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      Recker had just gotten back from his week-long vacation; him and Mia visiting the Jersey shore for seven days. They’d had a great time, and Recker felt like a normal person again, without having to worry about death and danger lurking around every corner. Mia would have been fine if they never actually made it back to the city, but as much of a good time as Recker was having, he was getting the itch to come back. Going on vacation was a nice change of pace, especially being alone with Mia for the week, but there was only so much inactivity that Recker could stand without beginning to go crazy. He was ready for the vacation to end when it did.

      They got back to Philadelphia, and Recker was ready to get back to work right away. Unfortunately for him, for whatever reason, there seemed to be a bit of a lull in the action. There was nothing for him to do. He stayed at home for two days before going back to the office, feeling like he had to do something besides just sitting around all day. When Recker walked into the office, it looked the same as it always did, not that he was really expecting anything different, but being away for a week, he realized he missed the place. Jones and Haley had their backs to him, plugging away at their respective computers. Once they heard the door shut, they stopped typing and spun around, smiling at their partner, happy to see their friend again.

      “There he is,” Haley said, getting up and walking over to him, slapping hands, and giving him a bro-hug. “Good to have you back, man.”

      Recker smiled. “Good to be back.”

      “Michael, you look refreshed,” Jones said.

      “I feel good.”

      “Looks like you even got a little bit of a tan,” Haley said, observing his darker complexion.

      “Mia liked to hit the beach.”

      “Thought maybe you’d like being away so much you’d forget to come back.”

      “Not likely.”

      “You have a good time?”

      “Uh, yeah, yeah, I guess I did. Better than I assumed I would. It’s been a while since I’ve taken that kind of time off.”

      “If anyone deserved it, it was you,” Jones said.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you looking this relaxed,” Haley said. “You look so stress-free right now.”

      “Spending a week at the beach with your beautiful girlfriend I’m sure helps.”

      Recker smirked. “I’m sure it does.”

      “As a matter of fact, he’s almost looking too relaxed.”

      “Don’t start, David.”

      “No, I’m just saying… it’s something about your face. It’s almost like it’s glowing or something.”

      “Isn’t that what they say about women who are expecting?” Haley asked.

      “It is. I hope that’s not what’s happening here. I’m surprised he can stand up as well as he is right now. I half expected his legs to be wobbly after all the…”

      “OK,” Recker said, slightly amused by the teasing. “Can we get off my love life now and get back to work?”

      “I think your love life is more interesting,” Haley said with a laugh. “So, what exactly did you two do the entire time?”

      Jones put his finger in the air. “Don’t ask questions you may not want the answer to, Chris.”

      Recker stood still, though he moved his jaw from side to side as he looked at his two friends, wondering when they were going to be done with their kidding. It kept up for several more minutes, both men seeming to be beyond happy at teasing him.

      “Are you done yet?” Recker asked.

      “No, not quite,” Jones answered. “I’m actually surprised you have much of a tan at all. You know, Chris and I had figured you two would spend the whole week shuttered in your hotel room.”

      “Well, I figured you would come out at least one day,” Haley said. “I mean, unless you just went to a tanning bed.” Haley then snapped his fingers and pointed at Jones. “You know, I bet that’s what happened. He didn’t want us to think he just played inside all day, so the day before he came home, he just went to one of those tanning salons to make us think he was outside all the time.”

      Recker folded his arms and kept a straight face, doing his best not to laugh. Though he wouldn’t have minded if the teasing had ended, he couldn’t deny it was mildly entertaining. And his friends kept up their assault, throwing around more jokes and funny insults in the next few minutes than they had in the previous month. Eventually, after what seemed like forever, though it was probably not more than ten minutes or so, the joking died down. After a minute of quiet, Recker assumed it was over.

      “Oh, are we done now?” Recker asked.

      Jones and Haley looked at each other.

      “Yeah, I think I’m done,” Haley said.

      “Yes, I am as well,” Jones replied.

      “Oh good. Maybe now we can get back to work?” Recker said.

      “Well, that would be a good idea if there was any work to get back to.”

      “What?”

      “Why do you think we took the time to kid you as long as we did?” Jones asked. “It’s because we have nothing on the agenda.”

      “No work?”

      “None whatsoever. Apparently, when you went on vacation, the criminals of this city did as well.”

      “You guys haven’t had any action?” Recker asked.

      “One or two minor things. Nothing major.”

      “Vincent and Nowak?”

      “Completely silent between the two of them.”

      “Oh,” Recker said, looking slightly disappointed. “Well, I guess that’s good.”

      Jones could see the disappointment on his face. “It’s the general idea of our operation, is it not? To get rid of crime as much as possible to the point where we’re no longer needed. That is the goal, right?”

      “Uh, yeah, yeah, I guess it is. Still would be nice to be busy, though.”

      “I’m sure something will come along soon enough.”

      “Why, are you keeping tabs on something?”

      “Not at the moment, no.”

      “Oh. You sounded like you thought something was coming.”

      “Merely a figure of speech,” Jones said. “I highly doubt the criminal activity has come to a screeching halt for good. I’m sure it’s just a matter of time until you’re back in the saddle and shooting up the saloon again.”

      “So, if there’s nothing to do, then what are you guys doing?”

      “I didn’t say there’s nothing to do. I said there are no imminent threats. I’m doing the same thing I’m always doing. Keeping my eyes open and monitoring things.”

      “So, uh, what do you want me to do?” Recker asked.

      “At the moment… nothing.”

      “There’s nothing for me to do?”

      “That’s right.”

      “So, what am I supposed to do?”

      “If I were you, I’d go home and spend a few more days with your better half. I’m sure she’d love to have you home for another day or two.”

      “She went back to work again today too.”

      “Well then, go home and take a nap,” Jones said.

      “Do you realize what you’re asking me to do?”

      A small smirk emerged on Jones’ face, though he was doing his best to hide it and not make fun of Recker’s plight. Jones knew asking a man like him to do nothing was a very difficult task.

      “I’ve spent the last ten years living in almost constant danger,” Recker said. “Then I go on vacation, I come back, and there’s still nothing for me to do.”

      “It’s burning a hole through you right now, isn’t it?”

      “Getting close.”

      “You just have the overwhelming urge to go out there and shoot somebody, don’t you?”

      Recker put his index finger in the air and then bent it several times in rapid succession. “It hasn’t been used in a while.”

      “Well, for the moment, you’re just going to have to exercise it in other ways.”

      Recker and Jones looked at each other, both realizing how weird that sounded. Jones just waved at him, each knowing that’s not how it was intended to sound.

      “Mike, go home, relax, put your feet up, watch TV, read a book, go to a museum, I’m sure everything will be back to its usual hectic self in a few days. You’ve earned the extra time off. Take it.”

      Recker sighed, not really wanting extra time off. Seven days was more than enough for him. But as things were, there was nothing else he could do. Haley was basically in the same position, though he didn’t mind not being busy. It was almost like a vacation for him too. But not having anyone in his life to spend the time with like Recker did, he just spent it in the office, monitoring things along with Jones.

      “All right, well, I guess I’ll go home then,” Recker finally said. “If something happens, you know where to reach me.”

      “You’ll be the first one I call,” Jones replied.

      “Should I report back in the morning tomorrow?”

      “Let’s just play it by ear. If you’re needed, I’ll call you. If you don’t hear from me, just assume there’s still nothing going on and take another day off.”

      “Wonderful.”

      Recker went back to his apartment, and with Mia still at work, soon found himself bored. Most of his life revolved around work or her, and with neither of them available right then, just kind of sputtered around. He put the TV on for a bit, but daytime TV just wasn’t for him.

      “How do people watch this stuff?”

      He turned the TV off and went on his laptop for a bit, looking at the news section, secretly hoping he could find some sort of trouble he could interject himself into. After an hour or two of surfing the internet, and not finding anything to his liking, he turned that off as well. Recker went to the window and stared out at the parking lot. He got bored after a minute or two. He then went back to the TV and put on a baseball game which was played the night before. Since he had the baseball subscription package that let him watch any game from around the league, he spent the entire day watching baseball games. It was the only thing that didn’t bore him or make him restless.

      Recker wound up watching four different games in a row. He had completely lost track of time and didn’t even realize Mia was already on her way home. It was a little after six o’clock and she was done her shift. Recker didn’t even hear the keys rattling in the lock of the door. It wasn’t until the door opened that his eyes left the baseball game on TV and saw his girlfriend entering their apartment. He quickly got up and walked over to her.

      “Hey,” Mia said with a smile, happy to see him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Uh, I live here.”

      Mia laughed, then gave him a kiss. “Yes, I know that. I didn’t think you’d be here though.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, because you’ve been gone for a week, so I figured you’d be swamped with work stuff.”

      “Oh. Well, would you believe there’s not a thing to do right now?”

      “Really?” Mia seemed as surprised as he was at the lack of action available.

      “I guess since I went on vacation all the bad guys figured they’d wait until I got back to do something again.”

      Mia put her hands on his face and kissed him some more. “Well, I guess they haven’t heard you’re back yet.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Don’t act so disappointed.”

      “I’m just… I’m not used to not doing anything.”

      “And it’s killing you, isn’t it?”

      “A little bit.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mia said. “I’m sure it’s just one of those weird coincidences. I’m sure, much to my detriment, people will be back to shooting at you in the next few days. I’m sure you’d enjoy that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Not so much.”

      “So, what have you been doing all day?”

      “Uh, not much. Just watching baseball.”

      “You’ve been doing that all day?”

      “Yeah, everything else bored me to death,” Recker said.

      “Well, I think I can think of something that might not be so boring.”

      Recker smiled and picked her up. “So can I.”
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      The next two weeks went by and the lack of action for the team continued. They’d never seen a stretch like this where they were so inactive. It was kind of bittersweet. Though they were obviously happy for the reduction in crime, they were used to being busy, and not having anywhere specific to go was something new they were having trouble adjusting to.

      Recker had just arrived at the hospital after getting a message from Mia about meeting her there for lunch. He went into the cafeteria, and after not seeing his lovely girlfriend yet, found their usual table empty and took a seat. He sent her a text message to let her know he was there and got a reply a minute later to say she was on her way down. Once she got there, her and Recker grabbed a couple of trays to get some food, then sat back down. As they began eating, Recker noticed an unusual look about Mia today. She seemed a little nervous or frazzled, not like her usual upbeat self.

      “You OK?” Recker asked.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Just seem… different.”

      “Different how?” Mia asked in a worried sounding voice.

      “Like you’re nervous or something.”

      “Oh. No. I’m not nervous. Why would I be?”

      Recker grinned. “I don’t know. That’s why I asked.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Nothing about her answers sounded fine to Recker. Her voice was slightly cracking, the way it does when someone isn’t confident in their answers and is trying to hide something. Her voice was giving it away though. Still, while Recker knew she was holding something back, he wasn’t going to keep pressing her on it right then. He didn’t like it when people did it to him, so he’d give the same courtesy he liked to get. Plus, he figured Mia would tell him when she was good and ready. Maybe it was a stressful day at work and she just needed to unwind a little bit.

      “Tough day?” Recker asked.

      “Umm, no, not particularly.” Recker nodded, ready to drop the subject entirely. Knowing she was probably sounding weird, Mia made a concerted effort to sound more normal. “So, uh, still not much going on for you guys, huh?”

      “No, not much. Maybe it’s like the Old West. We came in, cleaned up the town, and maybe now we gotta move on to another one and do the same thing.”

      Mia smiled, though it was clear she still had something else on her mind. It was a plastered-on smile that she had to manufacture to try to seem like she was interested. She could feel her heart racing as she thought about what it was she wanted to tell him. As they continued to eat, Recker looked down at Mia’s hands, which appeared to be shaking as she took a bite of her food.

      “Are you sure you’re OK?” Recker asked.

      “I’m fine. Why do you keep asking?”

      “For one, your hands are shaking.” Mia looked down at them and saw them trembling a little. “Two, you just don’t seem like yourself.”

      “I don’t?”

      “Is there something wrong?”

      Mia took a deep sigh to try to help her calm down and get out the words she wanted to say. But they just weren’t coming. This was a life-altering statement about to come out of her mouth and she didn’t know how to begin. She’d been thinking about it for several days, trying to think of the right way, the right environment, the right situation, but nothing ever seemed right. Every time she thought she was going to say something at the apartment, every time she tried to get the words out, she couldn’t seem to force them out.

      Recker was starting to get a little more concerned about her, seeing a few beads of sweat form on Mia’s forehead. He couldn’t imagine what was so tough she was struggling to deal with. He reached across the table and grabbed hold of Mia’s hand, rubbing it to try to calm her down. Though he couldn’t imagine what it might have been, it obviously had to be big for her to be acting this way.

      “Just calm down,” Recker said. “Relax.”

      Mia took a gulp and nodded. “OK.”

      “Everything’s OK.”

      She could feel her heart rate come down a little bit, though it still felt like it was racing pretty good. She took a few more deep breaths to help.

      “Now what’s going on?” Recker asked.

      “Umm, I just… I don’t quite know how to say this.”

      Those were strange words for Recker to hear, as she never really had a problem with talking to him before. He sat up a little straighter and released her hand as he tried to brace himself for what he assumed was a bombshell to come out of her mouth.

      “I… um…”

      Recker cleared his throat, wondering how long this was going to continue. He figured he was going to have to try to help her out by guessing at what the issue was. And he didn’t like what he was thinking. But still, it seemed like a good possibility.

      “Do you wanna break up?” Recker asked, figuring that was the issue. “Go our separate ways? Is that it?”

      A surprised look came over Mia’s face, mad at herself for giving off that impression. “No! No.” She then switched seats so she could sit next to her boyfriend instead of across from him. She grabbed his hand again and smiled at him. “No, I love you. More than ever. Why would you think that?”

      “Because you’re sitting there looking nervous and you’re having trouble talking about something. Figured maybe you wanted to find someone else or something.”

      “Of course not. You’re stuck with me for life.” Mia then leaned over and kissed him. “Unless that’s what you want.”

      “What?”

      “Is that what you want? To split up?”

      Recker rolled his eyes. “No, it’s not. My life has never been more complete since you’ve been in it. I just don’t know what you’re having a hard time with. Whatever the problem is, let me help.”

      Mia forced another smile. “I’m trying.”

      “I mean, is it work-related, something to do with us, something personal, what?”

      “I just don’t want anything to change with us.”

      “So, it’s us?”

      “I don’t know how you’re gonna react to this.”

      Now Recker was starting to get worried himself. He couldn’t figure out what could have been troubling her so much.

      “Mia, I can’t help you if you don't tell me what’s wrong.” A few tears started to show in the corners of her eyes as she dabbed at them. “Whatever it is, we can get through it. But I have to know what the problem is first.”

      “It’s not really a problem. It’s just… things would change between us. And I don’t know if you would still want to stick around.”

      Recker scrunched his eyebrows together as he tried to figure out what she was talking about. Mia took a few more deep breaths, determined to finally get the words out of her system. She squeezed Recker’s hand a little tighter.

      “Mike, I’m late.”

      “Late? Late for what?” Recker asked, assuming she just wanted to go back to work to avoid talking about it. “You just got here. It can’t be time to go back already.”

      Mia shook her head. “No, I don’t mean that. I mean… I’m late.”

      “Late?”

      Mia nodded, hoping he’d get the message. Judging by his face, it didn’t seem like he did though.

      “What do you mean, you’re late?”

      Mia leaned back and put her hand on her stomach. “I’m late.”

      Recker sat there with his mouth open, stunned. He finally got the message. Maybe he knew all along and was just hoping she’d say something else instead of what he was thinking. In any case, there was no doubt about her meaning now. Mia sat there, trying to get a read on her boyfriend’s face, hoping he was OK with the news. They’d never really discussed having kids before, so she wasn’t sure how he was going to take it. Judging by the fact he wasn’t jumping up and down, smiling and dancing, he didn’t seem thrilled by the news.

      “You’re pregnant?”

      Mia nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Well, I mean, just because you’re late doesn’t necessarily mean you’re pregnant, right? Could be any number of things. Could just be stress.”

      Mia shook her head. “No, Mike. I took a test this morning. It said positive.”

      “Oh.”

      They sat there looking at each other for a minute, neither saying a word, trying to get their thoughts and feelings in perspective. The minute felt like an hour though. Recker wasn’t sure what to say. Though Mia was happy with the news, that happiness was offset a little bit by not knowing what it meant for her and Recker’s future together. She knew having a child was probably never in his plans. She just had to hope he still wanted to be there and could come to grips with being a father.

      “So, what do you think?” Mia asked, somewhat fearful of the response.

      This time it was Recker taking the deep breath. “I don’t know. It’s a lot to take in.”

      “Are you mad?”

      Recker shook his head. “No, of course not. How could I be mad?”

      “Well, I know this isn’t probably something you saw coming or were ever hoping for.”

      “Uh, well, no, it wasn’t.”

      “So, what are you thinking right now?”

      Recker half-smiled and let out what could probably pass for a laugh, not even sure what he was thinking. It felt like his mind was swirling around in a thousand different directions.

      “I don’t really know. Are you planning on keeping it?”

      “Yes,” Mia answered. “I couldn’t not do that. I mean, I would never judge someone else or force my beliefs on someone else, but for me, I couldn’t give it up. It was our choice to be intimate and we have to live with the consequences and be responsible for it.”

      Recker nodded, understanding her point. “I agree with you.”

      “I guess the bigger issue is whether you’re going to stick around for it.”

      “You think I would just leave you because of this?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I’ve been worried about it. I guess it’s why I had such a tough time talking about it. Because I know it’s not something you’ve ever really wanted, and I know it probably doesn’t fit in with your work and all, so I don’t know. I would hope not. I still love you and that wouldn’t change. I would hope you felt the same way.”

      “I do. Nothing would change how I feel about you. I would think you’d know that.”

      “But this is different. This would be a huge change. For both of us. I don’t know if anyone’s ever really ready to be a parent, but for some people it’s more of a change than others.”

      “Have you ever known me to run away from anything?”

      “No.”

      “This isn’t any different.” Recker took another deep breath. “I can’t say this is something I’ve ever given a lot of thought to, or ever wished for, but I won’t hide from it. I’ll be there for you and the child. It may take some getting used to for me, and I may have to make some changes, but I’ll be there.”

      Mia finally let out a real smile and gave her boyfriend a passionate kiss on the lips. “I’m so happy to hear you say that.”

      “You really thought I’d walk out on you because of this?”

      “Uh, no, not really. It’s just… it’s a big change. And not everyone reacts to news like this the way you think they will. I guess I was just hoping you wouldn’t pull a Mr. Hyde and change who you are after hearing it.”

      “I would never do that. Like I said, it might take some time to get used to being a father, and I may not always know the right thing to do, but I’ll do my best.”

      “That’s all I can ask. Well, almost all.”

      “What do you mean, almost all?”

      “Uh,” Mia said, faking a cough as she tried to figure out the best way to say the next piece of news. This part had to come second, as if Recker had decided to leave, it wouldn’t have mattered, anyway. But now he was committed, it had to be asked.

      “What is it, twins or triplets or something?”

      Mia laughed. “Of course not. At least I don’t think so. We wouldn’t know right now, anyway.”

      “Mia, I doubt anything else could be as surprising as what you just said, so just spit it out.”

      “OK. I know you’re committed to your work, and that’s fine, and I’ve always said I wasn’t going to pressure you to do something else or anything.”

      “I feel a but coming on here.”

      “But, if we welcome a child into this world, do you really think it’s best if you’re still out there doing what you do?” Recker just looked at her for a few seconds, not sure how to respond. She could already feel the arguments coming on. “I know, I know. I’m not asking you to stop today or anything. All I’m saying is, I don’t think it’s a great idea to have a child who’s always going to wonder if his father’s coming home that day.”

      Recker looked away for a second and sighed, not believing they were having this conversation. “If the child doesn’t know what I’m doing, he won’t have to wonder.”

      “And if you come home shot? Or with blood? Or a broken bone? Or bruises? What do we tell them then?”

      “That I do security work. It’s the standard cover answer.”

      “Mike, that will only work for so long. I mean, you do dangerous things, you put yourself in dangerous spots and situations, not to mention you’re still technically wanted by the police, you interact with criminals and crime lords… there’s a very real possibility that if you keep doing that for the next ten or twenty years, eventually, one night you’re not going to come home. Would you really want our child to grow up without a father?”

      Recker stared at her, letting her words sink in. He knew she was right. But knowing she was right about walking away, and walking away, were two different things. This was the life he’d known for so long, he couldn’t imagine doing anything else. And there was no debating her point of view. It was one he long held himself. A person in his position could only interact with the type of people he did before it eventually caught up to him. It was just a matter of time. But that was a decision he had long ago accepted. Bringing a child into the world would have to change that for him. At least that’s what Mia hoped.

      Mia knew it was hard for him to just walk away. It was so ingrained in him, that even fathoming any other career was an extremely difficult proposition. And she was sensitive to that. At least as much as any loving girlfriend could be. She never wanted to be someone who pushed their other half to do something they didn’t want, or away from something they were good at, even if it was dangerous. And she still wasn’t. She wanted it to be Recker’s call to walk away on his own. He needed to be the one who called it quits because it was what he thought was the right decision, not because it was what Mia wanted. She knew that if he only quit because of her, he’d likely never be happy.

      “Listen, I’m not asking you to quit today, or even tomorrow, or even this year. I just want you to start thinking about the possibility of maybe walking away at some point.”

      The strain on Recker’s face was obvious as he struggled to reel everything in. After a minute, he started nodding. “I never really planned on making it to social security age or anything. I never was able to picture myself growing old and gray.”

      “I’m not gonna pressure you or anything, you know I’m not like that. I’ve never done that, and I never will. But it’s not just about you anymore. It’s about us. We’re gonna have a family.”

      “I realize that. And, uh, I can’t disagree with anything you're saying.”

      “Now I feel a but coming.”

      “It’s gonna be hard for me to walk away.”

      “I know that. And I’m not saying you must do it now. I know you’re not ready for that. And I don’t want you to do something you’re not ready to commit to yet. I just want you to start thinking about it. To start planning for the day in a year, or two years, or three years, when you eventually do walk away. That way David and Chris can start preparing for life without you.”

      “Life without me. Sounds funny to hear it.”

      “Do you think they’d have a problem if you eventually do that?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I dunno. When we started this, I don’t know if David pictured it lasting forever.”

      “What did you think?”

      “I wasn’t really focused on the long term at that point. I’d just gotten back from London, needed a purpose, needed a way to find Agent Seventeen, needed to put my past behind me. That’s pretty much all I was focused on at the time. A few years down the line… I wasn’t even sure I’d make it that far.”

      “David could always find another person to replace you, couldn’t he?”

      “I’m sure he could. I’m sure I’m not the only one who fits the profile. Chris proves that.”

      “So, you’ll think about it?”

      “What else would I do?” Recker asked. “I couldn’t just sit home all day playing Mr. Mom. I need to be productive.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t ask you to sit home all day. But there’s things you could do.”

      “Like what?”

      “You could start your own business. Money’s not an issue.”

      “Doing what?”

      “I don’t know,” Mia replied. “You could start your own security company. Or a consulting company, or even a private detective agency, you know, just a little more legal than what you do now.”

      “If I’m doing things similar to what I’m already doing, then what’s the point?”

      “The point would be that you’re not the one who’s actually out there getting shot at. Start a consulting business, you can advise others how to have better security. You can hire others to go out there while you sit in the office counting the money.”

      “Sitting in an office all day isn’t exactly my cup of tea.”

      “I know it isn’t. But we all must make changes to our life at some point, don’t we? If not for ourselves, then for others.”

      Recker sighed again. “I’ll start thinking about it.”

      Mia gave him a look suggesting she didn’t quite believe him. That maybe he was just saying it to make her feel better or to shut her up. “Really?”

      “No, I will. I promise. I know you’re probably right, and at some point, for the sake of our family, I’ll have to start making changes. I don’t know, and can’t promise, when that will be, but I will start thinking about it. And I know at some point, I’ll have to walk away. I know that.”

      Mia smiled at him, knowing it was hard for him to admit that, or even say it. She was proud of him for not being stubborn about it and pulling away. She put her hand on his face and gave him a kiss.

      “That’s all I can ask. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      A few more minutes went by before Mia had to go back to work. As Recker watched her walk out of the cafeteria, his mind was suddenly hit with everything they just talked about. He let out several deep breaths, certainly not anticipating hearing anything close to the bombshells that had been told to him that day. This wasn’t how he thought the day would go.

      Now he started thinking about whether he should tell Jones and Haley or just keep it to himself for a while. He knew that whenever it was time to go, he wasn’t just going to spring it on his partners suddenly. He’d want to give them plenty of time to prepare, and potentially find someone else if that’s what they wanted. He tried to take his mind off his current issues by thinking of something else. He would have preferred to be in the middle of a gunfight right now. Anything but what he now had to deal with. But he couldn’t. The situation was what it was and now he had to deal with it. He knew at some point, he would have to walk away. But not just yet.
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      After leaving the hospital, Recker checked in with Jones again to make sure there were no problems on the horizon. With the coast clear, and being told he wasn’t needed, Recker went home to try to wrap his head around everything. Once he got there, he didn’t do anything but plop himself down on the couch. He didn’t turn the TV on, didn’t try to keep himself busy, didn’t do anything. Nothing except let his eyes focus on different objects around his apartment as he thought. He was going to be a father. There was nothing in the world that could have prepared him for those words.

      Recker continued to think about everything Mia said to him. It was almost like she was there again. He pictured her sitting across from him, reliving the conversation over again, not forgetting a single word either of them said. He had never really pictured this day coming. He never had any thoughts or feelings about being a father. It would take some time to get used to. But now the day was here, he had to really think about his chosen profession. Mia was right. He couldn’t continue what he was doing and have a family. It wouldn’t be fair to them. To wait, to wonder, and to worry, every night, not sure if he would make it home that evening. As much as he wasn’t ready to walk away from the job now, he knew he had to start giving it more thought. It was a reality. At some point, he was going to have to do it.

      For the next hour, Recker thought about everything he’d been through in his life. All the tough and dangerous times. As scary as it was sometimes, it was difficult to imagine not going through it anymore. On the flip side, he imagined what his life would be like in the future. He pictured himself feeding bottles, changing diapers, cleaning up after a messy child, car seats, high chairs, pacifiers, play dates, school drop-offs, teacher conferences… the list just went on and on and on. Those images were more terrifying to him than facing off against the bad guys. His mind had trouble processing it all.

      Luckily for him, his disturbing thoughts were interrupted by the sound of his phone ringing. He picked it up, hoping it was Jones, presenting him with a new case. Something to take his mind off his current situation. Strangely, it wasn’t. It was a number he didn’t initially recognize. Still, there was something familiar about it. The area code was one he knew. He hesitated in answering, but eventually decided to see who it was.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi. Wasn’t sure you’d pick up or not.”

      Recker immediately recognized the female voice, though he was surprised she was calling. He was silent for a minute, making the caller think maybe he didn’t remember who she was.

      “You remember me, right?”

      “I do. Michelle Lawson.”

      “It’s been a while.”

      “It has.”

      “I guess you’re wondering why I’m calling, huh?”

      “I figured you’d get around to it at some point.”

      “I’d like to talk to you.”

      “Isn’t that what we’re doing now?” Recker asked.

      “In person. You know how reliable phones are. Especially with your partner.”

      “You wanna meet?”

      “Yes. The quicker the better.”

      “Is my number up?”

      Lawson let out a laugh. “No, you’re not in any danger.There’s a situation that’s come up that I’d like to go over with you. Not over the phone though.”

      “You’re not setting me up?”

      “You think I’d do that to you?”

      “Maybe with some prodding from some old crusty superior who was forcing you to.”

      “Well, it’s not. I give you my word everything’s on the up and up. Besides, if it was the case, we could’ve taken you out when you were at the hospital a couple hours ago. Or at your apartment now.”

      Recker laughed, not believing he was so sloppy as to allow himself to get tailed. “You’re following me.”

      “Uh, not exactly, no. We had a man at the hospital all day on the lookout for you, and another guy waiting by your apartment. So, we weren’t exactly following you, we just knew eventually you would be at those places. We wanted to be there when you were. So, if the intention was to take you out, we wouldn’t be having this conversation already.”

      “Unless I took out your guys first.”

      Recker could hear her smiling into the phone. “Somehow I wouldn’t doubt that,” Lawson said. “I wouldn’t be asking you this unless it was extremely urgent. We really need to talk.”

      “OK. When and where?”

      “Can you make it now?”

      “Guess it depends on where it is.”

      “Let’s make it one hour. I’ll text you the address.”

      “OK. I’ll be there.”

      “And don’t bring your friends.”

      “Now you’re sounding ominous,” Recker said.

      “Please, just trust me.”

      “OK.”

      After getting off the phone, Recker just stared at it for a minute, wondering what the big emergency was. He assumed she was telling the truth, and the plan wasn’t to kill him, as it was unlikely they would contact him first, unless they were trying to lull him to sleep first to avoid more casualties. But he didn’t really think that was it. Not that he trusted anyone in the CIA completely, Lawson genuinely seemed like someone who didn’t stoop to using such tricks.

      A few seconds later, he got the text message with the address. Before leaving, he looked it up on the computer. It was a vacant property in the King of Prussia area, not too far from the mall. It looked like it used to be an office building used by a doctor or a dentist. Recker thought about letting Jones know, that way he could track him, just in case things somehow went sideways. But there was no way Jones would sign off on the meeting without Recker telling him about it or having him bring Haley along. On the off chance it was a trap, he didn’t want to risk Haley getting caught up in it. If it was a ruse, Recker knew the CIA would be bringing more people than he could probably count. Bringing Haley along wouldn’t have changed the outcome.

      After deciding to keep the meeting a secret, Recker got in his car and drove up the turnpike to the King of Prussia area. It was roughly a forty-five-minute drive until he got to the meeting place. Once he pulled into the parking lot, he observed three other black SUV’s already parked. Recker made sure he didn’t park too close to them, just in case he needed to get away quickly. Once he got out of the car, he noticed the SUV’s were empty. He walked along the concrete sidewalk until he arrived at the front door, which surprisingly didn’t have any guards there. He put his hand on his gun in case he had to draw it quickly.

      As Recker got closer to the front door, a man in a suit with a shaved head and sunglasses suddenly appeared beyond the glass door. Recker stopped in his tracks as he waited for the man to make a move. The man, who was obviously with the agency, opened the door and stood to the side of it, looking like a doorman as he held it open, waiting for Recker to approach. Recker continued walking toward it, and once he got there, the agent pointed to his right, indicating the spot to where he was supposed to go.

      Recker went inside, immediately seeing Lawson sitting in what used to be a waiting room. It was still carpeted and had furniture, including some chairs and a few tables. Everything looked new though.

      “Have a seat,” Lawson said. She then looked to the agent. “That’ll be all, thank you.”

      Recker turned around and watched the agent go, leaving only him and Lawson in the room. At least as far as he could tell. There were some other doors which probably used to be offices or exam rooms, which could have housed the other agents Recker knew were in the area.

      “Like what you’ve done with the place,” Recker said. “Carpet looks new.”

