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      Recker and Haley had just made it to the large, glitzy hotel. The man they were looking for, Darren Harmon, wasn’t that far ahead of them. They tried to head him off at the club he visited first, but they were just a hair too late. Harmon first popped up on their radar after texting a buddy that he was going out that night to some bars and clubs to find some women he could have his way with. He mentioned in the text he had something extra to help him in that regard, leading Jones to believe he was going to drug someone.

      Jones found out Harmon booked a room at the hotel, though he didn’t have enough time to find out the room number. It took him a little time to find out which bars Harmon liked to frequent. Since the information came in so late, the team didn’t even have time to stake out Harmon’s home address. When they got the alert from Jones’ program, they immediately started hitting bars and clubs in the area to try to find the suspect. Once Jones finally found the bar Harmon was likely to be at and when Recker and Haley arrived, they learned from the bartender Harmon had just left with a woman on his arm.

      Upon arriving at the hotel, Recker and Haley showed Harmon’s picture to a few people and asked if they’d seen the man, hoping they’d get lucky. Unfortunately, no one did. After asking around, Recker and Haley looked around the lobby, trying to figure out their next move.

      Recker touched the com device in his ear to get in contact with Jones. “David, we’re striking out here. You getting anything?”

      Jones was feverishly typing away, trying desperately to come up with a room number. “I’m working on it.”

      “We don’t have much time. It’s not gonna take this guy too long to do what he came here for.”

      “I know. I’m just about there.”

      Haley then tapped Recker on the arm. “We might as well start walking the halls. It’ll give us a head start. Maybe one of us will be nearby when he finally gets it. Or maybe one of us will hear something walking by.”

      Recker nodded. “If this girl’s been drugged, we’re not likely to hear anything. But it’s a good idea, anyway. I’ll do the even floors, you do the odd. Let me know if you find anything.”

      Recker let Jones know what they were doing as the two silencers broke up and started roaming the halls. The two men quickly walked down their respective floors, looking and listening for any potential signs of the man they were looking for. Even though they knew it was unlikely they were going to find anything, that was all they could do. They had to hope the woman would be able to scream, leading them to the room, or, if she had enough energy, run out of the room if the drugs hadn’t taken full effect yet. But they still knew their best chance at finding them was Jones. It was a twenty-floor hotel with almost a thousand rooms. Without some type of fluke occurrence, Recker and Haley knew they were basically looking for a needle in a haystack.

      As Recker walked through the first floor, Haley was done on the second at basically the same time. They each walked up their respective stairs to start searching the next floors.

      “Chris, anything?”

      “Negative.”

      They continued the pattern for a few more floors until Recker and Haley were on the fifth and sixth floors. By that point their hope was about to evaporate, even though they had a good chunk of the hotel still left. They knew there was nothing else they could do on their end. As they reached the end of their floors, Jones lifted their moods.

      “Got it. Twelfth floor. Room 1226.”

      “On the way,” Recker said.

      Recker and Haley immediately raced up the stairs to get to the twelfth floor, though Haley was closer and would get there first. Upon getting to the twelfth floor, Haley threw open the door and ran down the hallway until he reached the room in question. He took a quick listen at the door but didn’t hear anything. He had to take it on faith that Jones was right. If not, it would be quite embarrassing to walk in on someone who did not have ulterior motives at hand. He also didn’t have time to wait for Recker, even though he wasn’t too far behind.

      Haley slowly jiggled the handle to see if they had the good fortune of it being unlocked, but they weren’t that lucky. Haley took a few steps back and was about to kick it in before he remembered it wouldn’t work. Jones had already told them the hotel doors were much stronger than residential doors due to having to meet a high fire rating, and being lined with steel, it was likely security would be there long before Haley was able to kick it in. He took a few steps toward the door again and knocked loudly.

      “Room service!”

      Haley shook his head, figuring this had no chance of working. He figured he must have seen at least a hundred movies where something like this happened and he always thought it was ridiculous. It would never work. He knocked loudly again and looked down the hall to see if Recker was in sight yet. He wasn’t. Haley put his fist on the door and was ready to pounce on it again. Before he could, though, the door swung open. The man on the inside seemed quite displeased he had to answer the door for something he didn’t ask for.

      “I didn’t ask for any room service,” the man angrily said.

      Haley immediately recognized Harmon from his picture and pushed the door open further.

      “What are you doing?!” Harmon asked, backing up.

