock me out.

Ron’s taking me captive means we’re near the climax of whatever he’s planned. I can’t afford to spend a single minute unconscious.

I slide my left hand behind my back, put my palms together, and lean away from the seat back.

My throat burns with blow-back from my embassy-cafeteria curry lunch and stomach acid sours my tongue.

Mary’s hot moist fingers hook my wrist into the second cuff. She snugs the plastic tightener.

“We have reliable information that this vehicle has been targeted for attack by the Islamic State. Security considerations dictate we act accordingly.” Ron’s words are formal, his tone impersonal.

But he and I have a history. His goal today is highly personal.

“If I get hurt, you’ll be held responsible,” I remind him.

“We’ll do what’s allowed to protect you,” Ron says. “If we don’t succeed, it’ll be because you changed the rules.”

Ron joined the company when it had a different name and a charismatic leader who won a State Department contract to provide protection to American civilians stationed in Iraq.

They sent Ron to Baghdad and he was in-country in 2007 when his buddies massacred seventeen innocent Iraqi men, women, and children in a downtown square.

Not the company’s only horrific action in Iraq, but the best-known.

Then, I still worked for State and my boss added me to the Bureau of Diplomatic Security’s investigative team. I gathered evidence that led to federal prison sentences for the guards responsible.

After the massacre, Iraq’s leadership banned the company from their country. State ended that coverage but allowed continued service to other danger spots.

In 2010, to keep the government money flowing, the company reinvented itself with a dull new name and less flamboyant owners.

They waved a ton of money in my face and promised me all the clout I needed to change the cowboy culture to meet State’s demands.

Ron hates what I’ve done to “his” company.

Hates me, too, for sending his buddies to jail.

“It’ll be a terrible irony.” Ron blesses me with a benign smile and adds, “When you lose your head because of your own poor choices.”

When I lose my head.

Not if.
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“What, you plan to hand me over to the Islamic State? You think they’ll pass up an opportunity to capture five of us? One more than got murdered in Fallujah?”

Before Ron came to Iraq, four company guards were killed, burned, and hung from a Fallujah bridge in retaliation for company misdeeds. The payback cycle never ends.

Mary squirms in her seat and her bony hip rubs against mine.

I glance at Mary’s angular face. Below her cap of curly brown hair, her forehead is damp.

It’s a sunny late autumn day in Bangladesh and the outside temperature is in the eighties. The Chevy’s climate control is at the chilliest setting but Mary’s sweating.

I smell the acrid tang of her fear.

“If the folks we’re meeting depart from our agreement, they’ll find themselves in a fire fight they can’t win.” Ron’s soothing tone is for Mary.

“Should that happen, you’ll be the first to die,” he informs me. “They don’t want that. They need you alive during the first scene of the film they’re planning.”

Ron has faith in a deal he made with men crazier than he is.

“Your plan will kill us all,” I retort. “Abort right now and I’ll let you four resign with no disciplinary action.”

“Bella, you’re a terrible liar.” Ron emits a humorless chuckle and goes on.

“We don’t have to worry about punishment. Everyone knows you don’t understand the problems we face in the field. You’ll be dead because of your own ignorance. Your mistake that you didn’t stay at your State Department desk pushing paper.”

Ron assumes I was hired by the company as window dressing.

But I’ve been working in security since before he was born.

Ron never asked himself if I might have been head-hunted because I’m good.

All he sees is a short, older woman with no combat experience. Useless in a dangerous situation.

I hunch my shoulders and stare down at my lap as though the former Army sniper’s view of me is correct.

Over the past four months, the Islamic State has claimed responsibility for murders of two foreign nationals in Dhaka, the capital, plus a bomb attack on Shia Muslims in a northern province.

Walt, the embassy’s regional security officer, banned unescorted travel by staff outside Dhaka’s diplomatic zone.

The locally-hired guard force hasn’t been tested under fire and Walt requested personal protection reinforcements via State’s contracted services.

The ambassador allowed one of my smaller teams in as a short-term solution.

The ambo and I go way back. He trusts me to look after US strategic interests in a country where ninety-eight percent of the population is Muslim.

He doesn’t want my bodyguards shooting brown-skinned Bangladeshi civilians and dismissing the lives lost as collateral damage.

The best people in the Department learned some hard lessons in Iraq.

Right now
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