      “It was recently acquired.”

      “Where’s everyone else?”

      “What? Who?”

      “I noticed three cars outside. I’ve only seen two of you.”

      Lawson smiled. “Always on the lookout for trouble, aren’t you?”

      “It does have a habit of finding me.”

      “There are six other agents, not including me. There on the outside of the building maintaining security.”

      “Expecting someone to crash the party?”

      “One never knows, does one?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Relax. If we were planning something against you, we wouldn’t have let you in the building with the gun you’re carrying.”

      Recker adjusted his jacket to make sure his gun was still concealed. “So, what’s the big secret?”

      “It’s… complicated.”

      “So uncomplicate it.”

      “I can’t yet divulge anything until I know you’re in.”

      “In what?”

      “The agency,” Lawson said. “It’s a level five emergency, and the agency wants you back in to complete an assignment.”

      Recker looked stunned. He stared at her for a minute, not sure if she was yanking his chain or not. Considering most people in the agency didn’t have much of a sense of humor, he assumed that was highly doubtful. Recker didn’t know what to say. They were words he was sure he would never hear again. If there was anything in this life he was sure of, it was that he’d never work for the CIA again. But it’s just like the saying goes, nothing lasts forever.

      Lawson could tell he didn’t quite know how to respond and wanted to make sure he heard her loud and clear.

      “We want you back in.”
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      Recker continued staring at his host, a whirlwind of thoughts going through his mind. This certainly was a day for bombshell announcements. First, his girlfriend tells him she’s pregnant and he’ll be a father, then the organization that once tried to kill him tells him they want him to work for them again. All that was missing now was for Agent Seventeen to rise out of his grave and stand before him again. The way things were going, he wouldn’t have necessarily been surprised. Lawson could tell he was stunned by the suggestion and sought to clear up any questions or concerns he had.

      “So, what do you think?” Lawson asked. “Would you be interested?”

      “I thought the last time we talked I made it clear that the agency and I are better off apart.”

      “That was before.”

      “My answer hasn’t changed. I’m not interested in coming back.”

      “I figured that would be the case. We don’t want you back full time. Well, if you wanted to, we certainly wouldn’t be against it. But we know that’s not in your heart now.”

      “So, what are we doing here then?”

      “We want you back for one assignment,” Lawson answered.

      “Why?”

      “You know how classified material works. I can’t really divulge anything unless you’re on the job.”

      “Well, unless I know what you’re talking about, the answer’s an automatic no.”

      Lawson sighed, knowing full well she’d have to explain everything, anyway. She knew he wouldn’t just blindly accept an assignment from them without having to tell the details.

      “OK. I will tell you the basic details without getting too specific.”

      “Why me? Answer that. I thought this bridge had already been burned.”

      Lawson thought for a second to collect her thoughts before explaining. “Because we have an operation that’s extremely urgent, and it’s falling off the rails.”

      “That doesn’t tell me why you need me.”

      “OK. It’s an operation overseas…”

      “They all are.”

      “OK, just let me explain.”

      “OK.”

      Lawson took a deep breath. “We have been tracking an international arms dealer for the last several months. We’ve sent undercover agents into Europe to try to find him and take him out, or bring him in, whichever is doable. Every agent we’ve sent in has been killed.”

      “What do you mean every agent?”

      “We sent two men into France three months ago. They turned up dead five days later. We sent two more men into Germany two months ago. They turned up dead three days later. We sent two more men into Ireland one month ago. They turned up dead after two days.”

      “I’m sensing a pattern,” Recker said.

      “And we sent two more men into Spain a week ago. They lasted three days.”

      “Are they making contact and being eliminated?”

      “That’s the thing. Every agent who was sent in had barely contacted any of our sources and contacts on the ground. None of them had yet to break into Cloutier’s inner circle. There’s no way he should have known who these agents were or where they were yet.”

      “Then they’re getting some kind of inside information.”

      “Have to,” Lawson said. “We don’t believe there’s any other way. There’s a leak somewhere. And it’s costing agents their lives. Not to mention putting thousands of people at risk.”

      “Who’s this Cloutier guy?”

      “Francois Cloutier. He’s a high-profile target. He’s now on the CIA’s top ten wanted list. He is an arms dealer, who is supplying anyone who’s got the money, including several terrorist organizations. He’s very dangerous and doesn’t care what you’re planning to use the weapons for, as long as he gets paid. And he’s rumored to have a very large warehouse full of powerful, powerful weapons a man like him should not have.”

      “What about reversing things?” Recker asked. “Find the leak, work backwards until you find their contact, then that’ll eventually lead to Cloutier.”

      “That’ll take time. Time I’m not sure we have. And there’s no guarantee we’re gonna find the leak on our end. We’ve been looking at it for a couple weeks now and we still haven’t found it.”

      “What’s the importance? Other than the fact he’s dealing arms, I mean, so are a lot of other guys. What makes him different?”

      “What makes him different is the fact we’ve heard he’s got a meeting planned with one of the terrorist groups on our watch list for a couple weeks from now. We’re having a tough time pinning down an exact date. All we have right now is it’s scheduled for a few weeks from now, date and time to be determined.”

      Recker didn’t reply, instead, just taking it all in. Lawson knew she needed to keep up the pressure to get him to agree to work for them again. She couldn’t afford to have him say no.

      “Have you heard about the church bombing that killed a hundred people in France last week?”

      “Yeah,” Recker replied.

      “Cloutier supplied the explosives. How about the school shooting in Spain a few weeks back?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Guess who supplied the weapons? How about the bombing in Russia a month ago?”

      “I get the point.”

      “The point is this guy is a dangerous, dangerous, man, and he needs to be stopped now before more people get hurt. And they will.”

      Recker shrugged. Though he obviously was saddened by the news of innocent people being hurt, he didn’t see how he could really help. “Listen, even if you take out this guy next week, there will be another guy to take his spot the week after. It’s just an ongoing battle.”

      “Yeah, and you might be right, and we’ll deal with that when and if the time comes. But for now, this guy is our target. This guy is a threat. We can’t worry about if someone else pops up. Right now, we have to prevent this guy from helping to carry out any other attacks.”

      “Why me? I’m sure you still have other agents you can send.”

      “It was my suggestion to bring you in.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to send someone over there who knows what they’re doing, who’s done this sort of work before, is as good as there is, and is someone I can trust. And I can’t keep sending over agents that are known. They’re just getting killed. I need someone who’s off the books right now, who’s unknown to everyone, contacts abroad, our own agency, everyone. I need you.”

      “But I’m not off the books,” Recker said.

      “You’re not on the active list. Nobody would know you’re there. I wouldn’t be asking you if I thought there was another way.”

      “So, agents are getting killed, and you want to send me over? I’m expendable?”

      “No, you’re not. I don’t think that would happen to you.”

      Recker shook his head. “If you got a leak over there, there’s no chance I’m gonna set myself up for the same thing.”

      “You won’t.”

      “How can you be so sure? You know I got trust issues. I’m not gonna put my life in the hands of people I don’t trust.”

      “Because you’re only going to deal with me. You only have to trust me.”

      “You’re sure of that?”

      “I’m your contact. You deal with me and me alone. If someone comes up to you and says the agency sent them, you put two in their head and walk away.”

      “I’m sure someone besides you has to know of this plan,” Recker said.

      “Only the Director and Deputy Director. I had to get their approval to bring you back in.”

      “And they signed off?”

      “They did. They said whatever it takes to get you in.”

      Recker sighed and looked away, thinking about his options. “And just how long do you think this mission would take?”

      “That would be up to you. However long it takes you to find him. If it takes you a week, then you’re done. If it takes you six months, then that’s what it takes.”

      “Six months. It’s a long time to leave the life I’ve built up here.”

      “Then find him sooner,” Lawson said with a smile. Though she thought Recker was interested, at least he wasn’t saying no, she thought she might have to sweeten the pot. “I’ve been authorized to offer you whatever kind of payday you want. That’s how bad the agency wants this to happen. Name your price.”

      Recker let out a deep breath, knowing they were going to make it very hard for him to walk away. “Any price, huh?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “I’m not interested in money. I’ve got all the money I need. It’s not what motivates me. Never has.”

      “Well, what does?”

      “You mean there’s no other agents who are off the books who couldn’t take this on?”

      “Uh, well, there’s one… but he’s living a quiet life in Kentucky right now. He’s been out of the game for a couple years, whereas you’re still doing… whatever it is you’re doing. You’re still in the thick of things.”

      Recker knew he was going to get sucked into this somehow. The allure of a name your price offer was too strong to just let go by the wayside. Especially in his line of work, that could be something he really needed at a later point in time. As he sat there thinking, Lawson gave him a few minutes, figuring it was best to let him figure out what it would take to get the job done.

      “Anything I want?” Recker asked, several ideas floating around in his head.

      “Anything.”

      “It’s not money related. And I’m not sure your bosses are going to sign off on it.”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      “I’ll agree to go on several conditions, and every single one of them has to be met. It’s going to cost you dearly.”

      Lawson finally let a little smile emerge on her face, excited by the prospect of Recker re-joining the team, even if it was just this assignment. “Go ahead.”

      “David and Chris come with me.”

      “I don’t see a problem there. You think they would go?”

      “Chris wouldn’t be a problem. David might take some convincing. I’ll worry about that though. I can get him.”

      “That’s easy enough to put through.”

      “I’m not done yet. I don’t want extra money, but the agency will foot the bill on basic costs. Hotels, cars, payoff money, any of that, it’s not coming out of my pocket. But I don’t need to be paid.”

      “Done. I can sign off on that one. Is that it?”

      Recker smiled. “No. I want a get out of jail free card.”

      “What?”

      “Since I’m typically avoiding police these days, if me or Chris is ever arrested, whether it’s the police, FBI, or the Park Rangers, the agency will make sure we’re released within twenty-four hours.”

      “And how would we accomplish that?”

      “That’s your problem. And if it’s not done, the agency will not like what comes out of our mouth’s.”

      “That might take some doing,” Lawson said.

      “I’m sure it could be done.”

      “OK. I’ll run it up the flagpole.”

      “I’m not done.”

      “There’s more?”

      “Oh yeah. I want assurances that Chris or myself will never wind up on the other side of a sniper’s crosshairs.”

      “Deal.”

      “There’s one more thing.”

      “Which is?”

      “David. He’s still on the wanted list by the NSA.”

      “And?”

      “I want him off.”

      “I don’t even know if they’re still looking for him,” Lawson said.

      “Doesn’t matter. We both know if you’re on one of those lists, they never really stop looking. Priorities change, names slide up and down, but you’re never off.”

      “That might take some doing. We don’t have any special pull with the NSA. They do what they do. You know we don’t generally interfere.”

      “Pull some favors. Tell them he’s working for you now. Do something.”

      “I’m gonna have to get approval for that one too. Is that it?”

      “Yeah. I think that’ll cover it. If I think of anything else, I’ll let you know.”

      “I’m sure you will. It might take a few days to get everything approved.”

      “You’ll let me know, huh?”

      “I certainly will.”

      “And if everything’s agreed upon, when will I leave?” Recker asked.

      “As soon as you’re ready.”
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      Recker was back home at his apartment, thinking of everything that happened in the day. There wasn’t much activity going on for work, but there were plenty of things going on otherwise to make up for it. He could hardly believe he was making a deal with the CIA to work for them again. Never in his wildest dreams did he think something like this would happen. But he felt the circumstances were too good to pass up. There was nothing going at home, and there were people’s lives in jeopardy, and saving innocent people from getting hurt, no matter where they were, was always what he signed up for.

      Plus, getting Jones off the NSA’s radar, not that Jones seemed worried about it, or that the NSA seemed to know where he was, but still, it was always looming overhead. One day they’d get around to looking for him again. This way, they wouldn’t have to worry about it. He also figured getting a free out from jail was worth having in their back pocket. It would give them a little better peace of mind. And with having a kid coming, that would always come in handy.

      Recker didn’t think the toughest thing was going to be looking for Cloutier. The toughest thing was going to be explaining to Mia that he was going away for a bit and not having a clear answer as to when he was coming back. He knew she would worry. Talking to Jones and Haley probably was going to be no picnic either. Convincing them to leave the city, and forget about their current work, and go overseas was going to be a tough sell. Convincing them to trust the CIA might have been a tougher one though. He could already picture what Jones would say. Still, Recker thought it would be worth it.

      If Recker went alone, he assumed he could do the job well enough. But if Jones and Haley came along, he thought they could get the mission done much quicker, which meant getting back home quicker, plus having their stipulations met. He saw it as a win-win. There really wasn’t any downside as far as he was concerned. Other than possibly getting killed, but that was a risk no matter where he was or who he was working for.

      After a few hours of thinking about what he was going to say, how he was going to approach his friends and partners, Recker finally went back to the office, ready to lay it on the line. Once he got there, Jones and Haley were in the usual positions, each taking up a computer. They looked back when they heard Recker enter.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?” Haley asked.

      “Mia’s not home. Just figured I’d stop by, see how you guys were doing.”

      “We’re doing fine,” Jones said. “But if your finger’s still itching for an assignment, I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed. We still don’t have anything on the horizon.”

      “I didn’t stop by for that. I figured there still wasn’t anything.”

      “Oh.”

      “Just came to hang out,” Recker said. “You guys eat yet?”

      “Yeah, we just had a little something. There’s some lunch meat in the fridge if you want something.”

      “No, I’m good.”

      Recker started pacing around the office, trying to figure out how he was going to start the conversation. All that thinking he did back at the apartment didn’t appear to do him much good because he still didn’t know. Jones periodically looked at him, watching him as he wore a hole in the carpet. He knew there was something on his mind. He was just waiting for Recker to spit it out. After ten minutes of waiting, Jones figured he’d try to help his friend out by spurring him on.

      “Everything OK, Michael?”

      Recker stopped pacing and looked at him. “Yeah. Yeah, everything’s good. Why?”

      “You’re pacing. You only ever pace when there’s something on your mind.”

      “Maybe I’m just passing the time.”

      “That’s not how you pass time. Some people may, but not you. When you want to pass time, you look for additional work.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Everything good with Mia?” Haley asked.

      “Hmm? Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah. She’s fine.”

      “So how long are you going to walk around before you tell us what’s bothering you?” Jones asked.

      “Nothing’s bothering me,” Recker replied. “I’m fine.”

      A look came over Jones’ face that indicated he didn’t believe that for a second. Recker knew he was predictable and wasn’t going to put one over on anyone. He sighed and walked around for another minute before finally starting to utter what was on his mind.

      “All right, there is something on my mind,” Recker said.

      Jones slowly turned his head toward Haley. “See? I can always tell.” Haley smiled, though he continued typing. “So, what’s the issue?”

      “Uh, the issue is… I was… I got a phone call from Michelle Lawson today.”

      That got the attention of both Jones and Haley, both of whom immediately stopped typing and gave Recker their undivided attention.

      “Oh?” Jones said. “What about?”

      “She wanted to meet with me,” Recker answered.

      “When?”

      “Uh, the meeting already took place.”

      “And you didn’t let either of us know? You walked in there blind?”

      “I figured she’s trustworthy. She already knows where we’re at, she wouldn’t call me ahead of time to set up a trap.”

      “Perhaps so,” Jones said. “But still, something as important as that, everyone should know and be involved with, just on the off chance something unexpected happens.”

      Recker nodded. “You’re right. I should’ve let you know.”

      “OK. With that being said, what did she want?”

      “Me.”

      “Well, obviously she wanted you, that’s why she called.”

      “No, I mean she wanted… me,” Recker said, adding the last part for emphasis to let them know what he was implying.

      Jones leaned back, catching his drift. “Oh. I see. They want you… to come back? To join the agency again?”

      Recker cleared his throat. “Uh, not exactly. Similar, but not exactly.”

      “Well, why don’t you stop beating around the bush and tell us exactly what she did want?”

      “She wants me to do a job for her. Just one.”

      “And you believe that?”

      “I do.”

      Recker then spent the next several minutes going over all the information Lawson gave to him. Jones and Haley sat there quietly as they listened to everything Recker was presenting. Though Recker obviously didn’t have all the details yet until everything was confirmed and approved by Lawson’s superiors, it was enough for them all to debate the facts they knew and make an informed decision. Recker waited until the end before telling them what he asked for in return for helping the agency out.

      “So, they just asked for me,” Recker said. “But I said I thought I could get you guys on board if they were to meet certain conditions. Now, if you guys aren’t interested, it’s no problem, I’m not gonna try to convince you to go if you don’t want to. I just figured if we all went, we could get the job done in half the time, therefore getting me back quicker.”

      “What conditions?” Jones asked.

      “One, they pay all expenses associated with it.”

      “That would be expected.”

      “Two, you get taken off the NSA radar.”

      Jones’ eyes widened, not expecting to hear that. “Can they do that?”

      “I dunno. If they want me to go, I guess they’ll have to.”

      “Three, if any of us ever wind up in jail for any reason, they’ll get us released within twenty-four hours.”

      “That’d be a nice card to have in our back pocket,” Haley said.

      “I thought so.”

      “Is that all?” Jones asked.

      “And a guarantee that none of us will ever end up on one of their hit-lists,” Recker said. “That’s all.”

      “Sounds like you asked for a bountiful.”

      “I did. But if they really want me to go, those are my terms.”

      “And what was your impression?” Haley asked. “Sound like they could do it.”

      “I got the impression that they wanted me bad and nothing was off-limits. If that’s the case, they’ll agree to those terms.”

      “And if they don’t?” Jones asked.

      “Then I don’t go.”

      “What if one of us decides that we don’t want to go?”

      Recker shrugged. “Nothing changes. The deal’s still the deal. If you don’t want to go, that’s fine, I won’t make you. I just figured, since we don’t have a lot going on right now, and if we could get some things that are in our favor and helps us, it’s kind of a win-win.”

      “What if something urgent pops up while we’re gone? Something we could’ve handled, but someone gets killed because we weren’t there to stop it?”

      “We can’t live off what-ifs or maybes. All we can do is move in the present. What if we don’t go and nothing happens? Then will we say we should have gone?”

      “Mike’s right,” Haley said. “We just gotta decide on whether the offer’s good enough to take on its own merits.”

      “And if that’s something that really bothers you, then we can split up,” Recker said. “I’ll go to Europe and do this, you guys stay here and keep an eye out, and we accomplish both things.”

      “You’re sure this is on the level?” Jones asked.

      “It’s not a setup. If they wanted to kill me, they could’ve just did it today. They had enough people to get the job done. People I didn’t even see where they were. You know I’m a good judge of character. Lawson’s not that way. She’s legit hung up over this and wants my help. They already know where we are, they always have. We’re still here because they’re not after us.”

      “And doing a job for them gets us in their good graces,” Haley said. “Which means they’ll keep laying off.”

      “What if doing this one job leads to others?” Jones asked. “What if they keep coming back, only more frequently? One job leads to two, which leads to a couple times a year, before you know it, you’re back working for them full time again.”

      “It’s not gonna happen,” Recker replied. “They know where I stand.”

      It was a big decision for all involved. Recker had already made up his mind. If his terms were met, he was going. Haley was leaning toward doing the same. Jones hadn’t made up his mind yet though. He sat there, staring at his computer screen, rubbing his chin and lips as he debated the pros and cons of such a trip.

      “What about Mia?” Jones said, suddenly thinking of her.

      “What about her?” Recker answered.

      “Have you told her about this.”

      “Not yet.”

      “How do you think she’ll react?”

      Recker grinned. “Not well. But I think once she looks past the initial leaving part, she’ll see the terms will benefit me in the long run. I think she’ll understand. She might not be good with it. But she’ll understand.”

      They were quiet again for another minute or two as Jones continued thinking about his involvement.

      “What do you think?” Recker asked.

      “I’m in favor of it,” Haley replied. “It’s like you said. We don’t have much going on right now. And if doing this puts us in a better position down the line, I think it’s worth it.”

      “And what if this winds up taking months?” Jones asked. “I mean, from what you say, we’re going after a major arms dealer. I’m sure he’s not just going to lay down once we get there and surrender.”

      “It won’t be easy,” Recker said. “But we’ll have one thing the others didn’t have. Surprise.”

      “That will only last for so long. As soon as we start talking to someone who’s even loosely connected to this Cloutier, it’s going to get back to him that someone’s looking for him. Then the surprise factor goes out the window.”

      “Maybe. But we might have found a crucial piece of evidence before then. David, if you don’t wanna go, that’s fine. I’m not gonna try and force you.”

      “It’s not that. I understand your reasoning for wanting to do this, and it sounds like you’re coming from a logical place.”

      “But… what? I sense a but coming.”

      “It’s just… you and Chris are used to doing this sort of thing. You have experience in it, you’re good at it. I’m not sure I would be of much help.”

      “David, all you gotta do is the same thing you’ve always done. You don’t have to go out in the field. That’s our job. You just do over there what you’re good at over here. Stay in the hotel, do computer work, hook up your software programs, see if you can find him that way. Or at least find out who’s in connection with him.”

      “I suppose that might be doable,” Jones said.

      “That’s why I suggested all of us going over there. I figured if all of us go, and we can do there what we’ve done here, we can nail this guy. Now, I’m not under the illusion we’re gonna find him in two days. But hopefully within a few weeks, we’ll be coming back home.”

      “A few weeks, huh?”

      “What, you don’t think it’s possible?”

      “Possible, yes. Likely… I don’t know. The CIA has a lot more information at their disposal than we do, and if they can’t find him in months, I’m not sure we’ll be able to cut the time down significantly.”

      “All the information in the world won’t help you if there’s a leak somewhere that’s selling you out,” Recker said.

      “I can testify to that,” Haley said.

      “Fine, you convinced me,” Jones said. “I suppose you can count me in.”

      Recker smiled. “The team’s back together.”

      “Were we ever apart?”

      “Maybe for a millisecond or something.”

      “What’s next?” Haley asked.

      “Well, we just gotta wait until we get the word from Lawson. No use planning anything until she says everything’s approved.”

      “What about Mia?” Jones asked.

      “What about her?”

      “When do you plan on telling her?”

      “First let’s hear from Lawson,” Recker said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t wanna get into this heavy conversation and tell her I’m leaving for a few weeks only to find out a day later that the whole trip’s been cancelled.”

      Haley smiled, knowing exactly what Recker was doing. He was stalling. “You’re still trying to figure out what to say to her, aren’t you?”

      “Well, you know… I’m working on it.”

      “The longer you delay the harder it will be,” Jones said.

      “Well, I mean, I wanna be delicate about this.”

      “You just gotta come out and tell her what’s going on,” Haley said. “She’ll understand.”

      “I know she’ll understand. It’s how much crying and yelling there’ll be before that happens.”

      “Please, Mike, we all know Mia,” Jones said. “I highly doubt she’s going to cry and yell. Disappointed, yes, but I doubt she’s going to yell and throw any flower pots at you.”

      “I know. Believe me, guys, I can handle it. Trust me, I’m good.”

      “So, you’re going to tell her?”

      “Of course, I’m gonna tell her,” Recker replied. “After I get word from Lawson.”

      Jones and Haley looked at each other, both shaking their heads. They knew it would only get harder for him the longer he put it off. It was better to just put it out there front and center.

      “Trust me. It’ll be fine,” Recker said. “I appreciate your concern and support, but I can handle Mia. I’ll tell her.” Recker then paced around the room for a few minutes, thinking of how and what he would say to her. He could also picture her reaction. He wasn’t getting pleasant vibes. “After we get the approval from Lawson. Then I’ll tell her.”
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      It’d been twenty-four hours since Recker’s meeting with Lawson. Him, Jones, and Haley were all in the office, talking generally about plans if they really did proceed with this mission. Recker wasn’t sure how long it would take, but he assumed it would be quick if the agency really wanted Cloutier gone as soon as possible.

      “So, did you talk to Mia yet?” Jones asked.

      “Don’t start that again.”

      “That’s a no,” Haley said, looking at Jones.

      Recker was just about to get into the discussion further when his phone rang. It was the same number Lawson had called from yesterday. He eagerly picked up to hear what the news was.

      “Hey, hope you haven’t been waiting on pins or needles or anything,” Lawson said.

      “Nope. So, what’s the verdict?”

      “Everything’s been approved.”

      “Everything?”

      “Every single thing you asked for.”

      “That was easy,” Recker said.

      “Like I said, they really wanted to make this happen and were willing to do just about anything to get you on board.”

      “Any issues with anything?”

      “Not really. They’ve already reached out to the NSA to do whatever they’ve gotta do to get Jones’ file deleted.”

      “And the other things are no problem?” Recker asked.

      “No issues.”

      “Good. So where are we headed and when?”

      “London. Tomorrow morning. Does that work for you?”

      Recker hesitated before answering. London. That’s where everything started for him. At least everything that led to where he’s at now. He didn’t think he’d ever be going back there.

      “That good for you?” Lawson asked again, sensing he had an issue with it.

      “No. No, that’s fine.”

      “You sure? We can probably push it back a day if you need more time.”

      “No, we’ll be ready.”

      “We’ll? So, you got your partners on board?”

      “Yeah, they’ll be going too if that’s still good.”

      “Absolutely. That’s great. Hopefully, it’ll speed things up.”

      “If you wanna send over what you got on Cloutier, we’ll start looking it over,” Recker said.

      “I assume your phone’s secure?”

      “Damn well better be.”

      “Give me a few minutes and I’ll send some things over.”

      “What about transportation?”

      “I’ll meet you tomorrow morning at six o’clock at PHL,” Lawson answered.

      “Here? Not New York?”

      “Like I said before, if there’s a leak, they’ll most likely be watching New York airports first. Probably wouldn’t expect anything coming from Philly, especially if they check the manifests and find there are no active agents on it.”

      “You’ll be meeting us?”

      “Yeah. I wanna make sure everything goes smoothly, just in case you have any last-minute questions, and there’s a few things I want to give you in person.”

      “Such as?” Recker asked.

      “Phones, for one. I don’t want you using your own phones while you’re there. I’ll have a new phone for each of you. They’re off the books, not registered to the agency in any way.”

      “You’re really going all out for this.”

      “I told you, I’m going to make sure there’s no leaks on this.”

      “OK.”

      “And there’s a few files I can give you which I can’t send electronically,” Lawson said. “Sorry there’s no private jets or anything. You’re gonna have to fly commercial.”

      “I don’t care about that. I’m not a private jet guy, anyway.”

      “I’ll send over all the reports the other agents have filed, though since they all died rather quickly, there’s not a whole lot there to go through.”

      “Why London?”

      “We have it on good authority that’s where Cloutier is right now. There’s chatter he’s about to make a major deal there in the next week or so.”

      “What kind of deal?”

      “Exactly what the deal is we don’t know. There are rumors about a terrorist group wanting to make a major purchase from him to further fulfill their propaganda. It’d be irresponsible of me to make a guess on what their target is until I have more information to back anything up. If they’re dealing with Cloutier though, you can be assured it’s going to be big. I would assume the likely casualty rate would be in the hundreds, if not thousands. That’s why this is so important.”

      “So, we’d have to get him by next week to prevent this?”

      “Well, in theory, but we still haven’t confirmed this deal is actually going down next week or at all. It could just be a lot of smoke to throw us in a different direction to disguise what their real plans are.”

      “I see.”

      “So even if this supposed meeting isn’t true and doesn’t go down, we still believe he’s in the London area, we still think he’s got a large warehouse somewhere around there, so he’s still a major threat whether he’s got a deal lined up or not. If he doesn’t, we still need and want him badly.”

      “Understood. So, what is the exact thing you want from us?” Recker asked. “Kill him? Capture him? What?”

      “The agency’s preferred option is to take him alive and make him talk. If there’s any chance of that, it’s what we’d like you to do. The more we can get out of him, contacts, organizations he’s doing business with, bank accounts, not to mention the fact he’s got a huge warehouse of weapons we don’t know the location of, it’s preferable we take him alive if at all possible.”

      “And if it’s not possible?”

      “Then you do what you have to do. But we really would like to know the location of that warehouse if nothing else. It’s rumored he’s got a stockpile of weapons that would make our army jealous. We’re talking guns, grenades, rocket launchers, possibly even chemical weapons, though we’ve not been able to confirm it. But it’s imperative that we find the warehouse before it lands into the hands of one of our enemies.”

      “OK. And if we do take him alive, where do I take him? You want me to beat the information out of him in our hotel room?”

      Lawson laughed. “Of course not. I won’t give you the exact location yet, but once you grab him, you call me, and I’ll give you the address of a local safe house you can take him to. Once there, we’ll get him on a plane and transport him to a more conducive place for interrogation.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Any other questions at the moment?”

      “None.”

      “OK. I just want to reiterate that I will be your only contact while you’re over there. No one other than me and three senior directors will know you’re there, and we’re not telling anyone else. You deal with me and me alone.”

      “So, if anyone knocks on my hotel door and says you sent them then they get two in the head.”

      “Right. Unless you personally hear something come from my lips, assume it doesn’t exist.”

      “We’ll remember that.”

      “Good. Before I let you go, on a personal note, I just wanted to say thank you for doing this. I know you didn’t have to.”

      “Well, I’m not doing it for free,” Recker said.

      “I know you got your stipulations out of it, but still, I know coming back to work for us probably was something you never felt like would happen again. Or would want to happen again.”

      “Well, I guess from my end I’m still not working for the agency. I’m working for you. You grabbed me once before and you could’ve killed me. You could’ve done a lot of things. You still could. But you haven’t. I trust you. I can’t say I’d have the same feelings if anyone else showed up on my door. I doubt I could’ve done this for anybody else.”

      Recker could hear Lawson smiling into the phone. “Thank you. It means a lot,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      After Recker put his phone down, he turned to his partners, who were eagerly looking at him, though by listening to his conversation and putting the bits and pieces together, they already assumed everything was agreed to.

      “Looks like we’re a go,” Recker said.

      “They agree to everything?” Haley asked.

      “They did.”

      The news was especially sobering for Jones, who didn’t think he’d ever be off the NSA’s radar. Though they didn’t appear to be trying very hard to find him these past few years, he always assumed at some point he’d vault back up to the top of the list. Now, in theory, he’d never have to worry about the group finding him again. Recker tried talking to him, but he could tell Jones’ mind was somewhere else. He figured Jones was reflecting on the NSA being off his trail. They talked periodically over the years about what would happen if the NSA ever tried to find him again. It was a worry that was always on Jones’ mind. Even if it was in the back of his mind, and even if he didn’t show it very often, it was still there somewhere.

      Though Jones was initially guarded about throwing in with the CIA, he couldn’t deny it felt good to get the NSA off his back. It was like a weight being lifted off his shoulders. He suddenly felt freer. Not that it ever really affected how he operated, it still felt more liberating somehow.

      “David?” Recker asked, finally getting his partner’s attention.

      Jones shook his head and focused on Recker speaking. “Hmm?”

      Recker smiled. “You all right?”

      “Yes. Yes, I’m fine, why?”

      “I’ve been talking to you for like five minutes and you haven’t heard a word I’m saying.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry, my mind was elsewhere I guess.”

      “I could tell. You good?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “NSA?” Recker asked.