      Haley didn’t bother to respond. Instead, he let his fists do the talking for him. He reached back, curled up his fist, and unleashed a right hand that struck Harmon’s jaw, sending the stunned man down to his knees. With the man not being a threat for the moment, Haley took a quick look around the room and saw a woman on the bed who was only wearing a bra and underwear. She wasn’t moving and at first glance appeared to be sleeping, though Haley suspected she was knocked out with the help of a drug.

      Haley turned back around to face Harmon, who had gotten back to his feet, and now also had a weapon in his hand. Harmon had removed a pocket knife and was holding it in his right hand as he faced his intruder.

      “I don’t know who you are, but you made the wrong move coming in here,” Harmon said, trying to sound tough.

      Considering Haley was an inch or two taller and about twenty pounds heavier, he didn’t feel much of a threat from the man. Seeing as how all he had was a small pocket knife, and Haley had a gun he hadn’t pulled out yet, it was all the more unconcerning to him. Even without weapons, with all the hand-to-hand combat training he’d received over the years, there weren’t many men Haley would feel uncomfortable facing.

      “Is this the part where I’m supposed to wet myself?” Haley asked. “Tremble in fear for what you might do to me?”

      “You have no idea who you’re messing with.”

      Haley smiled, seeing Recker standing in the doorway behind Harmon. “Well, considering there’s two of us, I’d say you better stand down.”

      Harmon shook his head. “That’s the oldest trick in the book. I’m not falling for that one.”

      Recker didn’t say a word. He brought his gun out and took a good, hard blow to the back of Harmon’s head with his weapon, knocking the suspect to the floor. Harmon was out cold. With the situation in hand, Recker took a step inside and closed the door behind him. He then stood over Harmon’s body for a few seconds.

      “Sometimes the oldest tricks are the best,” Recker said.

      “Girl’s over here,” Haley said, pointing to the bedroom.

      “She all right?”

      “Don’t know. Didn’t get a chance to check yet. Looks like she’s knocked out. Either that or she’s a heavy sleeper.”

      Recker knelt beside Harmon and checked his pulse. “He’ll be all right in a few hours.”

      “Besides the lemon on his head.”

      “He’s lucky that’s all he got.”

      After kicking the knife to the other side of the room, Recker and Haley went into the bedroom to check on the woman on the bed. As they did, Recker let Jones know Harmon was subdued.

      “David, we’re in the room. Looks like we got here a little too late.”

      “Oh no,” Jones said. “Is she dead?”

      Haley stood next to the woman and checked her pulse. “She’s alive. Gonna wake up with a headache though.”

      “Let’s be thankful that’s all she’ll have.”

      “How you wanna do this?” Recker asked. “The woman’s knocked out. Harmon’s knocked out.”

      As they were talking, Haley started moving throughout the room, looking for some evidence. He was hoping Harmon didn’t use his entire stash and that he still had more drugs out in the open somewhere.

      “I’ll call the police and tell them there’s a disturbance in that room,” Jones said.

      “What good will that do?”

      “They’ll see an unconscious woman on the bed and do testing on her and hopefully discover some illegal substances in her system. I’ll make sure I tell them I think the woman was taken against her will or something. Don’t worry, she will be in the clear.”

      “This might help,” Haley said, standing by the dresser and holding up a clear bag. It had a dozen small, round, white pills inside. Haley put his nose by the opening and took a whiff, but the pills had no odor.

      “Hold on, looks like Chris might have found his stash,” Recker said.

      “Excellent,” Jones replied. “I’ll put the call in to the police now.”

      “What if she wakes up disoriented before they get here?”

      “Can you tell how many pills she’s taken?”

      Recker looked over at Haley, who shook his head. “No, there’s no telling how many were in here to begin with or how much is in her system,” Haley said.

      “Considering they didn’t have that big of a head start on us and the fact she’s already knocked out so quickly, I would say it’s safe to assume she’s got quite a bit in her.”

      “Then I’d say it’s not likely she’ll wake up before they arrive,” Jones said. “The police should get there within five minutes.”

      “What about Harmon?” Haley asked.

      “How incapacitated is he at the moment?”

      “Very,” Recker answered.

      “Then leave him and get out of there.”

      “Roger that.”

      Recker and Haley looked at each other. “Time to hit the road?” Haley asked.

      “I’d feel better if we tied this idiot up first.”

