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Chapter One

Brady, Texas

Saturday

FBI Agent Lucy Kincaid hadn’t experienced wind this strong since moving to San Antonio nearly two years ago. Old-timers said the storm was bad, but not the worst they’d faced. Last weekend, when the first downpour hit, Lucy and Sean’s retired neighbors came over and spent hours drinking beer and talking about where they were during every major storm in the last thirty years. Sean thought the old couple was cute; Lucy would prefer an earthquake to 60-mile-per-hour winds and flash floods.

Thank God there were rarely tornadoes in San Antonio, or Lucy would be requesting a transfer, ASAP.

Right now, Lucy would rather be home in her warmest pajamas under three down comforters with a mug of hot chocolate—even though it was September. Seventy degrees wasn’t cold, but it was wet and sticky and the wind wasn’t exactly a warm breeze. The drive to Brady, Texas, had taken three hours when it shouldn’t have taken much more than two, and she was relieved that Nate was driving. They’d crossed two sections of road that were partly flooded, and three times had to get out to remove debris from their path. If one of San Antonio FBI’s Most Wanted wasn’t sitting on ice in the small-town municipal court, they wouldn’t have been out in this weather.

Hands down, this was the most miserable day of the year.

They pulled up to the rear of the municipal building and ran up the stairs. The employee entrance was locked, and Nate rang the bell impatiently. They were both dressed for the weather in khakis, long-sleeved shirts, and sturdy boots. Nate had left his jacket in the transport van; Lucy put hers on. Not that it did much good—her hair was still soaked from the last time they’d moved a tree branch from their path and it wasn’t even raining that hard.

A minute later, an officer let them in.

“Nate Dunning, FBI,” Nate said, and showed his badge. “Agent Lucy Kincaid.”

“Glad you folks made it, I’m Police Chief Thomas Osgood.”

“The chief answering doors, don’t think I’ve seen it before,” Nate said as they followed Osgood down a long hall.

“We have twelve sworn officers, and the same number in civilian staff. It’s all hands this weekend—and then to have the basement flooded, on top of the trouble outside. We right appreciate your assistance. If it was just a bunch of drunk and disorderlies, we’d have let them go—in fact, I released two brothers this morning who’d been in a bar fight. I know them both, they’re idiots, and when they get to drinking, they’re even more stupid. Two thousand dollars in damage.” He shook his head. “I know where to find them. But these two men—I can’t just let them walk.”

Brady, Texas, was a small community northwest of San Antonio, two counties over. It wasn’t near any major highway. It was by chance and smart thinking that Brady police apprehended a wanted fugitive. They’d been going door to door yesterday morning in an area at risk for flooding, and the officer recognized Samuel Trembly from an FBI Most Wanted flyer. Trembly and his gang had committed five armed robberies—including three bank heists in South Texas—the last of which resulted in two dead, including one of Trembly’s gang. That was a month ago, and the San Antonio FBI had bumped him to the top of their internal Most Wanted list.

The US Marshals had been scheduled to bring Trembly to the federal courthouse in San Antonio on Tuesday, since Monday was Labor Day. The small jail in the Brady Municipal Courthouse was sufficient to house the suspect for the long weekend. But last night the basement—where the cell was located—had flooded when a support wall cracked and the pressure resulted in severe structural damage to the 150-year-old building.

“I thought we were just bringing Trembly in,” Nate said.

“This morning my officers responded to a domestic violence call out by the reservoir. Arrested a guy by the name of John Carr, though he has no ID on him. We’ve sent his prints in to confirm. His girlfriend’s in the hospital. She doesn’t want to press charges, but since Carr took a swing at one of my cops, we hauled his ass in. Hoping to convince the young lady to change her mind. Might not matter since we have two cops who saw Carr throw the girl across the room.”

“And why are we taking him?” Nate asked.

“He can’t stay here, and I can’t let him go. I called Austin; they can’t spare a car, and the 87 is flooded between here and San Angelo, so there’s no easy way for one of their patrols to get out here. I knew you were coming in for Trembly, called down to Bexar County Sheriff’s Office, and they said they’d take him. No way am I letting him out, when his first stop will likely be the hospital to terrorize his girl.”

Nate didn’t look happy about the change, and Lucy didn’t blame him—they didn’t normally handle prison transports, but with the storm, and local law enforcement working overtime on emergency calls, they didn’t have much choice. Trembly was an FBI Most Wanted, and he was their responsibility.

“I should have tried to reach you, I’m sorry,” Osgood said. “Last week we had a lot of damage, no flooding—but the ground is so dang saturated right now that there’s been several flash floods. The reservoir sustained damage last week, and now our engineers are trying to prevent a major breech that could take out a community of three hundred folks. We may have to evacuate if they don’t get it under control. I can’t spare the manpower to watch these two outside of lockup.”

“It’s fine,” Nate said. “But it took us three hours to get here because of traffic and weather, so we need to get going. I don’t want to deal with this storm and nightfall.”

It was nearly two in the afternoon, though the dark-gray skies made it appear timeless. Eerie and creepy was more like it.

“We have the paperwork ready. Do you have a good map of the area?”

“Yes,” Nate said. He sounded snippy, which was unlike him.

As soon as the chief walked away, Lucy said, “What’s going on?”

“I don’t like changes. If I had known we had more than one prisoner, I would have brought in a second vehicle.”

Lucy had never worked a prison transport, she didn’t really know what it entailed, beyond what she’d learned at Quantico. And every transport was different. “You want to transport them separately?”

“No—I want a tail or a lead car, someone to watch our ass.”

“We can call in backup. I haven’t done this before, if you want to bring in a more experienced team.”

“It’s not you, Lucy. When Leo called me and said they needed two agents to come up here and transport Trembly, I picked you. I like working with you, and I know you have my back. The point is, I’ve done transports before—in the Army. Albeit it was a different situation, we had shit going on around us, but we always had a minimum of two soldiers for every one prisoner. Preferably three, but since we don’t generally have sniper fire or landmines in the US, two is sufficient.”

“You’re joking?”

He shrugged. “Sort of a joke. The faster we get to I-10, the happier I’ll be. I have a route I want to take that’s longer, but it’ll get us to I-10 faster.”

“Whatever you think is best.”

“I need to talk to the folks here, see what hazards we have. Get an escort. Just be alert.”

The chief came back with two folders and a clipboard and said, “If you can dot the i’s and cross the t’s, you can get out of here.”

Lucy took the paperwork and Nate said, “Chief, can I trouble you for some information on road conditions?”

“Absolutely. We have several road closures, mostly due to flooding or a risk to flood. You’re not from here, are you? There’s several creeks you’ll need to be mindful of. And I’ll give you our emergency channel for your radio, so we can communicate any changes.” They walked down the hall with Nate asking questions.

Lucy filled out the transport forms, signed them with her name and badge number, then flipped through the two prisoner files.

Samuel Trembly, thirty-five, was the apparent leader of the gang of five, who had robbed three banks and two jewelry stores in the last four months in Austin, San Marcos, and San Antonio. They were also suspected of multiple robberies in the Dallas–Fort Worth area last summer. Trembly had landed on the FBI’s radar because his prints had been recovered at the last bank robbery, four weeks ago, when he tried to save his partner, Reginald Hansen, who’d been shot and killed by a private citizen during the robbery after Hansen mortally wounded the bank manager. Trembly had a record—two misdemeanor charges years ago—that made him pop on the criminal database.

Once they had Hansen’s identity, they quickly traced him to Austin, Texas, where he’d grown up and had a construction job until a few years ago, then connected him to his lifelong friend, Trembly. Unfortunately, neither had a known residence in the city and Trembly’s family had long moved out of the area.

According to the FBI file she’d read that morning, Trembly’s father died when he was young and his mother raised four children by working two jobs. Samuel, the oldest, was in and out of trouble. He had two sisters and a brother, but there was next to nothing on them, either. All she had was names and ages, and none of them had been in trouble with the law.

Still, when someone was in trouble, the first place they often looked for sanctuary was their family. This wasn’t Lucy’s case, so she didn’t know what the lead agent had already done. No Tremblys were reported as living here, in Brady, Texas—Trembly had been discovered in a trailer on the outskirts of town and it was just chance that the local police recognized him from the bulletin. The file indicated that the landlord had rented to him on the cheap with no background or credit check because he paid three months up front—starting three days after the last robbery.

The other gang members weren’t identified, just Trembly and Hansen. Kirk Hansen, Reggie’s younger brother, was wanted for questioning—he had a long rap sheet and the lead field agent for the investigation, Mike Crutcher, suspected he was part of the gang when in the course of his investigation he learned that Kirk and Reggie were practically inseparable. But Kirk was nowhere to be found.

It could be they used a different crew for every heist—Trembly being here in Brady alone supported that argument. Or maybe they had split up after the last robbery because it was the first time someone had been killed. But it wasn’t the first time someone had been seriously injured. The third robbery—a jewel heist—left the store manager beaten and shot, but she survived. Witnesses said there was no reason for the attack, just that one of the criminals “went off” on the manager for no apparent reason.

The gang was bold, well organized, and had some skills and street smarts—they disabled cameras, wore masks and gloves, and communicated with hand signals instead of words, to minimize identification. Lucy suspected they were using sign language—which she knew well—or a variation, but she was relying solely on the thin report for the information and no one confirmed the use of ASL. The Dallas regional FBI office had passed along all the information from their robberies once Trembly’s gang moved into the San Antonio jurisdiction. Crutcher, a senior field agent on the White Collar Crimes squad, had practically done a jig in the office when the Brady police chief informed the FBI that they’d arrested Trembly last night.

Why she and Nate were picking him up and not Crutcher and one of his people she didn’t know.

The second file was even thinner—the booking sheet for John Carr, a copy of his prints, and a statement by the two officers. A neighbor had called 911 about a domestic disturbance. When they arrived they heard a woman scream, entered the apartment, and saw Carr push his girlfriend into a dining-room hutch, which shattered, and the girl was cut badly in the arm. He was arrested and the girl was taken to the hospital. There was no name in the file. Carr didn’t have identification on him and he wasn’t in the system—which immediately made Lucy suspicious. They found no ID in the house and there was no vehicle to search for registration or confirmation of his identity.

Nate returned a few minutes later and Lucy pointed out the discrepancy. “It’s just a matter of time before we ID him,” Nate said. “We need to get going quick—the rain is light now but will get worse before nightfall, and the winds are fierce. We could be dealing with road debris. It’s really a mess out there. But the good news is the chief agreed to give us an escort to Fredericksburg, which is seventy miles down US 87, and the Fredericksburg chief agreed to give us an escort to Comfort, which is off I-10. Leo is sending a tactical team to Comfort to meet up with us and take Carr into custody, plus provide an additional escort.”

“That’s terrific.”

Nate smiled. He didn’t smile often enough, Lucy thought. Though they’d been friends for nearly two years now, she didn’t know a lot about him, over and above his ten years of service in the Army and the fact that he was adopted when his parents were older and they were now both deceased. He was a good friend and a great cop.

A few minutes later, the chief had the two prisoners brought down from where they’d been locked under guard in a conference room. They wore handcuffs, orange jumpsuits, and their own shoes, minus shoelaces.

“This is Mr. Trembly,” Osgood said. He looked a few years older than his driver’s license photo, but his appearance wasn’t substantially different—sandy-blond hair and brown eyes. He was physically fit and nearly as tall as Nate.

“And Mr. Carr,” Osgood said. Carr had dark-blond hair and hazel eyes and was on the scrawny side. The only injury from his attack on his girlfriend was a bruise on his right hand.

An officer had two bags with Trembly’s and Carr’s personal effects. “We’ll take these two outside for you,” he said.

“One minute,” Nate said. “I have a call coming in from my office.” He walked away to take the call.

Trembly stared at Lucy. He was trying to intimidate her. She hated that he was partly succeeding. Fortunately, she had a great poker face and stared him down. Then he smiled and winked. “If I’d’ve known the FBI was hiring hot little chicas, I would have gotten myself arrested long ago.”

She didn’t respond—getting in a tit-for-tat conversation with her prisoner wouldn’t be prudent. Unfortunately, the officer kicked Trembly in the back of his shin and he stumbled.

“Respect, boy,” the officer said.

“He doesn’t bother me,” Lucy said firmly, silently admonishing the cop. She didn’t need anyone standing up for her, it would diminish her authority in the eyes of the prisoners. They might think she was a pushover or weak and attempt something on the road; she had to exert her authority without exerting physical control.

Nate returned a few minutes later. “Let’s go,” he said.

The two Brady cops walked the prisoners out to the back. The rain was still coming down, and the wind whipped them. The FBI transport van was reinforced and bulletproof, the glass bullet resistant. The back had attached shackles, which could hold up to five prisoners. Nate first secured Trembly to the shackles on the passenger side, near the cab, then secured Carr to the shackles on the driver’s side, rear. He double-checked them: waist, hands, ankles.

“Your boyfriend doesn’t talk much, does he, sugar?” Trembly said.

Lucy ignored him.

Nate secured the doors, took the two bags of personal effects, and he and Lucy entered the cab.

“What was the call about?” Lucy said. Nate adjusted the camera that showed the rear of the van. There shouldn’t any trouble, but they could watch their prisoners on a camera to make sure no one was in distress or causing problems.

“Backup. Just wanted to clear a few things up with Leo before we head out. We have a three-hour drive ahead of us, half of it on a two-lane highway. Want to make sure we’re being tracked the entire way.”

“Do you want to wait until Leo can send a team up here?”

“We wouldn’t be out of here until near dark, and traveling these roads in a storm at night is too dangerous. Plus, we have escorts all the way down to Comfort. I can’t go the way I wanted—west to I-10—because Menard is knee-deep in water. So it’s back along 87.”

“That’s more of a direct route, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, and the road is better maintained, but there are several low spots and a dozen or more creeks and rivers we have to cross. The chief gave me a heads-up on where to watch out, plus I talked to the patrol escorting us. Officer Dominick Riley is local and knows the area well. We’re just waiting on him to check out equipment. Do you have a good visual on our boys back there?”

Lucy could see both prisoners in the back through the dash camera. The cab was completely sealed off from the rear for agent safety. They had filled up with gas when they first arrived in Brady so had a full tank, and they had a radio, extra water, and emergency supplies.

“They’re secure.”

“Just keep watch. I searched them before they were taken out, not that I don’t trust the cops here, but, well, you know.”

She knew. Nate was a soldier through and through, just like her brother Jack and her brother-in-law Kane. They were cautious by nature, didn’t like to leave anything to chance.

A large, burly black cop came out and waved to Nate. Nate smiled and waved back. “Riley there was a Marine for six years. We’re in good hands,” Nate said.

“Why do I think you hand-picked him?”

“I would have, but he was the only one not out dealing with an emergency.”

Riley jumped into a patrol truck, and a minute later Lucy heard his deep baritone over the radio. “Ready to roll, Agent Dunning?”

“Yes, sir,” Nate said.

Riley laughed. “Call me Riley, all my friends do.”

“I’m Nate, my partner is Lucy.”

“I expect no real trouble, but there’re a few creeks that will roll on over the road, should be passable, but we’ll need to keep our heads on. I’ll update you regularly.”

“Appreciate it, Riley.”

Nate started out, letting Riley take lead. He radioed into FBI headquarters.

“Dunning and Kincaid leaving Brady at fourteen hundred hours. Brady PD escort through to Fredericksburg . . .”—he checked the GPS navigation—“ . . . one hour, forty minutes. Over.”

“Roger that, Agent Dunning. Monitoring GPS for the duration, check in every fifteen.”

“Thanks, Zach,” Nate said, and signed off.

“Zach’s monitoring the radio?”

“Yeah—all hands today. There are multiple teams out assisting SAPD and the sheriff’s department. We’re all wearing a different hat, I suppose. Kenzie may be called up if the storm gets worse.” Kenzie was in the National Guard and trained monthly with her unit. She’d been deployed to Houston immediately after Hurricane Harvey for two weeks to assist in rescues and prevent looting.

“Did the chief get confirmation on John Carr’s ID?” Lucy asked.

“They sent in his prints, system’s overloaded right now. He’ll let us know if there’s anything we need to know. You read Trembly’s file?”

“I read the FBI file this morning and the arrest file. He came in without putting up much of a fight. First tried to say they had the wrong guy, but when they got his ID, he just rolled over. Hiding out here for a month, it seems.”

“Probably could have hid out here for longer if not for the storm.”

“The police didn’t search his place—there could be evidence.”

“Well, shit,” Nate muttered. “You sure they didn’t search?”

“If they did, they didn’t indicate in the report.” She flipped through the file again. “Says they put a police lock on the door, but if the trailer floods, that’s not going to help us.”

“We’ll talk to the lead agent and let him deal with it—this isn’t even our case. They’d need a warrant anyway, and Crutcher probably wants to send an FBI team in to do the search.”

“How did we get called for the transport? Neither of us is even on the task force.”

“Office protocol demands that a SWAT-trained agent is attached to any transport, and apparently I was the only one available. White Collar doesn’t have any SWAT agents. And you were on call this weekend.”

“Lucky me.”

“Lucky me. I could have gotten stuck with Lopez.”

“Jason isn’t that bad.”

“Don’t trust him, don’t like him.”

Jason Lopez had started out on the wrong foot with Lucy as well, but she’d made a point of getting to know him better, and he wasn’t a bad agent. He tended to be a people pleaser, but he was diligent and personable. It did sometimes disturb Lucy that he was so close to their boss—and Nate’s point about trust was well taken. It was known in the squad that anything Jason learned their boss Rachel Vaughn would soon know.

Riley called in on the radio. “We’re making good time to Mason,” he said. “Twenty more minutes or so. Talked ahead to a buddy of mine who has a cattle ranch down there—he says the Llano River, which is eight, nine miles south of town, is right up to the road—it hasn’t gone over yet, but if it rises another foot we’re going to have a serious problem. We should be past it by then, but stay sharp. I’ll give you fair warning before we reach the bridge. There’s a couple places where the road is partly flooded once we get past the Llano, but nothing impassable at this point.”

“Thanks for the update,” Lucy told Riley.

Nate firmly gripped the wheel to keep the van on the road as the wind hit them hard. Lucy was grateful Nate was doing the driving—she didn’t particularly like driving, even in fair weather.

She looked at the two men in the back. They were jostled with the movement of the vehicle but otherwise looked resigned to their situation, their heads hanging low. Good—they shouldn’t give them too much trouble.

Nate asked, “How’s everything going with Jess? He adjusting okay after all the bullshit with his grandfather?”

Jesse was Sean’s thirteen-year-old son. Until last year, Sean didn’t even know he had a child. Jesse’s grandfather, wealthy businessman Ronald McAllister, had threatened to fight for custody after his mother died two months ago, but Sean and Jesse went to California to work out an arrangement that McAllister reluctantly agreed to. Lucy didn’t know all the details—and Sean was still upset about everything that happened—but Sean had full custody of Jesse and McAllister wasn’t contesting his paternity.

“I think he’s okay,” Lucy said. “Started school last Monday. Already found a soccer team that took him on. Jesse seems to be adapting well—stood up to his grandfather about wanting to live with us. I’m glad that’s over. None of us wanted a court fight over custody.”

“Sean is . . . well, he’s not really himself these days.”

“You noticed?” Sean tried to keep a positive attitude, but after Jesse’s mother was killed, he’d had a hard time wrestling with guilt and anger.

“It’s been nearly two months. I’m sure that Jesse is having a hard time—the kid lost his mom—but none of what happened was Sean’s fault. It seems like he’s putting all the blame on his shoulders.”

“He is,” Lucy said. “I talk to him, and sometimes he listens . . . I think he needs to know that Jesse is really going to be okay before he can let it all go.”

“Is something wrong with Jess?”

“I don’t know that anything is,” she said cautiously, “but he hasn’t really talked about his mother at all. A little here and there. I know grief is different for everyone, but he’s a thirteen-year-old kid. I guess—I expected something else.”

“Maybe it hasn’t soaked in yet.”

“It has. I think—Well, damn. It’s just a mess.”

“You don’t have to talk about it,” Nate said. “Seriously, I’m not pushing, I just feel for Sean and the kid.”

“I know you do, and that’s not it. After Madison died, Jesse learned that she was privy to many of Carson Spade’s illegal activities.”

“That’s fucked,” Nate said. “Poor kid.”

“Sean wanted to protect Jesse, but he knew it would be worse if Jesse found out through someone else. So when Jesse asked, Sean gave him a sanitized version. But Jesse isn’t an idiot. He read between the lines. Battling love and anger is hard for anyone, especially a teenager. And then the battle with Madison’s father—that took its toll on Sean. So they are both dealing with some heavy emotional baggage, I think. And being Rogans—they don’t share very well.”

“But Sean has custody.”

“Yes. Honestly, I think if Jesse wasn’t one hundred percent behind Sean, there would have been a battle. Sean was willing to fight all the way, but McAllister has money and friends in high places.”

“So does Sean, but I’m glad it didn’t come to that.”

Nate was right about that—Sean had dug up a lot of dirt on McAllister, and Lucy didn’t know if he’d had to use it.

“I’m just glad they’re home,” she said.

Ahead of them, Riley was slowing down and Nate followed suit. The road wasn’t flooded, but there was a lot of water on the roadway. The gusts of wind continued to jostle the heavy van, and Lucy looked at the camera. Their prisoners had barely moved. Carr, in the rear, was talking. Lucy could somewhat read lips, but the camera was partly distorted so that they could view the entire compartment and it was almost impossible to tell what he was saying to Trembly.

The radio beeped. “Nate, it’s Riley.”

“Trouble ahead? You’re slowing down.”

“We’re coming into Mason. Serious accident in the center of town, so we’re making a little detour. Nothing to worry about, I got word from the sheriff’s deputy that the route I want to use to get back to 87 is clear. Just wanted to give you a heads-up. We’ll be merging back right past town.”

“Roger that. Thanks, buddy.”

Chapter Two

Route 87

The wind drove the rain from the east, gusts rocking the van. Nate’s hands gripped the steering wheel tightly.

The detour took them a couple of miles out of their way, but they were back on 87 and only lost ten or so minutes. Lucy checked in with headquarters as soon as they passed Mason, and the FBI backup was already en route to Comfort.

“We’re halfway to Fredericksburg,” Nate said, and immediately slowed. “Holy shit!”

In front of them, Riley had slowed almost to a stop. The road had flooded, but he was rolling through it. It didn’t quite reach the underbelly of his truck, which told Lucy it was less than a foot deep.

Lucy got on the radio. “Is this the Llano?” she asked.

Riley replied, “Comanche Creek. We’re lucky we got through it—two hours ago it was practically dry.”

“Does that mean Llano is going to be impassable?” Nate asked.

“Not necessarily,” Riley said. “Llano is a deeper, wider channel. We should make it through—though I might be finding a different way back home if the Comanche continues to rise. We have to watch the creek that branches off of Llano, there’s a bridge about a mile south of the river.”

“We appreciate your help out here.”

“I’m calling in road conditions as I see them, which helps everyone. Over.”

They passed through the last of the water and picked up speed on the highway. Lucy glanced at the camera in the back. The men weren’t talking, but Carr was restless. His hands didn’t stop moving.

She tilted her head and leaned closer to the camera.

Almost time.

She looked at Trembly. His hands were also moving, though his signing wasn’t as clear as Carr’s because of the angle of the camera. She thought he signed, Tomorrow night, but she wasn’t certain. The shackles made his movements short and jerky.

She said, “I think they’re talking to each other in sign language.”

Nate glanced at the camera in the dash. “How can you tell?”

“I learned sign language in high school—it’s hard to tell what he’s saying because it’s a bastardized version of ASL. The only thing I clearly made out was Carr signing, Almost time. Trembly’s gang used a variation of ASL to communicate during the robberies.”

“Who is this Carr? Does he know Trembly?”

“Carr might not be his real name.” The two men stopped signing but weren’t slumped over as they’d been at the beginning of the drive.

Nate immediately got on the radio to Riley. “Hey, buddy, keep your eyes open. Seems that our prisoners might know each other, and I’m getting a bad feeling about this.”

“Roger that.”

To Lucy, Nate said, “Call it in. Have headquarters run facial recognition and rush Carr’s prints—we need to know what we’re dealing with.”

Lucy got on the radio. “This is Special Agent Lucy Kincaid. Agent Dunning and I are on 87 south of Mason, approximately ten miles north of Cherry Spring.”