      Jones nodded. “I must admit I never thought it would be possible to escape them. Though I know lately I haven’t seemed to be much of a priority for them, I always figured they would find me somehow, somewhere, a few years down the road.”

      “Now you ain’t gotta worry about it.”

      “So it would seem. Thank you for that.”

      “You’d do the same for me.”

      “I would.”

      “All right, let’s cut out the mushy stuff before someone starts crying, ’cause I know it won’t be me. Let’s get down to business.”

      Just as he said the words, he got a text message from Lawson with a clickable link that led to a secure website they could use to read up on their target. She couldn’t send classified files through email or text and take a risk of it being stolen or compromised. Recker handed his phone to Jones so he could bring the website up on the big screen. Jones typed in the login and password Lawson assigned them. Immediately, files started appearing on the screen, including a couple of known pictures of Cloutier. The man changed appearances periodically, changing his hair from blonde, to brown, to black; sometimes with a beard, sometimes clean-shaven, sometimes a goatee. He seemed to be a master at changing his look. By looking through his file, it was obvious why Cloutier was so elusive. He was not a man who stuck to patterns. He changed his looks, his ways of operating, the people he dealt with, nothing, it seemed, stayed the same.

      “Looks like he might be a challenge,” Haley said.

      “Would you like to revisit your one-week time frame?” Jones asked.

      “No,” Recker answered. “He’s just like anyone else. He has, and will again, make mistakes somewhere along the line. If he didn’t, they wouldn’t even have these pictures of him. If they didn’t make mistakes, we’d likely never catch them. But everyone does. We just have to find the ones he’s made.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “It’s always easier said than done. But we’re not a bunch of scrubs they’re sending out into the wild. We’re the best.”

      “Well, it would appear this is going to be a long night to get familiar with this man,” Jones said.

      “And an early morning,” Haley said.

      “Indeed. And some of us have more to do than others.”

      Haley looked at Jones, then looked at Recker. “Meaning me, right?” Recker asked.

      “That would be correct. You still need to talk to her. You can’t do it in the morning with your bags already packed and a foot out the door.”

      “Let’s go over this stuff for a few hours, then I’ll head home for a bit. Then I’ll talk to Mia.”
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      By the time Recker stepped foot in the door of his apartment, he could already smell something good cooking. Mia heard the door closed and came out of the kitchen to greet her boyfriend, giving him a hug, and planting a kiss on his lips.

      “Smells good,” Recker said.

      “Me or the food?”

      Recker smiled. “Both.”

      “Well, you got here just in time, because it’s ready.”

      Mia grabbed hold of his hand and led him into the kitchen, where the food was already sitting on the table. They sat down and started eating. Mia was in a happy mood and looked it. She couldn’t say the same for her partner though. Recker was quiet, his facial expressions weren’t changing, and he was looking down at his food the entire time.

      “Don’t like it?”

      Recker finally looked up at her. “Huh?”

      “Don’t like the food? I’ve noticed you keep picking at it, like there’s something wrong with it.”

      “What? Oh, no, not at all. It’s good. Really.”

      “Then what’s the matter?”

      “Nothing’s the matter.”

      Mia stared at him with a cynical-looking face. She knew better. She knew his brooding face as well as anyone. Recker then looked at her and obviously faked a smile, trying to seem as if nothing was wrong.

      “Mike, do you really think you can fool me?”

      Recker sighed, knowing he couldn’t. “No, I guess not. Never really have been able to.”

      “So, why do you even try?”

      “I dunno. I guess because… I dunno. I guess because I’m not sure how you’ll react to this.”

      For some reason, Mia’s thoughts immediately turned to their baby, wondering if maybe Recker was having second thoughts about it all.

      “Why? What’s it about?”

      “Uh, well, us,” Recker replied.

      “Us?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Is this about the baby?” Mia asked. “Have you changed your mind about being involved?”

      Recker sat there looking dumbfounded, her question taking a few seconds to sink in. “What? No, no. It’s nothing like that.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah. Everything I said yesterday still holds true. Nothing’s changed.”

      Mia looked as apprehensive as ever. “Then what’s this about?”

      “I, uh… after I left the hospital yesterday, I got a call from Michelle Lawson.”

      “The CIA girl?”

      Recker laughed. “Well, yeah, I guess that’s one way to put it.”

      “What’d she want?”

      “Me.”

      “What?”

      Recker could see his words could have been misconstrued in different ways, so he clarified. “Well, my talents I mean.”

      Mia turned her head slightly and squinted one of her eyes, sensing a bomb was about to drop. “She wants you to work for them again?”

      “Well, yes, kind of.”

      “Mike, will you stop beating around the bush and just tell me what she wanted?”

      “OK. The CIA is on the trail of a suspected arms dealer, a guy who supplies many terrorist outfits.”

      “OK?”

      “They’ve lost six or eight agents in that pursuit.”

      “And?” Mia asked, thinking she could already guess where this was leading.

      “They asked me to go after him.”

      Mia let out a nervous sounding kind of laugh. “You make it sound so simple and I know it can’t be that simple.”

      “It’s in Europe.”

      Mia put her hands on her head, trying to wrap her mind around what she was hearing. “Soo… what, you’re just gonna go back to work for them? Did you already agree to this?”

      “It’s only one job. It doesn’t mean I’m going back to working for them, because I’m not.”

      “You already agreed to this, didn’t you?”

      Recker looked down and rubbed the tip of his nose. He had trouble looking at her. Those were all the clues she needed to confirm she was right.

      “You did,” Mia said. “I can tell.”

      “It was something I had to decide on right away.”

      “Wait, this was yesterday? You could’ve given me some warning. You had all last night, all this morning to tell me, and you chose not to?”

      “I just… didn’t know how to bring it up.”

      “How about, hey Mia, the CIA came to see me this morning, and I agreed to work for them again, you know, even after they’ve tried to kill me and make my life what it is, but hey, why not, right?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “It’s exactly like that. You just decided to work for them without even talking to me about it.”

      “Are you even going to get anything out of this? Payment or something?”

      “I gave them stipulations that had to be met before I agreed to go,” Recker answered.

      “And?”

      “And they met them.”

      “What are they?”

      “They had to get David off the NSA’s radar. They had to agree that none of us would ever wind up on a CIA hit-list. And they had to agree that if any of us ever wound up in jail, they’d have to get us out within twenty-four hours.”

      “And they agreed to all that?”

      “They did.”

      “And you think they’ll live up to that if the situation calls for something else?” Mia asked, having her doubts.

      “If they don’t, they know things could go very sideways for them. I don’t think they wanna go there. If each side keeps playing nice with each other, everything will be fine.”

      “I’m glad you’re sure of that.”

      “Mia, I did this for us.”

      “For us? What am I getting out of it?”

      “With the baby coming, I thought it would be good for your peace of mind to know that if something happens and I get locked up, I’ll have a get out of jail free card in my back pocket.”

      That was a good thing, not that Mia was about to admit it right then. She was still a little too ticked off to say there was anything good coming out of this. She crossed her arms and looked away for a moment, staring at the wall as she collected her thoughts.

      “So, when is this extended vacation happening for you?”

      Recker coughed, knowing this next answer wasn’t likely to help things any. Maybe if she had a week or two to prepare for him leaving, it would have gone over better. As it were, he knew she was not going to like his answer.

      “Uh… tomorrow morning.”

      “Tomorrow morning?!” Mia asked, her voice raising. “Gee, you think you could’ve given me any less time to prepare?”

      “The time wasn’t up to me.”

      “Of course it wasn’t. And just how long is this little trip of yours going to take?”

      “I don’t know. Until we get the guy we’re after.”

      “Just a general time frame would be nice. A week, a month, six months, a year, a decade, what?”

      “Could be as little as a week or two,” Recker said, trying to keep her calm.

      “And at most?”

      “Uh, could be a few months.”

      “Or a year or more?”

      “It won’t take long.”

      “You’re sure of that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Am I going to have this baby on my own?”

      “No, I’ll be here with you for it,” Recker replied. “I promise, this won’t take long.”

      “What about David and Chris?”

      “They’ll be going too.”

      “Oh, great. So, you’ll all be gone,” Mia said with a sigh. “So, I’ll be going to all the doctor appointments by myself. Just like a single mother. I guess that’s what I really am, huh?”

      “Mia, stop. I won’t be gone that long. I’ll be back in plenty of time to go to all the doctor appointments with you. I promise.”

      Mia really wasn’t in the mood to hear anything though. She was mad. She pushed her chair out and started to leave, but not before she said some final words to her boyfriend before she left.

      “You know, maybe at some point in time, you’ll actually start treating me like an equal partner instead of someone who’s just along for the ride.”

      “Mia, wait.” Mia walked out of the kitchen and headed toward the front door. “Where are you going?”

      “Out.”

      Recker got up and headed into the living room just in time to see her open the door. “Where?”

      The door slammed shut before he could hear a reply, not that one was forthcoming, anyway. Recker let out a deep sigh then slapped his leg.

      “That definitely could’ve gone better.”
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      Mia came back to the apartment after an hour. She spent the time walking around the neighborhood, trying to clear her head. Recker was sitting on a couch in the living room watching TV as she walked in. They looked at each other, but neither said a word. She felt kind of embarrassed their conversation unfolded in the way it did, and Recker didn’t want to say anything to her until he knew she had calmed down some.

      Mia went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of milk. She stood there, leaning against the counter, thinking of what to say to her boyfriend. It turned out she didn’t have to. Recker came in after she’d taken a few sips of her drink. He changed his mind about talking after watching her walk past him. He couldn’t really disagree with anything she said. She had a right to feel the way she did, he thought. He wasn’t great at explaining things. It always seemed to come out wrong somehow. Mia looked away from Recker as he walked into the kitchen. She took another sip of her milk. Recker cleared his throat before he began speaking.

      “I’m sorry,” Recker said.

      Mia finally looked at him. “For what?”

      Recker flipped his arms up, letting them come back down and smack his legs. “For everything. For not saying things the right way, for not including you in my decisions, for not talking to you about this sooner, for not making you feel like you’re as important as you are. Everything.”

      “It’s just… I don’t understand why, after all this time, you still hold things back from me.”

      “You’re right. I shouldn’t. There’s no reason for it. You’re not wrong.”

      “You should be able to come to me right away and discuss things. I’m a big girl, I can handle things. I know there’s going to be things you do that maybe I don’t like or agree with, but at the end of the day, I would like for us to be able to talk about it.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Stop saying I’m right.”

      “But you are,” Recker said. “I know that. As soon as it happened, I should’ve let you know it was a possibility and talked about it with you so you could be involved and prepare for it. I dropped this on you at the last minute and there’s no excuse for it.”

      “You know, it’s hard to argue with someone who isn’t arguing back and keeps telling the other person you’re right.”

      “That’s because I don’t want to argue. And I’m not just saying you’re right to shut you up and stop fighting. I know I was in the wrong here. There’s nothing else I can say.”

      Mia sighed, having a tough time fighting with herself. “You really make it hard, you know?”

      “Do you want to talk about this?”

      “I thought that’s what we’re doing?”

      “I mean about the trip.”

      “What good would it do? You already made your decision, didn’t you?”

      “Doesn’t mean you can’t tell me your feelings on it,” Recker answered.

      Mia put her drink down on the counter and let out a deep breath. “I’m really not happy that you’re going.”

      “I gathered that. Is it because I just dropped it on you or because you really don’t like that I’ll be on a different continent?”

      “Both. I mean, you don’t really know how long you’re gonna be gone. You think it’ll be a couple weeks, which is probably you just trying to put a positive spin on it, which means it’ll probably be a month, maybe two, or even longer. Can you deny it’s possible it’ll take that long?”

      “No. I can’t deny it’s a possibility.”

      Mia sighed again, still having a lot to get off her mind. “I just told you I’m pregnant, and a day later, you’re going off to some faraway land for who knows how long?”

      “It’s England. It’s not so far away.”

      “You get my point.”

      “I know. It’s not like I was going out looking for this. It was presented to me, it’s an emergency, and we got some things that will help us out of it.”

      “I don’t understand why it has to be you. You don’t even work for them anymore.”

      “That’s why. Because I’m not on their payroll. So, the guys we’re after won’t be expecting me.”

      “It just seems like they could have other people do this.”

      “They have,” Recker said. “They’ve wound up dead. I’m the last resort. There’s a guy out there selling weapons to terrorists. Blowing up women, children, and a lot of innocent people. You really want me to turn my back on that?” Mia turned her head away, not wanting to admit she wouldn’t. “And what about the good things we’re getting out of the deal?”

      “What good things are they?”

      “David gets off the NSA radar. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      “Of course it does.”

      “How about having the knowledge that we’ll never have to worry about being taken out? Don’t you think that’s good to have with the baby coming?”

      Mia sighed again. “Of course it is.”

      “And what about getting out of jail if it ever happens? Again, don’t you think that’s something good to have with the baby coming?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, there are good things coming out of this.”

      “I know. I just… I don’t know.”

      Recker grabbed her arms and brought her in closer to him, putting his arms around her. “I know. It’s a lot to take in all at once without being prepared for it.”

      “You’re gonna be so far away.”

      “It won’t be so bad. It’s not like we’re in the Pony Express days anymore. There’s email, text, phone, video, there’s plenty of ways to stay in touch.”

      Mia sighed, burying her head even further into her boyfriend’s chest, ready to accept what she knew was going to happen anyway, whether she fought it or not. She knew it was best to just accept it and move on. She didn’t want to spend their last remaining hours together fighting.

      “Will you try to make an effort to talk every day somehow?”

      “Of course I will,” Recker said. “Now, there’s gonna be a time difference so it might not always line up at a good time.”

      “I don’t care what time it is. Even if you wake me up at three o’clock in the morning. As long as I get to hear your voice and know you’re OK.”

      “I promise I’ll contact you somehow every day. It’ll be like I never left.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “I’ll try to get back as soon as I can.”

      “Don’t rush just for me,” Mia said. “Take your time and do it right. The last thing I need is for you to rush through things and make a careless mistake just to get back to me sooner, and it’s a mistake that costs you your life. As much as it pains me to say it, I’d rather you be there an extra week or two then come back to me a few weeks earlier in a box or a bag.”

      They then started kissing, with the intention of stopping after a minute to continue their discussion. They kept on going though, eventually removing their clothes and going into the bedroom to continue their “discussion”.
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      Jones and Haley were still at the office, going through as much of the information they were given about Cloutier as they could. After a while, after not hearing from Recker, their thoughts turned toward their partner.

      “You think they’re doing all right?” Haley asked.

      “Why?”

      “Thought he was coming back after he talked to her.”

      “It’s a tough conversation to have,” Jones said. “They’re probably still discussing things.”

      “You think she’s really giving it to him?”

      “I’m sure she is.”

      “You really think he’s gonna bring her back here tonight?”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me. Anything they can do to spend more time together, while still preparing for the mission, I’m all for it. If it takes bringing her in at the same time, if it keeps his head right, that’s all that matters.”

      “You don’t think her seeing some of this stuff might scare her off a little?”

      “Mia’s a tough woman. She can handle it. Besides, in my experience, it’s always better to know what the situation is instead of just guessing about it. Guessing leads to thinking about things that aren’t there or true. And it’s usually much worse than the reality. If she knows what’s really going on, she’ll worry less, which will make him worry less, which will lead to a happier and better working Michael.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

      It was about an hour later that Recker, and Mia, came walking into the office. As soon as he saw her, Haley came over to Mia and gave her a hug.

      “Good to see you,” Haley said.

      “Thanks,” Mia replied. “You too. You got roped into this too, huh?”

      “Well, I figured somebody’s gotta look after your worse half so I figured it might as well be me.”

      Mia smiled at him. “I couldn’t think of a better person to do it.”

      “Where’s mine?” Recker kidded.

      Haley playfully shoved his partner.

      “Now the gang is all here, how about we get to work?” Jones chimed in.

      The group spent the rest of the night, working up until about midnight, going over the information Lawson had sent them. They tried to determine exactly what their first moves would be once they arrived in London, so they weren’t spinning their wheels once they got there. They identified their first target, a man who worked in the shipping yards. He was a guy several of the other agents had talked to as well.

      “Looks like that’s our first move,” Recker said. “Talk to this guy.”

      “Just because the others talked to him, doesn’t mean he’s a leak or anything,” Jones replied. “Could just be a coincidence.”

      “Could be. Might not be too. It’s a starting point.”
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      The next morning, Recker woke up, finding Mia already sitting in bed, wide awake.

      “Hey, what are you doing up?”

      Mia smiled at him. “Waiting for you to get up.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t want to miss you leaving.”

      “Are you gonna be OK?”

      “I’m gonna miss you. A lot. But I’ll get it through it. Somehow. Maybe I’ll just try to work more.”

      “Don’t work too much,” Recker said, putting his hand on Mia’s stomach. “Just make sure you take care of yourself.”

      “I will. You make sure you do the same.”

      “Nothing could stop me from coming home to you.”

      They kissed for a minute before Recker tore himself away so he could get dressed. He showered, changed, ate breakfast, and made sure all his bags were packed with what he needed.

      “Should I drive you to the airport?”

      “No need,” Recker answered. “Chris and David will be here in a few minutes. Figured we might as well all go together. You should go back to bed and get some sleep.”

      “I doubt I’ll be sleeping much.”

      “You need to try. You know it’ll be good for you and the baby. You can’t be stressing yourself out.”

      “I know.”

      They talked for a few more minutes before there was a knock on the door.

      “There’s the bell,” Recker said.

      Mia put her arms around him, giving him as big of a hug as she could muster. They then passionately kissed for another minute. There was another knock on the door.

      “I guess I need to go.”

      A sad look came over Mia’s face. “I guess so.”

      Recker gave her one final kiss, then grabbed his bags, and walked toward the door. He opened it, seeing Haley standing there. Mia smiled at him and waved, as Haley waved back.

      “Please be careful,” Mia said to them both.

      “We will,” Recker replied.

      “Remember your promise. Every day.”

      “I’ll remember.”

      Recker walked out, closing the door behind him. Almost immediately, Mia went over to the window, wanting to catch a final glimpse of him going to the car. After a minute, Recker and Haley appeared, walking through the lot to go to the car Jones had waiting for them. Once Recker put his bags in the car, he turned around and looked up at his apartment, seeing Mia’s pretty face staring down at him. He brought his hand up to his chest and gave a slight wave to her before getting into the car.

      As they drove out of the complex, and out of Mia’s sight, she wiped her face, a small tear coming out of both her eyes. She hoped this wouldn’t be her last memory of him. Mia went back to her bed to lie down, grabbing a pillow and clutching it close to her chest. She closed her eyes and said a prayer, praying for the entire team to come home safely and in a relatively quick manner.
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      Once the team arrived at the airport, they were almost immediately greeted by Lawson. She greeted each of them with a smile and a handshake.

      “You seem pretty wide awake for six a.m.,” Recker said.

      “It’s a big day.” Lawson then handed them a few more files.

      “What’s this?”

      “More information to look over. This was stuff I wanted to make sure was seen by nobody other than you guys. Just a few more names and dates to run down.”

      “At least we have something new to read on the plane.”

      Lawson then reached into her bag and took out three phones, handing them to each member of the team. “My number is already programmed into them, as well as the numbers of the other phones among you.”

      “What if we need to give a number to a contact or something?” Haley asked.

      “That’s fine. You can give them this number if you want. I just wanted to make sure there’s nobody else who’s aware of these. So, if a number dials in and it’s not mine, you know you have to put your guard up.”

      “What about your superiors?” Recker asked. “What if they want to check in?”

      “They won’t. I can’t stress enough that nobody else from the agency will contact you other than me. If my superiors need to contact you about anything, you’ll hear it from me first.”

      “Understood. Anybody else, two in the chest and one in the head.”

      “That’s it. And I want to make it clear I’m here for you guys. Any time of the day or night, I don’t care when it is or what I’m doing, I will drop everything to deal with whatever you need. No matter how big, or even if you think it’s something minor that probably won’t pan out, if you need me to check it, send it over to me. The only thing that’s important is you guys finding Cloutier, and you guys getting home in one piece.”

      “In that order?” Recker asked with a smile.

      “I’d like to accomplish both things simultaneously. And I know you guys can do it.”

      “We’ll certainly give it our best shot,” Jones said.

      “I know you will. You have any other questions before you go?”

      The team all looked at each other, though none of them had anything else on their minds.

      “I think we’re good,” Recker said.

      “OK. Good luck,” Lawson replied.

      The men got on their plane, and Lawson watched them disappear. She went over to a window and watched the plane take off. She hoped the mission would go as well as she envisioned it would. The team was on a nonstop flight, so they would arrive in London at Heathrow Airport in about seven hours. It would give them a lot of time to read the additional information Lawson gave them. Recker looked out his window seat, his thoughts turning to Mia. Part of him felt badly for leaving her like this, especially after she just found out she was pregnant. A piece of him felt like he should still be there with her, supporting her better. There was nothing he could do about it now though. Right or wrong, there was no turning back. He just had to press on and hope they could get the job done quickly.
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      Once they arrived in London, they rented the car reserved for them. It was a black SUV, just like they were used to. They immediately went from the airport to their hotel to check in. It was one of the nicer hotels in the city. They had a room high up on the tenth floor, with a window that overlooked the city. As they put their bags down, Haley went over to the window.

      “Nice of them to spring for a room with a view, huh?”

      The others laughed. “Yeah,” Recker replied. “They’re always known for their generosity. You been in London before?”

      “Once. Probably about five, six years ago. Wasn’t here that long though. Only two or three days. I was tracking someone, and they passed through. Seemed like a nice place though. I always wanted to come back. More as a tourist though, not like this. Still probably not gonna be able to see much of the city the way I’d like.”

      “Not to spoil your fun, but I hope we’re not here long enough to see much of anything.”

      Haley smiled. “Yeah. This is where you were for a while, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Six months or so.”

      “You like it?”

      “Believe it or not, I didn’t get a chance to see much of the city either. Most of the time was spent underground trying to get myself healed up.”

      “How’d you work that anyway?” Haley asked, curious about how he was able to avoid the CIA spotlight for so long. “How’d you get away?”

      As they were talking, Jones started setting up his equipment on the desk. It wasn’t as large as he was used to, but he could make it work.

      “Need help there, David?” Recker asked.

      “No, thank you. I can handle it. Go ahead and answer the question. I never heard the full details of your escape either.”

      “Oh. What is this, twenty questions?”

      “Well, we can’t do anything until I’ve got everything set up, anyway. Might as well reminisce a little.”

      “I wouldn’t really call that reminiscing.”

      “Even so… how did it all happen?”

      Recker’s mind went back to that time, still remembering everything so vividly. “Well, obviously, I knew I was in trouble. They’d just come for me at the hospital and I just missed them. I knew I had to get out of sight somehow.”

      “And you had an ace in your back pocket?” Haley asked. “Someone you knew you could trust?”

      Recker shook his head. “No, nothing like that. I didn’t think I could trust anyone. At least not here. But I knew there was one guy I could.”

      “Who was that?”

      “He was my mentor in the CIA. He helped train me. I knew if there was one guy I could turn to, who wouldn’t turn me in, it was him.”

      “Looks like that was a good bet. He was here with you at the time?”

      “No. He retired a few years before that. He lives on the east coast somewhere. But I knew he wouldn’t betray me. I also knew I had to turn to somebody if I was gonna get out of that mess.”

      “So, you called him?”

      Recker nodded, remembering the conversation he had with him. “Yeah. I explained everything that happened, but he already knew.”

      “What? How?”

      “Apparently they had contacted him to try and get a fix on what I would do or where I would go. He didn’t tell them anything, said he didn’t know.”

      “Good thing he believed you.”

      “Yeah, they told him some story about how I betrayed the agency or something, but he knew that was a bunch of crap. He knew I wouldn’t do something like that.”

      “So, what’d he do?”

      “Said he knew a guy who was here, a criminal he thought could help me.”

      “He had a criminal help you?” Haley said with a laugh.

      “Yeah, he had a little bit of history with the law. But he owed my mentor a couple favors, so he considered it repaying one of them.”

      “So, you just hung out with him for a few months?”

      “Well, wasn’t quite like that,” Recker said. “I had to move around to different spots every few weeks, just to make sure we weren’t tipping anything off or if anyone came around checking. But most of them were dirty little holes in the ground most people would avoid. Most normal people anyway.”

      “You make it all sound so mundane,” Jones said.

      “Well, there was a little more to it than that,” Recker replied. “There were quite a few close calls, a bunch of times hiding in a secret wall or compartment, things like that. But somehow I made it through.”

      “Lucky for us.”

      “Yeah, lucky for us.”

      Recker then went over to the window himself and looked down at the bustling city.

      “When you wanna start knocking some heads together?” Haley asked.

      “As soon as David there stops fumbling around and gets his act together.”

      Jones shot him a glance, though he knew his friend was joking. “Don’t let me stop you. Feel free to do whatever you like.”

      “We heading right into it or waiting until tomorrow?” Haley asked.

      Recker continued looking out the window. “You know how I am with waiting.”

      “Today it is.”

      “Somewhere, Cloutier is out there, and I intend to find him as soon as possible.”
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      As Jones finished up setting up his makeshift workstation, Recker and Haley huddled together at the table by the window, trying to determine their plan of attack. There were a bunch of different ways they could go, different people to talk to, places to stake out, and they probably could have done it in any order. But they were trying to look at it logically and figure out an order.

      “How about we talk to this guy first?” Haley asked, pointing to the name of Charlie Alderson.

      Recker sorted out the files until he got to the one of Alderson, reading his information again. “Why first?”

      “Well, all those other guys talked to him. And they wound up dead within forty-eight hours. If he’s linked with him, might as well know it right off the bat.”

      Recker studied the sheet for a minute. “The only thing is, if he is hooked up with Cloutier, he’s gonna know we’re here right away. We’ll lose the element of surprise.”

      “We might lose it, anyway. I mean, as soon as we start asking around about him, Cloutier’s gonna get word we’re looking for him. We’ve only got surprise on our side for two, maybe three days tops.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “Just seems to me we should go to the heavy hitters first and bypass all those people that won’t give us much or amount to anything.”

      “Well, there’s no guarantee this guy’s gonna give us anything either.”

      “Let’s step up the pressure right from the beginning,” Haley said. “Let Cloutier and everyone who’s working with him, let them know we’re not like the other guys who were sent here. Instead of us reacting to him, let him react to us. Let’s help him make the mistake we need to catch him.”

      Recker nodded. It all sounded good to him. “Let’s do it.”

      After they put their papers away, Recker and Haley got ready to hit the town. They went over to Jones, who was still getting his software programs up and running.

      “How much longer’s that gonna take?” Recker asked.

      “Should be good within the next few hours,” Jones said. “They’re sophisticated programs with a lot of moving parts. It’s not just like hitting the button on your laptop and everything’s ready to use right away. It takes time.”

      “I know. Just asking the question.”

      “It will be a few hours. If you are getting antsy, why don’t you go out and shoot somebody? Get acclimated to the area.”

      Recker looked at Haley, feigning a look of surprise. “I almost feel hurt. I’m almost insulted that you automatically think my initial response to being here would be to just shoot someone. I’m very hurt.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Well, I did say almost.”

      “Actually, we’re gonna go out and talk to someone right now,” Haley said.

      “Oh?” Jones replied. “Who do you have lined up?”

      “Charlie Alderson.”

      “Alderson. He’s the…”

      “The financial executive who’s got suspected ties to some shady people,” Recker said.

      “Where are you going to find him at?”

      “Well, the reports say he likes to go out drinking at some local establishments with a few of his friends around nine o’clock every Friday night. Seems to me we could join him, no?”

      “I think it would be rude not to,” Haley said.

      Recker and Haley started to leave the room, and got to the door, before Jones tried to give them some parting advice.

      “Be careful,” Jones said. “Remember, this isn’t likely to get wrapped up in a day. Don’t rush into anything and force it before it’s ready.”

      Recker smiled at him and nodded. “We will. Thanks Dad.”

      Jones rolled his eyes and shook his head as he got back to his computers. “Sometimes I don’t know why I bother.”

      There were two local bars Alderson was known to frequent, and considering he liked to switch up his spots, he could have been at either of them. Recker and Haley decided it would be better to split up, so no matter which bar Alderson went to, one of them would be there. After Recker dropped Haley off at the first location, they decided how they would handle Alderson showing up.

      “If he shows up here, then just keep an eye on him until I get here,” Recker said.

      “What if he shows up where you are?”

      “I guess I could come over and get you, then head there.”

      “We might lose him though.”

      “Well, he’s not on the run, so it’s not like he’s actually going anywhere. We could just show up at his work.”

      “That’s not until Monday though,” Haley said. “We’d lose three days.”

      “Unless I just take him myself.”

      “If he shows up there, just let me know, and I’ll grab a taxi or one of those ride sharing things.”

      “They have that here?” Recker asked.

      “Don’t they have them everywhere?”

      “Beats me. I never used one.”

      “Me neither. Either way, just let me know, and I’ll find a way to get there.”

      “All right, sounds like a plan. Neither of us makes a move until the other guy gets there.”

      “Unless Cloutier magically shows up and forces our hand.”

      “I think you might be dreaming on that one, buddy.”

      “Hey, never know.”

      “If Cloutier shows up here on our first night, I’ll buy you the fanciest steak dinner every night for a year.”

      Haley smiled. “I’ll take it.”

      After leaving Haley, Recker went straight to the other bar. Initially, he just sat in his car and kept an eye on the entrance for a while. But after about an hour, he decided to go in, just in case Alderson had beaten him there. Recker walked around the bar, which seemed to be a nice establishment. There was just a bar and some tables for sitting, along with a few televisions. There were no pool tables or other excursions to distract people away from their drinking. But it wasn’t too loud, no serious partying, no ruffians, nothing that looked like it was getting out of hand like there were at some bars Recker had visited. It looked more like a little family restaurant than a bar. After walking past the bar area and looking at everyone sitting at one of the tables, Recker could see his target wasn’t there. He hoped Haley might have been having better luck, though by not hearing from him yet, assumed he wasn’t.

      “Hey, how are you making out at your end?”

      “Nothing happening,” Haley answered. “What about you?”

      “Same here. After waiting outside for an hour, I came in, but he’s not here.”

      “Yeah, I went inside and looked around too. After I cleared it, I came back outside. I’m just waiting across the street. Got a good view of the entrance. Hopefully, he shows up soon.”

      “He should. This is one of his nights according to the info.”

      “Maybe he’s switching it up.”

      “Most guys don’t switch up their behavior unless they know they’re being watched or followed.”

      “Maybe he’s different,” Haley said.

      “Maybe. I kind of doubt it though.”

      Instead of just walking around or waiting outside, Recker figured it would be better to blend in and took up a small table in the back corner of the bar. He ordered a drink, though he didn’t intend on finishing it. He took a few small sips of it, but wanted to keep his head clear in case Alderson walked in. He waited thirty more minutes and then noticed a man walking in, looking like the man he was looking for. The man had a hat on, which partly disguised his face, and was with a woman who appeared to be half his age. Recker kept close tabs on the pair as they walked through the bar until they eventually settled on a spot about five tables away from him. Once the pair sat down, the man took his hat off, giving Recker a clear view of his facial features. There was no doubt now that it was Alderson. Recker put his hand over his mouth to try to conceal he was talking to someone.