      Recker looked around but didn’t have anything to bind Harmon’s hands together. Recker did the next best thing and dragged his lifeless body over to the closet. Haley opened the door for him and Recker stuffed Harmon into the closet. Once they closed the door, they brought a chair over and nuzzled it just underneath the knob. It was unlikely Harmon would wake before the police arrived, but Recker wanted to be certain the criminal wouldn’t make a surprise escape. With Harmon safely tucked away, Recker and Haley quickly left, scurrying out of the hotel before the police arrived. Just as Recker and Haley had gotten to their car, they noticed the police cruiser pulling into the parking lot.

      “Looks like things are good here,” Recker said.

      After letting Jones know the police were there, Recker dropped Haley off at his apartment before going home for the night himself. They both came back into the office early the next morning since Jones said it looked like they were beginning to get a heavy workload with some new cases coming in. Recker was the last to get there, as usually seemed to be the case lately. It wasn’t that he was late, as it was only eight o’clock, but the others didn’t have a pretty girlfriend that prevented them from getting in earlier. But he usually made up for it by stopping for breakfast for the three of them.

      As Recker made it into the office, though, he could tell right away something was going on. Haley was being still and silent, a telltale sign Jones was working on something and nobody wanted to disturb or distract him. Jones was sitting at his computer, flailing away at the keyboard at an unusually fast rate. Unusual in how he worked in an everyday manner. It was quite normal for him to act that way when there was something important and urgent going on.

      “Should I ask?” Recker said.

      Haley looked at him, his hand covering half his face. “You shouldn’t.”

      “Well, he did say we had a heavy workload coming up this week.”

      “No, this is not that,” Jones said.

      “Oh. He is here,” Recker said with a fake smile.

      Recker put the bag of breakfast sandwiches down on the table as he maneuvered his way behind Jones to see if he could tell what he was working on.

      “You know I don’t like you sneaking up behind me when I’m trying to ascertain something,” Jones said.

      “Well, I’m sorry, professor, but you know you would make things easier on us all if you just came out and told us what the issue was.”

      Jones stopped typing for a second and turned his head to look at Recker as he made his way to a chair next to him. “There’s been a killing.”

      Recker didn’t sound impressed. “There’s always a killing.”

      “Two of them to be precise.”

      Recker looked at Haley, still not seeming concerned about the matter. “OK. Would you now like to tell us what makes these two killings so important?”

      “They’re people we know.”

      The look on Recker’s face turned more serious. Now he was concerned. He knew it wasn’t Mia since he’d just left her at the apartment and she wasn’t going in to work today. He quickly ran through the list of all the other people he knew, though there was one name that quickly jumped into his mind. “Tyrell?”

      Jones stopped typing again to look at him, though this time he had a quizzical look on his face. “No. Why would you think such a thing?”

      “Uh, because he’s the closest person I know, and you haven’t told me anything else. How about you ending our misery and telling us who’s dead?”

      “Oh,” Jones said, almost seeming unaware he was keeping them in suspense. “Well it’s two members of Vincent’s crew.”

      A look of relief swept across Recker’s face. “Is that all? You shouldn’t do that, you know.”

      “Is that all? That’s all the emotions you can muster?”

      “Uh,” Recker said, looking over to Haley for guidance, though none was coming. He then shrugged. “Sorry?”

      “Do you not see the significance of this?”

      Recker looked up to the ceiling, hoping the answer would somehow fall to him. “Uh, nope, I guess not. What’s the significance?”

      “The significance is the undisputed mob boss of this city, a man you know, a man we’ve worked with and have a business relationship with, has lost two members of his team.”

      “And?” Recker said, seeming very unconcerned. “To be honest, I’m still kind of ticked off at him for that whole police thing he got us involved with, so excuse me if I’m not exactly shedding a tear for him in this trying time.”

      “Regardless of that, you don’t just go around killing members of his squad without expecting some kind of blowback,” Jones said.

      “And you think what? It’s gonna come back on us? He’s gonna think I did it?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Won’t happen.”

      “Or that we’ll know something about it.”

      “Doubt it.”

      “Or that he might expand on our business arrangement and try to get us involved in his business,” Jones said, fearful of getting into a larger conflict they had no business of being involved in.

      “That could be possible.”

      “Even if none of that’s the case, that still brings up a bigger issue,” Haley said.

      “I think I can anticipate what you are about to say, but go ahead anyway,” Jones said.

      “Who’s dumb enough to take out a couple of Vincent’s men?”

      “There’s a couple more questions to add to that,” Recker said.

      “Which are?” Jones asked.

      “Did someone take those guys out knowing they’re Vincent’s men? Or was it just dumb luck they didn’t know what they were getting themselves into?”