Zach Charles, the VCMO analyst, came on the radio. “Roger that, Lucy.”

“We have a potential issue. The prisoners seem to know each other and are using sign language to communicate, just like Trembly’s gang did during the robberies. It reasons that Carr may be one of Trembly’s gang.” She hesitated, then said, “Either he’s a complete unknown, or he’s using a false identity.”

“What are they saying?” Zach asked.

“They’re aware of the time, it seems they’re waiting for something. Trembly said something about tomorrow night as well. Nate’s concerned that they may be planning a break.”

“You still have backup, right?”

“Yes—a police escort. We’re—Wow, that river is huge.”

“What?”

“We’re crossing the Llano River.”

The water was right up to the bridge but hadn’t spilled over. It was violent and the wind caused gusts of spray to hit them, making visibility difficult as they crossed.

“Can you contact Fredericksburg? They’re going to escort us to Comfort, but we need backup now—they can meet up with us. Nate and I would feel a whole lot better if we had another patrol.”

“Hold on,” Zach said. “I’ll contact them.”

Lucy hadn’t taken her eyes off the prisoners in the back. She leaned forward trying to make out what Trembly was signing. “I think Trembly is asking how long and Carr is just saying not too long, road slow or something . . . damn, they have their own style, and it’s difficult to read.”

“We know more than we did five minutes ago.”

The signing between the prisoners stopped. Nate was both looking in his mirrors and monitoring the road ahead. They hadn’t passed a car or emergency vehicle in more than ten minutes.

Zach returned. “Two patrols from Fredericksburg PD are being deployed to your location—they say the road is a mess all the way down from your location to town. Watch for rising water, but you shouldn’t have more than eighteen inches in any one spot. Power’s out all over, don’t leave the road—a lot of the side roads are impassable.”

“We might not have a choice,” Lucy said. She looked at the men in the back. Were they anticipating something or was that her fear? “Is Mike Crutcher in the office?”

“I’ll track him down.”

“Have him call me, on my cell, if he can get through. We need to keep the radio open.”

Riley had slowed down, and Nate did the same. The winds continued to come in waves from hard to van-shaking, and it was all Nate could do to maintain control. “What are you thinking?” Nate asked.

“We need more information about the Tremblys. According to the file, I don’t know if Crutcher talked to anyone in his family. He has a brother, couple of sisters. None of them have a record. What if the rest of the gang is family? According to the witness statements, they indicated that at least one of the gang was a woman. Trembly and Hansen have been friends since high school. Crutcher’s people have been trying to find the other Hansen, his younger brother, who has a record, but he’s also in the wind. They didn’t kill anyone until the last robbery, but they’re violent and aren’t afraid to use fear and intimidation.”

The radio buzzed and Lucy answered. “Agent Kincaid.”

“Agent Kincaid, this is Officer Cliff Rabke with the Fredericksburg Police Department. I hear you might be having a spot of trouble. Whereabouts are you now?”

Nate responded, “We just crossed the Llano River.”

“We’re already out, we’ll meet up with you probably about Road 648. Your office said you’re in a tan van with government plates.”

“Yes, sir. We’re being escorted by Officer Dominick Riley with Brady PD.”

“I know Riley. You’re in good hands.”

“Sir, we don’t know what to expect with the Trembly gang, but they already killed one civilian.”

“Stay alert. We should cross paths in about twenty, twenty-five minutes. We have two patrols en route to escort y’all back to town, and we have a nice, warm jail cell for your prisoners and a pot of hot coffee for you, until you can figure out what’s what.”

“Thank you, Officer,” Lucy said.

“Over and out,” Rabke said.

Nate nodded to the dash camera. “Anything else?”

“No, and they can’t know exactly where we are—there’s no windows back there. They have to be tracking the time, and they act like they’re anticipating something.”

Nate got back on the radio to Riley. “Be alert.” To Lucy he said, “It wouldn’t have been too difficult to figure out which way we were going once we left Brady. Or they could have been watching the jail—but no one has followed us.”

“No one’s passed us, either.”

“They could be on radios or cell phones. You said there were several people involved in the heists, right?”

“Five according to the witnesses,” Lucy said.

She alternated looking at the camera and looking at the roadway. The rain was still coming down at a sharp angle, the wind pushing water over the road. The asphalt was slick; drainage was minimal. They were driving through two, three inches of water across the entire highway. But there was no place for someone to hide. Few roads or driveways merged into this section of 87 and bushes and trees were set far off the road, most of the land flat and grassy. Then she saw the creek—which looked like a roaring river—that they were about to pass. The force of the water coupled with the strong winds pushed waves over the road.

Riley slowed to a crawl; Nate followed suit. They crossed over the bridge and Lucy breathed a sigh of relief.

Nate was monitoring the GPS, which was also attached to the dash. “We have a couple of roads coming up, looks like they don’t go anywhere, and they might not even be paved, but it’s a good place for—Shit!”

Immediately, he slowed down. In front of them Riley was hydroplaning, his car wildly skidding on the road as he tried to control it.

“It’s a fucking spike strip!” Nate exclaimed. He tried to brake before he hit it, but he couldn’t avoid it. The strip had been camouflaged just beneath the surface of the water covering the road, made more difficult to spot because of poor visibility. Fortunately, Nate hit it going much slower than Riley and was able to control the van into a stop.

Lucy had her gun out.

Riley spun around but kept his truck upright.

Nate hit the radio. “Nate Dunning, FBI, officer needs immediate assistance at this location! We’ve been ambushed!”

Immediately in front of them, a short individual wearing tactical gear and a ski mask converged on Riley’s patrol. He had a shotgun aimed at the driver’s door. Riley was effectively trapped.

A bullhorn cut through the sounds of the storm. That was when Lucy saw two more people running toward them, one with a shotgun, one with a handgun and the bullhorn.

“Try anything, we kill the cop,” a male voice said. “Out of the van.”

Nate didn’t move.

Over the radio, Rabke said, “We’re still thirty minutes from your location because of road debris. A patrol may be closer. Stay put.”

Nate said, “We’re surrounded by three armed gunmen. Three shotguns and one handgun visible. They’re wearing body armor. Riley is pinned down.”

To Lucy, Nate said, “I can get one, you can get the other, but Riley will be dead before we can get the guy on him.”

Lucy concurred. Riley’s truck was too far up the road to guarantee that they’d be able to make the shot in these conditions.

The gunman said, “I’m not fucking around here. Get out of the van and toss me the keys now. Five. Four. Three. Two.” He put his hand up and the gunman next to Riley squared up.

Nate slammed his fist on the horn and got his attention. He cracked open his window. “Take the gun off the cop.”

“You’re not in a position to negotiate, Mr. Agent. Out.”

“Cops are already on their way. We can wait you out.”

“Your cop friend will be dead.”

“Your friends will be tried as accessories to killing a cop and get the death penalty.”

“I don’t fucking have time for this bullshit. Do it!”

“No!” Nate shouted.

The bullhorn guy said, “Fair warning.”

The short guy with a shotgun—Lucy thought woman—fired into Riley’s engine.

“Get out, throw down your weapons, give me the keys, or the next one goes through his window.”

Nate said to Lucy, “Be prepared to run—they’ve already decided to shoot.” He glanced in his mirrors. “There’s a car approaching. Shit, we can’t get civilians in the middle of this bullshit.”

Nate opened his door.

“The car may be their getaway,” Lucy said. “Be careful.”

He had his hands up—no weapon, the keys in his right hand.

“Get the gun off the cop,” Nate demanded over the storm.

“Your partner needs to get out first.”

Lucy opened her door. The wind nearly pushed her over as she climbed out of the van. She showed her hands.

The bullhorn guy motioned for the girl holding the shotgun to lower the weapon. She was reluctant, and there was a silent exchange. Lucy watched his hands. These people knew each other well.

Though the shotgunner put the gun down slightly, she could bring it up quickly and fire if she wanted. Mr. Bullhorn was in charge, but that girl was a wild card.

“Toss me the keys,” Bullhorn said. “Nice and easy, big guy. I don’t want to shoot your partner or the cop, got it? Just want to get my friends out.”

Friends. If there had been any doubt, there wasn’t now. Carr was definitely part of the gang. Lucy realized then that he intentionally got himself arrested. Why? To convey information to Trembly? To help with the breakout?

Nate tossed the keys. They landed at Bullhorn’s feet, and the other guy picked them up and handed them to Bullhorn.

“Now, move away from the van. On your knees. Now! Both of you! Hands where my buddy can see them, got it?”

The guy holding the shotgun on Nate and Lucy was tall and skinny. He was shaking.

She. This is a girl, too.

Was she shaking from the cold or because she was scared? Two women, one man. But Lucy would never underestimate a female bad guy. One of the most vicious criminals she’d faced was a woman.

“Knees!” Mr. Bullhorn fired his .45 at Nate’s feet and dropped the bullhorn. “Both of you. Now.” He shouted over the wind, even though they were just twenty feet away.

Slowly, Nate fell to his knees. Lucy could feel his rage, even though his expression remained staunchly blank. She dropped to her knees as well, her eyes on the woman in the distance, the one with the shotgun on Riley. Mr. Bullhorn retreated to the rear of the van.

“Nate,” Lucy said. He didn’t hear her, and she said louder, “Nate.”

He nodded his head once.

“The car. Where did it go?”

He didn’t say anything but tilted his body forward so he could see the roadway. They heard voices behind the van. He leaned back.

“It stopped,” he said.

The woman closest to them said, “What are you talking about?”

Nate said, “You’re not going to get away with this.”

“We already have.”

“We’ll find you.”

“Shut up.” She glanced behind the van. She was definitely nervous.

Lucy looked over to the shorter female. Her shotgun was raised and aimed at Riley. She wanted to fire it. Her entire demeanor was excited . . . she enjoyed this.

The car that Nate had seen pulled up parallel to the van. It was a full-sized pickup truck. Carr was in the back, Trembly in the passenger seat. “Get in,” Mr. Bullhorn said.

The woman couldn’t wait to jump into the backseat.

The gunman faced them. He then turned to the van and shot up the radio.

It could be worse. They could have killed you and Nate.

Probably not—they both could reach their backup pieces—but Riley would most certainly be dead.

The gunman saluted them then jumped into the back of the pickup. They drove to where Riley was pinned down.

They couldn’t hear what Mr. Bullhorn was saying over the wind, but it was clear he was arguing with the short girl, motioning for her to climb into the back of the truck.

She finally did and Lucy began to breathe easier. The truck pulled away, then the girl stood up and fired a shotgun round into Riley’s patrol. The driving wind muffled the sound of shattering glass.

Nate was up and running, gun out as soon as the woman had aimed the shotgun. He fired even though the vehicle was more than fifty yards away. Lucy pulled her backup service weapon and ran after Nate, but she didn’t have a clear shot. She thought she saw the girl fall to her knees but didn’t know if Nate had hit her or not.

The masked girl fired the shotgun again at Riley’s vehicle, but the truck was moving fast and shotguns had a short range. Buckshot pinged against metal.

Nate continued to fire. Lucy would take him over most everyone as her backup because he didn’t miss, but at this distance and with the wind she didn’t know how he could have hit her.

Nate reached Riley first. Lightning flashed across the sky, the echoing thunder making Lucy’s heart skip a beat. She caught up to Nate as her partner pounded on the locked door. “Riley!”

The cop looked dazed and didn’t unlock the door.

Lucy ran around to the side where the glass was broken and opened the door. She unlocked the doors from the inside and Nate opened the driver’s door to inspect Riley.

“I’m fine,” Riley muttered when it was clear he was anything but fine. Blood poured from his head.

“Where are you hit?” Nate said.

“Just glass. I think.”

By the look of the wound, more than glass hit him. The side of his face was bleeding and it looked like glass or buckshot had pierced his upper right shoulder.

Riley tried to get up, but Nate ordered him to sit. Lucy looked through the back of the Bronco and found an emergency kit. Nate pulled out his cellphone and got out of her way so she could inspect Riley’s injuries. First, she heard him first talking to Zach at headquarters, reporting exactly what happened and asking for immediate backup, then he swore, “We got cut off. Dammit.”

“Try the radio,” Riley said. “That little girl hit it, but I think it’s still working.”

Nate ran around to the passenger side and after a couple tries got through to Fredericksburg PD. He reported what happened, gave the make, model, and license number of the truck. “What’s he look like?” Nate asked Lucy.

“I’m fine,” Riley said.

“No, you’re not.” Lucy had patched up his neck, shoulder, and head, but he’d been cut up bad and there were at least three buckshot embedded in his upper shoulder. One was closer to his artery than she would like, and she feared it was nicked. She’d slowed the bleeding but couldn’t get it to stop, and too much exertion would cause his blood pressure to rise. “Hold still.”

She looked at Nate and shook her head. Riley wasn’t going to die, but he wouldn’t be walking to Fredericksburg right now.

Nate reported, “Officer hit, need ambulance at our location.”

“We have to get out of here,” Riley said.

“The van is toast, this truck isn’t moving,” Nate said.

“And you’re not walking,” Lucy added. “Don’t move, Riley. I’m serious.”

“The river,” Riley said. “Look.”

They looked back and saw that the creek had crossed the road and water was surging. It seemed to rise even as they watched.

“I heard on the radio, right before the attack, that the Llano had flooded 87. This is a major artery off the river. Damn, if I hadn’t taken my eyes off the road to double-check, I might have seen the spikes.”

“They had the spike strip under the water,” Nate said. “No one could have seen it, not on a day like today.”

Nate told Fredericksburg dispatch that the creek had flooded the road and they had to find higher ground.

The water had already topped the guardrails. Though the momentum kept the water mostly moving downstream, the wide space of the roadway gave it a lot of room to spill over. The van, which was closer to the river, had water up to the wheel well.

“I have to get our supplies,” Nate told Lucy, and handed her the radio. “Give them a description of the suspects.” Nate ran through the rising water back to the van. First thing he did was pull the spike strip from the road.

Lucy kept pressure on Riley’s neck while reporting what she knew. “Trembly and the man known as John Carr were released from the van by four unknown suspects. A man and two women, plus an unknown driver. All masked in full tactical gear. White or Hispanic. The male was approximately six feet tall. One female was approximately five feet four inches, small, petite build; a second female was five foot ten, slender—I’d guess one fifty, tops. The shorter female is particularly dangerous, she fired a shotgun into Officer Riley’s truck without provocation as they drove away. We fired in response, one of the suspects may have been injured in the escape.”

“Status of officer?”

“Multiple concussions on his head, neck, upper right shoulder. Stable but needs emergency medical attention. We can’t move him.”

“I can walk,” Riley said.

“Not far,” she said.

“Repeat?” the dispatcher said.

“I’m telling Officer Riley that we need to keep him immobile as long as we can. But we might not have a choice—the water is rising and his vehicle is inoperable. At this rate we have five minutes before we’ll have to move.”

“Hold, I’ll find ETA.”

Lucy watched Nate retrieve their extra weapons and emergency pack from the van. By the time he was done, he was fighting water that had risen to his thighs, holding his M4 over his head so it wouldn’t be submerged. The emergency pack was strapped to his back.

She’d never seen water rise so quickly.

The dispatcher came back on the line. “Agent Kincaid, it’s Fredericksburg dispatch.”

“I’m here.”

“Emergency crews are on their way to your location, but we have multiple situations and flooding on the road. ETA unknown—at least thirty minutes. But we have a situation one half mile from you. A nine-one-one call came in from a house on Brandenberger Road, then was cut off. The timing coincides with the attack on your vehicles.”

“They could be seeking another vehicle or medical care if the girl was hit. Can you play me the call?”

“Yes.”

A half minute later, Lucy heard the recording. Nate was standing next to her.

“Nine-one-one what is your emergency?”

“Someone’s breaking in. I can’t get to the gun safe without them seeing me. I tried my dad, but his cell phone isn’t answering.”

“What is your name?”

“Bobby.”

“Bobby, do you know your address?”

“Sixty-eight ninety Brandenberger Road.”

“How old are you?”

“Eight.”

“Are you home alone?”

“My sisters are in the barn with the horses. My dad is—”

The call ended.

A kid was alone in the house and Trembly’s gang was breaking in.

“Go,” Riley said. “I’ll be fine.”

Nate didn’t look like he agreed. “Can you move? At all?”

“Yes.”

“As soon as the water reaches the bottom of your grill, you need to get to higher ground got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Riley said with a half smile.

Nate handed him a radio. “That’s on our secure channel. The range is good for a couple miles. You call us if you need us, understood?”

Lucy told dispatch that they were heading to the house on Brandenberger. It was less than half a mile, she and Nate could make it long before the police.

Riley said, “Go get those bastards.”

Chapter Three

San Antonio

Sean and Jesse spent all morning sandbagging their driveway and helping neighbors do the same. Olmos Park had terrific drainage and the basin could handle even the worst storms, but the amount of water coming down was fierce, and several of the storm drains had to be cleared of debris, which had caused minor flooding of lawns and driveways. Sean, Jesse, and a group of neighbors went through the neighborhood freeing the drains. It was intensive work and sometimes difficult, but they managed to complete the task in a few hours. It could be worse. Other parts of town had far more problems than a little inconvenience.

By the time they made it back home and showered, it was well after lunch. They collapsed in the living room, too tired to play video games.

“I’m starving,” Sean said.

“Me too,” Jesse agreed

Neither of them moved.

“Kane and Siobhan are coming up this weekend,” Sean told Jesse. “They would have been here today, but Kane had to take care of something.”

“Something cool?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Well, he has like a totally cool job.”

Sean snorted. “Job. Yeah—I guess you could say that. He and Siobhan are helping the Sisters of Mercy—the missionary group that Siobhan’s mother had worked for—re-locate orphans from their current school that’s falling apart to a new school they built in Arteaga, which is outside Monterrey. Kane and a couple guys from his team are just making sure there are no problems.” And, Sean knew, Kane wanted to keep his eye on Siobhan. Now that he and Siobhan were living together, Kane feared his enemies would use her against him. It had happened once before. But convincing Siobhan to lay low was impossible. She always put others before herself—something Sean admired. He would have been down helping, except now he had other responsibilities—namely a son who had lost his mother eight weeks ago.

“Is it dangerous?”

“Probably not, but anytime you’re dealing with outlying areas in Mexico, you have the potential for problems. The Sisters are usually left alone by the cartels and gangs—unless they go into the wrong territory.” What they really needed was for law enforcement to take care of the most violent gangs and cartels and push them out of the communities so kids had a chance at a real future. But Sean had long ago realized the problem was bigger than one person. He thought at one time that Kane tilted at windmills because he kept fighting a losing war, then his brother did something like escorting orphans and nuns to safety, and that made everything worthwhile. One step at a time.

“Anyway,” Sean said, “they’ll be here tomorrow night if light aircraft isn’t grounded, or Monday morning.”

“Where’d Lucy go so early?”

“Up to Brady, a few hours away.” Sean was surprised he hadn’t heard from her. “She and Nate are bringing in a prisoner because the Brady jail flooded. A bank robber the local cops caught up there that the FBI has been looking for.”

“That’s cool, too.”

“You want to be a cop?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. I really liked talking to that guy from the crime lab at our Fourth of July party. Ash, I think his name was. He has a totally cool job, too.”

Sean appreciated forensics. It required the same focus as computer programming, and when you loved what you were doing, the tediousness disappeared. “Fortunately, you’re only thirteen—you have time to figure it out. Let’s make lunch. I stocked up a couple days ago, so anything you want.”

“Anything? Can you make those grilled sandwiches we had last week?”

“You mean the Cuban sandwich?”

“Yeah. They were great.”

“Sure—I don’t have any more of the Cuban bread, but I’ll make do with French rolls. That’s the only thing Lucy can cook, but I’m still better.” According to her family, Lucy had never been proficient in the kitchen. However, sometimes Sean thought Lucy cooked awful on purpose—so she didn’t have to be in charge of the kitchen. It was almost endearing, a little sneaky, but he would never call her on it. He liked cooking.

Together they prepared and grilled the sandwiches. They were nearly done eating when his cell phone rang. It was FBI headquarters.

“Rogan,” he said.

“Sean? This is Rachel Vaughn.”

Immediately, he tensed. Why would Lucy’s boss be calling him? “Yes.”

“First, Lucy is fine.”

Not a good way to start the conversation. “Why wouldn’t she be?”

“The transport she was in was ambushed. Two prisoners were freed by four assailants. The police officer who was escorting them was injured, but both Agent Dunning and Lucy are fine.”

“Why is she not calling me?”

“I don’t have all the details yet—we’re getting them secondhand from Fredericksburg PD. But we believe that one of the gunmen was shot and they are holed up in a private residence near where the ambush occurred. Last I heard, Dunning and Kincaid were heading there but have gone radio silent. I wanted to keep you in the loop.”

“Where are they?” Sean asked.

“I can’t have you in the middle of this, Rogan.”

Sean wanted to hit something. “I want to come to headquarters and monitor the situation.” He swallowed his pride. “Please, Rachel. That’s my wife and my best friend.”

Rachel agreed. “All right, I’ll authorize it. Zach Charles is monitoring all radio transmissions, and Agent Proctor and a team are already en route. If you create any problems for Zach or my office, I will personally escort you out.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He hung up.

“What happened?”

Jesse looked panicked. Sean realized he needed to better control his emotions for his son. Jesse had just lost his mother—he was on an emotional roller coaster.

“Lucy and Nate are pursuing a group of fugitives. We’re going to FBI headquarters so I know what’s going on. But Lucy and Nate are the best at this sort of work. They’re going to be fine.”

They had to be fine. Lucy had to come home. Sean didn’t know what he would do if he lost her.

Chapter Four

Mason County, Texas

Sam had a great thing going with Reggie. There had been four of them, and they’d successfully robbed four banks and six high-end businesses last year in Dallas. Before that, Reggie and Sam alone had robbed dozens of places all through the South while they were trying to figure out what to do with their lives. They hadn’t been caught, weren’t even under suspicion of being involved. Of course, they had Reggie’s little brother, Kirk, to teach them what not to do, considering he’d spent a few years behind bars.

Once they brought Amanda and Jacob into the mix, everything got better. Their method was brilliant. Amanda was calm and collected and had the technical skills to shut down security; Reggie had the intimidation act down pat; Sam was fast and light and could grab enough to keep them going while they planned the next big score; and Jacob was a fucking brilliant wheelman.

Then Sam’s ma insisted they include Kirk and SueAnn. Sam should have stood up to her. He wanted to. He’d known it was a bad idea. But Sam couldn’t say no to his own mother, and Reggie thought Monica Trembly walked on water. Probably because Sam’s ma stood up to Reggie and Kirk’s good-for-nothing dad years ago and said that if he laid one more hand on his boys she’d shoot him full of buckshot.

So Sam went along with it, against his better judgment. And everything went to hell. Because both Kirk and SueAnn were fucking crazy. Separately they were bad enough, but together they were like Bonnie and Clyde. Thelma and Louise, if Thelma were a guy. SueAnn was Monica’s baby girl who could do no wrong. And his mother couldn’t see how volatile the kid was. She was certainly her father’s daughter, and there was no love lost between Sam and SueAnn’s dad, who—thank the Lord—wasn’t his father.

Or maybe Monica knew exactly who and what SueAnn was and just liked watching the fireworks.

With Reggie gone . . . damn, he really didn’t want to think about it. He missed his buddy, who was closer than his own brother. Sam liked Jacob fine enough, but he wasn’t Reggie. The kid was smart and stayed under the radar, always a good thing. Until now.

Sam was positive that the asinine idea for Jacob to get arrested came from Kirk. Jacob was smart—except when he listened to Kirk. Sure, having the inside information helped, but they could have figured out a better way to spring him.

Of course, flooding the basement had been brilliant. Sam wasn’t surprised that the flood had been Amanda’s idea.

And now they were stuck. SueAnn had been shot in the arm, and the truck was hot. Sam wasn’t a violent man. SueAnn had wanted to kill all three cops, but Sam knew better. Robbing banks and breaking out of jail was bad enough—but kill a cop? Hell, they’d have every fucking law enforcement agency from the podunk Brady PD to the Texas Rangers out looking for them, and they didn’t have enough money to stay hidden forever.

They had to lay low until tomorrow night when they’d score big; then they could head for their property in Mississippi. They had a place on the bayou, not in anyone’s name—at least, no one that the FBI or anyone could trace to them—and they would have enough dough to live for a long time. Then he and Amanda could grieve properly for Reggie, and SueAnn and Kirk could fuck like rabbits, and Jacob might be able to win back his ex-girlfriend. And their ma? Well, Sam suspected she’d go right back to SueAnn’s daddy up in Amarillo.