      “Chris, I got him.”

      “Alderson’s there?” Haley asked.

      “Just walked in with a woman.”

      “All right, I’m on my way. Give me about twenty minutes.”

      “OK. Looks like he’ll be here for a while.”

      As he waited for his partner to arrive, Recker picked up his glass a few times and pretended to drink to continue the illusion he was just a regular patron having a good time. He waited twenty-five minutes until Haley arrived. As soon as Haley came in, he looked around to find his partner, eventually noticing Recker in the back of the building. Haley walked over to his table and pulled up a seat across from him.

      “Sorry, took me a few extra minutes,” Haley said. “The driver didn’t exactly have a heavy foot.”

      “No big deal. This guy looks pretty content sitting there. Doesn’t look like he’s in any hurry.”

      Haley looked over at Alderson’s table, noticing the pretty young woman sitting there. “I wouldn’t be in a big hurry to go anywhere if I was him either. She looks like she’s barely twenty, if that. She’s gotta be half his age.”

      “Yeah, he’s what, thirty-nine, forty, something like that?”

      “Wonder what she sees in him?”

      “Could be anything,” Recker said. “Maybe she’s one of those types who likes older men, maybe she doesn’t look at age, or maybe she likes the fact he’s powerful and has money. Or maybe it’s just plain old-fashioned love.”

      “Guess it doesn’t really matter. When you wanna make a move?”

      “I dunno. I don’t really wanna talk to him with this girl there. Gotta get rid of her somehow.”

      “I could walk over there and use my charm, get her somewhere else.”

      Recker laughed. “Yeah, let’s not go there.”

      “What, you don’t think I could charm her away?”

      “Uh, let’s just try something else.”

      They sat there for a few minutes, kicking some ideas around, not really coming up with anything they liked. Then Recker finally thought of an alternative.

      “Who always knows something in a bar?”

      Haley thought for a second. “The bartender?”

      “Right.”

      “Maybe he knows these two.”

      “And maybe we can get him to separate them for us.”

      “Worth a shot,” Haley said.

      Recker got up and went over to the bar and motioned for the bartender to come down to his position. The bartender immediately came down, assuming he wanted another drink.

      “What’ll you have?”

      “Uh, just wanna ask you something,” Recker said. He pointed over to Alderson’s table. “You know those two over there?”

      The bartender looked, though he didn’t have to look long. They were regulars. “Yeah. Charlie and Violet.”

      “I was interested in the girl.”

      The bartender smiled. “You and half the other people in this place.”

      “Are they together?”

      “No, not really. She comes in here with him sometimes, but they’re not a couple or anything. He comes in here with a different girl every time he’s here. I think he rotates them or something.”

      “Oh, a lady’s man.”

      “Yeah, well, I think they like his money the best, but whatever, who am I to judge?”

      “You think there’s a way I could get to talk to her alone for a second, without the guy looking on?”

      The bartender laughed. “I dunno, buddy. Unless you got a big roll, I’m not sure you got much of a chance with her.”

      “I just wanna talk to her for a second. Actually, he’s the one I really wanna talk to. I hear he’s a big financial executive. I got a couple real estate deals I could really use some banking on. I wanted to try and sell him to back me on it. It’s hard to do it with a pretty girl at the table distracting him.”

      The bartender looked to the hallway on the side, thinking about it. Recker pulled out his wallet and removed some money, sliding it on the bar closer to the bartender. The bartender rubbed his chin. He then reached down and picked up the money.

      “I suppose I could tell her someone called looking for her.”

      “You could do that?” Recker asked.

      “Maybe I could send her to another bar I know. She wouldn’t be lonely for long if you know what I mean.”

      Recker put a few more dollars down on the bar. “I’d appreciate that.”

      The bartender picked up the additional money. “When you need it by?”

      “Within the next few minutes?”

      The bartender nodded. “I can make that happen.”

      Recker then walked back to the table with Haley and sat down. “Looks like we’re in business.”
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      “What’s going on?” Haley asked.

      “I gave the bartender a few pounds. He’s gonna get the girl to leave for us.”

      “How’s he gonna do that?”

      “Remember how we were talking about love?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, that ain’t it,” Recker said. “Bartender said Alderson comes in with a different girl every week. This one’s usually one of them. Her name’s Violet. Said she’s strictly here for his money.”

      “How’d you lay it out?”

      “Said I knew Alderson’s some financial guy, and I had some real estate deals I needed backing on. Told him I thought I could hook him if he could get the girl out of the way, so she wasn’t a distraction. Put a little money down on the bar and he went for it.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      They continued watching the table for a few more minutes. Recker kept his eyes split between the table and the bar, waiting for the bartender to make his move. A few minutes later, it happened. Recker tapped Haley on the forearm and nodded that the bartender was on the move. They watched as he went over to Alderson’s table. The bartender leaned over and whispered a few things into Violet’s ear, then the woman quickly got up, grabbing her stuff. Recker and Haley watched the woman walk straight out of the bar.

      “The power of knowing your clientele,” Recker said.

      “Sure is something to be said for it.”

      As the bartender moved back to his spot behind the bar, he looked over at Recker and gave a quick nod.

      “This is our chance.”

      Recker and Haley picked up their drinks and walked over to Alderson’s table. They stood in front of it, waiting for Alderson to acknowledge their presence.

      “Help you, gents?” Alderson asked.

      “Sure can,” Recker answered.

      They didn’t wait to be invited to sit, Recker and Haley just helped themselves.

      “Do I know you boys?” Alderson asked.

      Recker laughed. “No, but we know you.”

      “What?”

      “We’re here to discuss business.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “The kind where you get to live.”

      “What? What are you talking about? What is this?”

      “We’re here to talk about Francois Cloutier,” Haley replied.

      “Who? Who’s that?”

      Haley just looked at him, like he couldn’t believe he was going to try to play stupid.

      “We know you know him,” Recker said.

      “You boys are Americans?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, what would you want with Cloutier?”

      Recker and Haley looked at each other. That was as good an admission of guilt as they were going to get.

      “Sure sounds like you know him to me,” Recker said.

      “I might have heard the name a time or two. Don’t mean I know him personally. What do you want him for?”

      “First of all, we’re here representing the British government. They’ve authorized us to look for this man.”

      “So, what do you want with me?”

      “We’ve heard you’ve done business with him.”

      “That’s an out and out lie. I’ve never done business with him.”

      “We don’t believe you,” Haley said.

      “I don’t care what you believe. I’m telling you I don’t know the chap.”

      Recker reached into his pocket and removed a picture. It was one of him and Cloutier, likely taken a year or two ago. He placed it down on the table for Alderson to see.

      “Who’s that?” Recker asked.

      Alderson looked at the picture, then took a drink. He didn’t look especially pleased to see the photo. He then picked it up, looking at it a little more closely. “Where’s this from?”

      “Beats me. I didn’t take it.”

      “Think it pretty clearly shows that you do know him,” Haley said. “Wouldn’t you say?”

      “What do you guys want from me?”

      “Thought we already made it clear,” Recker said. “We want Cloutier. You can help us get him.”

      “I can’t help you. Don’t know where he is.”

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “Probably when that picture was taken. Probably over a year or so ago.”

      “What was your business with him?”

      “He approached me with a deal. Something we could all make money on.”

      “What kind of deal?” Haley asked.

      “He said it was best if I didn’t know the details.”

      Haley raised an eyebrow, not believing his story. “You’re telling me he approached you with a deal and didn’t tell you what it was? How many deals have you made like that?”

      “He said he had an opportunity to acquire… some items that weren’t quite of the legal variety.”

      “And you didn’t have a problem with that?”

      “He said to protect me he couldn’t go into details, but I could make a quick few hundred thousand in about a week if I gave him some initial capital to work with.”

      “So, you did?” Recker asked. “Just blindly gave him money, just like that? With no idea what he was using it for?”

      “There were precautions taken.”

      “I’m sure there were. And you don’t know what he was buying?”

      Alderson shrugged. “I didn’t much care as long as I got my share. Could’ve been guns, could’ve been stolen paintings, stolen antiques, I don’t know. Sometimes it’s better not to inquire about such things.”

      Recker turned and looked at his partner. “Now, I don’t know about you, but my BS meter is pretty high, and I usually can tell when someone’s feeding me a line of crap.”

      Haley nodded, then looked all around him for emphasis. “Yeah, I’d say it’s being flung far and deep. I would say we’re about waist high in it right now.”

      Recker agreed. “Yeah, I’d say that was accurate.” Recker then turned back toward their suspect and continued the interrogation. “So, you wanna try this again?”

      “There’s nothing else to tell,” Alderson answered. “I’ve told you exactly how it happened.”

      Recker reached across the table and grabbed Alderson’s drink. He then poured it into his own drink and turned the empty glass upside down. Recker’s face was one of aggravation. It was obvious he wasn’t enjoying what he was hearing. He started rubbing his hands together. As he waited for him to say something, Alderson looked at Haley, wondering what else was going on. Recker cleared his throat and leaned forward to speak in a quieter, though still tough, and intimidating voice.

      “I’m gonna give you one more chance to tell me something useful. If you insist on going with the bunch of crap you’ve been saying, we’re gonna take you out back and pound you into submission. And that’d be just to start with. After we’ve pulverized you into a bloody mess, we’re gonna take you back to some black ops interrogation black hole they laughingly call a cell and drop you in it, where you’ll never see the light of day again, and where you’ll eventually die in a pool of your own filth with no one ever knowing where you are. How’s that sound?”

      Alderson smiled and let out a nervous sounding laugh. “You’re joking, right?” Recker continued with his serious face. Alderson then looked at Haley. “He’s joking, right?”

      “He doesn’t joke,” Haley answered. “Ever.”

      Alderson’s smile lessened but was still evident on his face. He wasn’t yet buying what they were selling. “What are you trying to imply? That you’re some special agents or something?”

      “We’re not implying anything. We’re just telling you how it is. You better start coming clean, and you better start doing it right now, or there’s a very good chance everyone you know’s gonna ask what happened to you because you’re gonna wind up on one of those missing posters come Monday morning.”

      “More tough talk from the dynamic duo, huh?”

      Recker looked at Haley. He was done playing games. He reached into his jacket and pulled out his pistol, making sure Alderson could see it. Recker then looked around to make sure nobody was paying attention to their business. With the coast clear, he put the gun underneath the table, pointing it right at Alderson’s body.

      “In case you’re not sure what he’s doing, he’s pointing a gun at you,” Haley said.

      “You guys are crazy,” Alderson said.

      “Finally, he understands,” Recker said.

      “I know you’re not gonna use that. It’s too public. You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I know this hasn’t sunk into that fat stupid head of yours yet, but I’m operating with diplomatic immunity. I can do any damn thing I want.”

      “I could just yell right now that you have a gun.”

      “Wouldn’t make one bit of difference. I’ll just shoot you, anyway.”

      “In front of all these witnesses?”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” Recker replied.

      “You’re crazy,” Alderson said, looking at them both. “You really are crazy. The both of you. You’re really full-out crazy.”

      “I want what I want. And you’re gonna give it to me. Or else you’ll pay the price for it. I’m gonna get it anyway so you might as well make it easy on yourself.”

      Alderson cleared his throat, finally realizing the mess he was in. “If Cloutier finds out about this, he’ll kill me.”

      “He didn’t hear it from us.”

      “Loose lips sink ships you know.”

      “Listen, we don’t really give a shit about you. Tell us what we wanna know and we’ll be on our way and you’ll never have to see us again.”

      “You won’t use what I say against me or anything?”

      “All we want is Cloutier,” Recker answered. “I can’t guarantee someone from the government won’t eventually come looking for you, but I can guarantee it won’t be us. The sooner you tell us what we’re looking for, the sooner we’ll be out of here.”

      Alderson sat there thinking for a few seconds. He knew he really had no other options. He fully believed the man in front of him might kill him if he continued to say nothing. Recker looked just crazy enough to do it to him.

      “All right, I’ll tell you what I know.”

      “When’s the last time you saw him?” Recker asked.

      “Like I said, it was about a year ago. Probably when that picture was taken. It was much like I said. He had a deal lined up, and he needed some additional funding.”

      “Why’d he call on you?” Haley asked.

      “I think he’d heard of me in certain circles.”

      “You got a reputation for lining up these kinds of deals?”

      Alderson shrugged. “If there’s enough money involved, anyone in my position would be interested in these types of deals, legal or not.”

      “Did you know what kind of deal he had?” Recker asked.

      “I assumed it was weapons. That’s as far as I needed to know or cared to know for that matter. What kind? What he was planning to do with it? That’s stuff that Cloutier played very close to the vest. Never mentioned his intentions with them. At least not to me.”

      “How can you get in touch with him?”

      “I can’t.” Alderson could see by the looks on their faces that they didn’t quite believe him, but he was being truthful this time. “No, really, I’m being honest now. I have no means to contact him. As far as I know, he contacts the people he does business with, not the other way around.”

      “So, if you had something for him, you couldn’t just call up one of his associates and ask to meet?”

      “That’s correct. It’s probably how he manages to stay ahead of everyone all the time. He calls the shots. He decides who. He decides when. And he decides where. He’s in total control.”

      “So, you only worked with him that one time?”

      “No, there were two previous times before that, each about a year apart interestingly enough. But I haven’t had contact with him since that photo. Don’t know where he’s at.”

      “Well, we have it on good authority he’s here.” Alderson started looking around. “Not here in the bar. Here in London. Well, maybe London. At least in England somewhere.”

      “Oh,” Alderson said. “Well, wish I could help you, but I can’t.”

      “Even if you can’t contact him directly, you must know someone who can,” Haley said. “He must have runners or something.”

      Alderson looked down at the table as if he were thinking about it, but just shrugged and shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

      “You mean he just contacted you directly himself?”

      “No, there was a third party who handled communication, but that’s a dead end.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ve tried to contact the number since then. It’s out of service.”

      Recker took out a piece of paper and a pen and slid it across the table. “Write it down.”

      “It was nearly eight or nine months ago. I’m not even sure if I remember it now.”

      Recker knew he wasn’t being genuine. “Write it down.”

      Alderson sighed and complied with their wishes. Didn’t much matter to him anyway since the number really didn’t do him any good. After writing it down, he slid the paper back over to Recker, who picked it up and looked at it.

      “This better be right or you’ll be getting another visit from us in the next few days.”

      “It’s good, it’s good.”

      “Anything else you can remember?”

      Alderson thought for a few seconds. There were some other things that might be worth something. But he wasn’t going to give them away for free. He was a businessman after all. Everything could be bargained for. Everything had a price. Recker and Haley could both tell he had something on his mind that he was reluctant to talk about.

      “What is it?” Recker asked.

      “Well, I’m not sure how viable this information is.”

      “We’ll be the judge of that.”

      “Yes, well, how badly do you want it?”

      “What?”

      “I’m a businessman,” Alderson said. “I’m willing to trade.”

      “You trying to blackmail us? Because if you are, I’ll put you right through this table.”

      Alderson rolled his eyes, thinking it was a silly thing to suggest. “Of course not. I’m merely suggesting an exchange of something. That’s how business works. I give you something, you give me something.”

      “And what is it exactly you want from us?”

      Alderson smiled. “To be forgotten. You say I might show up on government lists or the like. I’d simply like for it not to happen.”

      “And how do you happen to think we can help with that?”

      “Strike me off the list. Delete my name from a file. Lose my file. You know, something like that.”

      “And if we can?”

      “Then I’ll tell you a rumor I’ve heard. I don’t know whether it’s true or not, that’s for you to run down. But those are my terms.”

      “We could just throw you down a hole and beat it out of you,” Recker said.

      “Yes, and I have no doubt you’re very capable in that regard or that I would eventually break and tell you what I know anyway, but it might take you a few extra days. I get the feeling you don’t want to waste valuable time.”

      “You’re kind of a scumbag, you know that?”

      Alderson didn’t seem the least bit insulted. Probably because he’d been called worse. “Such is the way it goes. All I’m asking is to be left to my own devices. I don’t think I’m asking for too much. It’s not like I’m asking for money or to be whisked away to some tropical island or something. Just to be forgotten.”

      Recker seemed inclined to give him the deal, but he looked over at Haley first, who also nodded his agreement.

      “All right,” Recker said. “You got your deal. If you give us something useful, when we walk out of here, we’ll place a call and have them lose your file for a while.”

      Alderson smiled. “Excellent. Like I said, I don’t know whether this is credible or not, but I heard a rumor there was a big shipment coming in in the next couple of weeks.”

      “Couple of weeks? You can’t pin it down?”

      “I can only relay what I’ve heard.”

      “Cloutier?”

      “Well, names weren’t mentioned, but from the way they were talking, it was someone big. And when I say big, I mean in Cloutier’s vein.”

      “What kind of shipment are we talking about?” Haley asked.

      Alderson shrugged. “Wasn’t expressly said. I got the feeling it was guns. I could be wrong, but that’s the sense I got.”

      “Where’d you hear this from?”

      “The name escapes me, but he’s a well-known informant, kind of a little rat, but he seems to always know more than he should.”

      “So, why’d he tell you?”

      “He didn’t. I heard it from someone he did business with.”

      “It could be anybody,” Recker said. “You don’t have a name, you don’t have a date, you don’t have anything. You even got a location?”

      “I believe it was one of the seaports.”

      “Which one?”

      “Oh, I don’t know… Port of… no, that’s not it. Port of… no.  Port of Dover. Yes, that was it.”

      “The shipment’s coming in by boat?”

      Alderson smiled, having a smug little look on his face, apparently pleased with himself. “That’s correct.”

      “Where’s it coming from?”

      “No idea.”

      “If it’s…,” Haley started to say. He stopped himself short, not wanting to talk about anything in front of Alderson.

      “You got anything else?” Recker asked.

      “No, that was it,” Alderson answered. “Our deal?”

      Recker didn’t look pleased, but he was a man of his word. “A deal’s a deal. Can’t guarantee how long your file will get lost for though. If I were you, I’d disappear after this.”

      “Truer words were never spoken.”
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      Once Recker and Haley were out of the bar and in their car, they started discussing the latest developments.

      “You gonna say something in there?” Recker asked. “I noticed you cut yourself off.”

      “Just about this supposed shipment.”

      “What about it?”

      “If this is Cloutier, and that’s still a big if, and he’s got something being shipped in, it’s gotta be product for his warehouse. It’s probably a big trailer they’ll just put right on a truck and take it to his place.”

      “Yeah, could be.”

      “That would mean he’s got people working at the yard. There’s a lot that could go wrong unless you got someone watching the shipment, making sure nothing happens to it. And that would mean someone who’s got power and authority.”

      “And someone you trust,” Recker said.

      “Or someone you got leverage over.”

      Recker then texted Jones the number Alderson had given them, hoping he could pull some magic out of a hat. They didn’t really expect to find a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, but even if he could extract some type of useful information, it would be a step closer to finding Cloutier.

      “What now?” Haley asked.

      “Well, we could hit the Port of Dover, but without a name attached to it, I’m not sure what good that would do. Nobody’s gonna outright admit to knowing Cloutier. And it’s probable he’s never even been there, anyway.”

      “It’d be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

      “I guess we’ll just go back to the hotel and plot our next move. Maybe find that needle at the port.”

      They drove straight back to the hotel, getting there in about thirty minutes. By the time they arrived, Jones was well into his investigation of the phone number.

      “How are you making out on that?” Recker asked.

      “I’d like to give you bad news, but I’m afraid even that would be too encouraging.”

      “Well, at least you’re keeping open a glimmer of hope, right?”

      “What’s the saying? You can’t make chicken salad from chicken…”

      “Yeah, I know it. Thanks.”

      Haley sat down at the table and started sorting through the papers laid out. “Let’s see if we can find out who his contact is at the port.”

      “How much longer’s it gonna take you?” Recker asked his partner at the computer.

      “Not long,” Jones answered. “Why?”

      “Well, if you’ve got an extra pair of hands, you can try helping us find his contact at the port.”

      “I have two things to say to that.”

      Recker sat down at the table, bracing himself for his reply. “Yeah?”

      “One, the good thing about computer programs, is they are usually able to handle multiple activities at once.”

      “And the second?”

      “It would help if I knew what you were talking about.”

      Recker looked away for a second, realizing he never told him about that piece of information. “Oh.”

      Recker then relayed the information Alderson had given them about the seaport. Jones wasn’t as enthusiastic about the news as the other two were.

      “That’s all?”

      Recker shrugged. “That’s what we got.”

      “It could be anything or anybody.”

      “Could.”

      “It could be some old grandma smuggling in a thousand illegal types of cats.”

      Recker looked at Haley. “Is there any type of illegal cat?”

      “Not that I know of. Not the house kind anyway.”

      “You know what I’m saying,” Jones said. “There could be a big shipment coming in in the next couple of weeks? I mean, what is that? Could it be any vaguer?”

      “Could’ve just said a shipment was coming without mentioning the next few weeks. That might have been better.”

      Jones put his hand on his forehead and shook his head. “That’s all the information you could get out of this man?”

      “That and the phone number.”

      “So, a complete dead end and then an opening as wide as the Atlantic Ocean?”

      “Well, gee, Wally, that’s all the man knows.”

      “Really?”

      Haley started laughing, though he put his hand up to his face to try to cover his mouth.

      “Perhaps your interrogation methods are slipping a bit?” Jones asked.

      Recker didn’t take offense to the notion, but quickly dismissed it. “There’s nothing wrong with my interrogation methods. I can tell when a man’s lying and when he’s saying what he believes. This guy told us what he knew.”

      Jones looked to Haley. “Yeah, I agree,” Haley said. “The guy just didn’t know much other than that. He’s not a skilled liar. You can always tell.”

      “Well, maybe that is so,” Jones replied. “But it doesn’t help our pursuits any.”

      “Don’t have to tell us,” Recker said. “We know.”

      “How are we supposed to track down someone at a port without any clue as to their identity?”

      “Can’t you just plug some algorithms in and spit out a few names?”

      “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to keep plugging away in some other manner. Knock on a few more doors.”

      “And hope they don’t close on us?”

      “Something like that.”

      Recker and Haley then started looking through their files, determining who they should target next. They started writing down a list of names, then started arranging them in order. After they were finished, they had about ten people down.

      “Guess we can start with these guys first thing in the morning,” Recker said.

      “Sounds good. Maybe one of them will lead us to the guy at the port.”

      “Wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

      “Maybe we can have Lawson follow up on it,” Haley said. “Maybe she’s heard some chatter about it and can fill in the missing pieces.”

      “Not a bad idea. I’ll give her a call.”

      As Jones and Haley continued digging through the information they had at their disposal, Recker called Lawson.

      “Hey, how’s London?” Lawson asked.

      “Everything I expected it to be.”

      “Everything OK?”

      “Yeah, just following up on a new lead we heard.”

      “You have a new lead already? That’s fast.”

      “Yeah, before I get into that, I need you to do a favor for me,” Recker said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Charlie Alderson. He’s in the files.”

      “Yeah, I remember the name.”

      “I need you to lose his file for a few months.”

      “Why?”

      “He gave me some information which I’m about to tell you,” Recker answered. “The condition was that his file got lost or misplaced for a while.”

      “I could probably do that. Say six months or so?”

      “That should work.”

      “That’s only for us though,” Lawson said. “I can’t make any guarantee about any other government, such as his own, who might come calling.”

      “Fine with me. I only promised him the people I was working with. Anybody else is his problem.”

      “OK, done. What else?”

      “This guy told us he’s heard there’s a big shipment being brought in through one of the seaports. He says it’s big. Though he didn’t get a name or a date, he kind of connected the dots and somehow that led him to believe it was Cloutier behind it. You heard anything about it?”

      “About a week ago we picked up information that Cloutier had something going on near a seaport, but we didn’t have any credible evidence to back it up. There’s a lot of ports out there.”

      “Well, this guy said it was the Port of Dover if that helps.”

      “It does help,” Lawson replied. “I can start digging into it.”

      “Good. I don’t have any hopes that Cloutier would be there himself, but I would think he’s got someone on his payroll there, probably someone working there.”

      “Yeah, I would agree. I’ll start running it down. Your guy didn’t happen to mention where this shipment was coming from, did he? It would make tracing it a bit easier.”

      “No, that was all he knew.”

      “OK. Well, at least it’s something. As soon as I find anything out, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks.”

      Recker put the phone back in his pocket and looked at his friends sitting there working. He then thought of Mia.

      “I’ll be right back. I gotta make another call.”

      Jones and Haley knew what he was doing. Recker walked into the bedroom and closed the door. It only took one ring before Mia picked up.

      “Hey,” Mia excitedly said. “How are you?”

      “As good as I can be considering I’m a few thousand miles away from you.”

      “I know. I miss you already. Today felt like the longest day without you here.”

      “Well, hopefully it won’t be too much longer.”

      “How’s that going?”

      “OK, I guess,” Recker answered. “We’ve already got a new lead we’re working, so hopefully something comes of it. Never know though. Trying not to get my hopes up too much.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine. A little lonely, I guess. But otherwise, I’m OK. I’m gonna try to pick up some extra days working to pass the time more. Maybe I’ll be so tired I won’t have a chance to miss you as much.”

      “Just make sure it’s not too much and you’re taking enough time for you.”

      “I will.”

      They continued talking for over an hour before they finished their conversation. Once done, Recker came out of the bedroom, and stood there, something finally hitting him. He then walked back into the bedroom, looked around for a second, then walked into the second bedroom, doing the same thing. Once he came out, he went over to the table Jones and Haley were sitting at and joined them.

      “You know, I just realized something,” Recker said.

      “What’s that?” Jones replied.

      “There’s only two bedrooms in this hotel room.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “Umm, there’s three of us.”

      Jones stopped what he was doing and looked at Recker with a blank kind of stare. “And? Your point?”

      “My point is there’s three of us and only two beds. No offense to either of you, since I love you both, but I stopped sharing a bed with my friends when I was like eight sleeping over a friend’s house.”

      “First of all, there’s two beds and a pull-out sofa. So everyone can get their own space.”

      “Oh. OK. No offense meant. It’s just… well, after sharing a bed with Mia, both of you are… kind of a step down.”

      Haley laughed, appreciating his friend’s sense of humor. Jones was not quite as amused.

      “I can pretty much sleep anywhere,” Haley said. “And have. I could probably make myself comfortable in a bathtub if I had to.”

      “There’s something to look forward to,” Jones said.

      “I don’t really care either,” Recker said.

      “After all that, you don’t care?”

      “After all what?”

      “You just made a big stink about the bed situation and now you say you don’t care?”

      “I wasn’t making a stink about it,” Recker answered. “I was just… mindfully inquiring about the sleeping arrangements.”

      “Oh, is that what you call it?”

      Recker nodded. “Yes, that’s what I call it.”

      “Maybe we should rotate,” Haley said.

      “In what way?” Jones asked.

      “Well, each night, a different one of us takes up the sofa. That way the time is equally split.”

      “I’m good with that,” Recker replied.

      “Well, I’m glad that’s settled,” Jones said. “Now if we can move on to other more important matters?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like what did Ms. Lawson say about the information you gave her?”

      “She’s looking into it. She’d heard something about it, but it’s the first she heard about the specific port being used.”

      “Well, hopefully something comes out of that.”

      “Yeah. Let’s hope.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      While Jones spent most of the next day trying to investigate the Port of Dover and find anything there they could latch onto, Recker and Haley spent it questioning other people who were on their list. About halfway through, they stopped to eat and discuss what they’d come up with thus far, which admittedly wasn’t much.

      “What do you think?” Haley asked. “Five people. Didn’t get anything out of any of them.”

      “Yeah, I guess it’s a little much to expect everyone we talk to is gonna give us something like Alderson did.”

      “It’d be nice though.”

      “Nice, yes. Realistic, no.”

      “Well, we still got five more to go.”

      “I’ll check in with David,” Recker said. “Maybe he’s come up with something on his end.”

      Recker called Jones, who picked up rather quickly. “Yes?” Jones greeted.

      “Hey, that’s my greeting.”

      “God forbid you’re rubbing off on me.”

      Recker laughed. “You can only hope, right?”

      “Umm, no. I can’t really say it any nicer than that.”

      “Oh well. Anyway, I was just calling to see if you’d gotten anything yet?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “Nothing?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Oh.”

      “Why, were you expecting something?” Jones asked.

      “Well… I was hoping you’d be able to pull something out of your hat.”

      “As I’ve explained to you many times, I’m not a magician. I can’t pull things out of thin air.”

      “OK, OK. I’ll check in with you later.”

      “Nothing?” Haley said, getting the feeling after listening to the conversation.

      “Zippo.”

      “Well, let’s finish up and get on with it.”

      They finished eating, then continued with their journey, still having five more people to question. At least for today. None of the ten people on their list was what anyone would consider good leads. They were mostly people who were thought to maybe have some type of contact with Cloutier, either directly or indirectly, over the years. And some of them might not even have known they were in contact with him at the time. Cloutier used dozens of different aliases over the years. Unfortunately for Recker and Haley, the last five names on their list didn’t provide anything better than the first five they talked to. None admitted to knowing Cloutier or any of the aliases he used. They didn’t get the sense anyone was lying to them. Everyone seemed genuine in their lack of knowledge as far as Recker and Haley could tell.

      By the time Recker and Haley got back to the hotel, it was just after ten o’clock at night. They’d been out since nine in the morning. They were beat. Before doing anything else, Recker slipped into the bedroom to talk to Mia. While he was on the phone, Haley went over to Jones, who was still sitting at the desk typing away at his computer.

      “Hope your luck’s been better than ours,” Haley said.

      “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “You’ve got a big fat zero too, huh?”

      “That’s basically what it comes down to.”

      Since Recker was on the phone, and Jones was still working, Haley went in to take a shower. He came back out fifteen minutes later, just as Recker was exiting the bedroom after his talk with Mia.

      “Chris tell you about our day,” Recker asked.

      “Yes,” Jones replied.

      “Wasted a whole day.”

      “I wouldn’t say it’s wasted,” Haley said. “Every lead we run down that we determine isn’t connected means we’re one step closer to finding the one lead that is a connection.”

      “Mr. Positivity.”

      Haley laughed, knowing Recker was teasing. “He is correct though,” Jones said.

      “Of course you would agree.”

      Haley continued with his positive attitude. “Wasn’t it Sherlock Holmes who said if you eliminate the impossible, whatever is left, no matter how unlikely, must be the truth?”

      “Not quite the exact line,” Jones said. “But it’s close enough. The sentiment remains the same.”

      “What’s that got to do with us?” Recker asked.

      “Well, if we eliminate all the false leads,” Haley answered. “Then whatever remains will be the good one.”

      Recker stared at him for a second, giving him a strange face. “Seems more à propos to some mystery novel. Not real life.”

      Haley shrugged. “Maybe so. Too soon in the game to be getting down though.”

      “I’m not down.”

      “How’s Mia?” Jones asked.

      “She’s good.”

      “Excellent.”

      Recker grabbed their file folders and took them over to the table. “Might as well start mapping out our day for tomorrow.”

