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      It was just after lunchtime, and Recker and Haley were bringing food back into the office. They ran out to the local delicatessen to eat some sandwiches. As they started setting stuff on the counter, Recker glanced over at Jones and noticed he seemed engrossed in something.

      Jones was leaning forward on the desk, his elbow resting on it, with his hand over his mouth. That was always a look of intrigue. And it usually meant something was happening that Jones had to get a handle on. Up to that point, they had nothing on the agenda. Though Jones usually had a few situations he was monitoring at any given moment, nothing was imminent.

      “Something going on?” Recker asked.

      Jones either didn’t hear him or was so focused on what he was looking at that he didn’t want to lose his concentration by responding. Recker and Haley looked at each other, getting the feeling their afternoon was about to pick up.

      “Should I bother to make something?” Haley asked.

      Recker shrugged. “Can always eat it on the way.”

      “Maybe he’s playing solitaire.”

      Recker smiled. “Or the snake game. That’s a good one.”

      “For your information, I was doing neither,” Jones said.

      “Oh, well, look at that. He speaks. Now that you’re not preoccupied, should we be getting ready to leave?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      Haley started making his sandwich. “Guess I have time, after all.”

      “Should we ask what’s going on?” Recker said.

      “A robbery just went down,” Jones replied.

      As Recker waited for more, it didn’t appear as if it were coming. Jones looked back at his computer. Recker stood there, then eventually threw his hands up. He wasn’t in the mood to play the guessing game today. Or ask fifty questions to get an idea of what was happening. If it was important, Jones would eventually spill it. And if it wasn’t, it wasn’t worth thinking about.

      “This is good ham,” Haley said.

      “Told you it was good. Can’t believe you never ate here before.”

      “I think we need to start looking into this,” Jones said.

      “We’re already looking at it,” Recker said. “The ham is good. We got some turkey too. And some bologna. Which do you want?”

      “I didn’t mean the food. I’m talking about this situation.”

      Recker raised an eyebrow. “Oh. You mean the situation you haven’t told us about?”

      “Maybe it’s the mysterious robbery,” Haley said.

      Recker snapped his fingers. “Perhaps. Maybe it’s the James gang. Or Bonnie and Clyde?”

      “Or Dillinger.”

      “Good one.”

      “OK, OK, you two have had your fun,” Jones said. “Can we get back to the real business at hand?”

      “David, you haven’t told us any business at hand,” Recker replied.

      Jones gave him a strange face. “I told you a robbery went down.”

      Recker glanced at Haley. “I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty sure a ton of robberies go down in this city every day. I don’t think that’s really news, is it?”

      “I guess it would depend on the circumstances,” Haley answered. “A bank is big news. A liquor store. A jewelry store. That’s pretty big news. A newsstand might not qualify.”

      “Do they even have those anymore?”

      “Pretty sure they’re only in shopping malls by the food court.”

      “Are you two done?” Jones asked.

      Recker looked at his other partner again. “I don’t know. Are we?”

      Haley shrugged as he took a bite of his sandwich. “I don’t have anything else.”

      “I guess we’re done, then.”

      “There’s a situation that bears watching,” Jones said.

      “Oh, nice. Are we going to watch it with one eye or two?”

      Jones just peered over at him. “Sarcasm will get you nowhere, Michael.”

      Recker curled his bottom lip. “Maybe. Gotten me this far, though.”

      “Are you ready to hear about this or not? Or should I talk to our pretend dog?”

      “We have a pretend dog? Why is this the first I’m hearing about this?” He glanced at Haley. “Did you know about this?”

      “I definitely did not,” Haley said.

      “Is it a German Shepherd? A Lab? A Boxer? Oh, how about a Poodle?”

      Jones took a deep breath, then looked up at the ceiling. “Why do I bother some days?”

      Recker tapped his partner on the arm. “We didn’t stop for dog treats.”

      “I can go back out and get some,” Haley replied.

