
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Terror is closer to home than you think.

	 

	 

	In Fairfax, prominent Judge Ogden Broadwater is shot and killed on the doorstep of his home. The video camera shows a slender unidentified person wearing a baseball cap. Because of his celebrity and influential friends, FBI Agent Hayes and his team are assigned to investigate the murder.

	In Washington, DC, successful businessman Newton Linville is shot with a single bullet in the parking garage of his company. Again, the slender killer remains unknown.

	In Delaware, Secretary of State Brendan Hickstedt is killed on his way to lunch. Passersby see a slender figure leaving the scene, but by the time the police arrive, the killer is long gone.

	In Washington, DC, FBI agent Theodor Adams is kidnapped on his way home. Street surveillance shows four men grabbing the young agent and dragging him into a van. The kidnappers do not demand a ransom, and the leads that the FBI team with Nicolas Hayes follow come to nothing.

	As pressure mounts from his superiors, Hayes is more concerned about his missing partner. Can he find him and the mysterious killer?
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Prologue

	 

	 

	Ogden Broadwater, judge of the District of Columbia in Washington, DC, and good friend of Senator Alan Haberman and several other dignities in both chambers, sat down in front of his fireplace. His day in court had been strenuous, and he sighed as he sipped from his glass of old cognac, reminiscing about the cases he had tried. He wished he could still debate cases with his wife, but she had died three and a half years ago. Ogden had not chosen a new partner, claiming that he was an old bone that no one would want. He did not mind being alone. He had spent a good part of his life in courtrooms, placing children who could not stay with their parents in foster care. In later years, he had moved to the Criminal Division Court to put gangsters behind bars. After the noise in the courtroom, he enjoyed the quiet of his home.

	As was his habit, he lit a cigar and put down the lighter when he heard a rapping at the door. Irritated that someone dared to disturb his well-deserved evening reward, he set the cigar in the ashtray and heaved his portly body out of the cozy armchair, sighing deeply. At sixty-four years old, Ogden was plagued by arthritis, heart problems, and various diseases that came with age. He tried and failed to straighten for the walk toward the front door. Not long and he would need a cane to walk at all, for his spine had taken the shape of a curve in recent years. “Coming!”

	He lived in a spacious house. Since the death of his wife, a housekeeper kept the rooms in order and cooked his daily meals, but she always left late in the afternoon.

	The camera at the door revealed a tall, slender person wearing a baseball cap and holding a package in his hands. It was dark outside, and the light above the entrance door didn’t disclose details or even if it was a man or a woman waiting on the porch. Ogden grumbled in his beard that such nocturnal interruptions were most impolite. “Who are you and what do you want?” he barked through the intercom.

	“Grassland Package Service,” the person said without looking up. “I’m here to deliver a package from Mr. Gerald Snyder. It’s personal delivery only. Will you take it or not?”

	Ogden’s mood lit up instantly. He snickered. “Ah, good old Gerald.” Judge Snyder was an old friend from the Family Court and a man of various interests, some of which they shared. Lately they had co-written a book for law students. Snyder was always good for a joke—even pranks sometimes—and Ogden anticipated nothing but a nice entertainment. He opened the door.

	The person lifted his head. Ogden was set aback by the fierce expression on the smooth features. Even more so when the person dropped the package to reveal a black handgun with a silencer. Ogden’s breath caught in his throat. “What...” The bullet hit his already stumbling heart. Ogden held tight to the doorknob until his strength left him. He collapsed to the side. The last thing he noticed was that the person pulled the door and retrieved the package. He thought that at least it was an orderly murderer.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Nick! Hey, are you all right?”

	Nicolas opened his eyes to see Matthew’s angry, blood-covered face. “What happened?”

	“What happened?” Matthew hollered. “That’s damn funny, Sleeping Beauty! You had the gangster cornered and then suddenly, you dropped the weapon and went down. He was fighting me, and now he’s gone! Damn it! And you took a nap on the floor!”

	“I didn’t... I don’t know... How did I get here?”