Fine by Sam.

But first, they needed a clean vehicle to get out of the area.

They’d found the girls in the barn, just down the road. Fifteen, sixteen—somewhere thereabouts. They were fighters, and one of them pulled a rifle out from behind a hay bale, but Sam grabbed it. Tied them both up with their horses, who were freaked out by the thunder and lightning. Made sure they didn’t have a phone on them. They spilled the beans that their ma was long dead and their father was out helping a neighbor shore up his levee.

There was a pickup truck in the garage with a camper shell. Jacob got to work on it—taking off the plates and making sure it was in running order. Amanda stayed with him.

Sam went into the house with his ma, Kirk, and SueAnn. The door was unlocked. Two large black Labs came running to them. They barked once, then got excited at the visitors.

Stupid-ass guard dogs, Sam thought. He scratched them behind the ears and one ran over to a basket and brought him a rope to play.

“It don’t hurt much,” SueAnn said as she sat down on the couch and put her feet on the coffee table.

“Baby, we gotta check it out. You’re bleeding.” Kirk kissed her neck and she giggled. Sam rolled his eyes.

“Knock it off,” Monica said. “Sam, search the house. Grab anything you can to stitch up SueAnn. Take off your shirt, girl, let me see if the bullet is still in your arm.”

Kirk helped SueAnn off with her shirt. Sam ignored them. He first locked the dogs in the mudroom, then found a fully stocked first-aid kit in a small bathroom. He handed it to his mother, then went down the hall and looked through the bedrooms.

Master room—masculine, a picture of the father and his now-dead wife on their wedding day on one wall. He must not bring other women here, it’d be right creepy to have sex with the dead wife looking down on him. But Sam verified that there were no women’s things in the room—no perfume or clothing. He glanced at the pictures and did a double take.

Two girls. And a boy. The most recent picture looked like he was seven or eight.

Where was the kid? Was he with the dad at the neighbor’s?

Sam pulled out his gun. He wasn’t going to shoot a kid, for chrissakes, but he couldn’t have him calling the police or getting his father. He looked in the closet. No kid, but a big-ass gun safe was front and center. Well, shit. The girls had a rifle in the barn, and now there were guns in the house? Did the kid have access to them? The safe was locked, but that didn’t mean the kid couldn’t get inside.

The police were already on the way because of the feds, but they had been listening to the police scanner and knew the roads were fucked up. Amanda was a planner, and they had created enough hazards in this storm to delay the cops for a while. Besides, they only needed a few minutes to stitch up SueAnn, grab supplies, and swap vehicles. Jacob had another truck waiting for them when they reached the main highway—and he and Amanda knew all the back roads. They just had to get going.

He left the master bedroom. “Kirk, get Jacob’s ETA,” he called down the hall. “I’m going to check the other rooms, but I want to be outta here in five minutes or less, understand?”

“Gotcha.”

Sam continued down the hall and looked into each of the bedrooms. The girls’ rooms shared a bathroom. One girl was all frilly and into pink and purple and had posters of country music stars like Thomas Rhett and Sam Hunt and a young clean-cut kid Sam didn’t recognize. The other girl was a tomboy, had trophies up the wazoo—for wrangling. Impressive, for a girl. Junior this, junior that. Not a pink sock to speak of.

The boy’s room had a space theme going on and an eclectic collection of Legos and comic books strewn everywhere. He didn’t see the kid, but he now knew his name from schoolwork on his desk: Bobby.

“Bobby, you in here?” Sam called out. “I don’t want to hurt you, kid, but I need you to come with me. Just to keep my eye on you.”

Nothing.

The bunk bed was raised and didn’t provide any place to hide underneath. Sam opened the closet, which overflowed with stuffed animals but no kid. Sam poked around, but the kid wasn’t hiding in there.

Shit.

He went back to the living room. “There might be a kid around here somewhere,” Sam told SueAnn and his mother. “I can’t find him.”

Monica had finished bandaging SueAnn’s arm. His sister was drinking whiskey straight from the bottle. Sam grabbed it from her and slammed it down on the table. “No drinking on the job, dipshit.”

“Don’t call your sister names,” Monica said. “The bullet was stuck in there, I gave her the bottle to dull the pain while I dug it out.” She showed him the bloody bullet she’d extracted.

“If you hadn’t shot at the cops, they wouldn’t have fired back.”

“We should have whacked them when we had the chance,” SueAnn said.

“Enough of this,” Monica said. “Your brother is right about one thing: If you get branded a cop killer, all bets are off. We’re already going to be the subject of a manhunt, we need to get out of here and finish what we started. We have one job to do, and we’re going to do it, understand? No going off the reservation, hear me?”

“Yes, Ma,” SueAnn said.

Sam hoped Monica could keep the brat under control, because they couldn’t afford any screw-ups in the next thirty-six hours. He looked at his watch. They’d been here for twelve minutes. Not all that long, which was a good thing. But he’d wanted to be out in ten.

Sam peered outside. The rain was still a bitch. Branches and bushes that had been ripped from the earth littered the landscape, stopping only when they encountered a barrier. No cop cars. He could barely see Jacob and Amanda in the garage across the muddy gravel drive. Kirk was running back toward the house, not caring that he was drenched. He put his thumbs up when he saw Sam looking at him.

“We’re ready,” Sam told his mother. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Grab one of the girls, Sam,” Monica said.

“No.” Shit, what was his mother thinking? They didn’t need a hostage. “She’d slow us down.”

“We’re behind schedule, if those feds are looking for shelter, this is one of the first places they’ll find. I—What was that?”

Sam didn’t hear anything.

Monica jumped up and stomped into the kitchen. Sam followed. A door vibrated, as if it had just been closed.

Monica opened the door and said, “There you are. You didn’t look very hard, did you, Sam? You’re getting soft.”

Sam looked inside the pantry. A boy was crouched in the corner. He had a knife in his hand. Sam almost admired the kid.

“Bobby, right?” Sam said.

The kid didn’t respond.

“Look, drop the knife. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Monica pulled out her gun and aimed it at the kid. “Drop the knife or you’re dead, boy.”

Bobby dropped the knife. Monica grabbed him by the arm and pulled him up. “Got our hostage, let’s go.”

A gust of wind tore through the house and Kirk shouted over the storm, “We got company!”

This day could not get any worse.

Chapter Five

There wasn’t much cover along the long driveway leading up to the house on Brandenberger Road, but Lucy and Nate had two advantages: First, the house was around a bend; and second, as they got closer there were more trees to hide their approach. So they ran in the open, then hunkered down behind a small woodshed as soon as they caught sight of the house. Lucy was so wet she didn’t even feel it anymore. As they watched, a man—neither Trembly nor Carr—left the house and headed to what appeared to be a large carport on the other side of a barn. He wore all black with a gun on his hip and a rifle slung over his back.

Nate called into Fredericksburg on the radio. “Agent Dunning here. We’re in position near the house. One hostile visible, possibly patrolling. The suspect’s vehicle is in front of the house. ETA?”

“Dunning,” a male voice came on the phone, “this is Rabke. We have a problem. Someone diverted a drain right onto the highway, and several cars are stuck and in danger of being washed off the road. We can’t pass until we clear this.”

“On purpose?”

“That’s what my crew is telling me. And with the amount of water coming down, they have to fix it immediately.”

“We have a young boy in immediate danger.”

“We can’t pass at this point. We’re working as fast as we can—once it’s clear, we’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“How can they get out of here?” Nate asked the local deputy. “The highway isn’t an option.”

“There are dozens of roads all through the area. At least four off Brandenberger, ranch roads mostly, with a truck they should make it. There’s several places to cross Beaver Creek to the west. It’s riding high, the bridges could be out. They’re not feats of engineering. Some roads only go through when the creek isn’t running. If they cross, they’ll head to Hilda, where there are several roads going off to several highways. If they don’t, they’ll head south toward Loyal Valley—again, several ways out from there. We can’t cover all of them.”

“Contact my office. Send them a map of the area with all possible exits marked. Over and out,” Nate said, and swore under his breath. “I hope we have the people to cover, but getting up here is going to be difficult, and we can’t rely on the sheriffs when they have the storm to contend with. And we have to assume Trembly’s gang has the kids. What did the kid say? Two sisters?”

“They were in the barn.”

“We check the barn first, see what’s going on, then head to the garage. If they’ve split up, it’ll be easier to take them down. Ready?”

She nodded. Nate led the way to the back of the barn. They walked around, hugging the wood. The barn was in good repair, and they could hear horses inside jittery from the storm. There was a side door, which was good because if they walked around to the front they’d be visible from the house. Nate pushed. It was locked from the inside.

“We have to take the chance,” Nate said. “It’s only ten feet from the corner to the opening.”

Lucy followed. Nate peered around the corner. He gave her the signal and then ran low to the opening of the barn, guns out, expecting to find a hostile.

No one, just four horses antsy in their stalls.

Nate went right, Lucy left, and they searched the barn.

In the first empty stall, Lucy found two teenage girls back-to-back, hog-tied, and gagged. She whistled and Nate came running.

“We’re FBI,” Lucy whispered, pulling the gags out of their mouths. “Don’t make a sound.” She started with the knots, but Nate said, “I got this, clear the rest of the barn.”

Lucy did—no hostiles anywhere. A minute later she was back in the empty stall and Nate already had the girls out of their ropes much faster than she could have done it.

“Bobby, our brother,” one of the girls said. “He’s inside.”

“We know. He called nine-one-one,” Lucy said. “What happened?”

“We were soothing the horses, the thunder freaks them out. And then these two guys came in with guns and tied us up. Asked as about our parents—”

“Where are your parents?”

“Or dad is at our neighbor’s ranch—they have to shore up part of the creek or we’ll all flood. Our mom died five years ago.”

“Bobby’s eight?” Lucy asked.

“Yes—you have to help him, please. We didn’t tell them he was in the house, we said we were home alone. Bobby’s smart, he’d hide or something. But what if they found him?”

Nate said, “Did you hear anything else? Did they say something?”

The younger sister, about fourteen, said, “They want our truck. It’s old, didn’t start right away, but one of the guys said he could fix it. And if they can’t, they were going to wait for my dad and—And, well, they’ve been here about fifteen or twenty minutes.”

“Is there someplace in here that you can hide?” Nate said.

“The tack room. It has a lock on the door.”

“Do it.”

The younger girl ran over to the corner and picked up a rifle. “We tried to get to it, but they stopped us.”

“Take it in the room. Law enforcement will identify themselves, okay? Don’t shoot at the cops. Be safe, don’t make a sound, until someone comes for you. If you hear anything, stay put.”

“Just get our brother,” the older sister said. “Please.”

The sisters ran to the back of the barn and locked themselves into the tack room. Nate and Lucy went over to the opening of the barn—the doors had been secured open on the outside, so there was no way they could close them or use them for cover without making a lot of noise.

The sound of the old truck starting cut through the storm. “They have it running,” Nate said. “We play this by ear—the priority is making sure the kids are safe, even if we have to let Trembly go.”

“Understood,” Lucy said. “If Bobby found a place to hide, we ride it out and then go get him.”

“Exactly.”

They peered through a slat in the barn and watched as the guy who had crossed the road five minutes ago headed back to the house. He gave someone a thumbs-up sign and jogged against the wind. When he got to the porch he stopped, leaned against the house, and lit up a cigarette.

“That’s Kirk Hansen, Reggie Hansen’s brother,” Lucy said.

“You sure?”

“I saw his mugshot in the file—he has a record. Crutcher was trying to find him for an interview, he fell off the map.”

“What was he in for?”

“Armed robbery, ten years ago. Pled and did a year back when he was twenty-one.”

“Maybe he just hasn’t been caught.”

A calm fell over Nate. He reminded Lucy so much of her brother Jack, even more than Sean’s brother Kane, who was always more intense. Jack and Nate could be just as intense, but when they were on a job, they had a calmness about them even at the height of danger. It reassured Lucy that they would find Bobby and bring him to safety.

“Our best bet is to go out the side door and around the back of the barn to the garage,” Nate said. “Based on what we saw, there should only be two people in the garage with the truck. Likely Hansen is telling the others they’re ready to go. They bought themselves some time with the flooding on 87, but they aren’t going to want to wait around. Every minute they lose means we have a better chance of tracking them.”

“We take those two out quietly,” Lucy said, “we might be able to get the others as they come out.”

“If they have the kid, you focus on him. Use those negotiation skills of yours. Bobby is our number-one priority.”

“Got it.”

They crossed over to the side door and out of the barn. They stayed as close to the side as possible, ran around the back, and Nate halted at the corner. “The girl is heading to the house. If we go around back, we should be out of sight of the door and surprise the driver.”

Lucy followed Nate. Ten seconds later, he had his gun on John Carr, who was removing the license plate from the front of the truck. “Don’t move,” Nate said. “Don’t speak. Search him.” Nate kept watch on the house while Lucy searched Carr. He had a handgun in the small of his back, which she confiscated. That was it. He’d already ditched his orange jumpsuit for clothes.

Lucy cuffed Carr to the door handle of the old truck.

“Well, shit,” Carr muttered.

“We’re made,” Nate said a moment before Lucy heard faint shouts and a door slam shut.

Carr said, “I’d suggest you skedaddle while you can. Sam isn’t a violent man, I swear to the Lord, and neither am I. But the rest of our family? They’re batshit crazy.”

Lucy looked him over. She didn’t see the resemblance to Sam Trembly, but Sam only had one brother. “Jacob Trembly, not John Carr,” she stated flatly. It was a guess, but she didn’t think she was wrong.

“Smart cookie. Now be smarter and get out of here.”

Nate ignored him. “The girls are safe, we find the boy.”

Jacob paled. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”

“What’d you think was going to happen when you attack three cops, escape custody, and take a family hostage?” Lucy snapped.

She needed to ignore him, because right now they were at a standoff of sorts. They didn’t know what the gang was going to do. The longer they stayed in the house the better chance backup would arrive, and that could put the boy in even greater danger.

“My guess is they’re going to make a run for it,” Lucy said to Nate. “That was the primary goal, and I don’t think anything has changed.”

“Okay. If the boy isn’t with them, we engage. If he’s with them, we negotiate.”

They waited only a minute before the front door opened. Hansen stepped out half carrying Bobby, his left arm around his waist, Bobby’s feet scrambling to find footing. Hansen had a gun in his hand. Three people emerged behind them, all women. An older woman and two young women. The short one had a bandage on her arm, blood seeping through. She was the one Nate had hit after she shot up Riley’s patrol.

“Well, shit,” Nate said. “Who’s that older woman?”

“Jacob, help yourself,” Lucy said. “You know we’re going to find out.”

“Our mother,” he mumbled.

“And the girls are your sisters?” It was a guess, but it made sense as soon as Lucy said it. She’d read the file and knew that the Trembly family was close and Crutcher hadn’t been able to track any of them down.

The Tremblys and Hansen were approaching their truck, the idea of stealing another gone. Unfortunately, they had Bobby with them.

“We can’t let them take the kid as a hostage,” Lucy said.

Nate took Jacob’s cuffs off the truck and cuffed his hands behind his back. “We’re going to track you down, all of you,” Nate said into his ear. “But if that kid is hurt in any way, I’ll shoot you.” He looked at Lucy and nodded.

Lucy focused her energy on Bobby and defusing this situation before anyone got hurt.

They stepped out of the garage. Nate had Jacob in front of them, holding him tight with one hand, his gun in the other. Nate looked every bit the soldier he had been.

The gang was climbing into the truck from the house side, using the vehicle as a shield. The older sister slid over to the driver’s seat.

“Stop!” Lucy shouted. “We’ll trade your brother for the boy.”

Hansen shoved Bobby into the backseat and followed him. The younger sister climbed in as well, the boy between them. Where was Sam Trembly? Still in the house? Was he circling around?

“Trembly’s not there,” Lucy said to Nate. She called out to the gang, “We’re not playing games. All we want is that little boy to be safe.”

Jacob’s mother stepped in front of the truck. She showed no fear that two armed FBI agents had a gun on her and held her son as prisoner.

“Chica, you bring my boy to the truck and I’ll turn over the kid.”

“I’ll meet you halfway,” she said.

“I don’t like this, Luce,” Nate said.

“Options? Anything?”

He had none. Neither did she.

She took ahold of Jacob’s restraints and walked with him ten yards toward the truck. His mother stood smugly. Lucy was betting that family would win out, that they wouldn’t shoot their brother to kill her. Jacob had gotten himself arrested to pass information to his brother—that was the only reason she could see that he would do such a thing—and they had this escape well planned. The flooded jail. The spike strips. Disabling a major road drainage system to prevent law enforcement from reaching them quickly. You didn’t plan an elaborate escape only to kill your team.

She didn’t give up her weapon; she didn’t like this any more than Nate, but she couldn’t forget Bobby’s terrified and determined face. That kid was her focus, though he was now out of her line of sight.

She stopped twenty yards from the truck. “Your turn,” she called out. “Let Bobby go.”

“You for him,” Mrs. Trembly said. “I’m not going to ask twice.”

Lucy looked the woman in the eye. She didn’t bat an eye.

“Let him out first.”

“You’re not in charge here. My son is unarmed. You can’t shoot him.”

“He’s an escaped prisoner. I’ll take my chances with the review board.”

Mrs. Trembly’s lips tightened. “You hurt my boy, you answer to me.”

“Let Bobby go. When he’s safe, I’ll come.”

She knew it was dangerous, but if she let them take a little boy into this storm, what would happen if they left him in the middle of nowhere? Or worse. They could kill him.

Or you.

“Time’s up, Agent.”

“Let Bobby out.”

Someone was watching her. She had an odd sense, as she always did when something was amiss. This wasn’t Nate—she knew how it felt now to be watched by someone on her team. This was different.

She glanced behind her a second too late. Sam Trembly was there with a gun on her back. “Drop your gun or you’re dead.”

She dropped her gun. She hadn’t heard a gunshot, and she didn’t see any blood on Sam. What happened to Nate? He’d been right behind her!

Sam grabbed her, pulled her extra gun from her ankle holster, and tossed it into the mud. Then he dragged her to the truck.

“Let the kid go. Please,” Lucy said. “You don’t want a little kid—”

“Shut up. Jacob, let’s go. Get in the back.”

Sam pushed Lucy into the backseat. Kirk Hansen took her arm and held a gun to her head. “Don’t be a hero, because you’ll be dead.”

Bobby was cowering on the floor.

Sam got into the driver’s side as the older sister slid over.

Suddenly Mrs. Trembly collapsed in the middle of the driveway. A drenched man Lucy had never seen before, with fear and anger etched into his face, ran toward the truck. He fired at the truck.

“Shit!” Sam said.

That had to be Bobby’s dad. Sam sped out of the driveway full speed. Lucy looked through the side window and saw Nate staggering from the garage, his badge in hand. He was shouting at Bobby’s father, but Lucy couldn’t hear him. Sam sped around the bend, then turned off on a side road.

“Jacob’s not in the back!” SueAnn said. “You left him!”

“That was the kid’s father. Dammit, he got the drop on us. All this bullshitting around. I told you to let the kid go as soon as we had Jacob.”

“Your ma said no,” Hansen said.

“And now she’s dead!”

Lucy didn’t think that the woman was dead, but she’d been shot, and Lucy had no idea what happened to Jacob. All she saw was a blur as Sam drove away.

“Mandy! Get the map!”

Amanda Trembly was in the passenger seat trying not to cry. She fumbled for a map. Lucy looked over and realized it was extensive and someone had written a lot of notes along the roads.

“A hard right will take us to the creek. There’s several roads through there, but with the storm Jacob said we might not be able to pass over. Most of the roads you can only use when there’s no water, but there are two small bridges. One is just wood, the other is wood and metal, but it’s old. Jacob checked them out yesterday morning, they were fine, but with the water—”

“Get me to the closest one.”

“Let Bobby and me out,” Lucy said.

SueAnn slapped her. “Who said you could talk?” She slapped her again. “That’s for your boyfriend shooting me.”

“Leave her alone!” Sam ordered. “Damn, someone’s following us.”

He made a hard right and Lucy had no idea where they were. The road wasn’t paved—the rain had made the hard earth soft and muddy, but not muddy enough to get them stuck.

Lucy resisted the urge to rub her face where SueAnn had hit her. It was sore, raw, and she tasted blood.

Sam was furious and worried. Lucy couldn’t shake what Jacob had said: that Sam wasn’t violent. Was that the truth? Or just fast talking by an escaped convict?

“He’s gaining, Sam!” Kirk Hansen said.

“Shut up and let me drive,” Sam said.

“He shot Ma. What if . . . ?”

“She’s fine. It hit her calf. We’ll deal with Ma later, okay?”

“I can’t believe you left her.”

“What was I supposed to do? If we’d have just driven straight through, none of this would have happened, but you had to come up with some stupid-ass plan to swap cars when there was no fucking need to!”

“Don’t yell at me,” Amanda pouted. “I came up with the idea to flood the jail. I figured out how to divert the drainage system on the highway. And Jacob thought that swapping cars would buy us time. I was at that house this morning—they were packing up. I thought they were going on a trip, or to get away from the storm. How was I to know they didn’t actually go?”

Sam took a deep breath, slowly let it out. He was wrestling with his anger. It was a very interesting sibling dynamic, Lucy thought. She was the youngest of seven. She could see this family, dysfunctional as it was, as a unit. And Sam was the leader. Even SueAnn, who—just like Jacob said—was half-crazy, listened to him.

“The breakout was brilliant, Mandy. I mean that. But sometimes you let your brains get ahead of you. Simpler is usually better, okay?”

“I’m sorry.” She rubbed her stomach and shifted in her seat.

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“No—just feel sick. We left Jacob.”

“We didn’t have a choice. I’ll figure it out. I promise.”

“I know you will, Sam, but—I miss Reggie.”

“Me too.”

Interesting, Lucy thought. Had Amanda been in love with Reggie?

Kirk said, “We can kill the hostages and dump them out.”

“Shit, what did I say? Kill a cop, and everything is ten times worse. And I’m not killing a kid.”

Sam followed the road as it sharply turned, then suddenly veered off the road—a tree limb had fallen across the path. For a second Lucy thought they were stuck in mud, then the gears kicked in and they spun out of it, and Sam turned back up to the road.

She held tight to Bobby. “It’s going to be okay,” she whispered in his ear.

“Don’t lie to the kid,” SueAnn said.

“I have an idea,” Amanda said. “Dump them.”

“Yeah!” SueAnn said with a wicked smile. “Finally, I get to shoot someone.”

“No,” Sam and Amanda said simultaneously.

Amanda continued, “Half a mile, we’ll be close to the river. The first bridge isn’t much farther. If we toss them out, the fed chasing us will stop to get them. It’ll give us time to get away. Once we get over the bridge, we have five different ways we can go. They won’t know which one, and they’re not going to take the kid with them looking for us.”

Amanda was actually very smart, Lucy thought. Nate wouldn’t pursue armed suspects with a child in the car.

“We toss the kid only,” Kirk said. “We need a hostage.”

“No,” Amanda said. “We keep her, we’re going to be in a whole lick of trouble. We need to travel light. We have a plan, remember?”

“Toss the kid, kill the cop.”

“Shut up, Kirk,” Sam said. “Okay. Next bend, throw them out. No guns, SueAnn, or I swear, I’ll kill you myself.”

“Party pooper,” SueAnn pouted.

Lucy hated the plan. Not only because it was dangerous for her and Bobby, but also because she didn’t trust Kirk and SueAnn.

As they rounded the bend, Lucy thought that Sam was bluffing. That he wouldn’t actually have her and Bobby thrown from the truck.

She was wrong.

“Do it,” Sam ordered.

Kirk opened the rear door of the truck and said, “Jump.”

Lucy held tight to Bobby. “Don’t—”

SueAnn pulled her gun. “Ten, nine, three, two . . .” She jumped numbers quickly.

She aimed.

Lucy said, “Slow down, please!”

Sam took his foot off the gas just a fraction.

“One!” SueAnn grinned.

Lucy didn’t close her eyes. She couldn’t, she had to know where she was falling. She held Bobby close to her chest and dropped away from the truck.

She hit hard in the mud and Bobby fell from her grasp. They started rolling quickly down toward the roaring creek. “Grab the bush!” she screamed but didn’t know if Bobby heard her.