      Haley went over to the table and joined his partner in looking through the files. They spent the next several hours writing down names, places, and people of interest. It was just after midnight when they finished finalizing their plan. Jones had wrapped up his computer work, and they were just about to call it a night, when Recker’s phone rang. Considering only three other people had the number, and two of them were still in the room with him, it could only be one other person. Only Lawson remained. Recker eagerly picked it up, hoping she had something juicy for them.

      “Hey, didn’t wake you up, did I?”

      “No, we’re still burning the midnight oil,” Recker answered.

      “Getting anywhere yet?”

      “Nothing other than what I gave you yesterday. You get a chance to look into that yet?”

      “Yes. It’s actually what I’m calling you about.”

      “You found out who it is?”

      “Well, no, we’re not that lucky. But we have compiled a list of about ten guys who we think might be involved.”

      “How’d you come up with that?”

      “Well, we used a variety of methods, going through backgrounds, criminal histories, bank accounts, along with about twenty other things, mostly looking for abnormalities or something that seems off.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “So, I’m sending you a copy of these names to check on,” Lawson said. “Could be one of these guys, or it might not be any, but it’s a starting point. I’ll send it as an attachment to your phone.”

      “We’ll get on it.”

      As soon as they got done talking, Recker checked and saw that she had sent him a message with a document to download.

      “What was that about?” Jones asked.

      “List of names to check on at the Port of Dover.”

      “How’d she get those?”

      “I dunno, hacked into some stuff I guess.”

      “My type of girl.”

      “I think she already has a boyfriend,” Recker said.

      “I didn’t mean literally.”

      “Oh.”

      Once Recker downloaded the document, he read it over, then decided to print it out from his phone, so they could put it with all their other files. Once he printed it out, Haley went over and grabbed it, also looking it over. There was about thirty or forty pages of material. It not only listed the names of the people in question, but also their addresses, work history, time at the dock, background check, criminal history, where they went to school, where they lived, basically everything about them since the age of ten.

      “This woman sure is thorough,” Jones said. “She is…” Jones stopped himself from going further, not wanting to be misinterpreted again.

      It wouldn’t stop Recker from continuing to tease him though. “Your type of woman?”

      “Yes, in theory.”

      “You know, that might be the thing for you.”

      “What?”

      “Where to meet someone. Maybe there’s an online dating app for hackers… like, Hackers for Love or something like that.”

      Jones rolled his eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Haley got some amusement out of it though, as he and Recker started laughing to themselves. As the three of them started to read the contents of the papers Lawson sent them, they debated whether they should put it off for another day.

      “It’s going to take a few hours to go through these,” Jones said. “It would probably be wise to do it tomorrow with a fresh pair of eyes.”

      Recker, always wanting to get things done as quickly as possible, was in favor of foregoing sleep if it meant getting to Cloutier sooner.

      “Let’s just do it now.”

      “Michael, I know you want to get this over with so you can get back to Mia, but it’s after midnight, we’ve got another long day scheduled for tomorrow, and this is likely to take several hours. Let’s just put it off for at least the morning.”

      “David’s right,” Haley said. “Let’s get some sleep. If we do it now or in the morning, it’s not really gonna affect any time frame, anyway.”

      Recker looked at them and nodded, coming around and agreeing with them. No matter what, they weren’t going out and questioning anyone in the middle of the night, so there was no use losing sleep over it and throwing themselves off for tomorrow. It could wait a few hours.

      “Fine,” Recker said. “You guys win.”

      Jones looked shocked. “Wow. That might be the fastest you have ever decided to agree with me on something.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t get used to it.”
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      Recker, of course, was the first one up in the morning. By the time Jones and Haley woke up, they found Recker already sitting at the table, combing through the information Lawson sent them. Jones went over to the kitchen and poured himself a cup of coffee from the potful Recker had already made.

      “Have you found anything interesting?” Jones asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Recker answered. “Lawson was right in sending us these names. There’s a ton of weird stuff happening with these people.”

      Jones came over to the table with his coffee and sat down. “Such as?”

      “A few have interesting criminal histories. And a few have some interesting bank transactions.”

      “Payoffs?” Haley asked, coming over to the table with a coffee in hand as well.

      “Could be,” Recker said. “It’s not paychecks or anything like that. They’re cash deposits for large amounts and would indicate they’re getting money from somewhere other than their employer.”

      “Their known employer.”

      “Right.”

      “So, how’d you wanna handle these?”

      “I have a suggestion,” Jones said. “Why don’t you two continue with what you already had planned for the day and I’ll start digging further into these names. Maybe I can come up with some other things on them.”

      Haley nodded, seemingly on board. He looked to Recker, who seemed to not be as enthusiastic about the idea.

      “I was thinking about talking to these guys today,” Recker said.

      “I don’t think that’s wise,” Jones replied.

      “Why?”

      “Because we’re still digesting this information. We’ve given it a cursory look, and it looks promising, but there’s still more buried underneath the surface. Let me see if I can find it before you go running off half-cocked talking to people.”

      Haley was still on board. “Plus, if David can come up with more stuff on them, it’ll give us more leverage in talking to them. If they’re feeding us a bunch of junk, we can hold this stuff up to them and know they’re lying.”

      “I’m only talking about a day,” Jones said. “I’m not talking about weeks or anything. Just give me a day to look through it all and see what else I can find. Since you already had your day planned out for today anyway, it doesn’t really set you back at all. If anything, it will enhance our time and make it more productive.”

      Recker finally saw the light and agreed. “OK. You got it for today.”

      “Wow, you really are becoming a changed man. Two times in a row.”

      “I’m sure the streak won’t last for too much longer.”

      “Of that I have no doubt.”

      The trio finished eating breakfast together, then went their separate ways for the day. While part of the day for Recker and Haley involved interviewing and questioning people, part of it also entailed surveillance. There were several questionable characters they were looking at who they knew talking to would be a waste of time. But they hoped by following them, they’d lead the team to something bigger and more interesting. But that was later. The morning would be spent talking to four other people who were suspected of having ties to Cloutier somehow, though it hadn’t yet been proven. The first was an antiques dealer, Colin Feeney, who was suspected by the police and the local government of running various illegal schemes through his shop for a price.

      Recker and Haley walked into the small shop, which was in the middle of a busy street. They immediately started walking around, inspecting the place. There were no other customers, so the owner quickly came over to them to greet them.

      “Hello gentlemen, my first customers of the day.”

      “Lucky us,” Haley said.

      “How can I assist you today?”

      “Oh, look at that, very prim and proper,” Recker replied.

      “Excuse me?”

      Recker didn’t see the point in beating around the bush, so he decided to take the very blunt approach. “What do you know about Francois Cloutier?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Why do you keep saying that? Francois Cloutier. What do you know about him?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t recognize the name. Are you gentlemen here on business or are you just browsing around?”

      “We’re here on business,” Recker answered. “Our business. Francois Cloutier. Where is he?”

      “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, sir. I do not know the name you’re referring to. And if you insist on this line of questioning, I’m afraid I’ll have to call the police, and have you escorted from the premises.”

      “You really wanna call the police with all the stuff you’re doing?”

      “Pardon me?”

      “C’mon, we all know the kind of stuff you’re doing here. Money laundering, drugs, stolen property, you’re letting a lot of things go through here, aren’t you?”

      “I do not have to listen to this. I’m calling the police.”

      “Go ahead and call them,” Recker replied, taking out his wallet and flashing some type of badge.

      “You’re not the police?” Feeney phrased it as a cross between a legitimate question and shock that they might have been. “You’re American.”

      “No, we’re not the police. We’re special agents working with the British government on a case.”

      “Whatever you’re working on has got nothing to do with me.”

      “Well, that’s where you’re wrong. We’re looking for Francois Cloutier. And we know you know him.”

      “That’s a lie. Never done business with the man myself.”

      Recker and Haley looked at each other, both acknowledging the way he phrased it. “So, you’ve done business with him indirectly then?”

      “That’s not what I said. I don’t know the man.”

      Recker and Haley walked over to the front counter, where a cash register was placed. Feeney followed them over to it. Recker took a picture out of his jacket and placed it on the counter.

      “Is that your store?”

      “Looks like it,” Feeney answered.

      “Isn’t that Cloutier standing in front of the building?” Recker knew full well it wasn’t, but he was trying to get confirmation one way or the other on whether Feeney could identify the man in the picture.

      “I don’t know who that man is.”

      “You’re telling me that’s not Cloutier?”

      “I’m telling you I don’t know. Maybe it’s this Cloutier guy. Maybe it’s not.”

      “Did you do business with this guy?” Haley asked. “The picture was taken six months ago.”

      Feeney scratched his chin, unsure whether he should reveal anything, or how much once he did. Recker could read the man’s face. He knew something he wasn’t sharing.

      “We’re not leaving here until you tell us what you want to know,” Recker said.

      Feeney continued looking at the picture while stroking his chin, thinking about it. Recker and Haley continued trying to persuade him to cooperate.

      “You know, we can make life very difficult for you,” Haley said.

      “That’s right,” Recker added. “We all know you’re doing some illegal stuff here.”

      “You can’t prove anything.”

      “We don’t have to prove it. At least right now. We can stake out your business, follow you, bug your phones, plant listening devices in here, we can do all of that. And in six months to a year, you can receive a warrant and end up in a prison cell somewhere.”

      “Or you can talk to us,” Haley said. “And once we walk out of here, we can forget you ever existed.”

      “Are you blackmailing me?” Feeney asked.

      Recker smiled. “Of course not. We’re just trying to give you some friendly advice that we can make your life a living hell or you can go about your business without us messing it up.”

      “Let’s just say I agree to your terms. Not that I’m admitting to anything you say I’ve done, you know?”

      “Of course not.”

      “But let’s just say I agree to it. What guarantee do I have that you won’t do those things, anyway?”

      “Our word.”

      “And what’s that worth?”

      “Listen, we’re after Cloutier,” Recker answered. “In the grand scheme of things, we don’t really give a hoot about you. As far as we’re concerned, if you tell us what we want to know, we’ll leave here, and you can go on doing whatever it is you do.”

      “Without you butting in?”

      Recker put two fingers in the air. “Scout’s honor.”

      “I have sincere doubts about you ever being a boy scout.”

      “Regardless, the offer is what it is. I don’t have any interest in seeing your face again after today. The longer I’m here with you means the longer it’s gonna take me to get what I’m really after.”

      “Cloutier?”

      “That’s right. So how about we stop the charade and you tell us what’s going on so we can get out of your hair?”

      “You know, you government guys are sometimes worse than the criminals.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “How’d you latch on to me, anyway?”

      “Listen, Colin, you’re a known criminal, you’ve done time, you still hang around bad people, and there’s pictures of you with people you shouldn’t be messing with. The question is how we got on to you. The question should be how did it take this long?”

      Feeney kind of shuffled his head off to the side, unable to dispute his words. “Fair enough.”

      “So, what about it?”

      “You really don’t intend to investigate me in any way?”

      “Uh, well, with your background, I can’t guarantee the police won’t show up here in a month or two, but I can guarantee we won’t be involved in it. And if you want some good advice, if I were you, I’d pack up and move. Or stop the peripheral stuff you’re doing for a while. Then you won’t have to worry about it.”

      “Astute point.”

      “Cloutier now?” Haley asked.

      Feeney, though still not looking happy about it, figured he might as well come clean. He took the men at their word that he wouldn’t be implicated in anything. They had all the leverage, anyway.

      “Yes, well, I have obviously heard the name of Francois Cloutier, though I can’t say I’ve ever had the privilege, or dis-privilege, depending on one’s point of view, of ever meeting the man.”

      “You’ve never met him?” Recker asked.

      “I have not.”

      “Have you done business with him?”

      “Well, only in a roundabout way of course.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well, there was a man here who said he was associated with Cloutier who I did business with, who was doing it on behalf of Cloutier, or so he said.”

      “What business was that?”

      “Guns. There was some type of transaction that was taking place and they needed a place to store several crates full of weapons.”

      “So, they chose you?” Haley asked.

      “Yes, well, I guess they may have heard that my warehouse is big enough to accommodate crates of, uh, ahem, antiques. So, they asked if they could use my room as storage for a week or so.”

      “And you did?”

      “There was no reason not to. I was involved in nothing other than renting out my storeroom space. The man simply wanted space to leave several crates for about a week.”

      “You never saw what was in them?”

      “Not initially,” Feeney answered. “It was a don’t ask, don’t tell policy. It’s something that’s served me well over the years. Don’t poke your nose into other people’s business and you’ll often be better off for it.”

      “I assume you didn’t just do this for free?” Recker asked.

      Feeney laughed. “Of course not. There was a generous fee paid. A down payment given to me at the beginning, the rest done at pickup.”

      “Who picked it up?”

      “The man came back and said he was here to pick up the goods. A few minutes later a moving truck pulled up in the back with two other gentlemen and they put the crates inside the truck and off they went.”

      “So how do you know there were guns inside?”

      “When they were putting the crates in the truck, one of the men remarked about how heavy the crate was and said something to the effect of, ‘what kind of guns are in here?’ or something like that.”

      “And how do you know the other guy worked for Cloutier?” Haley asked.

      “Well, he told me that right off the bat. I suppose he figured I was more likely to deal if I knew Cloutier was involved.”

      “Names?”

      “Couldn’t tell you any. Never got any.”

      “You mean you did business with these men and you didn’t know who they were?” Recker asked.

      “As I said. Don’t ask, don’t tell. I really didn’t care who they were, or what they were doing, as long as I got paid. And I might tell you I got paid very handsomely.”

      “So, it was just a money grab for you?”

      “Precisely.”

      “You don’t know where they took the guns? Where they got them from? Anything else?”

      “I do not. In this business, you’re better off not asking questions. That’s how people get killed. Not minding their own business.”

      “Wow. You’re a criminal with a moral compass,” Recker said sarcastically.

      “I like to think so.”

      “So, what else do you know?” Haley asked. “That can’t be all.”

      “I assure you I know nothing else. It was the only time I’ve ever done business with Cloutier or any of his associates, at least as far as I know.”

      “No contact with him since then, huh?”

      “Nothing.”

      “So, what else do you know about him?” Recker asked.

      “Not much. Just what I hear, along with everyone else. Rumors and stories and whatnot.”

      “What kind of stories?”

      “Oh, you know the ones. The kind that brags about things he’s done, things like that. Who knows whether any of them are true?”

      “What about what he’s planning?”

      “I’m afraid I wouldn’t have any idea about that. As I’ve said, I don’t know the man or do business with him other than that one time. Haven’t the faintest idea.”

      “What do you know about the shipment Cloutier has coming in at the docks?”

      “Shipment?” Feeney shook his head as he thought. “I don’t know anything about that. Just what I’ve heard.”

      “So, you have heard something?”

      “Same thing everyone else has heard. There’s a big shipment of something coming in in a few weeks. No names, no dates, don’t know who or what’s involved. Could be anyone and anything.”

      “We think it might be Cloutier waiting for a shipment,” Recker said.

      “Could be. As I said, I don’t know any details other than the rumors I’ve heard, which is nothing concrete.”

      “What about Cloutier’s warehouse?” Haley asked. “We know he’s got one somewhere.”

      Feeney smiled. “Yes, his infamous warehouse. Must be a sight to behold. I’ve heard the rumors about such a place, but I don’t know if it in fact exists.”

      “It does.”

      “Well then, you know more than I.”

      “Anything else you can tell us?”

      “I don’t know what it would be. I’ve told you all I know.”

      They continued to throw a few more questions Feeney’s way, but he just didn’t have any other answers for them. He told them all he knew.

      “All right, I guess we’ll be going,” Recker said.

      “Wish I could say it’s been a pleasure meeting you, but…”

      “Stay out of trouble, huh?” Haley said.

      “Always the goal.”

      Recker and Haley then walked out of the store. As they walked along the street to go back to their car, Recker pulled out their list, putting a line through Feeney’s name.

      “Onward and upward?” Haley said.

      “Onward. I don’t know about upward. Just keep on trekking.”
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      The rest of Recker and Haley’s day did not provide anything useful. They talked to several more people, none of whom could even tell them half as much as Feeney did, or Alderson for that matter. They staked out a couple people, watching them as they either left their work or their homes, hoping they would meet up with someone shady they could pinpoint back to Cloutier. Nothing happened though. Nobody made even the slightest move toward doing something suspicious. After they finished up with the last name on their list, they had to head back to the hotel.

      “Back to ground zero?” Haley asked.

      Recker sighed. “Yeah, there’s not really anything left for us to do out here. Let’s take it back to the barn and see what shakes out.”

      “Maybe David’s got something.”

      “Hope so. Haven’t talked to him all day. That’s unusual.”

      “Might mean he’s on the trail of something.”

      “Could be. Also, could be he’s got nothing worth talking about.”

      “Let’s shoot for some positive waves.”

      “I’m all for shooting something,” Recker said. “But it ain’t positive waves.”

      Once they arrived back at the hotel, Jones barely heard them come in. He heard a door open but didn’t bother to turn around, assuming it was them. He didn’t want to take his mind off his work, even for a few seconds.

      “Got anything there, professor?” Recker asked.

      “Shhh,” Jones replied, putting his index finger in the air, still without turning his head.

      Recker and Haley looked at each other. “Guess he’s busy,” Haley said.

      “I would say so. I don’t remember ever getting a shhh before.”

      Exhausted, Recker and Haley both went over to the couch and plopped themselves down, wanting to relax for a few minutes. Since whatever Jones was doing seemed to be occupying him immensely, they assumed it was something important.

      “Excuse me sir,” Recker said, putting his hand up like he was back in school. “Could you at least tell us how long you’re gonna be there.”

      “A few more minutes.”

      “Do you mean a few more, as in like five, or a few more as in, like, thirty?”

      “I don’t know yet,” Jones answered. “You can’t rush these things.”

      “So I gather.”

      “Why don’t you use the downtime to call Mia?” Haley said.

      Recker looked at him and nodded. “Good call. I do believe I will.” Recker got up and started moving toward the bedroom. “David, I’m gonna go in here and call Mia, you know, just so you know where I am in case you need me for anything. Not that you will or anything.”

      “Have fun. Tell her I said hi.”

      After Recker went into the bedroom, Haley, figuring he had some time himself, just leaned over, lying down on the couch. With how tired he was from moving around all day for the last few days, he fell asleep within a few minutes. Recker was in the bedroom for close to forty minutes talking to Mia before he came back out. He initially didn’t see Haley.

      “Where’s Chris?”

      Jones still didn’t bother to turn around. He didn’t even know Haley had fallen asleep. “On the couch still, I believe.”

      Recker took a few more steps, coming around to the front of the couch, now seeing Haley sleeping there. He certainly couldn’t blame his partner for falling asleep there. He was tired himself. If he hadn’t been on the phone with Mia, he might have even done it too.

      “I’m almost there with you, buddy.”

      “What’s that?” Jones asked.

      “Chris is no longer with us.”

      Jones immediately stopped typing and spun around. Recker said it in such an ominous way. “He’s just sleeping, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You said it like he was dead or something.”

      “Oh. Sorry. Bad habit I guess.”

      Jones spun back around and started typing away again.

      “Not that I’m trying to hurry you up again, though I guess that’s exactly what I’m doing, are you almost done?”

      “Almost.”

      “Because I’d like to move on, but it’s hard to do that when it seems like you’re working on something.”

      “Understandable,” Jones said.

      “You are working on something, correct?”

      “I am.”

      “Something important?”

      “Could be.”

      “Gonna give me anything more than that?”

      “In a few minutes.”

      Recker rolled his eyes and started walking around the room. “And people say I’m stubborn and hardheaded.”

      “What was that?”

      “Oh, nothing. Nothing at all.”

      Since he had nothing else to do, except for waiting, Recker went into the kitchen and made himself a turkey sandwich, along with grabbing a soda. He hoped that by the time he was done eating, Jones would be done as well. Finally, ten minutes later, Jones stopped typing and pushed his chair away from the desk, apparently finished. He wiped his eyes and rubbed the sides of his temples.

      “Done there?” Recker asked.

      “Yes.”

      Recker then reached down and tapped Haley on the arm to wake him up.

      “Is it morning yet?” Haley asked.

      “No, sunshine, still night.”

      Haley sat up, feeling like he’d only been asleep for a half hour or so. “Feels like I just went to sleep.”

      “You did.”

      “Oh.”

      “David’s finally done and is going to give us the holy grail so we can go home in a few days. Right?”

      Jones rolled his eyes. “If only it were that simple.”

      “I sure hope you have something interesting and didn’t just make me wait all that time just to tell me you have nothing. You didn’t do that, right?”

      “I’ve been able to eliminate most of the people as people of interest.”

      “That’s not what I wanted to hear,” Recker said. “You were supposed to say, I’ve identified the man we’re looking for. That’s what I was looking for.”

      “Sorry to disappoint. But there are still two men I think could be that person. You probably won’t know unless you talk to him.”

      “How’d you eliminate the others?” Haley asked, somehow managing to keep his eyes open.

      “I simply traced the money.”

      “You wanna expand on that?” Recker said.

      “The issue was that they all received mysterious payments which they deposited into their bank accounts, correct?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, I traced where the money came from.”

      “How?”

      “I zeroed in on family and known friends and tapped into their financial records,” Jones answered. “The people I’ve eliminated all had family or friends take out the exact amount of money from their account which was then deposited into the accounts of our suspects. Therefore, the money matches up and can be accounted for as to the question of where it came from.”

      “And the last two?”

      “I cannot make or find any leads as to where their money came from. Friends, family, no one matches up with the same amount of money.”

      “What if it came from two sources? You know, a brother gives them half, then a friend gives them the other half, something like that?”

      Jones shook his head. “I looked into that possibility. Nothing within the time frame makes sense. At least that I can decipher.”

      Haley yawned. “Doesn’t mean it’s anything criminal. Could be they gamble, had a good streak at the casino.”

      “Possible.”

      “Or they could be taking payments from a certain wanted man,” Recker said.

      “Also possible.”

      “Guess we need to check these guys out.”

      “I’ve already checked into their work schedules,” Jones said. “One is working now. He usually works an overnight shift. The other works during the day tomorrow.”

      “Guess we’ll slip into the darkness of the night.”

      “Are you trying to be poetic or something?”

      “Why, is it good?”

      “Not really.”

      “Then no.”

      Haley scratched the top of his head and yawned again. “Really? One of them’s really gotta work at nighttime? Figures.”

      “You can stay here if you want,” Recker said. “I can check it out alone if you wanna get some rest.”

      Haley stood up. “No, no, I just need to wake up a little. I just need to grab a coffee before we go.”

      Recker nodded. “Take your time.”

      “He’ll have to,” Jones said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The guy doesn’t report to work for another two hours.”

      Recker shook his head. “You couldn’t have told me that to begin with?”

      “You didn’t ask.”

      “In that case, I’ll make it two coffees,” Haley shouted from the kitchen. “Maybe even three.”

      Recker was about to say something as Haley walked back into the room, coffee in hand, but he yawned himself.

      “Ahh, see,” Haley said, pointing at him with his coffee. “I’m not the only one.”

      “I think you’re rubbing off on me.”

      Haley then turned around and walked back into the kitchen. He grabbed another cup of coffee and brought it back out with him. He handed it to his partner. “Here, you might need this.”

      Recker grabbed it, taking a sip. He then turned his attention back to Jones. “You got a file on this guy?”

      Jones walked back over to the desk. “I’ve got everything you need on both guys.”

      “Might as well look it over since we got some time to kill. Seems like we’ve been doing a lot of that.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Killing time.”

      “It’s still early yet,” Jones said. “We haven’t been here all that long.”

      “So you keep saying.”

      “I keep saying it because it’s the truth.”

      “Yeah. Let’s just hope one of these jokers is actually involved and can tell us something.”

      “That’s always the goal.”

      “That is the goal. Let’s hope we can finally put the ball across the finish line.”
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      It was around midnight when Recker and Haley finally got to the Port of Dover. The port was in southeast England, and is the closest English port to France, only a little over twenty miles away. It’s one of the world’s busiest passenger ports, with over eleven million passengers, along with several million more cars and coaches passing through, not to mention ferry services operated to and from France. It also has its own private police force which Recker and Haley had to be careful of.

      Their target was Gary Mendohlsen. He had worked at the port for over ten years, mostly in helping to load and unload ships and cargo freighters. He appeared to be a family man, having a wife and two young children, both under the age of five. He didn’t have any type of criminal record. It would have been a shame if someone like him was working with Cloutier, throwing away his life in the process. But it’d been done before. He wouldn’t have been the first to take a dumb risk and flush what he had down the toilet in hopes of a bigger payday.

      Recker and Haley initially tried to find Mendohlsen on their own, though they were unsuccessful at it. It was dark and there was still a lot of activity, even at that time of night. It appeared like there was still a lot of work that needed to be done. After looking around for close to an hour, they finally stopped someone and asked if they knew Mendohlsen. Thankfully, they were in luck. They were pointed to a crane that was currently unloading cargo containers.

      Recker and Haley went over to the crane and waved their hands in the air, wanting to get the operator’s attention. The man saw them and put his finger up, wanting them to give him a minute and finish what he was doing. After he finished putting the container on the cargo ship, Mendohlsen stepped out of the crane, wondering what the two men wanted.

      “Help you gents?”

      Recker took out his wallet and flashed a badge again. “We’re part of a United States and UK task force charged with running down suspected terrorists.”

      “OK?” Mendohlsen said with a shrug. “What’s that got to do with me?”

      “Francois Cloutier. Ever heard of him?”

      Mendohlsen’s eyes drifted over to the water as he thought about the question. “Don’t believe I have.”

      “You haven’t, huh?”

      Mendohlsen shook his head. “Name doesn’t ring a bell.”

      Recker took out Cloutier’s photo and showed it to him. “Any clearer?”

      Mendohlsen stuck to his previous statements though. “Nope. Never saw this guy before. What are you after him for?”

      “He’s an illegal arms dealer with suspected ties to several terrorist organizations.”

      “OK, so what are you coming to me for? What makes you think I know him?”

      “We’ve been hearing rumors that Cloutier has an expected shipment coming in through these docks in the next couple of weeks,” Haley said. “You know anything about that?”

      “No, haven’t heard anything like that. I’d be surprised though if it happened.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “People here are usually pretty good about that sort of thing. Police are always on the lookout.”

      “Not if Cloutier has got people on the inside, who work here, helping to get the shipment through,” Recker said.

      “I wouldn’t know about that.”

      “We do.”

      “What, you think I’m working with this guy? That’s a load of malarkey. Already told you, I don’t know this guy. What are your names anyway? I didn’t catch them.”

      “My name is Agent Starsky,” Recker said. “This is Agent Hutch.”

      “Like I said, don’t know anything about this.”

      “What about the five thousand pounds that was put into your bank account last week?”

      “You’ve gone through my bank account?” Mendohlsen asked, getting angry. “You’ve got no right to do that.”

      “I already told you we’re working with the government. That gives us the right.”

      “You can’t go into my account without a court order, I know that.”

      “I didn’t say we went into your account, did I?” Recker said.

      “You just said…”

      “I asked about a certain amount of money. I didn’t say how we knew. But thanks for confirming it for us.”

      “That’s a dirty trick.”

      “Maybe so. But we’re playing against people who play a lot dirtier than that.”

      “I already told you I don’t know this guy. Anyone who says otherwise is a liar.”

      “You wanna tell us about this recent deposit into your account?” Haley asked.

      “That’s none of your damn business.”

      “We’re making it our business.”

      Mendohlsen shook his head, steadfast in his refusal to talk. “I’m not talking about it.”

      “You realize that makes you look guilty,” Recker said.

      “That’s your problem, not mine.”

      “We can clear this up very easily.”

      “Yeah? How’s that?”

      “Just tell us where the money came from. If we can verify it, we can move on.”

      “I already told you I’m not talking about it.”

      “You understand it means we’re going to continue keeping a close eye on you from now on.”

      “You do what you gotta do.”

      “You got a wife and small kids, don’t you?” Haley asked.

      “You leave them out of this.”

      “Maybe your wife knows where the money came from?”

      “She doesn’t know anything. And you got no right to talk to her about it.”

      “We can avoid all that if you just come clean with us. If it didn’t come from Cloutier, we’ll move on.”

      “I’ve already told you I don’t know this person,” Mendohlsen said. “And where I got the money is my business, no one else’s.”

      “Well, we gotta make it our business.”

      “Are we done here? I gotta get back to work.”

      Recker smiled. “Sure. We’re done for now. I suspect we’ll be seeing each other again.”

      “Can’t say I’ll be looking forward to it.”

      “Us too.”

      Recker and Haley took a few steps back, leaning up against some crates as they watched Mendohlsen angrily storm back to his crane.

      “There was a man who seemed like he had something to hide,” Haley said.

      “No doubt. Question now is, is what he’s hiding the thing we’re looking for? Or is he just hiding something else he doesn’t want found out?”

      “He seemed pretty certain he didn’t know Cloutier.”

      “We caught him by surprise,” Recker said. “If he’s guilty, that’s all he was gonna say, anyway.”

      “We need to find out about that money. Where it came from will make all the difference.”

      “Yeah. Maybe we do need to talk to his wife.”

      “Tonight?”

      Recker looked at his watch. “You know what time it is? I’m not knocking on some woman’s door after midnight. What if she’s packing? Liable to get a mouthful of buckshot.”

      Haley laughed. “Never thought I’d see the day you were afraid of a simple housewife. In any case, this is the U.K., most regular people here don’t have a gun.”

      “Who says we’re dealing with regular people? Sometimes it pays to know when to stay away. In all seriousness though, knocking on her door this late, with kids in the house, is most likely gonna frighten her and she’ll wind up calling the police. We’d be better off waiting until morning.”

      “What about Mendohlsen coming home?”

      “What time’s he done work?”

      Haley took out the paper Jones had given them. “Says here around ten.”

      “If we get there between eight and nine, that should be enough time.”

      “That would work out,” Haley said. “If we talk to the wife, then come straight back here after that, the other guy should be on duty. Knock them both out one after the other.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Well, looks like an early day tomorrow. No sleeping in. Might as well get back to the hotel and get some sleep. We’re gonna need it.”

      “Yep. Looks like tomorrow’s gonna be another long one.”
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      The next morning, the team was up and ready to go by eight o’clock. They briefly had breakfast, then Recker and Haley went down to the Mendohlsen house, wanting to get there and talk to Mrs. Mendohlsen before her husband came home. It was a modest-looking home, one you would expect from a middle-class working household.

      “No car,” Haley said. “Looks like we beat Gary here.”

      “Yeah. Let’s hope she can actually tell us something.”

      They knocked on the door. Mrs. Mendohlsen answered within a minute. With two kids under the age of five, she looked like she was already ready for a break.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      Recker got out his wallet and flashed his badge again. “My name’s Agent Starsky, this is Agent Hutch, we’d like to talk to you for a minute.”

      “What about?”

      “May we come in?”

      “Umm, yes, I suppose so.”

      Mrs. Mendohlsen opened the door for the two men to come inside. She directed them to the kitchen table, that way she could keep an eye on her kids, who were playing in the next room while watching TV.

      “Now what’s this about?”