	“I can’t tell you that, but you’d better solve your health problem or quit the job. Sullivan won’t be amused learning that we botched the investigation.”

	 

	Nicolas woke with a start and set up straight in bed, his heart racing. It was past midnight. He panted loudly and his body was covered in cold sweat. Beside him, Jacklyn slept like a bear in hibernation. Nothing short of an explosion would wake her up. Trying to get air into his constricted lungs, Nicolas treaded his way carefully around the bed. Sometimes the remnants of their bondage sessions remained on the floor like a tripping hazard. He made it to the bathroom and switched on the lights. His face was pale, his eyes hollow. The nightmare had been worse than the ones before, shaking him, unnerving him. The thought of failure was devastating. The cardiologist had told him with a smile that he was physically in the best shape, but that the stressful job situation could cause him physical discomfort. The answer was neither reassuring nor satisfactory. Nicolas couldn’t afford to collapse on the job. If he fainted during a pursuit or when they apprehended the fugitive, his partner would be in danger because of him. If that happened, his career was over.

	He washed his face with cold water, reiterating his mantra that he was fit for duty unless proven otherwise. His heartbeat slowed down. The doctor had asked him whether a situation of a near collapse had occurred while he was on a case, and Nicolas had denied it. The answer was partly true—once he had fainted during a bondage game and another time after a series of heavy fights. He had been at the end of his rope, exhausted and injured. After calling the Coast Guard, he had lost consciousness for a couple of minutes. Matthew had told him afterward that he had been surprised how long Nicolas had lasted at all. He had proven his stamina and performance.

	There is nothing to worry about.

	But ever since that night, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he might faint after a strenuous chase.

	Quietly, Nicolas went back to bed. Sleep did not come.

	 

	*

	 

	At the office, Nicolas frowned at the note he found posted on his monitor. “Sullivan wants to see us?” he asked Matthew Montagna, his longtime partner, dog owner, and man with the ability to maintain the expression of a clam even in the most hilarious situations.

	“Right away... or as soon as Theo returns from the john.” Grinning, Matthew pointed with his chin toward the corridor.

	Theodor Adams, the youngest and newest member of the team, strutted down the aisle. Despite his self-confident demeanor, he was pale and avoided eye contact.

	“He needs a push,” Matthew said quietly, only for Nicolas to hear. “He’s been here since six in the morning, but now that Sullivan ordered all agents to report the weekly status of their investigations, he’s fidgeting. If I haven’t missed one, he consulted the porcelain god about four times.”

	“Sensitive stomach, huh? Good morning,” Nicolas greeted Theodor. “Are you all right?”

	Theodor cleared his throat. “I had muffins for breakfast, and they might’ve been off.”

	Matthew flopped down on the edge of the desk, looking smug. “Oh, I thought you were afraid of meeting the big boss for the weekly report, which you will be delivering, by the way.”

	If possible, Theodor’s face lost more color and his eyes widened. “I—”

	Nicolas stepped in, scolding Matthew with a glance. “He’s teasing you,” he said good-naturedly. “Ignore him.”

	“No, really,” Matthew insisted, portraying the rightfully annoyed agent. “He’s been here for three months now. It’s about time that he does the reports.”

	“You’re just trying to pass the buck. After all, it’s your turn.”

	“My turn?” Matthew pointed toward his chest. “I’m not good at this.”

	Nicolas looked at Theodor, who appeared to be still on edge. “He doesn’t like to admit that we couldn’t nail Torben Hall yesterday.”

	“We had him... almost,” Matthew protested. “And then he throws a woman in front of a bus and escapes through the crowd. How could I foresee that?”

	“No one says you could have.” Nicolas shrugged and patted Matthew’s shoulder. “Come on, show a little backbone. We’ll catch the bugger tomorrow.”

	Theodor turned to walk toward the conference room, where the other agents were already waiting for Sullivan’s big entrance.

	Matthew frowned but lifted his butt off the desk. “You have a day off, if I remember it correctly.”

