
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Two bank robberies, a bunch of criminals, and no clues to their identity. Will Nicolas and his new partner catch them before they can strike again?

	 

	 

	The citizens of Washington, DC, were lucky the bank robbers’ escape truck didn’t explode at the Federal Triangle Station.

	FBI agents Hayes and Montagna take over the investigation, convinced the robbers will strike again and become more ruthless with every successful assault.

	While Agent Hayes tries to keep pace with his lover’s kinky bedroom fantasies, Agent Montagna has trouble dealing with his ex-wife’s past and his immediate future, booze and bullets alike.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Nicolas Hayes glanced at his friend and partner, Jason Beckham, as he drove them back toward their office. “Tell me, Jason, why do you read your girlfriend’s books even though you don’t like them? That’s... ridiculous. It’s like going to a karaoke bar when you don’t like singing.”

	“Oh, I do like it, but Elaine gets goosebumps every time I miss the note. I’m restricted to bathroom operas.”

	Nicolas snorted and rolled his eyes when Jason smirked. “Come on! It’d be like me taking a trip to the Caribbean even though I don’t like swimming.”

	“You don’t like swimming? You? The personification of a classic athlete—can’t... or won’t swim?”

	Nicolas growled. “I can swim. I just don’t like it. But that’s not the point, right?”

	Jason squirmed on the passenger seat and made a face. “I thought it’d please her if I showed interest in her interests. And since she’s a bookworm, I thought reading her favorite authors would be the right thing.” He lifted his gaze to the roof. “I didn’t know what I was in for. After four books, I still don’t know what to say to her. The stories are awful... tearjerkers. Dripping honey right between the pages.”

	“But then you’re cheating, right? You don’t like to read. You hardly make it through the manuals of our training courses.”

	“They’re so damn long.”

	“You read the summaries and leave the long versions to me.”

	Jason grunted and looked out the side window. “Do you like to take your lovely Mrs. France bowling?”

	“Yes! And she wants to join us, if that was your next question.”

	“She’s a terrible bowler, and she doesn’t seem to improve.”

	“So what?” He shrugged. “We have fun together.”

	“Do you also take her to football games?”

	“No.” Nicolas huffed at Jason’s grumpy tone. “I go with my friends. She says football’s not a game she even wants to understand.” He glanced at Jason. “If you don’t want to read Elaine’s books, just don’t. She’ll understand.”

	Jason’s voice dropped. “I don’t wanna blow this relationship.”

	“You won’t. Honesty never ruins a relationship. Look, Jacklyn and I don’t lie to each other. That’s what makes our relationship—”

	The squawk of the police radio echoed through the car, and Jason reached over to turn up the volume to hear the voice of a young officer.

	“Dispatch, armed robbery at the Sun Savings Bank, twelve-hundred New York Avenue Northwest. Shots fired. We’re—”

	A crackling of static interrupted, and the officer added urgently, “Need support!”

	“We’re close by and could assist,” Jason said.

	Nicolas nodded, and Jason grabbed the mic. Before he could respond, the police officer was talking again.

	“We’re under fire! We have to retreat! Suspects are on the move in a black Nissan van, no logos, driving east!”

	Jason pressed the button. “This is FBI Agent Beckham. We’re giving chase at Thirteenth Street Northwest. How many suspects?”

	“Three. At least two armed with Beretta 93R 9mm Machine Pistols. Proceed with caution.”

	“Roger that.”

	Nicolas hit the gas to take the corner, and Jason needed two attempts to put the mic back in its cradle.

	“Beretta 93Rs, really? Is someone overreacting? Those are counter-terrorism guns.” Jason turned on the siren and the blue lights.

	A small VW hit the brakes and swerved to the right lane, blocking a white postal service truck. Honking followed. The black van with the suspects was speeding two cars ahead.

	“They won’t get far in the traffic,” Nicolas murmured. “Unless they know a detour I don’t.”

	“Fly? You appear to be trying to lift off.” Jason clung to the door handle like his life depended on it.

	Nicolas had both hands on the wheel and his focus fixed on the lanes ahead.

	Five minutes earlier, Jason had laughed and called the day freakily relaxing with just one case report left to write in the afternoon. They had quipped about their boss, Sullivan, and whether he’d drop a pile of files on their desks just to quash their grins. Jason had voted to finish the report as soon as possible and sneak off without their superior noticing. Their plans had consisted of pizza and beer at a bar close to the Potomac and talking about their girlfriends.

	Nicolas was gaining on the fugitives when the escaping van switched lanes and took a sharp left turn onto Pennsylvania Avenue at high speed. A truck in front of him came to a skittering halt, hitting the fender of the car ahead of them. The sound of crashing metal was deafening. The radio announced all units of the Metropolitan Police were ordered to answer the call for assistance. Nicolas slammed on his brakes for a driver who had lost control of his motorcycle and was skidding across the pavement throwing off sparks. While he steered the car around the bike, the van was gaining distance down the avenue.

