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      Recker sat in his chair, watching the beautiful, bikini-clad woman running out of the water. He couldn’t take his eyes off her as she ran on the sand, the water making her body glisten. Mia had a big smile on her face, as she had every day since they’d been in Hawaii. Recker honestly didn’t think he’d make it. Staying in one spot, as beautiful as the scenery was, without anything to do other than relax. He was sure he’d go crazy after a week or two. But here he was.

      They’d now been there for twelve weeks. And he was still in no hurry to leave. Mia was certainly happy about being there. She was in no hurry to get back, either. This had really been the most relaxing couple of months Recker could ever remember.

      After a minute, Mia finally reached him, planting a kiss on his lips as she got there. She sat in a chair next to him and dried herself off with a towel.

      “Isn’t this the best?”

      Recker nodded, looking out at the ocean. “It certainly has its benefits.”

      “I still can’t believe we’ve been here for three months.”

      “Miss home?”

      “Honestly? Not really. I guess that probably sounds a little harsh, but… how could anybody get tired of this? Beautiful beach, beautiful weather, sand, ocean, no hustle or bustle. This is the dream.” Recker smiled at her. Seeing her happy and content made him even more so. “I guess we should probably be going back soon, though, huh?”

      Recker shrugged. “Why?”

      Mia stared at his face for a few seconds, trying to analyze him. She was having trouble figuring him out this time. She wasn’t sure if he actually was as calm as he appeared, or if he was just acting that way for her benefit. “Are you going to tell me you don’t miss being back home, meeting people in dark alleys, dodging bullets, dealing with some less than desirable people?”

      Recker grinned. “Honestly? I don’t.”

      “Seriously? You’re not just saying that for me?”

      Recker cleared his throat. “You know, when I initially mentioned coming out here, I really thought we’d be here for three or four weeks, then I’d get bored and wanna go back. Get back to work.”

      “And you’re gonna sit there and tell me that you don’t want to go back?”

      Recker shook his head. “I really don’t miss it. It’s funny. I never thought I was capable of living like this. Just enjoying the scenery without being involved in something. But you’re right. How could you get tired of this? I feel good. I feel relaxed. I don’t feel like I need to go back.”

      Mia leaned over and grabbed his arm, getting excited, thinking about their future. “Do you think it’s possible… I mean… do you think we could stay here? Like… forever? Does that sound crazy to even think that?”

      Recker smiled. “I don’t think it sounds crazy at all.”

      “Do you really think we could? Would you want to?”

      “What about your work?” Recker then laughed. “I think you’ve given up your next three years of vacation time to be here this long.”

      “I’d be OK if we didn’t go back. I really would. I mean, if we bought a house on the beach somewhere, just enjoyed each day as it came, without worrying about me going to work, or you making it back home in one piece.” Mia had a contentful look on her face just thinking of it all. “I can just imagine it. And David and Chris could always come out to visit, so it’s not like we’d never see them again.”

      “You don’t think you’d get tired of going to the beach every day?”

      Mia raised her eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      Recker laughed. “I guess that’s a no?”

      “There’s other things to do besides going to the beach. We could get a boat, we could learn to scuba dive, we could learn to surf, there’s a lot of things to do here. We’ve got enough money where we don’t need to work.”

      “Yeah, I know, I hear ya.”

      “You don’t want to?”

      “I’m not saying no. Let’s just think about it for a few days or a week or whatever.”

      “And there’s hospitals here, so I could always get a job here if I needed to.”

      Recker smiled at her, knowing she was excited thinking about the prospects of remaining there. He leaned over and kissed her. Even he had to admit the thought of living there forever was enticing.

      They sat there, soaking up the sun and the sand for a little while longer. They were only a few minutes away from their hotel, and there wasn’t a dark cloud in the sky. For them, everything still seemed perfect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Haley walked through the door, looking at his phone like he usually did. It seemed to be his normal routine now. He walked in, checked his phone to see if he had a message from Recker, then went on about his day. It’d been a week since he last heard from his friend. They each texted each other periodically, though neither wanted to pull the other away from what they were doing.

      Haley sighed upon seeing that he didn’t have any new messages, then walked over to the desk and sat next to Jones.

      “Anything on the agenda today?”

      “Not so far,” Jones replied. “Why so glum?”

      “Huh?”

      “The sigh heard ‘round the world. They could hear that in Florida, probably.”

      “Ah, it’s nothing.”

      Jones already knew what it was, though. Haley’s mood had changed in the time that Recker was gone. Some days, Jones got the impression that Haley didn’t even want to be there. His demeanor had changed to one where it seemed like he was only there because he had to be, not because he wanted to be. It was a little concerning to Jones, hoping that Haley would eventually snap out of it and fully embrace their new dynamics, as hard as it was to accept.

      “He’s enjoying his time,” Jones said.

      “I really thought he would be back. I thought after four weeks, six weeks at most, he’d be itching to get back.”

      Jones smiled. “The lure of a Hawaiian beach and a beautiful woman at your side is a tough thing to pass up. Doesn’t matter who you are.”

      Haley sighed again. “Yeah, I know. I just… it’s just weird not seeing him around here, you know?”

      “Oh, believe me, I know. It’s certainly different. But he’s been gone for twelve weeks now. We have to finally entertain the possibility that he’s not coming back. He’s earned this time.”

      “I know he has.”

      “It could be that he’s just reached the end of the line. He could just be ready for the next chapter. And there are a lot worse places to start it than out there.”

      Haley still couldn’t hide his disappointment in Recker being absent. “Yeah.”

      “He’s been a great partner. A great friend. But if he’s moving on, we have to do so as well.”

      Haley looked around the room. “Speaking of partners, where is he?”

      “Uh, he should be in soon. He said he was working on something.”

      Haley scrunched the left side of his face, obviously confused. “Working on what? What’s there to work on right now?”

      “He did not say.”

      “I swear if he’s trying to do something against Vincent, I’m gonna punch his lights out. He’s got some kind of strange fascination with him.”

      “He views Vincent as a criminal. Which he is. We brought him in to take down the criminal element in this city. He’s taken that to heart.”

      “And we’ve also explained numerous times that Vincent is not our enemy. With all the other things that are going on out there, taking care of Vincent is not in our best interests, and he’s not even in the top ten of things we need to worry about.”

      “I know. And I agree.”

      “Well then why don’t you tell him to knock it off? He obviously doesn’t listen to me.”

      “Paxton is wired differently than you and Michael. He needs to do things in his way. Just as I’ve let you and Mike do things in your own way, he needs to do it in his.”

      “Even if it’s wrong?”

      “He’s technically not wrong.”

      “David…”

      “I know, I know. But we have to walk a narrow line with him, between giving him guidance, and completely cuffing his hands. We brought him in to be one of us. We didn’t bring him in to be micromanaged.”

      “I think it’s a mistake.”

      “It may very well be. But I think it’s necessary that we give him a little rope.”

      “And if he hangs himself with it?”

      Jones shot him a look. “It’s our job to see that he doesn’t.”

      Haley sighed again, and shook his head. He wasn’t on board with Jones’ line of thinking. “Sometimes I think it’d be better if I was working alone. Mike did it for a while before I came in, right?”

      “Yes, but I’d like to think we’ve evolved since then. We don’t need to go it alone anymore. Having another partner in the fold is helpful.”

      “Not if I’m fighting with him every step of the way.”

      “You just need to give him more time. I still believe he will be a valuable asset, if we allow him to grow. He will make mistakes, yes. Some of them may be costly. Some of them we will look back on and say they probably should have been avoided. But it will make him better.”

      Haley nodded, though he still wasn’t in agreement. “Just hope it doesn’t cost one of us our lives,” he whispered.

      Jones heard him, and glanced over at him out of the corner of his eye, but thought it better to not respond. He knew Haley was already frustrated to begin with, and engaging further in a conversation probably wasn’t the best way to raise his spirits. He just had to hope he’d eventually come around. If not, everything that Jones had tried to build over the past few years was at risk of crumbling down.
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      Half the day elapsed, with neither Jones nor Haley sure about where the third member of the team was. Haley started taking up Recker’s usual position of pacing around the room.

      “He’ll be here,” Jones said, taking a second to look up from his computer.

      “Why isn’t he here yet?”

      “If he ran into trouble, he would have let us know.”

      “That’s the thing. Why should he have run into trouble? We’re not working on anything right now.”

      “You’re right. He’s probably not. That’s why you need to relax. He’s probably just out taking a walk or something.”

      “Do you even know the guy?”

      “Chris, you need to relax. He’s fine.”

      “Then why hasn’t he checked in since this morning?”

      “You’re not required to check in at all hours of the day.”

      “Yeah, but he’s not me. And he’s not Mike. He still needs more attention. So he should be here so we can give it to him. He’s kind of arrogant. Well, not kind of. He is arrogant.”

      “As a lot of talented people who know how good they are… are.”

      “You gotta stop defending him, David. I know you really want this to work, but even you have to know you can’t bat a thousand every time. You’re gonna have a swing and miss every now and then.”

      “I’m not ready to admit that yet.”

      Haley sighed and ran his hand over the hair on his head. He believed that Jones knew the situation wasn’t working out, but just hoped that it would be more than he really thought it would. Haley thought they were trying to fit a square block into a round hole. Phillips had been with the team for over three months, and it didn’t feel like he was blending in. It still felt like Phillips was a wild card, who was more interested in doing his own thing, rather than being a part of the team.

      It didn’t take much longer before they finally heard from Phillips, though. He called Haley, who was ready to rip him a new one.

      “Where are you at?” Haley tersely asked.

      “Hey, need your help. I’m pinned down right now.”

      “Pinned down?! Doing what?!”

      “I was trailing a bunch of guys, figured they had a drug shipment or something. Didn’t go as well as I hoped.”

      Haley heard gunfire in the background. He sighed and shook his head. “Where are you at?”

      “Uh, not real sure right now. I’m kinda busy.”

      “We’ll just ping your phone. Who and what are you up against?”

      “Who, I’m not sure. What, I think there’s three or four of them.”

      Haley loudly sighed into the phone, making sure his partner knew his displeasure. “Just hang on, I’m on my way.”

      Haley hung up and went to the gun cabinet, grabbing a few weapons, explaining the situation to Jones as he did. Once he had what he needed, he sped past Jones.

      “Ping his phone and text me where he’s at,” Haley said, flying out the door.

      All of their phones were connected to Jones’ computer, so they’d be able to tell where any of them were at any moment, especially in a situation like this. Haley was barely out of the parking lot before Jones texted him the address. The address belonged to some type of storage warehouse, but there was something familiar about it. Jones knew he’d seen the address before somewhere. He typed it into his computer and within seconds, knew where he had seen it before.

      It was a building that belonged to Vincent. That’s why Jones knew it. It was on the list of publicly known facilities that Vincent owned. Armed with this new information, he called Haley.

      Haley answered, but was greeted with silence. He had a feeling something was up. “Uh, yeah?”

      Jones was silent for a few more seconds before answering. “I’m not quite sure how to say this.”

      “Phillips is dead?”

      “Oh no, please don’t even joke about that.”

      “Phillips is already back at the office?”

      “I don’t think he’s that good.”

      “Then what?” Now it was Jones’ turn to loudly sigh into the phone. “David, what’s wrong?”

      “Um, the place Paxton is at… is a building that’s owned by… Vincent.”

      Haley was quiet for a moment as he processed what he was just told. “You’ve gotta be kidding.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “You’re telling me that Paxton is in a shootout with Vincent’s crew?”

      “Um, well, I think that… let’s not jump to conclusions yet. It could be someone using Vincent’s building without his knowledge. Or it could be someone else who… who…” Jones was stumbling as he tried to think of something other than the most likely scenario. He really didn’t want to think about trading shots with Vincent’s men.

      Haley had no such thoughts of an alternate scenario. He knew what was going on. “David, just stop kidding yourself. Paxton’s screwed himself, and probably us with him. Nobody’s using that building without Vincent’s knowledge and approval.”

      “Just hurry up and get there and try to get him out without doing too much damage.”

      “I think it’s probably a little too late for that.”

      “Work as many miracles as you can muster.”

      Haley got to the building in about twenty-five minutes. There were some cars parked out in front of the place, so he assumed some people were still there. He parked his car around the corner, then went in on foot. He ran around to the side of the building, looking for an entrance point. He didn’t see one yet. He then went to the back, and saw a window that had been knocked out. He assumed that was how Phillips got in. Either that, or the gunfire knocked it out.

      Haley crawled through the window, a few pieces of glass crackling underneath his feet as he stepped on the inside. He spun around, looking for his partner. It was dark in there, and he wasn’t about to put on a flashlight and give his position away, so he had to hope he heard a noise somewhere. There were a few pallets filled with boxes next to him, so he slid in behind them, waiting for an indication someone was out there.

      He spent a few minutes in that spot, not moving an inch, and not making a sound. Not wanting to be there for too long, Haley finally pulled out his phone and sent Phillips a text message.

      “I’m here. You still in the building?”

      He got a reply almost immediately. “I’m here. Where are you?”

      “By the back window that’s broken.”

      “Coming to you.”

      Haley immediately noticed the light from a flashlight shining in the air. He looked around the pallet and saw Phillips’ outline walking over to him. Haley waited until Phillips made it to him before speaking, still wary of Vincent’s men.

      “Don’t you think you should get down?” Haley asked.

      “Oh, they’re all gone now.”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      “Well I heard someone coming in back here and I wasn’t sure who it was.”

      “You sure they’re gone?”

      “Well, I nailed a couple of them, then the others scattered,” Phillips replied.

      “How do you know they left?”

      “I heard one of them talking about leaving to get some backup.”

      Haley sighed, then walked past him as he walked around the floor, looking for the dead bodies. Then, he found one. He put on the flashlight from his phone, lighting up the man’s face. Haley shook his head. Phillips came up behind him.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Do you know who this is?” Haley asked.

      “No. Why? Should I?”

      “Yes, you should! It’s one of Vincent’s men.”

      Phillips shrugged, not seeming to care. “So?”

      “So, this is the type of thing we were trying to avoid. We didn’t want to get into it with him. Now, you basically just did.”

      “First off, how’s he gonna know it was us? Second, I told you, he’s a criminal. And I’m not discriminating. If they’re on the other side, they’re going down. Simple as that.”

      “You’re too stupid for your own good, you know that?”

      “I think it’s time you stop worrying about this guy. You guys have put him up on such a pedestal, I mean, it’s ridiculous. Just take him out and clean up the streets. That is what we’re here for, isn’t it?”

      “You just don’t get it, do you? Vincent being at the top helps keep things somewhat civil in this city. If he’s gone, you have no idea how many criminal gangs are going to come out of the woodwork and try to take his place.”

      “And like I’ve said before, if they do, we’ll take them out too. They should be fearing us, not the other way around.”

      Haley just glared at him, his nostrils flaring out. He wanted to knock the smug look off his partner’s shoulders right then and there. Actually, he wanted to just put him in a hole somewhere and leave him. But that wasn’t what partners did, whether they liked each other or not.

      Haley continued walking around the room, finding another body a few seconds later. He was also one of Vincent’s men. Haley knew it was unlikely that Vincent would let this go without some type of reply, either verbal or physical. He just hoped that whatever it was, was something they’d be able to work out.

      After the years it took Recker to build up the relationship he had with Vincent, Haley felt a certain responsibility to keep it going in his absence, especially if Recker returned. He’d hate to have Recker come back to find everything he built in tatters and hanging on by a thread.

      Phillips came over to Haley again. “You wanna stay here and wait for them to get back?”

      “No, I don’t. I’m leaving. You stay if you want.”

      Haley stormed off, walking back to the window he came in through. Phillips went after him. He caught up to Haley just before they went back through the window. He tapped Haley on the arm and pointed up to the corner of the room.

      “Look. Security camera there.”

      “Yep,” Haley said.

      Phillips pointed his gun at it and fired. What was left of the camera after that fell to the ground. “Looks like nobody will be seeing us now.” Phillips climbed through the window.

      Haley stood there for a moment and looked around. He knew there were more cameras out there. Vincent wouldn’t have just one. He took a deep breath and shook his head before joining his partner on the outside. He knew there’d be fallout from this.

      “Yep. Nobody at all.”
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      Phillips sat there in silence as Haley reamed him out. Jones had never seen Haley as angry as he was at this moment. The veins in his neck were sticking out, and his face was getting red with each passing moment. Jones also sat there, just listening to the verbal barrage his friend was belting out. Jones had already had his say, and though he let his disapproval be known, it wasn’t quite as fierce as what Haley was dishing out.

      “The next time you do something, on your own, off-script, you’re also getting out of it on your own!” Haley yelled. “Because I’m not coming to save your ass again. It’s about time you start falling in line with the rest of us, and doing what we tell you to do, instead of just doing what you want, anyway. You either conform with what we want, or get your ass out!”

      “Chris,” Jones said, trying to calm him down before he said some things that couldn’t be taken back. Of course, there was probably nothing that Haley could say that he would want to take back, anyway.

      Haley either didn’t hear Jones, or was ignoring him, because he continued his verbal assault on the new man of the team. “Ever since you got here, you’ve operated on your own beliefs, on your own time, and your own stupidity. You’ve either ignored or chosen not to listen to everything we’ve tried to tell you. No matter what we say or do, you do what you want, anyway. Well that’s stopping now.”

      Phillips continued sitting there, not muttering a word in response. It was somewhat surprising, knowing his brash personality, and the fact that he did often do what he wanted, regardless of what anyone tried to tell him. Maybe Haley’s words were finally hitting the right note. Maybe he’d finally seen the error of his ways, but somehow, Haley doubted it. But it was still something he needed to get off his chest.

      Phillips waited a few more minutes, letting Haley say everything he needed to before finally responding. “You done?”

      “Why, you got something to say?”

      “Yeah. You already know my feelings about all of this. All I did…”

      “It’s not about your feelings! You’ve been here three months! You don’t have any feelings yet. You don’t know nothing, you shouldn’t think nothing, and you shouldn’t act on nothing. Not unless one of us tells you to. I don’t care what kind of experience you’ve had, how much of a big shot you think you are, or whether you think you know it all. Let me explain something to you, bub, you’re an idiot. A world-class, All-American idiot.”

      Phillips finally got up. His posture looked like he was taking all that he was going to. He took a few steps toward Haley. Jones, seeing what was going on, and fearing that the two men were going to come to blows, quickly hurried around the table and got between them.

      “Let’s everyone cool our heads for a moment,” Jones said.

      Haley wasn’t really interested in that, though, pointing at Phillips. “He better get that head of his in the game, or I’m gonna permanently cool it.”

      “Oh, you wanna play Mr. Bigshot, do you?” Phillips replied. “Because I ain’t gotta take anymore of your crap, man.”

      “Well then there’s the door. Hope it hits you on the way out.”

      “If there’s anybody going out that door, it’s gonna be you after I throw you out.”

      The two men continued moving towards each other, with Jones starting to get squeezed in the middle. Jones put one hand on each of them to try to keep them at bay. He hoped cooler heads would prevail, because if they really wanted at each other, he wasn’t going to be able to stop them.

      “Let’s remember we’re all on the same side here,” Jones said.

      “This guy’s on his own side,” Haley said. “He sure ain’t on mine.”

      “You know, you’re starting to get a big mouth,” Phillips said.

      “Oh, I’m getting a big mouth? That’s pretty rich coming from you.”

      “Let’s just take this outside so I can shut you up for good.”

      “Fine with me.”

      Jones feared he was losing control of the situation. “Gentlemen, gentlemen.” He feared for one of their lives. Two men as skilled as they were, who genuinely seemed to not like each other, going at it in a fight… well, Jones worried that one of them wouldn’t make it back. And he couldn’t have that.

      “Lead the way,” Haley said.

      “Fine.” Phillips started walking toward the door.

      Before Haley was able to follow him, Jones took a firmer grasp on Haley’s arms, grabbing both of them. He pushed him over to the couch. “Sit down.” Haley just looked at him, not sure he was going to listen. But Jones repeated his command, and in a much firmer voice. “Sit.”

      Haley finally listened and sat down. He sighed and looked down at the floor.

      With one of them finally under control, Jones turned around and pointed at Phillips. “You. Sit over there.”

      Phillips complied with his wishes. He hadn’t said much, but Haley couldn’t ever remember a time in which Jones talked in that manner.

      With both men seemingly calmed down, Jones turned his head toward each of them. “Now, there will be no more talk about stepping outside. Whatever our feelings are toward each other, or what we think of each other, we will work out whatever differences we have. We are partners, we are a team, and we will act as such.” Jones then glared at Phillips to let him know he was now talking to him specifically. “Some of us will start acting with more care and thought in regards to our actions. We will take better directions from those who have been around longer, who know the landscape better, whether that jibes with our own personal feelings or not.” Jones then spun his head around to look at Haley. “And some of us will do a better job of actually teaching our philosophies, and instead of getting mad and frustrated, will find a better way of instilling those ideas into newer members of the team.”

      Jones looked at both men, neither of whom were looking at him. The eyes of both men were staring at the floor. Judging by their posture, they had both gotten the message loud and clear. Neither looked very interested in continuing the conflict any further.

      “Should I take it we are now ready to move on?” Jones asked.

      Haley took a deep breath, looked at Jones, and gave a slight nod. He had said all he wanted to say, all he needed to say, and was now ready to move forward. Phillips had the same reaction.

      “Now I want you two to get up, shake hands, and we’ll figure things out together. Understood?”

      Haley and Phillips looked at each other, neither very willing to move at the moment.

      “Come on,” Jones said.

      Finally, Haley got up. As soon as he did, Phillips did as well. Then, the two men begrudgingly moved their feet and started to walk toward each other. Phillips was the first to put his hand out. Haley looked at it for a second, then shook hands.

      “We good?” Phillips asked.

      “Listen, you’ve got all the talent and skills in the world. You can be as good as you wanna be. But you’ve got to start listening and stop being a maverick. That’s gonna get us both killed.”

      “I’ll try to be better.”

      That was good enough for Haley at the moment. He still wasn’t convinced, and wouldn’t be until he saw the words put into action, but at least it was a starting point. It was something to build on.

      Silence filled the room for the next few minutes as all three of them started milling about. Jones went back to his computer. Haley went to the refrigerator and got a drink before sitting back down on the couch. Phillips sat down at one of the desks. It was a strange feeling. There was so much anger and hostility in the air just a few minutes before, and now, now it was like they were in a library. No one saying a word. Everyone keeping to themselves. It was almost like the previous few minutes hadn’t even existed.

      That changed when Haley’s phone began ringing. He took his phone out of his pocket and looked at the caller ID. He groaned, then looked at Jones.

      “Here comes the fallout,” Haley said. Jones immediately knew who was calling. Haley answered the call. “Hello?”

      “Boss wants to meet,” Malloy replied.

      “What for?”

      “Pretty sure you already know.”

      “When?”

      “Right now.”

      “Where?”

      “You know the place.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Bring the other guy too.”

      “I don’t think that’d be a wise choice right now.”

      “Smart move. Because the way I’m feeling right now, I’m not sure he’d make it back.”

      “Jimmy, you and I haven’t had any problems before. I would like an honest answer from you.”

      “OK?”

      “Should I decline this meeting?”

      “You’re safe. For now. You’re highly thought of, but I can’t guarantee how long it’ll stay that way if you keep letting that partner of yours run off his leash.”

      “I understand. I’ll be there.”

      “Good. I’ll let him know.”

      Haley put his phone down and looked at the others.

      “I take it your presence is requested?” Jones asked.

      Haley nodded. “Yeah.”

      “When?”

      “Now.”

      “I’ll come with,” Phillips said.

      “No. It’s better if you stay here. You’re not exactly a friend of theirs at the moment. I’ll try and smooth things over.”

      “Is it wise that you go in the first place?” Jones asked.

      “Malloy said I’m fine for now.”

      “For now?”

      “Right now, I’m good. Tomorrow… that might be a different story.”
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      Haley arrived at the warehouse that Vincent usually liked to conduct business in. After being let in through the gate, Haley pulled up in front of the building. As he got out of the car, he saw the door swing open, and Malloy started walking down the steps to greet him. Haley put his hand out to shake, not sure if he was going to get one. He figured that would give a slight indication of how things were going to go. Thankfully, Malloy gave him his hand.

      “It’s not good, Chris.”

      “I know. I’ve talked to him. I yelled at him. We almost came to blows. I’m working with him.”

      “That may not be enough.”

      “I understand.”

      “He’s as mad as I’ve seen him in a while,” Malloy said.

      Haley put his arm out. “Might as well get this over with.”

      Malloy led Haley into the building, eventually finding their way into the small room he’d been inside of before. Vincent was already sitting there behind the table. Though Haley already knew the man wasn’t happy, after seeing his face, there was no doubt of that fact.

      “Sit down, Chris.” As Haley sat down, Vincent looked at his second-in-command. “Leave us.” Malloy nodded, then left the room, closing the door behind him. Vincent then turned his attention back to Haley. “I suppose you know why we’re here.”

      Haley sighed. “Yeah.”

      “You should tell your friend the next time he wants to shoot out security cameras to disguise himself, he should do it before he kills two of my men. And he should find the ones that he missed.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Chris, I gave you guys a warning when Recker left that I was not going to tolerate a lot of nonsense from this guy. Now, I’ve become more patient as I’ve gotten older, but that patience has worn out. There is no more buffer.”

      “I understand.”

      “Chris, I like you. I like David, I like Recker, you and us, we’ve formed a nice little alliance over the years. We don’t step on your toes, you don’t step on ours, and we’ve helped each other in numerous instances. You’ve needed help, and I’ve given it to you, no questions asked. And you guys have done the same for me. There has been a lot of goodwill between us. And I hate to see that end because of one man.”

      “Believe me, I’m doing my best to rein him in.”

      “Your best may not be good enough. I hate to say this, but his actions reflect on the group as a whole. I have to assume that if he’s gunning for us, that attitudes between our two parties have changed.”

      “They have not. His actions do not speak for the rest of us.”

      “Nevertheless, his actions reflect poorly on the rest of you. If those actions continue, I have to assume that you’re either incapable of stopping him, or just don’t want to.”

      “Nothing could be further from the truth. What happened will not happen again. You have my word.”

      “I’ll hold you to that word, Chris.”

      “Look, he’s not used to working in a team environment, he’s not used to the way we do things here, we’re still working with him. I think he’ll come around.”

      “You better hope so. Because if he doesn’t, and if something happens like this again, I will not hold back. The next time he is on my property, committing violent acts upon my men, I will bring my entire organization down on him. And that will include anyone who is standing next to him.”

      Haley took a gulp. The implication was clear. “Understood.”

      “I would hate for you to get caught up in something that I don’t think you want to be a part of.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Good. I hope not.” Vincent leaned back in his chair, thinking of his words carefully. “I will let this incident slide. Only because of our past history. But make no mistake, there better not be another.”

      “There won’t be.”

      “I pray that you do. Because if Recker comes back, I’d hate for him to come back to two less partners.”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      A hint of a grin formed on Vincent’s face. “Good. Now that that’s all cleared up, how is Mike doing?”

      “Good. Still out in Hawaii.”

      Vincent laughed. “Living the good life, huh?”

      “Seems like it.”

      “Is he planning on returning?”

      “That I don’t know. He hasn’t said. I think he’s just taking things day by day.”

      “There are worse places to do that in. I was out there a few years ago. Beautiful place.”

      “So I hear.”

      Vincent leaned forward, wanting to get back to their Phillips problem. “Before we end this meeting, I just want to make clear that we understand each other.”

      “We do.”

      “Can I ask a personal question? One that I probably have no business asking, and probably wouldn’t like it if someone asked it of me. It’s a business thing, and I tend to play those cards close to the chest, as I know you, and Recker, and David do as well.”

      “Ask away.”

      “What do you guys see in this guy? Why do you keep trying so hard to fit him in? Seems to me like you’re fighting a losing battle. He doesn’t seem to fit in with the rest of you. At least from the outside looking in.”

      “Honestly, David picked him. And considering he also picked Recker, and me, he’s got a pretty good track record. This guy’s rough around the edges, but he’s good. There’s no question of that. We’re just trying to dull some of those edges.”

      “Doesn’t appear to be working.”

      Haley shrugged. “Maybe not. All I can do is try.”

      “A piece of advice… sometimes you have to know when to cut bait.”

      “We’re just not at that stage yet.”

      “Sometimes, it’s better to cut loose too soon… before it’s too late.”

      “I know.”

      Inside, Haley wanted to just come clean, and let Vincent know that he wasn’t fond of Phillips at all. That he really wished Jones would have cut the guy loose weeks ago. And he wouldn’t have blamed Vincent one bit if he decided to stage an all-out war against them because of what happened. But no matter what problems they had, Phillips was still a partner, still a teammate, and he wouldn’t throw him under the bus completely. He didn’t mind showing his unhappiness with him, but that’s as far as he’d take it.

      “We’ll get him on board.”

      “I hope so,” Vincent said. “Or the next time we’re face to face like this, it won’t be as civil a conversation. As a matter of fact, it probably won’t be a conversation at all.”

      Haley nodded again. “I completely understand.”

      “Good. Now, let’s talk no more of this. I’m sure you’d like to go home, get some rest, as would I.”

      Haley stood up. “We’ll get it fixed.”

      Vincent just blinked and nodded. Haley then left the room, instantly greeted by Malloy.

      “How’d it go?” Malloy asked.

      “About as well as you’d imagine.”

      They started walking toward the exit. “He’s giving a warning?”

      “Yes.”

      “I like you, Chris, I always have. Make sure you get that guy together. Because this warning… it’s the last one he’s giving.”

      “I know.”

      They continued talking until they reached the door. Malloy escorted Haley out until they reached his car. Haley opened the car door and was about to get in when Malloy grabbed his arm.

      “Chris.”

      Haley turned around. “Yeah?”

      “I like you. We’ve been in some jams together, helped each other out of some, I’d consider us… well, I think everything’s good with us.”

      “Yeah. It is.”

      “Get that guy in line. I’d hate to have to be looking at you through a scope or the end of a barrel.”

      Haley nodded, and tapped Malloy on the arm. He then got in his car and drove off the premises. Haley drove straight back to his apartment, though he called Jones on the way, just to let him know how everything went. Vincent didn’t really say anything that was unexpected, or that Haley was surprised about. But the cards were firmly down on the table. There was no question what would happen next if any of them, especially Phillips, stepped over the line.

      Once Haley got back to his apartment, he grabbed a beer, then sat down on the couch. He put the TV on, but he wasn’t really paying attention to it. He pulled out his phone and held it in his hand. Instinctively, he scrolled to Recker’s number, then stared at it for a few moments.

      “Really could use your help right now, buddy.”

      Haley thought about sending him a text, or calling him, and letting him know what was going on, just to get his thoughts on what to do. But he never hit that button. He put the phone down and turned the power button off. He didn’t want to guilt Recker into coming back. If his friend was happy where he was, and it seemed like that was the case, Haley didn’t want to be at the root of giving all that up. Because he knew that Recker would drop everything if he knew his friends were in trouble. And Haley wasn’t going to do that to him.

      Haley looked at his phone again and sighed. There were a ton of thoughts swirling around inside his head at the moment. Should he talk to Jones about giving Phillips the pink slip? Should he continue working with the man, trying to improve him? Should he just step back and let whatever happens happen?

