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      Recker was sitting at the table, watching Mia walk through the cafeteria doors on her way back to work. Once she disappeared, he pulled out his phone and started looking at it. He usually didn’t check it for messages while he was eating with Mia. If it was an emergency, Jones or Haley would call. But he had one text message. It came through about five minutes before that. It was somewhat confusing.

      The message was from Michelle Lawson. Recker reread it several times. He couldn’t really understand what she was talking about.

      “Hey, need to talk to you. Don’t leave yet.”

      By the way she was talking, it almost sounded like Lawson was there. And Recker was sure that couldn’t have been the case. Recker’s head was down, and didn’t see Lawson sitting at another table at the far end of the room. By now, she was just a few feet to his left. She could see the puzzled look on his face.

      “I dunno. I thought it was pretty self-explanatory.”

      Recker knew her voice, so he wasn’t alarmed at the sound of someone talking to him that he wasn’t expecting. He slowly turned his head and looked up at her, seeing her with a grin on her face.

      “Bet you didn’t think you’d be seeing me again so soon, huh?”

      “Uh, no, I have to say that seeing you here right now is a complete surprise. And I just love surprises.”

      Lawson laughed. “I know you do. Guess you’re wondering why I’m here, huh?”

      “Nope. Not at all. Didn’t cross my mind in the slightest.”

      “Yeah, right. Mind if I sit?”

      Recker shrugged. “I don’t own the table.”

      Lawson laughed again. “I love your sense of humor. Reminds me of another agent I used to work with. He’s retired now, but you two would probably get along great.”

      “Well maybe when I retire the two of us can go golfing or play backgammon, or whatever it is retired secret agents do.”

      “Good idea.”

      Recker held his phone up. “I looked confused because it sounded like you knew where I was and were coming here to talk, and I knew that couldn’t be right, because… well, obviously that sounds like you’re stalking me or something. And you wouldn’t do that, right?”

      “What? Me? No!” Lawson threw her hand up and waved it at him for good measure. “Of course I wouldn’t do something like that. What do you think I do, work for the CIA or something?”

      Recker cleared his throat. “Yeah. Right. So, uh, I guess you’re eventually going to tell me why you’re here.”

      “I need your help.”

      Recker tilted his head and gave her a look. “Michelle.”

      “Why are you so formal? All my friends call me Shelly. I think we know each other well enough by now.”

      “Shelly, I really have no interest at the moment in doing some other job for the CIA overseas somewhere. We’ve got enough going on right here. Chris is still on the mend, and I just don’t wanna keep doing that. I’m not on the payroll.”

      “Good. ‘Cause I wasn’t asking you.”

      “You weren’t?”

      “No. How is Chris, by the way?”

      “He’s good. Been out of the hospital a few weeks now. He’s itching to get back out there, but we’ve been trying to hold him back as much as possible. Don’t think we’re gonna be able to keep him back much longer.”

      “Stubbornness runs in the organization, I see.”

      Recker grinned. “Apparently. It’s a CIA trait, as well. Can’t get hired without it. You know the feeling, right?”

      “See, another of the things I love about you. You have the great ability to insult people without making it sound like it’s an insult.”

      “You know, if I had known you while I was at the agency, I might still be there.”

      “Wow, did you just compliment me?”

      “Yes, but not on the record. So don’t let it go to your head.”

      “I work for the CIA. You know how it goes, nothing goes to our head. Especially compliments. They’re rare enough.”

      “Now that we’ve got the pleasantries out of the way, you mind explaining what you’re doing here?”

      Lawson leaned forward, speaking more softly. “You know, for a former operative, you’re getting a little sloppy in your old age.”

      “My old age?”

      “Yeah, see, you and your girlfriend are kind of a known thing nowadays, and you meet her here for lunch quite often. If you were still at the agency, you’d probably get pulled into the office for getting so predictable. You really should change things up every now and then.”

      Recker smiled, appreciating the humor. “I’ll have to start working on that.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Now, about what you’re actually doing here. With me, specifically.”

      “Oh. That.”

      “Yeah. That.”

      “Well, I wanted to talk to you about working on something.”

      “See, I knew it. I knew that’s what you were here for.”

      “No, you said for something overseas. It’s not overseas.”

      Recker scrunched his eyebrows together. “You mean it’s here?”

      “I mean it’s here.”

      “That’s all well and good, but I told you before I didn’t want to make this a regular thing. And I still don’t. I don’t work for you guys anymore. And while I’m grateful that I no longer have to worry about anyone from the agency looking for me… I’m done with that life. And I really don’t have a desire to go back to it. Even if it’s every few months.”

      “And I get that. I do.” She could tell by the look on Recker’s face that he didn’t quite believe her. “No, I really do. Honest.”

      “If you did, you wouldn’t be here.”

      A lump went down Lawson’s throat. For once, she didn’t quite know where to start. Recker could see that she was having more trouble than the last time they met in proposing a deal.