He clawed at the roots of a half-submerged bush and held on. She reached for the bush next to him. Touched it. Held on tight. Slowed her descent. The muddy creek slapped at her legs, seeming to rise with each passing second. Debris hit her as it went past. Pain radiated up her legs even as they went numb from the cold water.

The bush pulled out of the saturated ground and she started down toward the surging water.

“Hold on!” she yelled at Bobby. “Help is coming. Hold tight!”

Then the current took her downstream.

Lucy was a strong swimmer, but fighting the current to get back to the side would quickly exhaust her. She let the water take her, focusing on keeping her head above water. Her Kevlar vest weighed her down, but she couldn’t maneuver to get it off. She focused on staying above water.

The creek hadn’t topped its banks yet, but it was close, making it difficult for her to find anything to grab on to. There were few trees, and those that were along the banks were short, scraggly, and too far from the edge for her to reach.

She tried to see where she was going, but only saw water and dark skies. A piece of fence rushed by her; she tried to grab it to help her stay afloat but missed.

Lucy felt more than saw that the creek was turning. There was a bend up ahead, and if she could stay to the left, she might be able to hit the side and find something to hold on to.

Her body ached as she fought to swim. She stayed with the current as best she could while still moving left. Then she saw the edge. She reached up, knowing that if she didn’t grab something she would be swept farther downstream, and would most likely drown. She prayed that Bobby was still holding on to that bush, that Nate got him to safety. A child wouldn’t survive this.

Lucy realized she might not survive.

You’re not going to die today.

Her hand brushed against a bush and couldn’t get it. The bend was only thirty feet, she didn’t have much time. She clawed at the side of the creek; mud came off in handfuls. There was nothing to hold!

Her leg slammed into a rock beneath the surface and she cried out, drawing water into her mouth. She sputtered, willed herself not to panic. Then she saw the tree.

It was a small tree, low to the ground, with a trunk made up of several small trunks. The trunk was halfway submerged and the tree was leaning. Her weight might completely break it loose, but she had to try. It would at least slow her down and wasn’t far from the edge of the bank. Against all survival instincts, she stopped fighting the current. She whirled through the water, her eyes on the tree. As soon as it was within her grasp she lunged to the left and grabbed the leaves. They were sharp and cut through her skin, but she held on. Pulled herself over to it and hugged the tree, one hand on the twisted trunk, the other on the branches.

She took a second to catch her breath. She was coughing and she’d swallowed some water, but she wanted to shout for joy: The tree took her weight. It was still rooted.

A minute later, she started moving around the tree toward the bank. She reached out to climb up, but the ground was too muddy and she couldn’t. If she let go of the tree, she would be swept downstream. She was so close but so far!

“Lucy!”

She looked up. Nate was standing on the bank. She was at ground level—the creek was about to spill over into the fields. He tossed her a rope. She grabbed it and winced as the cuts on her hands stung. She wrapped the rope around her wrists in case she lost her grip but still held tight.

Suddenly she was pulled out of the water. Nate had attached the rope to a truck and someone was backing up. Ten feet later she was on solid ground.

Nate fell to his knees and unwound the rope. “Are you okay? Where are you hurt?”

“Bobby,” she said breathlessly.

“We have him.” Nate awkwardly hugged her. “Dammit, I thought you were gone.” He held her for a second, then stood up. “Can you walk? Are you hurt?” he repeated.

“I’m okay.”

She would be. She took his offered hand and he pulled her up. Her legs buckled and he put his arm around her waist to support her.

“We?” she asked.

“Robert Thomsen. Bobby’s dad. He came with me.”

Nate helped her into the cab. It was a tight fit with Lucy wedged between Robert and Nate. Bobby sat on Nate’s lap, and his dad turned around and drove back to his house.

“The mother. Jacob Trembly.”

“They’re cuffed and Thomsen’s girls have an eye on them.”

“You left two teenagers to watch them?”

“My girls will shoot if necessary,” Thomsen said. “But they’re secure. I’m sorry about back there, I didn’t know what was going on. Bobby left a voice mail about someone breaking into the house and I ran as fast as I could from the neighbor’s house, across the fields because to drive it would have taken longer.”

“He’s your son,” Lucy said. “I would have done the same thing.” She turned to Nate. “Are you okay? You’re bleeding.”

“Trembly got the drop on me. The damn wind, I couldn’t hear him come around behind me. He plowed me on the head. I should have known. I should have had your back.”

She took his hand and squeezed. “You did. But right now, call Leo—I slid my phone under the seat in their truck, Sean can give him the GPS code to track it.”

Chapter Six

Saturday Night

FBI Headquarters, San Antonio

Sean knew that Lucy was safe. That she was on her way into headquarters. But until he saw her—tired, wet, alive—he couldn’t truly breathe.

And then there she was.

“Lucy.”

He didn’t know if he spoke, but she looked at him, and everything at once came crashing down. His fear. His anxiety. The knowledge that Lucy meant more to him than his own life. Without her, he wouldn’t be half the man he was today.

He didn’t care where he was or who saw. He strode over to her and pulled her into his arms without hesitation. Held her.

He never wanted to let her go.

“Lucy.”

He breathed in deeply. She was wearing sweats that were far too big for her, and her long, thick hair was still damp. She had some cuts and bruises on her arms and face, but she was here; she was in one piece.

“I love you,” she whispered.

He put his forehead against hers and breathed deeply. Truly breathed, for the first time in hours.

Nate walked into the room with a slight limp and stitches across his forehead. Sean looked up at his friend. “Thank you,” he said.

Nate didn’t say anything. He clapped Sean on the back and sank into a nearby chair.

“Where’s Jesse?” Lucy asked.

“When we knew you were okay, Zach went to get food for everyone. Jesse and Bandit went with him.”

“Rachel let you bring Bandit into the office?”

“He’s almost graduated from his search and rescue program. And he’s already an official service dog, so she really can’t keep him out. Besides, I think she’s a dog person. Bandit has her wrapped around his little paw.”

Rachel came out of her office. “I heard that, Rogan.” She looked at Nate. “Agent Dunning, you’re supposed to be at the hospital. I gave Leo explicit instructions.”

He shook his head. “I let the paramedics check me out. No concussion. Nothing broken.”

Rachel turned to Lucy. “You need to talk some sense into him. And why are you here? You were also supposed to be at the hospital.”

“We’re okay,” Lucy said. “Really. Just cuts and scrapes, and frankly, I’m exhausted. But we wanted to come in and find out what was going on. Leo said they found their truck abandoned.”

“That was quick thinking on your part, leaving your phone behind,” Rachel said. “Unfortunately, by the time we arrived, they were gone. No surveillance cameras in the area, and it looks like two vehicles had been parked—by the time the ERT unit got there, there were no usable tire treads, but they’re working with what they have.”

“They had this well planned, except for stealing the car at the Thomsens’ ranch,” Nate said.

“They thought the family had left for the weekend,” Lucy said. “Amanda Trembly saw them packing up. I asked Thomsen about it—he said they’d brought extra supplies to their church for people who were displaced because of the flooding. Food, sleeping bags, extra clothes, stuff like that. They were gone all morning.”

“It was a good place for them to regroup—there were several back roads that they could use to escape, and difficult for the search because with no air support, it would be impossible to track them,” Nate said. “They were lucky to get across the creek. They could have been caught up in a flash flood.”

Lucy shivered, and Sean tightened his arm around her. She’d told him what had happened, and he suspected she’d sugarcoated the details.

Lucy said, “They knew every place where they could cross, what kind of bridge was there. Most were practically wooden planks, because most of the roads just went through the creek, which is dry most of the year.” She gratefully took a bottle of water from Rachel, then said, “We told Leo and Agent Crutcher what we know. Bobby, the little boy, heard a lot when Trembly was in the house. Nate and I took his statement—he’s a smart kid. He said they have something planned for tomorrow night. They never said what or where, but he heard Sam Trembly talking about sticking to the plan, that once they got through tomorrow night, they could retire. That was his exact word—retire. Their take from the last few robberies was good, but not enough to live on for years. I read the reports—quarter of a million estimate in cash and jewels, and jewels are hard to get rid of.”

“Sunday during a storm? They have something planned?” Rachel shook her head. “We already have our analysts working double-time trying to figure out what would be big enough for them to hit. Because they seem to have access to heavy-duty equipment and some knowledge of engineering—based on their escape—we’re specifically looking at any bank or jewelry store that might be vulnerable. But we’re dealing with hundreds of potential targets in the greater San Antonio area alone.”

“We can—” Lucy began, and Rachel cut her off.

“You and Nate are off duty for the rest of the night. I know it’ll be impossible to keep you home for the next two days, and honestly, with this situation coupled with the storm we need all hands—but not tonight. You already sent in your report, and that’s all I need right now.”

Zach and Jesse walked in with two boxes of food from The Rib House. It smelled amazing. As soon as Jesse saw Lucy, he put his box down and ran over to her. He gave her a tight hug and said, “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

Sean blinked back sudden tears, then wrapped his arms around both of them. “Me too,” Sean said. “Let’s eat, then go home.”

Bandit ran over to Nate and ran around in circles. Nate got down on the floor and let Bandit love all over him.

“You really have ruined my dog, Dunning,” Sean said. “When he sees you, all obedience training goes out the window.”

“He loves me more,” Nate said.

Sean suspected that was true. “But he respects me.” He went over to the boxes and started unpacking them, with Zach’s help.

“There’s enough for an army,” Rachel said.

“We have an army,” Zach said. “All the analysts are working overtime, and I told them it was Rogan’s treat.”

“I’ll let everyone know,” Rachel said and walked down the hall.

Sean turned to Nate. “Come home with us.”

“I’m fine.”

“It’s not open for discussion, buddy.”

Nate almost smiled. Sean had chiseled away at Nate’s shell over the last two years, but he was tough. In some ways tougher than Kane, because at least with his brother, Sean knew he was a hard-ass. Nate could be fun and socialize and seem almost normal, but Sean had been around enough military folk to know that Nate was still a soldier at heart, and his outward appearance was mostly an act. He harbored a lot deep inside and didn’t let it out. It couldn’t be good for him. Sean had talked to Kane about it, but Kane was hard to talk to. He simply said Nate was solid, not to worry about him.

Sean worried about his friend more than anyone.

At first, Nate looked like he was going to argue with him. And Nate’s way of arguing was to remain silent and do whatever the hell he wanted. Now he said, “Bandit gets to sleep with me.”

“You really have ruined my dog,” Sean said. “He’s not supposed to be on the furniture, but dog hair on the guest comforter doesn’t lie.”

Nate grinned. “You’re a hard-ass, Rogan.”

* * *

Lucy was so glad to be home.

She burrowed under the comforter and let Sean check the house and secure them for the night. She was so glad that Sean had asked Nate to stay tonight. He’d felt so guilty for something that simply wasn’t his fault. They were in an impossible situation, and lucky that they weren’t all dead. The Trembly gang could have killed them during the original breakout—bulletproof glass wasn’t really bulletproof. It would break with enough force. And they could have easily killed Officer Riley, who was hospitalized after surgery to remove buckshot and glass from his neck. He was extremely lucky that the wild shot didn’t hit a major artery.

Robert Thomsen had his children home safe. Monica Trembly was in the hospital under guard, and Jacob Trembly was in a Bexar County jail cell after being treated for minor injuries. Crutcher had interviewed him tonight and gotten nothing—and would go back at him tomorrow, now that they were narrowing down the possible targets. It had stopped raining, but the winds were fierce, howling around the house.

Sean came in and said, “Jesse’s out like a light, Bandit the traitor dog is sleeping with Nate—on the bed—and it’s just you and me, finally.” He dropped his pants and pulled off his MIT sweatshirt. Lucy smiled. He looked so good standing there in boxers and a threadbare gray cotton shirt.

“What are you smiling at, princess?” he asked.

“I can’t say, you already have a huge ego.”

He mock frowned and climbed into bed next to her and pulled her close to him. At this moment, she wanted to stay here for days. She sighed into his chest and held him close.

He kissed her head, her forehead, her lips. “Are you sure you’re okay? You have some nasty bruises.”

“I’m going to make you turn off that light if you keep pointing out my flaws.”

“They’re not flaws. They’re badges of bravery. And I know you’re sore.”

“The hot bath felt amazing. I’m waterlogged.”

“You’re beautiful.” He kissed her. “Nate told me the truth about what happened.”

“I didn’t lie to you.”

“You skipped some important details.”

“I didn’t want you thinking about it while we were still out there. I know you, Sean—you would have risked the storm to come up to Fredericksburg when you wouldn’t have been able to do anything. I feel beaten up, but it’s all just superficial. I’m more worried about Nate because he took a major hit to his upper back. I talked to the paramedics and they think he should get X-rayed, but he refused. And Nate knows his limitations, even if he regularly exceeds them. I’m glad he’s here so we can keep an eye on him.”

“Nate and Kane, two peas in a pod.”

Lucy squirmed closer to Sean. “Enough about everything. I just want to be here with you.”

“You are.”

Lucy kissed Sean’s neck. His chest. His biceps. His body relaxed against hers and she continued to explore. She had been scared today. Terrified, really. Not just that she would die—she’d faced her own death more than once, had accepted her mortality. But she had been terrified for little Bobby, an innocent kid caught up in violence that wasn’t his making. Terrified of losing her family—Sean, and now Jesse. She didn’t want to die—she had no death wish—but she mostly didn’t want to leave the people she loved. The people who loved her. She had more now than she ever thought she’d have. More to love. More to lose.

She ignored her aches and bruises; she ignored her own discomfort. And as Sean gently held her, sweetly kissed her, pain disappeared as a wave of desire swept through her. It surprised her on one level and soothed her on another. That she could be here, love this man, make love to her husband.

“Lucy,” Sean whispered as she ran her hands under his shirt, felt the heat radiating from his body. Her own personal furnace.

“I love you so much,” she said. She ran her hands down his boxers, over his ass, holding him as close to her as possible. “You’re all mine, and I never want to let you go.”

“The feeling is mutual.”

Sean maneuvered out of his boxers, then pushed down Lucy’s sweatpants. He was gentle because he knew she was sore and bruised; he’d seen the damage when she got out of the bath. He wanted to coddle and care for her, put her in a bubble until she healed; instead, he hugged her and kissed her, let her explore at her own pace. A pace that was quickening as he kissed her stomach; as he spread her thighs and kissed between her legs, touching her, tasting her, savoring her.

Lucy gasped and held on to his shoulders, her fingers digging into his muscles as he pleasured her. He knew exactly what she liked, exactly what would make her explode. And he wanted to give her that pleasure, each and every time they made love. He wanted her to know that love and sex were entwined deeply, irrevocably. He pushed down his own deep desire for her, his own sexual need, to make sure that Lucy had the first bliss. Because nothing on earth made him happier than when Lucy fully let go.

“Sean.” Lucy could scarcely breathe; all she felt was heat pooling between her legs, hot blood filling her veins as she tightened her grip on Sean’s shoulders. Her back arched, sweat dripped from her face, and when Sean touched her with his tongue and fingers in just that right spot, the wave washed over her and she let go.

He kissed her again, sending shivers through her body, and she came down off a peak that she knew would rise again soon. He kissed her thighs, her stomach, her chest. His hand teased one breast while his mouth teased the other.

Then he kissed her slowly. But she didn’t want slow. She was already heating up again. She held his head to her and devoured his mouth as if she were starving. She loved this man, loved the way he made her feel, loved his heat, his passion for life. And when he fully entered her, she gave him her trust and her love.

“Oh, God, Lucy, I love you.”

Sean was moving slowly, she felt the tension in his muscles as he controlled his body. Every sensation was exquisite, every movement designed to give Lucy these intense feelings of passion. She whispered, “I’m not fragile, Sean. Let go.”

The switch flipped and he held himself deep inside her; withdrew and penetrated deep again; held it. Even in his passion, he thought of her first, she realized as the second wave threatened to take her over. Sean’s arms wrapped under her legs, giving them both maximum contact, maximum pleasure. Then they both went over the top.

Sean lay on top of Lucy as his body relaxed. He kissed her over and over. “You okay? I didn’t hurt anything?”

“Shh, I’m perfect.”

They shifted, and Lucy spooned against Sean’s body. He pulled the comforter up around her, and in minutes they were both asleep.

Chapter Seven

Sunday Morning

Bexar County

“We should have killed them,” Kirk said as he poured coffee.

“Just stop already,” Sam said. He was exhausted, and listening to Kirk bitch put him on edge.

“What? You’re planning on killing that self-righteous bastard who shot Reggie, but shooting a couple of cops is immoral?”

“It’s completely different and you know it.”

Sam glanced at Amanda. It wasn’t his idea to target the guy who killed Reggie. But Amanda had it in her head that they had to avenge him, and honestly, he didn’t want to dissuade her. She had loved Reggie since they were all kids. But Sam also believed that as soon as they finished the score she would put retribution aside. They couldn’t afford to make any mistakes, and Amanda was smart. She’d see the truth, eventually.

“Is not,” SueAnn sulked. She’d been in a real shitty mood since they arrived at the safe house, and Sam was getting tired of her attitude as well. Honestly, when Kirk and SueAnn had joined their operation, that’s when things started to fall apart. They didn’t listen. They went off script. They were the reason Reggie had gotten killed.

Sam missed his best friend. Sure, Reggie had problems—like the fact that he trusted his no-good brother—but he was a good man. Loyal to a fault. He was funny and lighthearted, a great balance to Sam’s moodiness.

He could go along with Amanda’s plan of killing the Good Samaritan who had been treated like a fucking hero for murdering Sam’s best friend. He wouldn’t see it coming. After they settled in Mississippi and the heat died down. It was the only way it would work. He never should have told the others what the plans were. It was the week after Reggie had been killed and he’d been drunk. He didn’t handle his liquor all that well, and he didn’t drink much, but Reggie had been his best friend. Sam wasn’t handling his death all that well, either.

But he hadn’t had a lick of alcohol in three weeks, and he was clear-headed. He was not going to deviate from the plan. Sure, it was going to throw them off with Jacob in jail and Ma out of commission. He’d have to think about how to get them out later. Jacob hadn’t really done anything, and nothing the police could prove. He might get out after a short stint. Of course, he didn’t want his little brother in jail. He wasn’t like Kirk; he wouldn’t do well behind bars.

The important thing was that Jacob wouldn’t rat them out. Sam trusted him. And even if he slipped up, it didn’t matter much—no one, except Sam, knew the entire plan.

Problem was, now they didn’t have a driver. While Amanda was capable, Sam needed her for the security system. She was the only one who could handle the electronics and that nonsense; Kirk or SueAnn could be the wheelman, but neither wanted to. They liked being in the middle of everything. And no way in hell was Sam going to let them go into the vault alone. He didn’t trust either of them, family notwithstanding.

That meant changing the escape plan. It was the only way.

“We have to hit before Tuesday,” Sam said. “No other option—it’s this weekend or never. So we stick to the original plan, but everyone is responsible for getting themselves back here after the hit. And if this house is compromised—we meet up at the Dallas safe house in forty-eight hours. I don’t want to go to prison—do you?”

“And neither does Jacob, but look where he is!” SueAnn countered.

“Walk away,” Sam said. “I’ll do this without you.”

“You can’t, and you know it.”

“Don’t tempt me, SueAnn.”

She glared at him, but he held his own. You had to with SueAnn, otherwise she’d walk all over you.

“Now, are we done with the bullshit so we can go over the plans one more time?”

“We’ve been over them a hundred times,” SueAnn moaned.

“And I’m sure you know them by heart, sugar,” Amanda said, all sweetness to keep the peace. “But we still need to make sure we’re all on the same page especially without Jacob. Then we sleep, because we need all our energy tonight.”

Sam laid out his dad’s old blueprints. He and Reggie had spent months planning this heist, doing recon, making sure nothing would be left to chance. And now Reggie was gone.

Reggie should be part of this . . . but thinking about him wasn’t going to bring him back.

“Once we’re inside,” Sam said, “Amanda will take care of the security. Then we have sixteen minutes until the system fully reboots. Sixteen minutes and we have to be out. Understand? No fucking around. We get in, we grab as much as we can, we get out. We should be able to score between ten and twelve million dollars.” He went through the danger of their approach, and the two ways they could get out.

“Because we don’t have Jacob, SueAnn and I will go north, Amanda and Kirk will go south.”

“I wanna go with Kirk,” SueAnn whined.

“No,” Sam said.

“You’re mean.”

“You’ll be distracted.”

“Because he’s such a cutie,” she said, and winked at her boyfriend.

“See what I mean? Now focus!”

He went through the dangers, the potential security, and showed them again how to use the specialized tools he’d also found in his father’s belongings. Once Sam was confident they were both paying attention and wouldn’t fuck this up, he told them all to go to bed and he’d wake them at nine that night.

He knew he should sleep, but he couldn’t. He sat at the dining-room table of the cheap rental and thought about everything this gig had cost him. His best friend. His brother. His mother.

It had better be worth it.

Chapter Eight

Late Sunday Morning

FBI Headquarters

There was nothing Lucy could say to convince Sean to stay home. Even Jesse conspired against her and insisted that he would be fine home alone. He even pulled her aside after breakfast and said, “Dad is really worried about you. I think you should let him come. He won’t get in the way.”

She couldn’t help but smile. Jesse had a lot to learn about his dad, because Sean didn’t sit quietly during a crisis, but she appreciated his concern. Plus, Sean had government clearance, so with the blessing of her boss, he could assist with the threat analysis. Most of the tech people at headquarters liked Sean and appreciated his skills, so it shouldn’t be a problem.

The good news was that the storm had broken. Because of the updated flood protections in the downtown area, San Antonio came through with mostly wind damage and minor flooding in the suburbs. The rural areas had experienced the worst of the damage and there were still risks of flash floods, plus mudslides had devastated the hills. Many roads were impassable, and the creeks and rivers were being monitored closely. Kane called Sean in the morning and said he and Siobhan would be flying in late that afternoon. Sean filled him in on what was going on, and Kane said they would keep Jesse company.

Sean didn’t want to leave Jesse alone all day, but Jesse convinced him he would be fine. “I’m thirteen, Dad. I’ve stayed home alone before. And Uncle Kane said he’d be here by five. Really—I’ll do my math homework and then just play video games, okay?”

Sean and Lucy followed Nate to FBI headquarters at ten thirty. There was a task force meeting at eleven, run by White Collar Crimes agent Mike Crutcher, the lead agent on the Trembly case. By the time she and Nate had arrived at headquarters yesterday, he’d left to talk to Jacob Trembly at the jail. She was curious to find out what he’d learned, if anything. Lucy didn’t think that he’d give up his family, but she could be wrong.

Sean clipped on his visitor badge and told Lucy that he was heading to Cyber Crimes, where the analysts were working on narrowing the field of possible hits. “Zach’s there, and I’m already cleared, so don’t worry about me.”

He turned down the hall opposite to where Lucy’s squad was housed. Lucy and Nate found Rachel in her office. “I didn’t think you’d stay home,” Rachel said. “The debrief is in twenty minutes. I heard your husband volunteered to assist Cyber Crimes. Normally I would say no because we have one of the best cybercrime teams in the country, but there’s a lot of data and they haven’t narrowed down whether they’re going for a bank or a jewelry store. There are hundreds in the city, we can’t cover all of them. Banks are closed—so Crutcher thinks it’s going to be a jewelry store. But which one? In San Antonio or San Marcos or Austin? It could be anywhere.”

“San Antonio,” Lucy said. “Based on the conversation Bobby overheard, he thinks it’s San Antonio.”

“He’s an eight-year-old kid who was held hostage at gunpoint. His recollection may be clouded.”

“He had it together,” Lucy said. “What about Jacob Trembly?”

“Crutcher and his partner interviewed him last night and went again this morning; he’s not talking. Denies there’s any heist planned, says it’s all a misunderstanding. We did figure out what happened up in Brady, his sister, the petite one—”

“SueAnn,” Nate filled in.

“Yeah. She told the hospital she was Jennifer Smith. No I.D. She slipped out when the nurses turned their back. She wasn’t seriously injured.”

“We figured it was staged.”

“And smart, too. Jacob goes into the jail cell, tells his brother what the plan is, the others flood the jail, they’re transported out.”

“But there was no guarantee that we’d pick them up, or that they’d be transferred together. And why not just break him out? Why did Jacob need to give him information?”

