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      Vincent walked into the dimly-lit warehouse, not looking like a man who was seething. At least not on the outside. Inside, though, he was ready to explode. There were boxes and crates all around, pallets ready to be shipped, and yet their business had been interrupted. Interrupted by a mole. Someone on the inside of Vincent’s organization who had betrayed him.

      Vincent walked past the final pallet, filled with merchandise, in order to get to the center of the room. Malloy was standing there, waiting for his boss to arrive. There were six more of Vincent’s men standing in a circle around the unfortunate soul who was stupid enough to double-cross his boss.

      Vincent stopped once he reached his lieutenant, and looked up at the mole, who was now hanging by his hands from a beam running across the ceiling. The man’s hands were tied together by a white rope, high above his head.

      “I swear I didn’t do it, Boss!”

      Malloy uncorked a right hand, hitting the man in the stomach. The man groaned, trying to fight off the pain.

      “No one told you to talk!”

      “What do we have here, Jimmy?” Vincent asked.

      “We finally found out why some of our shipments have been lighter than they were supposed to be. Bix has been taking a little for himself.”

      “I swear it’s not true,” Bix replied.

      Malloy was about to nail him again, but Vincent grabbed his right hand to prevent him from inflicting any more punishment. He needed to hear more before the judgment had been passed. Another of Vincent’s men brought over a padded folding chair for their boss to sit down on, directly in front of their prisoner.

      “So tell me why you suspect Bix of being the one we’re looking for.”

      “For the last couple weeks, I’ve been staking out different shipments,” Malloy said. “Just sitting on the outside, watching. Seeing if anything caught my eye.”

      “And I suppose something did?”

      “Last week, I saw Bix leave the warehouse, alone, and put a small box in his car. He snuck it out under a big coat, that way the cameras wouldn’t pick it up. That got me wondering what he could have been doing. So I came again this week. Guess what? He did the same thing. Before everything was loaded on the truck, he went out to his car, concealing a box under his coat, and put it in his car.”

      “It’s not what it looks like!” Bix said, knowing he was in trouble.

      “What kind of box are we talking about?” Vincent asked.

      “Like a big shoe box,” Malloy answered.

      “And have we looked inside this said item to see what was in there?”

      Malloy motioned with his index finger for another man to bring the shoe box over. The other man brought it to Malloy, who opened it and looked inside. He then looked up at Bix, who was looking away. Malloy then brought it over to his boss. Vincent gingerly took the box, almost as if he really didn’t want to see inside. He cautiously opened it.

      The rage Vincent was feeling when he first entered the room slowly started to return. He looked down, seeing several hundred thousand dollar’s worth of product in small bags staring back up at him. He calmly handed the box back to Malloy.

      “I figure it was the same thing he took last week. Small amounts that he figured nobody would notice. Except I did.”

      Vincent peered up at his former employee, hanging by the rope. “Is there something you would like to say for yourself?”

      “It’s not what it looks like,” Bix answered. “I swear.”

      “Then perhaps you can tell me what it’s supposed to look like?”

      “I was just… I was just…”

      “You were what?”

      “I was just trying to get a line on some business for you. There was this group of guys who… wanted to expand and all. And I thought if I could get them hooked on the line, and reel them in, that you’d be thankful.”

      “Oh. So you were just doing it for me.”

      “Yes! Yes! It wasn’t for me. I swear!”

      “I see. That’s very, um, noble of you. To think of me and the organization above yourself.”

      “I’m just trying to do right by you, Mr. Vincent.”

      Vincent rubbed his chin. “Yes, I can see that. It’s all about us.”

      “I would never think about doing something behind your back. It was only for you.”

      “If any of this is true, I need the names, numbers, places you’ve gone, everything associated with these people.”

      Bix didn’t respond at first. “I don’t have them.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Um, they used burner phones. Fake names. Different places. Very secretive.”

      “Ah, I see.” Vincent stood up. “I’m afraid, then, that’s going to complicate things a bit for me.”

      “No, please. I swear. I’ll never do something like this again. I promise. You have my word.”

      “Well, I’m afraid your word doesn’t carry very much weight right about now. In fact, I can’t think there would ever be a time where I would trust anything about you.”

      “Please, Mr. Vincent. Just give me another chance. I promise I’ll be loyal.”

      Vincent took a deep breath. “If only life was like baseball. In baseball, you get three strikes until you’re out. But for me, you only get one.”

      “No, please, just give me one more chance. I promise you won’t regret it. Please! I’ll do whatever you want. Anything. Just name it. Anything you want. I’ll do anything.”