      Jones lowered his head, clasped his hands together, and put them on the desk in front of him. It looked like he was praying.

      “You good over there?” Recker asked.

      Jones didn’t reply.

      “David?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about me,” he finally said. “I’m just wondering to myself how we suddenly became a comedy club.”

      Recker and Haley started laughing, knowing they were getting to their friend. It helped to break up and loosen the tension that their lives were usually filled with.

      “OK, let’s be done with all the jokes and stuff,” Recker said. “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?”

      Jones wasn’t quite sure he believed that his friends were done with the jokes. They would often say that, then come back with another line or quip. He looked at them with a distrustful eye.

      “There is a…”

      Jones didn’t finish, half-expecting to be interrupted. Both Recker and Haley, though, had food in their mouths.

      “As I was saying, there is a string of robberies that has gone down over the last five weeks. Number three was today.”

      “What kind of robberies?” Recker asked.

      “Diamonds.”

      Recker raised an eyebrow. “OK. That is pretty big news.”

      “And the third one recently went down today.”

      “Why is this the first I’m hearing about it?”

      “A lot of things go on in this city, Michael. We can’t be kept abreast of everything. Especially when we’re already on other things. Not to mention that these things never appeared on our radar.”

      “OK, so we already know they’re not communicating through text or email.”

      “Or just not saying anything dumb through them,” Haley said.

      “Three robberies in five weeks. That’s a pretty good haul so far.”

      “How big are these scores?”

      “From what I can gather so far, their take is about a hundred thousand dollars so far,” Jones answered.

      “How many people are we dealing with?” Recker asked.

      “Preliminary indications are three people. Doesn’t mean there couldn’t be others though, too.”

      “Could also be a driver, maybe a lookout, or someone behind the scenes.”

      Jones made a couple facial expressions as he dug further into the situation. He was uncovering more fascinating information.

      “What else?” Recker said.

      “It appears the value has gone up in each of the three robberies. First one was worth about twenty thousand. Second one was thirty. And this one today was worth about fifty.”

      “Increasing each time.”

      “According to reports, it also seems they did not grab everything they could have. Strange.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There was other jewelry around that they did not take. They did not even take all the diamonds that were being stored at these places. Very odd.”

      “First one or two were trial runs,” Haley said. “Getting the lay of the land. Making sure they had everything worked out. Everyone doing what they were supposed to. That’s why it keeps increasing.”

      Recker nodded. “They’re getting more comfortable.”

      “And experienced.”

      “But why leave money on the table?” Jones asked. “Why not take everything while you’re there?”

      “Maybe they were nervous about being caught,” Haley said.

      Recker continued to agree with his partner’s assessment, snapping his fingers and pointing at him. “They were on a time limit. They gave themselves five minutes, ten minutes, whatever it was, and once that was up, they were out, regardless of how much they got or what was left.”

      “Smart. That’s how a lot of criminals get tripped up. They get greedy.”

      “These guys are getting in and out before the police show up. Do you know how long these robberies took?”

      “I do not have that information currently,” Jones replied.

      “I’m sure it’s not long.”

      “I’m sure it’s not either,” Recker said. “Probably taking what they can get within five minutes and splitting.”

      “Instantly makes them smarter than most.”

      “A little intelligence is a dangerous thing. No idea on who these guys are? Any calling cards left or anything?”

      Jones shook his head. “Not as of yet. Police have no leads that I can tell. All wore hoods and masks, dark clothing, pants, long-sleeve shirts, automatic rifles.”

      “Making sure they don’t have any visible marks to be identified.”

      “Due to the lack of clues, they are believed to be a professional crew.”

      “So we’re not dealing with amateurs.”

      “Maybe,” Haley said, not so sure himself. “The increasing scores still indicate they might have just been practicing with their first couple.”

      “Not necessarily, though. Could just be coincidence or how it worked out.”

      “Yeah, could be.”

      “But can’t be discounted either,” Recker said. “All options are on the table right now.”

      “What about the getaway cars?”

