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      Jack and Stacy Carter were near the end of their rope. They both had steady jobs, though Stacy’s was only part-time, but with two young children, they were barely making ends meet. Between the mortgage on their small house, car payments, insurance, bills, food, baby supplies, and all the little things that added up, there just wasn’t anything left over. Some weeks they had to sacrifice paying one bill for another, alternating so that the same bill wasn’t continuously late..

      They’d been together for five years but had known each other for eight. Jack had a troubled youth, getting into trouble constantly until he was in his early twenties. He’d gotten mixed up with the wrong people, which he was totally honest about with Stacy, though she wouldn’t agree to date him until he put all that in the past. It took him a few years to wise up, but eventually, he did, and left his criminal friends behind.

      After bouncing around from job to job, Jack eventually hooked up with a construction company. It was long, hard hours, and he wasn’t getting rich from it, but at least it was something. Stacy only worked part-time as a receptionist at a doctor’s office. They couldn’t afford daycare for the kids, and neither had family in the area who could watch them while they were at work during the day, so Stacy only worked ten to twenty hours a week, the two nights that the doctor had later hours, and on Saturdays when Jack was around to watch the kids.

      With two children under the age of two, Jackson, who was about to turn two in another month, and Steven, who was only six months, Jack and Stacy were growing very frustrated with their current living situation. It seemed like every month they were worse off than the month before. They’d even begun arguing more often, which they hardly ever did before. Neither one was an argumentative person, but their lack of money was an ever-growing sore spot.

      Jack had just gotten home from work, and it didn’t take long for him and his wife to start going at it.

      “We’re running out of diapers,” Stacy said. “We’re gonna need more for tomorrow.”

      Jack sighed.

      “We also need to go grocery shopping. There’s not much left in the fridge,” she continued.

      Jack sighed again, throwing his arms up. “What do you want me to do? You know I don’t get paid until Friday. We only have like fifty dollars in the bank, and we need some of that for gas.”

      “We might need formula too.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Is there anything else?” he asked sarcastically.

      “Hey, don’t have that attitude with me. It’s not my fault we need things.”

      Jack immediately felt bad. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “I sent out a couple feelers for other jobs that I can work at night. Hopefully one of them will work out.”

      “Then I’ll be gone during the day, you’ll be gone at night, we’ll never see each other.”

      Stacy shrugged. “I mean, it’s the only thing we can do right now.”

      “I’ll figure something out.”

      Stacy looked at him, then into the living room at the kids, not really wanting to say what she was thinking. Her parents lived a couple hours away, moving farther away a couple of years ago to be closer to the beach. Jack didn’t want to ask them for help as he knew they disapproved of him anyway, and he didn’t want them to think he was a failure for not being able to take care of their daughter and his own family.

      “I also thought about taking the kids to see my parents for a few weeks.”

      “A few weeks?!” Jack asked.

      Stacy opened her mouth to talk, but no words came out. She just stood there, trying to think of the best way to say it. “It’s not fair to these kids, Jack. We barely have enough food. We run out of diapers constantly. How long do we keep up this charade that we don’t need help? I mean, at least if we’re there, I know they’ll be clothed and fed. Right now, that’s my only concern.”

      “What are you saying? Divorce?”

      “No,” Stacy said, wiping the tears from her eyes. “They’ve been wanting to see the kids. And if I take them there for a few weeks and just let them know we’re struggling, they’ll be willing to help. I’m only thinking about the kids right now.”

      As much as Jack wanted to outright forbid the idea, he looked over at his children and had to at least entertain the notion. He then turned his attention back to his wife. “Let’s just give it another week or two. At least wait and see if any of those jobs get back to you.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “We’ll figure it out at that time. Please?”

      “You really think a week is going to make that much of a difference?” Stacy asked.

      “Just let me see what else I can come up with, OK?”

      “Do you have something else going on you haven’t told me about?”

      “No, but just give me a week, OK? Deal?”

      “OK. One more week.” Stacy reluctantly agreed, but something was gnawing at her, that her husband might be leaning towards going back to his old ways. “You’re not planning on doing something stupid, are you?”

      “What? No.”

      “Because if you are, the kids need a father. Remember that.”
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      Dominic pulled into the driveway of the large estate, a three thousand square foot home, complete with all the upscale finishings and upgrades that one would expect of a home in that neighborhood. Every house in the area had expensive looking kitchens, full finished basements that housed game and theater rooms, in-ground pools, and nothing sold in the development for under a million dollars.