	“Damn it! What’re they doing?” Nicolas hit the gas pedal again.

	Jason reported their position to police headquarters.

	The fishtailing van sped toward the next intersection and took a right turn on Twelfth Street at the last moment, cutting off a small Mazda and causing it to crash into a parked Mercedes. The car’s alarm went off, but the sound was swallowed by other cars honking and coming to a skidding halt.

	Nicolas changed lanes and turned right at a red light while the rest of the traffic came to a full stop.

	Jason cursed. “They’ll try Ninth Street to get on the Three-Ninety-Five!”

	“We’ll get to them before they make it.” Nicolas swerved the car around a parked van. “What about support?”

	“We’ve got two demonstrations going on as we speak. Police forces are thin but coming.”

	The radio announced messages about police cars being redirected to assist the FBI agents while Nicolas used the gap between two trucks to change lanes and got the van back into view. It passed an old Lincoln Town Car and swerved right onto the curb at the Federal Triangle, then stopped diagonally behind a sedan, blocking a lane. Honking started as the cars accumulated in the clogged lane.

	Nicolas cursed under his breath while he raced in the second lane. The doors of the van opened, and three men with small backpacks jumped out and ran across the sidewalk toward the metro entrance, nimbly avoiding crashing into pedestrians. They were tall and looked like heavyweights, but they were also agile and fast. None of them turned around, as if they knew they were still ahead of the police.

	“Fuck them!” Jason was out of the car first. “We gotta catch ‘em before they reach the metro!”

	Nicolas killed the engine, grabbed the key, and followed Jason through a throng of pedestrians toward the semi-darkness of the stairs. Jason was right in front of him and pushed a young man out of his way. To his left, a white Pomeranian was yapping and jumping. The old lady on his other side called to the dog while Jason was trying to step around it but tripped over the leash.

	“What the hell!” Jason accidentally kicked the dog, and it flew against the handrail as he tried to grab the rail for balance. He missed and fell downstairs, bumping against more passengers emerging from the tunnel, finally coming to a stop three yards down the steps. Jason cried out. Someone cursed, one woman stopped to assist him, but Jason waved her away.

	“Dadgummit! You stupid moron,” the old woman yelled as she shuffled forward. “You hurt my dog. Now, you get out of my way,” she demanded of a young woman with a large backpack. She bent to disentangle her whining dog. Two passengers helped her check whether the small Pomeranian was all right.

	Nicolas moved around them and leaped down three steps to crouch beside his partner. “Are you okay?”

	Jason grimaced holding his left knee. “Yeah. Go, get ‘em. I’ll call for assistance.”

	“Okay.” Nicolas was back on his feet and jumped to the end of the stairs. He had the image of the three bank robbers in his mind as he scanned the tunnel and the people coming and going. He was tall enough to have a good view over the heads of the crowd but couldn’t find the group he was looking for. He hastened on, trying to look in every direction until he spotted a man with black curly hair, a light brown jacket, and a brown backpack heading toward the platform of the blue line.

	Nicolas ran as fast as he could, never taking his focus off the suspect. He was getting closer when the man vanished into a tunnel to his left. Nicolas pushed through a group of foreigners studying the map of metro stations and turned the corner. The man with black curly hair was nowhere in sight.

	Nicolas kept searching, not believing he could’ve lost the guy. People stared at him, and someone complained about his rudeness. Nicolas ignored them, but he had to admit the bank robbers had vanished.

	“Where did they go?” Hands propped on his hips, he took a deep breath, still hoping he’d spot the suspect in the crowd, but after a minute realized he’d been outwitted by three clever robbers. He ran a hand over his hair and jogged back to his partner.

	 

	Police officers fanned out, searching the station and its vicinity. Nicolas’ description of the three robbers was passed to the staff attached to the case, and two officers were assigned to check the video surveillance of the time frame. Additional forces were ordered to search the vicinity of the bank building for evidence.

	Nicolas heard the siren of the ambulance until it stopped outside the station. Jason was still sitting on the steps leading to the platforms, sweating. He pressed his lips tight but couldn’t seem to suppress a groan.

	“Sorry, pal, that was a stupid accident,” Jason mumbled, trying to smile but failing.

	“I should’ve been faster.” Nicolas wiped his brow. Despite the November cold, his shirt was clammy and clung to his back. The thick woolen jacket he wore was too small and constricting. “I don’t know how I could’ve missed him.”

	“Police got the video surveillance. We’ll find him. Them. They can’t have vanished so easily.” Jason touched his arm to get his attention. “Keep going. Look at me. I’ll be some freaking three-legged creature for a week.”