      He turned on his phone again and looked at Recker’s name in his contact list. “What would you do right now?”
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      Recker and Mia had just gotten back to their hotel room after having dinner at a nearby restaurant. They changed clothes, then talked about what they wanted to do for the rest of the night. Having an evening stroll on the beach seemed to be one of their favorite activities. Recker, like he’d been doing over the previous few days, left his phone on the nightstand. It was hard at first, but he was starting to get better at disconnecting.

      As Recker put his phone down, he stared at it for a few moments. Mia noticed his gaze.

      “Just pick it up.”

      Recker turned toward her. “Huh?”

      Mia laughed. “Just pick it up and call them. You know you want to.”

      “No I don’t.”

      “Oh yes you do. I’ve noticed you looking at your phone more often the past few days. Like you’re waiting for a call or text message asking you to come back.”

      Recker shook his head. “No. OK, maybe I’ve been thinking about it, but not because I’m itching to go back.”

      “Then why?”

      “I don’t know. I guess just to… see how they’re doing.”

      “Then just pick up the phone and ask.”

      “I dunno. I don’t want to make it seem like I’m checking up on them, or make it seem like they can’t survive without me or something. If there was a problem, I’m sure they’d have reached out.”

      “I’m sure they would. Now, if you’re not gonna use that phone, I believe there’s a beach waiting for us.”

      Recker smiled, leaving his phone behind as he put his arm around his girlfriend and walked out the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      For a few days after Haley’s meeting with Vincent, everything seemed much better with the team. For once, Phillips actually seemed like he was listening. It appeared that he was really trying to fit in. Though Haley initially had his doubts, and probably still did, maybe the incident with Vincent was exactly what Phillips needed to get his head on straight. Time would tell, but the early results were promising.

      But Haley also knew that old habits died hard. So when he came into the office, and saw that Phillips wasn’t there again, his thoughts immediately turned to what trouble his partner might be in.

      “Where is he this time?” Haley asked, spinning his head around the room.

      “Relax. He’ll be here.”

      “Do we know where he is?”

      “Uh, no. Not at the moment. But everything is fine.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because there’s no trouble for him to get into right now.”

      “Who says?”

      “We’re not working on anything at the moment,” Jones answered. “There are a couple things on the horizon, but they are not likely for a few days at least.”

      “Since when did we need to be working on something for him to get into trouble?”

      Jones stopped typing and looked up at him. He couldn’t deny the point. But he chose to look at the positive side of things. “You’ve seen him these past few days. He’s been much better.”

      “Maybe he had a relapse.”

      “Chris, the man has been trying to change. Let’s just give him the benefit of the doubt.”

      “He doesn’t really deserve that much.” Jones gave him a disapproving glance. Haley threw his arms up. “OK, OK. I’ll pretend he’s rescuing a cat from a tree or something.”

      It took a few minutes, but Haley eventually started to calm down and stop worrying. He wound up sitting next to Jones, doing some computer work. Then it came. Haley’s phone started ringing. He looked at it and saw it was Phillips.

      “Yes?”

      “Need help, buddy,” Phillips replied.

      Haley sighed, and his shoulders slumped. Old habits died hard, indeed. He already knew what the next words out of his mouth would be. “What is it?”

      “I’m pinned down in an alley. Looks like I bit off more than I could chew this time.”

      Haley lowered his head and put his hand on his forehead. “What alley?”

      “Behind that old bar on…” Phillips' voice cut out as he fired his gun.

      “I couldn’t hear you. What bar?”

      Phillips fired his gun a couple more times, then repeated his location. Haley heard him this time. “How many men are there?”

      “Looks like eight or ten, I think. Could be more.”

      Haley shook his head. “Why can you just not leave things alone?”

      “I don’t know, man. You can yell at me later if you want. I deserve it. But I could really use your help down here.”

      “Just hold on, I’m on my way.” Haley quickly went over to the gun cabinet, and explained the situation to Jones as he geared up. “See? What’d I tell you?”

      Jones had an exasperated look on his face. “It appears I may have been a tad hasty in my hopefulness.”

      Haley ran out the door again to save his partner.

      Jones turned to yell at him before he left, but Haley was too quick and had already gone. All Jones had now was the closed door. “I was going to say be careful. Please be careful.”

      Haley put his foot on the pedal to reach Phillips as fast as he could. He was a good thirty minutes away from him, though. And judging from the sound of things, he wasn’t sure Phillips was going to be able to hold off that long.

      As Haley got to the area, he didn’t hear any sounds. He thought it strange he didn’t hear any gunfire. He hoped that didn’t mean the worst for Phillips. Haley got out of his car and cautiously went down the alley behind the bar, finding it surprisingly empty. There was no one to be found. He did see Phillips’ car, but there were no dead bodies, and nothing that seemed out of the ordinary, other than his empty vehicle.

      Haley quickly got on his phone again and called Phillips. For once, he actually hoped that Phillips would pick up. Thankfully, after four rings, he did.

      “Hey, buddy.”

      “Where are you?” Haley asked. “I’m at the bar.”

      “Oh. Things were getting too hot there. Had to go.”

      “Go where?”

      “I’m on foot now, but they’re still after me.” Haley heard a few more shots in the background. “I’m a few streets west of there now.”

      Haley looked around, then started running in that direction. “Ok, I’m on the way.”

      “Hurry it up, man. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold them off.”

      Haley quickly ran toward the sound of the gunfire, arriving at the scene in just a few minutes. There appeared to be no way to get to Phillips, though, from the spot he was in at first. Haley didn’t recognize any of the men at first, but they had effectively blocked the alley off. And he didn’t know how many more Phillips was dealing with at the other end of it, but at this end, there already appeared to be around fifteen.

      Haley was going to have to look for another way to get to him. Because he wasn’t getting through fifteen men. Haley went around the block, knowing that was wasting precious time, but he didn’t have a choice. He came around the other end of the alley, seeing what looked like ten more men blocking it. He still couldn’t see where Phillips was, but he must have been somewhere in the middle.

      As Haley looked on from the corner of a nearby building, he contemplated his options. He really only had two. He either walked away from his partner, and let him perish because of his own doing, or he risked his own life to try to save him. And saving him at this point seemed like an insurmountable task.

      Haley pulled out his phone and called Jones. “David, we got a major problem here.”

      “What is it?” The tone in Jones’ voice indicated he feared what he was about to hear.

      “Phillips is cut off and surrounded. I’m not sure I can get to him.”

      “What are the odds?”

      “Looks like about twenty-five to one right now. And that might be generous.”

      “Is there no way you can get to him?”

      “Only way I see is throwing myself right into the fire.”

      Hearing the seriousness in Haley’s voice, Jones still couldn’t tell him which call to make. Either way, he could be sending one, or both of them, to their deaths. He couldn’t make that call from the safety of his office. “Do whatever you feel is right, Chris. Whichever call you make, we’ll live with the consequences.”

      There was more shooting in the background. Haley was silent for a few seconds as he thought about it. No matter how much he disagreed with Phillips, on just about every issue there was, he was still his partner. And he couldn’t just walk away from him, knowing his life was hanging in the balance.

      “I’m going in,” Haley said.

      Jones closed his eyes, hoping this wouldn’t be the last time he heard his friend’s voice. “Whatever you do, make sure you make it back here.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      As the line went dead, Jones closed his eyes again. He put his hand over his mouth, thinking about what was about to happen. All he could do at that point was say a prayer and hope that it would be answered.

      Haley shoved his phone back in his pocket and checked his gun, making sure it was ready to fire. He contemplated how he was going to approach this. He then got out his phone again and called Phillips.

      “Hey. You joining the party soon?”

      “Yeah,” Haley said. “I’m about to make my entrance.”

      “Hope you make it a good one.”

      “Yeah, me too. There’s about ten men between me and you. We gotta lessen the odds.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “Once we get off the phone, start taking out men to the south of you. I’ll be coming that way.”

      “What about crossfire?”

      “I’ll just have to take my chances. You better not miss.”

      “I won’t.”

      “If you start firing from your end, I’ll fire as I’m running in from my end, and I’ll meet you in the middle. Sound like a plan?”

      “As good as any I’ve got.”

      “As soon as I hang up, count to five, then start blasting.”

      “You got it. Thanks.”

      “Thank me when we’re out of here.”

      Haley hung up, then counted to five himself. He then heard more shots, which was his cue to leave. As he started running up the alley, he saw one of the men drop to the ground. He had a slight advantage in that all the men were looking in Phillips’ direction. That gave him the element of surprise. But it wouldn’t last long.

      As soon as Haley fired his first shot, he took out the man he was aiming for, but it then gave himself away. Phillips was able to take out another man, as the other men’s focus was now split in two. Haley crouched down next to the wall and continued firing, trying to make himself as small a target as possible. He took out one more man.

      With six men left between him and Phillips, the odds were starting to look a little better, though still not great. Two more of the men went down, one each from the guns of Haley and Phillips. Phillips then saw his opportunity to flee from his current position, and started running in Haley’s direction.

      Since the amount of men between the two of them had lessened, Haley was now able to see Phillips as he started running. Two of the men turned to try to take out Phillips, but Haley drilled both of them. With only one man left in their way now, both Haley and Phillips could finally see a way out for them.

      Unfortunately, that way out closed quickly. Haley looked on in horror as he saw Phillips go down rather suddenly. He could hear his partner yell out in pain, obviously from a bullet wound. Phillips rolled around on the ground, holding his leg. Haley, seeing his partner in even more danger, considering he was out in the open, and unable to protect himself, and knew he had to get in there and pull him out. And he had to do it now.

      Haley raised up and took out the last man between him and Phillips, then quickly ran down the alley until he got to Phillips’ position. Haley knelt over him, continuing to fire at the men at the other end of the alley, who were now advancing toward them. Haley kept firing, but knew they were in a jam. Unless he took out everyone there, they were going to have a tough time escaping.

      “You able to move?” Haley asked.

      Phillips grimaced and moaned. “I don’t know. I’m not sure.”

      “We can’t stay here.”

      “Just go. You’ve done all you can.”

      “I’ll help you up.” Haley continued firing, then changed his magazine quickly. The other men kept advancing.

      Phillips looked back at the crowd. “They’re coming hard. You’re not gonna make it with me slowing you down.”

      “We’ll make it.”

      Haley fired several more rounds, hitting a few of his targets, though at the moment, his main goal was just keeping the crowd at bay. Phillips was right, though. They weren’t going to get out of that alley quickly. With his free hand, Haley helped Phillips get to his feet. Once Phillips was up, Haley put his arm around his shoulders, helping his partner walk.

      They were only able to get a few feet before Phillips went down again; the bullet hitting him in the middle of his back. Haley immediately turned around and continued firing.

      “You keep going, I’ll hold them off!” Haley said.

      Phillips started crawling. “I… don’t think that’s happening.”

      Haley took a quick peek behind him, seeing Phillips stop moving. “Paxton?!” Haley didn’t have time to check on him, as he immediately went back to firing. “Paxton?!”

      Without hearing any sound of movement, and without a response, Haley knew that his partner was gone. Now, Haley just had to worry about getting himself out of there. He took a few steps backward, trying to put as much distance as he could between himself and the others. It wasn’t doing much good, though.

      Haley quickly turned around and started running back down the alley from which he entered. He got about halfway there before he felt the bullet strike the back of his thigh. He went down. He knew he didn’t have time to feel the pain, though. He had to keep moving. He instantly got back to his feet and turned around to start firing again.

      He fired a couple of rounds, but he hunched over as a bullet entered his midsection. Haley raised up again to fire, but was quickly knocked off balance as two more bullets penetrated his chest. His gun dropped from his hand as the force of the bullets knocked him off his feet. He landed hard on the ground, the back of his head striking against the pavement.

      Just like that, The Silencers had been eliminated.
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      Jones was frantically typing away, trying to find out any bits of information he could. Neither Haley nor Phillips had answered their phone when he called, and he assumed the situation should have been over with by now. It’d been two hours since he last talked with Haley.

      Jones was checking the news station websites, social media accounts, and even tried hacking into the police computers. He wasn’t finding any information about what had happened. He was trying not to let his mind wander away with negative thoughts, but it was hard to stop that from happening. For the first time that he could remember, he was actually starting to panic. Though they’d all been in some tough situations before, there was always a fallback plan. There wasn’t one here.

      There was no one to call, no one to back up the guys in the field, and no one that was coming to save them. With Recker being gone, and not knowing who was responsible for whatever was going on out there, Jones didn’t feel comfortable calling Vincent. After all, with the ultimatums he’d been giving lately, for all Jones knew, Vincent was the one responsible.

      Jones stopped typing for a few moments and put his elbows on the desk. He lowered his head and put it into the palms of his hands. He took some deep breaths, trying to think of his next step. He wasn’t sure. He noticed his phone on the desk and picked it up again. He called Haley’s number first. He wasn’t expecting an answer, so he was surprised when someone picked up on the third ring.

      “Hello?” the man answered.

      Jones slightly pulled his head away from the phone. That wasn’t Haley’s voice. It wasn’t Phillips’ either. Jones wasn’t about to start a conversation with a stranger, so he immediately hung up.

      After staring at his phone for a few seconds, Jones decided to call again. He knew it wasn’t the wrong number, and he fully expected the same man to answer again, but maybe this time he could get some additional information. This time, the man picked up after the second ring.

      “Hello?”

      Jones cleared his throat. “Uh, who is this?”

      “This is Detective Liebrandt. Who is this?”

      Jones wasn’t about to give his name. “My name is Brian. Has something happened? Where is…” Jones hesitated on giving out Haley’s name, but he was desperate for some information at this point. “Where is Chris?”

      “That the guy this phone belongs to?”

      “Yes, why? Where is he? Has something happened?”

      “Sure has. We found this phone in the pocket of a guy who’d been shot.”

      “Shot? Will he be OK?”

      “Don’t really know. Last I heard he was in bad shape. Didn’t look like he was gonna make it. They took him to the hospital to try and find out what happened, but they weren’t very hopeful.”

      “Oh, my.” Jones closed his eyes again, sad to hear that his worst fears had been realized.

      “What’s your relationship with this guy?”

      “We’re just friends.”

      “You know what he does for a living and all.”

      “He’s in security, I believe.”

      “Oh, security, huh?”

      “As far as I’m aware.”

      “Do you happen to know the other guy?”

      “What other guy?” Jones asked, hoping he didn’t get a second dose of bad news.

      “There was another guy laying near this Chris guy. Uh, Paxton was his name.” The detective looked at his notebook. “Yeah, Paxton Phillips.”

      “I’m… I don’t believe I’ve heard the name before. Is he going to the hospital too?”

      “Afraid not. He’s dead.”

      Stunned, Jones immediately dropped the phone. He hadn’t even bothered to hang up. He didn’t know what to do now. A lump went down his throat as he thought of the unthinkable. He had a tough time focusing on anything. His eyes darted around the room, trying to process what he’d just heard.

      Jones wanted to go in the corner somewhere and curl up in a ball and just disappear. If a magical portal had appeared right in front of him that could’ve taken him some place else, he would’ve taken it. It didn’t even matter where. Anywhere but staying there, thinking about what was going on.

      Jones then went back on the computer, getting a sudden rush, wanting to find out everything he could. Though he received the worst news possible on Phillips, there was still hope for Haley. The detective said he was in bad shape, but at least he wasn’t dead. Not yet. That was something. It was something for Jones to hang onto. And right now, that was about all he had left to cling to.

      Jones’ thoughts turned to Phillips for a second. He was sad about losing him. Though he had those rough spots along the edges, Jones didn’t think he was a bad guy. He wanted to do the right thing. He just wasn’t able to bend and come around to the team’s way of doing things.

      In the end, Jones felt like it was his fault. He was the one that brought Phillips in. And even though it seemed like it wasn’t working, he kept pushing, thinking Phillips would eventually blend in, that he’d eventually get it. But it just didn’t happen. Maybe he should have listened to Haley. He should have seen that it wasn’t working, admitted defeat, and cut Phillips loose. Then this whole thing probably wouldn’t have happened. Phillips wouldn’t be dead, Haley never would have been in that situation, and now wouldn’t be fighting for his life.

      Jones sighed, and though he wasn’t going to be able to get those thoughts out of his mind, he could at least try to push them to the side. Right now, he still had Haley to think about. He started calling every hospital in the area, hoping he could get some information, but none of them admitted to bringing in someone that matched Haley’s description.

      Not deterred, Jones worked tirelessly for the next couple of hours, finding out every piece of information he could get about the incident that went down. Slowly, news reports started coming out, the police made a statement, and Jones started putting the pieces together. Jones then put his computer skills to work, hacking into hospital databases, until he found the one that had brought Haley in.

      Jones looked at his chart. It wasn’t good. He was taken immediately into surgery, where he still currently was. Jones sat back in his chair and put his hand over his mouth, wondering how everything went so horribly wrong. This was always the day he feared, though he always thought that no matter the situation, his team would somehow find a way out of it. But it looked like their luck had finally run out.

      Jones let his hands fall onto his lap, his shoulders slumped, and he let his eyes glance around the room. It suddenly felt lonely in there. He wiped a tear from his eye. As he looked around the room, he pictured Recker, Haley, and Phillips, standing around, doing some of the things they often did over the years. He had to come to the realization that they might not ever have those moments again.

      Jones got up and walked around for a few minutes, just soaking everything in. He felt like he no longer had a purpose. Nothing else seemed important with the loss of his friends. He walked over to the couch and sat down on the edge of it. It felt like the world had come crashing down around him.

      Then Jones thought of Recker again. He hated to have to tell him this news, but he knew it had to come from him. Recker couldn’t find out about this from a third party. Especially about Haley. Though Recker knew Phillips, he wasn’t with him long enough to form any sort of attachment. But Haley was another story. Recker would want to know about that.

      Jones went back over to the desk and grabbed his phone. He wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to get the words out. It was hard enough just thinking about it. But voicing it? He wasn’t sure he could do it. He dialed Recker’s number, but there was no answer. This wasn’t something he could leave in a message. A voicemail, email, or text message just wouldn’t cut it. Not for something like this.

      Jones dialed again, still getting no answer. He waited a few minutes before trying a third time. Recker still didn’t pick up. Jones decided he would send him a text, but he’d leave the details for when he called back.

      “Can you call me when you get a minute?”

      Jones put his phone back down and walked over to the couch. All he could do now was wait.
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      Recker and Mia had just gotten back to their hotel room after another night on the beach. They gave each other a kiss, and as Mia went into the bathroom to change, Recker went over to the table to look at his phone. He saw he had three missed calls from Jones, and a text message. He looked at the time. The calls and messages came in over an hour ago.

      Recker stared at the message. He automatically knew something wasn’t right. Three missed calls and a message asking him to call back was an immediate red flag. Something bad had happened. He knew it. His body stiffened with tension. He sat down on the edge of the bed and called his friend back. Jones answered almost immediately.

      “Mike, I’m so glad you called.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s…” Jones sighed. He cleared his throat. Recker started bracing himself for the worst possible news. He could already hear it in Jones’ voice.

      “Just say it.”

      “It’s…” Jones still had a hard time getting the words out. “Paxton and Chris.”

      “What about them?” Recker was fearful about what was coming next.

      “Paxton is dead.” Jones stopped, not able to say another word in order to keep himself composed.

      A lump went down Recker’s throat, afraid of what he might hear next. “And Chris?”

      Jones cleared his throat again. “He’s in a hospital room right now fighting for his life.”

      Recker didn’t respond. He just stared at the wall, his eyes getting glossy. Mia came out of the bathroom, and saw the look on her boyfriend’s face, immediately knowing something was wrong.

      “Mike, what is it?” she asked.

      Recker didn’t even hear her. “What happened?”

      Jones took a second to collect himself. “I don’t even know all the details at this point. As far as I can gather, Paxton got into some type of trouble. He called Chris, and Chris went over to save him. I know Paxton was surrounded at one point. Chris went in there to pull him out.”

      “What was he working on?”

      “That’s the thing. I don’t know. We didn’t have any specific jobs at the moment. Paxton must have found something on his own.”

      Recker started to say something, but then stopped before any words came out of his mouth. They wouldn’t have been appropriate at that time. He was going to say something negative about Phillips going off script and doing his own thing, but considering he just lost his life, it didn’t seem like it mattered now. And it wouldn’t bring him back or get Haley out of the hospital.

      Mia went over to the bed and sat down next to Recker. She put her hand on his knee. “What is it?”

      Recker looked at her and shook his head. He put his phone on speaker so she could hear. “How long ago did all this happen?”

      “A couple of hours. It’s taken me a while to figure out the details and find out where they took Chris.”

      “What’s the prognosis?”

      Jones hesitated before answering. “It’s not good. Initial reports indicated they didn’t think he would make it. They took him right into surgery.”

      Mia immediately became concerned. “Surgery? What happened?”

      “Any update?” Recker asked.

      “It’s too soon,” Jones answered. “We likely won’t know for a few hours. Even if he does make it, with everything that happened, it’s likely he’s going to have a police escort on his door.”

      “I’ll get the next flight out of here.”

      “No. That’s not the reason for me calling. I just wanted to tell you personally what happened so that you wouldn’t hear it from someone else. If you’re out there, relaxing, having a good time, then I want you to stay. This is not about you coming back.”

      “My friend is in a hospital fighting for his life. I can’t stay here and have a good time while knowing that.”

      “Mike, I can keep you updated with any news as soon as I hear it. My intention was not to uproot your plans if you want to…”

      “David. I’m coming. I’ll take the next flight out. You keep me posted on anything that happens and text me. It’s a twelve hour flight, not including a layover, so I’ll be there tomorrow.”

      Jones knew it was pointless to argue, so he wasn’t going to try. “I will.”

      As soon as Recker got off the phone, he hung his head. Mia put her hand on the back of his head and rubbed it to try to comfort him.

      “What happened?” Mia asked.

      Recker shook his head. “I don’t know. But I have to go.”

      “Of course.”

      Recker looked at her. “I’m sorry. I thought that…”

      “Stop. Don’t apologize. It’s Chris. We have to go back. There’s not even a debate.”

      “You’re the best.” Recker leaned over and kissed her.

      “I’ll start packing if you want to look up flight times.”

      Recker went back on his phone and saw there was a plane leaving later that night. “There’s a flight at 11:35 tonight.”

      “We can make it,” Mia said, hurriedly placing some clothes in a suitcase.

      “I’ll book our tickets.” Recker’s thoughts then turned back to Haley. “And then I’ll place whoever’s responsible for this in a bag.”
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      Recker and Mia arrived back in Philadelphia on time and immediately booked a rental car. Jones offered to come meet them, but Recker didn’t want him leaving the office in case something broke on Haley. Once they got back to the office, Jones spun his chair around and stood up when he heard the door open. He took a few steps forward to greet his friends. Mia ran over to him and gave him a hug.

      “Are you OK?”

      Jones tried to give her a smile, but not much of one emerged on his face. “I’m… as well as could be, I suppose. I’m not really the one that needs worrying over. Chris needs everything he can get.”

      “Have you heard anything else about that?” Recker asked.

      “About his condition?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I just got word on your flight over that he’s out of surgery. He’s still in critical condition, but his prognosis has improved slightly.”

      Mia clasped her hands together and put them in front of her mouth. “Well that’s good news at least.”

      “It’s something. He’s still not out of the woods yet.”

      “But he’s going in the right direction.”

      “Is he still being guarded?” Recker asked.

      Jones nodded. “There are police officers outside his door. I would guess that when he’s well enough, assuming he gets there, there will be a lot of questions waiting for him.”

      “He’ll get there.” Recker took a deep breath, his eyes glancing around the room. “What about who did it?”

      Jones was waiting for that question, as he knew it was coming at some point. “I don’t know yet. I’ve gotten no indication from any sources about anyone bragging about it. I’ve asked Tyrell to check into it, but he hasn’t come up with anything yet either.”

      “Strange that someone did this and isn’t taking credit for it.”

      “I thought so as well. But, my focus at this point has been trying to keep up to date on Chris’ condition.”

      Recker kept nodding in agreement. It was obvious anger was running through his veins, ready to explode. But he was keeping it in check. He’d wait until he found whoever was responsible before unleashing it.

      “Well there’s two obvious players,” Recker said. “Jerrick or Vincent.”

      Jones moved his head to the side, agreeing without having to say the names. “I didn’t want to make assumptions, but they would seem to be at the top of the list.”

      “Why would Vincent do this to Chris?” Mia asked. “I thought they were good with him?”

      “Paxton has been… relentless in some of his activities,” Jones replied. “He turned an ally in Vincent into someone that we can’t really say for sure where his position lies these days.”

      “I know, but would he have done that to Chris?”

      Jones raised an eyebrow, not really having any concrete answers. All they had was speculation at that point. “It would depend on the situation, I think. As it was, Paxton seemed to be the target. He was what everyone was aiming for. Chris came in at the last minute to try and save him. So, either the situation evolved into them not having any choice but to shoot him, or…” Jones shrugged. “Or maybe it just couldn’t be helped. I don’t know.”

      “I’m gonna find out,” Recker said.

      “How?” Mia replied.

      “I’m gonna ask.”

      Recker immediately got on his phone and called Malloy, who picked up right away.

      “Am I assuming you’re back?” Malloy asked.

      “I would assume nothing right now,” Recker tersely said.

      “I’ve heard about what happened.”

      “That’s why I’m calling. I wanna talk to him, and I wanna talk to him right now.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible right now.”

      “Then you make it possible. Right now, I’m a little pissed off, and if I start getting the runaround, I’m gonna go on the warpath, and I’m gonna take out everyone that’s in my way, whether they were responsible for this or not. You understand me?”

      “I got it.”

      “I’m coming over there, and I’ll be at the usual spot in thirty minutes. You make sure he’s there.”

      Recker didn’t wait for a reply and hung up. He was still seething.

      “Mike, are you sure that’s a good idea?” Mia asked.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Mia took a breath to make sure she properly got her point across. “I know you can handle yourself. But if they were responsible for this, here you are walking in there, with no backup. And they know you have no backup. Who’s to say they won’t make it three for three?”

      “Mia may have a point,” Jones said.

      “Why can’t you just talk to him on the phone instead?”

      “Because he could lie to me on the phone and I wouldn’t have any idea,” Recker answered.

      “He could do that in person too.”

      “No.” Recker shook his head. “At this point, when I’m looking him in the eye, I’ve got a good idea about when he’s hiding something from me. If he’s holding something back, I’ll know it.”

      “That’s all well and good, and I’m kind of sorry that you actually know him well enough to be able to do that, but that still doesn’t take the first option off the table. If he’s the one responsible, you’re walking right into it.”

      Recker looked her in the eye, and although he knew she had a legitimate point, didn’t think she was right on this one. And he really couldn’t articulate why. Maybe deep down he really didn’t believe that Vincent was involved. Maybe he felt that he’d built up enough goodwill over the years that Vincent wouldn’t have him shot on sight, even if he was the one responsible. Whatever the reason, Recker had learned to trust his gut over the years, even when something didn’t seem like the logical thing to do. This was one of those times.

      “It’ll be fine,” Recker said.

      That wasn’t good enough for Mia, though. “I don’t see how you can say that. One of your partners is dead, the other, our friend, is fighting for his life, you don’t know who is responsible, and you’re going to a meeting with the crime boss that threatened the man that was killed. I’m not seeing how you think this is fine.”

      Recker took a breath, not really wanting to waste time by standing there and arguing about it.

      Jones finally chimed in. “I have to say that I think Mia makes a very valid point.” Recker gave him a look. “I know emotions are high right now, for all of us. I think it may be beneficial if we just take a step back and examine things more carefully before we act on any decisions.”

      “The sooner we know who’s responsible, or we know who to eliminate that didn’t do it, the faster we can figure this thing out.” Recker’s focus shuffled between the two of them. “And I’m not just gonna sit here and twiddle my thumbs and hope something eventually falls in my lap.”

      “Mike, we may lose Chris. I’m not losing you, too.” Mia wasn’t giving in.

      “You’re not losing me. I wouldn’t go if I thought there was a chance I wasn’t coming back.”

      “How can you put so much faith in someone who has their best interests at heart, not yours?”

      “I’m not putting my faith in them. I’m putting my faith in myself, that I know how to read people.”

      “Does it even matter if we find out who’s responsible?”

      Recker gave her a look, like he couldn’t believe she asked the question. “Of course it matters. If they did it to Chris, they could try with me, or even David.”

      “This may be the wrong time to say this, but maybe it’s time to close up shop. Maybe it’s…” Mia stopped herself from going further. “I’m sorry. Now’s probably not the time for that.”

      Recker smiled at her and held her hand. “It’s OK. Like David said, emotions are high right now for all of us.”

      “But you’re still gonna go?”

      “Trust me. Even if Vincent was responsible, he’s not gonna do that to me. At least not here and now.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because that’s not how he operates. Out in the open. He’s gonna think I’m not coming in blind. Even if I don’t have Chris watching my back, Vincent’s gonna assume I’ve got another trick up my sleeve, just in case. He’s also gonna realize there’s David still out there. All of which will work in my favor.”

      Mia stopped fighting and finally gave in. She knew she wasn’t talking him out of it, no matter what she said. She looked down. “OK. Just do me a favor?”

      “What?”

      “Just be as careful as you’ve ever been.”

      “I will.”

      “Even if you know he is responsible, or you suspect it, don’t do something stupid.”

      “She’s right,” Jones said. “Save it for another time.”

      “I give you both my word,” Recker replied. “I’m not starting a war tonight.”

      Recker then left the office and drove over to Vincent’s warehouse. It never even occurred to him that Vincent might not show up. It was rare for Recker to give ultimatums, especially to someone like Vincent, so when he did, whoever was on the receiving end knew it was serious.

      Recker was let in through the gate, and he drove up to the building like usual. Malloy, understanding the seriousness of the situation, was already waiting there for him. As Recker got out of the car, Malloy came right up to him. He stuck out his hand to shake. Recker looked at it for a second, but he wasn’t in the mood to be friendly.

      “So that’s how we’re playing this?”

      “Until I know whose side everyone’s on,” Recker said.

      “Mike, I give you my word. Whatever happened to Chris and Phillips, I wasn’t involved in it.”

      “Maybe you weren’t. Maybe others were.”

      Malloy shook his head. “Wouldn’t happen. It’d run through me. He wouldn’t keep me out of the loop on something like that. Not when it’s as big as killing… people you work with.”

      “Maybe he figures you’re too close to us to do it. Maybe he thinks you’d balk. Maybe all the times we’ve worked together…”

      Malloy didn’t let him finish. “Too many maybes. It’d still run through me.”

      “You’re a loyal and devoted man, Jimmy.”

      “A second ago I’d balk, and now I’m loyal and devoted?” Recker sighed. “Look, I get it. You’re mad, pissed off, and ready to light the world on fire. When I heard about Chris, I was mad, myself. I’ve always liked Chris, you know that.”

      “What about Phillips?”

      “Listen, I’m not gonna pretend to be upset about that one. The dude had it coming. Anybody who’s been around would be able to see that. And you’re no dummy. You saw how he was before you left. He didn’t change any. That’s a guy that’s gonna piss off a lot of people. And he did.”

      “So who’d he piss off enough to do that?”

      Malloy shrugged. “Can’t say I know. But if I find out, you got my word you’ll be the first on my speed dial. For Chris’ sake.”

      “Is he inside?”

      Malloy nodded. “He is. He blew a few things off to be here. He knows how important this is to you. But he’s gonna tell you the same thing.”

      “I still need to hear it from him.”

      “I understand.” Malloy turned around and led Recker into the building. “When’d you get back?”