	“Yes, you do remember it correctly.” Nicolas smiled and twitched his brows. “That’s why you can shine with an arrest tomorrow while I will be sleeping in and enjoying a day full of—”

	“Chains and whips?” Matthew prompted. “Or handcuffs and floggers? Or do you both prefer gags and blindfolds?”

	Nicolas backhanded Matthew’s chest. “Bastard.”

	His partner pretended to be hurt, moaning pitifully until Theodor glanced over his shoulder. At that moment, Matthew changed to the deadpan expression he would maintain throughout the meeting with Senior Agent in Charge Sullivan. It was the best and the only defense an agent in the division had.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	It can’t get any better, Newton Linville thought when he closed the file. The ink had dried and the signature of one of the most prominent supporters of his startup enterprise was the jewel in Linville’s exclusive chain of financers. He couldn’t pronounce the Russian name correctly, but the sum had been so impressive he would have stuttered anyway. Soon Linville would announce the start of production of his computer game, with its own newly developed hardware that would take virtual reality to a new level. He was amazed at how much money he had raised. Not only could he hire two programmers—he could also finance the first three months of production. If the market accepted the product, there would be revenues by the end of the year.

	Happy enough to burst, he donned his jacket and walked through the parking garage with swinging steps. He looked forward to meeting his wife and his two foster daughters. He had learned years ago that having a family was an important part of success for every manager or company owner. If you lived in a stable environment, rich people tended to trust you to handle their money responsibly. If the wife was also charming and had the knack of handling rich old men, you were gifted. If your children behaved nicely, they showed that you were able to educate the next generation. Then the money flowed.

	Linville pressed the button to open his BMW SUV. It was an older model, and Linville had already browsed the internet for a new car he would buy once he had the money. For now he was happy that he had a great family, a good company that was about to flourish, and an old car that still worked.

	He opened the back door to put in his briefcase. When he turned around, he jerked. The person in the aisle was tall, slender, and wore a hoodie that covered the upper half of his or her face. In the dim light he could only see that there was no beard on his chin. “Are you looking for someone?” he asked amicably. The person was in his way when he wanted to leave the parking space. “Can I help you in any way?” Without a word the person lifted his left hand. Linville gasped at the long black barrel of a handgun with silencer. He lifted his hands instantly. “No! Don’t shoot! I’ll do what you want! Do you—”

	The shot was quiet as could be expected. Linville felt the impact in his chest. For a moment he thought It’s not that bad. He looked down at his dress shirt and then, as if in slow motion, the pain set in. He could not breathe. His fingers slipped from the door and he dropped to his knees. The person turned away and left him bleeding.

	Linville thought of his family and that he would not be able to tell them of the great deal he had made in their favor.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The agents left the conference room in single file, and Nicolas was happy the browbeating was over. He was convinced every agent would work much better without the fear of making mistakes or working too slowly. However, Sullivan had established a culture of terror among them. While everyone wished him gone, Sullivan appeared to be content with his job. Amazingly, the success of the division proved him right—the detection rate was significantly higher than in other divisions.

	Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Sullivan signaling him to wait. “Hayes, Montagna, Adams, to me, please.”

	Nicolas turned back to his superior, keeping his expression in check. “Is there anything else, sir?”

	“Indeed.” Sullivan handed Nicolas a folder. “To keep it short, Senator Alan Haberman used his influence to push this case onto your desk. As you might have heard in the news, Judge Ogden Broadwater was shot at his home on March first. The Washington, DC, homicide division took over the case. You’ll find the officers’ reports and photographs of the crime scene. Because of a long-time friendship, Haberman wants this case handled by the FBI.” He heaved a sigh as he looked from Nicolas to Theodor and Matthew. “I know you’re still working on the Hall case, but this is important. I don’t want the senator to get the impression the FBI isn’t working for the money they get from the government. Handle this with priority.”

	“Certainly.” Nicolas opened the file. “Anything specific we should know?”