“Good questions,” Rachel said. “Maybe Crutcher has answers by now. This is all on us—SAPD has their hands full with storm management, power outages, road closures. When we have a hard target we’ll get backup.” Her phone rang and she said, “I’ll be in but might be late—I’m dealing with another issue right now. But I wanted to tell you—Robert Thomsen sent a note to the SAC last night commending you both for your actions in protecting his family. You rescued and secured his daughters, then risked your lives to save his son. Good job.”

She picked up the phone, and Lucy and Nate stepped out and closed the door to give her privacy. “That’s nice,” Nate said. “We don’t usually get a thank-you.”

Even though most of the Trembly gang had escaped, Lucy wouldn’t have done anything different. A family was intact, and that was a win as far as she was concerned.

Lucy poured coffee and walked into the conference room. No one was there yet, so she sat down and looked over the report she’d sent to Rachel and Crutcher yesterday. She and Nate had written it together after Leo picked them up in Fredericksburg. Because of the urgency in this matter, formality went out the window—Crutcher needed all the information possible to do his job.

“He’s late,” Nate muttered. There were a handful of agents and analysts who had trickled into the room.

There was something in his tone that had Lucy wondering if Nate had a history with Crutcher, but she didn’t say anything.

He finally came in with his partner, Laura Williams, nearly fifteen minutes late.

“Jacob Trembly isn’t talking,” Crutcher said. “I have ten minutes, then I’m heading over to the hospital to talk to the mother. When she realizes that her kids are all facing capital charges, she’ll help.”

Lucy disagreed. “She won’t give them up. You might be able to trick her into spilling information. The harder you push, the less she’ll give.”

“I don’t think you could possibly know that after spending five minutes with her,” Crutcher said. “She’s a fifty-five-year-old woman who has no record and we don’t have much of a case on her—she talks, she gets probation.”

Lucy mentally reviewed the family dynamic that she witnessed yesterday. The mother was a true matriarch. Based on what she witnessed and what Bobby had said, Sam Trembly was the leader, but everyone deferred to the mother.

And Bobby said she’d put a gun in his face. That was a cold woman.

Before she could comment, Crutcher went on, “Cyber Crimes analysts are reviewing every possible target, but leaning to jewelry stores. There are dozens, but based on what they hit before and the potential take in each store, we’re looking closely at about nine of them.”

One of the task force members asked, “Why jewelry stores and not banks?”

“Every robbery has been during the day and normal business hours. Banks are closed today and tomorrow, for the holiday. If the intel is accurate and they’re planning something for today—a Sunday—it’s going to have to be a jewelry store. Of the stores on our list, one is definitely not going to be opened—the street it’s on was flooded, and while the businesses are safe, it’s shut down for at least forty-eight hours.”

“And,” Laura said, “while they have someone well versed in security, they haven’t shown that they can take down a silent alarm system. Based on what we know of their previous robberies, all of which were well planned, they couldn’t have predicted the extent of the storm. It wasn’t supposed to come this far inland.”

Crutcher said, “Laura and I searched Sam Trembly’s trailer in Brady early this morning and determined that he wasn’t using the place to stage his robberies. There were very few personal items. The apartment where Jacob Trembly was arrested for the alleged domestic violence wasn’t even his apartment—we’re still trying to track down the renters, but they’re out of town. They may not have even known someone had broken in. Nonetheless, we confiscated the computer in case Trembly used it. We have their phone records, but their personal effects were lost yesterday.”

He looked directly at Lucy. She’d heard that the FBI van had been partly submerged and the weight of the water had pushed it off the road and into muck. It had taken a construction tow truck to extract it, and it was being sent to the local FBI lab to see if they could retrieve any evidence—though Lucy doubted anything was there, except maybe the recording of the escape.

She wasn’t going to take his bait—she and Nate had done what they had to do to survive and protect Officer Riley. But she realized that there was a recording of the Trembly brothers for the entire drive. They could have communicated something that Lucy missed.

“They were using sign language to communicate—we don’t have audio in the back of the van, but the camera would have caught their conversation. That’s saved to the dashcam. There could be something on there that could help us.”

“If it’s salvageable,” Crutcher said, “we’ll have it. If you’d just grabbed it to begin with, we wouldn’t have to cross our fingers.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nate straighten his spine. This wasn’t going to end well. She didn’t know why Crutcher was being such a prick, but she was willing to dismiss it based on the fact that he likely hadn’t slept last night. Laura looked uncomfortable as well and quickly jumped in. “We have contacted all jewelry stores in the area—plus made personal contact with the owners of the nine we believe are likely targets. They are on heightened alert. Six already employ a guard, and three are bringing in extra employees for the next two days.”

Leo Proctor had walked into the room with Rachel a few minutes before and he’d maneuvered to stand next to Nate—did he sense the hostility between Crutcher and Nate as well? Leo was the head of FBI SWAT, which Nate also served on, and they were friends.

“We’ll be on high alert for the next two days,” Crutcher said. “We also have a team in Austin interviewing everyone who knows the Tremblys or the Hansens. They left Austin two years ago, but their last known address was a ranch outside of the city. They could still be in contact with some of their neighbors. Trembly and Hansen had worked in construction together, and we’ve already talked to their former employers and colleagues.”

Lucy asked, “Do you know specifically what they did in construction?”

Crutcher stared at her blankly. “It was years ago, and it hardly matters. They built houses for the most part.”

“What I mean is, the skills they had to flood the jail in Brady and divert the drains outside Fredericksburg to delay response when our transport was attacked, those skills may be put to use in this heist. We know that one of the people—I suspect Amanda Trembly, the sister who graduated with a degree in computer science—is the one who is handling the security systems.”

“Which is all they need to do. Handle security. We have teams ready to mobilize, and we’re tapped into SAPD to be notified as soon as any silent alarm is tripped or shut down—in case they’re going after one of the jewelry stores that are closed. That’s not likely, because the jewels are locked in a safe, and so far this gang hasn’t been able to get into any of the safes—and not for lack of trying.”

Lucy felt they were missing something, and then it hit her. “In all the reports, none of the jewels have been recovered. It’s very difficult to fence stolen jewels, unless they have a private buyer lined up, but none of these people have those kinds of connections. And they haven’t shown up on the market—”

“Agent Kincaid,” Crutcher cut her off, “you handle violent crimes, let me handle white collar. Most jewel thieves hold on to the goods or sell them into a private market, where the buyer recuts or waits until the heat dies down. They move them outside of the immediate area to minimize the chance of being discovered. Many of these jewels end up in other countries.”

“But none of the jewel heists yielded a payday,” Lucy said. She was talking off the cuff, because there was something here that she wasn’t quite seeing. “None of them scored more than twenty thousand in jewels, and that’s retail—”

“Because we’re not dealing with rocket scientists, Kincaid,” Crutcher said.

She decided to keep her mouth shut. Crutcher was right, she didn’t know a lot about white collar crimes, and she didn’t want to get in the middle of it.

Crutcher glanced at his watch. “My team—monitor the jewelry stores. Keep me in the loop. I’m going to give Mrs. Trembly an offer she can’t refuse, and maybe this will all be a moot point.”

Okay, Lucy couldn’t quite keep her mouth shut.

“Did you make that same offer to Jacob? Because while he’s loyal to his brother, he is also worried about the operation and his family. He doesn’t want them hurt.”

“Hell no, we believe that he’s one of the gang, which makes him an accessory to murder.”

“Monica Trembly is involved as well. In fact, I think she’s running this operation.”

“There’s absolutely no proof of that.”

“About as much as you have on Jacob,” Lucy countered. Why was Crutcher being so belligerent? “I don’t think that Jacob will talk—at least not willingly. But lay out the full repercussions and he might give us something because he doesn’t want anyone in his family to get hurt, especially his brother, Sam.”

“Wow, you must have had a heart-to-heart with him before you let him and his brother escape.”

Nate slowly rose from his seat. “Watch it, Crutcher.”

“It was a simple prison transport in a fully armored van and you gave them the keys.”

“Mike,” Lucy said, trying to defuse the situation, “another officer was in immediate danger. They would have killed him.”

“Oh, and I thought in your report you said that Jacob and Sam weren’t violent? Changing your mind?”

“I said that SueAnn and Kirk were volatile and violent, and they—”

He waved his hand at her. “Be that as it may, backup was on the way and you blew it.”

Nate took a step forward. “The roads were flooding and they sabotaged a drainage system.”

“But you didn’t know that at the time. You let them go. It’s not important at this point—”

“You didn’t read a damn thing,” Nate said. “You think you know what happened? You know nothing. You weren’t there. You were supposed to be my partner in this, but you couldn’t be bothered. Thank God I had Kincaid with me, because you would have gotten either Officer Riley killed or that little boy killed, all because you have no idea what it’s like to be on the ground.”

“Get out,” Crutcher said. “You’re off this task force.”

“That’s enough, Agent Crutcher,” Rachel said.

“Me? Dunning is a loose cannon, he’s the one who should be reprimanded for the fuckup yesterday.”

“Clear the room,” Rachel said. “Everyone except Dunning, Kincaid, and Crutcher.” When no one moved, she said, “Now.”

Everyone left. Lucy was frozen in place. She shouldn’t have challenged Crutcher. She’d known that Nate was on edge from the beginning of the meeting when Crutcher accused them of screwing up the transport, she should have just let him continue without comment.

Leo was the last one out and he closed the door.

Crutcher said, “I don’t have time for this. I have an interview scheduled.”

“That can wait. This is your operation, Mike, but you asked for my squad’s assistance, and they gave it and went above and beyond. I cannot allow you to disparage their service and sacrifice in this office. If you have a problem with how they conducted the prison transport, write it up and we’ll fully investigate the situation. But you will not criticize or insult them in front of their colleagues. We’re all cops here. We all know that split-second decisions are made when lives are on the line. Agents Dunning and Kincaid provided their reports last night, and they are being reviewed by ASAC Durant’s staff. You were also sent a copy. I’d suggest you read it closely, file any complaint after that, and then we’ll go from there. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Crutcher said. He didn’t look either Nate or Lucy in the eye, but he was furious. Lucy didn’t care. She was both relieved and surprised that Rachel had stood up for them. Maybe she shouldn’t have been surprised—Rachel had proven to be a more than competent boss, and after a few rough months at the beginning, Lucy had learned to respect her and believed that she had earned her respect in return.

“You can go,” Rachel said.

Crutcher left without further comment. Rachel turned to Nate. “Don’t bait him, Dunning. I found no fault with what happened yesterday, but this is Mike’s investigation, and we’re just assisting. He has seniority and the respect of his supervisor. Granted, he was an ass today, but he wasn’t there, he has no idea what he’s talking about, and I’ll make sure his supervisor knows that. But you need to stay out of it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nate said. He was still angry, but Rachel had taken the edge off his anger.

“Lucy, I was interested in what you had to say about the family dynamics. If you feel comfortable writing up a basic profile beyond what you provided in the report last night, it would help.”

“I will. I think the single most important thing to remember here is that this is planned to be the last heist. They want to quit—at least Sam does. So it’s going to be big, and I don’t see any of these jewelry stores—unless they have a high-value object—being the targets.”

“But they’re open, and the Trembly gang has never hit a closed business or bank. They use threats and intimidation to control the hostages, and they use the chaos as part of their escape.”

Rachel was right, but Lucy thought they didn’t have enough information.

“However,” Rachel continued, “the analysts are still working on this. The jewelry stores popped because they most closely match the M.O., but we can’t discount that there may be a completely different plan in the works. They’re looking at the previous crimes in new ways—and your husband is instrumental in helping them, though that fact I may withhold from Mike until he gets his head on straight. Sean understands security systems as well as or better than anyone here. We already knew that the banks and jewelry stores had a similar type of security system—not the same monitoring company, but the same programming. So we’re going through our most likely targets and looking for systems with that same programming in order to narrow the field. Sean says it’s a top-of-the-line system but flawed—each individual company that uses it is fixing the flaw, but it has to be done on-site and not every system has been updated. It’s a lead, and they’re running with it.”

“Thank you, Rachel. And I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bait Agent Crutcher.”

“You speak up when you have something to say, and I appreciate that. He was out of line. I know what happened yesterday, and based on what we know and the statement we received from Officer Riley and the Brady PD this morning—that’s another reason why I was late—there was nothing else you could have done. But for now, stay away from Mike. Nate—you should take the day off.”

“Is that an order?”

“No. You’re still technically on call this weekend. But you can be on call at home.”

“I’ll stay.”

She stared at him.

“I’ll avoid Crutcher.”

“Thank you.”

She left and Lucy turned to Nate. Nate said, “That guy’s an asshole.”

“No argument, but let it go.” She put her hand on his forearm. “Are you really okay?”

He stared at her, showing more emotion in his expression than she’d ever seen. “I thought I’d lost you yesterday in the floodwaters. And all I could think about was how I couldn’t face Sean and tell him I let you die.”

Her heart twisted. How could she make Nate understand? “Nate, that wasn’t your fault. None of it was. You can’t take the burden for everyone’s safety on your shoulders. We did everything we could do, and we’re both alive, and that’s what matters.”

He sat back down at the conference table; Lucy sat next to him. Nate said, “I was never close to my sister. Jenny’s so much older than me. Smart, a scientist, and I guess because of age and interests, we don’t really have anything in common. And my parents were in their forties when they adopted me. I loved them, they were good people, but I never felt like we were all that close. Like I had a family or anything, until the Army. For ten years, my unit was my family, and now you and Sean are the closest thing to family I have. I just wanted you to know that.”

She squeezed his hands. He was still tense. “I know that,” she said.

“Good. I’m going to talk to Leo about some stuff.” He left quickly, and Lucy suspected that he had become more emotional than he wanted to.

Lucy went to her desk and read the file on the Tremblys again. Before yesterday’s escape, they didn’t have much to go on. They’d identified Samuel Trembly because of prints, and they suspected Kirk Hansen was involved because he had a record and no one knew where he was. But that was hardly enough to get a warrant—until yesterday when they had collected quite a bit of evidence from the Thomsen house. The gang hadn’t worn gloves.

But there was nothing on Sam’s sisters, his brother, or mother. It wasn’t until the escape yesterday that any of them had been put in the file. The only reference was that the attempt to locate them after Sam had been ID’d had failed—the family had long since moved from Austin and didn’t have a known address.

She reviewed the first series of robberies from Dallas. Four suspects, none identified. Sam, Reggie, and who? Lucy would guess Amanda and Jacob. They were smart, calm, not violent. And none of the Dallas robberies had resulted in more than minor injuries. It wasn’t until the last five locally that things got out of hand. They were also bigger, bolder, and had a larger score. But still nothing to retire on.

Whatever they had planned, it was big. It would need to be cash or something easily convertible, not jewelry. Crutcher may not put weight on the statement of an eight-year-old, but Lucy did. She’d met Bobby, talked to him. He had been hiding in the house and heard much of the Tremblys’ conversation. He might not have understood the context, but Lucy had interviewed enough children to know how they processed information and how to determine whether they were interpreting or quoting. Retire was the key word. That implied one final act in order to have enough funds to get out of the business. To retire, they’d need millions for six people. They also had to have a place to regroup, a fortress or home where they were going to lay low after the heist.

She made notes about that—it probably wouldn’t be in any of their names, but they could look at relatives and family names. They’d rented the trailer with cash; the apartment they’d either borrowed from friends or without permission; they no longer owned the property in Austin, but according to the real-estate records, they’d netted over three hundred thousand dollars from the sale and there was no corresponding purchase in the state of Texas. The property had been owned by Samuel Sr. and Monica Trembly.

But if they bought out of the state, eventually the FBI would track them down. Might take a few months and a lot of manpower, but they’d find the property and this family was smart enough to know that. Lucy put her bet on either property owned by a relative—likely a distant relative—or property they purchased with a false identity. Much harder to track. But she’d also double down on her bet that the money from the sale of their Austin property was used for the new purchase.

Crutcher was good with financial records, and those were as complete as possible. No one on the list had more than a few thousand dollars in any bank. The amounts and goods stolen were itemized—he was right, no score was over twenty thousand dollars. There was no set time in the day when they hit, but each business had been open.

The M.O. was consistent. They all wore masks. One person stayed in the car, in the rear of the building. Based on the visuals of those inside, Lucy guessed that Jacob was the driver. Five entered through the front. One person jammed the cameras—which was possible because of a security flaw coupled with technology that the robbers had access to and the ability to use. That had to be Amanda, with the computer science degree. There was nothing else about her in the files, but she hadn’t been a suspect until yesterday.

Two in the gang manned the door and watched the hostages. Two grabbed the cash or jewels. They were fast and knew exactly where to go and what to do. No robbery took more than five minutes from breech to escape—except for the last one, where Reggie Hansen was killed. Sam went to his friend to try to extract or save him, but he was already dead or dying. There was only a brief period of time that their images were caught before the jammer went into effect, but Lucy could tell from their build that Kirk and SueAnn were the lookouts, and Sam and Reggie grabbed the goods.

But the final robbery showed that even in his grief, Sam was thinking. He ordered his gang to leave without him. Everyone exited through the back except Sam, who brazenly went out the front. The gang went north; he went south. One lone security camera picked him up at the corner; he turned east and disappeared. Police arrived at the bank ninety seconds later.

Were these robberies a rehearsal? To get enough money for tools and equipment for their big payday? A diversion? All of the above? Lucy didn’t know. What she did know was that without Reggie, Sam might not be in complete control. He had exhibited some power over his family yesterday—Kirk and SueAnn would be happy to kill someone. Without Sam and Reggie, they both would have ended up in prison long ago—Lucy was certain of it. They didn’t have much self-control.

Likewise, without Sam and Reggie, Amanda and Jacob probably wouldn’t have started down a life of crime or wouldn’t have done anything violent. They might have been predisposed to be criminals—what about their father? Lucy suddenly wondered. Where did he fit into the picture, if at all?

There was nothing on him in the paperwork. SueAnn was at least ten years younger than her brothers and sisters—did they share a dad? Lucy was ten years younger than her next-youngest brother, but truthfully, that big of a break was rare with the same parents.

She turned and did a records search, dug around for a good thirty minutes before she found out that Samuel Trembly Sr. had been killed in a construction accident in San Antonio when Jacob—the youngest at the time—was five. Clearly, Sam Jr. had grown into the father figure. Monica Trembly had never remarried—or, if she did, she didn’t take her husband’s name. SueAnn was born five years later, which put her at twenty-two. She was named Trembly. Odd.

Lucy learned that there was no insurance payment on Trembly’s death because he had been found to be intoxicated while working. The company was a major employer in the state of Texas and worked on several of the largest civil projects, many related to flood management. They often worked alongside the Army Corps of Engineers.

Monica had taken a couple jobs over the years, had kept her family afloat, and Sam Jr. had started working when he was sixteen. If they hadn’t gone into a life of crime, Lucy would have had a lot of respect for them picking up after their world fell apart.

Amanda Trembly had gone to college on a full-ride scholarship. She had the highest SAT score in her high school and graduated with top honors. How did she get sucked into her family’s criminal lifestyle? She had a ticket out—a college education, a good degree, and at one point had a job with a computer company that paid well.

Family. It was complicated, Lucy knew, and she felt for the girl Amanda used to be—until she decided to follow her brother.

The Hansens and the Tremblys had grown up together. They lived on adjoining properties. The Hansen family was split—parents divorced. Wife remarried and moved to California.

Lucy made a list of all the names she could find in both families—Monica Trembly’s maiden name was Bane. Hansen’s maiden name was Lorenzo. Lucy logged into an ancestry database and spent far too much time digging around. But she did learn that Monica’s two grandmothers’ maiden names were named Donovan and Shane; her dead husband’s mother’s maiden name was Richardson. She couldn’t find anything else on the Hansens—no one in their family had taken the time to input the data. But this was a start.

Family was the core of their actions, the good and bad. That meant the mother was integral to their plans. Would they just leave her in prison?

Except . . . there was no evidence that Monica Trembly had committed any crimes other than helping to break her sons out of jail. She had no record. She was in her fifties. A halfway decent attorney would get her off whether she cooperated or not. Likely, she would say she didn’t know anything about it, and all they would have was Lucy and Nate’s word that she was in the thick of things yesterday. She could argue she didn’t know what her kids had planned. And Bobby Thomsen could testify, but Lucy didn’t know how much weight the court would put on the testimony of a scared eight-year-old.

No way was Mike Crutcher going to get anything out of the woman. The way she interacted with her kids, how she dealt with Lucy . . . that woman was cold and calculating.

Jacob didn’t want to turn on his family, but he might—because he had a conscience. He cared about his siblings, worried about them in a sense . . . what had he said? “Sam isn’t a violent man, I swear to the Lord, and neither am I. But the rest of our family?” Did that mean SueAnn and Amanda were? His mother? Did it mean he would do whatever it took to protect his brother? Or that maybe it wasn’t his idea?

Lucy didn’t realize that more than two hours had passed since she sat down, and she jumped when Sean and Nate came up to her desk. “Sorry, princess,” Sean said, and kissed her. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Just doing some background work and writing a profile.”

Nate said, “I just heard from Laura that they got nothing out of Monica Trembly.”

Lucy raised an eyebrow and tapped her screen. “Yep, that was my educated guess.”

“Not only that, she started crying and begged them not to hurt her kids.”

“And her excuse for holding a shotgun on us?”

“She claimed she would never have fired, that she didn’t realize until the last minute that her kids were planning the breakout. She helped because she didn’t know what else to do.”

“I wish I could have talked to her. She would have done the same thing with me, but I might have been able to make her mad enough to let something slip—especially since I was there and she likely blames you and me for her capture. But she won’t talk now. Jacob Trembly will be hard, but I think it’s possible. Or it was, before Crutcher played hardball. He won’t trust any of us if we go to him with an offer now.”

“So far, no one’s been hit.”

Lucy turned to Sean. “Rachel said you were reviewing all the security systems, that there was a common security program?”

“Yeah, the same program, and it’s a serious flaw. They know about it and have been working to fix it for months.”

“What company?”

“Thursgood Security. They’re pretty good for on-site systems, but this was a major software glitch. They’ve fixed about half the systems and are on track for fixing the remaining by the end of the year.”

“Hmm.” Lucy shot off an email to national headquarters to find out where Amanda Trembly had worked after college. “Amanda Trembly was a computer science major, maybe she had inside information.” Or maybe she had been responsible for the “glitch” in the first place. But that meant that these robberies were planned long ago. “Did the Dallas hits have the same security flaw?”

“No,” Sean said. “Completely different systems. And Trembly worked those old-school. Destroy the equipment, masks and gloves, grab the goods, disappear. Nothing as elaborate as the San Antonio jobs.”

“And they had fewer people working those heists. Dallas FBI believes there were three, maybe four. Two and a wheelman, but they also suspected a possible ringer inside.”

Nate said, “They’re going through all the old security tapes to see if they have any of the other suspects as ringers in the Dallas robberies.”

“I think it’s Amanda or Jacob,” Lucy said. “Likely in a decent disguise.”

Sean asked, “Do you want me to call Thursgood? I know the owner. Did some work for them a while back.”

Lucy almost said no but realized that the company could share any information it chose to share.

“And,” Sean added, “I’ve talked to him twice today. He’s already getting the FBI a list of businesses in the greater San Antonio area that are waiting for a software upgrade. It might help narrow down the potential targets.”

“Talk to your contact in Cyber Crimes and get his okay first, I’ll shoot off an email to Rachel to cover my butt.”

“And your profile?” Nate asked.

“It’s basic because we don’t have a lot of information, but in a nutshell, I think Sam Trembly is grieving over the death of his friend. They grew up together, worked together, they were practically inseparable. He might not be thinking clearly—which is a problem because SueAnn and Kirk are wild. They wanted to shoot me.”

Sean put his hand on her shoulder, squeezed.

“I think they’re two peas in a pod and feed off each other. Separate them and they might not be as violent, but together they will do anything, and I don’t say that lightly. Amanda is smart. She doesn’t want to be caught, she thinks everything through clearly. Sam listens to her, he depends on her. This entire escape was her brainchild. And if we’re right about her computer background she has been planning this for a long time. She used the skills of her team to get it done, meaning she’s good with asset management. She knows who can do what and sets them on the task. But she overthinks and she might get caught up in her own elaborate plans. They’ll need to adjust the plans because Jacob is in prison, but they’re capable of doing it.”

“So the mother isn’t involved?” Nate said.