      “About an hour or two ago.”

      “Get any updates on Chris yet?”

      “He’s out of surgery. Still critical.”

      “He’s tough. He’ll pull through.”

      Recker didn’t respond. He didn’t want to get his hopes up. Haley was already fighting an uphill battle. Once they finally reached the office, Malloy opened the door, letting Recker inside. Vincent was sitting at the table. Once Recker was in, Malloy closed the door as he stepped outside. Recker stood there, glaring at Vincent as if he were trying to burn a hole through him. It’d been a long time since Vincent had seen that kind of look on Recker.

      “Mike, have a seat.” Recker complied, though his disposition didn’t change. Vincent was going to do everything he could to put Recker at ease as soon as possible. “I can tell by the look on your face that you’re hot under the collar, and you have every right to be. I’d expect nothing less. But let me start this conversation right off the bat and leave no doubt in your mind that I had nothing to do with what happened with Chris and the other fellow.”

      “The other fellow has a name.”

      Vincent shook his head. “Not in my book. Whatever happened to that guy was well deserved. I won’t beat around the bush and pretend that I’m saddened by his passing. The guy was a ticking time bomb waiting to go off. At some point, he was going to explode and take someone with him. Unfortunately, he did.”

      “Chris isn’t dead yet.”

      “Thankfully. But so you know what I’m saying is true, I’ll repeat it. Phillips’ death doesn’t bother me a bit. I won’t act like it does and insult your intelligence. We didn’t care for each other, and I’m not surprised that this was the end result.”

      “Just because a person doesn’t like something, doesn’t mean they didn’t do it. Chris may not have been the first target, and maybe he was collateral damage, or the wrong place at the wrong time…”

      “No. Not at my hands. I give you my word right now, the situation was not of my doing. Now, I also won’t pretend that something similar might not have happened in the future, at least in regards to Phillips if he kept breathing down my neck. But I’d make sure Chris was not in the wrong place at the wrong time. Think about it, Mike. I assumed you’d be back at some point. Do you really think I’d risk ruining everything we’ve built up by trying to kill your partner?”

      “As I’ve heard, you did make a threat recently, did you not?”

      Vincent threw his arm up. “Just words. I just wanted Chris to lean on the new guy a little harder, that’s all. To make sure he kept the guy away. If you think I’d lift a finger against Chris, you’re off base. It wouldn’t happen.”

      “So who do you think did?”

      “I don’t know. But if you want my help in finding out, you’ve got it. I’ll use all the means at my disposal in trying to identify who’s responsible. And if I do…”

      “If you do… then I want it.”

      Vincent nodded. “Consider it done. I’ll put my men on it immediately. And when we find these sons of bitches…”

      “I’ll make them pay.”
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      Mia came out of the bathroom and immediately noticed Jones with his head down on the desk, his arms folded underneath it for support. She walked over to him and sat down next to him, putting her hand on his shoulder.

      “Are you OK?”

      Jones remained stationary for a moment, then lifted his head up and looked at her. He gave her a grin, though it was obviously forced. He looked exhausted. Like he’d just been through hell. Of course, he had. Mia rubbed his shoulder for a few seconds.

      “I know it’s rough.”

      Jones tried to steer the conversation away from his feelings for the time being. “I’m sorry for bringing you guys back so unexpectedly.”

      “Don’t even worry about that. I could tell Mike was starting to get restless anyway.”

      “Still. Not the easiest of circumstances to come back to.”

      “It’s not your fault, David.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I’m not sure I would agree with that.”

      “There’s nothing else you could have done.”

      Jones hung his head. “I’m not sure I agree with that either.”

      “David, there was nothing else you could do. You give them the tools, you give them the information they need, and you support them as best you can.”

      Jones rubbed his forehead. “But is that enough? Is it just that simple?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There are many ways to look at it. Did I do as good a job as I could have?”

      “I’m sure you did.”

      “I found Paxton very quickly. Much faster than I did the others. Did I screen the candidates enough? Did I scrutinize Paxton’s background enough? Should I have waited longer to bring another man onto the team? Was I so fearful about possibly losing Mike permanently that I rushed into a decision that I may not have made otherwise?”

      “You can’t beat yourself up over what’s in the past.”

      Jones made a face. He agreed with the sentiment. It was tough putting it into practice, though. He did feel guilty. “If I had waited longer… perhaps I would have taken a step back and reevaluated things. Maybe I would have come to the conclusion that Paxton wasn’t quite the right fit. Maybe I would have chosen someone else.”

      “You picked who you thought was right.”

      Jones nodded, but he still felt responsible. “Then there’s the whole issue of compounding a mistake. Instead of listening to Chris, instead of trusting my own eyes and instincts, instead of seeing that Paxton wasn’t quite fitting in, that maybe he really wasn’t right for the job, I kept insisting that he was. I kept pushing it, insisting that he would eventually find his way.”

      “And he might have if given more time.”

      “Perhaps,” Jones solemnly said. “And perhaps I should have seen this coming. Everything Paxton had done since he arrived has been an indication that an incident like this was coming. And I just didn’t listen. I didn’t trust the signs that I was seeing. I kept pushing what I wanted to believe, instead of what was actually there.”

      “David, this might have happened even if Paxton was everything you wanted him to be. How many times have Mike and Chris been in tough spots? I’m sure more than even I know about.”

      Jones sighed. “I’m the one that created this team. In the end, everything that happens is ultimately my responsibility. If I felt that I made a mistake in bringing Paxton in, I should have rectified it and let him go before something like this became a reality.”

      Mia knew no matter what she said, Jones was going to continue blaming himself. All she could do was try to lessen his pain as best she knew how. Not that it seemed to be working. They continued talking for another twenty minutes, but Jones' attitude didn’t change any.

      Recker came into the office and immediately noticed the two of them sitting there. By their posture, he already had a good idea what was going on. Mia turned her head to look at him, though Jones never did. He had his hand on his head and didn’t move a muscle. Mia forced a smile at her boyfriend, instantly letting him know that she was having a hard time in making him feel better. Recker went over to them and tapped Jones’ shoulder in support as he walked past him.

      Recker had texted them on the way back, letting them know his meeting with Vincent was over. So they were already expecting him and knew the meeting had turned out like Recker expected. But Recker didn’t give them any details on the way.

      Jones stopped thinking about his own issues and inquired about the meeting. “So what is your verdict on our… I’m not even sure what to call them anymore. Friends? Business partners? Associates? Acquaintances? People we know?”

      “I get the feeling that it’s not them.”

      “You don’t sound totally convinced.”

      “Well, in this business, a hundred percent of anything is a rare thing.”

      “It certainly is.”

      “But I feel confident in thinking that they weren’t involved.”

      “What makes you think that?” Mia asked. “Just because they said so?”

      “Mia, in this business, it’s not always about what someone says. It’s how they say it. It’s whether they hesitate in answering a question, how their eyes move or dart around the room if they don’t want to look you in the eye, or they’re trying to avoid something. There are as many clues in the way someone talks or acts as the words coming out of their mouth.”

      Mia raised her eyebrows. She trusted his instincts. After all, with his experience, he knew more about that world than she did. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Now, don’t mistake me saying that I don’t think they were involved for me saying they’re sorry about it. Because I don’t get that sense at all. Well, partly, anyway.”

      “What do you mean, partly?”

      “They’re not shedding any tears over Phillips. I did get the impression they might have done it themselves at another point in time.”

      “But not this one?”

      Recker shook his head. “Not on Chris. I got the sense that Malloy was pretty ticked off in his own right about him.”

      “Ticked off that it happened?” Jones asked. “Or ticked off that he was aware of it, or even helped accomplish the task? Vincent did make a veiled threat.”

      “I asked the same thing.” Recker took a few steps around the room. “And you know what else bothers me about this? I was thinking about it on the way over.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Vincent wouldn’t have taken Chris out.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Mia asked.

      “Because he wouldn’t want to deal with an enraged me.”

      “Dealing with one of you is better than dealing with three of you.”

      Recker shook his head. “No. Look, as far as he was concerned, I was out of the picture. He knew I was gone for a while. If he took out Phillips, he might figure I wouldn’t come back for that. I didn’t know him all that well. I don’t have any connection with him. But Chris… Chris is another story. If Vincent took out him too, he’s gotta know I’m coming, and I’m coming hard.”

      “Mike is right,” Jones said. “That’s not how Vincent would play it if he was involved. If he wanted Chris eliminated, or Mike too for that matter, he would wait until they were both together, and do it in a spot where neither would suspect it.”

      Recker nodded. “Look at every other person or entity he’s ever dealt with. That’s always his pattern. The Italians, Jeremiah, Nowak, The Scorpions, he always waits. He hopes something happens so that his competition is eliminated without him having to do much. And when he does get involved, it’s usually in the background unless he’s got no choice.”

      “Maybe this is one of those times he’s letting someone else handle it,” Mia said.

      “No. Not without me. He wouldn’t risk only taking out one of us. It would be all or none from his standpoint.”

      Jones rubbed both sides of his head. “As much as it pains me to say it, Mike has him pegged accurately.”

      “Plus, if he didn’t want to deal with me, he could just take out Phillips, and continue with Chris. There’s no animosity there. He wouldn’t have to take him out too.”

      Jones sighed again. “Mike is right. It’s not Vincent. It’s someone else.”

      “But who?” Mia asked.

      “I know who my money is on at the moment.”

      Recker looked at his friend, getting the feeling he knew what he was implying. “Jerrick?”

      “He’s really the only other major player in town. And he’s got a known hatred for us.”

      Recker continued pacing around the room as he thought about it. Jerrick would certainly have made a lot of sense. But there was something about it that seemed off to Recker.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What’s the hesitation?” Jones asked.

      Recker took a deep breath as he came to a stop. “I’m not sure. Jerrick’s a loud, obnoxious, boastful kind of guy, right?”

      “Seems to be.”

      “There’s been no one who’s stepped up and kind of claimed their victory, right?”

      “Not as far as I can tell.”

      “With how much Jerrick hates us, and how much we’ve butted heads with him already, if he was the one that did it… don’t you think he’d be taking credit for it? Bragging?”

      “Perhaps. But perhaps this is also a new side of him. One that is much more low key, plays things close to the vest. Maybe that’s his new strategy.”

      “Well if it is, it’s working.”

      “It’s also possible we may never find out who’s responsible for this.”

      “We will. I guarantee if it’s the last thing I ever do… we will.”
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      The team slept in the office, though none of them really got much sleep. Mia went out to grab them breakfast. Once they finished eating, they started thinking up more questions than they had answers to. And none of them were easy ones.

      “What am I gonna do about work?” Mia asked.

      Recker had a confused expression on his face as he looked at her. “Huh?”

      “I do have to get back to work at some point.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I think I know you well enough by this time to know that you’re not exactly going to be thrilled with that.”

      Recker still wasn’t sure what she was getting at. “So?”

      “What she’s getting at is the fact that she’d be at the hospital alone, while we’re doing our thing,” Jones said. “And with everything that’s going on, are you going to be OK with that?”

      “Of course I’m not.”

      “So what am I gonna do?” Mia asked.

      “You didn’t tell the hospital that you’re back yet, did you?”

      “Not yet.”

      Recker shrugged. “Well then I see no reason to do anything. As far as they’re concerned, nothing’s changed.”

      “Then what do I do all day?”

      “As far as I’m concerned, you can play a major role in helping things get straightened out around here.” Recker glanced at Jones, not wanting to say out loud in front of him what he really meant.

      Mia didn’t get it, though. “What?”

      Jones sighed. “What he means is that he would rather you stay here all day and help me from getting depressed and try to lift my spirits if he’s out of the office.”

      “Oh.”

      Recker made a face. So much for trying to keep it secretive. He looked at Mia and gave her a half-smile. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      Jones had something else on his mind that he’d been thinking about. “You know, while we’ve been busy praying that Chris makes it through this, and trying to figure out which of our enemies might have done it, we’ve neglected to put any thought into another problem.”

      “Which is?”

      “What happens to Chris if he actually pulls through? He’s now under police custody. He’s not just walking out of there.”

      Recker started pacing around the room.

      “Wait a minute,” Mia said, thinking she had a solution. “Doesn’t Vincent have police officers on his payroll?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So couldn’t he make a suggestion to a few of them to put the right officers on the door?”

      Recker shook his head. “It’s not that easy. First of all, getting enough people on board with a plan like that is challenging enough. And I don’t know how much pull Vincent has with them.”

      “From what I’ve seen, he’s got enough,” Jones said.

      “The police don’t like looking bad. And having someone just walk out of a hospital under their noses while they’re supposed to have guards on the door… that’s not exactly an image they’d like to have.”

      “If there’s enough of an incentive, anything is possible.”

      “Now you’re talking about payoffs.”

      “For Chris’ safety, I’d talk about anything.”

      “As would I.” Recker gave it some more thought. “But that would also put more trust in Vincent.”

      “Well you said you could trust him,” Mia said.

      “I said I didn’t think he did it. That doesn’t mean I want to rely on him. If we need to use him for this, that’s one more debt we gotta repay.”

      “And like I said, that’s a debt I’d gladly repay,” Jones replied.

      Recker nodded. He would too. But there was still a better way. He pulled out his phone and started scrolling through his contacts.

      “What are you doing?” Mia asked.

      “Finding a better way.”

      Mia looked at Jones to see if he knew what her boyfriend was doing, but he just shrugged at her. He wasn’t sure either.

      Whoever Recker was calling didn’t pick up. It went to voicemail. “Hey, it’s Recker. Call me as soon as you get this. It’s important.”

      After Recker put his phone down, the others waited for an explanation.

      “Would you mind telling us who you’re calling?” Mia asked.

      Recker looked briefly at the two of them. “Oh. Michelle Lawson.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t forget, we still have a get out of jail free card we’ve never played.”

      Jones’ face lit up. “Ah! I’d forgotten about that.”

      “I haven’t. I wanted to wait until we absolutely needed it, and there was no other option. Looks like this is it.”

      Recker’s phone rang. He looked at the ID and answered it. “Thanks for getting back to me so fast.”

      Lawson laughed. “Well, when Mike Recker says something’s important, I get the feeling that it is.”

      “Hope I didn’t take you away from anything.”

      “Oh, you know, just a few terrorist organizations, the ten most wanted, things like that. No big deal.”

      “I need your help.”

      “With?”

      “I take it you haven’t heard about what’s happened here?”

      “Sorry, I’m a little out of the loop. With all the things I’m doing right now, I’m not paying too much attention to local matters. What’s going on?”

      Recker then spent the next minute or two telling her everything that had gone down with Haley.

      “Ouch. That’s rough. Have you heard anything lately?”

      “Last we heard he made it through surgery,” Recker replied. “He’s still critical, though.”

      “So what do you want from me?”

      “If you recall from our deal that sent us over to the U.K., one of the things you agreed to was getting us out of a predicament if we needed it. Right now Chris is in police custody while he’s in the hospital, and will be if he ever gets out.”

      “And you don’t think you can manage it?”

      “Listen, if I go in there, innocent people are gonna get hurt. You know I don’t want that. And we do have that card you promised us in our back pockets.”

      “Well, yeah, but I assumed that would be freeing you from jail, not a hospital.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “More paperwork,” Lawson said. “Seriously, though, it’s not a good idea if I do it right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because if I free him now, he’ll still be in the hospital. That means he’s gonna be in there with no protection if whoever did this wants to try again.”

      Recker sighed. “That’s a good point.”

      “And I know the next thing you’ll say is you can put someone on the door. And you could.”

      “But?”

      “But that means you’ll likely still have the police coming around asking questions. I can get him out of custody. But I can’t keep the police away if they get a bug up their ass about being pulled off the case. I assume you wouldn’t want to stand on the door, or stay inside the room as detectives come in and hound you?”

      “Doesn’t sound appealing. So what do you suggest?”

      “Wait until he’s out of the woods and well enough to leave the hospital. Then I can pull the strings, then he can walk out of there, and not have to worry about anyone else bothering him, or you.”

      Recker didn’t like leaving Haley there, but he now knew that was the best option. At least for now.

      “Does that sound like it’s doable?” Lawson asked.

      “Doesn’t seem like I have a choice, do I?”

      “Sure you do. If you want me to free him now, I can do it. I’m just not sure it’s the best plan.”

      Recker sighed. “No, you’re right.”

      “My suggestion would be to keep on top of it, like I know you will, and let me know the minute he’s well enough to get out of there.”

      “Problem is, once he’s well enough to talk, they’ll start grilling him, and he’s got nowhere to go. Because they’ll keep him for a while after that. That means he’ll be subjected to days and weeks’ worth of questions.”

      “Like I said, monitor things, and when you want him out, let me know, and I’ll make it happen.”

      “How soon after I let you know will you be able to flip that switch?”

      “Listen, I’ll make sure that it’ll happen fairly quickly. We made a deal, and I’ll make sure it’s honored.”

      “Never really doubted that you would.”

      “Especially if we ever had hopes of you doing another job for us, right?”

      Recker snickered. “That’s right.”

      “Don’t worry. When you give the word, I’ll put the wheels in motion almost right away. So when you let me know, hopefully it won’t take more than a few hours.”

      “OK, thanks. I’ll let you know. Just make sure you keep your phone on at all hours of the night.”

      “Only for you.”

      Recker got off the phone, and by the look on his face, Jones assumed it was bad news.

      “She can’t help?”

      Recker glanced up at him. “No, it’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      “Just this whole situation.”

      “She is going to be able to free him, is she not?”

      “Yeah, she just said to wait a little bit until he’s actually well enough to leave there. No use in getting him out of custody if he can’t actually leave the hospital. Then we’d have to still protect him, and the cops could still come around and ask questions.”

      “That makes sense.”

      Recker sat down on the couch and put his hands on his forehead. “Yeah.”

      Mia came over to him and sat down next to him, putting her hand on his knee. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “I hope so.”

      “You will. Everything’s new and your head’s spinning, thinking of a million different things, but once it starts to settle down, you’ll figure it out.”

      “Speaking of figuring things out, what are we gonna do if an actual case comes up?”

      Jones slightly threw his hands in the air. He wasn’t sure either. “I don’t know. I don’t know what the right thing is. Do we put all our efforts into finding who’s responsible for this and letting everything else slide? Do we continue on like it’s business as usual?”

      “There isn’t anything normal or usual about this.”

      “You know what I am saying.”

      “I gotta be honest. I’m not sure I could concentrate enough on anything else if something comes up. Not while we don’t know whether Chris is gonna make it or not.”

      Jones nodded, completely understanding his point. “So we’ll push everything else to the side then?”

      “Well, I don’t want people who need help not to get it. But if I’m thinking of Chris instead of whatever case I’m on, I might wind up joining him in that hospital.”

      “And we definitely don’t want that. We can’t afford it either.”

      “Can’t you kind of shuffle things towards the police if they come up?”

      “I can certainly try.”

      “That should at least help us in focusing on this, so we won’t feel pulled in different directions.”

      Recker’s phone rang again. He quickly checked the ID, then answered. “Yeah?”

      “Yo, how’s it going?” Tyrell asked.

      “It’s going.”

      “Any word on Haley yet?”

      “Still critical.”

      “He’ll make it, man. He’s a fighter.”

      “Yeah. So whatcha got?”

      “Well, you told me to check in with you, so that’s what I’m doing.”

      “I hope you’re checking in with some news.”

      “The only news I got is no news.”

      “You’ve got nothing?”

      “Hey, it is what it is. I’ve been peppering every contact I got, every person I know, and nobody’s got nothing for me.”

      “How can two people, who have the kind of profile that we do, get gunned down, and nobody knows who’s responsible for it? How does that happen?”

      “I don’t know,” Tyrell replied. “I just don’t get the feeling that anybody knows anything. And if they do, they definitely ain’t talking.”

      Recker sighed, and shook his head. If anybody had a pulse on what was going on in the city, it was Tyrell. If he couldn’t find out what was going on, Recker wasn’t sure that anybody could.

      “You’re not getting any feelers or anyone? Vincent? Jerrick? Some outsider? Nothing?”

      “Listen, I’m telling you, I ain’t got a handle on this thing yet. If I was a betting man, which I’m not, this don’t seem like Vincent’s style. Plus, I thought you guys were good with him, anyway?”

      “We are. Phillips wasn’t.”

      “Yeah, I heard about those issues. Even still, I can’t see Vincent doing this to Chris. Not unless it was a mistake. And we both know Vincent don’t make many of those. Especially not mistakes like this. He might make a mistake about which restaurant he’s going to for lunch. But he ain’t making a mistake on who he’s killing.”

      “Yeah, I just had a talk with him. I don’t get the sense that he’s good for it.”

      “And I agree.”

      “What about Jerrick?”

      “Same deal, man. Not hearing it.”

      “If there’s a likely candidate, he’s it.”

      “And I agree again. But again, I haven’t heard anything to confirm it.”

      “Who else would it be?”

      “I don’t know, but if it’s Jerrick, he’s not taking credit for it yet. And that’s surprising.”

      “I thought the same thing.”

      “And listen, you know I’m not a fan of the man. After all, he did try to kill me, so you know how I feel about him, but if I’m being honest, I don’t get the sense that it’s him either.”

      “Why not?”

      “Like I said, he’s not claiming it. And if there’s anything I know about that man, if he killed one of you, he’s sure as hell gonna brag about it and let everyone know what he did. But he’s not.”

      “No, he’s not.”

      “Which leads me to believe that it’s someone else.”

      “An outsider?”

      “Or an insider that’s been keeping it quiet.”

      “If they’ve been around, someone would've heard about it,” Recker said.

      “Not necessarily. But even if that’s true, maybe it’s someone you’ve done business with before, but hasn’t been around for a while. Maybe someone you ran out of town.”

      “Most of the people we’ve run out of town have left in caskets.”

      “I hear that. But there’s one other thing you gotta think about on this.”

      “What’s that?”

      “And I know you ain’t gonna like it, and you won’t wanna hear it.”

      “Say it anyway.”

      “There’s always the chance that this was some random thing, not planned. Maybe there is no high-profile name behind it. Maybe it wasn’t some evil concoction somebody cooked up. Maybe you guys weren’t targeted. Maybe it’s just something that happened for no rhyme or reason. Maybe that’s why nobody’s taking credit for it. Because the people that did it are just as scared and wanna get out of here before they’re found.”

      “You’re right. I don’t like it and I don’t wanna hear it. But I also don’t believe it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because when Chris checked in with David, he mentioned there were a ton of people there. He had to get through a lot of people to get to Phillips.”

      “So?”

      “So that indicates to me that there was a plan in place. And someone had a lot of men to implement it. I mean, regular people just don’t go around with twenty people, all holding guns and taking people out. That’s a gang. And that gang’s got a name and belongs to someone.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right about that.”

      “So now we just gotta figure out the name of that group.”

      “That might be a tall order.”

      “Might be. But I’m sure gonna fill it.”
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      After spending another night at the office, Mia went back to their apartment to gather a few things. Though Recker wanted to come with her, she insisted that he stay in the office and work on things. She didn’t need his protection just to grab the things she wanted. Once she got to the apartment, everything seemed fine. Until she actually reached the door.

      Mia put the key in and unlocked the door, opening it slightly. She pushed it open, then got an overwhelming sensation that she was being watched. She spun her head to her left and looked down the hallway. There was no one there. She then looked in the other direction. There was no one there, either. At least, not that she could see. Still, she was a little spooked, and rushed inside.

      Once there, Mia quickly closed the door and locked it. She looked out the peephole for close to a minute, making sure there was no one out there. There was still no one that appeared. She started to turn around, then spun her head in each direction, hoping there wasn’t somebody already in there, even though there was nothing that indicated that someone was.

      “Why am I so nervous?” she whispered.

      Mia stayed near the door, not walking any further into the apartment. She didn’t know what was making her feel like something was wrong, but she still couldn’t shake the feeling that something was. She took out her phone and immediately called Recker, who picked up right away.

      “Hey. You OK?”

      Mia kept looking around. “I’m not sure.”

      Recker stood up from his desk, instantly getting alarmed. “What do you mean you’re not sure?”

      Mia sighed. “I don’t know. I just… something feels off. I don’t know what it is. Maybe it’s just my imagination with everything else that’s been going on.”

      Recker wasn’t automatically writing it off to her imagination. He trusted her instincts. She wasn’t one that scared easily or imagined things that weren’t there. If she felt that something was wrong, he believed it. “What feels wrong?”

      “I can’t put my finger on it. I keep feeling like someone’s watching me.”

      “Are you at the apartment yet?”

      “Yeah, I just got here.”

      “Did you see anybody?”

      “No, but, maybe I’m just crazy. I keep looking around, expecting someone to be there. Maybe it’s just because of what happened with Chris and Phillips.”

      Recker still wasn’t willing to take that chance. If Mia felt uneasy, so did he. And he wasn’t leaving her alone any longer. He shouldn’t have even let her go alone to begin with.

      “You stay there, don’t go back out, don’t answer a door, don’t do anything until I get there.”

      “Mike, I’m sure…”

      “No. I’m coming right now. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      Mia sighed again, hating that she was pulling him away from whatever he was doing, especially since she wasn’t even sure anything was wrong. But she knew better about arguing. He was coming. “OK. I’ll wait.”

      “Good. I’m on my way.”

      As Recker started rushing around, Jones started fearing the worst as well. “What’s wrong?”

      “Maybe nothing.” Recker grabbed his gun and headed for the door.

      “Sure doesn’t look like nothing.”

      “Mia feels weird. I’m just gonna make sure it’s all good.”

      “Let me know when you get there.”

      As Recker hurried out the door, Mia started moving around the apartment. She was a little nervous, but she still gingerly walked into the kitchen, making sure there was no one in there. Then she checked the bedroom and bathroom, thankful that it was also clear. Finally, her nerves started to calm down, and she started to breathe a little easier.

      With the knowledge that she really was alone in the apartment, Mia started grabbing some of the things she needed. Only a minute or two had gone by when she thought she heard something. It sounded like someone pushing up against the door. Mia walked out of the room and nervously went into the living room. She stared at the door for a moment, though the noise had now stopped.

      Mia didn’t leave from that spot, though. And she couldn’t take her eyes off the door. There was silence for a few seconds. Then the noise could be heard again. Mia jumped slightly and put her hand over her mouth. Then there was a knock on the door. Whoever it was knocked three times.

      Mia stayed put. She wasn’t moving. She also wasn’t going to respond or answer it. There were three more knocks on the door.

      “Excuse me?!” a man shouted from the hallway. “I’m a new neighbor. Just wanted to see if you had a cup of milk I could borrow.”

      Mia’s heart was beating a mile a minute. She wasn’t falling for that trick. Even if it was the truth, she wasn’t taking that chance. Whoever it was could knock on someone else’s door. The knocking continued, though.

      “Mia.”

      Mia’s eyes widened upon hearing her name. It wasn’t just hearing her name; it was also how it was said. The guy said it in a maniacal way, the way someone does when they’re trying to scare someone. It was a mixture of a whisper and the man’s regular voice, while also being very pronounced.

      “I know you’re there,” the man said.

      Mia took a gulp, trying to think of her options if things started getting worse. Whatever she did, she had to hold off long enough for Recker to get there. She didn’t have to escape. She didn’t have to fight if she could avoid it. She just had to hold on. There were three more knocks on the door.

      “Mia.”

      Mia nervously looked around again, and as soon as she did, the door burst open. Three men came rushing in. Mia instantly let out a scream, then ran into the bedroom again and shut the door.

      “You know that door’s not gonna hold us,” one of the men said.

      Unfortunately, Mia knew they were correct. If they could break through the front door, they were definitely going to get through the less secure one. She frantically looked around for something she could put in front of it to slow their progress. The only possible items were a desk and a dresser.

      Mia rushed over to the desk and started pulling it. She got about halfway to the door when it broke open as well. The men rushed into the room, immediately going after her. Mia tried to fight back and unleash a few punches, but she wasn’t able to get much force behind them.

      Two of the men grabbed Mia by the arms, effectively restraining her. The third man, and the leader of the group, walked right up to her and backhanded her across the face.

      “Bitch!”

      Mia closed her eyes as she tried to shrug off the pain. “Do I know you?”

      “No. But your boyfriend does.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s not in his book.”

      The man slapped her again, this time on the other side of the face. “Smart mouth you got on you.”

      “Sorry,” Mia sarcastically replied.

      Another of the men laughed. “I think her mouth looks pretty.”

      The third man holding her other arm agreed. “The rest of her looks pretty good too.”

      The leader of the group took a few steps back, looking her over. “Yeah, not bad. Maybe we can have some fun before we kill her.”

      “Why kill me? What did I do?”

      “It’s nothing personal, lady. It’s just that we hate your boyfriend.”

      “What did he ever do to you?”

      “Oh, he knows what he did.”

      “If you leave me your names, I’ll have him call you back and apologize for whatever he did. I promise.”

      The man laughed. “I think not. I think we’re gonna have some fun with you, then we’ll kill you and make his life miserable.”

      “Please don’t.”

      The man continued laughing. “Yeah. We’ll kill everyone that’s close to him. Just like we did with his partners.”

      “Wait, you’re the ones that killed Phillips and Chris?”

      A big smile emerged on the man’s face, seemingly proud of his accomplishments. “Yeah. Glorious, wasn’t it?”

      “Why? Why are you doing all this?”

      “Because The Silencers are responsible for taking out all of our friends. And family members.”

      “And who’s that?”

      “Enough talk. Let’s go.”

      “Can we get a few minutes?” one of the men holding her arms asked.

      “Yeah, make it quick, man. I don’t wanna stay here all day. Do your business and come on.”

      “Me too?” the other man asked.

      “Yeah, we’ll all get a few minutes with her before she gets it.”

      “Almost a shame we gotta kill her?”

      The leader looked her over again. “Yeah, she is pretty good-looking at that, ain’t she? Too bad. I hate hurting pretty women, but… since you’re who you’re with… unfortunately, you gotta go.”

      The men started pulling Mia towards the bed, though she was trying her best to wrestle herself free. She also started kicking at the men, which helped stave them off. One of the men lost their grip on her as they reached for their shin. With one of her arms free, Mia then started flailing away at the remaining man, though it was only temporary. The other two men quickly went over to her and grabbed her, throwing her down on the ground.

      “It’d be more comfortable on the bed,” one of the men said.

      The leader didn’t care. “C’mon, let’s go! Do it and let’s move on. It’s the floor or nothing.”

      Recker then let his presence be known, standing in the frame of the door. “I’d say it’s nothing.”

      Startled, the three men jumped around. None of them had their weapons out and waiting, basically making them sitting ducks. And Recker wasn’t waiting for them to draw first. His gun was already out. He fired at the man nearest to him, who was the leader of the group. Once he went down, Recker then took aim at the other two men. He fired one round at each of them, hitting them both in the chest. And at that range, they weren’t surviving it.

      With the three men down and not moving, Mia immediately jumped up and ran over to him. Recker put his arm around her and pulled her close to him, while he still kept his focus, and his gun, pointed at the downed men.

      “You OK?”

      Mia felt her face quickly, then looked at her hand to see if she was bleeding. She wasn’t, though. “I’m OK. Just a little shaken.”

      “Who are they?”

      “I don’t know. They didn’t say. They did say they’re the ones responsible for Chris and Phillips, though.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. They said they were doing it because of what you did to their friends and family members.”

      “And they didn’t say who that was?”

      “No. They said they were gonna kill me too. They said they wanted to kill everyone close to you.”

