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      After knocking on the door a few times, and not getting an answer, he stuck his key in the door. He saw Haley’s car outside, so he knew he was home. He and Haley had spare keys to each other’s apartments, just in case the need ever arose. This was one of those times.

      It was just about noon, and Haley wasn’t responding to anyone’s texts or calls. Both Recker and Jones had been trying all morning. There wasn’t anything pressing, but they were now concerned about his well-being. He was supposed to be in the office at eight this morning. Both Haley and Hatcher had just gotten clearance to get back into things. It’d been eight weeks.

      Haley opened his eyes and sat up in bed frantically, the way someone does when they hear something unexpected and alarming. Hatcher was right next to him and followed his posture.

      “What’s wrong?” she whispered. She had the sheets pulled up over her chest.

      “I heard something.”

      “What?”

      “Sounded like the front door.”

      “Someone’s breaking in?”

      They sat there silently for a moment, just listening. Then they heard the most frightening thing of all. Recker’s voice.

      “Chris? You here?”

      They looked at each other, the shock evident on their faces, their eyes almost bulging out of their heads.

      “What’s he doing here?” Hatcher mumbled.

      “Hide!”

      Haley gently pushed her off the bed, with her falling onto the floor.

      “What was that for?!”

      “I don’t know, I’m sorry,” he replied. “I panicked.”

      “You don’t panic.”

      “I am now!”

      “Chris, you here?” Recker said loudly.

      “What do we do?” Hatcher asked.

      “Get in the closet.”

      “I will not!”

      “Go somewhere!”

      “Why? Why not just go out there?”

      “I’m not ready for him to know!” Haley answered.

      “He’s gotta know sometime.”

      “But not yet. I don’t want things to change between us.”

      “Well it’s a little late for that now, don’t you think?”

      “Chris?!” Recker yelled out.

      Haley quickly jumped out of bed and started motioning to her to scatter and be quiet. She scrambled to the closet and got inside as Haley went to the bedroom door. She still protested but kept quiet as Haley opened the door a crack. He peeked out and saw Recker walking over to the bedroom.

      “Hey.”

      Recker nodded at him. “You all right?”

      “Uh, yeah, yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Recker shrugged. “We were just worried about you.”

      “Oh. I’m good. Why… what are you doing here?”

      “Like I said, we were worried. David and I have been trying to reach you all morning.”

      “Really?”

      “Yesterday you said you’d be in the office at eight.”

      Haley moved his wrist up to look at the time, but he didn’t have his watch on. “Yeah. So what time is it?”

      “About twelve.”

      Haley raised his eyebrows. “Twelve?!” He put his hand on his wrist and started tapping it. “Um, I’m sorry. I, uh…”

      “Are you sure you’re OK? You seem a little off.”

      “Oh, yeah. No. I mean, yeah. I’m… I’m good. Now.”

      “Were you not good earlier?”

      “No, I was. I mean, not really.”

      “Which is it?”

      “No, it was just… uh… I had a… bad headache last night. Yeah. A really bad headache. And, uh, it took me forever to get to sleep. Probably didn’t get to sleep until the sun came up, actually.”

      “Oh. You feeling OK now?”

      “Uh, yeah, yeah. Definitely better.”

      Haley tapped his chest a couple of times, then looked down at himself and realized he had no clothes on except for his boxers.

      “Airing out your headache?” Recker asked.

      Haley nervously laughed. “Yeah. I’m sorry, was there anything important going on today?”

      Recker shook his head. “Not so far. So if you need to take the day, you can take it. We were just worried about you since you didn’t answer either of us all morning.”

      “I’m sorry about that. I, uh, it was just a rough night.”

      “It happens.”

      Haley then got a sobering thought. If they’d been trying to reach him all morning, and they also tried to reach Hatcher all morning, and didn’t get either of them, they might start to get suspicious. It wasn’t necessarily that he was worried about what they’d say if they knew the two of them were getting extra friendly. He kind of just wanted to keep it between him and Hatcher for the moment. He was also afraid of things getting awkward or weird in the office. Recker had Mia, but she wasn’t involved in the day-to-day activities that they were. Haley was just a little afraid of the dynamic changing between all of them.

      “I’ll tell David you’re good,” Recker said. “Just take the day.”

      “No, no. I can come in. Just give me a few minutes to get ready.”

      “I’ll just grab a drink.”

      “Have you been trying to get in touch with Brittany, too?”

      “Should we?”

      “Uh, well, I dunno.”

      “What makes you think she’s not at the office already?”

      Haley wiped his face, realizing he slipped up. “Oh, uh, I… you know. Is she… there?”