	“Yes. Judge Broadwater had many friends in high-ranking places, both politicians and judges and probably most of the city’s celebrities. Don’t step on anyone’s toes. I expect your preliminary report in two days.”

	“Got it.” Nicolas followed Theodor and Matthew back to their desks. “Tomorrow, you will arrest Hall so that we can focus on this one.” He handed Theodor the file. “Work this through, then call and ask the detective at homicide whether he got anything else on the case that’s not in the file. Then we’ll dig in to identify possible suspects.”

	Matthew leaned back on his chair, groaning. “He was a judge. The list of suspects is possibly longer than I am tall.”

	“That cannot be much, then.” Nicolas grinned at Matthew’s piqued expression.

	Matthew pursed his lips, his gaze set on Theodor. “You don’t dare smile, newbie. Maybe you’re taller, but I’m the one calling the shots... tomorrow.”

	Theodor’s smile disappeared. “Yes, sir.”

	“Much better.” Matthew sat straight on his chair. “Okay, I’ll fetch a cup of coffee, and then we’re gonna have a look at the facts.”

	Nicolas sat down behind his desk. “If you don’t buy new coffee, I will turn into Jason and chop your head off.”

	Matthew opened his eyes wide and put both his hands on his cheeks, pretending to be frightened. “Oh, dear!”

	“No joke!”

	Matthew laughed himself silly and started the machine with new coffee.

	“Broadwater must have been an influential person.” Theodor skipped through the pages. “He had been a judge all of his life. Where shall we start?”

	“That’s why Haberman wanted the FBI on the case,” Matthew replied, opening his hands, palms up. “We are the best.”

	Nicolas looked toward his boss’s office. “And Sullivan the Great is our leader.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Theodor loved coming home. The sight of the old villa, resting majestically amid a rose garden, surrounded by four acres of land, always made him smile with joy. His father had bought it years ago, maybe in hope that the family would once be reunited. These days, Dr. Peter Adams spent most of his time at an apartment close to the hospital. He had declared he wanted to be quicker to reach the ER when needed, but Theodor knew his father’s move had reasons both men avoided to discuss.

	Grinning because he had seen Robin behind the window, Theodor jumped the stairs toward the house, taking two steps at a time. He couldn’t wait to be home and regretted that he had agreed to meet with Tim and Gerald at the gym to practice for their competition in indoor parkouring the following weekend. He had three hours at most to freshen up, dress, and have a bite.

	He was taking off his shoes when Robin showed up on the doorstep. Despite the cool spring weather, she was wearing hot pants and a shimmering t-shirt that did not hide her well-formed breasts. At home, she never wore a bra, a habit Theodor cherished the moment he took her in his arms. “You feel good,” he whispered at her neck. “I missed you.”

	She bent back to squint at him skeptically. “Are you the same Theodor Adams that left the house this morning full of enthusiasm to go to work? The same black-eyed, brown-haired agent with a smile to die for? I doubt it.” She wrinkled her pointy nose. “Ugh. You need a shower.”

	He loved the gesture, her warm, high voice, and the mock concern in her blue eyes. Exhaling with bliss, he caressed her cheek and pushed a strand of her fair hair behind her ear. He was glad he had talked her out of getting a fancy bob cut. He liked her long hair much better. “I know. Where’s Will?”

	“Upstairs. I convinced him that it was his turn to vacuum. Seriously, Theo, we should think about hiring a cleaning woman. Will doesn’t like to clean, and I’m finished when I come from work. The house is huge.” She slipped out of his embrace so he could take off his jacket. “Will’s always complaining that we expect him to keep the house clean because he’s working here, and I’m beginning to agree with him. If you’re finished with the first floor, you have to start with the second one right away.” She waved her arm from right to left. “I love the house, I really do, but—”

	He followed her, smiling amicably. “All right, hire some help. I think we can afford to pay for it.” He kissed her with feeling. “I want you to be happy.”

	“I am happy,” Robin replied, laughing when he tickled her with his stubble. “Hey, I have a great job—”

	Theodor stole another kiss as he undid his tie. “Did you see my father at work?”