      Lawson looked down at the table. “This one’s not for the CIA.”

      “I’m not sure I understand. If it’s not for the CIA, then who’s it for?”

      She lifted her head up and looked Recker in the eyes. “This one’s for me.”

      Recker could see there was some pain behind Lawson’s eyes. Whatever this was about, it was personal for her. He sighed, tilted his head down to the side, and put his hand on his forehead before running it over the top of his head. He shouldn’t have asked any more questions. He should have just said it wasn’t his problem. And he shouldn’t have given it any more thought. But since it was Lawson, and he genuinely liked her, he was about to do something he knew he shouldn’t. Ask for more details.

      “Well, since I’m here, I guess you might as well tell me something about it.”

      Lawson smiled. “Thanks.”

      “I haven’t agreed to anything yet until I hear the details.”

      “Of course. This whole thing goes back about a year.”

      “What whole thing? Who exactly are you after?”

      “Four men. And if you could bring on David and Chris on this, I’d really appreciate it.”

      “Shelly, I’m not bringing on anybody until you tell me what’s going on, and you haven’t done that yet.”

      Lawson moved her head around. “I’m sorry. This whole thing just… I’m all over the place with it.”

      “What is this whole thing, as you keep saying?”

      “A year ago, we had an assignment in Europe. I was part of the operation. It was big.”

      “They all are.”

      “This one involved a lot of players. Major players.”

      “In what racket?” Recker asked.

      “Drugs, weapons, money laundering, you name it. It was so big we had to team up with MI6 on a joint task force.”

      “Happens. So what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is the operation failed.”

      “Also happens.”

      “But not like this. People got killed. Good people. Agents on both sides.”

      Recker was sympathetic, but still wasn’t sure what this had to do with him. “So how does that lead us here?”

      “I’m sorry. I guess I’m rambling. I just have so many thoughts swirling around in my head about all this, it’s hard to get them straight.”

      Recker looked at his watch and smiled. “Well, looks like I’ve got some time, so… just try not to make it too long.”

      Lawson took a deep breath to collect her thoughts. “OK. So there was a major operation between us and MI6.”

      “I got that part.”

      Lawson gave him an eye. “Are you gonna let me finish?”

      Recker smirked and threw his hands up. “I’m sorry. Proceed.”

      “So, anyway, there was this big operation. Long story short, the whole operation got screwed up, failed miserably, and two agents got killed. One of ours, and one from MI6.”

      “Like I said, it happens.”

      “It doesn’t happen to me. I’ve spent a lot of time as a handler, and now that I’ve moved up in rank, I take a lot of pride in getting things right, and not getting people killed.”

      “Shelly, in this business, things can get screwed up in a hundred different ways, and none of them reflect on you in any way. It’s the business. Just because something goes wrong doesn’t mean someone’s at fault. It’s just the way it is.”

      “You know how many people have told me that in the last year?”

      “Not enough, apparently.”

      “Mike, I’m not a rookie. I know things happen out there. I can accept that things go sideways sometimes. Like you said, it’s part of the game. But what I can’t accept is when there’s a traitor in the mix. And that’s what we’re dealing with here.”

      “Traitor? How do you know?”

      “A few weeks ago I got a tip from a source detailing everything that went wrong on that mission and why.”

      “And that source told you the mission was blown up from within?”

      “Yes. And it happened on the MI6 side.”

      “They had a mole?”

      “Apparently so.”

      “So it seems fairly simple, then. Call MI6, present them with the info, and let it fall where it may.”

      “If only it were that simple,” Lawson said.

      “Why isn’t it?”

      “Because the mole is no longer there.”

      “So put an alert out and move on. I’m not seeing the issue.”

      “The issue is that he’s here in the United States.”

      Recker shrugged. “So pick him up. Or alert the FBI or whoever else you’re in bed with these days.”

      “There’s, of course, problems with that too.”

      “Such as?”

      “One, we don’t know where he is. We just know that he’s here somewhere.”

      “And the others?” Recker asked, getting the picture there was more than one issue.

      “I’ve been told not to pursue it.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve been fighting the brass on this for weeks,” Lawson said. “They’re not budging. They’ve told me to stand down.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s just it, I don’t know. None of it makes sense. I’ve been fighting tooth and nail on this and I haven’t made one stitch of progress on it. And I’m not going to. They’ve told me to forget it and move on to other matters. They’ve literally put twenty other folders on my desk to make sure that I do.”

      “They’re squeezing you out.”

      “Yes. What I can’t figure out is why. We lost an agent on this. You’d think they’d want to put every resource available to find this guy. But instead they’re just letting it pass like it was nothing.”

      “Listen, I know you’re not a rookie,” Recker said. “You’ve got a lot of experience, you’ve done a lot of things, and you’re obviously very highly thought of. If not, they never would have let you deal with me.”

      “There’s a but coming on, isn’t there? I can feel it.”

      “But, sometimes you gotta learn when to walk away.”