      “No. David told her yesterday not to come in until the afternoon today.”

      “Oh. That’s good.”

      “Why?”

      “Huh?”

      “Why’s it good?” Recker asked.

      “No reason. Just… good. I guess.”

      Recker nodded.

      “I’ll uh, just get dressed. Be out in a few.”

      Recker grinned, then went into the kitchen. He looked at the table and saw a couple of plates still on it from the previous night. The chairs were still pushed out, across from each other. He smiled. He already knew what was going on. He also saw Hatcher’s car parked in the front. He wasn’t going to spill the beans yet. He figured they’d let it out when they were ready to. But he was sure willing to torture them and make them uncomfortable until that point.

      Recker took out a can of soda and opened it as he glanced down at the counter. There were two wine glasses still out by the sink. He smiled as he thought of what else he could do at the moment.

      Haley and Hatcher were frantically getting dressed as quickly as possible. Once they were done, they put their arms around each other so they could kiss one more time.

      “Last night was fun,” Haley said.

      She smiled. “So much.”

      “Maybe we could have a repeat tonight?”

      “Maybe we can switch to my place. No chance of being interrupted. Or surprised in the morning.”

      “Probably a good idea.”

      Recker’s voice then boomed in through the door. “You know, I was thinking, maybe we could just stop by Brittany’s place on the way in and pick her up. Save her the trouble. What do you think?”

      They both looked horrified at the thought.

      “What do we do?!” Hatcher asked.

      Haley slid out from her arms and scurried to the door and opened it slightly. “You know what, you’ve already been bothered enough today. Why don’t you head back to the office in case something comes up. I’ll swing by Britt’s place and get her.”

      “I really don’t mind,” Recker responded.

      Haley took a look back, seeing Hatcher motioning something. He grimaced, not sure what she was trying to imply at first. Then she put her hands up to her mouth and pretended to eat. Haley snapped his head back to his partner.

      “Eat. I mean… lunch. How about lunch first? I’m really kind of hungry.”

      “Yeah,” Recker said. “We could grab some.”

      “Great. This headache really made me hungry. We’ll grab some food, then pick up Britt.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Be right out,” Haley said, closing the door once more.

      Recker sat on the couch, smirking, enjoying how his partner seemed to be scrambling. Haley went back over to Hatcher and gave her a kiss.

      “All business at the office, right?”

      “Of course,” she replied. “We can manage this.”

      “Are we doing the right thing?”

      Hatcher shrugged. “I don’t know. Let’s just take it a day at a time and see where it goes.”

      “I’m good with that.”

      “You should probably get going before he suspects something.”

      “Right.” He gave her another kiss. “Leave right after we do?”

      “I’ll head straight to my place so you guys can pick me up after lunch. Grab me some?”

      “Will do. See you soon.”

      Haley hurried out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

      “Ready?”

      Recker looked up at him. “Flustered?”

      “What?”

      “You seem a little distracted.”

      “Nope. I’m good. Just hungry. Let’s eat.”

      He went over to the door and opened it, waiting for Recker to join him. Recker got up and walked over to it.

      “I’ll let David know what’s going on with you.”

      “What? What’s going on?”

      “Your headache. Oversleeping. That’s it, right?”

      Haley nervously smiled. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s it. Nothing else. Hopefully it’s a long, boring day so my headache doesn’t come back.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Recker said. “I have a feeling it’s going to get very interesting.”

      Haley gulped. “Really?”

      “Yeah. You know how the day goes sometimes. Information and things people do in secret just have a habit of bubbling to the surface.”

      Haley swallowed some air. “They sure do.”

      “Yep. We’ll just see how it goes, though, won’t we?”

      “Yeah, I guess we will.”

      Recker tapped his partner on the arm. “I just have one of those feelings that today is calm under the surface and then everything just boils over later. We’ll see, though. We’ll see.”
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      After picking up Hatcher, Recker and Haley went back to the office. As soon as the three of them stepped inside, Jones swiveled his chair around to greet them.

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” Jones said.

      “Got something cooking?” Recker asked.

      “Simmering on the stove is more like it.”

      “What is it?”

      “Attempted robbery of a bodega. Text message intercepted indicates it’s going to happen in about an hour.”

      “Better get to it, then,” Haley said. “How far away?”

      “Half hour,” Jones answered. “Think you’re ready to get back into things.”

      “We’ve been ready for weeks.”

      “We?”

      Haley sheepishly glanced at Hatcher. “I mean… me. Well, I mean, she’s probably been itching for this, too.”

      “Definitely,” Hatcher said.