	“No.” Robin’s face sobered. “I told you, we don’t work together anymore. Your father wanted me out of the ward the moment he learned of our relationship. And that’s okay. I’m a nurse. I can work at every ward at the hospital. My colleagues are nice.”

	“You’re sure this is okay for you? I don’t want him to boss you around.” He locked the gun in the drawer, then took off his pants and dress shirt on the way to the bathroom. On the upper floor, he heard the vacuum cleaner rumble. “I could talk with—”

	“Theo.” Robin held him back, and her smile warmed his heart. She was so small, almost fragile, but nevertheless one of the strongest women he knew. “Your father had his reasons. I’m content that he’s no longer around. I couldn’t stand his glare.” She giggled. “After all, he has reasons not to like me. I’m not his first choice for daughter-in-law and yet I seduced his wonderful son.”

	Theodor pulled her into the bathroom to kiss and embrace her again. “Sometimes, my father can be really...” He left the sentence unfinished when Robin pressed her lips on his and slipped her tongue between his teeth. Arousal came almost instantly. He looked into her eyes. “You know what you’re doing with me, right?”

	She blinked rapidly. “You mean I’m trying to seduce you before you had a shower? Seriously, Theo, I’m not that kind of girl.”

	He laughed. “You are not an innocent girl.”

	“Who said I’m innocent?” Robin helped him out of shirt and underwear. When he tried to take off his socks, she grabbed his testicles and forced him against the wall. He expelled his breath. “I was born wicked, and I’m still wicked. Now, I want you to do me right away, right here. You were gone all day and left me here alone on my day off. That wasn’t nice, and now you’re gonna pay.” She held tight. Though she was slender and would not win a fight with him, Theodor yielded, panting. If Robin wanted something, anything, he did well not to stand in her way.

	“Shower?”

	Robin let go, but only to slip out of her hot pants. She wasn’t wearing panties, and he wondered whether she had planned to follow him into the shower. “Later.”

	Theodor didn’t need much coaxing to have a hard-on. He had come home with the idea of making out with Robin. Now he felt as if she had read his mind. She rubbed his member with the enthusiasm of a hermit who finally meets a person of the opposite sex. When he put his hand over hers to slow her down, her eyes turned to small slits. “Careful... I—”

	Her left hand enclosed his scrotum, cutting off his argument. She had done that before, and Theodor realized that she was in such need of physical contact, she would not back down. He put two fingers inside her vulva and found her wet.

	“Do me, Theo, don’t wait.”

	“You’re quite demanding.”

	She pressed her body against his and hissed, “You like that, don’t deny it.”

	“Oh, yes, I do.” Theodor lifted her and carried her to the counter on his left to have a better angle when he entered her. Robin made a guttural sound he interpreted as content that she got what she desired. He pushed inside, enjoying the tight wetness, enjoying how arousal spun his mind. She put her hands on his butt cheeks and pressed her fingernails into the flesh. Theodor grunted. The small pain was welcome to increase his pleasure.

	“Harder,” Robin urged. She had that wildness in her eyes he remembered from their first night together. At the hospital Christmas party, he thought she’d be the pretty, petite woman who would make love slowly, romantically to enjoy every minute. He couldn’t have been more mistaken. She wanted it rough and fast, and she had confessed that she had initially chosen him because he was well endowed. That night, Theodor had been grateful for his decision to wear tight-fitting pants.

	Theodor gave her what he had come to love even though he could not shake the idea that he was taking advantage of her. His orgasm came like a short, forceful wave and left Robin and him panting and exhausted.

	He smiled into her sweaty face. “I don’t know whether I can leave the house again. I’m finished.”

	Robin cocked her head and bit her lower lip. Her gaze was hazy. “I’d say we both take a shower, have dinner, and do it again.” She parted with him and dropped her t-shirt on the way to the stall. “But I know that you promised Tim you would show up. If you don’t, he’ll be pissed, and you need him for the competition.”