      “Nothing there, either,” Jones answered. “In two of them, the car wasn’t even seen. And in this latest one, it was described as a black sedan.”

      “Probably stolen, anyway,” Recker said.

      “Most likely. In any case, there was no license plate noticed, and cameras lost sight of it within a few minutes.”

      “So they still had a plan for after they left these places.”

      “Yeah, not like the usual robbers, who just try to go as fast and as far away as possible.”

      “I assume all three of these places were jewelry stores?” Recker asked.

      “That is correct,” Jones replied. “All three were in shopping centers or strip malls.”

      “Any indication on whether these guys are gonna strike again?” Haley asked.

      “No reason not to,” Recker said. “They haven’t had a close call yet. And they haven’t gotten enough money to be satisfied.”

      “Not that I’m necessarily disagreeing, but what makes you think they’re not satisfied?” Jones asked.

      “Well look at the total on what they’ve got. A hundred thousand. Sounds like a big number. But once you start breaking it down, it’s not so big. Split three ways, that’s a little over thirty-three thousand each. And that’s if there’s only three of them. If you think there’s a getaway driver, now you’re down to twenty-five.”

      “Or someone behind the scenes,” Haley said.

      “Now you’re down to twenty. If you’ve got an inside contact somewhere, they’ve gotta be paid. If you’re selling them to someone else, you’re not likely to get dollar for dollar. If you’ve got a third party you’re selling them through, that’s another expense.”

      “So what you’re telling me is that they’re basically in the red?” Jones said.

      Recker smirked. “Certainly could seem that way, couldn’t it? So if you assume there’s five of them, you’re down to ten to fifteen thousand each. But even if it winds up being just the three, you’ve still got the fence, and the discounted value for selling, so it’s definitely not going to be enough to live on.”

      “Which means they’re not done.”

      Recker shook his head. “They’re not done. Not by a long shot.”
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      As the team started digging into the situation a little more, they tried to see if they could see a pattern. Maybe if the robbed stores were in a certain location, they’d be able to narrow things down a little more. Unfortunately, there was no pattern that they could see. All three stores were in completely different areas.

      “No discernible pattern,” Jones said.

      “And nobody was hurt in any of these, right?” Recker asked.

      “Not a soul.”

      Recker continued looking at the information on his screen concerning the robberies. He was hoping that something would jump out at him, scream at him that he was overlooking something obvious. It wasn’t the case, though. He leaned back in his chair.

      “There’s nothing here.”

      “We’re just gonna have to wait until they hit again,” Haley said.

      “Problem with that is… if they’re as careful, and as good, as they were the first three times, we won’t hear about it until they’re long gone.”

      “Not if they make a mistake leading up to it.”

      “You mean like texting each other about what robbery they’re gonna do?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Didn’t do that the first three times. Or they’re talking in some kind of code so that our system doesn’t pick it up.”

      “People get complacent,” Haley said. “Especially once they start having success. Start thinking it’s always gonna be like that.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not sure we can count on that.”

      “What we need are ears on the street,” Jones said.

      Recker shot his partner a look. It was rare that Jones made such a declaration.

      “Strange coming from you. You’re always about the tech world. Everything can be found out online.”

      “And I still believe that in most cases.”

      “But not this one?” Recker asked.

      “Even I can admit there are instances where you need eyes and ears on the street to uncover certain things. Mostly in the infancy stages of something, where there is not yet enough information to deduce a conclusion about the evidence you’ve uncovered. A computer cannot digest anything if there is no data that they can pull from. In this case, no computer system can pull information from thin air. We need a starting point.”

      Recker nodded, agreeing with the sentiment.

      “Unfortunately, we don’t really have eyes and ears on the street anymore,” Haley said. “Tyrell’s mostly retired. And we’ve never found a replacement.”

      “We’ve never looked that hard, either.”

      “Well, we tried with…” Haley snapped his fingers. “What’s his name? Anyway, that didn’t work out so well.”