“Not in the heists, but she’s involved in the planning. The family dynamic at the Thomsen house—they deferred to the mother. Maybe humored her, but listening to her and seeing how she talked to them, she is definitely involved. They must have a safe house somewhere in the city—and I would guess relatively close to where they plan to hit. But they went up to Brady because Reggie was killed and they knew Sam was compromised. They wanted to regroup, let some time pass. Whether they had additional robberies planned or not, we don’t know, but this one—the one tonight or tomorrow—is the big one. The final act, and then they’ll disappear. So I suggested that we handle this in a two-prong fashion—work to stop them, but simultaneously find their safe house. That’s why I was making these lists of names. If one of them pops up in the investigation, we look more closely. Of course, they could be using a shell corp or a completely fake identity—but it’s a start. And the mother is the protector—she will most likely be the one who set up the safe house and wherever they’re going to retire.”

“That’s a lot in two hours,” Nate said. “Good work.”

Nate and Sean went back to Cyber Crimes, and Lucy sent her memo off to Rachel. She hoped she wasn’t too far off, and she wished it weren’t so vague. She didn’t think there was anything here that would give their team enough time to locate the crew—or where they were going to hit.

But she was very certain about one thing: This next heist was going to be big.

Very big.

Chapter Nine

Early Sunday Evening

FBI Headquarters

Mike Crutcher stepped into the small conference room that they were using to monitor the investigation. “You were wrong, Kincaid.”

Lucy bristled, but before she could speak, Crutcher continued, “All the jewelry stores are now closed, they didn’t hit tonight. We just wasted an entire day when my guess is they are long gone.”

It was nearly dark. She was tired and sore and crabby and wanted to go home. Sean was in the middle of a complex security analysis with the head of the cybercrime unit, and she and Nate had been at desks all day making calls and analyzing information. Kane and Siobhan had arrived at the house an hour ago and were entertaining Jesse, but Lucy wanted to see her family more than sit here to be yelled at and ridiculed by a fellow agent.

“I’m not wrong,” she said. “I’ve looked at the list Cyber Crimes put together, and there are two banks that meet the criteria—both downtown, and both with over a million dollars of assets in their vaults—not to mention whatever is in the safe-deposit boxes. Zach and Cyber Crimes are working on assessing the potential of those targets, and—”

He cut her off. “You mean your husband.”

“I mean Zach,” she snapped. “And Sean, with the permission of Cyber Crimes. Just because they haven’t hit something this big before doesn’t mean this wasn’t always in their plan.”

He looked at her as if she were an idiot. “Out of all the robberies attributed to Trembly’s gang, they have never broken into a vault. Those two banks have the highest level of security, over and above the flawed security software system. And if either of them is the target, the hit won’t be until Tuesday—and we can cover both of them. So go home, relax, and let those of us who have worked white-collar crimes for a few years do our job.”

Nate was getting ready to jump on Crutcher, so Lucy had to do something and stand up for herself. “Agent Crutcher,” she said, “I don’t think you’ve read one word of our reports, but Amanda Trembly worked for the security company who designed the security for those two banks. They called in every one of their techs today to determine whether she might have created the software flaw to begin with—her supervisor said she has the skills to do so. And while there are more than three dozen businesses that still have the flawed software, those are the only two that have a big enough payday that the gang can retire.”

“If that’s their plan—you’re relying on the memory of a scared eight-year-old. We have one of the highest-ranked white-collar units in the FBI. We’ve been doing this a long time, Kincaid.”

“These aren’t traditional white-collar criminals. You need to contact the bank managers and have them do something different—sending in private guards starting now would be a good start.”

“Those two banks you mentioned are completely secure when they’re closed. There’s no way they can get in without every law enforcement agency knowing about it, software flaw notwithstanding. I talked to the head of the security company myself, and he assured me that the external security isn’t compromised, it’s only internal security. That’s why they have to wait until the bank is open before they hit. One thing I’ve learned is that robbers rarely change their M.O., that there is a reason that it works for them. And now you know.”

“I think you’re wrong.”

“Noted,” he said dismissively. “Tuesday morning, we’ll be all over both of them—you can be a part of the solution, if you can learn to take direction.”

“Maybe you should learn to take advice.”

“From a rookie?”

“You’re already on thin ice, Crutcher,” Nate said.

“Go home, both of you,” Crutcher said. “There’s nothing more we can do tonight.”

Lucy walked out before she said anything that would get her in more trouble. Fortunately, Nate followed—he was just as angry.

“He’s an asshole,” Lucy said.

“Yes, he is,” Nate agreed. “I’ll get Sean.”

“No—I’m writing a memo. I don’t want to go over his head, but I think this is one of those situations where asking for forgiveness is preferable to asking for permission. But if you want to talk to Daphne in Cyber Crimes—not Sean, because he’ll back my play no matter what—do it. She’s brilliant, and has a lot of respect here. I know she and Sean have had their heads together all afternoon. If she signs off on my memo, that’ll give us more clout.”

“I’m on it.”

Lucy went to her desk and wrote out everything she knew as fact and her educated theory about why the Trembly gang was going to hit one of the two banks—one on Broadway, one on Commerce—tonight or anytime Monday, a national holiday. She didn’t know how yet—while Crutcher was a prick, he was a smart prick, and Sean had confirmed that the external security was intact. How could they get inside the bank without compromising external security?

It might not matter if they knew how . . . Lucy was confident of the when. She tried to keep her personal opinion out of the memo and rely solely on the facts that they knew and her expertise when it came to criminal psychology. She also relied on the preliminary report that Daphne Goodall, the SSA of Cyber Crimes, had written. One thing Sean was good at was figuring out who in an organization had authority and making that person his best friend. It had worked with Daphne and the VCMO analyst Zach Charles, who both sang his praises. It helped that all three of them were smart and talked the same language—a language that often went over Lucy’s head. She was more than competent with computers, but she much preferred working with humans than machines.

She finished quickly, because she had most of the information already compiled. She sent it off to Daphne for her review and asked if she would be willing to co-sign it with Lucy. Daphne read the message, then nothing . . .

And nothing for more than twenty minutes. Her memo was only three pages, how long did it take to read?

She was about to call Sean when Daphne responded with one sentence:

I need you here now.

Nothing more, and she didn’t want to read anything good—or bad—into it. She went down the hall to Cyber Crimes, which was jumping with people. A map of downtown San Antonio was projected on the whiteboard with two red marks and some lines and notes that Lucy couldn’t decipher.

“I sent your memo under both our names,” Daphne said as soon as Lucy entered. “It’s out of our hands right now—I sent it to Crutcher, and cc’d your boss and my boss.” Because Daphne was an SSA, her direct supervisor was Abigail Durant, the ASAC who supervised several of the squads. “I added two important facts: The first is that these two banks we identified as being high-risk targets are both directly over the San Antonio River Tunnel. And I went through your initial report from this morning, Lucy, and focused on the fact that Trembly and Hansen both worked in construction. They’ve never had a job in San Antonio that we could find, but we learned that the senior Sam Trembly worked for the construction company that helped build the tunnel more than twenty years ago. It was under construction for ten years. He would have been privy to blueprints, maps, service tunnels—we don’t have that information at our fingertips, but I already reached out to the Army Corps of Engineers and they’re going to get back to me.”

Lucy was floored. “So—you think they’re going to use those tunnels?”

“Crutcher is right about the external security, and I asked Sean to run through scenarios and the response time is less than five minutes if they are breeched—maybe seven minutes with weather-related issues. Even if they created diversions like they did in their escape, there are too many potential access points to those two banks on surface streets to create enough diversions to prevent a swift response, even if they plan to escape underground. I have no idea how they’re going to get in, but with the kind of information they may have had access to, it’s certainly possible.”

She guzzled half a bottle of water before continuing. “I asked that Crutcher put together two teams to stake out the two banks from now until Tuesday morning.” She hesitated, then smiled and said quietly, “It will ultimately be Durant’s call anyway, to deploy that kind of manpower on a hunch—however well documented and supported that hunch is.”

“So what now?” Lucy asked.

“We wait. Durant is out of the office and I asked her assistant to track her down, but it’ll take time and she’ll want to talk to me—I know how she thinks. She’ll do it, I’m eighty percent positive. But we have a few hours. Go home, eat, rest—I’ll call you. I want you there. You know these people.” She glanced over at Nate. “You too, Nate. Get some rest, I promise to call you in.”

“No objection here,” Nate said. “I’m beat.”

“That you admit it,” Lucy said, “tells me that you’re about to crash.”

“One of the benefits of serving in the Army for ten years is that when I crash, I really crash . . . give me thirty minutes and I’ll be as good as new.”

* * *

Sean ordered Lucy to go upstairs and rest and Nate to hit the guest room. When he got no complaints from either of them, he knew they were wiped. He found Kane and Jesse in the sunroom playing pool. “Where’s Siobhan?” Sean said after giving his brother a hug.

“Sleeping. The flight here wasn’t all smooth sailing. A lot of turbulence. Not that bad, but you feel everything in the Cessna. Doesn’t bother me, but Red has a more sensitive disposition.”

“You sound like you enjoyed her distress.”

He smiled. “I gave her a double shot of whiskey and told her I’d wake her up when dinner was ready.”

“So you’re cooking?”

“Put some steaks in my special marinade and pre-heated the oven for potatoes, but that’s as far as I got. We’re tied at two, and this kid has never been able to beat me before. You’ve taught Jess a lot of your tricks.”

“Not tricks. Skills.”

Kane snorted. “Cheating.”

“I resent that. I don’t have to cheat to win. And Jesse is a quick study.”

“We’ll finish this game up and I’ll help you in the kitchen. Did I hear Nate’s voice?”

“He’s taking twenty in the guest room.”

“Jesse told me what went down yesterday. Surprised the feds let Nate and Lucy come in today.”

“Bruised and sore, nothing serious. They’re tough.”

They were down to the eight ball. As Sean watched, Jesse called his shot into the corner pocket. Sean knew he was going to miss it as he set up, but he didn’t say anything. Jesse had to learn on his own.

Jesse missed and almost dumped the ball in the opposite corner because he hit a bit too hard. Kane called the shot and nailed it perfectly.

“I really thought I had it,” Jesse said.

“Age and experience, kid,” Kane said. “Next time I might not be so lucky.”

“Dad, look what Kane gave me!” Jesse showed Sean a military-grade watch he was now sporting. “It’s just like his. It has a compass built-in and is waterproof. Isn’t it cool?”

“Totally cool,” Sean said. “Especially since you keep letting your phone die.”

“Cell phones are unreliable,” Kane said.

“Not if they’re charged.”

“Easy to break. That watch is damn near indestructible.”

“I like it,” Jesse said. “Thanks again, Uncle Kane.”

“Did you guys walk Bandit?”

“Yep, and fed him,” Jesse said. “I finished my homework and did my laundry.”

“You did your laundry? Well, damn, I’m impressed,” Kane said. “I didn’t learn until I was forced to do it in the Marines.”

“Lucy said her mom made them all do their own laundry growing up and taught me how to use the washer and dryer. It’s not hard.”

“Just don’t put a red shirt in with your socks,” Kane said.

They went to the kitchen and Sean put potatoes in to bake, tasked Jesse with making the salad, and Kane was in charge of barbecuing the steaks. Forty-five minutes later Sean went to fetch Lucy. She was crashed in the middle of the bed, still fully dressed, even her shoes. Normally, he’d let her sleep, but she needed fuel. He knew she didn’t want to sit out on any police action tonight.

He sat on the edge and rubbed her back. “Lucy, time for dinner.”

“Umm,” she moaned.

“You can sleep if you want.”

“Now that I smell food, I’m starving.”

“Well, come down whenever you want, I’ll make sure there’s something left over.”

“I’m going to jump in the shower to wake up. I’ll be down soon.” She smiled and stretched.

He leaned down and kissed her. “Don’t rush.”

Three hours later they were fully fed, had dessert, and were catching up with Kane and Siobhan. It was close to midnight. Sean had tried to get Lucy to go back to sleep, but she didn’t want to. She was waiting for a call from FBI headquarters—a call that might not even come.

But it did at 12:05 a.m. from Daphne. “It was a battle, but we have two stakeouts being set up. Crutcher was supposed to call you, but he’s nursing his wounds. I’m leading one, Crutcher is leading the other. Can you and Nate be at the Broadway bank ASAP? We’re leaving headquarters now, our ETA is ten minutes. Staging in two tactical vans across the street and one around the corner.”

“We’ll be there.” She glanced at Sean. “Would you object to a civilian joining us?”

“If said civilian hasn’t lost his government clearance in the last six hours, absolutely. The more the merrier.”

Chapter Ten

Monday Morning—12:24 a.m.

International Bank of Texas

Broadway Street

“What’s the plan?” Nate asked when Daphne cleared them to enter the main tactical truck.

“Rogan,” she said without answering Nate’s question directly, “Thursgood said you know his system almost as well as he does at this point. He developed a down-and-dirty program that can monitor the software remotely to detect when and if it goes down. I have Zach working on it, but he’s on the phone with Thursgood himself, who’s sitting with Agent Crutcher’s team. Can you assist in that?”

“My pleasure,” Sean said.

Lucy was glad. Sean liked being needed and having something vital to do—especially when he didn’t have to ask.

“There’s an unmarked white van kitty-corner to us.”

“I saw the antennas,” Sean said. “Discretion isn’t really in the FBI playbook.”

Daphne grinned. “No argument here, but we’re not in line of sight to the main doors, so I’m hoping we’re discreet enough.”

Sean slipped out, and Nate said, “Why aren’t we going into the tunnels and blocking any entrances into the building?”

“Pick your reason,” Daphne said. “First, we don’t know where they’re going to enter. Second, we don’t have access to the tunnels. The Army Corps of Engineers maintains the underground tunnels. The city doesn’t have full access. I talked to the head honcho in Dallas and he’s pulling together the team that works on it—they know everything about this project—but it’s going to take until morning to get anyone out.”

“How does Trembly have access?”

“We think his father might have had blueprints or maps and information on the security and specially keyed underground access points. The research Lucy did into the Tremblys showed that Sam’s construction job gave him the skills he needs. It’s likely his father, who worked on the project for five years until his death, had blueprints and information about the tunnels—possibly information that only those who worked here know. This isn’t a water system that the average person knows about above and beyond some news reports. The only time it’s mentioned is when there’s a storm, and it’s ‘yeah, the underground river saved the River Walk once again’.”

“And we can’t get into the bank?”

“We talked about it, but one thing Crutcher and I agreed on is that we’d spook them. If we’re there, and the security isn’t exactly as they expect, they could bolt. We have to assume they know the underground maintenance tunnels better than we do, and we could get lost. It’s literally a maze down there. One of the original engineers who helped design the project went missing for three days because he became disorientated. Not to mention some of the passages haven’t been maintained—crumbling rock, possible drops. I’m not risking going down unless we absolutely have to.”

“So we’re waiting until they break in.”

“Exactly. According to Thursgood, if he’s monitoring the internal security in real time, there’ll be some sort of code or warning in the software program when Amanda Trembly takes it down—a log that’s generated at that moment, even though she bypasses the alarm. Once they’re in, we breech. We have the keys.” She meant that literally, as she held up a key.

Law enforcement could access emergency boxes to enter secure buildings, just like the fire department. Getting the key ahead of time would save time when they went in.

“Based on what Rogan and Thursgood uncovered from the software flaw, there’s a sixteen-minute window as the internal system reboots after it’s disabled. It should never take that long—and they now think that Amanda herself may have tampered with the software before she quit last year. It’s such a subtle change—one line of code in millions—that no one caught it before it was rolled out. And when they did, it looked like an innocent mistake, so there wasn’t an urgency to get out the fix. However, these banks and six other businesses in San Antonio are scheduled for the on-site upgrade this week.”

“Which means it’s now or never,” Lucy said.

“And with this plan,” Nate said, “we’ll catch them in the act.”

“That’s the hope. They try to escape, we pursue—much easier than figuring out where and when they’re going to enter. We have city engineers working with us to identify potential breech points, but we won’t have a complete list until later today. I just hope you’re right that it’s tonight, because I really don’t want to do this again tomorrow—and I don’t know that I’ll get the approval for two nights of surveillance.”

Daphne sat back in the command chair and monitored the video she had of the two bank entrances and rear emergency exit.

Lucy sipped bad coffee and waited.

And waited.

* * *

For the first time since Reggie was killed, Sam Trembly felt good about the plan.

They entered the underground tunnel system at 2 a.m., just as they had planned. There was an access point in a park a quarter mile from the bank. The service room was generic and barely protected—a lock, metal building, but nothing more.

Once inside, they removed the locked manhole cover. Sam and Reggie had done so many of these types of jobs—minus the bank robbery part—when they worked in construction. People never realized how much of construction work was underground. Pipes. Reinforcement. Testing the soil to make sure there was no chance someone’s home or business would sink in the next big storm. Sam had done a stint for a company where he dealt with underground garages for businesses. Pipes, concrete, reinforcement—and once they’d contracted with the city of Austin and he’d spent an entire summer in the sewer system. Not his favorite job, but he learned a damn lot, all of which helped him here.

He wasn’t in a sewer, but same principles.

He was relieved that SueAnn and Kirk were focused on the job. Maybe the sleep helped. Or the solid meal they had where they talked about being kids, free-and-easy teens who thought the world was theirs. Remembering Reggie and the good times. So they were all disciplined, focused, and didn’t argue. They did their jobs and did them well. He needed Kirk to help him with some physical work and SueAnn to take care of opening a latch where no one else would fit. They were on schedule, and arrived in the bank’s underground garage through a city maintenance door at 2:21 a.m.

Their planning and recon had paid off. Right on time.

An unused emergency staircase was easy to disconnect from the system, and Sam let Amanda handle that. Generally, if opened the door would set off an alarm and the fire department would be called. In two minutes, the alarm was disabled from a main control room in the garage and they were able to access the bank directly.

By 2:25, they were standing in the middle of the bank. They’d eluded all external security and now just needed to tackle internal security.

Amanda pulled out her mini-computer and ran through her program. A minute later, the internal security went through its reboot program—a program Amanda had rewritten when they originally came up with this plan two years ago.

The light turned green.

“We’re in,” Amanda said.

Sam started the countdown and they ran to the vault. He used a card key that Amanda had cloned and the door clicked open. The vault had a second level of security that required a code, which Amanda cracked with her computer in less than a minute.

“Fourteen minutes and counting,” Sam said. “Let’s go.”

This particular bank had two dozen gold bars in their vault. They couldn’t carry it all—Sam determined that they would each put two in the bottom of their expandable backpacks, each twenty-five pounds and worth a half-million dollars—then fill the rest with stacks of hundred-dollar bills. They could fit $1.5 million into the packs, which would weigh about twenty-five pounds. They’d all practiced carrying hundred-pound packs for the last year, so seventy-five should be easy.

That would give them a total take of $10 million. The gold would be harder to move, but Sam had some friends who could help. The cash would carry them for years.

Amanda monitored security while also filling her bag.

“Twelve minutes,” Sam said.

“We can do anything!” SueAnn squealed. “Kirk, we can go to Hawaii! I’ve always wanted to go to Hawaii.”

Sam wasn’t going to burst her bubble that they wouldn’t be getting on airplanes anytime soon. Maybe when they got new identities and some time had passed, but for the next year at a minimum they would be living on their ten-acre fortress in Mississippi.

But that was a fight for another day.

They were making excellent time and would be back in the tunnels long before their sixteen minutes was up.

Life was good.

Then he heard a sound.

* * *

“They’re in,” Zach alerted Daphne. “The system went into slow reboot one minute ago—you’re on.”

Daphne got on her radio. “All teams, proceed according to plan. Go-go-go!”

Daphne took the lead. Nate, Lucy, and an agent Lucy had never worked with before—Hank Christopher—were on the Alpha team. Beta would head immediately to the garage, Charlie team would back up Alpha, and the Delta team would cover external exits.

It took them four minutes to get into position, unlock the main doors, and then unlock the secondary door. The Beta team leader informed the group on their secure radio band that fire security had been disabled in the garage.

“Proceed with caution,” Daphne whispered.

Earlier, they had reviewed the blueprints of the bank. The main bank had desks, teller stations, and a large lobby. The vault was to the right, at the end of a short hall off the lobby. Two private offices, with glass windows looking into the bank, were dark. Security lighting illuminated the entire area, and glowing red exit signs could be seen at key points.

They reached the vault and the gang was gone. How the hell did they get out so quickly? There had been a secondary vault with gold bars that was open—it was clear several had been taken. Money was on the floor as the Tremblys had been frantic in grabbing as much as they could before they were chased out by the FBI. This was potentially a huge hit—by far their biggest, and one of the biggest in San Antonio history if they got away with it.

Through their earpieces, they heard commotion outside. “FBI! Stop!”

A second later, the Charlie team commander said, “One suspect detained. One suspect fled on foot, Delta team is in pursuit.”

Daphne ordered the Beta team to keep two agents in the garage to stand guard and send two up to the main bank.

A door clicked to the right. Immediately Lucy and Nate pursued. Daphne reported that one or more suspects had exited via the north fire exit.

“No one’s here,” Delta reported.

Lucy and Nate exited and ran into two Delta team agents. “Someone left through this door,” Lucy said. “Were you here the whole time?”

“Just got here after securing the first suspect.”

“They might have a minute lead,” Nate said. “Fan out, be alert.”

They had streetlights that helped with the search, and almost immediately Lucy looked down and realized exactly how they escaped. “Over here!”

One of the manhole covers was missing. Nate lay flat and put his ear to the ground. Everyone was silent and ten seconds later he said, “I hear someone. Proceed with caution—assume they know these tunnels better than we do.”

Daphne ordered all available agents to fan out to every access point to the underground tunnels based on the Army Corps maps. She pulled in Crutcher’s team for additional support.

Nate, who had extensive experience tracking humans, took the lead. He sent four agents to the north, and Lucy and two agents followed him to the south. There was dull yellow lighting all along the maintenance tunnel, plus Nate had a tactical light attached to his GLOCK. He stopped periodically to listen and then continued in pursuit. Lucy didn’t know how Nate differentiated the sounds when every movement created an echo.

Water seemed to be rushing everywhere; a dampness permeated the tight area, though nothing was wet. The sound of the storm water being drained, the sewage system—whatever it was, it was eerie and disconcerting. Lucy focused on following Nate. They were on a narrow walk with reinforced walls and several offshoots.

Zach came over the com. “Dunning, Agent Forsyth said you’re leading the pursuit to the south.”

“Roger,” Nate said quietly.

“I’ve already given the north team the most logical egress for the suspects. I’m tracking you on my map. The walls are marked with numbers and letters every twenty yards. Where are you?”

Nate shined his light. “C-24.”

“The most logical escape route is a door at C-32. The second is a tunnel to the right just past C-36.”

“Roger that.”

Nate said, “Kincaid, you’re with me at C-32; Delta team, proceed to C-36.”

They quickly covered the yardage and Nate let the Delta team pass them before he tried the door.

It was unlocked.

Nate motioned for Lucy to cover him as he stepped aside and opened the door.

A gunshot rang out from the space. From the sound, it came from a distance. Nate turned and fired his weapon three times. Listened.

There was no lighting in this tunnel, because either it had been disabled by the Tremblys or this wasn’t a normal access route. Nate shined his light and no one fired back. They heard faint footsteps ascending metal stairs—they were some distance away.

Nate motioned for Lucy to follow, and he turned off his light. They kept close to the walls. Nate’s sense of direction and space was second to none—as soon as they reached the stairs, he knew. He flashed his light up but stayed to the side.

No one fired at them.

They ran up the stairs two at a time. The heavy metal door at the top was secured from the outside, but Nate broke the handle and pushed it open, waiting a fraction of a second for a possible attack.

Nothing.

They were in a small utility room. The second door leading out was ajar. Nate reported that one, possibly two suspects had exited the tunnel at his location. He pushed open the door and two suspects were running in opposite directions. One was short and small, SueAnn, and one was tall and broad, either Sam or Kirk.

Nate motioned for Lucy to pursue SueAnn, and he went after the other. Lucy ran. She had on a Kevlar vest and full tactical gear, but she was gaining because SueAnn was hampered by a heavy backpack.

Did she actually think she could escape with all that money? If she’d dumped it they might have had a chance to get away.

Greed over common sense.

“FBI! Stop!” Lucy commanded.

SueAnn turned to face her. “You,” she said with disgust.

“Drop your weapon or I will shoot.”

SueAnn raised her gun and fired. It might have hit Lucy except that SueAnn’s aim was off because of the weight on her back. Lucy fired three times. SueAnn went down.