      “First off,” Recker said. “We’re not here to accuse anyone of anything. We’re simply trying to get to the bottom of something and we’re hoping you can help.”

      “With what?”

      Recker took out a picture of Cloutier and put it on the table. “Have you ever seen this man?”

      It didn’t take long for an answer. “No, I’ve never seen him. Who is he?”

      “Well, he’s actually the man we’re looking for. His name is Francois Cloutier.”

      “I don’t know him.”

      “We didn’t think you did. It’s your husband. We’re wondering if he knows him. Has he ever mentioned the name?”

      “No, never. You think Gary’s mixed up with this man?”

      “We don’t know. We’re not saying he is. We’ve heard Cloutier has been setting something up around the docks, that’s why we’re wondering if maybe your husband mentioned it or anything.”

      “No, not to me. Why don’t you just ask Gary?”

      “We have,” Haley said. “We’re not sure he’s telling us the truth.”

      “He would have no reason to lie. If he said he doesn’t know him then it’s the truth.”

      “There is also a question of money.”

      “What money?”

      “Your husband deposited five thousand pounds into your bank account last week. Do you know what it was for?”

      “It was a bonus from his work.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “Of course. That’s what Gary said. What else would it be from?”

      “Well, it certainly could be,” Recker said. “We just wanted to make sure it didn’t come from any other sources.”

      “Like what?”

      Recker shrugged. “Like friends, family, a loan, gambling winnings, anything like that?”

      “No, Gary doesn’t gamble. He told me he got a bonus from work.”

      “Was it a check? Cash?”

      “I don’t know. I never saw it.”

      “Oh.”

      “He called me on the phone one night, told me he got a bonus from work, and that he was going to deposit the money after finishing work.”

      By the line of questioning, Mrs. Mendohlsen knew it wasn’t as simple as they were trying to make it seem. She knew they were after something else.

      “What are you driving at?”

      “Nothing really,” Recker answered. “We’re just trying to get to the facts.”

      “The facts of what? You make it seem like you’re investigating my husband over something.”

      “We’re just trying to see if there’s a relationship between him and the man in the photo we just showed you.”

      “Of course not. Why would there be? Who is that man anyway? What do you want him for?”

      “He’s an international arms dealer. He’s wanted by at least ten governments.”

      Mrs. Mendohlsen immediately started shaking her head, somewhat violently, not wanting to hear, or accept what they were saying. She refused to believe her husband would be mixed up with a man like Cloutier. She’d known her husband since school. The man she knew would never be involved with an international arms dealer.

      “No, no, it’s not true. Whatever you think Gary’s done, it’s not true. He wouldn’t be involved with someone like that.”

      “We’re not saying he is,” Recker said. “We’re just trying to get to the bottom of where this man is. We’ve heard he’s got a deal lined up where your husband works, your husband mysteriously deposits a considerable sum of money, we have to investigate.”

      “Well, you can go investigate somewhere else. Because you’re not getting anything here.”

      “Is there anything else you can tell us? Anything strange happening recently around here? Your husband acting differently or anything?”

      “No, and I think it’s time for you to leave. My children need me right now.”

      “OK. Thanks for your time.”

      Recker and Haley got up and went out the way they came, followed by Mrs. Mendohlsen, who closed the door behind them once they left.

      “That went well,” Haley said.

      “Could’ve been worse.”

      “Could’ve been better too. She didn’t really tell us anything we didn’t know.”

      “Yes, she did,” Recker said. “She told us her husband’s mysterious deposit was a bonus from work.”

      “Think David can tell if it was?”

      “If anyone can, my money’s on him.”

      Recker then called Jones to let him know what Mrs. Mendohlsen told them. Jones said he’d get right on it, though his initial instincts were that it was not a bonus from work. Regardless though, he’d get right on it. While Jones was doing that, Recker and Haley were going back to the Port of Dover to question their last suspect. Nigel Bate was his name. He was another longtime worker of the docks, having been there for over twenty years. Like Mendohlsen, he helped to load and unload ships with various cargo capacities.

      Recker and Haley found Bate rather quickly, but instead of questioning him right away, stayed back for a while and just observed him at work. Bate was a big man. With tattoos on his arms and a bald head, he could be an imposing figure to some people. They wanted to see if Bate did anything suspicious while he was working or if he talked to anyone. They watched him for over an hour but didn’t see anything dubious. Eventually, Bate took a few minute’s break, just standing to the side as he took a sip from a water bottle. Recker and Haley took it as their cue to move forward. They approached him, immediately identifying themselves as government agents, just as Recker had done with the other people they had been questioning.

      “Government agents?” Bate asked. “What do you boys want with me?”

      “Just a few questions,” Recker answered. “You mind?”

      “Fire away.”

      Recker took out Cloutier’s picture and showed it to him. “You know him?”

      Bate took a close look at it but shook his head. “No. Don’t know the guy. Who is he?”

      “His name’s Francois Cloutier.”

      “Nah, never heard of him.”

      “He’s a wanted man. He’s an international illegal arms dealer.”

      “Wow. Is he supposed to be around here or something?”

      “Supposed to be.”

      “We hear he’s got a deal lined up and is bringing in a shipment here,” Haley said. “Right through this port.”

      “No kidding? Through here?”

      “You haven’t heard anything about it? Rumors or anything?”

      Bate shook his head. “Can’t say I have.”

      “Well, we’re investigating a lot of people here in regard to those rumors…”

      “Including me?”

      “You’re on the list.”

      Bate didn’t seem concerned or insulted. “Ask anything you want, I got nothing to hide.”

      Since Bate didn’t seem to mind the blunt approach, it was a refreshing change for Recker to not have to finesse information out of people. Most people didn’t want anybody digging into their background, no matter what the reasoning.

      “Well, since you put it that way,” Recker said. “Last week, you deposited three thousand pounds into your bank account. Mind telling us where the money came from?”

      Bate smiled. “No, I don’t mind. Casino.”

      “You won it gambling?”

      “Sure did. Blackjack table. Just one of those nights, I guess. Got pretty lucky.”

      “You gamble often?”

      Bate shrugged. “From time to time. When I got some extra money to spare, I like to head over there once a month or so.”

      “Are you usually so lucky?”

      “Are you kidding? The three thousand pounds I won probably covers everything I’ve lost there in the last two years. I probably go in there with a hundred, two hundred pounds at a time. Usually lose it all. But I have a good time doing it.”

      “You married? Kids?”

      “Divorced. No kids. If I had kids, I doubt I’d have enough money to be going to the casino.”

      “How long were you married for?” Haley asked.

      “Six years. Hated every minute of it.”

      “How come?”

      “I’m the kind of guy who likes to do what I want, when I want, without having to answer to anybody for it. If I wanna leave dirty dishes on the table, or socks on the floor, or wear the same shirt for three days at a time, hearing someone always nag about it just isn’t for me. Tried it. Didn’t work. I’m much happier now.”

      “Give your wife any money?”

      “Don’t have to,” Bate answered. “She’s remarried and much happier now too. Must be about five years now she’s been with this guy.”

      “Still talk to her, do you?”

      “Yeah, from time to time. We’re great as friends. Not so much as anything else. If you really wanna check on me, you can check my records. I withdraw the same amount of money, roughly, the same time every month so I can hit the casino. Always on a Friday night.”

      “We’ll do that,” Recker said.

      “Like I said, I got nothing to hide. You’re welcome to check everything I got.”

      “You live with anyone now? Girlfriend or anybody?”

      “Are you kidding? Never again, man, never again. Like I said, I like my freedom.”

      They talked with Bate for another ten minutes but could tell it was leading them nowhere. The man didn’t seem to care about any of their questions. He wasn’t bothered by them in the least. They knew he wasn’t their guy. He was too honest and forthright for that. After Recker and Haley finished up, they let Bate go back to work, as they walked through the port and discussed the situation.

      “I’m pretty sure that guy knows nothing about any of this,” Haley said.

      “Yeah, I would agree. It’s not often that people say they have nothing to hide, that they mean it. But that guy? I believe every word of it. He really does have nothing to hide.”

      “Probably should still check up on him just in case, maybe have Jones check those monthly withdrawals Bate was talking about.”

      “Yeah. I’m fairly confident it’ll turn out that he’s telling the truth.”

      “Well, we still have Mendohlsen. Both him and his wife didn’t seem the same as Bate in their willingness to check on them.”

      “Well, the wife is more out of shock and denial,” Recker said. “The husband, he’s the one who’s hiding something.”

      “Maybe David’s got something else.”

      “Let’s go back to the hotel and check in with him. Maybe something’s shaken loose.”

      Once they got back to the hotel, they told Jones about Bate’s penchant for gambling. Jones started digging into the man’s financial records a little more closely. As he was doing that, Recker and Haley dug into their files to see where they were going next. It wasn’t long after that until Jones had the information they were seeking.

      “It’s done,” Jones said.

      Recker and Haley immediately stopped what they were doing as they waited to hear what he found out.

      “Well?” Recker asked. “What’s the verdict?”

      “I would say Mr. Bate is telling the truth. He does take out roughly the same amount of money every month, always on a Friday.”

      “So that’s that. Are we sure he’s using it for the casino?”

      “Well, I guess it’s always possible he’s taking it out and giving it to his mother or something, but based on what you’ve told me, it sounds as if he’s being honest. You’re the one who talked to him. What did you think?”

      Recker sighed, for once not sounding so happy that he was right about something. He tossed a folder down on the table. “Yeah, we can rule him out. He was far too eager to reveal everything to us. He wasn’t holding anything back.”

      “I agree,” Haley said. “He’s a dead end. We need to move on to someone else.”

      “Like Mendohlsen. We need to dig more on him.”

      “I’m already on it,” Jones said.

      “Something will break soon,” Haley said. “It has to.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Recker replied.

      “Maybe. But I can hope.”
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      Two more weeks went by, and the team wasn’t any closer to finding Cloutier than when they started. They had no new leads, just a lot of theories and guesswork. They assumed Mendohlsen was involved somehow, but they couldn’t prove it, and Mendohlsen wasn’t talking. They tried to interview him again, but he just gave them the stonewall treatment. If the team was going to find out anything, they’d have to do it without his help.

      They were still hearing rumors about a shipment at the docks, though they had no credible evidence to prove it was accurate. For all they knew it was just a lot of smoke and bluster. They were all starting to get frustrated, though none more than Recker. He was missing Mia, and he knew this was going to take longer than he hoped it would. Recker and Haley were sitting at the table by the window in the hotel room when Recker suddenly tossed a folder down in an angry manner.

      “You all right?” Haley asked.

      “No, I’m not alright,” Recker replied. “This isn’t working. What we’re doing isn’t working. We haven’t found out anything, we don’t know where Cloutier is, we don’t have anything. Sitting here looking at these folders day after day isn’t getting us anywhere. We have to change patterns.”

      “Just what exactly would you want to do?” Jones asked.

      “I don’t know.” Recker put his hands on his face and sighed. He wasn’t sure what the answer was. He just knew it wasn’t in the folders they’d been looking at for the better part of three weeks. “Next week we’d have been here for a month.”

      “You knew this was a possibility when you agreed to take this assignment.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “If it was easy to find and take out a guy like this, they would have done it months ago. It takes time. You know that.”

      “I just know we’re spinning our wheels here.”

      “Well, I don’t know if I should say this now, I wasn’t expecting to just yet.”

      “What? You got something?”

      Jones put his hand in the air, wanting to caution against any unnecessary excitement or false hope. “I have something. I’m not sure exactly what it is yet.”

      Recker looked confused. “What? What’s that mean?”

      “It means I haven’t fully developed the… issue yet.”

      “Well, just tell us what you got then.”

      “It’s extremely preliminary at this point. I’m going to need a lot more time to fully vet this.”

      “How much more time?”

      “Could be days,” Jones answered.

      “Great. More time sitting on our hands and knees.”

      “Can you just tell us what it is in general terms?” Haley asked.

      “Well, it has to do with the payments we discovered to those workers at the Port of Dover,” Jones replied.

      “What about them?” Recker asked.

      “I do not believe they are the only ones.”

      “You mean there’s more people down at the dock who’ve received payments too?”

      “Not just at that port.”

      “What do you mean, not just at that port?”

      “I’ve found evidence of payments being received by workers at every port.”

      “Every port where?”

      “In England,” Jones answered.

      Recker and Haley’s eyes both widened, somewhat shocked by the response.

      “Wait,” Recker said. “You’re telling me there are workers at every port in England who have received large payments similar to Mendohlsen?”

      Jones nodded. “That is what I’m saying.”

      “David, there must be sixty, seventy seaports in England.”

      “Yes, I know. That is why I said it might take a few days.”

      “So, what are you saying exactly?”

      “I’m not saying anything just yet. What I am saying is, I have found workers at six seaports so far who have made large deposits into their bank accounts.”

      “Similar amounts?”

      “They’ve ranged in size between two thousand pounds to six thousand pounds.”

      “It can’t all be Cloutier,” Haley said. “I mean, if you’re saying what I think you’re saying, and he’s spreading the wealth around to every port, he’d have wound up paying over a hundred thousand dollars, and for what?”

      “Spending a hundred thousand dollars isn’t so much when you consider what you’re bringing in is worth millions,” Recker answered. “Especially if you’re worried about getting it inside the country.”

      “Seems like an awful lot of trouble to me.”

      “It might not be related to Cloutier at all,” Jones said. “That is why I said not to get our hopes up. Because it might be just like Mr. Bate. There may be a perfectly logical reason for some of these payments.”

      “Or Cloutier could be spreading things around in case the shipment was found out,” Recker said. “Nobody’s got the manpower to cover every port.”

      “We specifically heard about the Port of Dover though,” Haley said.

      “What better way to smuggle something into the country than by intentionally letting it slip out that the guns are coming in at one spot, with all the intention of bringing it in somewhere else.”

      “Smart.”

      “Nobody ever accused this guy of being dumb.”

      “If that’s the case though, and he is bringing his shipment in through another port, the odds of us finding it are almost nonexistent. We can’t cover seventy ports.”

      Recker nodded, agreeing, knowing the odds were too high. “I know. And if there are a couple people at every port, it’s gonna take us a long time to talk to every one of them.”

      “By the time we’re done, the shipment will already have come in.”

      “Unless we hit lightning in a bottle.”

      Jones kept working away, hoping he could help to whittle the list down some more. While Jones worked deep into the night, Recker and Haley went to bed, knowing they would be getting up early with having a busy day ahead of them. The next day, Recker and Haley did indeed start early, beginning just after the sun came up, working with what Jones had provided so far. Jones had given them a list of ports and names which he couldn’t yet verify where the payments into the workers' accounts came from. It was a tall task, and one they weren’t sure would bear any fruit, but it had to be pursued.

      Unlike with the workers at the Port of Dover, the team couldn’t wait until all the workers were at their shifts. They didn’t have that kind of time to wait, especially if one worked in the day and the other worked at night. It would take them weeks to question people under those conditions. As much as they didn’t like to do it this way, Recker and Haley started talking to people at their homes as well. It was the only way they could get it done as quickly as possible.

      After spending several hours questioning people, they’d come up with nothing so far. It was around noon, and Recker and Haley stopped at a restaurant for something to eat. They let Jones know they were taking a break.

      “How are you coming up on your end?” Recker asked.

      “Still plugging away,” Jones said. “I can’t say I’m making much progress though. This is like looking for a needle in a haystack. There’s hay everywhere. But the needle? That’s tough to spot.”

      “I hear ya. We were able to talk to ten people so far. Not a single promising lead among them.”

      “All could explain their deposits?”

      “They could. Friends, family, inheritance, one person won it from a lottery ticket, another from an office pool, there’s just nothing there so far. I have a feeling the rest of these aren’t going to go much better.”

      “Yes, well, all we need is one, right?”

      “That’s the theory.”

      “Well, all we can do is just keep marching forward. Hopefully, something will break.”

      Recker put his phone down and went back to eating his lunch. He and Haley talked about their strategy and plans for the rest of the day, hoping they could get someone to talk and say something interesting. Something that would lead them to Cloutier. After eating, they went back to work, going to the next port on their list. Once that turned up nothing, they went to another, and another after that, and another after that. They wound up getting back to the hotel, late, frustrated, and ready to give up the path they were on.

      “This isn’t working,” Recker said.

      “Give it time,” Jones replied. “It’s only been a day.”

      “The days add up you know.”

      “I’m painfully aware of that.”

      “We’re gonna have to start going to extremes.”

      Jones stopped typing and looked at his partner, wondering what he meant by the comment. “Did you have something in mind?”

      Recker stretched and yawned. “No, but there must be some extreme we can take.”

      “Let’s try an easier way first.”

      “Yeah, because that’s working out so well for us.”

      “Patience, Michael, patience.”

      “Something I have a great supply of.”

      “Why don’t you two make yourselves something to eat? Re-energize.”

      “I don’t wanna re-energize,” Recker said. “I want action.”

      “Well, you’re not getting it tonight.”

      “Don’t I know it.”
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      With Jones working on the computer, and them too frustrated to do anything else right then, Recker and Haley went into the kitchen and made a couple sandwiches, having a quick dinner. After they were done, they cleaned up in the kitchen, Haley ready to rejoin Jones and talk about what they were going to do next. Recker, though, stood there for a moment, his back up against the sink. Haley noticed the phone in his partner’s hand.

      “Time to give Mia a buzz?” Haley asked.

      “Yeah, I guess I better.”

      Recker said it in a way that made Haley pause. “Something wrong?”

      “Uh, I don’t know. Just something doesn’t seem right I guess.”

      “With what?”

      “Mia. I dunno, maybe it’s nothing.”

      “She OK?”

      “I don’t know. Just feels like the last few times we’ve talked, something was bothering her.”

      “You ask her about it?”

      “Yeah, she said nothing was wrong.”

      “What makes you think there is then?”

      “Just the way she’s talking,” Recker said. “She’s more subdued, low-key, almost like she’s depressed or something.”

      “Maybe she’s just missing you.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Just feels like there’s more to it than that. Like there’s something she’s not telling me.”

      “Maybe something’s wrong with work,” Haley said.

      “I asked. She said everything’s fine. I don’t know what else it could be.”

      “Like I said, she’s probably just missing you and is trying to not let on so much and have you worry.”

      “Maybe.”

      Recker went into the bedroom and closed the door. He sat on the edge of the bed and called Mia. She picked up after the second ring. There was only a five-hour time difference, so he figured she had probably just eaten dinner.

      “Hey,” Mia said, trying to sound as upbeat and positive as she could.

      “How are you?”

      “I’m… I’m good. How are you?”

      Recker could see right through her words though. He knew something was wrong. She was trying to deflect it for whatever reasons, but Recker knew there was something there.

      “Still hanging in there. Hoping I can come home soon.”

      “Yeah, that would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

      “I’m sorry about that. I know I’ve been here for two months. I really thought we would have had it under control by now.”

      Mia tried to smile, not wanting to sound like it bothered her. “I know. It is what it is, right? Hopefully soon.”

      “So, how’s things been at work?”

      “Pretty good. Been trying to pick up some extra shifts to keep myself busy.”

      “Just make sure you take time for yourself and rest. Don’t wanna be doing too much with the baby and all.”

      Mia was silent for a few seconds. “Yeah.”

      Recker wasn’t sure, but he thought he detected a sniffle or two. He tried to listen closer to determine if she was crying, or maybe she had a cold, or whether she just had a stuffy nose. He couldn’t quite tell yet.

      “You all right?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine, why?”

      “You just seem… different. The last few times we’ve talked it seems like something’s bothering you.”

      Mia hesitated again before answering. It wasn’t really something she wanted to talk about with him being so far away. It wasn’t something she wanted to talk about, period. But she knew she would have to, eventually. She had just wanted to do it in person. The last thing she wanted to do was tell him devastating news and get his mind distracted from what he was doing, causing him to make a fatal mistake. She couldn’t deal with him not making it home because of news she sprung on him. But she also wasn’t sure how long she could prolong it either. He would have to be told soon, especially without knowing how much longer he would be in another country.

      Recker thought maybe she had a problem she was afraid to tell him. “Mia, is there someone bothering you or something? I can try to have someone look after you while I’m gone.”

      Mia went into their bedroom and sat down on the bed, wiping a few tears off her face. “It’s not that. There’s no one bothering me. I’m fine.”

      “Then what is it? I know something’s wrong, just tell me what it is. I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s wrong.”

      “There’s nothing you can do to help. I don’t want you worrying about me. Focus and concentrate on what you have to do so you can hurry up and get home.”

      “How am I supposed to concentrate on anything when I know you have a problem? Especially if I don’t know what the problem is. Just talk to me.”

      Mia slouched herself over, burying her head in her pillow as she started crying. She couldn’t hold it in any longer. All Recker could do was listen to her muffled cry. He felt terrible that he wasn’t there to hold and comfort her. He just wanted to reach through the phone and hold her in his arms. He called out her name a few times, though she didn’t answer. All he could really do was listen to her cry and patiently wait for her to talk to him. Hopefully, she would eventually reveal what was upsetting her. As Recker waited for that moment to happen, a thousand thoughts started running through his mind, trying to figure out what the issue could have been. Nothing really made much sense. A few minutes later, he heard Mia’s sweet voice mumble something again.

      “I’m… I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for,” Recker said. “I just wanna help you.”

      “I know. But there’s really nothing you can do.”

      “Why don’t you just tell me what’s going on? You’ll feel better if you just get it out. Holding it in isn’t going to help.”

      “Nothing’s going to help.”

      “I can try.”

      Mia tried to form a smile, appreciating his concern and support, but she couldn’t quite make it. “I know you want to.”

      “Is it me? Did I do something? Or not do something?”

      “No.”

      “Is it work? Did you get fired or something?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is it? Just let it go.”

      Finally, Mia couldn’t hold back anymore. “It’s the baby.” The tears started gushing out like the water from a dam that had just been released. “I lost the baby.”

      Recker was stunned. He didn’t know what to say. He clenched the phone in his hand, wanting to throw it across the room in a fit of rage. As he continued listening to Mia cry, some of his rage started to fade away, concerned about her well-being.

      “Mia,” he said softly.

      She couldn’t answer. All she could do was let the tears flow onto her now soaked pillow. Recker said her name again, but she was either too hysterical to hear or she just couldn’t bear to talk about it. For the next several minutes, all Recker could hear over the phone was Mia crying. There was nothing he could do. There was nothing he could say. He couldn’t hold her, couldn’t tell her it was going to be OK, couldn’t console her, nothing. He just had to sit there and feel helpless as the woman he loved was going through a terrible experience. One he couldn’t do a thing about. After what seemed like forever, though was about five minutes, Mia was finally able to get herself under control again.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t… don’t be sorry for anything,” Recker said. “I’m the one who should be sorry.”

      “Why? You didn’t do anything.”

      “Because I’m not there. I should be there. I should be there for you and I’m not. And…”

      “Mike, don’t do that to yourself. I know you’re gonna beat yourself up over this, but please don’t. I don’t wanna have to worry about you over this.”

      “Mia, you don’t have to worry about me. You’re the one I’m worried about. Are you OK?”

      Mia sniffled, wiping a few more tears off her face. “I’ll be OK, I guess.”

      “Do you want me to come home?”

      “What? No. No, just finish what you’re there to do.”

      “Are you sure? If you need me, I will be on the next plane out of here, no questions asked. You’re more important to me than anything else.”

      “I know. And I know you would leave there if I asked you to. And honestly, that’s enough. Just knowing you would.”

      “I feel like I should be there.”

      “Mike, please, just trust me. Just finish your job. That’s what I want.”

      Recker sighed, not really liking it. “OK. If that’s what you want. How long have you known?”

      “About three days.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      “I… I don’t know. I guess I was just upset, scared, embarrassed, everything. I wasn’t sure if I could even get the words out. I wasn’t sure how you’d react. I didn’t want you to be so upset that you lost focus and got yourself killed too. I was just… a lot of emotions going through my head.”

      “It’s understandable. What happened? Do you know why?”

      “I don’t know. I just started bleeding, so I went to the hospital, and went through some tests, and… the baby was gone.”

      As tough as some of the situations Recker had been in over the years were, this might have been the toughest. There were no guns, no bad guys, nobody trying to hurt him, but this was a situation unlike any other he’d ever been through. How does a person deal with something like that? And as hard as it was on him, his heart broke for Mia even more. He knew it must have been tearing her up inside to go through this.

      “What can I do for you?” Recker asked.

      “You’re already doing it.”

      “There has to be more, something else I can do.”

      “No, just talk to me, be there for me, that’s all you can do right now.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come home? Chris and David can stay here and finish things up.”

      “It would bother me more if you left there without completing what you went there for to begin with. Just finish it, then come home.”

      “I will. If it takes me working twenty-four hours a day to finish this thing sooner, I will.”

      “Just don’t rush things and make a stupid mistake that costs you. Please. I couldn’t deal with another heartbreak right now.”

      “I promise. You probably shouldn’t be alone right now.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Is there a friend you can stay with or something?”

      “I don’t want to go anywhere else. Besides, I have work and stuff to keep me busy, so it’s not like I’m just gonna sit here staring at the wall all day until you get back.”

      “I just wanna make sure you’re OK.”

      “I’m as OK as I can be.”

      They talked for another hour, Recker not wanting to get off the phone with her until he knew she was going to be OK. Not that there was much he could do about it even if she wasn’t. After a while, Recker realized he was talking without any response from Mia. He called her name a few times, but she didn’t answer. He listened more closely, finally realizing she had fallen asleep. She must have been exhausted with all the emotions she’d been carrying around the past few days. Recker could hear her breathing as the phone slipped out of her fingers. Eventually, there was a loud noise, which Recker deduced was the phone falling onto the floor. He sat there for a few more minutes, listening to silence, just waiting to see if Mia would get back on the phone. He was content though, feeling like they were somehow still connected, listening to her breathe. Eventually, though, after realizing Mia had fallen into a deep sleep and wasn’t getting back on, Recker hung up.

      Recker tossed the phone on the floor in frustration. Anger was starting to creep back into his soul. He was mad about everything. Not finding Cloutier, losing the baby, Mia’s condition, not being there with her, everything was hitting him at once. He wished he had a device that could just make everything OK again. Obviously, that wasn’t possible. So, he just sat there on the edge of the bed, his elbows on his knees, his head propped up by his hands.

      After sitting there for another five minutes, the door opened. Haley stuck his head in, wondering if Recker was still on the phone. If he was, it would have been their longest conversation yet. He noticed Recker sitting on the end of the bed, his head in his hands, and not on the phone. Seeing Recker’s posture, he was starting to think something was wrong. Haley walked into the room and went over to Recker’s position, sitting on the bed next to him. Recker didn’t notice him until he felt the bed move. Haley put his hand on his friend’s shoulder, letting him know he was there for him.

      “You all right?”

      Recker took his head out of his hands and sat up straight, turning his head toward his friend, though still not quite looking at him. He moved his lips as if he was about to speak, but still nothing came out. Haley didn’t know what the problem was, but he never saw Recker looking like this before. He looked like a man who’d been told the world was ending soon. Haley wasn’t going to pester, as he knew Recker wasn’t the type who responded well to that, and Haley wasn’t the kind who liked to keep asking either.

      “I’m here if you need me.”

      “I know,” Recker replied softly. “Thanks.”

      “Is Mia OK?”

      Recker finally looked at him. “You know something?”

      Haley shook his head. “I don’t know anything. But I figure that’s the only thing it could be. She’s the only thing you care enough about to look this way.”

      Haley was right of course. Considering he and Jones were there too, there was nothing else in Recker’s life which would have saddened him like that unless it was Mia.

      “It’s uh… it’s hard.”

      “If you don’t wanna talk about it, it’s fine,” Haley said. “She’s not hurt or anything is she?”

      “No. At least not where it shows.”

      The two men just sat there for a few minutes, neither saying a word. It wasn’t an uncomfortable feeling though. Just two friends silently sitting next to each other. Haley could feel Recker wanted to talk, wanted to tell him what was wrong, but it was difficult to get the words out. Every twenty or thirty seconds it seemed, Haley could hear Recker sigh or let out a deep breath, as if something heavy was weighing on his mind. Finally, after about five minutes, Recker started talking.

      “You know, it’s hard to figure life out sometimes.”

      “How do you mean?” Haley asked.

      “Of all the things I’ve done over the years, the good, the bad, the indifferent, I’ve never really put much stock or thought into the meaning behind it. It was just… it was just what it was.”

      “Thinking too much about what we do could drive someone out of their mind.”

      “It’s just hard knowing that… it makes you wonder how things happen the way they do. If there’s some divine plan behind it all or whether it’s just random as can be. No meaning behind anything.”

      “I think people a lot smarter than us have been debating those questions for centuries. And probably for more centuries to come.”

      “Just makes you wonder why bad things happen to good people.”

      “It’s just part of life, man. If there were only good times all the time, it wouldn’t be special anymore. It’d probably get pretty boring that way too.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” Another two or three minutes of silence went by before Recker finally brought up the real issue. “We were gonna have a baby, you know.”

      Haley was about to get excited, happy about the news, but he paid close attention to the words his friend used. The words were not lost on him. He quickly understood the doom and gloom nature Recker was feeling.

      “Were?”

      “She just told me she lost it.”

      Haley closed his eyes, wishing with every fiber in his being that he was wrong about what he was thinking. He put his hand back on Recker’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze.

      “I’m so sorry, man. I’d give anything for that not to be so.”

      “Yeah. So would I.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Recker said. “She said she just started bleeding one day. One of those things I guess.”

      Haley shook his head, quite upset in his own right. “That’s tough.”

      “She told me she was pregnant a few days before we left. At first, I wasn’t quite sure about it. I mean, doing what we do, having a kid, wasn’t sure how all that would work.”

      “Understandable.”

      “But I started to get used to the idea. Maybe even started looking forward to it.”

      “Mia would be a great mom.”

      “Yeah she would.”

      “I know it’s hard to hear right now, but there’s still time. She’s still young enough to keep trying.”

      “I know.”

      “I know it doesn’t really make this any easier to accept though,” Haley said. “I imagine she’s pretty shook up about it.”

      “Yeah, I think she fell asleep while crying.”

      “I imagine being a few thousand miles away from each other doesn’t help either one of you.”

      “I asked if she wanted me to come home, but she wants me to finish up here.”

      “She’s tough. Strong. She’ll get through this.”

      “She shouldn’t have to,” Recker said. “Not alone anyway.”

      “Let’s refocus then. End this thing so we can get back home.”

      Recker nodded. He then sniffled, not sure how he didn’t drop a tear this whole time.

      “What about David?” Haley asked.

      “What about him?”

      “You gonna tell him?”

      Recker took another deep breath. “I don’t know if I can talk about all this again.”

      “You don’t have to. If you want, I can tell him. Up to you though. I certainly wouldn’t say anything to anybody if you didn’t want me to.”

      “I dunno.”

      “It would probably be a good idea to let him know what you’re going through though. He cares about you too. But like I said, it’s your call.”

      Recker nodded, thinking about it. He initially was just going to keep everything to himself. But he thought his partners probably had a right to know what was going on in case he acted differently. It would probably be a good idea so they could keep an eye on him, just in case he had a lapse in concentration or focus. They could reel him back in.