      Vincent looked up at him and shook his head. “There is nothing you can do for me now except to serve as an example.”

      Bix knew what that meant. “No, no! Please! I’m just asking for one more chance! That’s all I want!”

      Vincent turned his head to look at Malloy. Vincent just nodded. That was all he had to do for his underling to know what was now asked of him. Malloy then pointed to one of the other men who was standing around. Vincent turned his back. He didn’t even want to look. He took no pleasure in what was about to happen. The man Malloy pointed to pulled out his weapon, and without hesitation, fired eight rounds into Bix’ body.

      It was slightly overkill. The first two bullets did the trick. But, as Vincent suggested, Bix was now an example to anyone else who ever had thoughts about crossing the line. You just didn’t do it if you wanted to live long enough to see another sunrise. After Bix’ body twisted for a minute, Malloy finally got tired of looking at it.

      “Cut him down.”

      After a few seconds, Bix’ lifeless body fell to the floor.

      “Double check his pockets just to make sure he doesn’t have anything in there.” Malloy then went over to his boss. “What do you want to do about him?”

      “It has to be public. It can’t be hidden. Everyone must know what happens when you cross me.”

      “OK. I’ll figure out a spot.”

      Malloy looked over at the men who were rifling through Bix’ pockets. They seemed to be stirring around for some reason. They were looking at something.

      “What is that?” Malloy asked.

      They brought the yellow piece of paper over to him. It was torn in half. There were two names on it. Along with the names of a couple of local businesses. Malloy was a little alarmed at what he was looking at, not knowing why Bix would have this in his pocket. Vincent noticed the look on Malloy’s face.

      “What is it?”

      Malloy didn’t know what to say. He just handed the paper over to his boss. Vincent stared at it for a few seconds. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of it either. He looked back at Bix’ body.

      “Why would he have this?”

      Malloy shrugged. “I don’t know. No reason he should.”

      Vincent immediately took out his phone and made a call. He needed to warn them. Thankfully, the man he was calling picked up right away. Vincent didn’t wait for a greeting before he started talking.

      “I think you may be compromised.”
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      As Recker continued talking on the phone, his partners could overhear the conversation. By the sound of Recker’s voice, and his words, they were concerned. Whatever it was, it sounded big.

      “Did you find anything else on him?”

      “We’ve only searched his person so far,” Vincent answered. “I’m gonna have my boys take a look through his car right now.”

      “Do me a favor and toss his place too?”

      “I will do that. I’ll have Jimmy get on that so we both know it’s done right.”

      “And he won’t say anything else?”

      “He is… unable… to say anything else.”

      Recker knew what that meant. “Oh. So we’re just left with that paper for now, huh?”

      “Unless we find something else. But I’ll let you know the moment that we do.”

      “And even if you don’t, I’d appreciate a heads-up.”

      “I will most certainly do that.”

      They were just about to hang up, when one of Vincent’s men came over to him. He had a file folder in hand.

      “Hold up, hold up,” Vincent said. “One of my guys is handing me something.”

      It was just a plain manila file folder. But as soon as Vincent opened it, and saw the contents inside, his eyes lit up. He made a slight groan. Recker heard the noise and was immediately concerned.

      “What is it?”

      “Uh, we may have a problem,” Vincent said.

      “You found something else?”

      “Bix had a file folder in his car.”

      “Yeah? What was in it?”

      “Pictures. Lots and lots of pictures.”

      “Of what?”

      “You. And Chris. You’ve been followed, my friend. And I’ve got the pictures to prove it.”

      Recker was silent for a moment as the realization hit him that they were being targeted. He quickly snapped out of his trance, knowing there was no time for that.

      “I’m going to need to see those pictures.”

      “Of course. Let’s meet. How about an hour?”

      “I can be there,” Recker answered. “Where?”

      “Well, in light of this discovery, I think we should make it private. Meet me at my place on South Street.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      As soon as Recker got off the phone, he could feel the icy stares from his partners. They were both looking at him.

      “What’s this about pictures?” Jones asked.

      “Looks like a situation has come up with one of Vincent’s men,” Recker replied.

      “What kind of situation?”

      “Vincent caught him stealing from him. When they went through his pockets, they found a piece of paper with two names on it. Along with a couple of addresses.”

      “And whose names would they be?”

      Recker pointed to himself and Haley. “Ours.”

      “Why would a low-level man on Vincent’s payroll have your names in his pocket?”

      “It gets worse. They found a folder in the man’s car with a lot of pictures.”

      “Of?”