	“Yes, I know.” Theodor took off his socks and joined her in the warm spray. “Still, when you greet me like this, it’s better than any sports.”

	Robin stood on tiptoe to kiss his nose. “You’re sweet.” She reached around his member. “And sex with you is great. I guess I’ll stay with you even if you leave me tonight.”

	“Thanks a lot.”

	“Welcome home.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Still on the phone with her best friend, Linda Campbell entered the parking garage. With her free hand, she searched her handbag for the car keys. “I tell you, Newton is a magician. I can’t tell you how he managed to get them all onboard, but we’re clear to launch the prototype in three weeks. With ten million dollars in the bank. Imagine that.” Linda chuckled quietly. “We were told we couldn’t do it, and now—” She stopped dead in her tracks upon seeing a person lying on the concrete close to a BMW SUV. Linda swallowed hard. “I’ll call you back,” she told her friend and hung up, ignoring her inquiry. “What the hell...” Linda approached the person cautiously. She had read and heard a lot of stories about the tricks of carnappers and robbers. She would not be trapped by a clever guy who pretended to be unconscious only to jump her the next moment.

	One step closer, she identified the man as Newton Linville. She dropped her handbag and keys. “Oh, my God! No! Newton!” She knelt beside him, then saw the blood on his white dress shirt, right below the collar. His wide-open eyes stared at nothing, and she realized it was superfluous to check his pulse. “Oh, God, who did this to you?” She had the cell phone in her hand, but she was trembling so badly she needed a moment to hit the SOS button. Sobbing, she told the woman on the line that she had found her boss shot dead beside his car. Saying it out loud made it even harder to accept. The file with the important signature of the last financer lay on the back seat. Shaken by weeping, Linda wondered whether their beautiful plan had been a route to catastrophe.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Theodor was cutting peppers when Wilbur Graham showed up in the kitchen. He was twenty-seven years old and looked like a weird professor with his dark blond, outgrown hair and a beard he only cut when Robin urged him to do so. He was two inches taller than Theodor and equally wide in the shoulders. Because he loved eating everything Robin cooked, he had a small paunch he frequently touched. At home, he behaved and looked like a sloth, but when he presented his work results as a software engineer, he dressed up in suit and tie as if his income depended on his appearance. Humming with delight, he snatched a piece of pepper off the plate, and when Theodor playfully threatened him with a knife, he put a hand on Theodor’s butt, grinning like a fool.

	“You wouldn’t use a dirty knife for cutting me up, would you?” He had a pleasant voice, trained to sway customers. “If you want to cut me in half, take a new one, and please have it sharpened.” With his free hand, he stole another piece of pepper.

	“Thanks for cleaning the house,” Theodor said and continued cutting vegetables while Robin was preparing meat in a large pan. “Next time, I’ll do it.”

	“Next time we’ll have a cleaning woman,” Robin declared decisively as if she had already made a list of possible employees.

	“Oh, finally! Thank the gods for their insight!” Wilbur lifted his hands toward the ceiling. “And thank you, Robin, for convincing Mr. Scrooge that we can afford to pay someone. After all, we have three incomes!” He smiled and squeezed Theodor’s butt affectionately. “Can I reward you somehow for your... concession?” In Theodor’s ears the last word had a sexual connotation, and Wilbur’s glance indicated his intention.

	“Tempting.” Theodor emptied the plate into the pan, and Robin stirred the mix. “But I promised Tim to show up for our training tonight.”

	Wilbur rolled his eyes and sighed pitifully. “I forgot. When will you be back?”

	“Close to ten if I take the car and not the bike. Is that okay for you?” Theodor put the plate in the dishwasher. “Will you still be awake then?”

	“You mean because I’m one who goes to bed at eight?” Wilbur snorted. “Get real, Agent Newbie. I’ll wait, program some stuff, and empty the fridge in the meantime.”

	“Oh, by the way,” Robin prompted. “It’s my turn to go grocery shopping, and it would be easier if you boys wrote down what you want and didn’t leave me guessing.”