Lucy ran over to her. She was struggling, trying to get up. One bullet had gone through her forearm, the other two had hit her shoulder.

Lucy kicked away the gun. “Suspect down, need an ambulance at my location.”

To SueAnn she said, “Stop struggling! You’ll live, but I need to slow the blood loss.”

“You bitch! We were so close! Don’t touch me!”

Lucy ignored her. She read SueAnn her rights while she searched her for another weapon. She had none. Lucy cuffed her, then put pressure on the wound. She didn’t want another death on her conscience. It was a justified shooting, but she didn’t want the girl to die.

Over her earpiece she heard Nate’s voice. “I have Sam Trembly in custody. He gave up without a fight. Wants to know if his sister is okay.”

“Tell him SueAnn fired at a federal agent and is lucky to be alive. She’s injured but should survive.”

“Roger that. Good work, partner.”

* * *

Amanda Trembly was in tears when she arrived at the safe house. She half expected the police to be there waiting for her.

They weren’t.

She waited, and still no one came. She waited for an hour, sitting on the front porch, her entire body aching and crampy from the panic, the running, the fear . . . hoping and praying that Sam had made it. She didn’t care what happened to Kirk and SueAnn—Sam was right, they were to blame for Reggie’s death. They had fucked up, so cocky and self-assured, and Reggie had paid the price.

When Sam didn’t come, Amanda was ready to give herself up. She was exhausted and grieving and the $2 million she had in her backpack was nothing if she had no one to share it with.

You do. You have someone to share it with. You have to get up, get out of here. It’s what Sam would want.

It’s what Reggie would have wanted.

She shivered in the cold, damp predawn morning and finally went into the house. She dropped the backpack on the table and sank into the corner of the dining room.

She had to plan. She’d lost the man she loved last month, and her family over the span of two days, but she needed to focus on her future.

She put her hand on her stomach. She felt the small bump. No one knew about the baby. Sam suspected, but he hadn’t said anything. Right now she wished that she and her big brother had just disappeared after Reggie was killed. But Ma wanted the money. She wanted the big score, and she pushed and prodded until they all fell lockstep into line.

Monica Trembly was a hard woman to say no to.

Without someone—Reggie, her brothers, her family—could she raise this child alone? Could she just disappear?

Yes, you can. Sam didn’t tell anyone about the property in Mississippi—except you. And he trusted you with the key. Go there. Stay there until the baby comes and then you can figure out what to do.

She needed to eat, pack a bag, and disappear. She didn’t know if the safe house was compromised—or if there was a way for the FBI to track it. She had to assume there was. They had two vehicles—she would take the truck, it was beat-up but ran well, and she would go straight to Mississippi. Drive through the day and night if she had to.

Resolved, she stood up. A cramp hit her in the gut with the force of a punch. She was sore, and she wanted to throw up. She had to protect Reggie’s baby. But first she had to catch her breath.

She sat back down and that’s when she felt something wet between her legs. She looked down and saw blood soaking through her jeans. And she knew. The tears stopped, the pain turned to numbness.

She had nothing to live for.

Chapter Eleven

Monday Mid-morning

FBI Headquarters

After a nap and shower, Lucy returned to FBI headquarters late Monday morning as the office was abuzz at the success of thwarting a major bank heist. Though Amanda Trembly’s disappearance was problematic and she had two gold bars worth a million dollars and approximately eight hundred thousand in cash to help her escape, they had everyone else in custody.

SueAnn Trembly would be in the hospital for a couple of days—surgery was successful, but she had lost a lot of blood. She wasn’t talking, other than to curse the cops. She would be facing extensive charges over and above robbery: She had beaten up a clerk at one jewelry store and had shot and injured a civilian during the last bank heist. Not to mention attempted murder on Saturday by shooting at Officer Riley’s patrol and earlier this morning firing at Lucy.

Monica Trembly would be moved to the county jail the following morning, if her doctor signed off. There had been no complications from her injury. She would most likely get off—which infuriated Lucy. Unless they could get one of her kids to testify that she was involved in the planning—or they found evidence that she had masterminded any of the heists—she would probably walk. They could build a case for the prison break and kidnapping of a minor, but she was already crying foul on that, that she had been pressured to help.

Jacob Trembly would be arraigned in the morning for escaping custody, facilitating a jailbreak, and using a false identity. But the truth was, they would have a difficult time tying him to the heists. He hadn’t resisted arrest, and hadn’t used a weapon when he escaped. If he pled and the AUSA was in a good mood, he might get a year in prison for conspiracy.

Kirk Hansen was a repeat offender and he had shot and killed the bank guard last month, plus injured two civilians. He wouldn’t be getting out of prison anytime soon, and the AUSA was considering a capital case. Murder in the commission of a felony could mean the death penalty.

Sam Trembly had no weapon on him when he was searched after the robbery, and he’d surrendered peacefully. But he was facing serious charges, in addition to the prison break. Lucy didn’t know what would happen—right now the man seemed defeated, and if he worked it right he might be able to plead out for a reduced sentence. Because he had never used a gun in any of the felonies, he might get away with ten years in a plea deal, if he cooperated. That was all out of Lucy’s hands. She’d done her job and could sleep comfortably knowing she’d done it well.

Amanda Trembly was the wild card. She was educated, smart, and now had money. But she had lost her entire family in this scheme, and Lucy hadn’t spent enough time with her to assess how that would impact her. Chances were that she had a bigger escape plan and that she would disappear from San Antonio and lay low. They’d continue to look for her, trace the money, use the research Lucy had done on property and family names to see if any of it led to the Tremblys. But for now, Amanda might be able to disappear.

Lucy was eating her second donut in the conference room after the debriefing. She shouldn’t, but they were so very good, and she had a weakness for chocolate anything. And these were chocolate crème donuts.

Agent Crutcher walked in with Nate. He said, “I already told Agent Dunning, and I’m telling you—I’m sorry that I was an ass about this case. I finally did read your reports in full, the final report from Fredericksburg PD, and I talked to Mr. Thomsen about what transpired at his ranch. I was wrong to put the blame on either of you—I jumped to a conclusion and was too stubborn to admit that I was wrong.”

“Apology accepted,” Lucy said.

Nate was grinning smugly over Crutcher’s shoulder where the senior agent couldn’t see. Lucy smiled. “I’ll tell you this, your files were impeccable, and we used that information to figure out the Tremblys’ plans. So we all did well.”

“I’ve always been good with numbers and patterns. I took your research into the two families and we’re expanding the property search. We even narrowed down the date—when Monica Trembly sold her property outside Austin, that money was transferred sixty days later to another bank, transferred again thirty days after that—and we’ll find it, whether it’s in some foreign account or used to buy property.”

“Good. That’s where Amanda probably is right now—or on her way. To a safe house, out of state.”

“About that—I’m heading to the jail to talk to Sam Trembly. We really need to recover the blueprints and equipment he used to access those underground tunnels. I’m going to play nice with him because if we lose that, it could be a potential terrorist threat. Army Corps of Engineers is coming here to analyze any potential security threat, but that someone could move so freely down there with no one knowing—well, it worries us. Maybe he’ll help us find Amanda.”

“I don’t think so,” Lucy said. “Based on my understanding of his psychology—and that’s minimal because I didn’t spend a lot of time with him—he’s a protector. He’s not going to give her up because she’s the one who got away. He’ll be happy she got away, and content to spend time in prison. However, I might be able to get some clues from him about her plans. But he can’t think we’re trying to manipulate him, so we’ll be straightforward on the surface.”

“Okay,” Crutcher said. “You want to sit in, Dunning?”

“No, Lucy’s got this. I’m taking the day off. We’re taking Jesse to the gun range and teaching him how to shoot, then a certain Marine and I are having a competition.”

“I’m sorry I’m going to miss that,” Lucy said.

“Sean said he’s going to record it. I need to have the proof when I beat him. Army rules.”

Lucy was going to have to watch that video tonight.

Crutcher drove them to the jail. It didn’t take long, and they were brought in to talk to Sam Trembly in a small interview room. He looked hollowed out, with dark circles under his eyes and a small cut on his cheek that had been taped closed. He stared at Lucy, then shook his head and looked at his hands. “Kirk wanted to kill you and your partner. I hope maybe it helps some that I didn’t want no part of that. I’m not a violent man.”

Almost verbatim what Jacob had said.

“I believe you,” Lucy said.

“Mr. Trembly,” Crutcher said, “we have everyone in custody and all the missing money, except for Amanda and her bag. If you can help us find her, that will help you during sentencing.”

He shrugged. “I can’t help you.”

“You can, you don’t want to. Where were you staying after you escaped on Saturday? You must have had a place here, in town.”

He didn’t say anything.

“Sam,” Crutcher said collegially, “you had access and information to a secure area. I’m sure you understand what could happen if those plans got into the wrong hands. Like you said, you’re not a violent man. You’re not a terrorist. You don’t want to hurt anyone. But what if a real bad guy who wants to blow things up stumbled across the blueprints of the San Antonio River Tunnel? Or the tools you used to access the secure areas? We need to secure all that information.”

“You’ll find it,” Sam said. “We rented a place locally for the last few months. When we don’t pay rent next month, the landlord will find everything and that will be that. So I’m not really worried.”

“You should be concerned about Amanda,” Lucy said. “She loves you and your brother and what if she gets it in her head to try to break you out again? It’s not going to go well for her.”

“She won’t. She’s smart, Agent Kincaid. Real smart. She’ll see that getting away with the money she has is the smartest thing to do. And I’m glad. Because I love her, and she was always the best of us.”

They tried for a good thirty minutes, and while Sam was nice and friendly and even chatty, he didn’t give them anything they could use. The only thing Lucy thought they could push on later was Monica Trembly’s involvement. When Lucy mentioned her, she saw anger cross Sam’s expression. He was angry with his mother, perhaps she could use that to keep the matriarch in prison.

But that was a conversation for the AUSA.

When Sam seemed to tire of the conversation, he said, “I think I’d like to talk to my lawyer now. I’m really done here.”

They left him, and in the hall Lucy said, “Let’s try Jacob.”

“Go ahead. I have a hunch and I’m going to call Daphne and see if she can dig around in some property records for me.”

Crutcher left her, and Lucy asked the guard to bring down Jacob Trembly. He immediately said to her, “You can’t talk to me without my lawyer present.”

“Technically, anything you tell me without your lawyer here can’t be used against you. And I can say anything I want to you. I’m just waiting for my partner, but I wanted to tell you what happened last night.” She laid out everything, from the brilliant plan to how Amanda got away. “There’s been something bothering me all day, and after talking to your brother I know what it is. Both you and Sam said you weren’t violent men, and I believe you. Everything you’ve done, Sam has done, proves it. But Kirk Hansen killed a man and he will not be getting out of prison. SueAnn shot two people, shot at me, shot at another cop—she won’t be getting out of prison. But when I was in the truck Saturday, after your mother and you were detained, Amanda said and did a couple things that had me thinking.” Lucy was making a lot of leaps in her reasoning, but as she had thought about it, it made sense. “Was Amanda romantically involved with Reggie? Because I think she’s pregnant.”

By Jacob’s expression, Lucy knew that she was right.

“And she did all this because she wanted Reggie to get out of the business. One big score and you can all walk away. You and I both know Kirk and SueAnn are wild and irresponsible and they would have been caught sooner if it weren’t for you all keeping them in check. Nothing you or Sam has said makes me think that you even care what happens to them. Which is fine, because I don’t, either. But Amanda isn’t like them. She’s going to have a child—and now she’s alone. Her lover is dead, her brothers who have always protected her are going to jail, and she can’t go back to her mother—if Monica weasels out of this—because we’d pick her right up. For Amanda, and for her baby, where is she going to go? I promise, I will do everything in my power to help her. If she turns herself in, and returns all the money, the AUSA will work with her—possibly even giving her minimal time or house arrest. So she can raise her child.”

Lucy had no idea what the AUSA would do, but prosecuting a nonviolent pregnant woman probably wouldn’t be on the top of her list of favorite things.

Jacob shook her head. “Even if I knew—and I don’t—I wouldn’t tell you. Amanda finally has a chance to break free of our cursed family, and I’m going to be rooting for her the entire way.”

* * *

Crutcher and Lucy didn’t talk as they drove back to FBI headquarters. They were both frustrated that neither brother would help—but confirming Amanda’s pregnancy gave them intel they could use. Had she been to see a doctor? They wouldn’t be able to access her medical records, but they might be able to find out if she was a patient. How far along? If Jacob knew, at least two months . . . maybe more. Had she known before Reggie was killed? Had he known? Was that why this one big final heist?

Crutcher’s phone rang. He listened, then made an illegal U-turn, which freaked Lucy. She put her hand on the dash, then felt stupid. Crutcher sped up and said to the caller, “Send backup, Kincaid and I are on our way. You are brilliant, Daphne.”

“That’s why I’m the boss,” Lucy heard Daphne say right before Crutcher ended the call.

“Daphne found their rental. The guy with the trailer in Brady? He owns a lot of property all over the area—including a house only two miles from the bank. He’ll be dealing with his own legal mess, but Daphne sweet-talked him—or threatened him, don’t know which—into confirming that he rented a house for cash for six months to Jacob Trembly and his sister. And better—Daphne is getting a search warrant as we speak.”

Ten minutes later, they were in front of the small bungalow on a quiet street lined with small post–WW II houses. There was no garage and no car in the carport, but Amanda could have walked the two miles here from the bank.

“I know you don’t think she’s dangerous, Kincaid, but we wait for backup.”

Lucy nodded. It didn’t take long for a tactical truck to arrive, led by SWAT team leader Leo Proctor. He quickly cleared the house. “No one’s here,” he confirmed. “But I think everything you’ve been looking for is.”

Crutcher and Lucy entered the house. Leo was right—the dining room was a war room, with all the blueprints and a bag of tools, the tools that hadn’t already been recovered at the bank.

Sitting on the couch was a backpack that matched the three they had recovered. Lucy looked inside: The money and gold bars were there. She couldn’t tell if Amanda had taken any cash with her. She frowned.

“She’s probably coming back,” Crutcher said. “Leo, get your guys out of here, station yourselves around the corner, Lucy and I will stay inside. Keep the coms open.”

“Roger that, be careful.”

Leo and his team cleared out. Lucy continued her search. In the bathroom she found bloody clothes and a towel on the floor. Had Amanda been hit by gunfire? Nate had shot into the dark hallway. Had Amanda been with SueAnn and Sam?

Lucy carefully unfolded the blood towel. Inside was a small fetus, approximately six inches long. Four months into development.

“Oh, God,” she said, and carefully folded the towel around the dead baby. She said a prayer, for not only the lost child but also Amanda, who must be suffering right now.

“What? Was she shot? Other than you shooting SueAnn, only Nate fired.”

“She had a miscarriage.”

“Oh. Poor girl,” Crutcher said with honest sincerity in his voice. “My wife had a miscarriage two years ago, it’s devastating.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

She nodded but felt queasy. She didn’t feel right leaving the towel on the floor. She put it gently on the counter. “We should get an evidence bag. Amanda might want to bury the fetus or something. She might not be thinking clearly right now.”

Crutcher said, “And she left? Without the money? Why?”

“She could be sick, infected, grieving—she needs a doctor. Mike—please take me back to the jail. I need to talk to Jacob again.” She took a photo of the fetus. She didn’t want to use the picture, but she would if it would help her find Amanda.

Crutcher put Leo on the house in case Amanda returned, called Daphne about what they learned—she would be reaching out to local hospitals and clinics—and then he and Lucy went back to the jail. Lucy told Jacob exactly what they found at the house. “Your sister was four months pregnant. She lost the baby.”

Tears clouded the young man’s eyes. “You’re lying.”

“No. She folded the fetus in a towel. And then she left without the money. She’s in pain, she could be sick, she needs medical attention. We’re looking everywhere for her. But if you know anything—anything at all—you have to tell us.”

He was wrestling with something. Guilt? Doubt? But he didn’t say anything.

Lucy sighed and took out her phone. She showed him the picture she took only thirty minutes ago.

Tears clouded his eyes. He said, “If I tell you what I think she’s going to do, promise me you won’t hurt her. Please. I love my sister so much. She doesn’t deserve any of this. She never wanted to be a part of this. Reggie and Sam talked her into it. She could have had such an amazing life, she’s so smart. And we ruined her.”

“I will do everything in my power to ensure she lives through this.”

“Sam and Amanda both loved Reggie. And when he was killed, they talked about getting back at the person who killed him.”

Lucy’s heart sank. Crutcher said, “She’s going after Peter Castillo? The guy who shot Reggie in the bank robbery?”

“I don’t know—I think in her mind she wants to take from him what he loves the most. I never thought she would do it—except now.” He nodded toward Lucy’s phone. “Now she just might.”

* * *

Crutcher and Lucy were both on the phone as they worked to track down the Good Samaritan, Peter Castillo, who’d saved lives during the bank robbery last month that took Reggie’s life and the life of the security guard. He lived in an established old neighborhood with large lots and numerous trees, known as Shavano Park. They didn’t see any sign of Amanda, but there were several cars in the long, wide driveway. They ran up to the door, rang the bell. A forty-year-old man answered the door wearing an apron. Several people were in the background talking and laughing.

“Can I help you?” Castillo recognized Crutcher. “Agent Crutcher—I remember you. Working on Labor Day? Follow-up? Can it wait until tomorrow? We’re having a barbecue.”

“Can you step outside for a minute? It’s important,” Crutcher said.

He did, closing the door behind him. Crutcher introduced Lucy, then showed Castillo the picture of Amanda Trembly. “Have you seen this woman?”

He looked closely, shook his head. “I haven’t. What’s going on?”

“We apprehended the bank robbers last night that were involved in the robbery you helped stop last month. This is the only person who escaped, and we have reason to believe she may target you or your family. I’ve already called the sheriff’s department and they are on their way to watch the house. You’re having a party—is your family here?”

“Yes, my kids are—my wife left fifteen minutes ago to go to the store. I forgot hamburger buns, can you believe it? And she wanted more wine. And—I’ll get her.”

“You stay here and do not open the door to anyone. Ask your friends to come into the house; lock up. Stay here until we tell you it’s clear. We’ll get your wife—what’s her name, what store, what car does she drive?”

“Maggie.” He wrote down her car and license number and her cell phone number. “She’ll be on De Zavala. It’s almost a straight shot down to the store from here.”

“Call her,” Crutcher said. “Tell her if she’s in the store to stay in the store. Then text me with her exact location, okay?”

“Yes, sir. Just bring her home safe. Please.”

He went inside and they could hear him taking charge with his guests.

Crutcher called for backup. The sheriff’s department had dispatched a patrol to the Castillo home and another to the store, but Lucy and Mike were closer. They were almost there when Mike got a text from Castillo. Lucy read it.

Maggie is hiding in the bathroom. I told her to alert security and she doesn’t want to leave. She said she thought someone was following her from the house in a blue truck. Now she’s scared. Please find her.

He also said he had her turn on her GPS location services.

“Smart guy,” Mike said.

Lucy put in Maggie’s phone number and immediately started tracking her. “The restrooms are in the rear of the store. What’s the sheriff’s ETA?”

“Five minutes.”

“We need to go in. I can talk Amanda down.”

“I hope so, because if she’s desperate she may shoot first.”

Lucy had gone through hostage rescue training and critical negotiations, but she was still new to it, and when someone was emotionally volatile and grieving like Amanda, it would be doubly hard.

They walked into the store and the manager immediately ran up to them. Mike and Lucy had their badges around their necks and FBI jackets on, so it was clear they were law enforcement. “I just called nine-one-one and they said two FBI agents were on their way. We have a situation in the back of the store. A woman is screaming and pounding on the bathroom, which is locked from the inside. She has a gun.”

“We’re on it,” Mike said. “Get your customers out and into the parking lot away from all exits.”

Mike and Lucy ran down an aisle, then paused at the back of the store. They could hear Amanda sobbing and banging. “Let me in! Let me in!”

“Cover me,” Lucy said. She revealed herself to Amanda. “Amanda, it’s me, Agent Lucy Kincaid. Do you remember me?”

Amanda was partly shielded by the alcove. She flattened herself against the wall so Lucy didn’t have a shot even if she wanted. “Go away!”

“Amanda, I was at the house. I know what happened.”

“You don’t know anything. Go away!”

“You’re grieving. You lost Reggie. Your family is in jail. You lost your baby. Let me help you. Put down the gun and kick it to me.”

“It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter anymore. I have nothing,” she sobbed. “I have nothing and no one!”

“You have more than you can imagine. You have two brothers who love you and would do anything to protect you. They helped us find you because they don’t want you to die. You have to put down the gun.”

“I thought I had everything. And I lost my b-b-baby.”

She sobbed. Lucy risked getting closer.

Amanda saw the movement out of the corner of her eye. She held up her gun, aimed it at Lucy. Lucy still didn’t have a clear shot. “Stop!”

Lucy kept coming forward, slowly.

“Amanda, you have never hurt anyone. I’ve read every report from every robbery, and you never hurt anyone. That was all SueAnn and Kirk. I know it. The courts will know it. Jacob isn’t going to do much jail time. He might even get out in a year or two, and then you two can start a new life, far from here.”

“You’re lying.”

“No. He helped us find you, and I’m going to tell the court that. That without his help, we would never have known you were grieving so much you wanted to punish the person you blame for killing Reggie. He did the right thing. He’s never been in trouble before. Neither have you. That means something. I will help you as much as I can, I promise you that.”

“I don’t believe you.” But her voice was weak. She sank down onto the floor. That’s when Lucy saw blood on the floor.

“Mike,” Lucy said, “she’s hemorrhaging. Call an ambulance, stat.”

Lucy had to risk it, because if she didn’t get Amanda to drop the gun, she would be dead.

“Amanda, I’m coming to help you. You’re bleeding.”

She stepped closer. Amanda waved the gun, but she was so weak, her arm dropped.

Lucy ran over to her, kicked the gun out of her hand, and laid her down on the floor. “Mike! I got her.”

“The ambulance is on its way.”

“Maggie Castillo?”

“Yes?” a voice said from behind the door.

“Stay put for a minute, but you’re safe. Call your husband and tell him you’re safe.”

“I heard everything,” she said. “I’m a nurse, I can help.”

She opened the bathroom door and got on her knees. Amanda was pale and half-conscious.

“She had a miscarriage four to six hours ago. There was a lot of blood at her house.”

“She’s going to need blood and most likely surgery. Keep her legs elevated.”

Mike said, “ETA on ambulance is four minutes.”

“Send them right back here,” Maggie said. “Honey, you’re going to be okay. Just hold on.”

“Let me die,” Amanda moaned. “Let me die.”

“No,” Lucy said, holding her hand. “We’re not letting you die. You’re suffering. I know how you feel.”

“No one knows.”

“Yes. We know. I’ve been where you are.” Lucy had never been pregnant, but she had lost her uterus to an infection that could have killed her. She grieved for the children she could never have. She felt Amanda’s pain, her despair. “I promise what I said before—I will do everything to help you and your brother. I know you never shot anyone. I know you didn’t want to hurt anyone. I know how these things get way out of control, especially when family is involved.”

She closed her eyes, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry.”

“I know you are. Tell the court that. Okay?”

Mike brought the paramedics to the rear of the store and they took over. They whisked Amanda off and Lucy thanked Maggie. “That must have been hard on you, knowing that she threatened you.”

“That girl was in so much pain—helping her was not hard.”

Chapter Twelve

Monday Evening

Home of Sean and Lucy Rogan

Lucy was glad to be home and relaxing. It had been a tumultuous weekend, and she just got off the phone with Mike Crutcher—he had gone to the hospital and waited until Amanda was out of surgery. They’d stopped the bleeding and given her blood and medicine for uterine atony, and the doctors expected her to make a full recovery, but she couldn’t be moved for at least forty-eight hours. The hospital put her under a suicide watch based on what she’d said and done, and Lucy was glad—once she got over this despair, with help she could make a full recovery, physically and mentally.

But it would be a long road. And no one was out of the legal woods yet. All Lucy could do was hope that making the right choice in the end would help some of the Tremblys get their lives back—even if it took a few years of jail time in between.

Lucy was sitting in the backyard listening to Kane and Nate argue about their gun range competition. She turned to Jesse. “Were you there?”

“Yeah, it was bad-ass.”

“Who won?”

“I did,” Kane and Nate said simultaneously.