      Recker sighed. “It’s hard to duplicate that with someone else. Tyrell just kind of fell into my lap. It wasn’t like we advertised for the job and his application stood out from all the other candidates.”

      “Maybe we should have Tyrell help screen.”

      “He knew the last guy we tried too. Like you said, that didn’t work out so well.”

      To be truthful, not only did they not have luck with the last person Tyrell recommended, they were all pretty gun-shy about bringing another person into the fold. Though none of them verbally said it, having another situation like they had with Phillips was still fresh in their minds. And even though an informant like Tyrell wouldn’t be directly working with them every day, showing up at the office, watching their backs in a dangerous situation, it was still a new person they’d have to develop trust and chemistry with. It was hard to do that now. They tried it with Phillips and it went up in flames. Tyrell recommended someone and it didn’t work out. They were hesitant to try it again. Even if it was a good idea.

      “Vincent?” Haley asked.

      Recker shook his head. “Jewelry store robberies aren't exactly what Vincent’s known for. He doesn’t really play in that world. I don’t think he’ll have any more of an idea than we do.”

      “Well we gotta do something. Unless we just wait.”

      Recker didn’t like any strategy that was available to them. But there were no good options. They had nothing. But they weren’t likely to acquire anything either. He hated feeling like they were helpless, basically trapped until the robbers struck again somewhere. But that seemed to be the situation they were in.

      “We just don’t have enough data,” Jones said. “We need a break. Maybe I can keep digging and find something we’ve overlooked.”

      Recker was skeptical of that happening.

      “Maybe we should start running ex-cons that have been released in the last year,” Haley said. “See if any of them have a penchant for this kind of stuff. Start tracking their movements.”

      It was an option, but Recker felt like that was looking for a needle in a haystack. And it could be a whole lot of wasted time. Of course, it was better than sitting on their hands. Haley could see his partner wasn’t too keen on the idea.

      “What other options do we got?”

      “Not many,” Recker answered. He stood up, looking like he had something else in mind, though. “Why don’t you start working on that.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “We need eyes and ears on the street. I’m gonna see if anyone’s heard anything.”

      “Where?”

      “Well, we have some friends and acquaintances, working bars, and clubs, and things like that. Maybe someone was there, said something, heard something, even if they didn’t know what it was about at the time. Never know.”

      “Talk about the needle in the haystack.”

      Recker threw his hands up. “Yeah. No sense in us both staying here, though. Might as well kill two birds at the same time.”

      “You mean two needles.”

      Recker smiled. “Yeah.”

      After leaving the office, Recker spent the next few hours going around the city, checking in with a bunch of different businesses that he was friendly with. They were usually people that he helped at one time or another, either saving them at work from an unpleasant situation, or a personal problem that he showed up to help them solve. They were people that were grateful for his presence and told him if he ever needed something, they were there.

      Unfortunately, they were mostly just normal people. They weren’t involved in the underworld. And they usually didn’t know of anything nefarious going on. But they did work in places with a high concentration of people. That sometimes led to hearing something that maybe they shouldn’t have. That’s what Recker had to hope for in this instance.

      Over the next few hours, Recker met with twelve people. He got the same answer from all of them. None of them had heard anything about any diamond robberies. They weren’t around anyone who mentioned anything mysterious that would make them think twice about what they were into.

      It wasn’t unexpected. But it sure didn’t help any. Recker had to try something else. He didn’t know what that was yet. There was always Vincent. He seemed to have contacts everywhere. But he didn’t want to always lean on the crime boss. Especially if it wasn’t completely necessary. He called back to the office to check on their progress.

      “How are you making out?” Haley asked.

      “Complete dud on my end. Nobody’s heard of anything.”

      “That stinks.”

      “Yeah, but predictable, I suppose. What about you?”

      “I’ve got a list of cons, starting to run them down.”

      “Anything promising yet?”

      “A few things worth checking on. I’d hesitate to say anything is promising at this point.”

      “Figured as much.”