      “I wouldn’t call taking out Vincent’s men any kind of luck,” Haley said. “Bad luck, maybe.”

      “I have one more to question to add to that,” Jones said.

      “Which is?” Recker asked.

      “Do we have a new player in town?”

      Recker and Haley looked at each other, wondering if that was the case. “Heck of a way to state your arrival,” Haley said.

      “Can you think of a better one?” Recker said. “If you’re gonna come in here and challenge Vincent and try to take a piece of the city away from him, you better do it in full force. And you better announce yourself and your intentions early. Cause if you come in here and try to dance around, he’ll chew you up and spit you out.”

      “So, how we gonna find out? Or are we?”

      “I think we’ll know the answer to that if any more of Vincent’s men drop in the next week,” Jones said. “Or if he retaliates, assuming he knows who did it.”

      “Or we could put some ears on the street,” Recker said.

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “Who’s the best guy we know at that?”

      “Tyrell.”

      “If something’s going on, he’ll find it.”
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      Recker was already in the diner, waiting for Vincent to arrive. It was the first time Recker could remember actually beating Vincent to a meeting. It’d been two days since Jones learned of Vincent’s men being killed and Recker could only imagine the crime boss was a little unnerved the last few days. Recker took the liberty of ordering a coffee and a bagel while he waited. As he dug into his food, his phone rang. It was Tyrell.

      “How’s it going?” Recker asked.

      “Can’t complain.”

      “How you making out with that assignment?”

      “Not too good, man. Listen, from the people I’ve talked to, nobody knows anything about them guys getting knocked off.”

      “Don’t know, or just too afraid to say something?”

      “Nah, they don’t know nothing,” Tyrell said. “But there’s a lot of theories floating around.”

      “Which are?”

      “Most people think there’s a new player in town.”

      “Why?”

      “Has to be. Nobody’s gonna knock off Vincent’s crew unless you want a war. And the only way you’re doing this is if you’re fighting for territory.”

      “Maybe it was an accident or some guys who didn’t know who they were,” Recker said.

      “No, those guys were ambushed, man. Whoever took them out knew full well what they were doing.”

      “All right, well keep your ears to the ground and let me know if you hear anything else, huh?”

      “You got it.”

      Recker went back to his food as he contemplated what he’d just heard. If it was true there was another player in town fighting with Vincent, Recker wasn’t sure if that was actually good or bad. On the plus side, maybe it was someone that could keep Vincent in check in case he roamed a little farther with his ideas and priorities. On the negative side, it was one more person Recker would have to worry about. And it was possible that whoever it was might not be as easy to deal with as Vincent. Recker had just finished his food when he looked through the window and noticed Vincent’s entourage coming. The men took their usual positions outside, while a couple others cleared the inside to make sure there were no hostile people waiting for the boss. Those men took another table further down as Vincent and Malloy walked in. Malloy stood near the door as he usually did while Vincent sat down at Recker’s table.

      “Even got our usual table,” Vincent said with a smile. He seemed rather upbeat for a man who’d just lost a couple of men.

      “I almost wasn’t sure what to do with myself. First time you weren’t already here waiting for me.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry about that. Had a few other important matters to attend to first.”

      “Funeral arrangements, maybe?” Recker asked.

      Vincent glared at him for a moment, the pleasant look on his face evaporating due to the subject matter.

      “I assumed that’s what we came to talk about,” Recker said.

      “Since you’ve brought it up, what have you heard?”

      Recker shook his head. “Nothing.”

      Vincent gave him a cross-eyed look, thinking that surely couldn’t be true. “Come now, Mike, with all the information you and David are able to glean from a stroke of the keyboard, I’m sure something must have come across your desks.”

      “Well, I hate to disappoint you, but that’s exactly what I’m telling you. Didn’t find out about it until David saw it on the news. Put some feelers out on the street that came back empty. I’m afraid I got nothing to tell you.”

      Vincent seemed content with the answer, taking Recker at his word. “It’s of no matter. I will find out who it is and crush them.”

      “Do you have any leads?” Recker asked.

      Vincent stirred his coffee as he debated how much information to share. In the end, he figured there was no use hiding anything. “We had a few, unfortunately none of them panned out.”

      “You think it’s a new gang looking to take over?”

      “I do.”

      “Why?”

      “How much do you know?” Vincent asked.

      “Not a whole lot. Just that two of your men were killed by some factory or something.”

      “Well they weren’t just killed by a glancing bullet or some type of skirmish in a deal gone sour. My men were ambushed. There were entrance wounds in their chests and their backs.”