      “I guess,” Recker said.

      “I just want you to know, whatever you need, I’m here for you. Whether it’s someone to talk to, a shoulder to cry on, or someone to just sit next to and stare at the wall without saying anything. I’m your guy.”

      Recker looked at him and smiled. He tapped Haley on the arm, appreciating his friendship. “Thank you.”

      “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask. Same goes for Mia. Once we get back, anything I can do to help, you can count on me.”

      “I know I can.”

      Haley walked out of the room. Before he left though, he took one last look at his friend, still sitting there solemnly on the bed. Haley then walked over to Jones and let him know what was going on. One of the reasons Recker hadn’t told Jones about the pregnancy to begin with was he wasn’t sure how the professor would react to it. Introducing a baby to the world is a big responsibility for anyone. Especially so if you’re in their kind of work. Recker wasn’t sure if Jones would have been happy, mad, indifferent, worried, or given him a lecture about why it wasn’t a good idea. And Recker really didn’t want to get into it all. But now, it didn’t really matter very much.

      A few minutes later, Jones and Haley came back into the bedroom. Jones stood still for a moment, trying to think of what he wanted to say. In the end, he decided there were no prepared words that would do the situation justice. He walked over to the bed and stood in front of Recker. Recker looked up at him, not having any words of his own. Jones reached over and hugged his partner, his friend, letting him know he was there for him. Haley came back over, kneeling next to them. Jones then joined him, kneeling on the floor himself as he talked to his partner.

      “We’ll get through this,” Jones said. “All of us. Together. As a family. Because that is what we are. You, me, Chris, Mia, we’re all family. And we’ll help you and Mia get through this. Because that’s what we do. We stick together and help each other.”

      Recker looked at him and nodded, appreciating the support.

      “And we will get through it,” Jones continued. “You will get through it.”

      “I hope so,” Recker replied.

      “These are dark times right now. But there will be a light up ahead. There will be a light. It’s believing in the light that will help you get through it.”
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      A few more weeks passed, and the team was no closer to finding Cloutier than they were when they started. They never got any traction about Cloutier bringing in something through the ports. Maybe he did bring something in right under their noses, but they couldn’t find a trace of it. Maybe it was all a bluff, to keep their attention elsewhere and away from Cloutier’s real plans. And maybe it was still coming, with Cloutier wanting to create so much confusion that nobody would know which end was up.

      Jones was working on the computer, while Haley was going through their pile of folders, hoping to pull a string out of thin air, finding something that maybe they missed before. Recker paced around the room. Though Jones usually wasn’t bothered by his partner’s moodiness, it was starting to get to him on this day.

      “Don’t you think you could be doing something more productive than putting a hole in the floor?”

      “I am doing something productive,” Recker answered.

      “What’s that?”

      “Thinking.”

      “Oh. How is that working for you?”

      “Eh.”

      “Perhaps you could do it a little more quietly?” Jones asked.

      Recker didn’t bother answering. “Two months. Two months we’ve been here, you know that?”

      “Believe me, I know. You seem to take great effort in reminding us every week that another week has passed. Every week.”

      “Because it shouldn’t take us this long.”

      “Michael, it was unrealistic of you to think we were just going to come here and have this wrapped up in a week. If it was easy, the CIA would have done it themselves.”

      “I didn’t expect it to be easy,” Recker replied. “But we’re not a bunch of rookies or amateurs. We’re the best. Realistically, I thought maybe it’d take us four weeks tops. Now we’re going on two months and how many more?”

      “The leads just aren’t there,” Haley said. “There’s a reason why this guy is so good. He just doesn’t leave a trail. He’s good.”

      “So are we. And we need to be better. We’re missing something here. And we need to find it.”

      “All we can do is what we have been doing,” Jones said. “If we just keep plugging away, bit by bit, keep chipping away, we will eventually find that one clue we need.”

      “Sounds like you’re just using a lot of clichés to me.”

      “It is what it is.”

      “It’s not,” Recker said. “We can do better.”

      “Is there something you have on your mind?”

      There was something Recker had been thinking about. It was something that had been on his mind for about a week or so. He kept putting off talking about it though, wanting to keep going at it like Jones suggested, hoping they’d find something that way. But with the calendar turning on two months of them being there, Recker had lost his patience. Well, whatever patience he had to begin with. He needed to get back to Mia. And he was willing to do whatever it took to make that happen. He’d make a deal with anybody for the right information, it didn’t matter who.

      “Yeah, I’ve got something on my mind. I wanna change tactics.”

      Jones spun his chair around, giving his partner his full attention. “Such as?”

      “What we’re doing is not working, I think we can all truthfully acknowledge that. We’re talking to people, we’re running down leads, we’re going all over the place… it hasn’t done anything for us.”

      “What else is there?”

      “Find someone else who’s on the same side.”

      Jones looked at him like he was crazy. He still wasn’t sure what Recker was talking about. “What does that mean exactly?”

      “It means we need to recruit some people who wanna find Cloutier as much as we do.”

      “Every government agency in the world is looking for this man. It’s already being done.”

      Recker shook his head. Jones was missing his point. “No, that’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about down on the street level. Getting hundreds of eyes and ears out there.”

      “What are you planning on doing, going out there and recruiting an army to join us?”

      “Not an army. Just one man.”

      “What are you talking about? You just said hundreds of people, then you say one man? Are you going crazy?”

      “We need someone who’s on the wrong end of the law, who knows the streets, who knows the people, who knows the rumors, who can separate fact from fiction, someone who knows what’s going on because he lives it every day. We can’t do that. Not from here.” Recker walked over to the table and picked up a folder and held it up. “All we can do is read these things and take what we can from it, hoping we can chase something down.”

      “I’m still not sure what it is you’re referring to,” Jones said.

      Haley was intently listening to everything, trying to figure out what Recker was saying. “I think what Mike is saying is, we need to get the criminal element involved in this.”

      Recker pointed at him. “That’s it.”

      “Now I think you have gone completely mad,” Jones said. “You’re already complaining about the lack of cooperation we’re getting, and you think you’re going to get more by dealing with people on the same side as Cloutier?”

      “Not the same side. A different side. There are people on the other side of the fence who don’t wanna associate with the likes of him either. It’s bad for their business.”

      “OK, assuming a person like this actually does exist, how do you expect to find him?”

      “I’ll just ask.”

      Jones scrunched his face together, then rubbed his eyes. It sure sounded to him like Recker already had someone in mind. “Why do I get the feeling I am completely in the dark about what we’re discussing? It feels like there’s so much more you’re not telling me.”

      “You’re right,” Recker said. “I do have someone in mind.”

      “And you think this person would be willing to help us.”

      “If we can find him, yeah, I think he would be.”

      “How? How could you possibly think or know that? And how do you even know this person?”

      “His name is Mark Batton.”

      Jones still looked confused, never having heard of this person before. “OK, and who is he?”

      “He runs a small criminal enterprise around here. Or at least he did. Haven’t checked up on him in a few years.”

      Jones now looked surprised. “Are you saying to align ourselves with a criminal organization here? Who is this? Vincent of Europe?”

      “Yes… and no. Yes to the align question. No to Vincent.”

      “And what makes you think this person will agree to help?”

      “I just need to ask him.”

      “There’s more to this than you’re telling. There’s something else going on here, isn’t there? You already know this person, don’t you? You’ve come across him before.”

      Recker nodded. “Yes.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “He saved my life.” Jones and Haley looked at each other, both of whom were a little surprised. “You always wanted to know how I evaded capture after being double-crossed when I was with the CIA, after I left the hospital. Well, he was it.”

      “He hid you from the CIA?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why would he do that? How did you even know him before that?”

      “I didn’t. It was a favor he owed to my mentor. After I left the hospital, I called him, told him what happened. He knew I wasn’t guilty of anything and called Batton, who owed him some favors.”

      “So, Batton took you in?” Haley asked.

      “He did. Kept me away from the CIA’s clutches for, what was it, six months? That’s how I know I can trust him. That’s how I know he would help me if I ask.”

      “Just because he helped you several years ago doesn’t mean he’d still be willing,” Jones said. “One was to repay a debt. This is completely different.”

      Recker shook his head. “No, no different. We got to be friendly while I was with him. I even met his wife and his kids. I know what makes him tick.”

      “Even if that’s true, people do change over the years. There is no guarantee the man you knew is the same man today. He may not even be alive for all you know.”

      “That’s why we’re gonna go looking for him. Let’s find out.”

      “Even if all that is true, why would he be willing to help? What would be in it for him?”

      “Satisfaction of getting rid of competition.”

      “Competition?”

      “Mark may be classified as a criminal, but he’s not an immoral guy. Much like Vincent, he’s got his own set of rules, and he doesn’t cross them. He’s got no problem with people trying to do what they can to get ahead, whether legally or illegally, but he’s got a line he will not step over. He doesn’t believe in hurting women, children, the helpless, the homeless, the elderly.”

      “So, he only hurts men?” Jones asked. “That’s comforting.”

      “I’m not talking physically. He only targets those who can afford to lose it. The ultra-wealthy, the corrupt, the big businesses…”

      “So, what is he, Robin Hood? Robs from the rich and gives to the poor?”

      “I can tell you he has no love for terrorists or those who work with them. We had several conversations where we talked about things I’d seen in the CIA, situations, things like that.”

      Jones put his hands up. “OK, even if what you’re saying is true, why would he help us? For his own gain?”

      “Maybe for some protection.”

      “Protection? From what?”

      “From people like us,” Recker answered. “Government agencies, police, anyone who might be looking for him. He protected me once. Maye I can offer to do the same for him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Recker and Haley hit the street, trying to get word out that John Smith was looking for his old friend, hoping it would get back to Batton and spur a meeting between them. After a few days of searching, they hadn’t gotten anywhere yet. While they were pounding the pavement, Jones was doing what he could do on his end. For a known criminal, Batton was remarkably difficult to find traces of. Almost as bad as Cloutier. With another long day in the books, after Recker and Haley questioned people in every establishment in what seemed like a fifty miles radius, they headed back to the hotel. They walked in, seeing Jones at his normal position at the desk.

      “How are you making out?” Recker asked.

      “I’m not. This friend of yours is proving very difficult to find.”

      “He’s good. He knows how to disappear. He’s not one of those other bozos who likes the limelight. He knows being in the spotlight brings heat. And once that happens it’s only a matter of time before you’re in a cell.”

      “Well, as good as he might be, that’s not helping us in this situation,” Jones said. “He can’t help us if we can’t find him.”

      “Maybe there’s another way to get in contact with him,” Haley said.

      “How’s that?” Recker asked.

      “I dunno. It’s just that we’ve talked to everyone who has any kind of connection to him. It’s all empty so far.”

      “We just gotta hope one of those guys who said they haven’t talked to him in a while is lying to us and he delivers the message.”

      “What if he really doesn’t want to see you again?” Jones asked. “Ever consider that?”

      “No.”

      “Oh. Just a thought.”

      “Could be he’s just apprehensive about it,” Haley said. “Thinking maybe the CIA or someone else is on to him, using your name as cover.”

      “Yeah, that could be it,” Recker replied. “He’ll have to reach out at some point though, to know whether it is or not.”

      Recker and Haley then hopped on computers too, hoping to help Jones out in the search for Batton. They wrote down a few leads, a few names that they thought they could run down the following day.

      “What about asking Ms. Lawson to see if they can find him?” Jones asked.

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I won’t put him in the crosshairs like that. He helped me disappear from them once. And now I would turn to them in helping me find him? That would seem like bad form to me. If he’s off they’re radar now, I’m certainly not gonna help put him back on.”

      “But you don’t even know if they know of your prior relationship.”

      “That’s right, and I’m not gonna jeopardize him by them finding out either. Either we do it and find him, or we don’t find him at all.”

      After a couple more hours or computer work, the silence in the room was broken up by Recker’s phone going off. Before looking at it, Recker assumed it was Mia. He was surprised, then, when he saw it was a strange number calling. He looked at his phone for a moment before answering.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this John Smith?”

      “Yes.”

      “I hear you’re looking for Mark Batton.”

      “I am.”

      “What do you want him for?”

      “Just wanted to talk to him,” Recker answered. “We’re friends. He saved my life once.”

      “Friends have a habit of turning on each other after a while.”

      “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “I’m sure you can understand the apprehension.”

      “I do. That’s why if you know him, tell him I’m willing to meet with him anytime, anywhere, completely on his terms. I just wanna see him.”

      “Tomorrow night. Nine o’clock at the Dog and Bull Bar.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Recker got off the phone and could immediately feel the heat from the stares of Jones and Haley. They each overheard the conversation and instantly knew what it was about.

      “Well?” Jones asked.

      “Tomorrow night at nine.”

      “Could be a trap,” Haley said.

      “What?”

      “What if it’s not Batton? What if it’s actually Cloutier?”

      “How you figure?” Recker asked.

      “Cloutier knows we’re here now. What if one of the guys we talked to works for him? He sees we’re looking for someone, plays along, pretends he does, Cloutier sets something up and ambushes us.”

      “It makes sense,” Jones said.

      Recker couldn’t deny it wasn’t feasible, but he didn’t get the feeling that was what was going on. “I don’t think so. But we’ll play it safe just to be sure.”

      “What’s the number they just called from? I’ll see if I can run it down.”

      Recker handed him his phone. “Pretty sure this’ll wind up being a dead end. He knows my background. He’s not gonna give us something we can actually trace.”

      “Be that as it may, it still doesn’t hurt to check. Maybe they got sloppy.”

      “Mark doesn’t get sloppy.”

      Jones still checked anyway, though he eventually found it was just as Recker suspected. It was a dead end.

      “So, should we keep trying to find him?” Haley asked. “Or should we just wait and see how this goes tomorrow?”

      “What do you think?” Recker asked, looking to Jones.

      “I say I keep putting some effort into it, just in case it does turn out to be a trap.”

      Recker nodded. “I agree.”

      Recker’s instincts, though, were telling him it was Batton. It was just his way of making sure someone else wasn’t using the Smith name to lure Batton into a trap. Recker let his mind wander, thinking about what it would be like to see his old friend again. He thought about what he would say to him. As much as it would be nice to see Batton again though, and catch up on old times, they were there for a purpose, which was finding Cloutier. Recker just had to hope he could convince him to help.
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      The following night, Recker and Haley drove to the Dog and Bull Pub, which was a good forty-five minutes from their hotel. On the way there, they discussed different plans, most in the event it was a setup. If it wasn’t, none of the plans they made would matter. But if it was, they had to guard against it. They eventually decided Recker would go into the bar initially, with Haley just outside, keeping an eye out. If Batton showed up, Recker would give his partner the clear sign. If it was a Cloutier trap, they didn’t want to both be inside at the same place, giving them easy targets. At least this way Haley could give a warning if he suspected or saw something unusual.

      Recker went inside the bar, looking around the place to see if there was anybody he recognized. He wasn’t expecting Batton to be there yet, but if he noticed anybody hanging around that was associated with Cloutier, Recker would know something sinister was up. He ordered a drink at the bar so it wouldn’t look like he was just casing the bar out, then walked around, looking at the faces of everyone he passed by. He also was looking for a table in the back or in the corner, preferably with the lowest amount of light possible so he wasn’t exposed.

      “How are you looking in there, Mike?” Haley asked.

      Recker just sat down at a table, a beer in hand. “Yeah, looks OK so far. Doesn’t look like anybody I know in here yet.”

      “I don’t see anybody milling around out here either.”

      Recker looked at the time. “Well, we still got ten minutes to go.”

      Recker didn’t take a sip of his beer, wanting to make sure his mind was crystal clear. It wasn’t long before a woman approached Recker’s table. She also had a bottle of beer in her hand and by her mannerisms, was looking for a seat. Long, blonde hair, in her early thirties, Recker couldn’t tell if she was just looking for a good time or whether she was running scout duty, whether it was for Batton or Cloutier.

      “Mind if I have a seat?”

      Recker smiled at her, though he wasn’t about to let himself become distracted, pretty woman or not. “Uh, I’m actually waiting for someone.”

      “Is it a she?”

      “No, it’s a he, but he’s a good friend.”

      “Well, that’s all right. I don’t mind it just being the three of us, if you don’t mind the company.”

      “Well, that’s very nice of you, but my wife probably would object.”

      Haley started laughing in Recker’s earpiece. “What’s the matter, Mike, you’re not married.”

      “Might as well be.”

      “What was that?” the woman asked, not knowing who he was talking to.

      “Oh, I was just, uh… talking to myself.”

      “Oh. So, you have a wife, huh?”

      “Sure do.”

      “And, uh, you wouldn’t be interested in a little extracurricular activity?”

      Recker smiled as nicely as he could. “No, I wouldn’t. Thanks for the offer though.”

      The woman dejectedly walked away from the table, looking for some other slob she could hook her hands and good looks into.

      “Might be the best offer you get all night, Mike,” Haley said.

      “I sure hope not.”

      Fifteen minutes passed and both Recker and Haley were starting to get a little nervous Batton wasn’t going to show. Recker kept a close eye on the woman who had approached his table. If she left the bar or used her phone, he would have guessed she was a lookout for somebody. But she never did. Never did anything out of the ordinary. She eventually found another table she could plop herself down at with a couple of guys that didn’t mind her company.

      “I’m starting to get a little worried out here,” Haley said, looking at the time. “Five minutes late.”

      “If it’s Batton, he’s probably just trying to make sure. Take some extra precautions.”

      “I hope you’re right. I hope this isn’t some test drive, and he leaves us hanging out to dry.”

      “I gotta believe he’ll be here. He’ll show up. Once he sees it’s me and it’s not some game someone’s playing with him, he’ll be here.”

      “Think it could be Cloutier?”

      Recker sighed, hating to have to consider the possibility. “I don’t think so.”

      “Could be they’re just waiting for you to leave or get you into a better spot to jump you. Or maybe they know we’re both here and they want to get us together for an ambush. Easier to take us out together.”

      “I know we have to consider every angle, and you’re right for bringing it up, but Mark’s gonna be here at some point.”

      “How much time we gonna give him?”

      “I’ll give him till this place closes down. I believe in him. No matter what, he’ll be here.”
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      Recker continuously checked the time every few minutes, anxiously waiting for his friend to arrive. Or in Cloutier’s case, someone not as friendly. But either way, he was starting to get antsy, wanting someone to get there. It was now after ten, and sitting there for an hour, not drinking, looking bored, he was beginning to question whether someone was really going to show.

      “Mike, I know you don’t wanna consider the possibility that this guy’s just gonna leave you hanging, but you have to admit that maybe he’s not as anxious to see you as you are with him.”

      Recker took a deep breath. “We’ll give it another thirty minutes, OK?”

      “I can wait if you can wait.”

      Recker finally took one sip of his beer, just to try to take the edge off. He let his eyes drift to the floor, his mind wandering back to when he was in London before, trying to escape the grasps of the CIA. His thoughts were interrupted a few minutes later at the sound of a man’s voice in front of the table. It was a familiar voice. Recker pulled his eyes back to the front of the table, seeing only one pair of legs standing there. Recker’s eyes moved up the man’s body until he got to the face. The man took off his hat so his old friend could get a better look at him.

      “This better?”

      Recker smiled. “Mark.”

      “I understand you’re looking for me.”

      Recker nodded and stretched his left arm out, hoping his friend would sit and join him. “Have a seat?”

      Batton complied, then waved back at the bartender to bring him a beer. He was a regular there, which was why he picked the place. He would know if something was off. The two sat there looking at each other for a few seconds, both sizing the other one up, neither saying a word. Finally, Batton broke the ice.

      “It’s been a long time.”

      “It sure has,” Recker said.

      “I’ve been watching you for about an hour.”

      Recker started looking around, wondering what he missed. “You have?”

      Batton smiled. “You’ve been careful. But I’m friends with the owner. He let me slip in through the back door. If you notice the mirror behind the bar, there’s an office in there you can look out of.”

      Recker looked over at the mirror and smiled, knowing he got outsmarted. “What took you so long?”

      “Had to make sure it was really you for one. And that you didn’t bring any friends along with you.”

      “Well, I do have one friend outside. He’s not a threat though. We weren’t sure if it was you coming or someone else.”

      “Who else would it be?”

      “Well, we’re on the hunt for somebody, and we weren’t sure if it was really you who contacted me or someone claiming to be you who just wanted to set me up for an ambush.”

      “You’re on the hunt for someone? Not me I assume?”

      Recker shook his head. “No. You really think I would hunt you down. After all we’ve been through?”

      “It’s been a long time, John. Things change. Maybe you’ve let bygones be bygones and you are working with them again.”

      “Things have changed. My name is Mike now. Mike Recker.”

      Batton smiled. “Seems appropriate.”

      “And you’re right, I am working with the CIA again. But only for this mission. That’s it.”

      “And your target?”

      “A man named Francois Cloutier. You know him?”

      “I know the name. I’ve never met him though. What do you want him for?”

      “There’s a lot of people and governments who want him,” Recker answered. “He’s supplying guns to terrorists. He needs to be stopped.”

      “And they brought you in for this?”

      “Apparently the first eight agents they brought in on this have wound up dead.”

      “So, they’re desperate and asked you?”

      Recker shrugged. “I’m getting what I want out of the deal.”

      “Before we get too deep on this, did you ever find the man that killed Carrie? What was his name?”

      “Agent 17. And yes, I found him.”

      “And?”

      “I killed him.”

      “I always knew you would. Find him, I mean. Well, and the killing part too.”

      “I’ve moved on.”

      “To what? What else have you been up to all these years?”

      Recker spent the next few minutes telling Batton everything he’d been doing back in Philadelphia. He didn’t get into exact specifics of everything, but just so he had a general idea what he was doing.

      “I knew you couldn’t walk away from that lifestyle,” Batton said. “It was too ingrained in you. Your desire to help people was always stronger than anything else.”

      “I guess so.”

      “So, you have a girlfriend now?”

      Recker nodded. “Mia.”

      “She must be something special to put up with you,” Batton said with a laugh.

      Recker smiled as well. “She is. Very special. But what about you? Still doing the same?”

      “Same old thing. Some things never change. I must admit, I never thought I would see you again. Mostly I figured one of us would end up dead before we ever got the chance.”

      “I kind of had the same thoughts.”

      “So, what can I do for you?” Batton asked. “I’m sure you didn’t come several thousand miles just to find me and say hi.”

      “My team and I have been here for about two months. We’re no closer to even sniffing where Cloutier is than when we got here.”

      “And you would like my help?”

      “As much as you can give us. I figured if there was anybody in this country who might have some inside knowledge, it would be you.”

      “I do not run in the same circles as Cloutier, you know that. My feelings on men like him have not changed over the years.”

      “But you must have crossed paths with men who do somewhere along the line. Just point us in the right direction and give us a push.”

      “Mike, you want me to come in or stay out here,” Haley said in Recker’s earpiece.

      Recker tapped his ear. “You can come in.”

      Haley had been listening the entire time, so he knew it wasn’t a setup or anything. Recker let Batton know that his partner was coming in to join them. Batton motioned to another table, where three of his men were stationed, that everything was OK. A minute later, Haley came into the bar and quickly found Recker’s table. He walked over to it, sitting down next to his partner, across from their guest. Recker then introduced the two men to each other, who shook hands.

      “So, you’re ex-CIA too, huh?”

      “I am,” Haley replied. “I left under better terms than Mike did, though.”

      “It would be hard to leave under any worse.”

      “That’s true.”

      Recker then explained everything they had on Cloutier, why he was a wanted man, and the urgency with which they were looking for him. Nothing about Cloutier was new information to Batton though. He had heard it all before.

      “I’ve already heard all these things,” Batton said. “From what I understand, this mysterious shipment you’ve been looking for at the ports has already come through.”

      “It has?” Recker asked.

      “My contacts say it came in last week.”

      “So, it was true.”

      “Yes.”

      “You happen to know which port it came through?”

      “I believe it was the Port of Dover.”

      Recker made his hand into a fist and slammed it down on the table. “Mendohlsen. We were right to start with.”

      “You know this already?”

      “Dover was the first port we started with. There was a man named Mendohlsen there who we thought was involved. Then Jones, our other partner, discovered men at every other port who’d taken similar payments, so we started investigating them, thinking Dover was just a ploy to get us away from the real port.”

      “You should have trusted your instincts,” Batton said. “I don’t know who was involved, but I understand it did go down last week. The product is already in Cloutier’s warehouse.”

      “So, he does have a warehouse?”

      “He does indeed.”

      “Have you seen it?”

      “Not personally, no.”

      “Does Cloutier know you?” Haley asked.

      “I’m sure he knows my name. We’ve never met though.”

      “So, what do you say?” Recker said. “You feel like helping us?” Batton put his hand over his mouth as he thought. “They’ve authorized me to make any deal possible to find him. I can have a payment in your hands within the next twenty-four hours if that’s what you want.”

      “The money doesn’t interest me. I already have plenty of it. At some point you’re just stacking bills on top of bills without ever having the intention of spending it.”

      “There must be something. If there’s something you can get out of this deal, you should take it.”

      Batton nodded. “There is one thing.”

      “Name it.”

      “I’ve grown tired of this life. The constant sneaking around, moving in shadows, coming in through back doors, staking places out for hours to make sure no one is there to harm you, all of it. I still have a wife. I still have children. This is not a life in which you see your kids grow up in. I would like to change that. I would like to see them grown with children of their own. Could you make that happen?”

      Recker and Haley looked at each other, not expecting a request like that one. But it wasn’t one that couldn’t be done. Recker then looked back at Batton, making sure it was what he really wanted.

      “You’re sure it’s what you want?”

      Batton nodded. It was something he wanted for a long time. “It is.”

      “You would have to move, go somewhere else.”

      “I’m fine with that.”

      “What about your family? Are they OK with it too?”

      “They are. We’ve discussed this situation for some time.”

      “It’ll require changing names, going elsewhere, things like that.”

      “We know. We’re all fine with it.”

      “Why now?” Recker asked. “I know for a fact that you know people who can help other people disappear. You could’ve done this before now if you wanted to.”

      Batton grinned. No matter what name his friend was going under, he was always a man that was difficult to get anything past. “You are correct. In fact, I’ve tried once before.”

      “Tried?” Haley said.

      “Yes. Maybe a year ago, fifteen months, something like that, I contacted someone to help with that.”

      “I guess it didn’t go well,” Recker said.

      “No. No, it did not. I almost lost my life, my wife, my children, everything.”

      “What happened?”

      “Well, to make a long story short, I used one of the top people in the area. Everything was going fine up until the day of delivery. The time came to exchange money for the documents, and they upped the price. Five times the agreed asking price.”

      “So, you balked?”

      “I did. I had men with me, they had men with them, guns were drawn, then the next thing you know, bullets were flying everywhere. That was the end of that deal. And the end of me trying with anyone else.”

      “What I don’t understand is why you even need to do that?” Haley said. “I mean, from what Mike says, you can disappear anywhere even without creating new identities.”

      Batton smiled, appreciating the compliment, even if it was a bit false. “That’s only partially true. Yes, I can disappear in England, or most of Europe for that matter, but it requires hiding, changing positions every few months, walking in shadows, going in back doors, things I don’t really want to do any more. I don’t want to have to dispatch a couple men to accompany my wife to a grocery store or have her constantly looking over her shoulder to see if anyone is following her. I don’t want my kids to be afraid to go outside and play.”

      Haley nodded, understanding the man’s position. “How old are your kids?”

      “The oldest is ten. The one in the middle is five, and the youngest is two.”

      Recker had a smile on his face, remembering good times playing with Batton’s kids. At least the one. The oldest one was three or four when Recker was there and he used to roll balls back and forth with him to pass the time.

      “Hard to believe he’s ten now,” Recker said. “I remember him coming over to me with these balls sometimes, they were as big as beach balls, and we would just roll them or toss them back and forth.”

      Batton laughed. “I know. Time flies. He did enjoy those times with you. I would like for him to have more times like that, without having to worry about all this other nonsense. Children shouldn’t grow up in this type of environment.”

      “I agree.”

      “This is why I mention it to you. I know I can trust you. If you say it’s good, your word is gold.”

      “Well, I’ll have to run it up the flagpole, but I think we can make it work.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Even if they turn it down, I’m pretty sure I can help you, anyway. We know someone who can help, regardless.”

      Haley looked at his partner, knowing he was referring to Jones.

      “So, you’ll help us find Cloutier?” Recker asked.

      Batton reached his hand across the table, shaking his old friend’s hand. “Francois Cloutier is on borrowed time my friend. We will find him.”
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      Recker and Haley didn’t get back to the hotel room until late, well after two in the morning, talking to Batton until the bar they were in closed for the night. Jones didn’t stay up for them to get back, since Recker sent him a message saying everything was working out. They figured they could discuss everything in more detail in the morning once everyone had a good night’s rest and was refreshed and thinking clearly.

      Recker and Haley both slept in a little, not getting up until nine. Jones was doing his usual thing at the computer when they got up. After having a quick breakfast, they pulled Jones aside to tell him what happened with Batton.

      “Seems like a reasonable request,” Jones said. “I don’t see why the CIA would deny it. Mr. Batton isn’t on their most wanted list, right?”

      “No,” Recker replied. “It’s just I’m not sure what’s the right move. Let the CIA handle it, or we do it ourselves. Then the only ones who would know would be us.”

      “Yes, but the problem is that ours wouldn’t be technically legal. No matter how good we are at creating other identities and documents and the like, they’re still not legit. There will always be some chance, even if it’s a miniscule one, that it could be discovered. It would put him right back to where he wants to get away from. Being on the run.”

      Recker looked to Haley for his opinion. “I agree,” Haley said. “Let the CIA handle it so we can focus on other things. Doing all that stuff takes time.”

      “Yeah, but we have false identities created already, just in case things ever happened,” Recker said. “They’re just sitting in a drawer right now. Why not use them?”

      “Because we don’t have any created for children,” Jones answered. “The ones we have set aside are for adults; men and women. None of us have kids so it wasn’t necessary to do any for those ages.”

      Recker nodded, agreeing with their arguments against doing it themselves. “OK, you convinced me. I guess I’ll give Lawson a call.”

      “Before you do that, what are the odds she’ll actually have to do it, anyway?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, do you think Batton will actually be able to find Cloutier to collect on his reward?”

      “Well, Mark’s putting people on the job this morning,” Recker replied. “He seemed to think he’ll be able to find him rather quickly.”

      “How quickly?”

      “He thinks it’ll take about a week.”

      “Well, if he does that, then I’ll make sure he gets a little money in whatever bank account he gets set up with,” Jones said.

      Recker then grabbed his phone, ready to make the call with their CIA contact. He didn’t need to bother with privacy, instead just going over to the table by the window. Lawson picked up within three rings.

      “Hey, it’s been a while,” Lawson said, not hearing from Recker in over a week.

      “Yeah, sorry for not checking in, just been busy.”

      “It’s OK. What’s up? How’s everything going?”

      “Well, it’s been a long tedious road as you know.”

      “It has.”

      “But I think that road might be closing in now,” Recker said.

      “How so?”

      “We might have a line on Cloutier finally.”

      “Oh?” Lawson said, a tint of hope in her voice. “What’s going on?”