	Two medics arrived, and Nicolas made way for them as they asked Jason questions about the accident and his condition. Nicolas only half listened to Jason’s clipped replies, his mind still on the quick disappearance of the three men. He had heard of a rapid change of clothes, even hairdos, but had thought the gangsters would have needed more time to change so completely.

	“Maybe they had help,” Jason said when the medics helped him stand on one foot to carry him upstairs. “Check the videos. I bet you’ll find them.”

	Nicolas nodded without agreeing and followed toward the sidewalk. “Going to the George Washington University Hospital?”

	“Yes, sir.” The medic was a good-natured Afro-American with a round face and short graying hair. “You following?”

	Nicolas smiled wryly. “I’ll help make sure you don’t drop wisenheimer on the way.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jacklyn raised her brows at the unexpected visitor in front of her apartment door. “Harry Fuller. What brings you here on this rainy afternoon?”

	“May I come in?”

	Jacklyn stepped back, and Harry walked past her, his smile quickly dying and his chin dropping to his chest. His eyes were deeply shadowed, like he hadn’t slept for days. He appeared older than his forty-five years as he shuffled through the room. She remembered him smelling of expensive cologne instead of sweat, but she was far from feeling commiserative. “You’d better have a good reason to drop by on my day off instead of calling me. I do have a phone, you know.” She closed the door and followed him as he took off his thick winter coat. “Don’t get too comfortable. Spill the beans.”

	Harry put the coat across the couch and turned back to her with an all-encompassing gesture. “Nice home. Very cozy. And still with a man’s touch to it. I imagined you’d have more knickknacks.”

	“Wrong answer.” Jacklyn buttoned her blouse and wished she hadn’t dressed casually, but she didn’t intend on inviting Harry to stay and chat about old times. “What do you want?”

	Though impeccably dressed, Harry was in a state of disarray. He needed a shave, and his hair was long and shaggy. “Don’t you understand that I need some... comfort after what happened?” He released a shuddering breath and slumped on the couch. His smile indicated he was close to crying. “My only son’s been imprisoned.”

	“For committing serious crimes.” She brought a pitcher of juice and two glasses from the kitchen. She sat down on the couch, keeping plenty of space between them. “Don’t even ask for wine or anything else. It’s way too early for booze.”

	“I’m not complaining.” Harry took the glass she offered. Once more, his lips twitched, as if he’d forgotten how to smile. The wrinkles on his face seemed deeper than before. “Thanks. You know, so far, the public prosecutor has built his case against Kevin attempting to kill Greg Woolsey on circumstantial evidence.” He sipped some juice and held the glass in his trembling hands. “A psychiatrist was called to assist in the interrogation, and I bet now that he knows him, he’ll try some dirty tricks to lure Kevin to confess.”

	“You still think Kevin isn’t the serial killer?” Jacklyn had goosebumps all over her body. The memory of the murders and her boyfriend’s involvement in catching the killer was still vivid.

	It was true, though, that the evidence collected didn’t suffice to bring Kevin down and sentence him if he didn’t confess. Harry looked at her, and she understood that—as a father—he would believe in his son’s innocence to the last moment.

	“The murders stopped after his arrest, and his friend confessed he helped him prepare at least one crime site.” Jacklyn kept her voice flat. “Don’t think Kevin will be treated unfairly. The trial will be held soon, then we’ll see how much can be proven.”

	Harry shook his head and went on after a pause. “So much violence. So much bad influence on the business. It’s terrible... and not over yet.”

	“Have you come to complain about your company taking the blame for your son’s actions? Get real!” Jacklyn frowned.

	“No. Of course not.”

	She didn’t believe his contrite look.

	“But... still... the last four months haven’t been easy. Police questioned my employees and me several times. We’ve been under scrutiny as if we had something to do with the case! Can you imagine? And I have to appear in court to explain for the umpteenth time that I didn’t know of my son’s... activities. If there were any.” He hung his head. “I employed him like many other young men and women. And while I’m feeling bad enough for whatever happened, my business goes down the drain because people don’t want to be associated with the club and me.” He looked up with pain-filled eyes. “Don’t you understand? I’ll need a year to get back on track. And the club’s my baby. I don’t want to close it, but at the moment, it’s not making any profits.”

	Jacklyn was touched by his despair. “You probably need a marketing change. Maybe change the program, too, to appeal to a different audience and make them forget about the...connection.”

	Harry’s face lit up. He took a deep breath, and this time, his smile was honest. “Wow, that’s... really a great idea! Hey, it’s perfect. Thank you.”