      “Why don’t we let them head out on this?” Recker said. “Chris and Britt can handle this without me.”

      “We can?” Haley asked. “I mean, yeah. We can.”

      “I’m ready,” Hatcher said.

      Jones wasn’t quite as sure. “This would be their first time out since being back.”

      Recker wasn’t concerned about their readiness. “Chris isn’t exactly a rookie. It’s Britt’s first time out.”

      “Only technically,” she responded. “I was out with you guys before, if you recall.”

      “I also recall you breaking your leg.”

      “Well is it my fault the floor was rigged to explode?”

      Recker looked at Jones. “It’s not a big job. I think they can handle things. Chris can make sure Britt’s on point.”

      “Do I really need my hand held out there?” Hatcher asked. “I’ve been in here learning for the last eight weeks.”

      “Different in here than it is out there.”

      “I know, and… wait, what are we arguing?”

      “We’re not,” Recker said. “I’m on your side.”

      “There is no argument here,” Jones said. “I just want to make sure everyone is ready.”

      “David, don’t act like an overprotective grandpa.”

      “I am not overprotective.”

      “You kind of are.”

      “I’m not against them going out on their own. I just want to make sure they’re ready.”

      “They’re ready. You guys go out. I’ll stay here.”

      Recker went over to the couch and plopped down as Haley and Hatcher got themselves ready. Once they got the information from Jones, they headed out the door. As soon as they left, Jones turned and faced his friend, knowing something was up.

      “Would you like to tell me what that was about?”

      “What?”

      “I’ve never seen you pull yourself off of a job so quickly,” Jones replied.

      “It’s not really anything major. They’re qualified to handle it.”

      “Well, Chris, yeah. I just thought you’d want to be out there yourself with Brittany the first few times.”

      Recker grimaced. “I just don’t think it’s really necessary with her. Based on seeing her before, and she’s been in here with us for eight weeks, I think we know what she’s about. She’s not like Phillips. She’s not gonna go around half-cocked, stirring up trouble. She fits in. We all can see that.”

      Jones grabbed his mug off the table. “No arguments there.”

      “Plus, they’re sleeping together.”

      Jones pushed his chair out as he spit liquid out of his mouth. He stared at Recker as if he had three heads. Recker innocently looked back at him, as if he hadn’t just delivered the bomb that he did.

      “What did you say?”

      “Hmm?”

      “They’re… sleeping together?”

      “What? Oh, yeah.”

      “Why do you say that so casually?”

      Recker shrugged. “I dunno. Not a big deal, I guess.”

      “Not a big deal? How can you say that?”

      “Gosh, Dad, I guess I figure they can keep things professional when they have to.”

      “Did we make a mistake in sending them out together?”

      “They’re fine. If they’re gonna do this, they need to figure out how to work together.”

      “You’re actually condoning this?”

      “It’s not in either of our positions to condone anything. They’re adults, they can figure it out themselves.”

      “This could change things,” Jones said.

      “It also might not.”

      “But it could.”

      “We could do this song and dance for a while if you want. It’s only an issue if they make it one. And I don’t think they will. They’re not love-struck teenagers dealing with their hormones and emotions for the first time. It’ll be fine.”

      “How long have you known about this?”

      “Officially… today. I’ve been suspecting something for a few weeks now.”

      “And you never told me?”

      “Didn’t think it was my place to engage in office gossip and random speculation.”

      “How do you know?”

      “They were together when I got to Chris’ place today,” Recker said with a smirk. “They were trying to hide things, but she was in his bedroom. I could hear them whispering to each other. Plus, there were signs all around the apartment that there was a second person there.”

      “He didn’t say anything?” Jones asked.

      “Nah. And it’s not our place to say anything either. I’m just letting you know so you know. But if they want to keep things to themselves for a while, let them. They’ll reveal things when they’re ready to.”

      “We’re just going to ignore it?”

      “For now.”

      “Why would they hide it?”

      Recker shrugged. “Maybe they’re just not ready. Taking it slow. Afraid of what we’ll say. Any number of reasons. Just let them have their time until they’re ready.”

      Jones put his hand over his mouth for a moment as he thought about it. “How could this happen?”

      “How could it not happen?”

      “This doesn’t surprise you?”

      Recker shook his head. “No.”

      “You expected this to happen.”

      “Think about it. She’s attractive, he’s a good-looking guy, they’re both single, they were in a life-threatening situation together, complete with matching broken legs. They’re both spending a lot of time together over the last two months… I’d have been more surprised if it didn’t.”

      “I just have some concerns about some things.”