      “So, they were set up.”

      “They were lured there. Then executed.”

      “What were they there for to begin with?”

      “We’d gotten a call from someone looking to sell some weapons,” Vincent answered. “They went there to look over the merchandise.”

      “For your own purposes?”

      Vincent smiled, unusually forthcoming in describing his business dealings. “No, I’ve got agreements with various factions up and down the east coast for redistributing weapons. I get a shipment then pass them along for a higher price.”

      “What about the guy that made the initial contact with you about this?”

      “A small-time guy we’ve done business with before.”

      “Think it was him?”

      “No, he’s not someone who has higher aspirations,” Vincent replied. “He’s quite content in his current rank in the food chain.”

      “Then someone got to him.”

      “We’ve already questioned him. He doesn’t know anything.”

      Recker knew there had to be more to it than that. “Well if he set up the meeting, and you think he wasn’t involved, then it came from someone else he’s done business with.”

      “Trust me, he’s already been dealt with in a sufficient manner. He’s given us everything he knows. He gave us a name and phone number of the man he was working with. We’ve checked both out. They came back empty. A fake name and a phone number that leads to nowhere.”

      “Even trails that wind up empty start with something. Maybe you took the wrong path.”

      “Perhaps so. But we’ve taken that avenue as far as we can go for the moment.” Vincent reached into his pocket and pulled out what looked like a business card. He put it down on the table and slid it over to Recker. There was a name and number scribbled on the back of it.

      “What’s this?” Recker asked.

      “The name and number of the man we used to facilitate this deal.”

      “And why are you giving it to me?”

      “Maybe you could put your resources to work on it?” Vincent said. “I can promise you, I will make it worth your while if you can provide me with any further leads.”

      “I’m not looking for money.”

      “I know you’re not. That’s why I’m not offering it. But I’m hoping the promise of further considerations in the future on my part will be enough to entice you.”

      Recker smiled. “Don’t you still owe me for saving your life?”

      “Do I? I thought that had been repaid by you escaping from that police car.”

      “Hmm. Forgot about that.”

      “Are we still keeping score?”

      “Never was to begin with.”

      “I’ve lost count how many times we’ve done things for each other,” Vincent said. “I’d prefer to think of it as continuing to strengthen our already strong business relationship.”

      “That’s a very lawyer-ish, CEO way of looking at things.”

      “It fits, does it not?”

      Recker couldn’t dispute it. The moment he heard the news of Vincent’s men being killed, he knew he’d somehow get roped into it. But he also couldn’t deny Vincent had been a strong ally of theirs. The times they needed help, and there’d been more than a few, Vincent was always there to lend a hand or bail them out of trouble. Recker picked the card up and studied the name on it for a few seconds before putting it in his pocket.

      “I can’t guarantee anything,” Recker said.

      “Of course. I understand.”

      As Recker put the card away, he stared at Vincent for a few moments, wondering if he should bring up the last case they were involved with. He still wasn’t happy about feeling like he was used for Vincent’s gain. Part of him felt like he should let it go since it was over and done with. But part of him wanted Vincent to know he knew what he did. Recker didn’t like feeling he was being played for a patsy. In the end, he chose to speak out. Even if doing so in some way damaged their relationship, Recker wasn’t keen on keeping secrets, especially when it made him look like an idiot. At least that’s how it seemed in his mind.

      “I’ll give this a look for you, under one condition.”

      “Name it,” Vincent said, not yet realizing what was about to come.

      “I want the truth about that police thing you got me involved with.”

      “The truth?”

      “You played a lot of games with me on that one and I can’t say I’m particularly pleased about it.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as telling me you knew nothing about what was going on when you really did,” Recker said. “I got credit for killing someone taking down police officers when I didn’t have a thing to do with it.”

      “You didn’t?” Vincent asked, still not willing to admit any involvement. “Who did then?”

      “You wanna hear what I think went down?”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      “I think you either heard about, or dealt with directly, a rogue faction of cops who were starting their own little organization that was moving in on your territory. But you couldn’t go around killing police officers, could you?”

      Vincent smiled, already knowing Recker had all the pieces of the puzzle figured out. “I’m intrigued with what happens next.”

      “Now, I’m not sure whether that’s because you just didn’t want the heat of killing cops, or because you’ve got men in the department on your payroll and didn’t want to risk them turning on you.”

      “I guess it doesn’t really matter in either case, does it? All amounts to the same thing.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Recker said. “So, to keep up your charade, you play it like nothing happened on your end. You get me

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