      Dominic Cirella was a career criminal. Now in his late thirties, he was always looking for his next big score. Unlike some of his contemporaries, Cirella didn’t bother with what he considered small-time jobs. He was only looking for big jobs with big money. If the job didn’t pay at least a hundred thousand dollars, he wasn’t interested, no matter how easy it might have been. After all, he was the leader of a four-man crew, so everything was split evenly. Plus, something was always given to Mark, the man who owned the house that Cirella just arrived at, since he was the one who usually set the jobs up.

      Cirella’s crew was a highly specialized and highly effective unit. They were all friends, and they’d all been with each other for close to fifteen years, except for one. Danny Falk was the newest guy. He’d only been with them for three years. He replaced Carter when he left, though not immediately, as there was a brief prison stretch for the rest of the team. Though Falk was competent and effective, he never really fit in with the others. They regarded him as a bit of a loose cannon who had to be reeled in more often than not. If he hadn’t been as good as he was, the rest of the crew would have discarded him long ago.

      The team didn’t like Falk as much as they liked Carter, but he was good, so they put up with his nonsense. Cirella, Isaac Brantly, and Noah Rollins had all spent time in prison, effectively terminating the team, causing Carter to go straight. Cirella spent three years in the joint while Brantly and Rollins spent two years each inside. Once they were all out, they reformed the group. They initially had wanted Carter to rejoin, but with Stacy now by his side, he had no desire to go back to his old way of life. Though disappointed in being rebuffed, the team respected his decision and chose a new guy who came highly recommended, and that person was Falk.

      As Cirella walked along the concrete pathway to the front of the house, Mark was already at the door waiting for him. Mark was a middle-aged man in his fifties. He was athletically built, had a full head of mostly greying hair, and stood over six feet tall. He had a family, wife, and two kids, though he never let them know his business. His wife knew he was mixed up with shady people, but she never asked, and he never said. It was just understood between the two of them that it wasn’t to be discussed. And truthfully, his wife never much cared as long as the money kept flowing into the bank account.

      Mark was a facilitator. He knew all the right people. And a lot of the wrong ones. Cirella’s team was only a number of different ones that he used. It all depended on the job. Every crew he worked with had their own set of skills and talents. And some were more reliable than others. For the bigger jobs, Cirella’s crew was at the top of the list. Mark usually operated in the shadows, not wanting to get caught up on any police radars. And he never went out on a job. He simply passed the info along for a piece of the action.

      The two greeted each other and shook hands as Cirella got to the door. Mark invited him in, leading him into the family room so they could discuss business. They sat in a couple of chairs by the crackling fireplace across from each other.

      “Suzy and the kids not here tonight?” Cirella asked.

      “She took the girls out shopping.”

      “Uh oh. Three girls out shopping? Hope you’re prepared for the bill.”

      The two men shared a laugh, with Mark throwing one hand up, resigned to whatever the cost was. “Eh, what are you gonna do? Suzy trained the girls well. They’re in high school now, always gotta have the latest fashions, you know?”

      “Pretty soon they’ll be trying to impress the boys, and you’re gonna be sitting home at midnight on your front porch waiting for them.”

      Mark smiled. “I would never do that. I’d bring in you and your boys for that. Scare the bejeezus out of them.”

      Cirella grinned, thankful he didn’t have those problems. “I’m glad I’ll never have those issues.”

      “You never know, Dom, one of these days, some woman’s gonna sweep you off your feet and then, wham, fast forward ten years and you got two kids.”

      “I kind of doubt it.”

      “We’ll see about that. Anyway, let’s get down to business.”

      “What? You didn’t bring me here to have smores by the fire?” Cirella said with a laugh.

      “Not hardly. Might have a job coming up for you in the next few days.”

      “What’s the score?”

      The amount they’d be taking was usually always the first question on Cirella’s mind. Money first. Everything else, second. If the money wasn’t good, nothing else would matter. If the money was there, then he’d start worrying about the possibilities, plans, and logistics of taking the haul. But usually if the money was good, Cirella would find a way to make it work. He wasn’t against taking risks, but usually tried to avoid jobs if there was too great a chance of things going sideways. But the bigger the score, the more chances he was willing to take. Luckily, the job Mark was about to propose wasn’t one of the riskier ones.