      “No use in worrying about it,” Recker said. “Not unless they give us a reason to. Until then, no point to it. Let’s just support them however we can. And maybe torture them in the process.”
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      Haley and Hatcher were just about at the bodega. Hatcher asked for a quick rundown on the potential suspects before they got there.

      “Who are these guys?”

      Haley looked at his phone to get the information Jones sent him. “Couple of kids.”

      “Kids?”

      “Eighteen and nineteen. No priors.”

      “Teenagers.” Haley shook her head. “How do they get started so young?”

      “A societal question that’s too big to answer now.”

      The bodega was small, tucked away in a quiet corner of the neighborhood. They parked the car and got out. Haley looked at his watch.

      “Got about five minutes.”

      “I’ll go in if you want to scout around,” Hatcher replied.

      As Haley went to the back of the building to see if anyone was hanging around back there, Hatcher went inside the store. She exchanged a quick and pleasant greeting with the cashier. She went to one of the aisles, and as soon as she looked back at the entrance, saw two figures rushing into the store.

      One of them went straight to an aisle, with a backpack in hand, and started clearing off the shelves, putting food in it. The other stayed near the cashier, talking tough, also with a backpack, and kept his hand inside. The implication was that he had a gun in there.

      Hatcher took a few steps toward the person by the counter. The kid noticed her approaching and got a little nervous, taking a few steps back. He pulled out the weapon in his backpack and pointed it at her. She briefly looked at it and was undeterred.

      “Why don’t you put that down and we can talk about things?” Hatcher said.

      “Ain’t nothing to talk about. Get down on the ground.”

      She smiled. “I’m not going to do that.”

      He looked wide-eyed at her. “What? Why not?”

      The front door opened again, with Haley coming in this time. The kid turned around, pointing his gun at Haley, who quickly withdrew his weapon to do the same. Hatcher frantically put her hand up to stop her partner from drilling a hole through the kid.

      “No, no, no! Don’t shoot!”

      Haley glanced at her, wondering what the deal was.

      “Hey, turn around and look at me,” Hatcher said.

      The kid did, but was clearly starting to panic. She could tell by his body movements. He was starting to shake.

      “Put that thing down before you get killed,” she told him. “I know it’s not real. I can tell. But that weapon my partner’s holding is. And you’re lucky he has enough restraint that he didn’t kill you the minute you pointed that at him.”

      “I’m…”

      “Put it down!”

      The kid did as he was told and quickly bent down to put it on the ground. He left his backpack down there too. He then put his hands up.

      “I’m… I’m sorry.”

      Haley walked over to him and pulled his mask off. He then went over to the other one and brought him next to his friend, taking his mask off as well. They both looked at the floor, almost embarrassed by their actions.

      “What do you have to say for yourselves?” Hatcher asked.

      The older one wiped his eye and started talking. “We’re just trying to help our families out.”

      “By stealing?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not what we wanna do, but… people gotta eat. We’re both just trying to help out our moms. Neither of us have a dad. Our moms work full time, and that’s basically just enough for rent and bills and stuff. Not much left over. I got two little brothers. He’s got a brother and sister. Also got a grandma to take care of. Just trying to make things easier for them.”

      “Try getting a job,” Haley said.

      “Trying, man. I’m trying. I got something part-time. Twenty hours a week. I know it’s not enough. I’ve been looking, applying, everything. Nobody calls back. Or if I get an interview, I don’t hear back. Been going on for months now. I don’t know what else to do.”

      “This isn’t the answer,” Hatcher said.

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s wrong.”

      She glanced at her partner. “What do you want to do with them?”

      Haley moved his head around, not quite sure. “I don’t know.” He looked at the cashier. “How about you? What do you want to do with them?”

      “Me?” the cashier replied.

      “It’s your store. You want them arrested?”

      The cashier was also the owner of the place. He looked the kids over and waved at them. “Ah. They didn’t point a gun at me. Nothing’s broken or anything. Just get them out of here.”

      Hatcher looked at the one backpack. “First you gotta put everything back on the shelf. And neater than it already was.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the one said, picking up the backpack.

      Haley reached into his pocket and removed a business card. He handed it to the older one.

      “Here. Try this guy.”

      The kid looked at it. “Tyrell. What’s he gonna do?”

      “He owns his own business. Trucking, deliveries, things like that. I don’t know if he’s hiring, but give him a shot. Even if he’s not, he knows everyone in this city like the back of his hand. He can probably hook you up with something.”

      The kid smiled as he looked at the card. “Hey, thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

      “Hey, don’t ever do something like this again,” Hatcher said.

      “We won’t.”