      Recker sighed, not liking it one bit. “How’d they know you were here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Recker pulled her closer, thankful she wasn’t hurt. “I’m just glad you called me.”

      “I guess it’s lucky I did.”

      “You trusted your instincts. Just like I always told you.” Recker then took his arm off her. “Stay here.”

      Recker walked over to each of the three men, wanting to see if any of them were still breathing. He hoped one of them was, that way he could get some more information out of them. Unfortunately, he wasn’t that lucky. And he was too good of a shot. All three were dead.

      Recker then started rifling through each of their pockets, hoping to find something that way. None of them had wallets or identification, though. He stayed on one knee and took a deep breath, kneeling beside one of the bodies, just looking at it. He then noticed a mark on one of the arms of the leader of the group. Recker assumed it was a tattoo, though most of it was covered up by his shirt. Recker lifted up the sleeve of the man’s shirt, seeing the rest of the tattoo. Recker stared at it for a moment.

      “What is it?” Mia asked.

      “I’ve seen this tattoo somewhere before.”

      “Where?”

      Recker looked away for a second, trying to remember. He just couldn’t place it yet. “I can’t remember.” Recker then turned the man over and started pulling up the man’s shirt towards his head.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Looking for something.”

      “What?”

      Recker then saw what he was looking for. He pointed at it. “That.”

      “What is it?”

      There was a tattoo of a scorpion on the man’s back, between his shoulder blades. “A scorpion.”

      Mia’s eyes got bigger. She automatically knew what that meant. “A scorpion? I’m assuming that means…”

      Recker sighed. “Yep. They’re back.”
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      As Recker and Mia drove back to the office, they each had what seemed like a million questions running through their minds. They had very little answers. But at least they had the main one. They now knew who was responsible for gunning down their friends.

      “How did you know to check his back for that tattoo?” Mia asked.

      “That’s their thing. Every member in the gang has a scorpion on their back. And it’s always in the same spot.”

      “Yeah, but what made you look for it?”

      “I don’t know. I guess because he had one on his arm, it just made me think about checking his back. Just instinct, I suppose.”

      “I thought you got rid of them all before?”

      Recker shook his head. “Most of them. Probably over ninety percent. We got the leaders. The others were the guys at the bottom of the ladder, and we hoped we just scattered them enough to be inconsequential.”

      “Well, I’d say they’re consequential now.”

      Recker took a deep breath. “Yeah.”

      Once they got back to the office, Jones was waiting by the door to greet them. Recker texted him, letting him know that The Scorpions were back, though he couldn’t say in what kind of numbers.

      “Are we certain it’s them?” Jones asked.

      “No doubt,” Recker answered. “Scorpion tattoo on his back, just like the others. And he mentioned to Mia about what we did to their friends and family members. It fits their profile.”

      Jones sighed and shook his head. Then he glanced at Mia, and reached over to her. “How are you? Are you OK? Hurt?”

      Mia flashed him a quick smile, appreciating his concern. “No, I’m fine. Really. Mike got there just in time.”

      “I’m so glad of that.”

      “I shouldn’t have let you go by yourself,” Recker said.

      Mia wasn’t going to let him blame himself. “Mike, it was my choice. I’m…”

      Recker put his arm around her and pulled her into him, kissing her on top of her head. “I know. I got there in time and you’re safe. That’s all that matters.”

      “Well, in any case, I guess that takes the mystery out of everything,” Jones said. “Now at least we can concentrate on them.”

      “We’re gonna have to put Tyrell on it, see what he can come up with.”

      “I guess that also lets Vincent off the hook, doesn’t it?” Mia asked. “Doesn’t he have issues with them too?”

      Recker nodded. “Yeah, there’s no love lost on either side now. That reminds me, I should probably let them know what’s going on so they can prepare.” Recker got out his phone and walked over to the window and looked down at the parking lot.

      “I hope you have better news than the last time we talked,” Malloy said.

      “Depends on how you look at it.”

      “That doesn’t sound promising.”

      “Well, I now know who’s responsible.”

      “I hope you’re not back to us again.”

      “It’s The Scorpions.”

      “What?”

      “They’re back.”

      “We took them out.”

      “No, we took most of them out. There were a few stragglers left behind. Low-level guys that left the area. Nothing worth pursuing.”

      “How sure are you?”

      “One hundred percent positive. I just killed three of them.”

      “I won’t ask about the details, but how can you be sure they were Scorpions? I assume you didn’t have a conversation with them beforehand?”

      “I saw the tattoos on their backs. All three had one. You know as well as I do that’s one of their symbols.”

      Malloy loudly sighed into the phone. “Crap. As if there’s not enough to deal with these days. Now we gotta throw them back into the picture? How many are we dealing with now?”

      “I don’t know yet. I would think not as many as before, but they’ve had some time now to build their numbers back up a little.”

      “All right. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll tell the boss and we’ll go from there.”

      “OK.”

      “Hey, before you go…”

      “Yeah?”

      “How’s Chris?”

      “Still no update.”

      “You let me know when there is, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      Recker put his phone away and turned back to the others, who were sitting at the desk. Jones’ fingers were already firing away on his keyboard, trying to get whatever information he could on The Scorpions.

      “How you making out?” Recker asked.

      Jones answered him without taking his eyes off the screen. “It would be a lot easier if I had some names to go with this.”

      “Well sorry, I didn’t have time to ask for their name, address, phone number, and social security number first.”

      “I’m just saying it would be easier. I didn’t say it was your fault.”

      Recker sighed. “None of them had ID’s on them.”

      “That’s not surprising.” Recker kept shaking his head, thinking back to the apartment. “Is there something else bothering you?”

      “Yeah. How did they know Mia was there?”

      “I would say they had someone watching the apartment,” Jones replied.

      “How’d they know she was coming?”

      “They probably didn’t. I would say that they probably have had someone there for a few days, weeks, whatever, waiting for you or her. I’m assuming they didn’t know you were on vacation.”

      “But how did they know where we lived? It’s not like they could’ve followed one of us there. And they obviously weren’t in town before we left, or they would’ve known that.”

      Jones stopped typing and looked at his friend for a few seconds. He wasn’t sure how they could have found that out, either. He then looked at Mia.

      “What are you looking at me for?” Mia said. “I didn’t tell them.”

      Jones rolled his eyes. “Of course not. But… you are known to them, are you not?”

      “So?”

      “Hospital records.”

      Recker knew where his partner was going. “Personnel files.”

      Jones nodded. “Yes.”

      “They looked at hers.”

      “What do you mean they looked at my file?” Mia asked.

      “Your personnel file has your address, phone number, all that.”

      “They don’t even have my right address. They still have our last apartment.”

      “But they do have your phone number.”

      “They could have used that to track down signals,” Jones said.

      Recker suddenly looked concerned. Jones knew what that look on his face meant. If they could trace her to their apartment, they could have traced her back to the office, too. Recker went over to Mia with his hand out.

      “Give me your phone.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Just give it to me.” Mia took her phone out of her purse and handed it over. Recker immediately threw it on the ground and smashed it with his foot. After Recker was done, Mia put her arms out to her side.

      “You wanna tell me what you’re doing?”

      “If they could trace you there, they can trace you here,” Recker answered.

      “Well you could’ve told me that instead of just demanding my phone and smashing it.”

      Recker immediately went over to the window and looked out, suddenly expecting a wave of Scorpions sitting out there. He was thankful that there were none. At least not that he could see. But that didn’t mean they weren’t coming or wouldn’t be there at some other point.

      “Relax,” Jones said. “We should be fine.”

      “How you figure that?” Recker replied, turning around.

      “I’ve taken safeguards and precautions to prevent things like this. Any signals, IP addresses, phone calls, texts, everything that comes in or goes out of here gets routed and rerouted to other places. It would take a computer genius at my level, not to be boastful or conceited, to figure it out. And I feel confident in saying that I doubt they have one.”

      “They had somebody bright enough to trace a signal to our apartment.”

      “Child’s play. Any six-year-old with their own laptop could do that.”

      Recker looked at Mia, then back at Jones. “Just how many six-year-olds do you know with their own laptop?”

      “Obviously a figure of speech. But trust me, I did work at the NSA, if you remember.”

      “I do.”

      “So trust me. In order to break through what I’ve got going here, it would take someone with NSA, CIA type of ability to beat me. And once again, not to be boastful, they don’t have it.”

      Recker smiled and nodded. “Not to be boastful.” He then turned back to the window and looked out.

      “There won’t be anyone out there.”

      “Uh, am I the only one that sees additional problems here?” Mia asked, putting her hand up as if she were a student in class.

      Jones turned his head toward her. “Which are?”

      “All of this means that they know where I work, right?”

      “Yes?” Jones didn’t see what she was getting at yet.

      “Uh, well, as much as I love you guys, I can’t stay in here forever.”

      “It won’t be forever,” Recker said.

      “Yes, but, you also can’t tell me it’s gonna be over tomorrow either. At some point, I’m going to have to go back to work. I’m going to have to go out. Go to the grocery store, gas station, run errands, things like that.”

      Recker sighed. “You can’t go back to work yet. Not with them out there.”

      “But, Mike, what if this lasts for months? I can’t just sit here.”

      “We’ll find another apartment.”

      “I don’t even have a phone anymore.”

      Jones instantly pulled out a drawer and stuck his hand in, pulling out another phone. He handed it over to Mia. “You’re welcome.”

      Now Mia was the one that rolled her eyes. “OK. I have a phone now. But what do I need it for if I’m going to be cooped up in here all the time? I can’t just…”

      Recker knew what she was saying, but couldn’t let her go back to work. Not with those animals out there. “Mia, you know what they’re capable of. You know what they’re willing to do. We’ve seen it with Chris and Phillips. You’ve seen it firsthand back at the apartment with what they were willing to do to you. You can’t go back to work.”

      “Mike, I’m… I know what they can do. But I can’t just hide for the rest of my life either.”

      “I’m not asking you to. Just until they’re eliminated.”

      “But how long will that take? You can’t say for sure. It could take months for all you know.”

      “Just give me a few days.”

      “Mike, you really think this is gonna be over in a few days?”

      “Mia, I really can’t let you be at that hospital alone. We’ve seen what happens when you’re there alone when people want to send me a message. If I’m guarding you all day there, that means I can’t be finding them.”

      Mia threw her arms up. She didn’t know what else to say, but she also wasn’t going to back down. She didn’t want to be used as a target, but she just wasn’t going to hide, either.

      “If Mia is intent on going back to work, then perhaps we should get some additional protection,” Jones said. Recker shot him a look, as if he were annoyed that he seemed to be agreeing with her. “I’m just saying, if she goes back to work. I’m not saying definitely.”

      “Um, excuse me, both of you,” Mia said. “Whether I go back to work or not, is my call. Not yours. Neither of you. No matter how much you both love me and care for me and want nothing bad to happen to me, it’s still my decision.”

      “Mia…” Recker said.

      “Don’t Mia me. It’s my decision.”

      Recker groaned, but knew how stubborn his girlfriend could be about such matters. “Mia…”

      Mia put her index finger in the air. “Mike.”

      Recker put both his hands up, wanting both of them to take it easy and not get too heated or argue. He spoke very calmly. “Mia, I just want you to be safe. And if you’re out there alone, I cannot adequately protect you.”

      “Well then find someone who can.”

      Recker stared at her for a few moments, folding his arms. Mia returned the gaze, putting her hands on her hips. They were at a standstill.

      Jones hoped he had a solution. “As interesting as this is, watching the two of you look like you’re about to leave the saloon to find out who the faster drawer is, I may have an idea.”

      Recker and Mia both turned their heads at the same time to look at him. “We’re listening,” he said.

      “We have resources. Why don’t we just use them?”

      “What resources?”

      “What are you getting at?” Mia asked.

      “We do have a business relationship with a certain…”

      “No.” Mia put her finger in the air again, this time waving it around. “No. I know what you’re gonna say. And no. No, no, no. No.”

      “Would you stop saying no?” Recker said.

      Mia was still defiant. “No.”

      “Now you’re just being stubborn.”

      “I learned from the best.” She stared at him with her arms crossed.

      “Vincent has the means and abilities. He’s also done it before.”

      “And I hated it before!”

      “He’s got the men that can do it.”

      “No!”

      “Mia…”

      “Don’t Mia me!”

      Recker was starting to get agitated, but was holding his temper in check. He moved his mouth around to keep himself calm, though it was a significant challenge. He clasped his hands together and started pacing around the room as he thought of a way to convince his girlfriend to accept the help she was being offered.

      “Mia…”

      “Mike.”

      “Would you stop doing that and let me finish a sentence?”

      “No, because I know how your sentences finish.”

      “You’re getting frustrating, you know that?”

      “Join the club.”

      “Now, now, let’s keep our heads,” Jones said, hoping to keep them from blowing up at each other. “I’m sure there’s a solution here.”

      “Yes, there is,” Recker said. “Let me have Vincent…”

      “No. I don’t want his help anymore,” Mia said.

      “Why not?”

      “One, I don’t trust him.”

      “Listen, our enemy here is The Scorpions, not him. He’s not involved with them.”

      “OK, this is the problem I’ve always had with him. You trust him more than I do.”

      “He’ll do what I ask.”

      “But I don’t want to rely on a criminal.”

      “He’s a criminal that can help you.”

      “I’d rather do it myself.”

      “Mia…”

      “Mike.”

      Recker grunted, feeling like he was about to explode. It was one of the few times he got so mad at Mia that he wanted to yell. “He’s got the…”

      “I don’t care what he’s got. I don’t want to rely on him. And it makes me feel dirty.”

      “Why would it make…”

      “Because it does. OK?”

      Recker huffed and puffed, then started pacing around the room again before he got so mad he started saying things that he would regret. After a minute, he stopped and looked at Jones.

      “Would you like to join in here and try your luck?”

      “Don’t get mad at him for it,” Mia replied.

      “I’m not mad at him.”

      “You sound mad.”

      “You want me to start sounding mad?”

      “Guys, guys,” Jones said, standing up and putting his arms out towards both of them. “Arguing is not going to get us anywhere. I’m sure there is a compromise in here somewhere if we keep calm and think about it. Now doesn’t continuing to talk about it intelligently sound like a better option than ripping each other’s throats out?”

      Mia still had her arms folded. “I guess.”

      “Michael?”

      Recker sighed. “I suppose.”

      “Now, since you two seem incapable of finding a solution yourselves, I guess I will moderate.”

      “Hooray.”

      “Would you let him talk?” Mia said, still a little huffy herself.

      “Everyone calm down,” Jones replied. “Now, I think we can all agree that some protection for Mia would be the sensible thing to do, correct?”

      “Yes,” Recker answered.

      Jones then looked at Mia. “Right?”

      Mia sighed and rolled her eyes. “Yes.”

      “OK then. Since we all agree that’s the right thing…”

      “I’m not taking Vincent’s…”

      Jones put his hand out to prevent her from speaking more. “Since we can all agree on what we want in principle, now we just have to figure out the best way to accomplish that.”

      “Yes, let me call Vincent and set it up,” Recker said.

      Jones pointed at him. “No. You want Mia to have protection, she has agreed, but she doesn’t want Vincent. So the easiest solution to solving this problem is to just get someone else.”

      “What do you mean, someone else? Who else are we gonna get? We’re not exactly swimming with friends who are capable of something like this.”

      “There are other alternatives.”

      “Yeah? Like who? Are we gonna call Jerrick to see if he can lend a helping hand?”

      “There’s no need to be facetious.”

      Recker lifted his arms in protest. “Well, who else is there? You? Tyrell? Who else are we gonna trust?”

      “Well there are private contractors who perform such services.”

      “What do you mean, private contractors? What are we gonna do, hire a bodyguard?”

      Jones nodded. “Yes, that’s just what I had in mind.”

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous. Most of those guys aren’t capable of handling something like this. They might be OK pushing around someone smaller than them, but when it comes to serious criminals like this…” Recker shook his head. It didn’t sound like a viable plan to him.

      “I’m sure David has something in mind other than just hiring the biggest guy he can find on the street,” Mia said.

      “As I said, there are people who perform such services,” Jones replied.

      Recker still wasn’t convinced. “Yeah, but the whole trust thing. I mean, do you really think I’m gonna be OK just putting her life in the hands of a complete stranger?”

      “What if he had special qualifications?” Jones asked.

      “Like?”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      “You’re asking me to put my girlfriend’s life in someone else’s hands.”

      “I’m asking you to trust me that I will not jeopardize her.”

      Recker took a deep breath, not sure if he should say what he was thinking. He knew it wouldn’t come out right, but he wasn’t holding back. Not with Mia’s life. “I don’t mean any offense with this, David, but we put our trust in you when you brought in Phillips. And that didn’t turn out so well.”

      “Mike!” Mia yelled. “That’s so unfair.”

      Jones looked at her and put his hand up to stop her from saying anything else. He faked a smile. He appreciated her defending him, even if he didn’t think he deserved it. “No, it’s OK. I absolutely deserve that, and it is totally fair.”

      Recker felt bad about how it came out. “David, I didn’t mean…”

      Jones put his hand up again. “No, you are totally within your rights to feel that way. I’ve lost some trust with some of my decisions, and it will take a while to build that back up. I totally get that.”

      “David, you don’t have to build any trust back up with me. You should know that. I’m just trying to say… a stranger coming in…”

      “Why don’t you just let me bring someone in first before you make a decision? I’ll bring someone in, and before we agree to hire him, you meet him, talk to him, then you make your decision off of that. If you think he’s wrong, that’ll be the end of it and we’ll think of something else. You make the final decision.”

      Recker still wasn’t sure. His eyes danced between the two of them. Not wanting to seem like he’d lost his faith in his friend and partner, he reluctantly agreed. “OK. OK. But if I don’t like whoever you bring in, we then call Vincent.” Recker then looked at his girlfriend. “Agreed?”

      “Fine,” Mia replied.

      Recker turned his attention back to Jones, who had sat back down and started typing again. “From the way you’re talking, it sounds like you already have someone in mind.”

      “I do,” Jones replied.

      “Mind sharing a name?”

      “Uh, well, his name is Nathan Thrower.”

      “Who? Is that supposed to ring a bell?”

      “His specialty is protecting people. They call him The Bodyguard.”

      “Wow. That’s clever.”

      “He’s supposed to be the best.”

      “Did he recently earn his merit badge?”

      “There’s no need for sarcasm.”

      Recker let out a grin. “And just how have you come across this guy?”

      “I’ve heard some stories, read some things.”

      “Does he advertise in the paper?”

      Jones glared up at him. “Really, Michael.”

      “I’m just wondering how you know him.”

      “I don’t. Not personally. But he’s got a reputation.”

      “Not with me.”

      “Do you want the help or not?”

      “Fine, fine, bring him in.”

      “From what I hear, I think he’ll be just the guy we’re looking for.”

      Recker scoffed. “We’ll see about that.”
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      Recker was sitting in his car outside the hospital. He desperately wanted to go in and see his friend, though with the police presence there, it wasn’t feasible. He hoped that just by being there, it would give Haley some support. There hadn’t been much of a change in the last couple of days, but Haley was still hanging on, which was as good of news as they could have hoped for.

      Though he knew that nothing that happened was his fault, Recker still wondered if anything would have changed if he’d have come back on his own a week earlier. He was out in Hawaii for three months, but if he’d just cut it short by a week or two, would Haley still be in that hospital? Would Phillips be dead? He wondered if he was being selfish by being away for so long. He didn’t have a long time to ponder it, though. Jones texted him and asked him to come back to the office.

      Once Recker got there, Jones and Mia were waiting for them. They were both standing, looking like they were ready to get moving.

      “Did I miss something on the schedule?” Recker asked.

      “Our appointment is going to be here soon,” Jones answered.

      “Our appointment?”

      “Mr. Thrower?”

      “Oh, the bodyguard. He’s finally here?”

      “Yes. He said he’d be here in two days, and here we are.”

      “You’re bringing him here?”

      “I said nothing of the kind. Bringing someone here is obviously a bad idea, especially before we’ve actually hired the man.”

      “Well, you said he’s going to be here soon.”

      “Here in the area. Not here specifically.”

      “Oh.”

      Recker glanced at Mia. “We’re all going?”

      “Well, we both want to make sure he’s right for the job, correct?”

      “Yeah?”

      “And I don’t think we should leave her here alone, right?”

      “Right?”

      “And it’s probably a good idea if she meets him too, to make sure she’s good with him. Right?”

      “Right again.”

      “Well there we have it.”

      “So where we going?”

      “His hotel room. He just checked in.”

      They all left the office and drove to the hotel that Thrower was staying in. It was a place they were all familiar with, especially Recker, having been there for business on a few occasions. They went up to the fourth floor and found the room number, with Jones knocking on the door. Thrower immediately answered. Recker immediately sized him up. For a man with Thrower’s reputation, he looked a little younger than Recker pictured. Though Recker had seen the man’s file, with Thrower being in his early thirties, Recker still expected him to look like a grizzled veteran, with scars and lines all over his face. Thrower was a clean-cut looking sort, though. He still had that military haircut and no facial hair. And if he had a scar, it wasn’t visible.

      “Almost like you were expecting us,” Recker said.

      Thrower smiled. “Almost. Come on in.” Thrower stepped aside and let his guests inside, closing the door behind them. “Have a seat.” As the others sat down, Thrower came in and sat across from them. “I’d offer you something, but since I just checked in, I don’t have anything.”

      “It’s quite all right,” Jones said.

      As Jones and Thrower started discussing matters, with Jones telling him exactly what they were looking for, Recker was studying. He studied Thrower’s mannerisms, the words he used, and the way he said them, and his body language. All of which would paint a picture for Recker. After Jones was done explaining the situation, Thrower looked at Mia.

      “So you’re my client?”

      Mia grinned. “That’s me.”

      “Is that a problem for you?” Recker asked.

      “Nothing’s a problem,” Thrower replied.

      “I work in a hospital,” Mia said. “Is that going to hamper you in any way?”

      Thrower shook his head. “Nope. What part do you work in?”

      “Babies.”

      “So if you’re like most hospitals, only hospital staff and families get into that wing, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So while you’re in there, you’re good. When you leave the floor, you text me, and I’ll come up and escort you wherever you’re going. Whether you’re going to lunch, going home, whatever.”

      “You need to be on your guard at all times,” Recker said. “It wouldn’t be the first time she was targeted there.”

      “I’m always on my guard. Before we go any further, though, I need to know a few things.”

      “Which are?”

      “First, I need to know what you guys do.”

      “Why do you need to know that?”

      “I have my own personal code.”

      “Your own code?”

      “I need to know exactly what’s going on and why. Because I don’t protect people I don’t think deserve it. I’ll put my life on the line for anyone that I think’s been dealt a bad hand. But I won’t protect criminals, bad guys, or people who are just flat-out crazy.”

      Mia snickered. “Sounds familiar.”

      “She’s a nurse,” Recker said. “Does she seem like a bad guy?”

      Thrower laughed. “Even nurses have criminal records or can be married to the head of a mob.”

      “Well, I don’t…”

      Jones put his hand up to stop Recker from going further. “Much of what we do must remain secretive. I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of The Silencer, but if you have, then you will know all you need to.”

      “The Silencer?” Thrower looked at Recker. “That you?” Recker nodded. “I’ve heard of you before.”

      “Great. Look, I’m not usually combative, but she’s my girlfriend, and I’m very distrustful in putting her safety in someone else’s hands. Especially when we’re going up against The Scorpions.”

      Thrower scrunched his eyebrows together, not sure he heard right. “What?”

      “I said she’s my…”

      “No, the other part. Did you say The Scorpions?”

      “Yeah, why? You know them?”

      Thrower chuckled. “Yeah, I know them. I’ve come up against them before. A few months back I was protecting some accounting in Jersey who’d run afoul of them.”

      “How’d that turn out?”

      “I did my job and I’m still here.”

      “So you know what these guys are like.”

      Thrower nodded. “Yeah, I do. They can be relentless and ruthless.”

      “If you’ve come up against them before, I assume you’ve got some skills.”

      “I just came back from Chicago. I was helping some people there go up against a mobster named Wilson Ames.”

      “Ames? I heard about that. There was some major stuff going on there, wasn’t there? You were part of that?”

      “Yeah. Took a knife in my leg for my troubles.”

      “Money is no object,” Jones said. “Whatever your rate is, we can pay it.”

      Thrower shrugged it off. “Money’s not my main concern. Protecting those that need it are.”

      “Needless to say, I’ve checked your resume before contacting you. Plus I’ve heard of your reputation as well.”

      “I assume there were no red flags?”

      “No. If there were, we wouldn’t be sitting here. You were in the military, you’re considered an expert in mixed martial arts, you’re a crack shot, single, and a bunch of other things that I pulled up from your military file.”

      “My military file? How’d you get that?”

      “Well, let’s just say I have a specialty in acquiring secretive things.”

      “Look, you’ve obviously got a big reputation,” Recker said. “My main goal in meeting you was making sure that the job wasn’t too big for you. It seems like it’s not, but if you’ve gone up against The Scorpions before, you know what they’re like. So if you know them, you know what you’re walking into. This isn’t gonna be a walk in the park, or protecting someone from a distance. If you take this job, it’s likely you’re gonna be thrown into the deep end fairly quickly.”

      “I’m not afraid of them.”

      Jones took over the interview. “Now, we would also be remiss if we didn’t mention there’s other people who are… let’s just say… not our biggest fans. There’s a man named Jerrick who leads his own criminal enterprise, and while he’s not in our immediate sights, he also is someone to be aware of.”

      Thrower nodded. Nothing he was hearing phased him. “I’d appreciate you guys giving me all you got on whoever I may face. I like to study my opponents, know their strengths, tendencies, numbers, everything I can get.”

      “I can give you everything you need.”

      Recker liked what he was hearing. Thrower seemed like a confident guy. Confident, but not arrogant. He seemed like he knew how good he was, without flaunting it in anyone’s face. He was the tough guy who never felt like he had to prove how tough he was.

      “What’s this thing you have only protecting certain people?” Recker asked.

      Thrower shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe it’s my military training. Maybe it’s my upbringing and how I was raised. My dad was a lifelong soldier as well. When I was in, my mission was to serve my country, and protect those who needed it. I guess it’s still my mission.”

      “As I said, money will not be an object,” Jones said.

      Thrower smiled. “Good. I’ll charge you double. I’ve got a house on the beach I’m looking at.”

      Jones realized he was kidding, though he wouldn’t have batted an eye even if he wasn’t. “You’ll also have anything else at your disposal that you need. Whether it’s equipment, weapons, cars, whatever it is, if you need it, just ask, and we’ll get it.”

      “Good to know. Thanks.”

      “Are there any other questions that you have?”

      “When do you need me to start?”

      Jones looked at the others. “Would tomorrow work for you?”

      “Tomorrow’s fine. Now, do you need me to just guard her at the hospital? Or are there other places too?”

      “Right now, we’re probably living out of a hotel room until we get a new apartment,” Recker said. “So to and from there to the hospital. If I’m with her, then you can take off so you can get some rest.”

      Thrower smirked. “Don’t worry about my rest. I’m used to working on three or four hours. Don’t bother me.”

      “I know you’ve said you’ve gone up against these guys before, but I just want to make sure you know what’s going on here. These guys have already killed one of us. Another of us is in the hospital, fighting for his life. If you take this job, your life is in immediate danger.”

      Thrower didn’t seem bothered. After all, it wasn’t the first time. Nobody called him for cupcake jobs. He only got called when someone’s life was in immediate danger. “All part of the job. Bring it on.”

      “Don’t worry, they will.”

      “So, I take it we have an agreement then?” Jones asked.

      Thrower nodded. “We do.”

      “Mike?”

      “I’m fine with it.”

      “Mia?”

      Mia nodded. “It’s fine.”

      “OK, then. I’ll have everything you need by the end of the day.”

      “I’d appreciate it,” Thrower said.

      Everyone stood up, and they began shaking hands. As Recker and Thrower shook, the bodyguard had a message.

      “I give you my word nothing will happen to her. I’ll give up my life for hers.”

      “Just make sure she stays as healthy as she is today,” Recker replied.

      “I’ll protect her like she’s my own sister.”

      “That’s all I can ask.”
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      Once the trio got back to the office, they began discussing the man they just hired.

      “Are you sure you’re good with it?” Jones asked.

      “You really think I would have hired him if I wasn’t?”

      “No, I suppose not. His reputation is impeccable.”

      Recker nodded. “I have to admit, he was more impressive than I thought he’d be. I didn’t expect to like him as much as I did.”

      “I guess this is one instance in which the file does the man justice.” Jones then hung his head. “Unlike some other hires that I’ve made.”

      “Hey, stop beating yourself up over that. You made the best decisions that you could at the time you’ve made them. Take it from me, I’ve second-guessed a lot of things over the years, beat myself up, doesn’t wind up doing you any good. You make the best decision you can and live with the results. It’s all you can do.”

      Jones sighed. “Yeah. I just wish that Chris didn’t pay the price for it.”

      Mia went over to him and gave him a hug. “Chris is going to make it. He will.”

      Jones forced a smile. “I sure hope so.”

      “Let’s get to work, huh?” Recker said.

      “Before we get to that, with all that’s been going on, I’ve neglected to ask how you’re doing.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I mean, really. You came back earlier than you intended.”

      “I was probably coming back soon, anyway.”

      “Regardless, you went out there to… unwind, I guess we could say. Did you get what you hoped for in going there?”

      Recker looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah. I think so. I feel more… at peace with myself. I’m not sure what I was hoping to find out there, but… I think I found whatever I needed.”

      “So it was good for you, then?”

      “Yeah.” Recker smiled. “Just what the doctor ordered.”

      “Good. I’m glad.”

      “Now, let’s see if we can order something up for The Scorpions. Give them a taste of their own medicine.”

      “I’m all for that.”
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      The following day, Recker was as anxious as he could ever recall being. He didn’t like the fact that Mia was going back to work, but he respected her wishes for wanting to go back. Though she was also a bit nervous, knowing that she was likely a target, and the fact that she’d been targeted before, she also wasn’t going to live her life being afraid. And she wasn’t going to live it in hiding.

      That didn’t mean she wouldn’t have been relieved if nothing happened, but she knew everything was being done that could be done in order to protect her. She trusted everyone involved. And that was good enough.

      After Mia was done getting ready, Recker escorted her out of the hotel room they were temporarily staying at. He walked her to her car, and gave her a kiss before she got in. Recker looked a few spots down and saw Thrower sitting in his car. The two men gave each other a nod. Mia started the engine, then rolled down her window, giving her boyfriend another kiss.

      “Just make sure you’re…”

      “I’ll be careful,” Mia said, already knowing what was coming out of his mouth. “I could say the same to you.”

      “Could.”

      “And I will. Don’t take any unnecessary chances.”

      “I won’t.”

      Mia kissed him again, then drove off. Recker stood there, watching as her car drove out of the parking lot. Thrower’s car soon followed her. Recker continued to stand there for a few seconds until both cars were out of sight. He took a deep breath, hoping he was doing the right by letting her go back to work. Mia was her own person. She could do, and often did, whatever she wanted. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was letting her walk into a hornet’s nest.

      He also hoped they made the right decision in hiring Thrower. On paper, it looked like a solid move. But wars weren’t fought on paper. They were fought in the trenches, in dark alleys, behind closed doors, and against people who wouldn’t flinch in causing as much damage as they could. Recker had to hope that Thrower would live up to his reputation.