	“As if you haven’t tried—”

	“No. So far, I’ve been occupied with writing statements, contacting my lawyer about everything and nothing, and trying to run the rest of my business smoothly and not lose money.” He reached out, but Jacklyn’s warning gaze made him drop his hand. “Okay, so I’ll just say a heartfelt thank you. I knew it’d be a good idea to come to you.” He put down the glass on the table. His voice was light. “You know, Richard understands, but he’s a guy... well, most of the day, I’d say. You, on the other hand, have the female touch I needed right now.”

	Jacklyn emptied her glass and got up to put more distance between them. “I still think it wasn’t one of your best ideas to come to the home of the FBI agent who arrested your son. So, before Nick walks through that door and sees you, I’m asking you to leave.”

	“It’s your home, Jacky. He’s just a fucking roommate.” He leaned back into the cushions, portraying the sincere businessman. “I could change that.”

	Jacklyn counted to ten before she answered. “If you’re about to offer me another apartment in DC, I say no. Not in this lifetime. Please, leave.”

	“First, you’ll listen to my offer.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nicolas spent part of the afternoon at the hospital to learn that Jason had suffered a grade-two sprain of the medial ligament of his left knee and would stay for a day or two to make sure there wasn’t more damage. Jason had endured the examinations stoically, pressing his lips tight. His relief at seeing the new love in his life, Elaine, walk through the door of the hospital room was obvious. Nicolas understood the message and left.

	Back at the office, reports about the robbers’ vehicle were in his email. The city had been lucky the van hadn’t blown up as the criminals had planned. There had been an incendiary device behind the front seats, but for some reason, it hadn’t ignited. An explosion at the Federal Triangle resulting in numerous people wounded or dead would have been a disaster. The van had been taken to the CSU department for further inspection.

	Police forces had searched the vicinity of the bank for evidence of their preparations. So far, no traces had been found.

	Police officers had secured video surveillance of the metro station for Nicolas to check, and he spent two hours looking at various camera angles. Watching the three robbers blend in with such elegance, he was—in a wicked way—astonished at their professionalism. While hurrying through the station, they had quickly taken off their backpacks, reversed their jackets, and put on wigs and false beards they had under their clothes. None of them had dumped suspicious material or lost parts of the disguise during the hectic chase. They had also escaped direct face recognition by pulling up hoods or putting on baseball caps, which they had carried in the inner pockets of their jackets.

	Their escape appeared planned, rehearsed, and practiced, which led Nicolas to search data banks for more information concerning bank robberies in the vicinity using the same modus operandi. To increase the number of hits, he expanded his query to include up to four robbers, which according to the reports on his desk was how the robbery had been pulled off.

	While waiting for the results, Nicholas continued his review of the reports. The robbers had worn gloves and face masks inside the bank. They had shot a guard behind the entrance, and he was in critical condition. The police officers outside the bank had gotten away unharmed, but their service car was totaled. The robbers’ 93Rs had been found in the van and were currently being checked for hints concerning their origin.

	The query results showed two similar robberies. The first one had taken place in Germantown in a small and minimally secured bank. A guard had been clubbed unconscious with the butt of a hand gun, and the employees had handed out the money quickly without further resistance. Three days later, the second robbery had occurred in Tysons Corner. The robbers had looted ten thousand dollars within three minutes after injuring a guard with a bullet in the shoulder. A cashier had told the police he’d thought the robbers would shoot all the people present, so he and two colleagues had placed the money on the counters for the thugs to grab.

	In both cases, the men’s disguises had been similar but with different wigs and bulky biker jackets. The report stated one man had worn a green hoodie with—supposedly—the logo of the New York Jets.

	The FBI had gotten notice of the robberies but hadn’t mandated an extensive investigation. After the third robbery and the increased violence, the call was out now for a thorough operation.

	Senior Agent Sullivan officially dropped the case on Nicolas’ desk, stating that his experience at the Federal Triangle made him the expert for solving this crime. With his usual grumpy order to get the job done yesterday, Sullivan went into his office, ignoring Nicolas’ rebuke that solving bank robberies wasn’t one of his tasks. Sullivan hissed that they were short on active agents and slammed his door.

	Nicolas reclined, reviewed the reports, and added them to the profile he’d laid out on the whiteboard. He missed Jason’s input as much as his jokes to lighten the mood—even more so when he overheard their boss browbeating a colleague over a minor mistake in an investigation.

	Nicolas finished the first report for his superior and quickly headed out of the office.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The hand across his mouth was calloused and so strong Matthew feared his teeth would break. He tasted blood in his mouth. The man’s thumb at his nose cut off his breath and left him suffocating and in such pain that his eyes watered. In a panic, he grabbed for the strong upper arms but couldn’t break his opponent’s grip.