      “Coming back to the office?”

      “Yeah, soon,” Recker replied.

      Haley could tell by his face that something else seemed to be on his friend’s mind. “What else are you thinking about?”

      Recker shook his head as he looked away from the camera. “I don’t know. Just seems like maybe we’re missing something.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what I can’t figure out. Seems like there should be another way to go about this, but I’m not putting my finger on what it is.”

      “I don’t see what that would be.”

      “I don’t know either,” Recker said. “Maybe I’ll call Tyrell, shoot the breeze with him.”

      “Hoping to coax him out of retirement?”

      “No. I wouldn’t do that. Maybe he’s got an idea. Something we’re not grasping.”

      “Worth a shot, I suppose.”

      They hung up, then Recker immediately called Tyrell, who picked up right away.

      “Hey, what’s going on, man?”

      Recker smiled. “Just seeing how you were doing.”

      “Everything’s good here. Just bought another truck. Hired another driver. Business is booming.”

      “Glad to hear it. You’ve worked hard for it.”

      “Yeah. So what’s on your mind?”

      “Just wanted to run something past you. Maybe you’ve got some ideas on how to proceed. You alone?”

      “Yeah, just sitting in my office here. The door’s closed, so you’re good. Whatcha got?”

      “A string of diamond thefts. Three in the past five weeks.”

      “What’s the MO?”

      “Don’t have one right now,” Recker answered. “No leads, no clues.”

      “Got nothing?”

      Recker shook his head. “Not a thing. Police don’t have anything, we don’t have anything. Have the plate of a stolen car, that’s it. Three men went inside the buildings. Masks, dark clothing, nothing to identify any of them.”

      “Man, sounds like a tough one.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s the take?”

      “About a hundred thousand in total.”

      “So it’s likely they’re gonna strike again.”

      “That’s what we figure,” Recker said.

      “Any bodies dropped?”

      “No. And they left things behind. In and out in five minutes regardless of how much they’d taken or how much was still there. Left gold in all three cases.”

      “So there were still some diamonds left behind?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And did they take any gold at all?”

      “Not that’s been reported.”

      “Hmm. That’s interesting.”

      “What’s it say to you?”

      “Professional crew,” Tyrell said. “They’re disciplined. Only getting what they want, or what they’re told, not bothering with other stuff that doesn’t interest them. Have a specific plan. In and out. Not greedy. Making sure they’re not caught by waiting too long, trying to get all they can. Smart. They got their stuff together.”

      “And they covered themselves up head to toe so nobody could see a mark or tattoo or anything.”

      “Yeah, this ain’t no ragtag outfit you’re looking for. These guys ain’t amateurs. You got your work cut out for you.”

      “Any ideas on where to begin, considering we’ve got nothing to start with? What about the fact they left gold behind? They only took diamonds. That mean anything to you?”

      “Yeah, it might. Says to me you’re looking for someone who deals exclusively in diamonds. That’s their bag. That’s their specialty.”

      “Someone in the crew or someone higher up?” Recker asked.

      “I’d say you’re looking for an independent dealer that hired a crew.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “They were hired to get diamonds. That’s it. An independent crew that’s working for themselves, they’d take whatever valuables they could get within whatever time frame they were working with. Diamonds, gold, pearls, fur, whatever. You got five minutes, you take whatever you can get your hands on, it don’t matter what. You can fence it all later if it’s valuable enough. But the fact that it was only diamonds tells me there’s someone up top pulling the strings.”

      “Unless the head guy is part of the crew.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s possible. I can’t speak to that. But there’s definitely someone with a diamond specialty involved here. No doubt of that.”

      “Any ideas who that someone might be?” Recker asked. “Let’s assume there’s someone up top pulling the strings. Who would be most likely?”

      “Well, it’s been a while since I dealt with any of these people, man, so I might be giving you out-of-date information, you know?”

      “I’m good with it. Even bad information might lead somewhere.”

      “There’s a few guys that deal with diamonds exclusively.”