Jesse laughed. “I’m not getting in the middle of it.”

“There has to be a score.”

“It was a tie.” Sean came up behind Lucy and rubbed her shoulders.

“He cheated,” Nate and Kane both said.

Siobhan walked in with Rachel Vaughn. “Sorry to disturb you,” Rachel said. “I was on my way home and wanted to give you a file, since you’re taking the day off tomorrow.”

“I am?”

“It’s an order,” Rachel said.

“Thank you very much, Agent Vaughn,” Sean said.

Lucy took the file. “What’s this?”

Rachel glanced around, and the others walked out of earshot. “They didn’t have to go, but it’s kind of sensitive. Remember the guy who was killed off Farm-to-Market Road five weeks ago?”

“Not really.”

“Well, it’ll all in there. There was some media, they billed it as a robbery, but it wasn’t. He was beaten, then shot in the face.”

“I remember now.”

“There’s now a second, and the Bexar County Sheriff called Abigail and asked if we could assist. Not take over, but they think there may be a serial murderer, and they’re worried about more victims. It’s their case, but right now you’re all I can spare. I already assigned Nate to work with Kenzie on a big case, and everyone else is juggling. You just finished the CHR case and wrapped it up with a bow for the AUSA, so you’re available—not to mention if we are dealing with a serial murderer, you have more experience there than the rest of the team.”

“I can come in tomorrow, it’s not a problem.”

“No—just maybe put some time on the file tomorrow, there’s a lot of information to absorb, but stay home. You have family visiting, and you put in extra hours on a three-day weekend.”

“You don’t have to twist my arm.”

“Sometimes I think I do.”

Lucy glanced over toward the barbecue where Kane and Nate were still arguing and Sean was laughing with Jesse. “No, you really don’t,” she said with a smile. “Do you want to stay for dinner?”

“No, I don’t want to intrude.”

“Seriously, no shop talk, just have a beer and be social.”

“Well, okay, thank you. Though I think I’d rather have what you’re drinking.”

“Yes, it’s very good. I’ll get you a glass.”

Lucy walked into the kitchen and poured Rachel a glass of the Pinot Noir she had been enjoying. Sean followed her inside. “It was really classy of you to invite Rachel to stay, after all the shit that went down earlier this year.”

“She’s my boss, and she really had our back on this case.”

“So I heard. Well, I guess I can bury the hatchet.”

“It’s going good, Sean, I’m willing to accept it.”

“I was surprised.”

“I don’t think I was. She’s very predictable. It just took me a while to figure her out.”

She watched through the window as Nate sat down and Bandit was immediately at his feet. Nate had been struggling with a lot lately—and Lucy was worried about him. Not that he would do anything rash, but just . . . she wanted him to be happy. She didn’t know if being a cop made him happy.

Sean wrapped his arms around her and said, “Penny for your thoughts.”

“My thoughts are worth far more than a penny, Mr. Rogan.”

“They’re priceless, sweetheart.”

“Just thinking about our friends.”

“I’m worried about him, too,” Sean said, knowing exactly what she was thinking. “But Nate will figure it out. And he has us.”

“That he does.”

Sean kissed the back of her neck and whispered, “When would it be tacky to kick out our guests and take you to bed?”

“Mr. Rogan!” she admonished with a laugh.

“I’m serious.”

“I think we should eat first. And my boss is here. And I promised her this glass of wine.”

“Party pooper.”

“I have tomorrow off. Jesse has school. Just you and me all day. Alone.”

“You? Me? Alone?” He laughed, then kissed her.

“What’s so funny?”

“You don’t remember that you invited Kane and Siobhan to stay all week?”

“Oh. No. I guess I didn’t.”

“Well, they can entertain themselves. I, for one, am going to pamper you all day.”

“I can hardly wait,” she said, and kissed him. “You can start now by fetching me another bottle of wine from the wine fridge—this bottle is empty.”

“Your wish is my command.”

He bowed and she laughed, watching him walk down the hall to the pantry.

She was so lucky to have Sean. He’d rebuilt her foundation after she was barely holding her life together. She was so much stronger now than before, and she owed it all to Sean’s love and faith in her.

If he was killed—like Amanda lost Reggie—she might fall down that slippery slope of despair. Depression. Grief was complicated and no two people handled it the same way. She didn’t want to face it. She didn’t want to think about the possibility. Because she didn’t know who she would be without her anchor.

“Lucy.”

She turned. Jesse stood there with Bandit on a leash. An overwhelming sense of love washed over her. Jesse wasn’t her biological son, but she loved him as if he were.

“Hey.”

“I’m going to walk Bandit. Want to come?”

She shouldn’t leave her own party . . . but a short walk would be good. She could clear her head and spend time with her stepson.

“Absolutely.”

Sean returned with her wine. “Where are you going?”

“We’re going to walk Bandit,” Jesse said. “Come with us.”

“We have a houseful of people.”

Jesse waved at the laughing crowd outside. “They won’t miss us for fifteen minutes.”

Sean ran out and gave Rachel the glass of wine Lucy had already poured, the full bottle, and the opener. He said something, then ran back in.

“You’re right. No one will miss us. Let’s go.”
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Chapter One

Chapter One

Saturday Morning

FBI Agent Lucy Kincaid squatted next to the latest victim of a possible serial killer. The victim had been identified as thirty-four-year-old Julio Garcia, the head chef of a convention hotel in downtown San Antonio.

Beaten then shot in the face. Fast, efficient, brutal. It was a gruesome sight, but Lucy was used to violence.

“I can give you five minutes,” senior crime scene investigator Ash Dominguez said. “Until Walker gives me the thumbs-up, this is still his crime scene.”

Lucy bristled. Ash was doing her a big favor, but the entire situation would have been a whole lot easier if the sheriff’s deputy investigator Jerry Walker didn’t have a chip on his shoulder about the FBI. She honestly hadn’t expected the pushback. The FBI office had a terrific working relationship with both the sheriff’s office and SAPD, but from the beginning of this investigation Walker had made everything more difficult than it had to be.

Besides, he knew she was coming to the scene, it had already been cleared by their mutual bosses. That he’d slipped away irritated her, but she wasn’t surprised. The sheriff asked the FBI to assist shortly after the second murder three weeks ago, and the criminal investigations unit sent their office copies of the reports. But Walker hadn’t followed up or returned her calls. It was clear he didn’t like working with federal agents, but he didn’t have a choice. The orders had come from higher up, and the three murders were almost identical. That fact put these deaths in a whole new category.

Don’t blow it.

Her boss SSA Rachel Vaughn hadn’t actually said those exact words, but she had lamented that there was no one she could send with Lucy to the crime scene, which was now an official joint investigation.

“It’s not that you aren’t capable of running solo with this, Lucy, but you’re still a rookie and it’s a touchy situation. As soon as I can juggle the workload of another agent, you’ll have a partner.”

Lucy shouldn’t need an FBI partner—Walker was supposed to be working with her. She’d reached out to him this morning when she’d learned about the third victim, yet he’d disappeared from the crime scene before she arrived.

She pushed aside interoffice bullshit and visually inspected Garcia’s body. The smashed hands. The gunshot to his face. If the MO from the previous two held, the autopsy would reveal that he’d been hit in the stomach and groin by the same object that shattered the bones in his hands—likely a small sledgehammer or mallet. There were conflicting interpretations of the murders and Lucy couldn’t say exactly what they were looking at. On the one hand it seemed personal; on the other, sexual. Yet again, an act of revenge or retribution. Or even possibly a thrill killing, because the victims were beaten before they were murdered. In fact, they couldn’t even confirm that the killer worked alone—each victim was a physically fit male with minimal or no defensive wounds.

The attention the killer paid to smashing his victim’s hands suggested a thief, that the victims had taken something from the killer. But so far—at least between the first two victims—there was absolutely no connection that law enforcement could find.

This was the type of crime Lucy had the most experience with: violent. What that said about her, she didn’t know—other than she was good at getting into the heads of both killers and victims.

Ash said, “It’s not pretty.”

“I read your other reports,” she said. “Does this victim present the same way?”

“Damn near identical. The killer got up close and personal—several blows to the torso and groin, possibly one to the back of the head. Possible Taser burn on the victim’s shirt”—he gestured—“but it was a contact stun, no cartridge and no confetti.”

Virtually all personal Tasers now have AFID confetti to track to the owner. That put the killer in the smart category. Smart and confident.

But why the stun? It hurt like hell, but wouldn’t keep the victim down. Was it before or after the initial blow? Had the victim tried to get up? Fought for the weapon so the killer used the jolt to stun him long enough to retrieve another weapon?

Except there was little sign of a struggle. The victim had been found only a dozen feet from his car.

Ash said, “For some reason, the victim pulled over into this parking lot. He got out of his car, left his phone and keys. Then he was attacked. Though no way we can confirm this without an autopsy, he was likely attacked from behind because there don’t appear to be any defensive wounds on his arms. Then whack, whack, whack, the killer used a blunt object similar to the first two murders. I should be able to confirm once I get a trace from the autopsy. If it’s consistent, I’m leaning toward a steel mallet with a diameter of between two and a half and three inches, but I can’t tell you exactly what yet.”

“It’s unusual that the focus was on his hands,” Lucy said. Extremely odd. “The groin suggests sexual, but the victims were all fully clothed, and the genitals weren’t mutilated.”

Ash shivered. “I don’t know about you, but getting hit in the balls with a hammer would hurt like hell.” He squatted across the body from Lucy. “You know, getting hit in the balls would bring most guys to their knees. Maybe that was the first hit. There just doesn’t seem to be any reason. Nothing taken, no message, no purpose.”

“You sound like a cop now,” Lucy said. “And there’s always a purpose. We just don’t know why yet.”

She swatted flies from the body and looked closely at the mouth, unable to avoid seeing the brain matter and blood from the close-range gunshot in the face. In the previous murders duct-tape residue had been found on and around the victim’s mouth, but no tape was found at either scene. The killer had taken it with him, likely to avoid it being traced back to him. Tape is a terrific medium to obtain prints, trace evidence, or DNA. Here she could make out the rawness on the skin from the tape being pulled off. If they could find the tape—was it a souvenir? Did the killer dispose of it between the crime scene and his home? Destroy it? Why duct-tape the mouth at all? The kills had been quick. Not as efficient as they could have been—but was that part of the thrill? To beat a man down, then shoot him?

The killer was smart. Ruthless. Purposeful. Because even though these victims appeared random, there was a purpose. Killers almost always had a reason.

Once Lucy figured out how the victims connected, the motive would be clear, she was certain of it. And if the killer was truly a serial murderer, there would be a connection. While the victims might seem random, there would be a commonality that made sense to the killer. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this was retribution, which meant the killer may be done when he finished with his list. Who was on it? People who had done him wrong? Hurt him emotionally or physically? If that was the case, these three men would certainly be connected—even if it was long ago. Even if they hadn’t communicated in years.

Ash jumped up. “Hey, Jerry.”

Jerry said in a deep southern baritone, “Far as I know, this is still my crime scene.”

Lucy slowly rose from her squat and turned to face BCSO investigator Jerry Walker. They hadn’t met—he had been avoiding her calls—and she assessed him. Tall, broad-shouldered, all around a big guy, though not excessively overweight. Late forties, maybe fifty. He wore jeans and a white polo shirt with a sheriff’s patch on the breast, his badge clipped to his belt next to his sidearm. But it was his well-worn black hat that stood out. He looked like he came from another era. The era where cops hated feds.

“Investigator Walker,” Lucy said. “I’ve been trying to reach you. I’m Special Agent Lucy Kincaid.”

“I’ve been working, ma’am. No time for chitchat.”

She bit back a response that would have gotten her in trouble. Before she could form a more diplomatic comment, Walker continued. “Ashley, the coroner said he was ready to move the body twenty minutes ago but you told him to wait. It’s not getting any cooler out here.”

“Jeez, Jerry, call me Ash,” he said.

“Nothing wrong with Ashley. Good southern name.”

Ash rolled his eyes. “Maybe during the Civil War,” he mumbled. He glanced at Lucy.

Walker noticed the look. “It’s not her call, not yet at any rate,” he said. “Agent Kincaid is simply assisting in this investigation.”

Lucy could see Ash’s wheels turning. He probably regretted letting her get close to the victim—except that she was authorized to work this case.

“Now, ma’am,” Walker continued, “let’s let the good folks from our crime scene unit take care of this poor guy, and we’ll establish some ground rules.”

She wanted to play nice—she had to play nice—and though Walker’s tone was easygoing, his words were not. She’d been lucky in her career that most local law enforcement she worked with didn’t have a problem with the FBI, and up until now she hadn’t had any animosity from San Antonio LEOs. She’d learned from her sister-in-law who’d been an agent for nearly twenty years that such camaraderie hadn’t always been the case, but in her time both working with her training partner in Washington, DC, and then here in San Antonio, she’d made many friends among local police. She really hoped she was wrong about Walker, but she felt like she was under a microscope.

She nodded curtly and forced a smile. “Ground rules.”

He grinned back, though it didn’t reach his eyes, then motioned for her to walk in front of him toward the staging area. She took a last look at the deceased. Julio Garcia. Early thirties, married, had the best part of his life ahead of him. Did he have kids? Had the killer left not only a widow but an orphan? She would find out why his life was cut short so tragically. While Walker flexed his authority, she wouldn’t be chased away.

Though autumn officially started tomorrow and the worst of the summer heat was over, it was still uncomfortable at ten in the morning and she was hot and now irritable. She walked to the staging area with Detective Walker.

“Deputies,” he said to the two first responders, “if you’d be so kind as to finish the canvass. Check for surveillance videos on the highway, if anyone heard or saw anything. I’m right sure the gas station a mile down the road has one, though it would be sheer luck if it caught cars passing on the street, or if our killer or victim stopped there. No neighbors in the area, but check the closest homes for what they saw and heard last night between eleven p.m. and three in the morning.”

“We’re on it, Jerry.”

He waited until they left, then turned back to Lucy. “I understand you’re a rookie.”

She bristled. “Yes, I’ll be here two years come January.”

“I’ve been a Bexar County deputy for twenty-three years, and an investigator for the criminal division for more than half that time. I’ll tell you this, every time the feds have gotten involved in one of my cases, they’ve screwed it up. I said as much to your boss. To be fair, I’ve only had to work directly with your people twice over the years, so I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt. And the sheriff has a good working relationship with you folks and I know he asked your boss personally to send someone in to assist. He wants me to play nice. It’s not my decision, but I will live with it. However, just to be clear, our respective bosses agreed that I’m the lead. I don’t want any misunderstanding about that, so if you have a problem taking direction, tell me now. Save us both time and headache.”

Lucy bit back her first sharp remark and said, “I have no problem taking direction, Investigator Walker, as long as you have no problem taking my assistance. I have a master’s degree in criminal psychology, and have worked multiple serial killer cases.”

“Psychology,” he said with a hearty laugh. “Might as well consult a psychic to find out who killed these men.”

“With all due respect, the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit has established clear guidelines based on evidence, victimology, and psychology to help narrow the suspect field.”

He looked humored. “And what does your crystal ball tell you?”

Don’t react. Stay professional. “I’ve read the autopsy reports, viewed the crime scene photos and reports, and read the case notes. I’m up to speed, except on one thing: witness statements.”

“No witnesses. Each of the victims was killed at night in a remote area like this.” He waved his hand around them. They were in the middle of a county park.

“I meant, the wives of the first two victims, the friends, neighbors, colleagues. Your notes were minimal.” She shouldn’t have said that, but she didn’t backtrack. His notes had been basic. Just facts that the women knew about the days leading up to the murders of their husbands. When they left the house, what they were doing, when they planned to return. No known enemies. Ditto from their employers and colleagues. Nothing substantive, and she had more questions. “After reflection, the spouses may remember something else. These men got on the killer’s radar somehow, and when we figure out how we’ll know more. Plus, I want to go deeper into possible connections between the victims.”

“They aren’t connected, Agent Kincaid. It may surprise you, but I’m good at my job.” He looked her up and down. “You have less than two years as an agent. And you’re too young to have come from local law enforcement or the military.”

“I don’t think age has anything to do with competence.”

“But it has everything to do with experience.”

“Is your problem with me that I’m young or that I’m a federal agent?”

“Both, ma’am. Like I said, the feds I’ve worked with mucked up my cases and I have a long memory. But I’m willing to give you a shot.”

“Sounds like I already have two strikes against me.”

“I’m a man of my word, Agent Kincaid.”

She sincerely hoped he was, because she was really tired of games and jumping through hoops with people who were supposed to be on her side—the side of justice.

“Then let me into this investigation. Don’t push me aside as if I don’t have anything to contribute.”

“Well, you can repeat all the groundwork if you want, but I have dug around into the backgrounds of the first two victims and there is no connection between them—and no connection between their wives. Sometimes a crime is exactly what it seems to be: random.”

“This killer has a reason.”

“Could be he’s getting his rocks off. Having fun.”

“He picked these victims specifically. Knew they would be alone. Had the tools with him—stun gun, duct tape, hammer. Premeditated.”

He nodded. “Yes, I’ll give you that.”

“He didn’t stumble upon them and decide to kill them. He picked them out. Maybe initially at random, but he stalked them and knew when they would be alone. Knew their routine, and how to best approach them. He’s smart; first two crime scenes we have no trace evidence to lead us to the killer. No prints, no DNA, no tire prints from another vehicle. I don’t think that it was sheer luck that there were no security cameras at any of the crime scenes. Even the golf course where the second victim was killed, the security cameras were pointed toward the entrance, not the parking lot. I think the killer knew.”

For the first time, Walker looked at her as if she had a brain. That angered her and relieved her.

More flies with honey.

She almost smiled when her brother Dillon’s wise words popped into her head. She’d use the honey as long as it worked, but she wasn’t going to be demoralized or dismissed.

“I pretty much came to the same conclusion, especially since the only thing Billy Joe Standish and Steven James had in common was that they were married, white, and under forty. And now Julio Garcia throws race out the window. He’s Hispanic. They weren’t even all born in Texas. Standish and Garcia are both from the San Antonio area—I did a quick run on him when we ID’d him—and James is from California, relocating here eight years ago to take a position with a large accountancy corporation. Standish is blue collar—in construction—and travels to find work. James is wealthy, works a white-collar job. Garcia was a chef, worked himself up from prep work to running the catering kitchen at a busy hotel.”

“What about where they live? Go to church? School? Where their wives work? Truly random victims are rare. Men as victims of a serial killer are rare. Something connects them, maybe even a location where the killer picked up their scent. Or the killer knows all these victims and is killing them in an act of retribution.”

“I base my conclusions on evidence, little lady. Facts.”

She didn’t comment; she wasn’t going to take the bait.

He continued. “They all live in different areas. James upper middle class in Olmos Park, Standish barely holding on to his double-wide on a couple acres southwest of the city. Garcia here lives on some acres in Bulverde, about five, six miles up the road. Cheaper to live up there and find some land for elbow room.”

“So he was on his way home.”

Walker nodded. “He left his restaurant at eleven thirty last night. His wife was asleep—woke up at three thirty and realized he wasn’t home. His body was found just after seven this morning by a park patrol officer.”

She did a mental calculation. “It would take what, thirty, thirty-five minutes at night to get from downtown to Bulverde?”

“Thereabouts.”

“These murders seem personal to me.”

“Personal?”

“Why focus on the hands? Why beat the victim with a blunt object then shoot him? Why not simply shoot him in his car? Did the killer want information? But if the victims were interrogated, the killer wouldn’t use duct tape on their mouths. Or did he beat the victims out of rage? Yet—there’s no rage here. Not uncontrolled rage, at any rate. It was methodical. Planned.”

“Beating a guy to a pulp tells me there is plenty of rage in this killer.”

“But they weren’t.”

“Excuse me?”

“Beaten to a pulp. The damage to their hands was extensive, but very specific. Focused.”

Lucy was on to something, though she didn’t know exactly where she was going with it. “I read the autopsy reports, but I want to talk to the ME for some clarification. The first victim was hit from behind, but the second victim was not. It’s possible that one or more blows to the groin could have come from behind. It would definitely stun the victim, send him stumbling forward or to his knees. All three victims have electric burns to their shirt, indicating that at some point the killer used a close-contact device, likely a Taser without a cartridge in stun mode, either to hurt them—as part of his routine—or because the victim was fighting back. Only the first victim had clear defensive wounds on his forearms. Maybe the victim grabbed the killer and the stun gun was used to make him let go. But that wouldn’t completely immobilize someone. As soon as the charge is extinguished, he can shake it off—especially, I’d think, if his adrenaline is pumping from the attack. Might think he’s being carjacked or robbed, or maybe he knows the killer and suspects he’s going to be killed. He’s going to try to crawl away or fight back.”

“So the killer hits him in the groin. I can tell you that would incapacitate any man, with enough force.”

“And the first thing you would do is bring your hands down to protect yourself—unless they were restrained.”

“If the killer hit the victims in the groin first. There was no duct-tape residue on the hands or wrists. Maybe our victim is trying to protect his privates and the killer smashes his hands instead, making this more sex-related than we think.”

“We need to talk to Ash—he can look closer at the clothing. Maybe the wrists were bound over their shirts. Something to keep the hands on the ground—there was evidence of dirt and rocks embedded in the skin. The restraint wouldn’t even need to be that secure—the killer didn’t keep them alive long. Less than five minutes between first blow and the gunshot to the face. Or the first hit was to the groin, the victim reacted by protecting himself with his hands as you said, and the killer continued to attack that area, shattering the hands. But I would have to study the autopsy report in greater detail, because I would expect to find more damage to the surrounding area.” She wanted to look at the photos, talk with Julie Peters the assistant ME, and run through some scenarios.

“Well, now, your theory makes sense, but that still doesn’t tell us anything about these victims or the killer.” He paused. “Or killers. Perhaps one guy held him down.”

She nodded. “It’s certainly possible. But this crime tells us everything about the killer.”

“Well, unless you know his name, it doesn’t. Guess your crystal ball didn’t tell you that.”

“Walker,” she said as calmly as she could, “I am doing my best here to work with you, but this animosity has got to stop. I’m a good cop, and I read your service record—I know you’re a good cop, too. You said you were a man of your word and would give me a real chance—so please start now.”

He stared at her for a long moment, then nodded. “Very well. What now?”

“Talk to Garcia’s widow, go back to the other two widows and re-interview now that we have more information. Ask the lab to reinspect clothing and any trace evidence. But something else is bugging me, and it slipped away.” Likely because she was spending all her time battling this cop.

“Well, if the thing that’s bugging you is bugging me, then we’re on the same page.”

“Excuse me?”

“Why did the victims stop? There was nothing mechanically wrong with their vehicles. They all pulled over right on the road—at least the first two—and this park is just off the road. And the victims all had the driver’s-side window rolled down.”

The blood drained from her face. “You’re thinking a cop.”

His face hardened. “Yes, I am, Agent Kincaid. But for now I’d like to keep this between you and me.”

A cop. It made sense. Drivers would turn to the side of the road, or into a parking lot, if they were being pulled over.

She hoped and prayed that they were wrong.

“Maybe,” she said slowly, “it’s someone impersonating a cop. Or it’s a driver who flagged them down.”

“May just be that,” Walker said. “But we have to look at the evidence wherever it takes us, and right now I don’t like where it’s leading.”

“Still,” Lucy said, “if it is a cop or someone with an official vehicle, there will be GPS tracking. We could discreetly look at the logs and determine who was in the area during the killing window.”

“Perhaps, but something like that wouldn’t stay secret for long.” He paused and they watched the coroner load Julio Garcia’s body into the back of the van. “I can probably do it discreetly.”

“The killer could pretend to have car trouble. Waves him down.”

“That’s possible, too.” He rubbed his eyes and said quietly, “I need to notify Garcia’s widow.” He wasn’t a soft man, but she heard compassion in his voice and she pushed aside her earlier frustrations.

“I’ll join you.”

“You don’t need to do that. Death notifications are never fun.”

“Another thing we agree on. But I’ll do it with you. It’s not easy, but it’s easier with a partner.”

Walker looked at her. “You can call me Jerry.”

“I’m Lucy.”

“Short for Lucille?”

“Lucia. But I only respond to Lucia when it’s my mother, so please call me Lucy.”

He grinned. “If you want to leave your vehicle here, we can go up to the Garcia spread together and I can fill you in on the rest of the details.”

“Thank you.”

Dillon was right. More flies with honey—honey and spine.
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