	White dots danced in front of his eyes, and he was about to lose consciousness. Fear gave him strength for another attempt, so he rammed his elbow into the man’s belly, but to no avail. The attacker pressed harder and punched Matthew’s liver with his other hand. Pain shot through his body, breaking his resistance, and his knees buckled.

	“Listen carefully, Montagna, we don’t suffer scum like you here!”

	He knew the dark voice hissing in his ear. He knew the portly man who had wrestled him to the floor, and the distinct smell of his cranberry-flavored breath mints.

	“Leave for good, or take your last breath on the street! There’re ways to get rid of you, asshole!”

	The pressure was suddenly gone, and Matthew lay on the floor of his house, coughing and panting for air. The heavy door banged shut, and steps faded across the porch. The last thing he heard was a heavy Italian curse.

	 

	Matthew Montagna woke, soaked with sweat, his hands clenching the pillow. A guttural sound escaped him as his body shook uncontrollably. He squinted into the darkness, illuminated by the faint streetlight shining through the curtains. His heart was beating fast, and for a minute, he listened to his strained breathing and the low sounds of traffic before he was able to sit on the side of the bed. He ran both hands through his hair and across his bearded face. Shivering, he discarded the clammy t-shirt and groped for a fresh one in the drawer beside his bed.

	Unable to go back to sleep, he shuffled into the kitchen to get a drink of water and looked around the half-decorated rooms. He had moved from Chicago two weeks earlier. Most of his stuff was still packed. Friends had stated he was just changing one big city for another, but Matthew had lived in the concrete jungle of Illinois for too long to go anywhere else and feel at home. For now, DC was just a place he had to live.

	He touched the coffee maker he’d bought three years ago. Nerina had commented it was way too expensive and useless, and that she’d be glad to get rid of it. Matthew sighed. He had left behind so much more than his house in the suburbs of Chicago.

	He put the empty glass in the dishwasher that still smelled new. FBI headquarters had generously paid for his move, and the other employees provided assistance of different kinds, including generous proposals to show him around so he could get acquainted with his new workplace. He had accepted the offers for tours through downtown to learn street names and places. He had carefully listened to tidbits about the DC agents and their work attitude.

	The apartment the real estate agent had found for him was spacious, freshly renovated, and would serve until he could find a house in the suburbs—more like his old place. He wouldn’t call the apartment a home, even if he stacked the bookshelves with his books and filled the cupboards and walk-in closets with his wardrobe and other items he had brought. Most of the boxes were still unopened, and he had no intention of opening them soon. Too many memories were connected to photographs, medals, and knickknacks collected over the years. A neighbor had regretfully claimed he packed his life in boxes, and Matthew had agreed heavyheartedly.

	So far, he’d only unpacked his business suits and dress shirts, the two pairs of shoes he needed, and accessories for the kitchen and bathroom.

	He leaned against the counter and grabbed the telephone to call his best friend, Bert, in Chicago, but put it back after glancing at the wall clock. It was way too early for a chat. Bert would call him the nasty Italian, drawl his nickname—Monty—as if he was drunk, and sink back into his bed after a gush of swear words.

	The image of his feisty friend and his abnormal desire for sleep, triggered a quick smile. Matthew checked the alarm clock and returned to bed.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jacklyn could tell by the way Nicolas put down his backpack and took off his coat and shoes he’d had a stressful day. She cocked her head as she approached him, smiling tentatively. In the year they had been together, she’d learned to read the signs—how he walked in, how he doffed his clothes, how he looked at her. Right then, his eyes were bloodshot, his movements slow and weary. She worried he’d drop what he was holding, so she stood behind him and helped him peel off his suit jacket.

	“Too much hard work, hmm?”

	“You can’t imagine.” Nicolas pulled her in his arms and whispered in her hair. “But I’m glad I’m home.”

	Jacklyn had goosebumps on her arms and a bad feeling in her stomach. “Did anything terrible happen?” They parted, and she put the jacket on a hanger.

	“That depends.” He walked to the bathroom and left her no choice but to follow. He took off his dress shirt and pants and swayed on one foot to get rid of the socks. “I botched up catching three bank robbers, and Jason fell down the stairs at the metro and is in the hospital with an injured knee.” He glanced at her. “So, judge for yourself if it was terrible.”

	She rubbed his shoulder gently. His muscles were tense, and he reeked of sweat. “I know you work hard and try your best, but... in my eyes, you are perfect. I’m glad Jason wasn’t hurt severely, and I’m convinced you’ll catch the bad guys. You’re good at your job, no matter what happened today.” She kissed him chastely, enjoying the stubble tickling her skin. “Take a shower, and I... or do you want me to stay?” She frowned at his begging gaze. “Just say it.”

	“Stay.”

	Jacklyn bit her lower lip, trying and failing to suppress a smile. “As you wish.”