	“We are the boys for her,” Wilbur said, his gaze set lovingly on Theodor. He caressed the back of Theodor’s head. “Shall we be kind and write a list?”

	“You write and I’ll lay the table,” Theodor decided and opened the cupboard with the plates. He felt a pleasant tingle where Wilbur’s hand had been. Though he was sexually sated, Wilbur had the power to stir his feelings like no other man.

	“As you wish.” Wilbur laughed about his little joke and fetched paper and pencil.

	Theodor looked at his friend’s back and sighed. He was gifted with friends and a great job. It couldn’t get any better.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“Why are you so sure Torben Hall will show up again? Yesterday, he escaped because he pulled a dirty trick. Don’t you think he’ll be more clever and leave the city or at least lay low for a few days?”

	Matthew glanced at Theodor, brows raised. Whenever he looked into Theodor’s innocent eyes, he felt much older than his forty-three years. He couldn’t remember being so gullible in his younger years. Maybe the Chicago Police Department was a tougher school than Miami was for Theo. “Torben is as inconspicuous as a tank in the front yard. Wherever he appears, he causes trouble. He’s violent, ruthless, and has the gift of turning people against him within minutes.” He turned his head toward Sullivan’s office. “We know people like him.” He turned his head back. “Moving on, Hall might be in hiding for a couple of hours, but he’ll reappear. Every police station has his photo, every traffic cam across the city gets checked. We’ll find him.”

	Theodor didn’t seem convinced until the phone rang. Matthew took the call with an I told you so look. “This is Agent Montagna, FBI.”

	“This is Officer Greg Delaney, Metro Police. Center guards report the sighting of Torben Hall at the Village Shopping Center in Marlow Heights. The suspect entered a store for men’s fashion and hasn’t come out yet. It looks like he’s taken hostages because we’re covering both exits. He can’t get out.

	Can you take over?”

	“We’re on our way.” Matthew placed the next call to the Hostage Rescue Team that was standing by and instructed them before he grabbed his jacket. “Let’s go, Theo. We’ll catch the bugger and have a nice afternoon.”

	Theodor took his parka and followed Matthew toward the garage. “Do we wait for the HRT to cover the terrain?”

	“Yes, if it’s necessary or if the situation stays the same. If Hall decides he’s going to kill hostages, we go in.” He slipped behind the wheel of the service car and drove out of the garage. “Are you familiar with hostage rescues?”

	Theodor hesitated to answer. “At Quantico we had training units, yes, but I’ve never before been part of a rescue team.”

	“Do me a favor and don’t play hero. Nick likes you, and I don’t want to explain to him why Hall was able to hurt you.”

	Theodor’s smile came and went. “Nick told you that I was... half-cocked when we raided Victor Jennings’s house, huh?”

	“No, he didn’t. But I know from experience that the young guns try to prove their value. No need here. We’re a team. We act like one.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“If you can’t say that with more conviction, I’ll handcuff you to the car and let you watch.” Matthew waited, but Theodor remained quiet. “Good. Let’s get the bastard behind bars.”

	 

	*

	 

	The HRT was already evacuating the shopping center when Matthew stopped the car close to the large bus that was their mobile HQ. The captain in charge, Dustin Lark, was a beefy guy with a deadpan expression, the no-nonsense type of leader who did not allow other opinions beside his own. Matthew had endured encounters with him. They greeted each other with respect, but Matthew did not count on the captain to try and catch the bad guy alive.

	“What’s the situation?” Matthew asked.

	“Evacuation is ongoing, exits are manned.” Lark sounded gruff. “Hall can’t go anywhere.”

	“Do we have video surveillance of the shop?”

	“Yes, but he’s not in the showroom. I suppose he forced the two employees into the storage room. No video surveillance there. He will hunker down.”

	“When did the evacuation start?” Theodor asked.

	Captain Lark glanced at him with the same interest atheists devote to a church. “The same moment we arrived.”

	“Is it possible that the suspect used the... confusion to get away?”