      “I’ve been lining something up,” Mark said. “Private residence. Security alarms. Probably some cameras. The whole property is completely fenced. Front gate only opens via a remote that Montgomery carries with him. Shouldn’t be anything too tough for you and your boys to get through though.”

      “What’s the score?”

      “Greg Montgomery. Older guy, in his late sixties, very wealthy man. He’s due to come back from a trip to Europe in a couple days. He’ll be bringing back with him some jewelry and diamonds.”

      “How much?”

      Mark contorted his face, not sure of a response. “Tough to say. Could be up to a million.” Cirella raised an eyebrow, impressed with the take. He certainly was willing to listen to more. “At the very least, seven hundred and fifty. Depends on what he’s got. I only know of the main ones, but he could have more.”

      “What’s this guy do? Collector?”

      “Investments mostly.”

      “Anything else on him?”

      “He’s most likely going to be stashing everything in a safe that he’s got. Like I said, he’s going to be coming back from Europe on a late-night flight, so he’s not gonna have time to put it in the bank or a safe deposit box.”

      “So we got one shot at it.”

      “Yeah. I’ll give you the address so you can stake the place out for a few days, figure out your plan. Then when I get the word he’s on his way, I’ll let you know.”

      “Sounds good,” Cirella said. “What’s the split?”

      “I take twenty percent, you take the rest, split it with your guys however you want. I’ll take care of my contacts giving me the information out of my share.”

      Cirella nodded. “Sounds like a deal.”

      “If there’s anything else of value in the safe or anywhere else, grab it. If there’s any cash lying around, it’s yours, consider it a bonus.”

      Cirella smiled, liking it more by the minute. “Thanks.”

      “It’s gonna take some time to get rid of everything, so you probably won’t get your cut for a few weeks at least. Maybe a month.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “But if you or any of your boys need an advance on the dough, let me know, and I can give you guys something and I’ll just take it out on the back end.”

      “Should be able to wait.”

      Mark leaned forward in his chair and tapped Cirella on the knee. “Something else I wanna talk to you about.”

      Cirella also leaned forward, sensing the heaviness of the subject. “Yeah?”

      “It’s about Danny.”

      “What about him?”

      “The last job you guys had a few weeks ago… it was a little hairier than it should’ve been. He beat a guy senseless when it wasn’t necessary. The guy wasn’t giving any problem from what everyone has said.”

      “I know it,” Cirella replied. “He’s been talked to.”

      “He brought unnecessary heat down on all of us, you more than anybody.”

      “I know. It won’t happen again. He knows that.”

      “Good. Because if there’s one thing that you don’t need… it’s a loose cannon. He’ll get you in deep. He’ll get you so deep that one day you won’t be able to get out.”

      “I’m on top of it.”

      “I hope so. You know I’m not someone who tries to stick his nose in where it don’t belong. Your crew is your business. But when the jobs become harder than they should be, and things go sideways, then that affects my business. I’m only telling you this as a friend.”

      “And I appreciate that.”

      “You need to reel him in.”

      “I will.”

      “I hope so. Because if you don’t… someone’s gonna reel you in.”
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      Carter had come home about an hour later than usual. Stacy was already in the kitchen feeding the kids dinner. Upon hearing the door open, she looked over, seeing him walk in with a box of diapers under his arm.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Carter said. “Stopped at the store for diapers and some other things.”

      “It’s OK. Kids were getting hungry, so I figured I’d start feeding them.”

      Carter put the box of diapers down on the floor, then walked out of the house again. A minute later, he came back in with a few more bags, setting them down on the kitchen counter. He then left again to go back to his car. Curious, Stacy got up and went over to the counter to inspect the bags. There was formula, baby food, milk, and food. She then looked over at the door, hearing him come in again with several more bags tied to his hands. After he put them down on the counter as well, Stacy looked inside, seeing more food than she’d seen in a few weeks. As Carter brought in more bags and closed the door behind him, Stacy had more than a few questions for him.

      “What’s all this?”

      “What’s it look like?” Carter asked. “I went food shopping.”

      “With what money?”

      “What’re you, mad about having food?”

      “No, I just want to know where the money came from. Two days ago we talked about this and we had fifty dollars in our account. I know all this cost a lot more than fifty dollars, and I don’t see a receipt in any of these bags.”

      “What? You think I stole it or something?”

      Stacy shrugged. “You tell me.”

      “One of the guys at work loaned me a hundred dollars.”

      Stacy wasn’t sure that was the truth but decided to play along. “When do you have to pay it back?”