      “Well, I’ve been in contact with someone here, who’s technically on the wrong side of the law…”

      “Aren’t they all?”

      Recker laughed. “Well, yeah, mostly. But anyway, I believe this man can help us. He thinks he can get us Cloutier within a week or so.”

      “That’s great. What’s his name?”

      “Well, before I get into that, there are stipulations involved.”

      This time it was Lawson who laughed. “Aren’t there always?”

      Recker joined her in laughing. “Yeah, I guess there are.”

      “So, what are these stipulations? Money?”

      “No. Doesn’t care about money.”

      “Really? He’d be the first.”

      “I know, tell me about it.”

      “So, what does he want?” Lawson asked.

      “He wants a new life for him and his family. New identities, new life, the works.”

      Lawson hesitated for a moment, processing his request in her mind. “OK… so what are we actually talking about?”

      “He’s not real particular about where he goes, US, Canada, Australia; anywhere’s good for him.”

      “How many people are we talking about?”

      “Five,” Recker said. “Man, woman, and three children, all under ten.”

      “OK. That will take some doing, not to mention time.”

      “I know.”

      “How reliable is this guy?”

      “Very. I knew him from my CIA days. He helped me out of some tough jams before.”

      “Oh. Wow. OK. How hooked up is this guy? I mean, what type of criminal are we talking about?”

      “He’s not on anyone’s top twenty list. He’s very well connected here, but he’s never done anything that would make the agency balk at a request like his.”

      “So, we’re not talking about an international criminal here?”

      “No. The local police might not like him being helped, but governments wouldn’t really blink at him.”

      “And you think he can help find Cloutier?”

      “I do. He’s got men scouring around right now.”

      “Did you already promise him something?”

      “No,” Recker replied. “I told him I’d check. But I think he’ll find the guy we really want. And he’ll find him soon.”

      “Well, I’ll do some checking on this. I gotta get a few other people involved. As long as he’s not big-time or anything I don’t think there’d be a problem.”

      “What happened to not getting other people involved?”

      “Yes, well, when it comes to creating new identities for people, that’s not my forte. Unless you want him found in a week, I’d have to get other people in on it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Better tell me what this guy’s name is so I can start doing the preliminary work on it.”

      “Mark Batton.”

      “And you think he’s the key to ending this?”

      “I do.”

      “OK. I’ll do my best to push it through. I’ll let you know within a few hours.”

      “Sounds good.” After Recker put the phone down, he let the others know how the conversation went. “She’s gonna try and push it through.”

      “When will she know?” Haley asked.

      “Said sometime later today.”

      “What are we gonna do if she says it’s declined?”

      Recker shrugged, not thinking it was much of an issue. “Then we’ll do it ourselves.”

      With not wanting to sit there and wait on Lawson, or Batton either, Recker and Haley got down to work again, still doing what they could to find Cloutier themselves. They quickly wrote a few things down, places to go, people to talk to, then left the hotel after telling Jones what they were doing for the day. The leads were just like all the others though and went nowhere. They sat in their car after talking to the last person on their list, debating what to do next.

      “Dead ends,” Recker said. “Dead ends, dead ends, dead ends. That’s all we run into everywhere.”

      Haley sat behind the wheel of the car, not really having anything to add. Even though he had tried to remain upbeat and positive through the entire mission, he was having trouble still doing so. The lack of results was starting to wear thin on him too.

      “Maybe we need to move on to somewhere else?” Haley said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, maybe Cloutier’s not even here anymore. He snuck the shipment in so that’s not in play anymore, so does he still have a reason for staying in this area? Maybe he went to a different country?”

      “There’s no intelligence reports, either from David or from Lawson, that suggests he’s left the country though. He must still have a business here I would think. Somebody would have gotten word he’s in some other country if he’d have left.”

      They sat in their car for a good half hour, just talking about different theories, none of which they had any proof or evidence to act upon. But they didn’t have much else to work with either. Then Recker’s phone rang. He mouthed to his partner that it was their CIA contact.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself,” Lawson said. “Just got word about your friend Batton.”

      “So, what’s the word?”

      “Looks like it’s approved.”

      “Nice.”

      “If… if he provides useful intelligence in helping to capture Cloutier. We’re not passing out new identities just for the sake of it. He needs to be instrumental in getting our target.”

      “Understood,” Recker said. “And that includes him and his family?”

      “Yes, all five of them. I’ll need their ages, birth dates, height, weight, things like that so we can start working on them. We’re thinking about Florida. Maybe Jacksonville area.”

      “I’m sure he’d be fine with that. I’ll check in with him, get everything you need and call you later.”

      “And he’ll get what he needs after Cloutier is finished, not before.”

      “Understood.”

      “If Batton really can help, what kind of timeline are we looking at here?”

      “Honestly, I’d only be guessing,” Recker replied.

      “Well, take one.”

      “Maybe a week if everything goes right.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      Recker wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear the answer to that. “Then you and I might be growing old together.”

      “Well, I like you and all, but let’s try not to do that.”

      “I hear you.”

      After getting off the phone with Lawson, Recker let his partner know everything was good to go. Now all that remained was finding Cloutier. Recker called Batton to inform him of the good news.

      “Mark, I just heard from my CIA contact. Looks like you’re good to go.”

      “They’re going to do it?” Batton asked, a little surprised. He wasn’t getting his hopes up as he figured they were going to say no.

      “They are. You, your entire family, probably going to Florida if that’s OK.”

      “A little hot I think, but that’ll be just fine.”

      “It’ll be easier for you to blend in down there. Lots of people, never have to worry about being recognized. You’ll just be another face.”

      “I thought they usually did more remote places for that stuff?”

      “I think that’s only for people who really have someone who’s looking for them and trying to kill them. You’re a different case. There’s no one really after you, though I guess it’s possible at some point, but I still doubt it. You just wanna start a new life and you’re not a high security risk, so, anyway, sometimes when you wanna hide, the best place to do it is right in plain sight.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “And if anybody ever did try to look for you, they’re gonna start in the remote places too. It’ll work.”

      “Sounds good, Mike. Thank you. I’ll never be able to repay you.”

      “You already have,” Recker said. “You saved my life a long time ago. I never forgot that. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get the chance to return the favor though.”

      “I guess this will square us.”

      “I’d like to think so. If we find Cloutier. That’s the one thing that’s still missing. Just have to find him.”

      “I’m working on that. I think we’ll have results soon.”

      “Really?”

      “I got my boys out pounding the pavement. From what I hear, they’re talking to the right people. It’s coming.”

      “When do you think?”

      “I think a few more days. Won’t be much longer. I promise you that. It won’t be long.”
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      Five more days passed and Recker’s anxiety might have been at an all-time high. They’d just eaten dinner, and the whole team had been in the hotel room the entire day, not having any other leads to go on now. They were just waiting on Batton’s call.

      “What’s taking so long?” Recker said, pacing around the room.

      “He didn’t say it would be today,” Jones replied. “It could still be a few more days after this one.”

      “Don’t even say that. It’s gotta be soon. It’s gotta be.”

      “I’m sure the hotel staff hopes so too. They’ll have to replace the carpet after we leave.”

      Jones’ joke went right over Recker’s head, who didn’t pay any attention to it. “It’s gotta be soon.”

      “Mike, repeating that it has to be soon isn’t going to actually make it so. You’re not a witch doctor or anything.”

      “Wouldn’t it be nice if I was?”

      “Why don’t you go find someone on our list and threaten them or something? It will make you feel better.”

      “We’ve already talked to everyone on the list,” Recker said. “Talking to them again won’t do any good.”

      Jones continued throwing ideas into the air for another twenty minutes, trying anything to get Recker out of the room, for the sake of them both. Luckily, Recker’s phone went off, giving Jones some hope that whatever it was, would get his friend out and about.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ve got him,” Batton said.

      Recker could hardly believe it. “What?”

      “I’ve got a deal lined up with him.”

      “For when?”

      “Three hours from now.”

      “What? That’s too soon.”

      “It’s the best I could do,” Batton replied. “He said he was leaving the country tomorrow. Said it was today or it would have to wait until he came back. He said that might be a couple months. Had to be today, so I took it.”

      Recker put his hand on his head as he tried to think. “OK, OK, you made the right call. It’s gotta be today. What’s the deal?”

      “I give him three million pounds, he gives me a bunch of weapons. Grenades, rocket launchers, rifles, a bunch of that stuff.”

      “You have that much on you?”

      “No, I figured you would have it. Thought maybe you had some money on hand in case something like this happened.”

      “I can’t get that much in a couple hours,” Recker said. “I’d need a few days at least.”

      “We don’t have that kind of time.”

      “I know. We’ll have to make it work as it is.”

      “Where’s the deal going down?”

      “Some little farmhouse outside the city.”

      “Not at his warehouse?”

      “No. I don’t think he makes deals there. At least not with people he hasn’t done business with.”

      “All right, we’ll just have to go with it.”

      “So, what do you wanna do?”

      “Start getting your boys ready,” Recker answered. “I’ll talk it over and come up with a plan.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Text me the address of the place too, huh?”

      “You got it.”

      Jones saw a look of hope on Recker’s face he hadn’t seen since the first week they got there. He could tell the phone call was something important.

      “Mark’s got him,” Recker said. Almost immediately his text ringer went off, Batton giving him the address of the exchange.

      “What?” Haley asked, almost jumping out of his seat.

      “He’s got a deal going down… today.”

      “Today?” Jones asked, surprised at the time.

      “Said it was today or nothing. Cloutier said he’s leaving the country for tomorrow and won’t be back for a few months. It’s today or we wait for months. Or we gotta follow him somewhere else.”

      “Well, that’s not an intriguing notion.”

      “I agree. We can’t just keep following this guy all over,” Recker said. “We gotta end it. Now.” Recker gave them the details, then gave Jones the address so he could map it out.

      “What are we gonna do about the money?” Haley asked. “As soon as Cloutier sees we don’t have it, the gig is up.”

      “We’re just gonna have to pretend we do.”

      “That’s gonna be dangerous.”

      “I know. And it means there’s gonna be shooting… and a lot of it. But it’s all we can do.”

      Jones brought up pictures of the farmhouse, and the three of them looked it over. There was the main house, which was two floors, along with a big barn that was only a few feet away from it.

      “You can bet they’ll have people in there,” Recker said, pointing at the barn.

      “Probably the main house too,” Haley said.

      “Figure at least ten to fifteen people in total, probably.”

      “If not more.”

      They studied the pictures a few more minutes, trying to come up with the best plan possible.

      “Not a lot of places for cover either,” Recker said.

      “It’s gonna be tough,” Haley replied.

      “If this goes down in the middle of the yard there, we’re going to be exposed. We won’t have many places to go.”

      “I don’t see any other way. Unless we can get it to go down inside the house. That’d at least give us some protection.”

      They took another twenty minutes to come up with some sort of plan, determining what they would do in advance, coming up with several different scenarios of how things would play out. It was easier to fall back on a plan once the wheels fell off than it was trying to figure out something on the go as bullets are flying over your head. Once they were done, Recker called Batton to let him know what was going on.

      “Whatcha got, my friend?” Batton asked.

      “First off, how many boys can you bring in on this?”

      “About twelve, maybe fifteen.”

      “That’d be good. Including us, that should be enough.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “We’re gonna make the drop,” Recker replied. “We don’t have the money, so we’re gonna have to make out like we do.”

      “That’s gonna be dangerous. Once Cloutier sees we don’t have it…”

      “I know. Bullets are gonna be flying fast and furious. Without more time, though, we don’t have any other choice. If you wanna back out, I won’t blame you. Your deal will still go through.”

      “I don’t send my friends into dangerous situations without backing them up.”

      “I don’t know how this is going to go.”

      “This is what we signed up for, right? We’ll do it right.”

      “OK. Come pick us up at my hotel in an hour. Me, you, and Chris will go to the farmhouse together from there. We’ll be the muscle.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll be there.”

      After getting off the phone, Recker went into a closet, removing a black duffel bag. He put it down on the bed and stared at it for a second.

      “What are you thinking?” Jones asked.

      “I’m thinking we need to make this look good.” Recker then looked at Haley. “You think you can go find some stuff to put in this?”

      “I’ll find something,” Haley answered.

      “We got an hour until Mark gets here.”

      “I should be able to find something.”

      “OK. It’ll take about an hour to get to the farmhouse, so that’ll leave us about an hour before the meeting’s supposed to go down.”

      Haley quickly grabbed the bag and left the room. “I’ll be back.”

      “This is going to get dicey,” Jones said.

      “I know,” Recker replied. “What other choice do we have?”

      “None as far as I can tell. There are several other points to consider here.”

      “Which are?”

      “It’s possible Cloutier might not even be at this meeting. He could send one of his top guys to do it instead.”

      “Possible,” Recker said, knowing it was true, though he didn’t want to believe it.

      “And if Cloutier is there, and he somehow gets killed in all of this, that will make finding his warehouse all the more difficult.”

      “Well, if that happens, the job will still be accomplished. We were brought here to get Cloutier. The warehouse was a bonus.”

      “It’s still unfinished business as far as I’m concerned. It would be nice to wrap everything up together.”

      “In this business, sometimes you lose even in the victories,” Recker said. “Sometimes you just gotta take what you can get. If we get Cloutier, it’s a win. Maybe not the total victory we were hoping for, but still a win.”

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

      “And at this point, after being here for a couple months, I’ll take whatever win we can get.”
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      Before Batton got there, Recker called Lawson, wanting her to know what was going on. He didn’t think it would be good to spring it on her after it was all over. There wasn’t much she was going to be able to do in that short amount of time, but at least she would know.

      “I’m not going to be able to get you any support,” Lawson said. “There’s not enough time.”

      “I know. Wasn’t expecting any. Just wanted to let you know.”

      “You’re sure this is the best play right now?”

      “It’s the only play,” Recker replied. “If Cloutier is leaving the country tomorrow, who knows how long it will take to get a beat on him?”

      “But we can be watching all the borders.”

      “That’s a gamble. There’s no guarantee we can pick him up. It’s a cinch he’s not gonna broadcast he’s leaving. This way, we know we’ve got him.”

      “He might have you too,” Lawson said. “Has it occurred to you that this might be a trap?”

      “With Batton?”

      “Are you sure you can trust him?”

      “Absolutely. There’s no doubt.”

      “Well, are you sure Cloutier isn’t assuming we’re setting him up and is setting us up first?”

      “You mean he agreed to this only because he knows we’re behind it and it’s a chance to get rid of us?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Maybe. I can’t rule it out. But at the same time, it’s still a chance to take him out. And I think we gotta take it.”

      “Well, you’re the one out there. I just hope I don’t get a death notice on you.”

      “I wouldn’t be too fond of that either,” Recker said.

      “Like I said, you’re taking the risks. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Recker laughed. “That makes two of us.”

      “I’m gonna send a team to that farmhouse anyway, just in case you are able to grab him. Let me know as soon as it’s over, then I can tell the team to go in and take him to the safe house or I can call them off.”

      “I will. Just make sure they don’t get there too soon.”

      “They’re a couple hours away. You’d most likely have to wait an hour or so before they got there, anyway.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      As soon as he got off the phone, Haley walked back in, bag in hand. It looked much fuller than when he left. Recker didn’t have a chance to ask about it since Batton arrived at the hotel right on time a minute later. He let Recker know he was downstairs, waiting in the lobby. Recker grabbed their bag of weapons, while Haley grabbed their bag of fake money, and headed to the door. Jones watched them leave, hoping they would return safely.

      “Don’t force anything if it isn’t there,” Jones said.

      Recker gave him a wry smile. “Would I ever do that?”

      Jones rolled his eyes and didn’t bother to reply. Recker and Haley went downstairs, immediately finding Batton who was sitting in a chair waiting for them. He stood up to greet his friends.

      “What’s in the bags?”

      “Guns,” Recker answered. “And money.”

      “Oh, you actually came up with it?”

      “Came up with something. What’s actually in there, anyway?”

      “A few books, magazines, newspapers, and whatever else I could shove in there to fill it up,” Haley replied.

      “Oh.” Recker looked at the bag, noticing it looked full. “Looks like the real deal from the outside.”

      They walked outside to Batton’s car. Before getting in, Recker looked around, not seeing any of Batton’s men, not that he would know them on sight, but he knew the type he was looking for. And they weren’t there.

      “You bringing anyone else?” Recker asked.

      “I already have them on the way there,” Batton replied. “They are staying back a little way. I don’t want Cloutier to see them on the way in and get nervous.” Recker nodded, agreeing. “So, what is the plan for us when we get there?”

      “You take the money,” Recker said. “Me and Chris will act as bodyguards.”

      “What if they want to separate us?”

      “We won’t let them. We all go together, or we don’t go at all.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “It won’t be long before the shooting starts so we just have to hope we can get rid of whoever’s in front of us quickly so we can get out of the line of fire.”

      “What about Cloutier? Trying to capture him?”

      “I think we’re past that at this point,” Recker answered. “I expect things to get hot and heavy very quickly. I don’t think it’s feasible. It’s gonna take a lot of doing just for us to stay alive let alone worrying about trying to take him alive. I’d even go so far to say, if possible, to put a bullet in him first. That way if it gets too hot, we can get out of there and still say we got the job done.”

      “I like that.”

      “You sure you wanna go in there? You got family and all. We can go in without you.”

      Batton smiled, appreciating the offer. “Thank you. But like you said, we all go together, or we don’t go at all.”

      Before getting to the farmhouse, they stopped down the road at another house, where Batton’s crew was waiting. Recker gave one of the men an earpiece, so they could coordinate when to get there better. Batton identified which of the men would be the leader of the group, and Recker handed him the device, which he promptly put in his ear.

      “What’s going to be the signal?” the man asked.

      Recker thought about it for a few seconds. “I’ll say, nice little place you got here. When I say that, you come in firing away.”

      “Will do.”

      “I’d concentrate on that barn first. We’ll take care of whoever’s in front of us.”

      Once everyone fully understood the plan, not that there was much to it, Recker and company got back in the car, and started driving towards the farmhouse. It was set back a little off the main road, so it would take a few minutes for help to arrive. They pulled onto the property, driving down a small gravel road to get to the house. Batton was careful to try to park the car as far away from the barn as possible since they figured they might have to use the car as cover.

      “Looks quiet so far,” Batton said, not noticing a single soul yet.

      “That almost always means trouble,” Recker replied.

      “And the worst kind,” Haley said.

      Before getting out, Recker and Haley both checked their weapons. Knowing they could be in for a long, heavy fight, they were both packing more than usual. They each were carrying three guns on them. One inside their jackets, one in the back of their pants, and one on their leg.

      “Well, let’s get this thing over with,” Recker said.

      The three men got out, Batton reaching into the back seat to remove the bag of money. They took a few steps away from the car, then stopped, waiting until they saw someone before moving any further. Then the front door to the house opened, three men coming out and walking toward them.

      “It’s not Cloutier,” Recker said.

      “Could be he’s still inside, seeing how this goes,” Haley said.

      “Maybe. If he is, I wanna get him out here. Or us in there.”

      After a minute, the three strangers approached Recker’s team, standing only a few feet away.

      “The money?” the man asked, noticing the bag.

      “Yes,” Batton answered.

      “Let’s take a look.”

      “Not so fast,” Recker said. “We wanna see what we’re buying first.”

      “And Cloutier,” Batton said. “Where is he? I was under the impression I was making this deal with him.”

      “He couldn’t make it. You’ll deal with me.”

      “That’s not the deal,” Recker said. “We’ll deal with him or we’ll deal with no one. We don’t know you.”

      “I work with him.”

      “Then you better tell him to get his ass over here or the deal is off. There’s other places we can spend our three million at.”

      The man sighed, not liking their demands. He could see they meant what they said. “Wait here.” The man left, going back to the main house, though he left the other two men there. The man came back out a few minutes later and approached the group again. “Follow me.”

      “Where?” Batton asked.

      “You wanted to meet Cloutier, didn’t you? He’s inside.”

      “How do we know?” Recker said.

      “Who are you anyway?”

      “I’m the chief security officer for Mr. Batton. He doesn’t go anywhere unless I clear it.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Well, if you want this deal to go down, Mr. Cloutier is inside. He doesn’t do business out in the open.”

      “How do we know he’s really in there?”

      The man smiled. “Oh, so that’s it. You think this is some sort of a trap?”

      “It occurred to me.”

      “Well, I assure you it isn’t. Mr. Cloutier didn’t get to where he is by ripping people off. He likes return customers. He has a stellar reputation. Believe me, you get what you pay for.”

      Recker looked at the others and nodded. “Lead the way.”

      The men all walked toward the main house, Cloutier’s mouthpiece leading the way, while the other two followed them from behind. Once inside, they were led into the living room, which wasn’t much more than a couple beat up old couches. There was dirt and dust everywhere. They noticed Cloutier sitting on one of the couches, observing his guests as they were brought in.

      “Nice little place you got here,” Recker said.

      Cloutier smiled. “It serves its purpose.”

      “Do you have the goods?” Batton asked.

      “It’s in the barn. As soon as I see your money is good, we’ll go over and take a look.”

      “Fine.”

      “It’s lucky for you that you caught me you know. I’m on my way to Spain tomorrow. Have another deal lined up.”

      “It’s too bad you’ll have to miss it,” Recker said.

      “What was that?”

      Batton knew what was about to happen and dropped his bag and reached for his gun. Recker and Haley had already withdrawn theirs. Within a few seconds, all three of Cloutier’s men were dead. Cloutier himself reached for a weapon, but Recker pointed his gun at him and fired, hitting Cloutier in the shoulder. Though Recker could have killed him, he figured it was better to keep him alive for his CIA friends.

      “Chris, windows,” Recker said, pointing to them, assuming they might get rushed from whatever other men Cloutier had stationed outside.

      “My boys should be here in a minute,” Batton said.

      Recker tapped his ear. “Yeah, they said they were on their way when they heard my signal. You stay here and cover him. I’m gonna check the rest of the house.”

      “Got it.”

      Recker quickly checked the kitchen and the rest of the first floor. It was clean. He went over to the stairs and saw someone charging down, shooting wildly into the air with his rifle. Recker squatted down to duck the incoming fire, then fired a couple shots of his own. Once the man was hit, he stumbled down the rest of the steps, ending up dead by the time his body stopped rolling on the floor. As Recker started checking the upstairs, he could hear Haley start firing. As soon as Recker cleared the second floor, he rushed back down to the main level.

      “You’ll never get out of here,” Cloutier said.

      “Yeah, we’ll just see about that,” Recker replied.

      Recker went over to Haley’s position and joined him in firing upon Cloutier’s men, who were advancing toward the house. There looked to be about ten of them. Then, three more cars barreled onto the property, Batton’s men, who started shooting through their opened windows. A massive firefight ensued, as Cloutier’s men tried to make it back into the barn. Recker and Haley made their way outside onto the porch, just observing the battle. A few minutes later, an explosion in the barn rattled the area, most of the barn going up in flames.

      The explosion was so loud and powerful that everyone was knocked off their feet. Once Recker and Haley got back up, they looked at what was left of the barn, which wasn’t much. A few pieces of wood remained, but most of it was blown away or on fire.

      “I’m guessing they did have some stuff in there,” Recker said.

      “Whatever it was, I would say it was some explosive stuff,” Haley said with a laugh.

      Recker looked at him after his corny joke but couldn’t help but crack a laugh too. They headed back inside, where Batton was still holding a gun on Cloutier.

      “Looks like you’re finished,” Recker said.

      “What do you guys want?” Cloutier asked, holding his shoulder as it bled. “Money, power? Whatever it is, I can get it for you.”

      “The only thing we want is you.”

      “Why? Who are you working for?”

      “The CIA would like to talk to you?”

      “The CIA? No, no, we can make a deal, please!”

      “Afraid not, pal. You’re coming with us.”

      Recker went over to him and grabbed him by the shirt, pulling him up to his feet. They all walked outside. As Recker and Haley put their prisoner in the car, Batton went over to his men to make sure there were no casualties.

      “What are we gonna do with him?” Haley asked. “We can’t stay here, not now. Not with this battle and explosion.”

      “I know. We’ll have to make other plans and meet them somewhere else,” Recker replied.

      Once Batton checked on his men, he came back over to the car. “They’re all good.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “What do you need from me now?”

      “Nothing,” Recker answered. “If I were you, I’d hitch a ride back with them. We gotta take Cloutier to a meeting spot. You can pick your car back up at the hotel if you want.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Batton shook hands with Recker and Haley before getting in the car with his men. They quickly split. Recker and Haley got back in the car and started driving. They called Lawson on their road to nowhere.

      “Well, it’s nice to know you’re not dead at least,” Lawson said.

      “Not only am I not dead, everyone else isn’t either,” Recker said.

      “Cloutier?”

      “Injured. But he’ll live. Just a shoulder wound.”

      “That’s so good to hear.”

      “Just one problem.”

      “What is it?”

      “We’re on the move,” Recker replied. “There was a small explosion on site. Couldn’t stay.”

      “A small explosion?”

      “Yeah, well, Cloutier must have brought some explosive stuff with him that he stashed in the barn. In the ensuing fight, a bullet must have struck it and the thing blew up.”

      “OK. Just keep driving and I’ll figure out a spot to make the exchange. Just give me a few minutes.”

      Recker smiled. “Hey, we got him. I think I can spare a few more minutes.”

      “We got him,” Lawson happily said.

      “We got him.”
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      Recker and the team had finished packing and were about ready to catch their flight. Just before they were about to walk out the door though, Recker’s phone rang. It was Lawson. He hoped there weren’t any last-minute changes to their schedule.

      “Tell me there’s no problems,” Recker said.

      Lawson laughed. “No. Everything’s still good. You’re ready to go.”

      “I’ll say I am.”

      “Before you got on the plane, I just wanted to call you again and say thank you. It was something you didn’t have to do, and you were gone from home a couple months. I know that wasn’t easy.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not gonna say I would never do it again, but I can tell you if you ever come knocking again, the price tag just went up.”

      “I’ll remember that.”

      “What about Cloutier?” Recker asked. “Get anything out of him yet?”

      “Not yet. But I’m sure we will soon.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because he’s already talking about making deals. He’ll tell us everything soon enough. Just have to make the right deal.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t kill him.”

      “We’re lucky it just worked out that way. What about Mark?”

      “Well, you gave me his number so when everything is ready, I will contact him. Should only take another week or so.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And your provisions will be met as well.”

      “Thanks again.”

      “Well, I’ll let you go so you can catch your flight,” Lawson said. “I can imagine there’s a woman back home who wouldn’t be happy if you missed it.”

      “Nice of you, but I didn’t tell her I was coming yet.”

      “Oh. Why not?”

      “I wanted to surprise her.”

      “I’m sure she will be.”

      “Yeah, well, I should get going.”

      “OK. I may call you again in the next few days, just to get clarification on some details of your trip, nothing major.”

      “I’ll be around.”

      After getting off the phone, Recker and his partners exited their room and went down to the lobby of the hotel. Standing by the door, waiting for them, was Mark Batton. He greeted each of the three men with a handshake.

      “Mark, what are you doing here?” Recker asked.

      “Well, you told me to come back for my car.”

      “Oh yeah. I forgot about that.”

      “And I wanted to see you guys before you left. Tell you thanks for everything.”

      “We should be thanking you,” Jones said. “Without you, I can tell you with absolute certainty we would not be leaving today.”

      “That’s right,” Haley said. “We’d still be chasing our tails for another couple months, probably.”

      “I guess we all got what we wanted,” Batton said. He then looked at his old friend. “I think this makes us even now, huh?”

      “I don’t know about that,” Recker replied. “I think I still might owe you one.”

      Batton shook his head. “No, there are no more debts to be paid. Especially after my family is gone from here.”

      “Well, after you guys get set up, be sure and call from time to time, OK? You got my number.”

      “I will.”

      Recker and company left the hotel to get to their car, then drove to the airport. As they brought their bags into the airport, Haley grumbled a little about their accommodations.

      “They couldn’t spare a few extra dollars for a private jet?”

      Recker laughed. “You’re lucky they’re springing for a flight at all. This is the government we’re talking about. They could’ve just stranded us here and told us to find our own way back.”

      “Wouldn’t be much different, would it?”

      “Well, at least they’re paying for it.”

      “Are you sure sneaking up on Mia is the right move?” Jones asked.

      “I’m not sneaking up on her. I’m surprising her.”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “Of course there’s a difference.”

      “Either way amounts to the same thing.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Recker said. “Showing up unannounced will be an infinitely better surprise for her than calling her and telling her I’m coming.”
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      Once the plane arrived in Philadelphia, the team went their separate ways. Haley dropped Recker off at his apartment, then he dropped Jones off at the office, which also doubled as his apartment, then went back to his own place. Recker was happy to be home, but also felt a little anxious as we walked to his apartment. Mia had been through so much in the time he’d been gone, he wasn’t sure what the reception he would get would be. He obviously knew she’d be happy to have him home, but he wasn’t sure if she was still going to be a little down about losing the baby.

      Over the previous few weeks, they still talked on the phone every night, and it sounded as if she was a little happier as time went on, but he didn’t know if she was just putting on an act for him. Now they’d see each other in person. Now he’d be able to tell. Recker already knew Mia would be home since they talked the previous night, and she told him she was off from work today.

      Recker tried to unlock and open the door as quietly as possible. Luckily, it wasn’t the first time he tried such a thing. He also thought it was a good thing he didn’t keep an extra gun in the apartment, as he might worry about Mia grabbing it and shooting him out of shock and surprise. Of course, if she was sitting right there in the living room, she was going to see him come in, anyway.

      Recker opened the door and slowly walked in. Mia wasn’t right there. But he smelled something cooking. He quietly moved through the apartment, peeking around the corner to see into the kitchen. He saw Mia standing there, her back to him, as she stood over the stove. She had no idea he was there.

      “Smells pretty good.”

      Shocked to hear another person’s voice, Mia jumped and screamed, quickly turning around to see who was there. She stood there staring at him, holding her hand over her heart.

      “Oh my god, why did you do that?”

      Recker stood there laughing. “Sorry. I wanted to see the surprise on your face when you saw me.”

      “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      “I’m sorry. David and Chris said I should’ve called first to let you know I was coming, but I wanted to surprise you.”

      After she calmed down and her heart seemed like it was beating normally again, Mia ran over to her boyfriend and jumped into his arms. They started passionately kissing, occasionally taking a few breaths to talk in between.

      “What are you doing here?” Mia asked.

      “I live here.”

      “I mean why are you back? Are you back for good?”

      “I am back for good.”

      “You’re done over there?”

      “I’m done,” Recker said. “We got what we were after.”

      “I’m glad. I’m so glad you’re back.”

      “Are you OK?”

      “It still hurts a little. I mean, not physically or anything, it just hurts to know… that it’s not happening.”

      “We’re both still young enough. It’s not the end.”

      “I know.”

      Recker still held Mia in his arms, her feet off the ground. “How long you want me to hold you?”

      “You got something better to do?”

      “Nope. Not at all.”

      “Well, if you wanted to put me down somewhere, I think I know where you could put me.”

      Recker smiled. “You’re reading my mind.”
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