	“There was no confusion.” Lark’s eyes narrowed and his deep voice carried conviction. “We escorted the people out and informed every shop owner and the customers of the necessity to leave the building immediately.” He lifted his gaze toward the main entrance. “We’re almost done.”

	Matthew exchanged glances with Theodor. The young man seemed eager to make his point. “Go ahead.”

	Theodor took a deep breath. “Can I please see the video footage of the parking lot minutes after the evacuation started?”

	“The parking lot?” Captain Lark echoed. “Why—”

	“Please, do it,” Matthew said to the young sergeant sitting at the video cam controls.

	The sergeant called up the pictures and went back twenty minutes to the moment when the first uniformed HRT members had entered the shopping center. The different angles of the surveillance showed several people running toward their cars and hastening to get inside to drive off. No matter what the HRT had told them, they were eager to get away. There was one man, though, who strolled through the aisle as if he couldn’t remember where he had parked his car. He looked back over his shoulder before he approached the driver’s side of a Toyota pickup truck. He pulled a lock pick out of his pocket, opened the door, slipped behind the wheel and drove off slowly and carefully, even granting other drivers the right of way.

	“That’s Hall,” Matthew stated into the face of a befuddled and increasingly angry looking Captain Lark. “Get me the tag, please. We’ll be on our way.”

	“Yes, sir,” the young sergeant said without looking at his superior. He zoomed the frozen picture, told Matthew the letters and numbers, and added that he would inform the Highway Patrol.

	“Thank you. They shall report to me, please.” Matthew turned around without waiting for Captain Lark’s comment and jogged back toward the car. “That was a great idea,” he said to Theodor while he started the motor and headed toward the exit Hall had taken with the Toyota. “Tell the Highway Patrol that Hall is extremely dangerous and that they shouldn’t take him on alone. I bet he’ll drive to a remote house out of town and try to overwhelm the inhabitants. That’s what he’s done before, and he won’t change that now.”

	 

	*

	 

	The moment the information came in that Hall was taking the highway two-ten south toward Piscataway, Matthew stepped on the gas. “What made you so sure that Hall would leave with the other customers?”

	“He’s brutal, but he’s not stupid. When he heard the HRT arriving and running through the corridors, he dressed up and left with other customers. He was at a men’s fashion shop, so changing clothes was easy. I bet the police officers believed him and let him go. After all, the mighty HRT was ordering everyone to leave. Neither the center guards nor the Metro Police officers would defy their orders.”

	“Experience?” Matthew took the turn toward the highway south. With sirens and blue lights flashing they made good progress.

	“Yes.” Theodor held his breath when Matthew overtook an oversized truck that was changing lanes. “Miami PD steps back the moment the FBI rushes in. It’s the same with the HRT. They’re the experts with the heavy equipment and a demeanor that forces everyone to obey.” Theodor smiled briefly. “Captain Lark will have quite a bit to chew on.”

	“Oh, yes. That alone is a reason to celebrate.”

	“Experience?”

	“I’ve had several encounters with the captain. He’s a hell of a guy and understands his job, but he belongs to those fellas who shoot first and ask questions later. On some occasions this might be the only way to solve a dangerous situation but not every time.” He glanced at Theodor. “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want you to hesitate. If the killer is about to lift his weapon, you must be the first to pull the trigger. Maybe you can shoot and wound him. Maybe you can only save your life or that of others if you kill him. Do you understand that?”

	Theodor nodded, and a small smile played around his lips. “That was almost word for word what we were taught at Quantico.”

	“As I see it, they also taught you to open your mouth and follow your gut instinct even though a mighty HRT captain is breathing down your neck.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Much better.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nicolas tried to exhaust himself. He felt driven by the need to reach his physical limits and see whether his blood pressure could keep up, or if he would collapse and need a break. He ran ten miles, mixed exercises in between, and ran another three miles through an obstacle course in the park. He pushed his body to its limits with every round but did not feel dizzy. Invigorated by the
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