      “I’m assuming we’re not talking about legitimate people here?”

      “Who’s to say who’s legitimate?”

      “Fair point, I guess.”

      “Give me an hour or so,” Tyrell said. “I’ll write down a list of names and send them over to you. Not all of them are local, though.”

      “How far is not local? We’re not talking about Europe or something are we?”

      “Nah. A couple are in New York. One’s in Boston. A couple in Jersey. And a couple here.”

      “OK. Not too far, I suppose. What do you think these diamonds are being stolen for? Personal collection? Or just to sell to the highest bidder?”

      “Well, if they’re not well known, they’re most likely being sold.”

      “Where are they most likely going?”

      “Probably overseas. Europe. Asia. South America. It ain’t likely they’re staying in the country.”

      “And this list of names… you think they might be good for it?”

      “Oh, man, they all got a reputation for being shady as all get-out. They’re not tough as in Vincent-tough, but they’re all sneaky. Don’t take any of them for granted if you come across them. They won’t be able to take you out themselves, but they’ll sure as hell hire someone to do it if you cross them.”

      “Good thing to remember.”

      “All right, I gotta get a truck loaded, but as soon as I’m done that, I’ll send that list over.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

      “No worries. Hey, you’re gonna have to get yourself a new Tyrell soon. I mean, every day that passes, more goes on, stuff happens, I become less useful.”

      “Yeah. Easier said than done, though.”

      “Don’t I know it? Not easy to replace the o-riginal.”

      “Maybe one day someone will just fall into my lap.”

      “Not likely, though.”

      “No. Not likely.”
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      By the time Recker got back to the office, he had a message on his phone from Tyrell. He wrote down the list of names, and took a picture of it to send to Recker. As Recker walked into the office, neither of his friends bothered to even take a glance at him. They were deep into their own work, not that much was coming from it.

      Recker sat down at the desk and started writing down the names Tyrell sent him. Jones stopped typing as he noticed Recker scribbling things down.

      “Something we should know about?”

      “Tyrell gave me some names to check on,” Recker answered. “I can work on it so you guys don’t have to stray from what you’re doing.”

      Jones rubbed his eyes. “I don’t think that’s much of a hindrance, to be honest. It doesn’t seem I’m on the right track with anything.”

      “Me neither,” Haley said.

      “Those ex-cons?” Recker asked.

      “A whole lot of nothing. I can’t find anything worth pursuing. Maybe there’s something there, but…”

      “Let’s switch lanes to this. There’s seven names on here. Tyrell seems to think if there’s someone pulling the strings, these are the most likely candidates.”

      Both Jones and Haley glanced at the names as Recker wrote them down. None of them were familiar, though. Definitely nobody they had ever crossed paths with before.

      “I can start running these down,” Jones said. “But what if there’s someone new on the scene?”

      Recker didn’t seem bothered by the prospect. “Then one of these guys will know it. And, if they’re making life difficult for these guys, they may be more likely to share in order to get them out of the picture.”

      “How you wanna work it?” Haley asked. “Stake out will take too long with all these candidates.”

      Recker agreed. “Yeah, that would take too long with so many of them. I think we’ve got two options. We either straight up approach each of these guys and ask them some tough questions, or we keep digging here, and hope we come across something that incriminates one of them.”

      “Well I know which one I’m for,” Jones said.

      Recker grinned. “I say we start banging down some doors.”

      “How did I know you would suggest that?”

      “Lucky guess?”

      “Fat chance.”

      “Running these guys down on this end is a good start,” Recker said. “And it’ll help to give us some background info about who we’re dealing with. But I’m not sure we’re gonna find out who’s behind this unless we get out there.”

      “Besides, if we were gonna uncover some decoded messages or secret texts or something, wouldn’t we have them already?” Haley asked.

      “Not if they were speaking in code,” Jones replied. “Remember, the system only picks up specific words. Rob, steal, assault, murder, you know the rest. If they’re not speaking in those terms
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