      “Apparently me and Chris.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know,” Recker said. “I’ll go meet with Vincent and grab the pictures.”

      “Can we not get any more information out of this guy?”

      “Uh, I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “Why?” Jones received a look from his partner that told the story. “Oh. Say no more.”

      “So was this guy following us?” Haley asked.

      Recker shrugged. “I guess so.”

      “Doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yet. I’m sure it will once we uncover a little more information.”

      “Is this only involving you two?” Jones asked.

      “He didn’t mention your name, so I imagine you’re in the clear for now,” Recker said. “Won’t know for sure until I see what’s in those pictures.”

      “We should go over to this guy’s place and see what else he’s got there,” Haley said.

      “Malloy’s on his way over there now. Maybe you can meet him there while I talk to Vincent.”

      Haley immediately got up and got his things together. “I’ll text Malloy on the way so he knows to expect me.”

      “Let me know if you find something.”

      “Right.”

      As the door closed after Haley left, Jones looked at his friend.

      “Mike, what is going on here?”

      Recker shook his head, not having anything to tell him. “I have no idea. Someone’s looking into us, though. That seems certain.”

      “Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s just one of Vincent’s men, like we’ve experienced before, wanting to get a leg up on things and eliminate us.”

      “Could be. Or maybe it’s something more. Everything’s on the table right now.”

      Once a few more minutes had passed, Recker left the office to head down to Vincent’s place on South Street. When he parked along the street and got out, he looked around for a bit, seeing if anyone was watching him. South Street was a mix of residential housing and businesses. And it seemed to be a busy day. There were scores of people walking up and down both sides of the street. But he didn’t see anyone with a camera pointed at him. Of course, he apparently didn’t notice the other times either.

      He turned around as he stood in front of the check cashing business. He’d been there a few times before. Vincent had a piece of the business, and sometimes conducted small meetings in the apartment located above it. The person who ran the business slept there in the apartment, but Vincent had his own key to use it when he needed to.

      As soon as Recker walked in, the man behind the counter noticed him, and just nodded his head toward the rear door. It led to some steps for the apartment over top of it. Recker walked up until he reached the second floor door. He knocked three times. Someone answered quickly, but slowly opened the door.

      Another of Vincent’s men stood there. Recker and the man were already acquainted. The man just pointed with his thumb to the floor above them. Recker went over to the living room, where there was another flight of steps that led up to the top floor of the building. It was three floors, but it wasn’t spacious. Most of the buildings on the street were pretty narrow.

      Once Recker stepped onto the third floor, he observed Vincent staring out the window onto the street. He didn’t turn to face Recker, but he knew he was there.

      “See anyone?”

      “Not that I noticed,” Recker answered. “But I apparently seem to be missing things lately.”

      Vincent took his focus off the street and turned around to face him. He went over to a small dining area, where there was a round table. He sat down. Recker followed him over there, observing the file folder already on the table.

      As Recker sat down, Vincent slid the file folder over to him. Recker immediately dove right in. There were twelve pictures in it. Six of him, six of Haley. Recker looked at each of the pictures several times. Studying them, trying to look at the small details that other people would miss.

      Most people would only focus on the subjects of the pictures, which was obviously Haley and himself. But he concentrated on the backgrounds. The other people in the photos, the locations, any cars or items that might seem small or insignificant. They were all things that could lead to the bigger picture. And the bigger picture was what they had to determine.

      Recker was silent as he looked through the photos for the third time. But something did catch his eye. There was someone else prominent in the photos. This person also appeared in about half of them. He looked up at Vincent.

      “Did you notice this other person in these?”

      Vincent nodded, not pleased about it either. “Yeah. It’s me.”

      Recker continued looking at the pictures. “The ones with you we have different clothes, and different backgrounds. Three different times.” He kept glancing between the different photos, trying to piece things together. “These other ones without you… we have the same clothes on as at the meetings. He must’ve followed us to these other places afterwards.”

      “A restaurant and a coffee shop.”

      Recker kept looking through the pictures, trying to find something else. “I’m not seeing anything else that looks special.”

      “I didn’t either. Photos were taken at a distance, so it was nobody directly involved there.”

      “Was Bix at any of these meetings? Outside security or anything?”

      “He was not,” Vincent answered. “He’s not a part of any of my security details.”

      “So he probably was the one taking these pictures, then?”

      “You think someone else may have taken them and passed them along to him?”

      Recker shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably not. Just trying to get things clear in my head.”

      “I hope you wind up with better answers than I do.”

      “I guess the question becomes, is he just targeting us, and you just happened to be in some of these pictures because he knew we were meeting? Or are you in the pictures because you’re also a target?”