      “Whenever. He said if I give a little back each week that was fine. So even if I just give him twenty bucks a week for the next five weeks that should be OK.”

      As Stacy started unpacking everything and putting the food in the cabinets and refrigerator, Carter sat at the table and continued feeding and interacting with the kids. After Stacy was done, she turned around and just looked at her husband talking to their kids. He was a good father, she thought. She knew he would do anything for their family. He was hands-on with the kids, played with them, changed diapers, got up in the middle of the night, there wasn’t one complaint she had about him. If not for their money problems, everything would be just about perfect.

      After a few moments, Stacy sat at the table as well. “I heard back today from those two jobs I applied for.”

      “And?”

      A frown came over her face, and she shook her head. “I didn’t get it.”

      “Without even getting an interview?”

      “I think one of them already had a few part-time workers, and they just promoted one of them,” Stacy said. “And the other one already hired somebody.”

      “Something else will come along.”

      “It’s just frustrating.”

      “I know. But we’ll be OK.” Carter leaned across the table and kissed his wife. “We’ll be OK.”
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      Cirella had gotten word from Mark several hours earlier that Montgomery would be coming home that night. He immediately called his crew, and they all met at the diner, like they usually did before a job, so they could all go over the plan.

      “How much time we got?” Brantly asked.

      “Probably about six hours,” Cirella answered. “Plane should be touching down about five hours from now, then roughly an hour for him to get home.”

      “Do we know if he’s travelling with anyone?” Rollins asked.

      “Last word I got was that he was alone. Now who knows if that will change or not, but it shouldn’t affect us too much. Even if he’s got somebody, it shouldn’t be more than one, maybe two other people at the most.”

      “Almost seems too easy,” Falk said.

      “Listen,” Cirella said, tapping Falk on the arm since he was sitting next to him. “We got enough guys to get the job done and get the drop on them. There should be no need to beat anyone senseless or kill anyone, right? Get in, do the job, and get out. That’s it. Nothing more.”

      “There is that guard on the front gate.”

      “What, are you kidding me? Rent-a-cop. Probably never even fired a gun in his life. He’s easy. Should be no problem.”

      “What about the old man?” Falk asked, almost hoping to find a problem somewhere so he could go ballistic on someone.

      “Guy’s pushing seventy,” Cirella said, motioning with a coffee in his hand. “How much trouble could he be? He’s a businessman, what’s he gonna do, go all Chuck Norris on us?”

      “Never know.”

      “Everything will be fine as long as everyone keeps their heads on straight and doesn’t panic. This should be a nice, easy job. We’re professionals. There should be no mistakes.”

      After finishing up their meals, the men got in their cars and drove to their storage unit. It was there that they stored their weapons, guns, ammunition, as well as a black SUV that they used on jobs. They didn’t think it was a good idea to be using their personal vehicles on jobs, as eventually someone would spot it, leading the authorities right to them. But with this, when the job was over, they parked it back in the storage unit, out of sight. Unless they were followed there, no one would ever know it was there or connect it to them.

      Once inside the unit, they closed the door and put the light on, changing into dark-colored clothes. They each had their own black duffel bag that they took with them, carrying guns, ammunition, masks, and anything else they thought they might need. Isaac was the wheel man and usually drove. He was hands-down the best driver of the bunch. He could weave in and out of traffic, get out of jams, which he’d done several times, better than anybody. Cirella was usually in the front passenger seat that way he could see what was happening. Rollins and Falk were the sharpshooters, probably the best shots of the bunch, though Rollins also was the best at getting into tight spots. He was good with explosives and getting through locked doors.

      Once they were all ready, they drove to the Montgomery home. They’d staked the place out for the last couple of nights, so they were familiar with the grounds and already had a plan in place for how to enter. It was a big property, several acres at least, with a tall black fence that went around it, a guard and gate stationed at the front. The crew parked their SUV a little further down the road, just sitting there until they saw Montgomery’s car drive past them. Mark had given them a picture of the vehicle they were looking for, so they were aware of what it looked like. Only a few minutes after they arrived, Cirella got a phone call.

      “Hey, plane just touched down,” Mark said. “Your bird’s on the way.”

      “Got it.” Cirella put his phone back in his pocket and let the others know. “Target’s on the way.”

      Everyone reached into their bag and removed their guns. Each had an assault rifle, and all of them carried a backup pistol just in case.

      “Noah, you’re up,” Cirella said.