      From there, Recker went straight to the office. As the day progressed, he had a hard time concentrating on his own business. Recker’s mind continuously went to Mia, hoping she was safe. It felt like he texted her every twenty minutes to make sure she was OK. When he wasn’t texting her, he was communicating with Thrower, asking if he was seeing anything. Between the two of them, he didn’t get much done.

      Recker’s phone was constantly in his hand as he paced around the office. The fact wasn’t lost on Jones.

      “Mike, why don’t you just go to the hospital yourself and see what’s going on?”

      “I don’t want it to seem like I’m worried.”

      Jones snickered. “Yes. We definitely wouldn’t want anyone to think that. You’re obviously all business today.”

      “Well there’s nothing for me to act on yet. We still don’t have any leads for me to do anything. Vincent doesn’t have anything, Tyrell’s got nothing, we haven’t heard from any other contacts, we’re coming up dry so far.”

      “I’m painfully aware.”

      “How did these guys slip back into the city so quietly?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And how is it that we never got word they were building their numbers back up?”

      “I cannot say. While we’re waiting, why don’t you go to the hospital and take some stress off?”

      “Why would that take some stress off?”

      “So you can see for yourself that everything is OK.”

      “I don’t want it to seem like I’m checking up on them, or make it seem like I don’t trust Thrower.”

      Jones snickered again. “Yes, because you definitely don’t give off that impression now.”

      Recker sighed as he walked around the edge of the room. “Did I do the right thing in letting her go back to work?”

      “As it seems to me, it’s not your call to make.”

      “I know. She’s her own person, she’ll make her own decisions, but… still, I could’ve objected louder than I did.”

      “Mike, you can’t put her in a bubble forever.”

      “I could try.”

      “She’s accepted the life she’s in now. When you two became involved, she knew there would be risks. She embraced that, for better or worse.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I should send her out there with a bullseye on her back.”

      “And you can’t hide her in a closet for the next few months, either. She doesn’t want to be cooped up while all this is going on. I can understand that.”

      Recker shook his head. “Still.”

      “Mike, we’re giving her the protection she needs.”

      “Yeah, but is it enough?”

      “I believe it will be.”

      “And what if we’re wrong?”

      “Have some faith.”

      “Having faith in Phillips didn’t help him. Faith isn’t helping Chris. Why should I have any more?”

      “Because it’s all we have. We’re doing what we can.”

      “Are we? What if one guy isn’t enough? Maybe we should hire more?”

      “I mean, I guess I could look into more if you prefer.”

      “Maybe it’d be a good idea.”

      “I can do that.”

      Recker went over to the window and looked out again. By his demeanor, Jones detected that something else was bothering him. It was a good thing that Recker’s back was to his friend, that way he couldn’t see his eyes getting glossy.

      “Is there something else?”

      Recker cleared his throat before answering. “What makes you think that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I would like to think that words don’t necessarily need to be spoken between us anymore to know what’s going through each other’s minds.”

      Recker continued looking out the window. He wasn’t ready to say what was going through his. That wouldn’t stop Jones from asking, though. From his friend’s silence, Jones knew that it was something.

      “What is it? And don’t tell me nothing. I know better.”

      Recker took a deep breath before starting. “A week ago, Mia was on a beach, smiling, happy… as happy as I’ve ever seen her.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I’m fearing for her life. Again.” Recker shook his head. “It’s not right.”

      “It’s usually not right when we’re dealing with the people that we do.”

      Recker sighed as he stared at a few of the cars in the parking lot. “That’s not what I mean. I mean it’s not right of me.”

      “In what way?”

      “That I keep putting her in these types of situations.”

      “She’s going to work today because that is what she loves to do. She is helping those who need it. That’s who she is.”

      Once Recker finally got his emotions in check, he turned around to face his friend. “No. It’s not right that she has to face this type of thing again. She puts up with it because she loves me. But what does that make me?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “She was targeted by Jeremiah, kidnapped by Sadko, there was the cemetery thing in Jersey, you and her were taken by the guy… Simmons, where I needed Vincent to get you out, Jerrick’s threatened her, now The Scorpions. How much is enough? How much should one woman have to put up with?”

      “I wish I had an answer.”

      “Well I do. She shouldn’t have to put up with it again.”

      “What’s your solution?”

      Recker’s mind flashed back to Hawaii. “For the past three months, she was happy, and she was safe. There were no worries, no concerns, nothing to bring her down. Maybe I’m the problem.”

      “How so?”

      “Because ever since I’ve known her, I’ve always put myself first.”

      “Oh, that’s not true.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s always been about what I want, and what I needed. It was about revenge for what happened in London, it was about helping people here, it was about me doing what I’ve always known, doing what I was good at, never taking a break. I’ve always felt compelled to do this, because I didn’t know anything else. But I’ve never really stopped to consider what was best for her. Only me.”

      “Mike, I think you’re being a bit hard on yourself.”

      “Am I? You know, when I lost Carrie, I never thought I’d be lucky enough to find someone else. Never really thought I’d wanna put someone through that again.”

      “Yes, I recall those early times quite well still.”

      “And if I lose her...”

      “You’re not going to lose her. We’ve taken steps, and we’ll take more if need be. She will be as safe as she’s ever been, I promise you that.”

      “Yeah, this time. But what about the time after this, and the time after that, and the time after that? It seems to be a continuous cycle, doesn’t it?”

      “All cycles come to an end eventually, Mike.”

      Recker wiped his hands as he kept thinking about it. “Yeah. Maybe it’s just time.”

      “Time for what?”

      “Maybe it’s time I start looking at the end. For Mia’s sake.”

      “Well, isn’t that kind of what you were doing out there?”

      “No, not really. It was more of a recharge your batteries kind of thing. I think we all knew I was probably coming back at some point. It was just something I really needed. A break. But it turned into something more than that.”

      “Which was?”

      “It showed me what was possible.”

      “In what way?”

      “It showed me that I was capable of putting everything behind me. That I could relax and break free. That I didn’t have to be haunted by my past. And you know what? I really enjoyed it. I enjoyed it so much more than I thought I would. I thought that when I was out there, I’d still be thinking about doing things here, dealing with certain situations, wondering what was going on… but I didn’t. And to be quite honest, if it wasn’t for this, I’m not sure I would’ve come back.”

      Jones wasn’t quite sure how to respond. Recker sounded like a man who was finished. He couldn’t say he blamed him. With everything he’d ever been through, it was a lot for any person to endure. There was only so much one person could take before they said they’ve had enough. And Recker seemed like he was there.
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      Mia’s first day back at work finished without incident. At least so far. But if anything was going to happen, now was probably the time. Now she was done for the day. Now it was time for the walk back to her car. She texted Recker that she was done, and sent Thrower a message as well, causing the bodyguard to come up and meet her on her floor. He was actually sitting on a bench near the elevator as she approached. They each gave each other a smile. Thrower hit the button on the elevator to go down.

      “You ready to do this?”

      A confused look came over Mia’s face. “What do you mean? Do what? Is something wrong?”

      “Just wanna make sure you’re ready in case.”

      The elevator doors opened, the two of them stepping in. “One thing I want you to know about me.”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t treat me like I’m naïve, a kid, or an idiot.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Thrower said.

      “Then don’t hide things from me. I’m a big girl, I can take it. This isn’t the first time for something like this.”

      Thrower cleared his throat. “Understood. I apologize.”

      “It’s fine. Is there something wrong?”

      Thrower sighed. “I noticed a few people of interest in the parking lot before I came up here.”

      “Which means?”

      “One car came in, had three of four passengers inside, pulled into a spot and never got out.”

      “And why do you think that means they’re here for me?”

      The elevator door opened, and they stepped out. “Didn’t say they were for sure. Just struck me as interesting.”

      “Maybe they got out while you’re in here.”

      “They pulled in about an hour ago. Not exactly normal behavior to sit in your car for an hour after arriving at a hospital. If you’re visiting someone, usually you wanna get in there and do it. If it’s a carpool of workers, nobody arrives for work an hour before and sits there.”

      “Which leaves me.”

      “Well, there could always be some other explanation that I’m not thinking of. And it doesn’t necessarily mean they’re here for you. But I’m not taking any chances. We’ll find out.”

      “How are we gonna do that?”

      Just before they got to the main doors, they stopped and stepped to the side, out of sight from anyone looking from the outside.

      “I wanna try something and I need you to trust me,” Thrower said.

      Mia already wasn’t crazy about the sound of that. “Which means?”

      “There’s gonna be one way to know for sure if that car out there is for you.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I want you to drive out of here like you always do. But I’m gonna go out first, let them think we’re not together. When I go out, I’m gonna pull over to the side right away and wait for you. If I see that car following, then I’ll get in behind them.”

      “And where am I supposed to go?”

      “Drive for a few minutes. Let me be sure they really are following you. Then I’ll leave it up to you where you go. You know this city better than I do. Pull in someplace that doesn’t have a lot of traffic.”

      “And then what? What are you going to do?”

      “Hopefully they’ll pull in after you.”

      “Hopefully?”

      “I’ll be right on their tail.”

      Mia raised her eyebrows. She wasn’t sure about this plan. She still wasn’t sure what Thrower planned to do after all this happened. “Aaand? Am I supposed to let them take me or something?”

      Thrower laughed. “No. You shouldn’t even have to get out of the car. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “You’ll take care of it? Um, didn’t you say there were three or four of them?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you’re going to take them on all by yourself?”

      “Yep.”

      “Are you sure about this?”

      Thrower smiled. “Sounds crazy, doesn’t it?”

      Mia put her thumb and index finger in the air, inching them closer to each other. “A little bit.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine. Trust me. I’ve gone up against bigger odds. I’m not worried.”

      Mia took a deep breath. “OK. If you’re sure.”

      “Hey, worse comes to worse, once I get there and I confront them, you can take off. I’ll keep them busy long enough for you to get away.”

      “And what about you?”

      “Like I said, don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

      “OK. If you say so.”

      “Oh, one more thing. When we get out there, we’ll talk for a second, then give me a hug.”

      “What?”

      “If they’re watching us, I don’t want them to think I’m a threat. I want them to think we’re just friends or something, and we’re going our separate ways. Otherwise, they might be expecting me.”

      “And what if they try something before I get to my car?”

      “Then I’ll be around and I’ll run over.”

      “Is all this normal for you?”

      Thrower laughed again. “Pretty much.”

      “And you actually want to keep doing it?”

      “Somebody’s gotta.”

      “All right, I’ll play along.”

      The pair went outside, then stopped in front of the building and talked for a minute. Mia then gave Thrower a hug like he instructed, then the two of them went their separate ways. On the way back to his car, Thrower glanced at the vehicle he was worried about, observing four men still inside. He didn’t focus on it, though, and quickly looked away from them, not wanting to give the impression that he knew what they were up to. They’d find out soon enough.

      Once in his car, Thrower quickly drove off. Mia waited an extra minute or two, giving Thrower more than enough time to find another spot to park outside the hospital grounds. Mia started her car, a little nervous about what was likely to transpire.

      “Here we go again.”

      Even though she’d been through this a few times before, it was never something she would ever get used to. But it was her decision to go through with this, even though Recker warned her. Mia pulled out of the parking lot, looking for Thrower’s car the entire way. She then spotted it on her right-hand side, parked between two other cars. As she passed it, she looked in her rearview mirror, observing another car pulling out of the parking lot as well.

      It was happening again. She just had to hope that Thrower was as good as everyone thought he was. Because she was putting a lot of trust in him. As soon as the other car passed Thrower’s position, he waited for another car to pass before he pulled out, wanting to have a vehicle in between them so he wasn’t easily spotted.

      As they drove for a few minutes, and Thrower knew what was about to go down, he wasn’t nervous or anxious at all. It was a situation he’d been in many times before. The names and faces would change, the locations would alter, but the situations weren’t all that different. He was quite confident in his ability to handle this one as well. It didn’t matter who he was up against. Or how many.

      After several more minutes of driving, Mia finally pulled into a gas station, which was no longer in operation. The concrete dividers on the ground were still there, though the pumps were not. There was plywood covering the windows of the main building. Mia pulled into a spot which would have been the first pump if the place was still in business. Seconds later, another car pulled in behind her.

      Mia looked in her rearview mirror, wondering where Thrower was. She didn’t see him yet. She took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. Then, she saw Thrower’s car pull in. She breathed a little easier, though she knew they weren’t out of the woods yet.

      Thrower parked in the spot next to the car behind Mia, though there was the divider separating them. Thrower was the first one out of the car. Everyone else stayed put. The men following Mia weren’t quite sure what was going on. They were going under the assumption that Thrower was an undercover cop, so they were trying to play it cool.

      Thrower walked up to the passenger in the front seat. He motioned for the man to roll down his window. The man complied. Thrower put his hands on the door and leaned his head down to look inside. All four men inside the vehicle had their eyes fixated on him.

      “Can I ask what you guys are doing?” Thrower asked.

      “Nothing,” the passenger said. “Just sitting here. Is that a problem?”

      “Well, yeah, actually it is.”

      “Are you a cop?”

      Thrower laughed. “No, I’m just a concerned citizen worried that you’re harassing the young woman in that car over there.”

      “If you’re not a cop, then beat it, dude. Before you get hurt.”

      “See, I can’t do that. Because I just have this thing that… I don’t know what it is. I just get very annoyed and agitated when big, strong guys such as yourselves, try to hurt people that you think you’re bigger or tougher than. And that really gets under my skin.”

      The man in the passenger seat took his right arm and reached across his waist. He then removed a gun, and didn’t mind showing it. “See this? This is gonna get under your skin in a minute if you don’t get out of here.”

      “That’s really not very nice. But you know what? Since you’re asking nicely, if you leave now, I promise I won’t kill you?”

      The man started laughing, looking at his buddies. “You won’t kill us? That’s pretty funny, man. There’s only one of you. There’s four of us.”

      “Exactly my point. The odds are in my favor.”

      The man kept laughing. “You’re a hilarious dude, you know that?”

      “I prefer laughter over crying, which is what you’re gonna be doing if you stay here any longer.”

      “Oh yeah? You think you’re some kind of tough guy or something?”

      “Me? Nah. I’m just tougher than you.”

      The man laughed again, then looked at the driver. He tried to be sneaky, and quickly brought his gun up and pointed it at Thrower. But Thrower was ready for him. Thrower grabbed the man by the forearm, then punched him in the face. With the man briefly stunned, Thrower pushed his arm across his body, so the gun was pointed at the driver. The man’s finger pulled on the trigger, unloading several rounds into the driver.

      Thrower unleashed a few more punches on the man’s face, then knocked the gun out of his hands. He noticed one of the men in the back seat open the door to get out, but Thrower rushed over to him and forcefully pushed the door into him. The man cried out in pain as his arm took the brunt of the blow. He bent over, grabbing at his throbbing arm.

      The front-seat passenger got out of the car and attempted to throw a punch at Thrower, but he blocked it, and delivered a couple of kicks to the man’s midsection. The last remaining man had gotten out of the back seat and ran around the car, hoping to come up behind Thrower and sucker punch him. Thrower saw him coming, though, and spun around, unleashing a flurry of punches, alternating between both hands equally. Thrower then grabbed hold of the back of the man’s head, and drove him through the back door window, completely shattering it as the man finally settled down on the seat again, his face covered in glass and blood.

      The man whose arm got hit by the door recovered, and drilled Thrower in the back of the head with a blow. Thrower quickly recovered, though, and then used his fighting skills to work the man over. He used a combination of kicks and punches to make quick work of the man. It wasn’t even a contest. After Thrower was through with his opponent, the man slid down to the ground. He was permanently out of the fight.

      Thrower turned his attention to the last remaining man. The front-seat passenger was slowly getting back to his feet. He brought his hands up in front of his face and turned them into fists, assuming the boxing pose, though he didn’t exactly seem too eager to keep on fighting considering what had happened to his friends. It was more out of pride that he was continuing on with the battle.

      Thrower let out a small grin, knowing his adversary was overmatched. He curled his hands into fists and put them in front of his face as well.

      “Who the hell are you, anyway?”

      “Already told you,” Thrower said, hitting the man in the nose with a jab from his left hand.

      The man spit, but kept up his posture, still believing he had a chance to win this fight. “What, you got a thing for this chick or something?” The man tried to throw a right hand, but Thrower ducked.

      “Nope.” Thrower nailed him with a left hook, then a right cross. “Just don’t like people like you.” Thrower hit him with a couple more punches, more or less just toying with the man. He wanted to make sure he delivered a message before he ended the contest. “Before I knock you out, I want you to take back something to your boss.”

      The man laughed. “Before you knock me out? That’s rich, man. Dude, I’m gonna bury you right here.”

      Thrower kicked him in the side with his right leg, just to keep him off guard a little. “You tell your boss that I don’t wanna see you or anyone else following her again.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or the next time, there won’t only be one of you going to a funeral. Next time, you each get your own box.”

      “Dude, I cannot wait to kick your…”

      The man never got to finish his threat, as Thrower immediately connected with a roundhouse kick to the side of the man’s head, instantly knocking him to the ground. Between the force of the kick, and the man’s head hitting the concrete, he was out cold. Thrower stood there for a minute, looking like he was admiring his work. In truth, he was just making sure none of them were getting back up. They weren’t.

      Thrower looked around, seeing Mia’s car near the exit. In all the excitement, he never even saw or heard her move. As soon as she heard the gunshots, she floored it, intending to leave the scene like Thrower instructed, but she wasn’t going to just flee the scene, and leave Thrower behind by himself. Not that she knew what she was going to do to help if he needed it, but leaving him to deal with everything didn’t seem right. It turned out her fears were unwarranted. Thrower walked over to her car.

      “Thought I told you to leave if things went down?”

      “I… thought that maybe I could stay and help you somehow if you needed it.”

      Thrower smirked. “Oh. Thanks for the thought.”

      “I can see you didn’t need it.”

      Thrower turned around and looked at the fallen men. “No, not this time. They’ll be back, though.”

      “What makes you think they won’t get the message?”

      “Honestly? People like that are usually too dumb to understand it. They usually think if they keep it up, they’ll eventually prevail. And they don’t care how many lives are lost to get it.”

      “What now?”

      “Well, looks like we’re done here. Head back to the hotel and I’ll follow.”

      “OK. Hey, thanks.”

      Thrower smiled. “My pleasure. Just glad I was here to help.”

      “I still think you’re a little crazy taking on all four at once, though.”

      Thrower laughed. “Hey, I’ve got a pretty good idea what I’m doing by this point. They don’t call me The Bodyguard for nothing.” Thrower jogged back to his car, then followed Mia back to the hotel.

      As they drove, Mia sent Recker a text, letting him know what happened, but making sure she told him that she was OK. Recker rushed back to the hotel as soon as he heard from Mia, getting there within twenty minutes. As soon as he walked into the room, she rushed over to him and hugged him. Recker gave her a kiss, then noticed Thrower sitting there on a chair. It looked like he had a small white bandage on his forearm.

      “You all right?”

      Thrower looked up at him. “Oh, yeah, nothing but a scratch. Think a piece of glass must’ve nicked me. No big deal.”

      “Thanks. Thanks for being there.”

      “Hey, that’s what you pay me for, right?”

      “Yeah, well, Mia told me what you did. Not everyone would intentionally go into a situation like that. Some might say forget it and run in the other direction.”

      Thrower shrugged. It really wasn’t a big deal to him. It was just the way he was wired. He couldn’t remember a time he ever flinched or second guessed going into a situation. Especially one in which he was paid. Once he took a job in protecting someone, he was going to do it to the best of his ability. It didn’t matter how big the odds, how scary the situation, or who he was up against. None of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was protecting his client. That’s the only way he looked at it.

      “Well, like I told Mia, I’m just glad I was there to help.”

      Recker looked at Mia and gave her another hug, keeping his arm around her. “You know, I have to say, not that I didn’t exactly trust everything I’d heard or read about you…”

      Thrower smiled, already anticipating where he was going. “But you were still a little skeptical?”

      “Yeah. Something like that.”

      “Believe me, you wouldn’t be the first.”

      “Well, I can see now it was unwarranted.”

      “It’s all good.”

      “I wish it was,” Recker said. “Unfortunately, I doubt they’re going to go quietly into the night after this.”

      “I know it. You can bet they’re gonna come again.”

      “The bad thing is now you’re not an unknown. Next time, they’re gonna plan for you.”

      Thrower didn’t seem especially concerned. “Yeah, but I figure this incident has set them back a little. They’ll take a few more days, a week, something like that to think of something else, or try something else.”

      “Hopefully by that time I’ll have a better idea of where or who they are.”

      Thrower nodded. “And if you don’t… I’ll be ready for them.”

      Recker sighed. “Yeah, but the idea isn’t to keep throwing Mia, or you, out there to be target practice. I don’t want either of you to go through this every other day. Because if they keep trying it, eventually they’ll succeed. They’ll just keep throwing out more numbers until they do.”

      Thrower shook his head. “Don’t matter how many numbers they throw at us. They’re not getting by me.”
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      Vincent came out of the restaurant after having a meeting with some people he was thinking about doing business with. He was led to his car, surrounded by his usual guards, with Malloy leading the way. Suddenly, shots rang out. A couple of the guards went down. Vincent did as well. Chaos ensued as everyone started running around, trying to figure out where the shots were coming from.

      Another car raced in, seemingly from nowhere. The windows rolled down, rifles emerged, and another barrage of bullets were sprayed everywhere. Half a dozen of Vincent’s men were on the ground, never to get up again. The others had scurried behind cars and started to return fire.

      In what seemed like a blink of an eye, everything was quiet again. The guns had stopped firing; the car raced away, and there wasn’t an enemy in sight. Malloy stood up from behind the safety of a car and looked around. With nothing to shoot at, he turned around, observing several of his friends on the concrete. Seeing Vincent not moving among them, he scurried over to him.

      “Vincent!” Malloy put his hands on him, and Vincent suddenly opened his eyes. “You OK, boss?”

      Vincent cleared his throat several times. “Yes. I think so. Help me to my feet.”

      Malloy helped his boss get up, then escorted him to his car, and opened the back door. Malloy gave him a push inside, then motioned to the remaining men to get in their cars to get out of there in a hurry. Once the driver of Vincent’s car got in, Malloy tapped the roof of the car.

      “Get us out of here!”

      Malloy jumped in the back seat with his boss, and started to check for his wounds. Vincent pushed his hands away.

      “I’m OK.”

      “Are you sure?” Malloy asked.

      “Yes. Just… took the wind out of me for a minute.”

      “Did you get hit?”

      Vincent put his hands on his chest, and took a deep breath. “It’s a good thing you persuaded me to wear this vest for a while.”

      “Well, I’m just glad you listened. With everything that’s been going on, I figured it was only a matter of time before they took their shot at you.”

      Vincent kept his hand on his chest and let out a grin. He blew air out of his mouth. “And they certainly did. I’m just thankful they didn’t aim at my head.” He then let out a laugh. “That’s too big of a target to miss.”

      Malloy smiled, then took a look behind them through the back window. “Looks like we’re clear now.”

      Vincent’s mind immediately went to his men. “How many did we lose back there?”

      “I’m not sure. At least five or six. I don’t know. Everything was a little chaotic. I just wanted to make sure I got you out of there before they tried a second wave.”

      “Now we have to figure out who’s responsible for this. Jerrick? The Scorpions? Or some other fool?”

      “My money’s on The Scorpions.”

      “Why?”

      “They’re hot right now. They take out a couple Silencers, they’re feeling good about themselves, now they wanna take it to another level.”

      Vincent nodded. “Perhaps. Nevertheless, put our contacts out on it just to make sure.”

      “Does it even matter? They’re both on our list, anyway.”

      “Whoever it is becomes our top priority. I don’t want to waste time looking for one opponent, when the other one, who we should be fighting, is right up our backside. I think your hunch is probably a good one. But let’s verify it first before we break out the big guns.”

      “I’ll get the word out right away.” Malloy pulled out his phone and started sending messages.

      “Did you happen to see if any of our new business partners were caught in the exchange?”

      Malloy shook his head. “Really didn’t notice.”

      Vincent sighed. “It’d be a shame to lose them already. Could cost us millions over the next year.”

      “Even if that’s so, we can pick up someone else later.”

      “True. But that’s money lost in our pockets right now. You know as well as I do it takes time to set these arrangements up, to do background work, build some trust. If they’re out of the picture, it’s valuable time and money lost. We can’t get that back.”

      “We’ll be OK.”

      Vincent agreed. “Yes, we should be. As long as we don’t take an errant bullet in the back somewhere along the way.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I’ll take care of them.”

      “It might be wise if you checked in with our friend, Mr. Recker, at some point today, see if he’s picked up anything yet.”

      “I will. If he does, might be a good idea if we work together to set something up. Lure these bastards in and take them out.”

      Vincent nodded. “Yes. But first we must find them. Right now, they have the advantage. We have to turn that advantage around.”

      “We will. They’re on borrowed time.”
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      Recker walked into the office, finding Jones at his usual spot behind the desk. Jones, armed with the information on Vincent’s attack, immediately spun his chair around to greet him as soon as he walked in.

      “Have you heard the news?”

      Recker stopped. “We finally put a man on the moon?”

      “Hardly. Vincent was attacked about two hours ago.”

      “What?”

      “Outside a restaurant. Several of his men were killed.”

      “Where’d you hear about this?”

      “It’s all over the news.”

      “What about Vincent?”

      “As far as I can tell, he’s fine.”

      “Malloy?”

      “Not one of the casualties.”

      “Who’s responsible?” Recker asked.

      “I don’t know. If I had to take a guess, I don’t think it’s a coincidence that he’s been hit after us.”

      “The Scorpions.”

      Jones nodded. “We did team up together to rid them the first time.”

      “Now they’re back for revenge on all of us.”

      “So it would appear.”

      “We gotta find these guys. And we gotta find them fast before they try another attack on somebody.”

      “Speaking of attacks, are you sure it’s wise to let Mia return to work today after what happened yesterday? And with this news about Vincent?”

      “She’ll be fine today.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because you don’t just wake up today and say, ‘hey, let’s go take out a nurse at the hospital’. It takes planning. They planned for yesterday, it went haywire, now it’ll take a few more days to figure out something else. Especially with Thrower involved. He was a wrinkle. Wrinkles take time to figure out.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I am. Believe me, if I had any doubts about it, do you think I wouldn’t be over there right now? Besides, with this news, they obviously were focused on Vincent today. That was their plan for now.”

      “Now that was a failure too. They might ramp their efforts up.”

      “I don’t know if killing a few of Vincent’s men could be classified as a failure.”

      “It is if you’re aiming for the top man.”

      “True. They’ll most likely be quiet for a day or two, though. Regroup and figure out who and where they wanna hit next.”

      Jones nodded. “Not exactly something to look forward to.”

      “No, it’s not. You hear anything about Chris today?”

      “Still no change.”

      Recker sighed and pounded his right fist into his left hand. He was hoping for some good news for a change. He sat down next to Jones, and was about to go on a computer, when his phone rang. Seeing it was Tyrell, he had hope that it was a sign that good news was about to come.

      “Tell me you got something.”

      “You know it, man,” Tyrell replied. “Did you hear about what happened to Vincent today?”

      “Yeah, I just heard the news.”

      “Well, I got word from one of my guys that a vehicle matching the description of a car that happened to be in the area of that incident just pulled into an apartment complex.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. You think I’d be telling you this if I wasn’t sure?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Well I would, but I’d be telling you I don’t know how legit it is.”

      “And this is?”

      “One hundred percent. This is the real deal.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Listen, there were four guys in the car, right?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “OK, well, there was. Anyway, one of the guys that got out and went into this apartment had a sleeveless tank top on.”

      “Aren’t all tank tops sleeveless?”

      “I dunno. Are they?”

      “I thought they were.”

      “Hmm. I’m not sure. Anyway, we’re getting off topic here. Apparently, one of the guys had this tank top on, and the dude had a tattoo on his back. You know what that tattoo was?”

      “A scorpion?”

      “Ding ding ding. You’re the lucky winner.”

      “What do I get?”

      “A date with some violence.”

      “I’ll take it. You do any other digging on this?”

      “I just got the tip a few minutes ago. I know how hot this is, so I called right away. Haven’t done anything other than call you.”

      “OK, shoot me a text with the address when we’re done.”

      “You got it. You worried about something? What other digging do you need?”

      “Whether or not that apartment complex has got fifty other Scorpions living in it.”

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      “Taking out four isn’t so good if there’s a few dozen more right behind them that I don’t know about.”

      “Yeah, true that.”

      “All right, dig a little further while I’m on my way there. I’ll have David start on it too.”

      “You got it. Might take a few minutes, though, I gotta call Vincent about this too.”

      “Why?”

      “Hey, as soon as that stuff went down today, I got a message from Malloy right away, telling me he wanted to hear anything I could get. Now, you’re my man, you know that, but, if they hear I’m giving you information that I’m not giving them, especially when they’re asking for it, that could be a problem, you know? Especially when it’s something that involves them and is hot.”

      Recker wasn’t keen on sharing the same information, from the same source, with Vincent. But he understood Tyrell’s position. “No, it’s fine.”

      “I mean, if whatever just happened only involved you, I wouldn’t be telling them nothing. You know that. But when they’re the guys that just got jumped, and they’re asking, how’s it gonna look if I tell you and not them? Especially Vincent and Malloy, man, you know they ain’t playing.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s fine. I just hope they don’t get there before I do.”

      “Why? What’s the rush?”

      “Maybe I can find something out before they show up.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like anything.”

      “I’d think you’d want as much help as you can get with these clowns.”

      “Normally, I’d say yes. But when we’re looking for as much information as I can get, I say no.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Because there’s still a lot we don’t know right now, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, if Malloy and company get there before I do, they might do some things that they shouldn’t. Because of what just happened, they’re probably pretty pissed off, and probably not in the right frame of mind. That means, they’re gonna go in there, guns blazing.”

      “So?”

      “So I’d like to get there first, maybe keep one of them alive in hopes they can tell me something.”

      “Well, what makes you think they won’t do that too?”

      “Like I said, they’re pissed off because of what happened. They probably have revenge on the brain and are gonna kill them the moment they see them.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because that’s exactly what I would do.”

      “Oh. Well I’ll take your word for it. I’ll let you go then so you can get moving. Hope you get there first.”

      “So do I.”
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      With having no time to spare, Recker immediately left to get to that apartment complex that Tyrell told him about. Waiting for David to do some research on if there were other members of The Scorpions living there wasn’t really an option. If there were, Recker would deal with that problem when he ran into it. For right now, he just wanted to get there ahead of Vincent’s men.

      Recker assumed that Malloy would be leading the charge, since he was usually the guy that Vincent sent out for the important tasks. That could mean any number of things, but the main one was that Malloy didn’t always see the bigger picture. If he saw Scorpions, he was probably shooting with his first, second, and third options. Asking questions or trying to get additional information would probably come in fourth or fifth on that list.

      That was the main issue with Malloy. He was too lethal. Especially when he set his sights on terminating someone. He usually didn’t deviate from that plan. And after what happened earlier that day, there was no doubt in Recker’s mind that Malloy wasn’t taking prisoners. Not unless Vincent ordered him to.

      After hitting some traffic, Recker finally arrived at the apartments that The Scorpions were supposed to be in. It took him about thirty minutes to get there. It didn’t take him long to see a few familiar cars already parked that he wished he didn’t see.

      Recker parked his vehicle, then got out of the car. He walked to the front and just leaned on the hood with his back. He folded his arms, waiting for Malloy and his men to get out. He already knew he was too late to do what he wanted. Now he just needed the status report.