      It wasn’t a question Vincent was particularly pleased to hear. But he knew it was an accurate one.

      “Believe me, I’ve been contemplating that question myself for the last hour. And I wish I had the answer.”

      “What can you tell me about Bix?”

      “He’s been with me for about four or five years now. Was always a decent enough guy. He’s nothing special, though. He’s more of a grunt guy. Loading trailers, unloading boxes, taking packages somewhere, driving, that sort of thing. Not someone who knows the ins and outs of the business. Not someone who knows my every move or my schedule. And he’s certainly not in my inner circle.”

      Recker rubbed his face as he continued looking at the pictures, as well as listening to Vincent.

      “So he’s not a guy you’d worry about plotting to take over or something like that?”

      Vincent chuckled. “Definitely not. He’s a guy whose hand got caught in the cookie jar. That’s about what you’d expect for guys like him.”

      Recker leaned back and rubbed his neck. “Doesn’t make sense.”

      “I know it.”

      “Why would a guy like him be taking pictures of us?”

      “I can’t make heads or tails out of it either.”

      “And this is all you found?”

      “That’s the whole kit and caboodle.”

      “What about a phone?” Recker asked.

      “Found one in his car. Nothing on it, though. Just the contacts of people in my organization. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “And nothing in his texts or call history?”

      “All were deleted.”

      “I can still have David check the logs.” Recker looked at the pictures and sighed. “What is this guy doing?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      “Did you ever have problems with him before?”

      “Not to my knowledge.”

      “And getting rid of him was…?”

      “A necessary step,” Vincent replied. “Look, I can’t let it be known to my other men that you can steal from me and all is forgiven. Then everybody’s gonna be taking a little here, a little there. You have to have a line that you cannot cross. And if you cross it, there has to be consequences. And you have to be willing to deliver those consequences no matter what.”

      “I just wish we could’ve gotten more from him.”

      “I know. But there’s nothing we can do about that now. We just have to try and work with what we have.”

      “Chris went over to Bix’ place to help Malloy see if they can find something.”

      “Let’s hope they succeed.”

      Recker took another look at the pictures. “This guy was up to something. But what?”
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      Haley had just arrived at Bix’ residence. It was a one-bedroom apartment with its own entrance on the first floor. The door was slightly ajar. Once Haley got to it, he knocked a couple of times as he pushed it open and announced his arrival.

      “Jimmy?”

      Malloy walked out of the kitchen. “I’m here.”

      “Anything yet?”

      “Just started. Only got here five minutes ago, myself. Go over each room together, double check each other, make sure we don’t miss anything?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      They started in the living room, checking in, around, and under, all the furniture.

      “So what kind of guy was Bix?” Haley asked.

      “If you’re asking if he’s the kind of guy who’d be plotting some secret conspiracy, the answer would be no. He’s a dime-a-dozen kind of guy. Nothing special about him.”

      “So what was he doing taking pictures of us?”

      “No clue. There’s about fifty other guys I’d suspect of doing something like this before him. Not him.”

      “There’s gotta be something.”

      They checked the entire living room, going back over where the other one was, just to make sure nothing was missed. But nothing was. They didn’t find anything under a couch or between the cushions, or inside a table drawer. There was nothing in the room.

      They then did the same thing for the kitchen and the bathroom, also turning up nothing. Then they made their way into the bedroom. That was a different story. And they didn’t need to do any searching to find it. It was staring them right in the face.

      As soon as they walked in, they noticed the dresser, complete with a large mirror attached to the top of it. At least what used to be a mirror. Now, it was completely covered. In pictures.

      Haley and Malloy walked over to it and started looking at the photos. There must have been over seventy-five pictures attached to it. There were more pictures of Recker, and Haley. But that wasn’t all. There were also more photos of Vincent. And Malloy. Some of the photos were of two or three of them together. Some had all four in focus. But they seemed to be the main targets of every photo. All four of them.

      “This isn't just about Bix,” Malloy said. “It can’t be.”

      “I’d say definitely not.”

      “Maybe I should call Vincent, see if he can get some of our police friends down here and process everything. Maybe they can get some pictures and DNA.”

      Haley put his hand out. “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Unless you think Bix is behind all this, and there’s nobody else involved, I’d be wary about trusting anyone outside of us right now.”

      “Yeah. Maybe you’re right.”

      They continued looking through the photos, with Haley eventually finding one in the middle, that wasn’t like the others. This one had a new person in it. It was Mia. Haley took it off the mirror and stared at it. It was Recker and Mia sitting across from each other at the hospital cafeteria.