	She took off her clothes and joined him in the shower. Standing behind him, she reached for the shower gel as he leaned against her, moaning quietly. He rolled his shoulders in the warm spray and grabbed her hips. Giggling because she had trouble reaching around him to pour gel in her hand, she kissed him between the shoulder blades, content with his reaction. He pressed his hands against the tiles and hung his head in the rain of water while she took pleasure in washing his body.

	Never in her life, had she had a lover with such a trained physique—a man used to sports and martial arts, a man who kept himself lean and healthy without a woman urging him. Nicolas Hayes was six foot two, a gentleman, and a very talented special agent with the FBI, a fact she had learned to respect. In consequence, Jacklyn accepted his odd working hours, tiredness, and—occasionally—his bad moods. However, after she had won him over, she hadn’t regretted a single day.

	“If I scrub you any longer, your skin will peel off.”

	He turned and wiped the water off his face. “We could change places.”

	She burst out laughing. “Naw, it wasn’t me stinking like a bear after hibernation!”

	“Oh, that’s how you see me? A bear? Thanks a lot!”

	“Minus the fur, but—”

	Nicolas pulled her close and kissed her. When they parted, he smiled and appeared much more at ease.

	Jacklyn sighed. “I so love the way you make up for your grumpiness.”

	He put his hands on her butt. “Do you want me to help you make dinner?”

	She frowned and pointedly looked down along their touching bodies. “What kind of dinner are you talking about?”

	He turned off the water. “The one with you being my dessert, which I—since it’s my choice—will devour before the main course.”

	Jacklyn lifted her chin and raised her brows. “You’re talking about devouring me? What about me and my hunger? I’ve been deprived of your presence the whole day.” She fetched another kiss. “How hungry are you?”

	His next kiss was the answer and then some, and Jacklyn melted in his arms.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Katherine smashed her bag on the table, took off her coat, and glared at the joyous group of four men handing out beer bottles and chips and giving high-fives to each other as if celebrating the super bowl win. She counted to five before she opened her mouth.

	“Tell me, all of you, are you out of your fucking minds?” The men fell silent. “Is that what you call professional? You busted this! You almost got caught!” She looked at Herman—Manny to his friends—her eldest brother, who was the only one able to stand her glare. “Tell me, Manny, how’s it possible that officer was so close on your heels you could smell his cologne?”

	Herman, tall and broadly built, flashed a cocky smile and opened his arms wide. He could’ve embraced his younger brothers and his sister in one swoop. “He wore aftershave? Man, I didn’t notice that!” The other men laughed. Herman quickly lifted a hand to stop Kate’s reply. “Hey, calm down, okay? We got away. Plans B and C worked smoothly. No one got hurt—”

	“None of us,” Benjamin cut in, lifting a bottle of beer and receiving nods and cheers from his brothers.

	“Okay, none of us.” Herman exchanged a high-five with Benjamin. “We saved most of the money and escaped smooth as a baby’s butt. That’s all that counts.”

	“Don’t say...” Katherine looked from Herman to Benjamin and his twin, Theodor, then to their friend, Tom, who had driven the van. Their expressions were of mild amusement and—to her chagrin—contentment. “That’s how you see it? It’s enough for you that you had such a narrow escape?”

	She took the small glass Benjamin handed her and looked around. The scent of malt whiskey reminded her of the evening before when they had sat together to review the plan one last time. She had anticipated the robbery would run as smoothly as the previous ones. Katherine had thought they all knew their places and actions by heart.

	She took a deep breath before she continued. “And that the van didn’t burn? That’s just bad karma, or what? Come on, don’t gimme that shit!” She gulped down the whiskey and slammed the glass on the table, then pointed at Herman. “You screwed up! What about the cameras at the metro station? Are you sure you didn’t get caught? Seen? You know nothing.”

	“Fuck, Kate, stop bickering! I just can’t take it anymore.” Theodor poured himself a drink while he shook his head. “You’re right. The van didn’t blow up, and one of us might or might not be on tape. So what?” He shrugged. “We’ve changed disguises every time. Who’ll know it’s us?”

	Katherine loved her brothers dearly, but at that moment, she wanted to knock their heads on the table. She only restrained herself because they were stronger, and she’d have embarrassed herself trying to wrestle one of them. Instead, she turned her glare on Theodor. “Who’ll know? The fucking FBI will know. The two who chased you through the station were with the FBI, not metro police. That means they have stacked up personnel and will be much more alert to every unusual move around the banks in DC. We’ve got to leave this turf, or we’ll get caught.”

	“Well, we’ll get caught. That’s right. Not you.” Herman’s deep voice carried, though he spoke quietly. “You’ll sit somewhere safe in a car and judge our work.”