      It didn’t take long. Less than a few minutes later, a few of Vincent’s men came walking out the main door to the building. They noticed Recker standing there, and gave him a nod and a wave. Recker grinned at them, barely moving his hand to wave back. Malloy trailed the others and was the last one out. He also noticed Recker, and walked over to him.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?”

      “Same thing you are,” Recker answered.

      “Well, looks like we saved you the trouble.”

      Recker nodded. “I figured as much. How many?”

      “Four.”

      “They’re the ones in the car?”

      “Yeah, seems like it.”

      “Get any information out of them?”

      “We didn’t exactly have time for a chat,” Malloy replied.

      It played out just as Recker expected it would. No new information learned. No survivors. “Any others living here?”

      Malloy turned around and watched the cars of his friends pull away before turning back to Recker. “Not as far as we can tell.” By the look on Recker’s face, Malloy could tell there was something else on his mind. “What’s bothering you?”

      Recker looked away and shook his head. “Nothing, really. Was just hoping we could’ve taken one of them alive and gotten a lead or something from them.”

      “Not this time.”

      Recker was sure that Malloy didn’t even try, but he wasn’t going to press the issue. It wouldn’t have changed anything. “How many did you lose earlier?”

      Malloy sighed. “Six. Bastards.”

      “Looks like we got some more work cut out for us.”

      “Yeah. I’d like to know how many more of these jerks are out there.”

      “I don’t know. Probably not as many as last time. But it seems they’re not operating like they’re untouchable like last time either.”

      “Nah, they learned their lesson. I wonder who’s leading these punks now?”

      “I dunno. Doesn’t seem like there’s an obvious candidate. Probably someone that was at the bottom of the pile and instantly rose to the top because there was no one else.”

      “Well, we’ll keep plugging away.”

      “Yeah. We better get out of here before we get caught up with any unwanted visitors.”

      The two men got in their separate cars and drove off, with Recker going back to the office, hoping that Jones had something good to tell him. Once he walked in, Jones spun around, hoping to get some good news of his own.

      “How did it go?”

      Recker wrinkled his nose, not sure what he was asking. With his disappointment in not getting to the apartment first, he neglected to let Jones know what happened. “Hmm?”

      Jones put his hands up. “The Scorpions? The apartment?”

      “Oh. That.”

      Jones didn’t need anything else. The look of despair on Recker’s face told him all he needed to know. “Judging by how your face looks, I have a pretty good idea already.”

      “Yeah. They beat me to it.”

      “Malloy?”

      “Yeah. I hit some traffic on the way there. Couldn’t get there in time. They were walking out just as I got there.” Recker went over to the couch and sat down.

      “Did they give you any details?”

      Recker shrugged. “Wasn’t really necessary.”

      “I take it everything went down as you foresaw it?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Did you get a look at anything?”

      “Wasn’t a need. Like I said, it was done by the time I got there. What was I gonna do, go inside and look at the bodies?”

      “Well, maybe there was something in the apartment that could have been of some help?”

      “Well if there was, Malloy probably took it.” Recker lowered his head, then itched the top of it. “How are you making out?”

      “The same as I was before. Nothing’s come up yet.”

      “Something’s gotta break. Eventually. Something’s gotta break.”
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      Mia had just entered the cafeteria. She had her lunch in a bag, so she immediately found a table near the back and sat down. She took her food out of the bag and began eating. Almost as soon as she took her first bite, she felt a hand on the back of her shoulder. Surprised, she jumped in her seat, and let out a short, but high-pitched noise.

      Fearful of what was behind her, Mia turned her head, but breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it was Thrower. He gave her a smile, then walked around to the other side of the table and sat down across from her.

      “You’re supposed to let me know when you’re going to lunch.”

      Mia took a deep breath. “Nate, it’s been five days since that last incident. Nothing else has happened.”

      “Doesn’t mean it won’t.”

      “And you’ve been with me every step of the way.”

      “As I’m supposed to be.”

      “And I appreciate how dedicated you are to your job. But you’ve been with me outside, you’re with me in the hall, you’re with me when I’m eating, you’re behind me when I’m driving, you’re with me in the elevator… I just felt like I needed a little space today.”

      Thrower curled his bottom lip. “So you’re saying I’m bad company.”

      Mia huffed and let out a smile. “No, of course not. You’re great company. You’re a nice guy, you’re good at your job, and you seem like a decent person.”

      “So you’re just tired of me hanging around.”

      Mia opened her mouth to reply, then closed it, thinking of her response. “I just wanted to have a little time to myself. That’s all.”

      “Still dangerous with everything that’s going on out there.”

      “I figured if there were any problems, you would have seen it and let me know somehow, anyway.” Thrower grinned. “What are you doing in here, anyway?” Mia started looking around. “Is there a problem?”

      “Nothing besides my escort trying to ditch me.”

      “I wasn’t trying to ditch you. OK, well, maybe I was. But it’s not like I was trying to lose you out on the road somewhere.”

      “Still dangerous.”

      “Fine. Report me.”

      Thrower laughed. “I get it. It’s not easy having someone like me hovering over you throughout the day.”

      “It’s not you, believe me. Like I said, you seem like a great guy, and I really do appreciate what you’ve done.”

      “It’s a smothering feeling.”

      “Yes.”

      Thrower smirked. “Believe me, I’ve heard it all before with people I’ve protected. It’s not easy living with this stuff day to day. And in terms of trying to lose me, this is pretty tame compared to what some people have tried.”

      “I promise I won’t do it again.”

      “Good. Because if you try it again, I’ll have to put a GPS tracker somewhere on your clothes.”

      Thrower smiled, but Mia couldn’t quite tell if he was kidding or not. He said it in a sarcastic way, but also in a tone that indicated he might not have been joking.

      “What are you doing here?” Mia asked. “You never answered.”

      “Oh. Well you’ve worked this same shift the past four days you’ve been here, and you’ve gone to lunch around the same time each day. You were a few minutes late in contacting me, so I figured I’d just come in and look around. And then here you were.”

      “I can’t have been that predictable.”

      Thrower took out a piece of paper from his pocket and put it on the table. Mia picked it up and looked at it. He’d written down the exact time she went to lunch every day.

      “You’re very thorough.”

      Thrower looked proud of himself. “That’s my job.”

      Mia went back to eating her food, though she was more or less picking at it. Thrower could tell something else was on her mind.

      “What else is it?”

      “Huh?” Mia replied.

      “Is your lunch stale or is it the rotten company?”

      She laughed. “It’s neither.”

      “You know, some people have told me I’m a pretty good listener. I’m all ears if you wanna say anything.”

      Mia sighed, and continued picking at her food, debating if she wanted to talk about it. “I don’t know. I guess it’s everything.”

      “That pretty much explains it.”

      “No, it’s…” Mia let out another sigh. “I guess I’m just wondering if I should be doing this? Should I be here? Should I have listened to Mike and stayed home?”

      “Well, why are you here?”

      Mia shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess that’s what I keep asking myself. Why am I here, continually letting myself be a target?”

      “What’s your answer?”

      “I haven’t come up with it yet. Maybe it’s just because I’m stubborn, and I refuse to let other people dictate how I’m going to live my life. I won’t live scared, or afraid to do things.”

      “Even if your life is in danger?”

      “Yeah. Even if my life is in danger. Not that that’s anything new.”

      “So why do you keep putting yourself into these situations? You’re letting yourself be a target.”

      “Because I love Mike. And I can’t live without him.”

      “I didn’t really mean that. I meant, you don’t have to be here right now. You’re choosing to put that target on your back right now.”

      “What else am I supposed to do? Live in a closet for the next six months? Not see the light of day, afraid of what might happen?”

      Thrower grinned. “There are worse things than calling room service all day.”

      “I don’t know. For me, I can’t live like that. I don’t want to live like that. I want to live openly and freely, able to go where I want, do what I want, without having to worry about anyone.”

      “Or having a bodyguard attached to you?”

      “I guess so.”

      “I get it. But hopefully they’ll figure everything out soon and it’ll be over before you know it.”

      “This time. But what about the next? There’s always a next time.”

      “Ever think about going somewhere else?”

      “Without Mike?” Mia shook her head. “Never.”

      “So convince him to go with you.”

      “We were almost there. Twelve glorious weeks in Hawaii, and I could tell, he was almost there. I felt like he was so content. As content as I’ve ever seen him. And I thought he was close to walking away. And now…”

      “Now it’s gone?”

      “Now it all fell apart. Back to normal. I really shouldn’t complain, I guess. Not when Chris is lying there in the hospital. Seems selfish of me to complain about it.”

      “It’s not. Maybe when this is over, you can get him back out there.”

      Mia shook her head again. “Unlikely. He’s back into things again. This is always where he’s felt most comfortable.”

      “I have a feeling it’s not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just a feeling. I don’t know him, or you, particularly well, other than our brief conversations. But I can tell he loves you more than anything. I’m willing to bet he’d put your health and happiness above everything else. Including himself.”

      “I know he would. I’m not even sure what I’m saying.” Mia let out an uncomfortable laugh. “I guess I’m just craving a normal world again someday. Maybe it’s not possible.”

      “Sure it is. You just need the right time, the right place, but you’ll get there.”

      Mia forced a smile. “Well, I hope so. We’ll see, I guess. What about you? Do you ever crave for something more normal than this?”

      Thrower smirked. “This is about as normal as it gets for me. And I’m good with it for now.”

      “No wife, girlfriend, boyfriend, nagging at you to quit and live a quieter, simpler life?”

      “Nah. Not the right time for me. My retirement will include a beach house, and maybe a Golden Retriever running around.”

      “No significant other? Just you and your dog?”

      Thrower snickered. “I dunno. Dogs are more loyal and trustworthy than most people. Maybe if I ever find the right person, we’ll see.”

      “You know, you sound a lot like Mike when I first met him. The job comes first, and you have your own code that you live by.”

      “Seems to have worked for us both so far.”

      “Maybe too well.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I hope you’re not tormented by your past and everything you’ve ever done.”

      “Thankfully, not so far.”

      “I hope it stays that way.”

      “Well, I know one way I’ll be tormented by my past. That’s if something happens to you because you didn’t tell me what you were doing.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I promise, no more giving you the slip.”

      Thrower pointed at her. “I’m gonna hold you to that.”
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      Thrower walked back to his car, keeping his head on a swivel as he kept his eyes peeled for more trouble. With his personal first-hand experience with The Scorpions, he knew they’d be back for more at some point. It wasn’t a question of if. It was a question of when. Unfortunately for him, the question was about to be answered. Now.

      Thrower had just reached his car, when a man popped out of the bushes, just behind his vehicle. Thrower stopped, and took a few steps back, ready for a fight. He then turned his head, hearing the footsteps of someone coming up behind him. He turned his body, a shoulder pointed toward each of the men. He was just waiting for one of them to make the first move. Neither took a step, or made a move. They were stationary. Maybe they heard about what Thrower did to their friends, or maybe they had something else in mind, but they didn’t look very eager to start a fight.

      Thrower kept turning his head towards each of the men. After a few seconds, he put his arms up, wondering what they were waiting for.

      “So which one of you wants to be first?”

      Neither man answered. They continued to stand there. A few seconds later, Thrower found out the reason why. They had no intention of getting into a fight with them. They simply wanted to keep him busy. A man appeared on the other side of Thrower’s car. His arms were folded, and there was a coat thrown over his hands, but Thrower could make out the barrel of the gun he had hidden underneath it. And it was pointed straight at him.

      “I think the answer is no one,” the man with the gun said.

      If the gunman was standing right in front of Thrower, he might have had a different reaction. He might have swatted the gun away, used some of his skills to alter the situation, and maybe had three men lying on the ground in front of him. But as it was, the gun pointed at him from the other side of the car told him this wasn’t the time to try any tricks. Any move he made, and he was dead. And he knew it.

      “You gonna kill me right here in the hospital parking lot?” Thrower asked. “Not very smart. They got cameras, you know.”

      “Oh, we’re not gonna kill you. At least not right now. Right now, we’re gonna go for a little drive.”

      “To where?”

      “We have someone who would like to speak to you.”

      “Oh? Is this the big boss?”

      “Just get in the car.”

      “Am I coming back?”

      The man smiled. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      If Thrower was worried, he wasn’t showing it yet. “Are we taking my car or yours?”

      “Yours. That way if you go missing, nobody will wonder whose car is still sitting here in a few weeks.”

      Thrower grinned. “Sound thinking. Can tell you get paid the big bucks.”

      “Move.”

      “Am I driving?”

      “Get in.”

      “Guess that’s a yes.”

      Thrower got into his car, sitting behind the wheel. As he did, the man with the gun got in the front passenger seat. The man near the trunk got in the back seat, then took out his own gun once he got settled, keeping it pointed at the back of Thrower’s head. The third man went back to his own car, intending to follow Thrower’s.

      Thrower looked to the side at his passenger, then glanced at the man in the back, noticing both guns pointed at him.

      “Is it really necessary to have two guns on me?”

      “We think so,” the man in front replied.

      “You must think I’m a real dangerous man.”

      “We think you’re a stupid one for getting involved in something you got no business in.”

      “Oh, well, see, that’s your first problem right there.”

      “No more talk. Just drive.”

      “How am I supposed to drive when I don’t know where I’m going?”

      “Just drive. I’ll tell you where to turn when we get there.”

      “Secret hangout, huh?”

      “Drive, or I’ll tell the boss you weren’t cooperating, and we decided to just kill you in the car. He’ll be disappointed, but he’ll understand.”

      “You seem like you’re the angry sort.”

      The man was starting to get angry. He pushed his gun a little closer to Thrower. “Drive. The last time I’m telling you.”

      “OK, OK, I’ll drive.”

      Thrower put the car in drive and pulled out of the hospital parking lot. Though he was obviously in a lot of trouble, he was at least relieved that Mia was not in any danger right now. They were focusing on him, which was always his main goal. As long as he got whoever his client was out of danger, he didn’t mind being the target. Plus, he was very confident in his own abilities, and always thought he could get out of any situation. So far, he was always right.

      At every light or intersection, the passenger directed Thrower on which way to go. Thrower looked in the rearview mirror and saw the other car tailing him. He had to figure out when the right time would be to turn the tables. He kept glancing at the man to his right, waiting to see if there was an opportunity to pounce on him if he let his guard down. He never did, though.

      Instead, Thrower kept obediently doing what he was told. He gave no problems, and said very little. Eventually, after about thirty minutes of driving, he was directed to turn into a property that had a high metal fence around it. A gate opened up as they got there, and they drove up to the building.

      Once they parked, Thrower and the others got out of the car. As they did, a couple more men came out of the building to greet them. They looked as unfriendly as the others did. The guns in their hands didn’t do much to help their disposition.

      Thrower looked at the building, which used to be an auto mechanic shop, with three bays to the right, and a small office building to the left. It’d been vacant for a few years by that point, and the property hadn’t been kept up with. There were weeds and shrubs that hadn’t been trimmed or cut since the place closed, sprouting up all along the perimeter of the fence. There was some graffiti on the walls of the building, and the place was in some need of some maintenance.

      Thrower didn’t seem impressed. “What, you guys couldn’t have sprung for a fancy warehouse or something? I hear bad guys love warehouses. This seems a little small and outdated for you guys.”

      “Move,” his friend from the front seat told him.

      “Just show me where I’m going.”

      The man pointed with his pistol at the office. “In there.”

      “Oh. Sure.”

      Thrower continued looking around as he walked to the office. He was taking careful note of everything. Where everything was located, the amount of men that he saw, how far his car was from the building, everything that might be necessary if he was in a hurry. And he figured he would be.

      Once they entered the office, Thrower looked at the walls and ceiling. Then he noticed a brown desk in the corner of the room. That was the only piece of furniture left in the room.

      “Sit.”

      “On what?” Thrower asked. He looked around again for emphasis. “I don’t see a chair anywhere.”

      “Sit on the desk.”

      “Oh. Well that seems kind of primitive.”

      “You ever shut up? You do a lot of talking.”

      Thrower shrugged. “Does it bother you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh. Good.” Thrower then moved his arm around, pointing at the walls. “You know, you could use a good interior decorator in this place. It’s lacking a little something. Maybe if you put a picture or two up. It might do wonders.”

      The man rolled his eyes and sighed. He really didn’t want to listen to him anymore. He turned to one of his friends. “Is the boss here yet? I’m tired of listening to this guy.”

      “He’ll be here in a minute.”

      “In a hurry to be somewhere?” Thrower asked.

      “No, I just wanna hurry up and shoot you so we can throw you in the river somewhere.”

      “And after all I’ve done to be cooperative? The boss is not gonna like that.”

      The man really looked like he was losing his patience. If it wasn’t for his orders, he probably would have plugged Thrower already. Luckily, his boss came about a minute later, so he wouldn’t have to listen to Thrower’s nonsense anymore.

      As the boss came in, Thrower could tell he was in charge by the way the others moved to the side of the room. They were obviously deferring to him. Thrower looked him over, trying to see if he looked familiar, though he wasn’t one of the Scorpions that he came into contact with before.

      The man was big, standing at six-feet-two, and weighing about two-hundred and sixty pounds. His head was shaved close, though he wasn’t bald. He appeared to be in his mid to late thirties.

      “I would say introductions are in order,” the boss nicely said.

      Thrower smiled. “Sure, go ahead.”

      “Now, since you took out several of my men the other day, I would at least like and appreciate the courtesy of knowing the name of the man that did it.”

      “Speaking of the other day, you’re lucky I wanted to meet you, or else I would’ve knocked out these bozos too.”

      The man that accompanied Thrower from the front seat of his car stood just next to his boss. And he wasn’t pleased. “Let me just kill him, boss.”

      “Since we’re talking about those clowns, where are they, anyway? I don’t see them anywhere.”

      The boss let out a friendly smile. “They’re home, recuperating from the injuries they sustained from you.”

      Thrower laughed. “Except for the one guy. Don’t forget about him. He can’t recuperate from anything anymore. Though that wasn’t really my fault. Your one guy had a little twitch of his finger. You should work on that with him.”

      “I will. Now, on to business.”

      “The only business I’ll discuss with you is leaving Mia Hendricks alone. That’s it.”

      “Well, perhaps we can do something about that. If you’re willing to meet my terms.”

      “Which are?”

      “I want everything you’ve got on Mike Recker.”

      “Who?”

      The boss snickered. “Oh, come on now. You’re guarding his girlfriend, and you’re escorting her everywhere. I know full well that he’s the one that hired you, so let’s not play stupid games. OK?”

      “I was hired by somebody. No names were exchanged.”

      “And what does he do, leave a stack of money in a mailbox for you?”

      “Paid in cash in advance.”

      “Impressive.”

      “Mr… we still haven’t exchanged names yet. What is yours?”

      “I go by a variety of names.”

      “Which is the one you’re going by today?”

      “I tell you what, you tell me yours, then I’ll tell you mine.”

      “My name is Ronnie Slater. Now yours?”

      “They call me The Bodyguard. You can call me Mister.”

      Slater raised an eyebrow. He’d heard of The Bodyguard before. “So you’re the famous Bodyguard. We’ve dealt with you before, though I’ve only heard the story since I was not personally involved.”

      “Hope they got the details right.”

      Slater pulled out his phone and started searching for something. It only took a few seconds. “Nathan Thrower, I believe. Is that not correct?”

      “Oh, that name.”

      Slater didn’t look amused, and he was starting to lose his patience. “Yes, that one.”

      “You’re not exactly an unknown to us since we’ve crossed paths before.”

      “When you say us, you mean The Scorpions, right? I mean, might as well put all the cards on the table.”

      “Yes. Us. And since we’re putting all our cards on the table, a little truth on your end could go a long way. It could also mean whether you leave here on your feet or in pieces. And since you know for certain who you’re dealing with now, you also know that we don’t make idle threats. If we say we’ll kill you… we will.”

      Thrower stared at the man, and the three other men in the room. He was still waiting for the right opportunity, which hadn’t yet presented itself. He had to be patient and not force it before the time was right.

      Thrower put his hands up. “So what is it that you want? Sounds like you’re asking for a deal.”

      “Well, if you want me to be blunt, I’m not asking. I’m telling you what the deal is. You tell me what I want to know, and you get to leave here still breathing. And if you don’t, you’ll leave in a box. Most likely in tiny pieces.”

      Thrower looked at the ground for a moment. “Sounds like you’re not giving me much of a choice.”

      “No, we’re not.”

      “So? What’s on your mind?”

      “I would like to know where Mike Recker lives, where he hangs his hat, who he associates with, any partners he may have, and where I can find the rest of them.”

      “And I get?”

      “Your life. And your word that you leave this city immediately and never come back. If you do, we’ll kill you on sight.”

      “And Mia Hendricks?”

      “Well, she is the girlfriend of the man we hold as public enemy number one.”

      “She gets a pass, and she leaves with me or no deal.”

      “You’re not really in a position to bargain, Mr. Thrower.”

      “Listen, I take every job knowing that it may be my last. I’m not some slob that’s gonna beg and plead to save my life. If this is it, I’ve got no regrets. That also means I’m prepared for whatever you wanna do and I’m not going to do anything if I don’t want to.”

      “Why is she so important to you?”

      “Let’s just say I’m taking a liking to her.”

      Slater grinned. “So we kill the boyfriend, you take his girl, and live happily ever after?”

      “Something like that. Is it agreed?”

      “Fine. I’m not really that interested in her, anyway, other than she’s a way to hurt him. If he’s dead, she’s of no mind. You can have her. I assume I’ll never have to worry about her after this?”

      “You’ll never hear from either one of us again. I’ll make sure of that.”

      “Fine. I agree to your terms.”

      “Then I guess we now have something to talk about.”

      “Can’t really tell you any of that.”

      “Remember what I said about the games? That’s not what I want to hear. If you’re going to tell me you don’t know anything, then we have nothing else to discuss. And that means there’s no further reason to be here.”

      “Look, I’m an outsider. I’m not part of Recker’s crew, and I don’t hang with him. He hired me to protect his girl, that’s it.”

      “As it stands right now, you’re going to be chopped up in eight pieces. You’ve told me nothing.”

      “I can find out what you wanna know, though.”

      “How?”

      “Let me go back to the hospital, talk to Mia, ask some questions, and I can find out what you want.”

      “No. You’ll tell us now, or you go nowhere.”

      Thrower sighed, trying to figure out another plan. “Fine. Give me my phone and I’ll call Recker right now.”

      Slater laughed. “Seriously? You think I’m gonna let you call him? Why? So you can give him the code word that you’re in trouble? Do I really look that stupid to you?”

      “I give you my word I won’t try anything funny.”

      “You’re right, you won’t. Because you’re not calling.”

      “Well then how do you expect me to get what you want? If you kill me now, you’re definitely not getting it.”

      “I can take my chances.”

      “Well that’s just dumb, then. I can offer you your enemy on a silver platter if you just take the damn thing, and you’re passing it up.”

      “You haven’t offered me anything yet.”

      “Fine, I can text him. You can even see what I’m saying before I send it to him? That should satisfy you. If there’s something you don’t like, you can take it out. All right?”

      “Don’t listen to him, boss,” Thrower’s front-seat friend said. “It’s some type of trick.”

      “It’s not a trick. How can it be a trick if I’m telling you to approve it before I send it?”

      “Why should we give him the phone at all? If he’s just sending a text, we can do that ourselves.”

      Thrower shook his head. “That’s an amateur move, and proves what I already knew about you. You’re a knucklehead.”

      The man pointed his gun at Thrower again. “I’m really getting tired of your nonsense.”

      Thrower pointed back at him with his finger. “Don’t listen to this guy. He’s a dope. Because a professional would know that everybody has a particular way of talking, even through text messages. Nobody can replicate the way someone speaks. One slip-up, saying LOL instead of ha ha, or saying you are instead of ur, saying hi when I never say hi, and it’s game over for you. And you’ll never get him.”

      Slater intently looked at Thrower, letting his words sink in. Even his underling was quiet, thinking about what was said. They couldn’t deny he had a point.

      “Fine,” Slater said. “Give him his phone back.”

      “I don’t know about this, boss.”

      “You don’t make the decisions. I do. Give it to him.”

      The man with the gun huffed and puffed, but gave Thrower back the phone he took off him when they got in the car at the hospital.

      “You better make it good,” Slater said. “Because if you don’t, I’ll make sure I kill Ms. Hendricks myself. And I’ll make sure it’s as violent and ugly as any of them. Understood?”

      Thrower nodded, and started typing a message. “Hey, leaving the hospital now with Mia. Can’t go back to the new apartment, think it’s compromised. Can you and James meet me somewhere? Or just lead me to your base if you think it’s secure enough.” Thrower then handed the phone to Slater so he could look it over.

      “Who’s James?”

      “Oh. That’s Recker’s partner.”

      “You said you didn’t know anything.”

      “I wanted to be sure you’d hold up your end of the bargain first.”

      “What else are you not telling us?”

      “That was the only thing I was holding back.”

      “What do you know about this James guy?”

      “Not much,” Thrower answered. “Only met him once, when him and Recker hired me.”

      “Describe him.”

      “Uh, young guy, maybe twenty-five or so. Black hair, kind of long in the back, think he’s really good with computers or something. Some kind of computer genius, I think. Seemed kind of cocky, but, whatever.”

      “That checks out, don’t it, boss?” the man with the gun asked. “He’s supposed to have some kind of computer guy with him.”

      Slater nodded. “What’s this new apartment?”

      “They just moved into a new place two days ago. Don’t even think they got much furniture in there.”

      “Why don’t we just go there and wait?” the gunman asked.

      Thrower shook his head. “Won’t work. Recker and James did a bunch of new security measures after you guys surprised her at the last place. I don’t even know what they are. And asking about them’s a sure way to get him wondering about what’s going on. He’ll know something’s up.”

      “We could just wait for his girl to go back there.”

      “Are you really that dumb? The time to strike is now, man. Your boss can’t risk me possibly tipping her off, or her wanting to do something else after work, or her getting suspicious of something, or waiting for another four or five hours when she’s done. That’s almost a lifetime. He’s gotta do it now, so I can get out of here, and he doesn’t have to worry about me anymore. Are you a rookie or something?”

      “Can I please just kill him now?”

      Slater put his arm out to quiet his man down. “Shut up.”

      “Should I send the message? Do you wanna edit it? Or do you wanna do it another way?”

      Slater stared at Thrower for a few seconds, then looked at the phone, focusing on the message for an equal amount of time. Then he handed it back to Thrower. “Send it.”

      Thrower nodded, then immediately hit the send button. “Done.”

      “How long should this take?”

      Thrower shrugged. “He’s always answered me back within a couple minutes before.”

      Slater smiled, OK with waiting a few more minutes. He’d been waiting a lot longer just to get to this point. “A few more minutes.” Slater started walking around the room, imagining the possibilities after Recker texted back. “A few more minutes, and then Recker will join his friends, only this time, we’ll make sure he’s dead before we leave.”
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      Recker stared at his phone, trying to decode the message. He knew there was something else to it. For one, there was no new apartment, and he called David by a different name. Jones glanced up from his computer, and could instantly tell something was wrong.

      “What is it?”

      Recker looked back at him. “Thrower sent me a message.”

      “And?”

      “He must be in some kind of trouble.”

      “How so?”

      Recker walked over to the desk and showed it to his partner. “Read it. Doesn’t make much sense.”

      After Jones read it, he concurred with Recker’s statement. “What do you make of it?”

      “He’s gotta be in some sort of trouble.” Recker then thought of his girlfriend possibly being with him. “Mia.”

      “Relax. Just call her at the hospital, or send her a message now, see how she responds.”

      Recker did, and was pleasantly surprised to get a message back within a couple of minutes. Mia must have been between patients.

      “She’s still in the hospital, she says. She said she just had lunch with him not long ago, though.”

      “Well, at least she’s fine, then,” Jones said.

      “Doesn’t explain him, though. If I text back, and he really is in trouble, if I don’t say the right thing, he’s gonna be in a lot more of it.”

      Jones stopped what he was doing and thought about it. “Well then, seems simple enough. Don’t ask any questions. Just follow his lead. See where it goes.”

      Recker nodded, agreeing. “Guess we’ll see.”
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      Thrower immediately looked at his phone as the message came in. “There it is.” He read it, then showed the message to Slater. Slater took the phone and looked at the message himself.

      “Meet me at the Schuylkill River, where we met before.”

      Thrower now knew that Recker understood the situation, because they had never met at the Schuylkill River before.

      “Should I text him back?”

      “Tell him you’ll be there in twenty minutes,” Slater said.

      Thrower took his phone back and texted Recker back that he’d meet him there. He slid off the desk and stood up straight. “So, can I go now?”

      “Oh, no. You’re coming with us.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal. You said to tell you where he was. I’ve done that. I’d like to go before the shooting starts.”

      “No. You’re gonna come with us to make sure he’s there.”

      “Fine.” Thrower threw his left arm up. “Lead the way.”

      Slater was the first one to walk through the door. Thrower walked in that direction, with two of the other men falling in behind him, and the other man with the gun standing next to the door, waiting for him to go through it. This was Thrower’s chance. He wasn’t leading them anywhere. He wasn’t putting Recker into a situation that wasn’t of his own making, and even if he did lead them to the river, he wasn’t even sure if Recker would actually be there. Then he’d have to figure out a new plan.

      This was his best shot. And there were only three of them now since the boss left the room. Thrower could handle this. As Thrower reached the door, he turned to his friend from the front seat, and held his phone up in the air.

      “Uh, you guys want this back?” Thrower showed a sarcastic-looking grin. “I didn’t know if you trusted me enough with it.”

      The man put his hand out. “Yeah, we want it back.”

      “Well here.”

      Thrower gently tossed the phone at him. The man pulled back as the phone went up into his face. As he brought his free hand up to try to catch it, Thrower reached back and delivered a powerful right hand, knocking the man off his feet, sending him crashing into the wall. Thrower immediately pushed the door closed, then turned around to face the other two, who weren’t ready for a fight, and seemed stunned at what was happening.

      Thrower instantly went up to the man on his left and blocked a couple of punches, then unleashed a few of his own, connecting with left and right hands in immediate fashion. As Thrower sent the man down to the ground, the third man punched him on his right side, causing Thrower to hunch over.

      It was only for a second, though. He shook it off, then let his feet do the talking. Thrower used his skills to land some powerful kicks. He started on the left side of the man’s leg, bruising him just below the knee, then went to the other leg. Thrower kept up with the kicks, working his way up the man’s leg, finishing up on the outside of his thigh.

      As the man leaned forward slightly to feel his throbbing legs, Thrower took the advantage and put his hands on the back of the man’s head. He brought his knee up high, driving the man’s head into it. With all three men on the ground, Thrower turned around, only to see the first man getting back to his feet.

      Thrower rushed over to him before he had a chance to use his gun. Just as the man was about to point his gun at him, Thrower put both hands on the man’s wrist to battle for control over the weapon. They wrestled for a few seconds, then Thrower was able to outmuscle him, getting the man to drop the gun.

      As the gun dropped to the ground, the man nailed Thrower with a left hand, sending him down to one knee. It wasn’t enough to stun him long enough for the other guy to get the upper hand, though. Thrower immediately raised back up and punched the man in the stomach with his left, as well. Then Thrower mixed in a heavy array of crosses, hooks, and uppercuts, eventually sending the man back down to the floor.