      Haley held up his phone with their pictures on it. “If you do, we know your names, your addresses, all of it. We find out you do something like this again, you’re going to jail. For a long time.”

      “We won’t. We promise.”

      “All right. Get out of here and call that number. Get another job.”

      The two teenagers ran out of the store, leaving their backpacks behind. Haley reached down and pulled out the fake weapon, analyzing it.

      “You knew it the whole time?”

      Hatcher nodded. “Recognized it as soon as he pulled it out. That’s why when you came in, I was nervous that I wasn’t going to be able to stop you from shooting.”

      Haley smiled. “See? I always listen.”

      “So you say now.”

      They picked up the backpacks, bid the owner of the store goodbye, and walked back to their car. They put the backpacks in the trunk and got inside.

      “Back to the office?” Hatcher asked.

      “Yep.”

      They looked at each other, and stared into one another’s eyes, then leaned forward and kissed.

      “Are we keeping this professional?” Haley asked.

      They quickly pulled away from each other.

      “Professional,” Hatcher said. “Right.”

      They looked at each other again.

      “I guess one more unprofessional kiss wouldn’t hurt,” Haley said.

      Hatcher smiled, and they passionately kissed one more time. Once they were done, they each looked in the mirror to make sure they were good.

      “Back to the office,” she said. “Professionally.”

      When they arrived, Recker was sitting on the couch, his hands over his head, almost analyzing them as they walked in. Haley and Hatcher let Jones know how everything went on the assignment.

      Jones was almost blown away. “You mean, you just let them go?”

      Haley shrugged. “Seemed like the thing to do.”

      “They had weapons, and you didn’t feel the urge to put a hole through them?”

      “Fake weapons,” Hatcher answered.

      Jones looked over at Recker. “Wow. Imagine that.”

      “I have a feeling you’re trying to say something here,” Recker said.

      “Me? No. Not at all. I just find it fascinating that they were able to show some restraint, yet still handle the situation.”

      Recker stood up. “I show restraint all the time.”

      “Yes, we know. On whether you want to fire five bullets or six.”

      Recker made a face. “Very funny, Dad. I don’t always shoot.”

      Jones laughed, then turned his attention back to the others. “Great work, you two. Perhaps you’ll be able to give Mike some lessons.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      Recker stared at his other partners for a moment, with them noticing his look. He knew it was making them uncomfortable. But that was kind of the point. He stepped closer to them. He pointed at Haley first.

      “What’s that on your face?”

      Haley put his hand on his cheek. “What?”

      Recker squinted. “Is that lipstick?”

      Haley’s eyes widened and quickly started wiping around his mouth. “What? No. Of course not! Why would it be?” He nervously laughed. “It’s not like I kissed somebody while I was out.”

      “Yeah. Right.” He looked closer. “Must’ve just been a reflection or something. I don’t see it now.”

      He then gave an eye to Hatcher. She gulped, a little nervous about what was going to come out of his mouth next.

      “Your makeup looks a little runny.” He pointed to his own cheek. “On this side.”

      She immediately had a comeback for him. “I’m not wearing any.”

      “Oh.” Recker smiled. “Must just be the shadows playing with my vision.”

      Hatcher uncomfortably returned the smile. Jones interrupted his friend’s playfulness.

      “Well, I’d say it’s been a good day so far.”

      Recker continued looking at his partners. “Yes. For all of us.”

      “Let’s hope it continues.”
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      The rest of the day was slow-moving. Not much of anything going on, and it didn’t appear there was much else on the radar, either. But it only took one alert, one text message, one voicemail, to change all of that. As long as they said the special words that Jones’ system would pick up on. That’s all it would take.

      They were just about to wrap up for the evening when a phone call came. Recker pulled out his phone. It was Malloy.

      “Silencer hotline.”

      Malloy laughed. “Gonna start the nightclub comedy circuit, are you?”

      “I was thinking about it.”

      “Yeah, well, you might have something there. Just don’t start it until after we’re done.”

      “Done? Done with what?”

      “Boss would like to have a word with you.”

      “Oh? Did I step on someone’s toes?”

      “No. This is something else. He’d like your assistance with a matter. He’d appreciate it if you could meet.”

      “Where and when?”

      “Half hour OK?”

      “I can make it.”

      “Usual spot down by the river?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Great. We’ll see ya.”

      Recker got off the phone and looked at his partners.

      “Should I guess?” Jones asked.

      “I really wish you would.”

      Jones rolled his eyes. “What’s the story?”

      “I don’t know yet. That’s what I’m going to find out. You know business doesn’t get discussed over the phone.”

      “Want us to tag along?” Haley asked.

      Recker shook his head
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