	Before Katherine replied, Herman lifted his hand to stop her.

	“Right, you do the planning. We got that. And you worry. Fine. But, hey, did you notice that our asses are at stake every time we go out there?” He looked around for the other men’s approval. “So, stop throwing shade at us, will ya? Give us some credit. We do what we can. And we did get away, okay? Acknowledge that at least.” Smiling like a winner, he toasted her with a bottle of beer.

	“I’ve planned these robberies meticulously.”

	She watched Tom take off his overcoat to reveal muscled arms. If you didn’t look closely, you could mistake him for the fourth brother of the group—the introverted thinker in contrast to the boasting others. Looking at him, mellowed her anger. He met her gaze, and his apparent desire sped up her heartbeat. She wanted to embrace him and call it a day.

	She collected her thoughts and continued in the same stern voice. “I work hard to make sure you all get out. Don’t gimme that blah-blah about credit because it’s your ass that’d be taken to jail. If you had followed my plan every step, no one would’ve been in danger.” Katherine accepted a second glass of whiskey and knocked it back quickly.

	“Who could’ve known the FBI would show up?” Herman put down the already empty bottle with a frown and stretched for another one. “We thought the police were occupied with guarding the demonstrations. You can’t put the blame on us. We made the best of it.”

	Katherine fumbled for a hair tie to bind back her curly hair. “Why didn’t the van blow up? Was something wrong with the fuse? Ben, didn’t you check it?”

	“Why not watch the news?” Benjamin hit the button of the remote. “I bet it’s the top story of the night.”

	Katherine felt the alcohol kick in and dissolve the tension she’d endured since the FBI car had sped up behind the van. For fifteen painful minutes, she’d been afraid that her brothers and Tom would get caught. Though she’d been relieved seeing them unharmed, their sloppiness bothered her.

	She shrugged, discarded her cardigan, and slumped on the couch. Theodor glanced at her with his dark blue eyes. Like his twin, Benjamin, he had an angelic face, a fair complexion, and blond hair. Without effort, he could charm the ladies and get any woman he wanted, no matter what the time or place. He smiled at her, then turned toward the kitchen to take care of dinner. She heard him open the fridge as her stomach grumbled.

	Herman pulled up a chair and sat with his bulky forearms propped on the backrest. It galled her to find him at ease, even smiling, but that was his way of dealing with stress. He joked and moved on as if danger didn’t mean anything to him. Katherine was torn between scolding and applauding his attitude. She’d always envied his easy-going manner.

	The anchorman of the local news station had a serious expression. “According to police sources, the bank robbery was executed with brutal force. The wounded guard is still in critical condition. The bank’s tellers and customers are being treated for shock and minor injuries. The robbers looted about fifteen thousand dollars—”

	“Yeah, and we almost got it all!” Theodor clapped his hands.

	“—and got away by dumping their van at the Federal Triangle to slip through police forces securing the station. One officer was injured during the chase, and the police assume the three robbers escaped on one of the trains during the turmoil. So far, the perpetrators haven’t been identified. The FBI has taken over the investigation and is examining video surveillance footage. If you have any information about the robbers, contact your local police department or the FBI. There is a reward for clues leading to their arrest.”

	Benjamin turned to Katherine. “See? They don’t know shit.”

	Katherine lowered her chin and snorted. “Since when do the police give all their information to the media? The FBI will strip down the van and the weapons for evidence. Is there anything you haven’t told me so far?” Once more, she glared at the men. “Like leaving chewing gum for their DNA experts? Or someone working without gloves? No? Okay, so you may have survived this one.” She got up again to pace back and forth through the room, gesturing with both hands. “Still, I don’t understand why the van didn’t blow up. What the fuck happened?” She stopped and turned her attention back to her brothers. “Ben? What happened?”

	“I don’t know.” Ben dropped his gaze and then—as if gathering strength—looked back at the TV program. “Must’ve been something wrong with the fuse,” he growled.

	Katherine was silent for a moment and pursed her lips. “Fact is, the plan for our next coup is gone, ruined, smashed to smithereens. Washington Trust and Loan will live without being looted. I’ll need time to come up with another target.”

	“Fine.” Theodor bobbed his head and put down a bowl with fried rice. “As always, we’ll stay out of the way, play it cool, and stand at attention whenever you call.”

	“Very funny.” Herman slapped his younger brother’s head. “Why not ask what she’s got in her mind? Maybe we can help with the preparations.” He smiled amiably at her. “What do you want us to do?”

	“Stay low-key and don’t bully the neighbors.”

	Herman smirked. “I love you so much, sis.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“The news about the bank robbery is today’s top story.” Jacklyn pushed back a strand of her dark brown hair. She turned the paper on the breakfast table for Nicolas to see. “The FBI’s holding back information, right? You know more than that or... not?”