      Thrower looked back at the other two men, both of whom were moving around again. They were starting to reach for their weapons, not wanting to engage Thrower in hand-to-hand combat again. They’d already lost that battle. They just wanted to end the battle as quickly as possible.

      Thrower, also knowing he had to end this contest quickly, before he wound up on the wrong end of it, looked around for the gun he knocked out of the man’s hand. He saw it, and dove for it, scooping it up in his hand as he rolled over onto his back, instantly firing. Two shots went into the first man, then just before the second man was able to get off a shot, several bullets went into his chest, putting him back down permanently.

      With those two down, Thrower looked back at his friend from the front seat. Three more rounds at point blank range put him out of commission as well. Thrower didn’t need to look at or check the bodies at that point. He’d seen enough dead bodies over the years to know when they weren’t getting back up.

      Now his attention went to whatever was outside the building. Who knew how many more Scorpions were out there? Maybe none, maybe a hundred. But judging by the fact that no more of them came in to see what was happening, Thrower had a hunch there weren’t many. Of course, that wasn’t a hunch he was betting big on. He’d still be cautious, just in case they were waiting for him to step outside to pick him off.

      Thrower went over to the door and opened it, making sure he stayed to the side of it in the event anyone out there was trigger-happy, and started shooting at the first sign of movement. There was silence, though. Thrower was in no hurry to prove someone was or was not out there, either. He didn’t mind waiting for a few minutes.

      Thrower continued waiting by the door, listening closely for a sound. He didn’t even care what it was. Any sound would do. A voice, a car door, footsteps, a gun, anything that would indicate someone was out there. It was actually the worst part of situations like this. It wasn’t the fights, or the guns, or the danger. It was the uncertainty of it. If he knew what was coming for him, he could prepare for it, he could ready himself. But when he didn’t know what, or how many, or if there was anyone at all, that was the toughest part for him.

      He thought about texting Recker back, letting him know he was in control of the situation again, but he wanted to wait until he was absolutely sure that he really was. Not until he was out of there completely and on his way back to the hospital. Now Thrower’s thoughts turned to Mia. She was unguarded. If the Scorpions decided to alter their plans, they could take another shot at Mia, knowing Thrower was pinned down there. He couldn’t let that happen. He had to make a move.

      Thrower took a few deep breaths, then poked his head out the door. Not enough to get it shot off, but just enough to take a look at what was out there. After a second or two, Thrower brought his head back to safety beyond the door. After another deep breath, he stuck his head out again. He was thankful that he wasn’t ducking any bullets, though he still couldn’t be sure none were coming his way.

      Seeing his car directly in front, Thrower thought his best option at the moment was to make a run for it. He remembered leaving the keys in the ignition, so he hoped they were still there. He didn’t recall anyone taking them after he got out.

      Not wanting to waste anymore time, Thrower darted out from the building, running straight for his car. He got to it without incident, though he still got inside quickly. He put his hand down by the ignition and felt the keys dangling. He breathed a little easier as he started it up. He peeled out of the property and headed right for the hospital. On the way, he called Recker to let him know what happened.

      Recker answered, though he was a little hesitant, still not sure what was going on. He didn’t know if Thrower was calling on his own, or if he had a gun to his head. “Yeah?”

      “Hey, sorry about all that.”

      “What’s going on?”

      Thrower sighed, embarrassed to say. “They got the drop on me. Took me someplace.”

      “I’m assuming you got away?”

      “Yeah, basically. I’m on my way back to the hospital to make sure Mia’s OK.”

      “I’ve been texting her for the last few minutes, making sure. She’s fine.”

      Thrower was glad to hear that. “Thankfully. I was worried they were gonna take a run at her with me out of the way.”

      “She’s not going anywhere until you show up again, so it’s all good.”

      Now that he knew everyone was safe, it was time for Thrower to get mad. Mostly at himself. “Sorry, man. I blew it on this one.”

      Recker wasn’t mad, though. He was well aware of how things could go sideways in this business. Everything seemed OK. Nobody got hurt, at least on their side, and Mia was still safe. “It’s fine. What happened?”

      Thrower then explained how everything went down, from the moment he left the hospital, until that very second he was driving.

      “Wasn’t your fault,” Recker said. “Could’ve happened to anybody.”

      “Yeah, except it happened to me. I’m supposed to be better than that.”

      “Hey, we knew they’d eventually try something else. They knew they’d have to bring more numbers, try something different. And they did. Mia’s fine, and I’m glad you were able to get out of it. You hurt or anything?”

      “Not where it shows.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. Like I said, happens to all of us at one point.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “I’ll come meet you at the hospital.”

      “Why don’t you just wait for me to get there? Then I can scout around, let you know if I see anything. If you don’t hear from me, then something else happened. And if I text you everything’s good, then you don’t have to waste the trip.”

      “OK. I’ll let Mia know not to leave until she hears from you.”

      Once Thrower got to the hospital, he drove through the outside parking lot in front of the building, as well as going through the parking garage to the side. He was leaving nothing to chance. He drove around the property several times, making sure everything was clear. If there was even a hint of danger, he’d let Recker know. Luckily, he saw no sign of activity from the Scorpions.

      He parked out in front, keeping his eyes open, and his head on a swivel. He wasn’t going to be taken by surprise again. He sent Recker a message, letting him know it was all clear. Thrower waited for two more hours before Mia let him know she was ready. He got out of his car and met her on her floor, just like he always did.

      “You wanna tell me what this is all about?”

      “What?” Thrower replied.

      “Mike kept texting me asking if I was still at work. Also kept telling me not to leave until I heard from you. Makes me get the feeling that something happened.”

      Thrower shook his head. “Nope. Everything’s fine.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      They continued walking through the hospital, then walked outside, with Thrower continuing to look all around as he escorted her to his car. His movements weren’t lost on Mia. Once inside his car, she continued with the questions.

      “Again, you wanna tell me what’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Thrower said.

      “Nate. I thought we agreed I wouldn’t be treated like a child about these things.”

      “I’m not. Honestly, everything’s fine.”

      “Did something happen?”

      Thrower grinned. “Nothing that I couldn’t handle.”
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      Recker was already waiting in their hotel room by the time Mia and Thrower walked in. Mia ran over to her boyfriend and hugged him. Recker looked a little confused. It was almost like he was the one that had been in trouble.

      “What’d I do?” Recker asked.

      “I’m just glad we’re both OK.”

      Recker looked at Thrower, who sort of just looked away, not wanting to bring the subject up again. “He’s the one that was captured and in trouble.”

      Mia took her arms off Recker and turned around to face her bodyguard. “What?!”

      Thrower showed an uneasy-looking smile. “Oh, I, uh, didn’t mention that part to her.”

      “Oh.” Recker shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “Is that what all that stuff was about?” Mia asked. “They captured you?”

      Thrower still didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. “Well, like I told you in the car, it was nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

      “Like I said, it’s not a big deal. I’m back, I’m fine, I’m not hurt, you’re not hurt, everything’s good.”

      “Everything is not good if you got taken somewhere. Where did you go? What did they do?”

      “Well, I don’t really want to go into all that. Let’s just say there’s a few more of them who aren’t walking around and won’t be bothering you anymore.”

      “Nate…”

      “I’m fine. Really. But thank you for the concern. I appreciate it.”

      Mia suddenly got a solemn look on her face and walked over to a chair, and sat down. Both men could see something was now bothering her.

      “What is it?” Recker asked.

      “We can’t keep doing this.”

      “Doing what?”

      Mia demonstratively waved her arms around. “This. All of it. The guarding, me, everything. We can’t do it anymore.”

      “Well what do you propose?”

      Mia sighed, realizing that she was putting not only herself in danger, but Thrower, as well. And while she knew that was his job, and he wasn’t complaining about it, she still didn’t feel right about doing that to him. “I think maybe I should take some more time off.”

      Recker looked surprised, though not displeased. He didn’t think it was something that Mia would say or do. “I’m glad to hear you say that.”

      “I thought you would be.”

      “Truth be told, though, I was going to tell you the same thing anyway.”

      “You what?”

      “I was actually going to tell you that you needed to listen to reason and stay away for a while. It’s getting too hot. They’re coming, and at some point, we’re not going to be able to stop them. I was ready for a fight and an argument with you, but it’s nice to hear that you’ve come to the same conclusion.”

      “I really don’t want to. But I know this can’t keep happening. It’s not fair to Nate.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about me,” Thrower replied. “I know what I signed up for. Don’t make any decisions on the account of me. I’m good.”

      “No, it’s not fair. And it’s not right to possibly involve any innocent people at the hospital that may get caught up in whatever else these monsters are planning. And we all know they won’t stop.”

      Recker grinned, happy that she was coming to the same conclusion he had. And he was right. On the way over there, he was preparing for a battle with her. He was determined to keep her away from that hospital at all costs. No matter what it took, or whatever was said, he was not letting her go back there under any circumstances.

      Thrower wasn’t quite sure where that left him anymore, though. “You still need me to stick around?”

      “I’d appreciate it if you would.”

      “Just name what you want me to do.”

      “Just stay here with her until we have this resolved.”

      Thrower looked around. “I’ve been in worse spots.”

      “Yeah, think of all the fun we can have,” Mia said. “Daytime soaps, gin rummy, and washing dishes all day for who knows how long. How fun.”

      Recker was going to try to make her feel better about it, though it wasn’t necessary. “Mia…”

      “Hey, I get it. I’m not mad about it. It’s what needs to be done right now. I’m in complete agreement with you. It doesn’t mean I have to like it, but I accept it. I’ll get through the boredom.”

      “Well, at least there’s a balcony here to look out.”

      “Yay for me.”

      “Hopefully it won’t be for too much longer. Maybe a few of those names of the guys you gunned down will lead us somewhere. David’s working on getting that now.”

      Thrower scrunched his face together, wondering why they were bothering with that. “Why not just run down the head guy?”

      “Because we don’t know who’s in charge yet.”

      “Didn’t I tell you his name?”

      “You’ve got it?”

      Thrower slapped himself on the forehead. “Damn. With everything going on, and wanting to get back to the hospital, I must’ve forgotten to tell you. I got the guy’s name.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Ronnie Slater.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive. I mean, that’s the guy who I was talking to. Whether he’s in charge of the whole organization, or just that little group that had me, I don’t know. But he sure seemed like he was high up in the food chain. The other guys really deferred to him.”

      Recker put his hand on Thrower’s arm, thankful to get that piece of information. He immediately got on the phone to Jones. As he was talking to his partner, Thrower sat down on a chair across from Mia.

      “Well, looks like it’s gonna be me and you in here for a while,” Mia said.

      Thrower smiled. “You really think I’m boring, don’t you?”

      “Don’t start that again.”

      Thrower laughed. “Hey, for what it’s worth, I think you’re probably making the right decision in staying here.”

      “It really does go against my nature.”

      “Does it?”

      “I already told you I don’t like to hide.”

      “You’re not hiding. You’re smart. You’re making an intelligent decision. As far as I can tell, that doesn’t go against your nature.”

      “I suppose so.”

      After Recker got off the phone with Jones, he came back over to the others. “David’s plugging his name into the computer now. With any luck, this could be the break we needed.”

      “Assuming he didn’t give me a fake name,” Thrower said.

      “Let’s hope he’s not that bright.”

      “He wasn’t. They had every intention of killing me, so I really doubt they’d take the time to worry about it. I don’t think they believed I’d ever be leaving that building to tell anyone, so… I’m sure it’s legit.”

      “Probably so. Now let’s hope he pops up somewhere.” Recker went over to Mia and gave her a kiss. “I’m going to the office to help run this down. Hopefully something will turn up.”

      “Please find something, so I’m not here for an eternity,” Mia replied.

      “We’ll try.”

      “You know, maybe it’d be better if Nate went with you.”

      Recker raised an eyebrow. By this point, Thrower had proven himself to be worthy, and Recker wouldn’t have minded working with him, but he didn’t want him away from Mia.

      “I think he’s best served here with you.”

      Mia tried to explain further. “I’m just saying, with Chris not back yet, you don’t have a lot of help, in the interest of getting this thing finished as quickly as possible, maybe it’d be faster if he was out there with you.”

      Recker looked at Thrower briefly. “I’m good with whatever you want,” Thrower said. “I’ll go out there if that’s what you decide.”

      Recker turned his attention back to Mia. “I want him here with you.”

      “Nobody knows we’re here,” Mia replied.

      “Good. Then I won’t have to worry.”

      “Mike…”

      “No. Don’t Mike me.”

      “Stealing my lines?”

      Recker shrugged. “If it fits. If he’s here, nobody else knows you’re here, I can have a clear mind and do what I have to do without worrying about what’s going on here.”

      Mia nodded. “I know. I was just saying… well, you know what I was saying.”

      “I do. And if I didn’t have to worry about what these jerks might do to you if they found you, we wouldn’t have to do this. But we do.”

      She was somewhat dejected, but completely understood. “I get it. Just work as fast as you can, OK?”

      Recker gave her another kiss. “You know I will.” He then walked past Thrower and tapped him on the shoulder. “Call me if you need me.”

      Thrower nodded and put his hand up to give Recker a wave goodbye. “You got it.”

      Mia shrugged. “It was just a thought.”

      “Probably for the best for now.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, the less I know, the better off everyone is.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “If I were to get taken again, if I don’t know anything, I can’t tell them anything.”

      “Somehow, I doubt you’d let yourself get taken again.”

      Thrower smiled. “Well, even the best of us have our moments.”
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      Recker flew into the office, almost as if he were told he’d just hit the jackpot. Of course, he was hoping to hear something similar to that effect involving finding Ronnie Slater.

      “What do you got so far?”

      Jones turned halfway toward him and put his hands up. “Nothing yet. I’ve only been on it for about twenty minutes.”

      “You’ve figured out a lot of things in that amount of time.”

      “Patience, Michael.”

      “You have patience. I’ve got a girlfriend who’s gonna be spending a lot of time in a hotel room for the next little while, so I’d like to speed things up.”

      “Really? She agreed so quickly?” Jones knew Recker went over there with the intention of trying to convince Mia not to work again until everything was settled, but he really didn’t think he’d have much success with it. At the very least, Jones thought it would take a few hours of bargaining.

      “I’d like to say it was my brilliant negotiating skills, but she’s actually the one that brought it up.”

      Jones looked surprised. “She did?”

      “Surprised me too.”

      “And here I thought I knew her.”

      “Apparently neither of us know her as well as we thought we did.”

      Jones still looked stunned. He looked at the time. “And she put up no fight or argument?”

      “Nope. Like I said, it was her idea. She brought it up without me saying a word.”

      “Well, I am shocked. I really didn’t think she would do it.” Recker sighed, leading Jones to think there was more to it. “What else?”

      “There’s nothing else.”

      “Then why the sigh? She did what you wanted. She’s adequately protected, and now we shouldn’t have to worry about her safety. They shouldn’t find her again. But you don’t seem happy.”

      “I’m happy. Don’t I look it?”

      Jones looked more closely at his stoic face, not noticing him move a muscle on it. He certainly hadn’t broken a smile. “No, you don’t. So what is it?”

      “I guess it’s like I said before. She shouldn’t have to go through this… again. The fact that she’s willing to take herself out, on her own, without me having to say anything, indicates to me that she’s getting tired of all this nonsense too. She just looks like she’s had enough. And so have I.”

      “I can understand. And perhaps you are right. But now is not the time to think about that. Let’s concentrate on the task at hand, then when it’s over, then it’s time to reassess everything. But let’s get to that point first.”

      Recker nodded. “Lead the way.”

      Recker sat down next to Jones, and they both started putting Ronnie Slater’s name through every search they could. It didn’t take long before they started coming up with some hits. As they started going through everything, one of the computers started making a beeping noise. Recker was concerned seeing how Jones reacted to it. He stopped what he was doing and immediately went over to it.

      “What’s going on?” Recker asked.

      “There’s been a change in Chris’ condition.”

      “What?”

      “To prevent myself from looking at it every other minute, I configured it so it would give me an alert if anything changed.”

      “I got that part. What changed?”

      Jones typed as fast as he could. As he looked at the information on the screen, he folded his arms, and put his hand over his mouth. As Recker stared at him, he was starting to get concerned.

      “What is it?” Recker asked.

      Jones didn’t answer. He put his head down, and his hand slid up to his forehead. Recker couldn’t tell if he was bad news and Haley’s condition had taken a turn for the worse, or whether Jones was breaking down upon seeing good news.

      “David?”

      Jones lifted his head up again, as his hand went down under his chin, still staring at the screen.

      “David?”

      Jones finally turned his head and looked at his partner. A very slight smile formed on his face. “Chris has been moved off the critical list.”

      Recker hoped he wasn’t trying to be cute with his answer and avoid saying bad news. “He’s gonna make it?”

      The smile on Jones' face got bigger, and his eyes started tearing up. He nodded. “He’s going to make it.”

      Recker excitedly clapped his hands, then brought them up to his face, curling his hands into fists. He then let out a small fist pump. Jones wiped both of his eyes to keep his emotions in check. Recker put his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

      “I’m so thankful,” Jones said. “Thankful, relieved, happy… I really wasn’t sure… I thought I’d be responsible for another… for his…”

      Recker tapped him on the back of his shoulder. “Hey, I told you, you can’t blame yourself. It doesn’t matter now, anyway. He’s gonna make it. That’s all that matters.”

      “Yes, the hard part for him is now out of the way. Now he has to face the other part.”

      Recker wasn’t sure what he was talking about. “What? What other part?”

      “Me. Now I have to wonder how he will think of and respond to me the next time he sees me.”

      “The same way he always does.”

      “I hope he will forgive me for putting him in that situation.”

      “David…”

      “No, while you were gone, he was fighting me on Paxton, telling me it was time to let go. He told me it wasn’t working, and I just wouldn’t listen. I was too stubborn. I tried to fit that square peg into the round hole and it just wasn’t working.”

      “We all make hard decisions in this business,” Recker said. “We make them, then we have to deal with them. It’s not all gonna be wine and roses, you know. You gotta move on.”

      “Then there’s whether he’ll want to rejoin the team again, or even whether he’ll be physically able to rejoin the team again.”

      “One thing at a time. The biggest and best news is that we won’t be attending his funeral.”

      “Yes, of course. That’s obviously the most important news.”

      Amidst the good news, a disheartened look came over Recker’s face. He thought of Phillips. Though he didn’t know him very well, and couldn’t say they were friends, he was still a fallen teammate. “Speaking of funerals, I’m almost embarrassed to ask… what about Phillips?”

      “What about him?”

      “I’ve been so wrapped up in Chris, and protecting Mia, and finding out who’s responsible for this, that I hardly took time to think about Phillips. Or any time.”

      Jones didn’t seem concerned. “Why would you? You barely knew him. You worked with him for what, a few days? A week?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to put in a lot of time worrying about it.”

      Recker shrugged. “Still. He was one of us. And now he’s gone. And I feel like I should’ve mourned over him more than I have.”

      “Mourning isn’t going to bring him back.”

      “No, it won’t.”

      “And why would you be embarrassed to ask?”

      “I guess because I haven’t put much thought into it.”

      “As I said, I wouldn’t expect you to.”

      “Well, now that I am, what about his funeral?”

      “It’s already done,” Jones replied.

      “What?”

      “I had him cremated yesterday.”

      “What?” Recker looked surprised to hear the news.

      “I had him cremated.”

      “Yeah, I heard that part.”

      Judging by his face, Jones could tell that Recker was surprised, not that he knew why. “Is there an issue?”

      “Uh, yeah, maybe.”

      “What would it be?”

      “You had him cremated?”

      “Yes. Why is that a problem?”

      “No funeral? No burial?”

      “First of all, he was not close with his family,” Jones answered. “Not at all.”

      “So?”

      “So they were contacted about funeral arrangements first. They declined.”

      “They declined? How could they do that?”

      “Well, you’ve met Paxton. You know his personality. He could be an abrasive sort. Apparently, he was that way with family members as well. Anyway, as far as I can tell, he hadn’t really spoken to his family in over ten years. They disowned him, he swore them off. They weren’t really surprised at his death, it seems.”

      “OK. That’s them. What about us? Why didn’t we do something for him?”

      “What would you have liked us to do?”

      “Like I said, a real funeral.”

      “And who would attend?”

      “You, me, I’m sure Mia probably would.”

      “And risk the Scorpions being there? Or how about the police, who would I’m sure have a watchful eye over whoever was standing over his grave? Or maybe Jerrick, who I’m sure is just watching and waiting out there somewhere, waiting for his opportunity to jump all over us.”

      Recker sighed. He understood what Jones was saying, and he was probably right, but that didn’t mean he liked it. It still seemed wrong to him. It still felt like they should have been able to give Phillips a proper sendoff.

      “Unless you think we could have attended a funeral from a nearby rooftop with binoculars?”

      Recker scowled and shook his head. “No.”

      “So, with that being said, I thought the next best option was to pay for his cremation. Paxton did not seem like the type of guy who cared what happened to him after his death, as some people do. I did what I felt was right for him.”

      Recker nodded. “At least you gave him something. Though I still think you could’ve told me you were doing it at the time.”

      “Would it have changed anything?”

      “No, but…”

      “All it would have done is taken your focus off the task at hand in dealing with the Scorpions, as well as protecting Mia. And those two things are your top priority at the moment.”

      “Speaking of which, I guess we should get back to it.” Recker then grabbed his phone.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’ve got a phone call to make.”

      “Well I gathered that. To whom?”

      “I’m not passing go, I’m not stopping on free parking, but I am using a get out of jail free card.”
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      The following morning, Recker and Jones both seemed a little more upbeat than they had been. Of course, that was all because of Haley pulling through. But it was one less thing to worry about. And now with that off their mind, they could put all their focus into finding the Scorpions and eliminating them. Before they got started, though, Recker was on the receiving end of a phone call. Seeing it was Lawson, he eagerly picked it up.

      “Yeah?”

      “I just thought I’d let you know that Chris is now officially out of police custody?”

      “He is?”

      “As of thirty minutes ago, we now have a man on the door.”

      “Wait, you’ve got a man on the door? I thought you said…”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know what I said. But I put in an extra good word to make it happen.”

      “Well thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “How long can we expect that courtesy?”

      “You’ve got seven days. That’s all I can give you. So if Chris isn’t out of the hospital by that point, you’re on your own.”

      “We’ll make it work.”

      “I hope so. I had to pull some strings just to give you that much time.”

      “I’m sure you did. I appreciate it.”

      “Yeah, well, right now I’m on the good list, so they’re more responsive to things that I’m asking. And I made sure to let them know it was for you, which also didn’t hurt.”

      “Oh? I didn’t realize I still had any pull.”

      “Well, I think some of the top brass still have some guilt over what happened to you. Plus, they want to stay on your good side in case there’s ever a special mission that comes up that they want to recruit you for.”

      “Helps to have friends in high places, I guess.”

      “I guess it does. Well, I have some other matters to attend to, and I’m sure you do too, so I’m gonna get going.”

      “Thanks again.”

      “Sure. I was going to tell you that if you need anything else to let me know, but somehow, I have a feeling you’d do that, anyway.”

      Recker laughed. “Yeah. I probably would.” As soon as he hung up, he turned to Jones. “Chris has got a week’s worth of protection on the door.”

      “So that means?”

      “He’s not in police custody now. They’ve got a man on the door for seven days. After that, they pull the plug.”

      “In which case Chris needs to be out of there or else he’s unprotected.”

      Recker nodded. “Yeah. It also means we need to wrap this stuff up soon.”

      “Well, you’ve got Tyrell on it, Vincent’s on it, our computers are searching, everyone’s on the lookout for Ronnie Slater. Sooner or later, his name is going to come up somewhere.”

      “Let’s try and make that sooner, huh?”

      “We can only do what we can do. If he appears, we’ll get him.”

      “I’m gonna do more than just get him. I’m gonna obliterate him.”

      “Well, all we can…” Jones stopped midstream as they heard another of his computers start to beep. He turned his head, with Recker also going over to it.

      “Chris again?”

      “No.” Jones hit a few keys on the keyboard as he tried to figure out what was going on. “It seems as if…”

      “As if what?”

      “It seems as if we got ourselves a hit on Ronnie Slater.”

      “What?”

      “His face just popped up.”

      “His face?”

      Jones stopped and turned toward his friend for a moment. “Yes, his face. I know you were gone for a while, but have you forgotten how we operate around here?”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “I put out all the usual alerts. Credit card, phone, etc.” Jones continued typing away. “Well it appears right now that his face was caught on a traffic camera.”

      Recker leaned in, hovering over Jones’ shoulder. “Where?”

      “Downtown. Looks like he’s in the passenger seat.” Jones zoomed in on the picture. They compared it with the picture from the driver’s license photo they obtained of Slater. It was a match.

      “That’s him. Where’s he at?”

      “Let’s just see if we can trace his movements. Maybe another camera will pick him up somewhere.” Jones kept pressing keys, looking on several different monitors.

      “Wouldn’t you get an alert if a camera picked him up?”

      “Only if it’s certain there’s a match. If it only picked up a partial of his face, then it would not. So maybe if I can figure out the path he’s on, I can pick up on one of those pictures and get a clearer idea of where he’s going.”

      Recker continued to hover over Jones’ shoulder for another minute, then started walking around the room as he waited for an update. There wasn’t one coming quickly. Recker paced for another twenty minutes, beginning to grow tired of the lack of progress.

      “Haven’t you come up with anything?”

      Jones never took his eyes off his computer. “This isn’t like a drive through service where you order what you want, and seconds later it’s delivered to you. I am doing what I can.”

      “I know, but…” Recker sighed. “I wanna hurry up and get this over with.”

      “As we all do.”

      “You haven’t found anything else?”

      “I’ve found several things.”

      Recker stopped, hopeful. “Well?”

      “Unfortunately, they’re not particularly helpful.”

      “How can that be?”

      “I’ve uncovered what looks like three other pictures of Slater.”

      “And that doesn’t lead us anywhere?”

      “If they did, don’t you think I would have told you?”

      “I dunno. Would you?”

      “Is that a serious question?”

      “Well how can you have three partials and not have anything?”

      “Because they’re all of him traveling in the same direction,” Jones answered. “He didn’t turn, and I can’t pick him up anywhere else, so that means he could have gone just about anywhere from there.”

      Recker sighed again and slapped his leg. “Great. Can’t you just pick up the car?”

      “I can try. But there’s no good shots of the license plate. Only a partial.”

      “Great. Another partial.”

      “It’s the way things go in this business sometimes. You know that as well as I do.”

      “I sometimes get impatient.”

      Jones stopped typing and glanced at him, raising an eyebrow. “You don’t say?”

      Though he wasn’t exactly hopeful of coming up with anything else, Jones still kept at it. A few more pictures might give them an idea of where he was going. Recker wasn’t waiting for that, though. He got back on the phone with Tyrell, peppering him with questions, hoping he had something. Unfortunately, he did not.

      As Recker talked on the phone, he noticed Jones shifting in his seat, his facial expressions changing. He’d been around him long enough over the years to know that usually meant he was looking at something interesting. Recker quickly got off the phone.

      “You have something?”

      Jones looked up at him. “No one could ever say you are not observant.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “I’ve found a few more partial photos.”

      Recker walked around the desk and stood behind his partner. “Where?”

      “I’ve pinpointed everything on this map.” Jones pointed to another computer, where he was mapping the photos to get a clearer picture of Slater’s path.

      “He’s heading west.”

      Jones nodded. “He definitely is.” He kept pointing at the screen. “What’s more interesting is that he turned left at this light here.”

      Recker leaned in closer to get a better look. “And why is that significant?”

      “Because there are no houses down this stretch of road. It’s all business, manufacturing, warehouses, things of that nature. And, it eventually leads to a dead end. There’s nowhere to turn other than those businesses.”

      “So if he’s on that street, he’s got some business to attend to.”

      “I think that’s a safe bet.”

      “So what’s on that street?”

      “Well, it is a long road, so it is not going to be a short list. But hopefully we can whittle it down.”

      Recker sat down. “Print out the list and we can start working through it.”

      Jones printed out the list of businesses, and they began running down all the pertinent information. They looked at the addresses and who the owners were first. When that didn’t lead to any obvious link to Ronnie Slater, or the Scorpions in general, they had to start refining their search further.

      “Maybe it’s not about the actual place,” Recker said. “Maybe it’s an individual. Someone that works in one of these places.”

      Jones wasn’t sure, though. “What would Slater be doing visiting some worker in a warehouse who’s making twelve dollars an hour driving a forklift or loading a truck?”

      Recker put his hand over his mouth as he looked over his list. “I don’t know. It’s there somewhere. It’s gotta be. He’s not just out there sightseeing. He’s got a reason.”

      “Yes, but what?”

      Recker shook his head as he continued to think. “It’s gotta be about the location. You’re right, he’s not visiting some guy driving a truck. He’s got a specific reason, a specific purpose, for going down that street. One of these places isn’t what they appear to be.”

      “Well, it could be the place is exactly what it appears to be. Maybe he’s talking business with an owner of one of these businesses.”

      “Yeah, could be. But none of them have any obvious ties to him.”

      “You don’t necessarily need a connection to talk business,” Jones said. “You just need a mutually beneficial deal that makes you both money.”

      Recker nodded, agreeing with his point. “Yeah. But what’s the deal?”

      “Well, I think we’re unlikely to find out from here.”

      “You’re right. I’m gonna call Tyrell, get him on it. Maybe he’s heard of some type of deal involving someone in that area. Maybe he just didn’t know the names of the players.”

      Jones thought that was a good idea. “Perhaps call Vincent as well.”

      Recker pulled his head back, surprised at the suggestion. It was a rare occasion that Jones actually suggested including Vincent in their plans. “Really?”

      “I know, I know. I usually say to keep our distance unless it’s absolutely necessary. But I believe in this case… it’s absolutely necessary.”
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      Three more days had passed since they found Slater’s picture through the traffic cameras. They were a little dismayed that nothing else had been learned since then. Slater’s picture hadn’t turned up anyplace else. There were no hits involving a credit card, or social security number, and there was no chatter that Tyrell could find, or Vincent either, for that matter. And they both used every source that they had available.

      If one thing could be said about Slater, he seemed to know how to keep a low profile. Recker and Jones, though, were still digging for information. They hadn’t left the office much. In Jones’ case, he hadn’t left at all. Recker only left to eat dinner with Mia, and to sleep. Other than that, they were trying everything they could to find the remnants of the Scorpions.

      “Why’s this guy so secretive?” Recker asked.

      Jones thought it was an odd comment. “Why wouldn’t he be? Maybe he doesn’t want to end up like his former buddies?”

      “Yeah, but, I mean, the rest of them weren’t like this. They were very outspoken, in your face, they didn’t care if you knew they were coming, or where they were at all. They were big, tough, almost wanted a fight. This guy’s almost the complete opposite.”

      “Well, it says a couple things to me.”

      “Which are?”

      “One, he’s actually learned a lesson from our past encounters with them. He’s learned from their mistakes and is not repeating them.”

      “Yeah, I guess I could buy that.”

      “Or two, maybe he’s forced to act this way.”

      “Forced?”

      “The old Scorpions had eighty, ninety people in their heyday, if I’m not correct. They could afford to act a certain way. They had the numbers and strength to back it up. Perhaps Mr. Slater does not.”

      “So you’re thinking he’s operating with a ragtag crew and is piecing things together?”

      “It is a thought. And if that actually is the case, things have certainly gotten even worse for him in that regard. He lost several of his men at your hands at the apartment. He’s lost several more at Nate’s hands over his encounters. It could be he’s got no choice but to quiet things down, hope it blows over.”