      “What the hell’s going on here?”

      Malloy kept looking at the dozens of photos on the mirror. “Here’s another one.”

      He ripped it off and handed it to Haley. This one was of Recker and Mia walking together in the park. None of the pictures looked up close. They were all taken at a distance, though some had used the zoom in feature.

      “I gotta tell Mike.”

      Malloy reached up on the mirror again. “I’d hold off on that for now.”

      “Why?”

      “Here’s one of you.”

      He took another picture down and handed it to Haley. His eyes widened to see there was a picture of him and Cheryl. The two of them were at a pizza restaurant. The picture was taken with the two of them at a window table. The blinds of the window covered pieces of their faces, but it was clearly them.

      “Isn’t she from the M.E.’s office?” Malloy asked.

      A lump went down Haley’s throat. “Yep.”

      “You two, um…?”

      “We’ve gone out a couple times.”

      “She seemed pretty nice the few times I talked to her.”

      “Yeah. She is.”

      “Looks like she’s in the crosshairs now.”

      “So it seems.”

      Haley and Malloy each made their respective phone calls to get more people down there. Recker and Vincent were still meeting over the check cashing business, so they received the call at the same time, though they drove over in separate vehicles. Vincent kept a man at the front door, just in case. They had no idea what they were dealing with, and he wasn’t taking any chances. He also had two teams in nearby cars, just waiting to spring into action if it became warranted.

      Once Recker and Vincent entered the apartment, they were led into the bedroom. They didn’t need anything pointed out to them. The photos struck them right in the face. Both men walked over to the dresser, standing right in front of it.

      “Somebody’s had a lot of time on their hands,” Recker said.

      “Hasn’t been going on that long from what we can gather,” Haley replied. “All these pictures look like they’ve been taken in the last few weeks.”

      “And some are the last few days,” Malloy said. He pointed to one in particular. “This one here of me was about five days ago.”

      Haley took down the one of him and Cheryl. “This was three days ago.”

      He then grabbed the one of Recker and Mia at the hospital and handed it to Recker. Recker stared at it for a moment.

      “This was two days ago.”

      “It seems Bix has been very busy,” Vincent said. “At least whatever he was planning… it’s over.”

      Though Vincent seemed to think the matter was wrapped up, the others weren’t so sure.

      “I’m not sure about that, Boss,” Malloy said. “This seems rather sophisticated. And we’ve known Bix for a while. Doesn’t seem like something he’d pull off on his own.”

      “An accomplice? He’s a single man, lives here alone, all the pictures are here in his place… there’s nothing to suggest there’s anyone else involved.”

      “Wait a minute, wait a minute,” Haley said. He was staring intently at a few of the pictures. Something was striking him. “I think I have a way of figuring this out. At least about whether he was working by himself.”

      “How’s that?” Recker asked.

      “We figure out when they were taken.” He then pointed to the ones that had Vincent or Malloy as the focus. “Can you nail down the dates and times on these?”

      Malloy started rattling them off, remembering all of them, almost down to the exact minute. After going through about fifteen of them, Haley cut him off.

      “Wait, wait… you said this one was two days ago?”

      Malloy nodded. “Yeah. Right after we met with Mike. Meeting was over, Vincent sent me down to the river.”

      Haley smirked. “Two days ago. And at the same time, Mike had gone over to the hospital to have lunch with Mia.”

      His words weren’t lost on the others. They knew exactly what that meant.

      “Same time,” Recker said. “So unless Bix had a way of taking pictures of two different people, at two different places, but at the same time…”

      “He’s got a partner.”

      “At least one.”

      “So what do we do with all this?” Malloy asked.

      “I say we put it in a box and I take it with us,” Recker answered. “Maybe David can work some magic.”

      Vincent put his finger in the air, having one minor objection. “If I may, I would also like to begin my own investigation. While I agree that David is undoubtedly the best qualified, and will probably unearth something before any of us, I think going at it from multiple angles may be best. Especially seeing as how there may be more people involved. And since it concerns all of us.”

      “No reason not to. How about if we take everything with us for now, I’ll make copies of everything, then hand them off to you or Jimmy later tonight?”

      Vincent seemed agreeable to the terms. “Seems reasonable enough.”

      “I’ll give you a call when we’re done to set up a meet.”

      “That’s fine. Between the two of us, we should catch these bastards.”

      “Hopefully.”

      “I guess that question we had earlier about who might be the target has finally been answered,” Vincent said.

      Recker nodded. “It’s all of us.”
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