	Nicolas swallowed the last bite of his cereal before he got up. “We know they’re hardcore criminals who aren’t afraid of killing someone, and that frightens me. I also know they won’t stop until they get caught. Imagine two heavily armed men dealing with the bank accountants and another one waiting in the car, ready to break through barriers.” He shook his head and emptied the coffee cup. “Not to mention that the van was supposed to blow up. At Federal Triangle! The city’s lucky that didn’t happen.” He put on his jacket and kissed her cheek.

	She got a whiff of his aftershave, sending her mind back to the bedroom where their day had started an hour ago. She wanted to pull him close, kiss him, and take him back to bed once more.

	“After work, I’ll visit Jason for half an hour, okay?”

	Jacklyn tried to hide that she was getting grumpier with every delay. “What about your free day tomorrow? Does it still exist?”

	“It does. If anything changes, I’ll give you a call.”

	“It better not change. I’ve got so many plans.”

	“And I’m looking forward to them.” He kissed her again and left.

	Jacklyn stood at the window to watch him cross the street and get into his service car. She hadn’t had the heart to bring up Harry’s proposal and wondered whether Nicolas would approve.

	The night before, Nicolas had been tired and taciturn. A satisfying meal, her monologue about funny news she’d heard, and a massage of his back and legs had helped him smile again. They had watched a movie together and gotten to bed early. He had kissed her goodnight and fell asleep immediately with a smile on his lips.

	Jacklyn was grateful she was his lover and his support in hard times. Nicolas, six years younger than her, was an independent character. He was born and raised in Lynchburg with his father, a policeman, and his mother, a strong-willed and very strict person who had stayed at home to take care of the kids. He had a down-to-earth attitude and was one of the most hard-working men she knew.

	She had the background of four wild and naughty years in Philadelphia and New York, was proud of her wide-ranging experience, and wouldn’t give up her lifestyle under any circumstances. Some of her friends called her monogamous life boring these days. Some were happy she’d settled with the right man and called her blessed.

	Jacklyn turned away from the window to get dressed.

	During the first month of sharing her home, she’d agonized over whether their attitudes and ways of life matched. She had wanted to give her heart and herself to someone deserving her love, but without altering her expectations of a fulfilling relationship. She wasn’t a woman to adopt a subordinate role and feel great. Her independence meant the world to her, and if any man tried to take it, she would revolt and leave. However, Nicolas hadn’t challenged her. He wanted a coequal partner who spoke her mind, and he’d gotten much more.

	Jacklyn sniggered when she left the kitchen to drive to her physiotherapist office. On Nicolas’ next day off, he would find out—and not to his chagrin—how dominant she could be.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Matthew lifted his gaze off the memo he was reading when Senior Agent Sullivan called out to a new arrival striding into the large office. The agent wore the standard dark gray suit, was taller than six feet, blond with a crew cut, clean-shaven, and carried his broad shoulders well without straining for an upright bearing. His blue eyes made quick contact but focused on Mr. No-nonsense Sullivan a moment later. According to FBI regulations, the guy wore no jewelry, and the suit, tie, and shoes were of good quality but not expensive.

	The man’s shoulders dropped as he listened to Sullivan’s words. Once more, his gaze met with Matthew’s. In an instant, his look darkened, and Matthew got damp palms. He swallowed and looked at the page in front of him without reading.

	Sullivan’s smile looked as false as the Breitling watch he was wearing when both men approached Matt, who got up from his chair, trying for a friendly smile. The blond man seemed to resent him silently, his stoical expression meant to be blank.

	“This is Agent Nicholas Hayes. You’ll work with him,” Sullivan grumbled. “Agent Matthew Montagna, from the field office in Chicago.”

	Agent Hayes shook Matthew’s hand for the briefest time, then let go with an equally stoic nod of approval. Matthew rubbed his chin, telling himself he wouldn’t act differently if the roles were reversed. Matthew dropped his sweaty hands to his sides and accidentally knocked on the table.

	“Agent Beckham will be on sick leave for six weeks,” Sullivan explained. He looked from Matthew to Agent Hayes, making it clear they were to behave professionally.

	Matthew had already learned the senior agent accepted no irony, sarcasm, or humor of any flavor.

	“Agent Montagna will support your investigation. He’s dealt with bank robberies before.” After a brief pause, he scowled at Matthew. “By the way, take an hour to get rid of that... scrubby beard. It might fit the Windy City, but it’s certainly out of place here.”

	Matthew frowned, but held his tongue and broke eye contact.

	Sullivan nodded to both of them curtly, and after briefly glancing at his watch, returned to his office.

	Matt turned to his new partner. “I was already informed about the Sun Savings Bank robbery yesterday
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