      “Yeah, I could see that too.”

      “Or, I guess the third option could be a combination of the first two.”

      None of them were really options that Recker wanted to hear. He wanted them to be brash and show themselves. At least that meant it would head to a conclusion soon enough. But this way, if Slater dropped off the map altogether, it could be weeks or months before they found him again. Or if he went away for a while to recruit new members to replace the ones he’d just lost.

      Recker snapped his fingers, as if he’d just figured something out. “Maybe that’s what he’s doing there.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Recruiting new members. You said it. He’s hurting for men. He’s lost… how many now? Six, seven, eight? If he’s already operating with low numbers, he’s probably hurting pretty good for help.”

      Jones nodded, buying that explanation. “That would fit, but we haven’t heard any word to that effect. I would think word would have gotten out by now that he’s on a hiring spree, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe he’s not doing a wide search and throwing it out there for everyone to know. Maybe he’s being selective and narrowing in on certain people.”

      “We’ve got a lot of questions and theories. Not many answers, though.”

      “Maybe it’s time we get some.”

      “And how might we do that?”

      Recker shrugged. “What do you usually do when you go fishing?”

      “I don’t fish.”

      “Use some bait.”

      “I guess the next obvious question would be… what’s the bait?”

      “Not what,” Recker replied. “Who?”

      “I think Mia’s been used enough as bait, don’t you?”

      “Really? Of course I’m not talking about Mia. Me. I’m the bait.”

      “And just what exactly did you have in mind?”

      “I’ll start poking around that street, start talking to some people, ask some questions, eventually it’ll get back to Slater…”

      “And he’ll stay far away.”

      “What? No. I’ll make myself visible, I’ll make myself a target, and…”

      “And eventually you’ll be lying next to Chris in the hospital. No. It’s a terrible idea. And what do you think Mia would say to taking a risk like that?”

      “Nothing. Because I wouldn’t tell her.”

      “There’s nothing to tell. You’re not doing it.”

      “David.”

      “No. Especially not now. You’ve got no backup out there, no one to watch over you, too many things that can go wrong. No. We’ll find another way.”

      “Which is?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m still not convinced you being there would bring him out, anyway. If he’s shorthanded like we think, he may not think he’s got enough firepower to try and take you out. It may just make him recoil.”

      Recker wiped his eyes. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “And for all you know, he might have already passed your picture out to everyone on that street, asking them to shoot you on sight.”

      “I don’t think my picture is widely circulated.”

      Jones scoffed. “I beg to differ.”

      “Well, not that much.”

      Jones folded his arms, and turned his hand into a fist, then putting it on his chin as he thought. He thought he might have another solution. “I’ve got another idea. Similar to yours, but better.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      Just before Jones was able to say anything, Recker’s phone rang. He looked at it and saw it was Tyrell. He put his hand up to Jones.

      “Hold that thought. Maybe Ty’s got something.” Recker answered his phone. “Hey. What’s up?”

      “Hey, I think I might have it.”

      “What?”

      “What Slater’s been doing.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I just got word from one of my sources that Slater’s been hitting the area hard in the last week, that street in particular.”

      “For what?”

      “He is recruiting big time. The word I got is that he’s got maybe eight or ten men left and that’s it. My guy said Slater is hot right now.”

      “In what way?”

      “In the way that he’s wanting to ramp things up in a hurry. And you can capitalize that. Hot as in yesterday.”

      “That kind of confirms what we were just kicking around,” Recker said. “We were thinking the same thing.”

      “Well now you got it from the horse’s mouth. Ain’t no doubt about it. It is happening.”

      “Hear anything about which places in particular he’s hitting and why?”

      “Place called Rico’s Trucking.”

      “Why? Some funny stuff going on there?”

      “Nah, nothing like that that I can tell. As far as I know, it’s a legit business. They do a lot of long haul trucking, got warehouse facilities, things like that. But I haven’t heard anything negative about the place.”

      “Then what’s Slater doing there?”

      “They’re very pro ex-con. From what I’ve been told, the owner did some time way back in the day for a few years, and he wants to give guys getting out of the joint a place to work.”

      “Seems admirable.”

      “Yeah. Now, that’s all well and good, and some of them guys are using it as a second chance and doing good with it. But we both know there’s a few that aren’t gonna make it. And those are the guys Slater’s targeting. The guys in between, or the ones who really don’t wanna do what it’s gonna take.”

      “How many of those can there really be?”

      “Uh, it’s a pretty big company, man. Have you taken a closer look at it?”

      “We did a little background on it.”

      “They’ve got a few hundred employees, over fifty trucks, people working in the warehouse, they’re not small.”

      “Yeah, but how many of those got a record?” Recker asked.

      “It’s more than you think. My guy told me they got at least a hundred ex-cons working there. Now, whether he was estimating or exaggerating the numbers a little, I don’t know. But that’s what he put the number at.”

      “So even if there are four or five who might be persuaded, that is still probably worthwhile for him.”

      “Anything that ramps his numbers up, he’s gonna do it.”

      “Has he successfully recruited from there before?”

      “I was told this was the first week he’s been there. He’s trying to lay the groundwork first, plant some seeds, and hope something develops.”

      “How close is he so far?”

      “Tough to say. My guy is close to the situation there, so he knows what’s going down, but doesn’t know how close Slater is to actually getting these guys.”

      “How about when Slater’s going back? Any specific day?”

      “Nah, don’t know about that either. If he’s going at it hard, though, you can bet that it’s probably gonna be soon. Once you start recruiting, you don’t give them that much time to think about it. The more time goes by, the more interest declines. So I would assume it’s gonna be within the next day or two, three tops.”

      “That’s probably a good bet.”

      “All right, man, that’s all I really got for you. I’ll keep digging if you want, see if I can find out anything extra.”

      “Yeah, you do that. Thanks.”

      “You got it. I’ll call you if I hear anything.”

      After Recker hung up, he slid his phone down on the desk. He put his hands behind his head and leaned back, thinking about what to do. He barely heard Jones clear his throat, hoping to get his friend’s attention.

      “Ahem.”

      Recker then glanced over at him. “Oh. Sorry.”

      “I assume Tyrell had something judging by your conversation?”

      “It’s like we figured. Slater’s doing a recruitment push at Rico’s Trucking.”

      Jones immediately went to one of their printouts. “Rico’s Trucking. We looked at them, didn’t we?”

      “Yeah, but there wasn’t anything that stood out.”

      “The owner was a former convict, if I recall.”

      “He was.”

      “Turned his life around as far as I can tell. Has he been hiding something?”

      Recker shook his head. “No, it’s not him. Apparently he hires a lot of ex-cons, trying to give them a second chance.”

      “Very admirable.”

      “Yeah. It also means not all of them will make it. If Slater can pick up a few, he can add to his team.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to make sure we don’t allow him to do that then, won’t we?”

      Recker raised an eyebrow. “And how do you think we’re going to do that?”

      “Well, it’s like I was saying before Tyrell called. Now it’s better, though, because now we can target a specific place.”

      “Better in what way?”

      “I was going to suggest possibly sending someone else in there, much in the same way that you were going to do.”

      “Someone undercover, you mean.”

      “Yes.”

      “Who do we have that could do that?”

      “I was thinking of Nathan.”

      “That’s kind of outside the scope of his job responsibilities, isn’t it?”

      “Perhaps so. All we could do is ask him and see what he says.”

      “Yeah, but Slater knows him too now. Besides, I’m not sure we need to do that now, anyway. We know where Slater’s hitting. We just have to wait for him.”

      “But what if Slater himself doesn’t return? What if he just went the first time or two to lay the groundwork, then he sends one of his minions over to collect the rewards? We don’t know who those people are, so they could slip in and out right under our noses.”

      Recker sighed. The opportunity to find Slater was now. He didn’t want to take a chance on missing him. “We need to take advantage of this. We know where he or his men are going to be, probably sometime in the next couple of days. We can’t blow it.”

      “We won’t. We have several options on the table. Now it’s just a matter of choosing the best one.”

      “Yeah, but which one? That’s the question.”

      “Who says we have to pick just one?”

      “Well, actually, you just did.”

      “Forget that,” Jones said. “Why not put all of our cards on the table?”

      “Which cards are they?”

      “Let’s check in with Nate, let’s talk with Vincent, let’s put everything we have in play. Then, depending on what transpires, we pull the right card for it. And then we pounce.”

      Recker nodded, seemingly on board with the idea. “And then we pounce.”
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      Recker and Jones walked into the hotel room, seeing Mia and Thrower playing chess on the coffee table.

      “Who’s winning?” Recker asked.

      Mia gave him an angry glance. “Do you really need to ask?”

      Recker grinned. “No, I guess not.”

      “I didn’t know you played chess,” Jones said.

      “I don’t,” Mia replied. “It’s playing me.”

      “Oh. Say no more.”

      Recker put his hand over his mouth, laughing to himself. He looked at Jones, then the both of them went over to the couch and sat down. They watched the game for another couple of minutes, until Thrower finally won.

      “I hate this game,” Mia said.

      Thrower smiled. “You just need a little more practice. You’re pretty good for a beginner. You just need to play more.”

      “That’s the nice way of saying I stink.”

      “You don’t stink. You’re actually not too bad.”

      Mia was about to respond, then looked at her boyfriend. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      Recker looked like he was taken off guard by the question. He glanced at Jones and cleared his throat. “What do you mean? I live here.”

      “No, I mean right now. With him.” She pointed at Jones.

      “Uh… is he not allowed over?”

      Mia looked at the time. “It’s the middle of the day, and you’re both just sitting there. You guys don’t just do that. Not unless something’s up.”

      Thrower was putting the chess pieces away, not looking at any of them. “I’m pretty sure they’re here for me.”

      Mia snapped her head around toward him. “Why would they be here for you?”

      Thrower shrugged. “I dunno. Ask them.”

      “Why are you here for him?”

      Recker and Jones looked at each of them, not sure who was going to start. Finally, Recker did.

      “What makes you think we’re here for you?”

      “It’s like Mia said. It’s the middle of the day, you come in and sit down, not doing anything, it’s pretty obvious you got something on your mind.”

      Recker was impressed. “And do you know what that something is?”

      “I’ve got a guess.”

      “Let’s see how good you are.”

      “Well, I figure you’re either here to put Mia in a dangerous situation as bait to lure those guys out, which I have a feeling isn’t going through your mind at all. Or… you want my help with something.”

      Recker smiled. Thrower was good.

      “So which is it?” Mia asked, hoping it wasn’t the first option.

      “It’s the second.”

      “You want his help?”

      Recker nodded. “If he’s willing.”

      Thrower didn’t hesitate. He didn’t even need to hear what it was. “I’m in.”

      “You’re in? You haven’t even heard what it is yet.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Whatever you need… I’m down.”

      “Can you at least let us tell you what we have in mind? It could be dangerous.”

      Thrower smiled. “Does it really look like that’s something that changes my opinion?”

      “I just don’t want you to think it’s expected or you have to. It’s not what you were brought here for. It’s your call.”

      “Hey, whatever gets this pretty lady back to doing what she loves, and doesn’t have to worry about these jerks anymore… I’m for it.”

      Mia smiled. “Thanks. But I don’t want you to put yourself in harm’s way for me.”

      “Putting myself in danger is part of the job description. But, if you wanna tell me the details first, it won’t make any difference, but go ahead.”

      “Well, we know that Slater’s been hitting this business hard in the last week. A place called Rico’s Trucking. I’ve got word that he’s going back there in the next day or two to see if he can get any new recruits.”

      “We’d like Nate to go down there, make himself visible when they do,” Jones said.

      Mia had a mix of confusion and concern on her face. “I don’t understand. They know him. Isn’t that like suicide for him?”

      Jones shook his head. “No. Mike volunteered for this first, but he is absolutely known. The only ones that know Nathan are no longer among the living, isn’t that correct?”

      Thrower nodded and grinned. “Yeah. Except for Slater.”

      “In order to do this, there’s no one else,” Recker said. “At least no one that we can trust enough, and someone we know is tough enough to defend themselves if it comes to that.”

      “What about Vincent’s men?” Mia asked.

      “Way too well known. Everybody in this city knows who they are. As soon as they show up somewhere, it’s game over.”

      “I still don’t get it. If you know Slater’s going to be there, why don’t you just wait out of sight somewhere? Why do you have to put Nate in there?”

      Thrower answered for them. “Because they’re not sure if Slater’s the one that’s actually going to show.”

      “That’s right,” Jones said. “In fact, we’re assuming that he won’t. Tyrell told us that he thinks one of his men will probably be the one there.”

      “Tyrell thinks there’s only eight or ten men left,” Recker said. “So Slater really needs to get some new guys in there. And he needs to get them quickly.”

      Thrower seemed to know what they were asking of him. “They want me to go in there, poke around, then when one of Slater’s men come around… I’m gonna get myself recruited.”

      “That’s the plan. You up for it?”

      “I’m assuming I’m supposed to try and use my influence to get a meeting with the big boss right then and there?”

      “That’s the idea. Now, Slater could be in a nearby vehicle, waiting to talk to whoever comes back. Or, he could be somewhere else altogether. You’d have to be ready for anything.”

      “What do you think?” Jones asked.

      “Already said I was in. Nothing’s changed that.” Thrower did still have a few more questions, though. “That being said, what exactly are you guys gonna do in all this?”

      “We’ll be watching,” Recker answered. “And you’ll have an earpiece, so we’ll hear everything too.”

      Jones reached into his pocket and removed a watch. “And you’ll be armed with this.” He handed it over to Thrower.

      Thrower looked at it for a second, not sure how that was going to help him. “Is this a bonus or a going away present?”

      “Neither. There’s a GPS chip inside, which I’ll be tracking, so if they take you somewhere, we’ll know exactly where. So we won’t have to worry about losing sight of you, or traffic, or following too closely.”

      “What if they make me take the watch off?”

      “Then we’ll hear it and we’ll make sure we step up the pace.”

      “If you’re worried about it, we can figure out something else,” Recker said.

      Thrower shook his head. “No, I’m good.”

      “What if Slater shows up instead?” Mia asked. “He’ll recognize Nate on sight.”

      “Well, if he does happen to show, you’ll likely be on your own for a few seconds,” Recker replied. “But the rest of us are right around the corner, so you won’t be on your own for long.”

      “I’ll make due,” Thrower said.

      “Who’s the rest of us?” Mia asked.

      Recker smiled at her. “Not you.”

      “You and David?”

      “Hardly,” Jones answered.

      “I’ve already got Malloy and some of his friends on it,” Recker said. “They’ll be waiting in an SUV on the next street over. As soon as they get word from me that you’re on the move, they’ll start following. Then we’ll be right after them.”

      “And if they take me somewhere, what’s the plan once I get there?” Thrower wondered.

      “Nobody moves in until you’re inside. If you’ve still got your earpiece in, we’ll be able to hear you talking to Slater. If you don’t have it in, then there’s also a button on that watch, that if you click it, we’ll still be able to hear.”

      “And if I have neither?”

      “Then you just gotta stall for a few minutes, because we’re not waiting long to come in. I’m not gonna hang you out to dry. And if that’s the case and we move in without knowing whether Slater’s there or not, we’ll just have to hope that he is. If he’s not, then we’ll just have to worry about him another time.”

      Thrower nodded. He didn’t look worried about anything. “What about these other guys?”

      “Malloy? We know him. He’s reliable. You don’t have to worry about him.”

      “If you say to trust him… I’m not worried.”

      “We just figured if Slater has eight or ten men left with him, it’ll help to even the odds a little instead of it just being me and you.”

      “Hey, the less work I have to do, the better.”

      “Well, once Slater sees you, he might know it’s some sort of trap, so you might not have a lot of time. Especially when the shooting starts. You’re gonna have to be fast.”

      “I’ll figure it out. I always do.”

      “Just make sure that you do,” Recker said. “I don’t wanna be worried about another grave.”

      Thrower smiled. “Don’t worry about that. It’s not my time yet.”
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      Recker and Jones were sitting in their vehicle, watching a feed on a laptop from a camera planted on the front of the Rico Trucking business. They just saw Thrower walk past it.

      “Vincent flexing his muscle on this thing really helps,” Recker said.

      “It certainly does. How exactly did he make it happen, again?”

      “Told him what we were doing, said he’d have a chat with the owner to get our guy in there and walking around without any problems. I think Vincent told him it would be in his best interest if he allowed this to happen and get Slater away from his guys and business.”

      “Well, certainly can’t argue with that.”

      “And it’s a lot easier to watch from the car instead of worrying about getting spotted somewhere.”

      “As well as Nate walking around freely.”

      “Yeah.”

      They continued watching the video feed, though Recker looked at the time. They’d been sitting there for about three hours at that point, and hadn’t seen a sign of Slater or his men. He hoped this wasn’t one of those assignments that would take days. He’d grown more impatient over the years. While he used to not mind waiting, now, it was just taking away time he’d rather spend on something else.

      Unfortunately, the rest of the day wound up being uneventful as well. They came back at it the next day, though, with the same exact setup. A few hours went by, and they were hoping this day wouldn’t be a wash, either.

      “Are you sure it’s wise leaving Mia alone in that hotel room?” Jones asked.

      Recker took his hands off the steering wheel and threw them up in the air. “I don’t know. What else can we do? I mean, I left a gun with her just in case. Besides, she’s not alone. Tyrell’s there.”

      “Yes, but Tyrell is not you, or Chris, or Nate.”

      “No, but he can handle himself if he needs to. And what other choice was there? She refuses to take one of Vincent’s men, and Tyrell’s the only other guy she trusts. It was either that or really leaving her by herself.”

      “I just hope we haven’t made an error in judgment.”

      “Everything will be fine,” Recker said. “As long as these guys show up soon.”

      “You’re more impatient than you used to be.”

      “I know. But I’ve got more things to lose now than I used to.”

      “Such as?”

      “Time. Mia. Time spent with Mia.”

      “I know it was rough at the beginning, but I’m glad you found each other.”

      “I’m not sure if I deserve her, but…”

      “Sure you do. You’ve always had this opinion that you’re not deserving of good things because of the things you do and have done. But your entire life has been dedicated to helping people, saving people, and there’s nothing more honorable than that.”

      Recker glanced at Jones and smiled. “Maybe so.”

      “I can’t help but wonder, though, now that you’ve had a taste of the life outside of this, what are your feelings on it?”

      “You mean am I ready to retire now?”

      “It’s a tempting decision.”

      Recker nodded. “It is. I enjoyed my time out there. I did. There was nothing to worry about except how many men I was going to have to beat away from Mia.”

      “But?”

      “But after all this, I’m not sure I’m ready for the good life yet. Don’t get me wrong, I know I told you before that Mia deserves better than this, and she does, but I’m just not ready to walk away completely yet.”

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know. I can tell you this, though. I’m closer to the end than I am at the beginning. I think I’ve got another year in me. Maybe two. I’m not sure any more than that would be fair to Mia. And I can’t, and won’t, keep putting it off forever.”

      “Wouldn’t be fair to you either.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “You still have a lot of time left in this world. After what happened with Chris and Paxton, you should be able to enjoy the rest of it with the woman you love, without fear of either of you not making it home one day. As much as I hate to continue this without you one day, I know it would be the best for both of you.”

      “Well, hopefully…” Recker’s concentration was broken when he looked at the laptop and saw a strange car pull into the Rico’s Trucking parking lot. “Wait… who’s this?”

      “Not a car that we noticed yesterday or today so far.”

      “This might be it.”

      They looked closely at the feed coming through on the laptop, eventually seeing two men get out of the car. They looked the part of Scorpions. They were big, and tough-looking. Not even thirty seconds later, they saw Thrower appear on the screen.

      “Nate’s going to work,” Recker said.

      They continued looking at the camera, seeing Thrower engage in a lengthy conversation with the two men.

      “Maybe it would be better if Nate gets rejected here,” Jones said.

      “Why?”

      “Well, even if he gets left behind, we can still follow the car, see where it goes.”

      Recker nodded. “That’s true.”

      “And it would leave Nate out of danger.”

      “But there’s also the possibility that the car leaves without him and doesn’t lead us to Slater, even if we do follow it.”

      “Yes, I guess that is a possibility.”

      “Then we’d still be nowhere.”

      “I just hate that we’re putting Nate in a dangerous situation like this. Especially when it’s not even his fight, really.”

      “Nate knows what he’s doing,” Recker said. “I almost hate to say this about someone I just met recently, but I kind of like him.”

      “Why do you hate to say that?”

      “I dunno. Maybe because he reminds me of me. Except without the emotional baggage.”

      “Maybe we could persuade him to join the team after all this is over.”

      “I don’t know how interested he would be in that. He’s got his own thing going on.”

      “Well, all we can do is ask. Even if he says no, it would be nice to know we always have a friend we can call in if the need ever arises again.”

      Recker then pointed to the screen. “Look. Seems like it’s getting animated.”

      “Should we move in?”

      “No, let it play out. Whatever happened to hearing what was going on?” Recker threw his arms up as he looked at the laptop. “What’s going on here? What was the point of giving him an earpiece if we can’t hear anything?”

      “Just a minute.” Jones hit a few buttons on the keyboard, then they were hearing Thrower’s voice loud and clear.

      “There we go.”

      They listened for a few minutes. “What do you think the odds are that Nate will convince them?”

      “Good. He’ll get it done. May take a while, but…” They then heard what sounded like an agreement, then Thrower got in the backseat of the car, as the other men got in the front. “Or it may happen sooner.” Recker turned the car on, then looked at Jones. “You got that GPS on?”

      Jones held up a tablet. “Working perfectly.”

      Recker kept his eyes on the laptop until the car was no longer in sight. Then he looked at the entrance, waiting for the car to pull out. The car emerged a few seconds later. They kept eyes on it until it got to the end of the road.

      Recker immediately got on the phone with Malloy. “Black sedan with tinted windows coming your way. License plate ends in PMJ. You should be seeing it any second now.” Recker put the car in motion to follow.

      “We got it,” Malloy replied.

      “We still have the GPS signal, so drop out if you think it’s getting too close. We can pick it up.”

      “Will do.”

      As Recker and Jones pursued the car, they could hear the conversation Thrower was having. It was mostly him just trying to play the part up, asking questions about the type of work involved, pay, anything to make it seem like he was really looking for a job and an opportunity.

      “Where do you think this is heading?” Jones asked.

      Recker shook his head. “I dunno. But I guarantee we’re not going to the mall.”

      They drove for close to an hour, eventually going over the bridge into Trenton, New Jersey.

      “I have to say I didn’t expect this,” Jones said.

      “Why not? Jersey and Delaware were where this group started, wasn’t it? Heading back to their home turf.”

      “Yes, I suppose. The question is where does this end?”

      They drove for a few more minutes before the lead car finally turned into the parking lot of a building. “Looks like it’s ending here.”

      At this point, Recker was right behind Malloy’s car, and they both turned down the street just after the building that Thrower was led to. They would wait off to the side for a few minutes, until they thought Slater was near.

      “What is this place, anyway?” Recker asked.

      Jones pulled up the information on the laptop. “Looks like a used furniture store.”

      “At least it’s not a warehouse. I’ve had my fill of those.”

      “I’m just thankful they never asked for his watch.”

      As Thrower was led into the building, he looked around, surprised that nobody was already there waiting.

      “Take a seat,” one of the men told him.

      Thrower looked to the side and saw a recliner, and plopped down. “What are we doing here, meeting the head man?”

      “Just wait.”

      Thrower sat there, the driver of the car standing behind him. He glanced at everything around him, checking to see if there was anything he could use if things got out of hand. It was a big place, and all the furniture was lined up in rows. Thrower was sitting in the chair section. If anything happened, he could at least get behind one of the chairs if someone started shooting at him. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than nothing, or a wide open building with no protection at all.

      The other man went all the way to the back of the building, eventually disappearing from sight. Thrower thought he detected some light coming from there, so he assumed there was an office back there somewhere. It didn’t take long for the man to return. But he did so with Ronnie Slater, and six other men following behind him.

      Thrower put his head down and put his hand over his mouth. “Slater’s coming,” he whispered.

      “There we go,” Recker said, Malloy’s men hovering around his vehicle. “Move!”

      He immediately got out of the car and started advancing toward the building. Malloy’s team was right behind him.

      Thrower kept his head down, mostly to prevent Slater from recognizing him too quickly. If he did, he might assume it was a trap, and start some violent tendencies before the help arrived. As the men got closer, Thrower put his hand on his forehead, and started rubbing it.

      “This is the guy I was telling you about,” the man said.

      “So you wanna work for us, huh?” Slater asked.

      Thrower cleared his throat, then removed his hand from his head. “Yeah, I’ve had a change of heart.”

      Slater didn’t look pleased to see him. “Mr. Thrower. What are you doing here?”

      “Well, like I was saying, I thought about what happened the other day. And, I think we got off on kind of a bad foot.”

      “You’re dead. Kill him.”

      “What? Wait, hold on. I wanna join up with you.”

      “Like I’d trust you? This is probably some kind of trick.” Slater looked back to a couple of his men. “Go over to the door, making sure no one’s coming.”

      “It’s not a trick. I heard you guys were hiring, and I could use some extra money. Recker doesn’t pay very well.”

      “Take him to the back and kill him.”

      “Ronnie… c’mon. You could use the extra help, couldn’t you?”

      “Not from you.”

      One of the Scorpions pulled on Thrower’s arm to get him off the chair and onto his feet. Just as two of the other men reached the front door, shots rang out, the men immediately falling to their deaths. Everyone started scrambling. Thrower instantly punched the man next to him right in the mouth, stunning him for the moment. Then Thrower ran a few steps down the lane and took a big leap over one of the recliners, just as a few bullets ripped into it.

      There was a massive barrage of gunfire that erupted, though it didn’t last for long. Several other Scorpions dropped within moments. Recker’s team continued moving forward, pursuing the Scorpions who were trying to flee out the back. Except for one. As Recker moved through the furniture, his eyes were on Slater, who was trying to hide behind one of the pieces.

      Recker stood in front of the one he knew Slater was crouching down behind, and fired right into it. Slater cried out in pain and fell backward. Recker maneuvered between the chairs, seeing his adversary lying there, clutching at his shoulder. The blood that was now on his fingers, and on the floor, told him it was a good shot.

      Gunfire was heard in the background. It was Malloy’s team finishing off the rest of the Scorpions. Now there was only one left. Recker held his gun out in front, pointing it at Slater’s head.

      Slater puffed his cheeks out. “You’re not gonna kill me.”

      “Oh? And why is that?”

      “Goes against your code, doesn’t it? Aren’t you a guy who plays by the rules?”

      Though he was in pain from his shoulder, a smile emerged on Slater’s face. He thought he had Recker figured out. He didn’t know how wrong he was.

      Recker lowered the gun, and instantly fired into the groin area on Slater’s left leg. Slater let out a loud scream.

      “Right now I’m playing by my rules,” Recker said. “And you’re not in the rulebook.”

      The smug look on Slater’s face was now gone. He could barely move, and the pain was intensifying. “You can’t kill me.”

      “Well, where I shot you, you’re probably gonna bleed out in less than thirty minutes unless you get some immediate medical attention.”

      “So get me someone!”

      Recker then fired a round into the same exact spot in the man’s other leg. “Now you’ve probably got fifteen.” The man screamed in agony. “You killed Phillips. You shot my friend. You tried to kill my girlfriend. Which part of that makes you think I’m gonna help you?”

      “I’m…” The pain was too bad for Slater to continue talking, though he eventually did get a word out. “Please.”

      Recker upped his aim a little, shooting him in his gut. “Now you got less than ten. Don’t worry, though. I made sure I shot you in places where it’s going to cause you the most pain that’s possible. So it’s going to be so excruciating for you, you’re gonna be happy when it’s over.”

      “Pl… please.”

      Recker walked away from the man, instantly seeing Thrower not too far away. He moved his way over to him.

      “Looks like you made it out of this OK.”

      Thrower smiled. “Told you it was a piece of cake.”
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      Recker, Jones, and Mia entered the hospital room, immediately getting a smile from Haley, who was lying on the bed watching TV. Mia was the first to get to him, giving him a hug. Once inside, Recker closed the door, then he removed his sunglasses and baseball hat. Jones did the same. It wasn’t the most elaborate costume, but it should do the trick in keeping their faces out of any security cameras. Of course, Jones was planning on hacking into those cameras later just to make sure. But for now, it was all about Haley.

      After Haley shook hands with Recker and Jones, he turned the TV off. He was glad to have his friends, though he was concerned that they were there.

      “It’s nice to see you guys again, but are you sure it’s wise for you to be here?”

      “Nothing would keep us away,” Recker replied.

      “What about…”

      “You don’t have to worry about anything except getting better. You’re gonna be here for a little while longer, but there’s protection on the door.”

      “Yeah, one of the nurses told me there’s some federal agent on the door. What’s all that about?”

      “Lawson came through. She initially told us she could only give us someone for a week, but I talked to her again and convinced her to do some fancy talking with one of her superiors. You’ve got someone on the door for as long as you’re in here. So you don’t have to worry about police, criminals, or anything.”

      “What’s that gonna cost?”

      “Nothing yet. But I’m sure it’s a debt we’ll have to repay at some point.”

      “I’m sure. Thanks, though.”

      By this point, Jones had sat on a chair in the corner of the room. His excitement at seeing Haley was tempered with the belief that he was the one that put him there. After Recker and Mia did most of the talking for the next ten minutes, they eventually looked at Jones, wondering when he was going to chime in.

      “David?” Mia asked. “Anything you want to add?”

      Jones faked a smile and put his hand up. “No. I’m… I’m just glad you’re OK.”

      “Not gonna lie,” Haley said. “Even I was worried for a few minutes.” Haley noticed Jones putting his head down. “What’s the matter, David?”

      Jones looked up, plastered on another smile, and shook his head.

      “David feels responsible for you being in here,” Recker said, coming right out with it.

      An incredulous look formed on Haley’s face. “What? That’s ridiculous. David, this isn’t on you.”

      Jones looked contrite. “I was wrong in not listening to you about Paxton. I should have. If I had, you probably wouldn’t be in here. And for that I’m sorry.”

      “David, there’s nothing to apologize for. It’s just the hazards of the job. It was my choice to go in there after him. It’s just what we do.”

      “But it’s still my fault for not recognizing it wasn’t working.”

      “You just tried to make it work. Nobody can fault you for that. You didn’t do anything wrong. But if you don’t knock it off, I’m gonna get out of this bed and we’re gonna change positions.”

      Jones smiled for real this time. “Understood.”

      “Now get that out of your head and I don’t wanna hear it again.”

      “I’ll do my best. As far as rejoining the team again, I don’t want you to feel like you have to come back after this. We completely understand if you want to walk away.”

      Haley laughed. “Are you kidding? You’re not getting rid of me this easily. I’ll be back as soon as I’m able.”

      “Chris, there’s no…”

      “This is what I do. Being here with you guys has been what’s kept me going these last couple years. I’m not leaving.”

      Jones nodded. “And you’ll always have a spot as long as you want one.”

      “Speaking of work, what about the Scorpions?”

      “They’re done,” Recker answered. “We don’t have to worry about them anymore.”

      “We thought that once before, remember?”

      “Yeah, but this time it’s good. They’re done.”

      “Well, that’s good. On to the next thing I guess, huh?”

      Recker nodded and smiled. “On to the next thing.”
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