      “Wait, I thought that was my job,” Falk replied.

      “I changed it. Noah.”

      “Right,” Rollins said, exiting the SUV.

      “What’s going on?” Falk asked.

      “Nothing,” Cirella answered. “I just think Noah’s the best to handle that.”

      Falk was a little peeved, thinking he got passed over. “Why?”

      “Because I’m in charge, that’s why.”

      “Dominic…”

      “Listen, you have a lot of muscle and you like to use it. This is a job that requires some finesse. I really would prefer getting out of here without having to worry about a body count.”

      Falk didn’t reply, but he was steaming. He just looked out his window and shook his head. He moved his mouth and jaw around, clearly unhappy with the developments. The plan was that a few minutes after Montgomery arrived, they would drive up to the gate, and as soon as the guard came out to check them out, Rollins would come up behind him and subdue him. There were a bunch of trees and shrubs that lined the front of the property that were thick enough to easily conceal somebody’s movements.

      Cirella worried that Falk would use too much force that wasn’t necessary. Outside of Falk, the other three were much more cautious. They were afraid or hesitant to beat someone down, or kill them if necessary, but only if it threatened their ability to escape. Robberies were one thing. Murder was another. Killing people brought more heat. More heat than they wanted. They would do it if they had to, but only as a last resort.

      Sometimes, they felt that Falk went looking for trouble instead of just playing things nice and easy. He’d shot five people over the last two years, killed three of them, and physically assaulted several others, putting a few of them in the hospital. He’d also raped two women over the past year, though that was unknown to the rest of the team. Falk was a big guy, standing over six foot three, and solidly built, and he liked to use his muscle as much as possible.

      With Rollins waiting in the bushes, easily concealed by all the foliage, the rest of the team was sitting patiently in the truck, anticipating their target coming soon. Falk, though, was letting his mind wander elsewhere as he stewed in the back seat. He always thought Cirella was harder on him than the rest of the boys, and it was beginning to irritate him, believing that he got picked on unnecessarily. He felt like Cirella yelled at him more just because he wasn’t one of the original members of the team, and he never really developed a full amount of trust in him. Falk was starting to think he’d be better off on his own, not having to worry about anyone giving him orders. Though the money had been pretty good as a member on Cirella’s crew, Falk was more worried about being treated well. And he didn’t think Cirella would ever do that.

      About half an hour later, they crouched down in their seats, seeing the bright lights of Montgomery’s car lighting up the road.

      “All right, this is it,” Cirella said. “Everyone get ready.”

      The men all checked their weapons and were ready to go.

      “How soon?” Brantly asked.

      “Give him a few minutes to get settled.”

      “Wouldn’t it make sense to hit him as soon as he gets in the door? We can get him before he has a chance to put the stuff in the safe. Then we don’t have to worry about it.”

      “Yeah, but if we hit too soon, and he sees us coming, he’s got a chance to hit the alarm and then we stirred up a hornet’s nest. Let’s just give him some time to relax and get comfortable.”

      “He won’t have a chance to hit the alarm if we take him out right away,” Falk said. “Let’s get it over with.”

      “We’ll wait a few minutes,” Cirella said.

      They waited about twenty minutes, giving Montgomery plenty of time to put his diamonds and jewelry into his safe.

      “All right, let’s hit it,” Cirella said, nudging Brantly on the arm.

      “You got it.”

      “Nice and slow. No panic.”

      Brantly slowly drove down the street, turning into the driveway that led up to the Montgomery estate, stopping just in front of the gate. An armed guard came out of the guardhouse to approach the SUV.

      “Everybody steady,” Cirella quietly said.

      “Help you guys?” the guard asked, just as he got to the driver’s side window. The man had no sooner asked the question when Rollins had slipped out of the bushes and snuck up behind him. He already had his mask on so none of the security cameras would pick up his face. Rollins grabbed hold of the man’s arms, making sure the guard couldn’t get to his gun. Falk quickly exited the car, also having his mask on, and rushed over to the two men struggling, giving his teammate a hand. Falk immediately drove the butt end of his rifle into the man’s midsection, the guard hunching over and instantly struggling for air as he lost his breath. Falk let loose with a few right hands to the man’s face, causing the guard to fall over. They then dragged the man back into the guardhouse, tying him up once he was inside.

      “Turn the lights off,” Cirella said, Brantly complying with the directive. “He doesn’t need to see us coming.” The two of them also put their masks on, not wanting to do it yet and
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