      “Feels a little funny coming from you. Do you always walk away?”

      Recker laughed. “I didn’t say you should always follow my advice. Or that I always even followed it myself.”

      “Look, there’s obviously something funny going on here. There was a mole in MI6, who got one of our agents killed, and now we have it on good authority that he’s here in the US, and we’re not going to do a thing about it.”

      “What’s the guy here for?”

      Lawson shrugged. “Who knows? Could be any of a thousand reasons. Money, drugs, setting up a shipment, making a deal, could be anything.”

      “And what exactly do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to find him.”

      “You don’t have any FBI or local law enforcement contacts that could do that for you?”

      “Like we keep saying, it’s not that simple.”

      “So simplify it for me,” Recker said.

      “Because I want you to find him… and kill him.”
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      Recker got to the office, finding Jones in his usual spot, typing away. They greeted each other, then Recker started pacing around the room. It didn’t take long before Jones stopped what he was doing, noticing his friend’s behavior.

      “What is it this time?”

      Recker stopped and looked at him. “What?”

      “You’re pacing.”

      Recker looked down at the floor. “Oh. I really need to change up my mannerisms.”

      “No, don’t do that. I don’t have another five years to figure out whatever you come up with next. Let’s just stick to the status quo.”

      “Oh, well, if you insist.”

      “So should we talk about what’s on your mind, or do you want to walk around the room for another twenty minutes stewing over it first?”

      “I don’t always do that.”

      “No, sometimes it’s thirty.”

      Recker rolled his eyes. He looked around, noticing the absence of one of his partners. “Where’s Chris?”

      “He’s home.”

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing. There is nothing pressing going on, so I told him to stay home and rest up. No need for him to be here right now.”

      “Can’t keep doing that, David.”

      “What?”

      “He’s healed, he says he’s good, and he thinks he’s ready. Don’t sideline him.”

      “I just… want to make sure we don’t put him back out too soon.”

      “Is this about him being ready, or about you being nervous to potentially put him in a dangerous position again?”

      Jones made a face, like his partner had hit a sore spot. He looked down at the desk. “Maybe a little bit of both.”

      “If he says he’s ready, you gotta take him at his word. If he says he’s good, and you bench him, you risk alienating a star player and making him unhappy.”

      “This isn’t baseball, Mike. It’s not like he’d ask for a trade.”

      “How do you know? We don’t operate on contracts here. If he doesn’t feel valued, he’ll go somewhere else where he does.”

      “He knows he’s valued.”

      “Then show him,” Recker said. “By all accounts, he’s ready to go. Take the leash off.”

      Jones sighed, then nodded. He knew Recker was right. Maybe he was trying to mask his own insecurities. He just didn’t want to make the same mistake again. But as his friend so aptly pointed out, none of them were rookies. Jones had to have faith in the judgment of his partners, as well as his own.

      “I’ll bring him back in as soon as we have something.”

      “Might be sooner than you think,” Recker said.

      Jones gave him a glance. His partner obviously knew something that he didn’t. “Am I right to assume that we have something on the docket that I’m not aware of?”

      “You should know me by now. It’s never safe to assume anything.”

      “True. But I do get the impression I’m about to be hit with something out of left field.”

      “Not as much as I was.”

      “What exactly are we talking about here?” Jones asked.

      “I got hit with a proposition a little while ago.”

      “Does Mia know?”

      Now it was Recker’s turn to give the dirty look. “Not that type of proposition.”

      “Well you didn’t specify.”

      Recker then spent the next few minutes going over everything he and Lawson talked about. Jones looked stunned.

      “Why do you look like that?” Recker asked.

      “Like what?”

      “Like that. Like you can’t believe it.”

      “Probably because I can’t. Did you actually agree to any of this?”

      “Haven’t agreed to anything. After she told me about wanting to kill them, I just said I had to talk to you guys about it first. Wanted to run it past you, see what you thought, take it from there.”

      “This is kind of a bombshell,” Jones said.

      “You’re telling me.”

      “Why did she come to you?”

      “I thought I explained that? She wants to pursue it, she’s getting put on the sidelines, and we’re the only option.”

      “And we’re supposed to suddenly find a double agent lurking somewhere within the borders? Just like that?”

      “Well, I assume it’s not going to be that easy,” Recker replied. “But for someone like you, probably shouldn’t take more than a few hours.”

      Jones let out a fake laugh. “Oh, yeah, just a few.” He put his elbow on the desk and his hand on his chin. “I don’t even know what to think. What do you think?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know either.”

      “We should probably bring Chris in on this. Did she say what she was offering for us to do this?”

      “Again, I didn’t ask for anything. She didn’t offer anything. Should we?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, we did before.”

      “Before we get into all that, I think the main point we have to all agree on is do we really want to? Do we want to do this?”

      “There is one small difference from the last time,” Jones said.

      “What’s that?”

      “This one isn’t actually sponsored by the CIA. This one is off the books.”

      Recker let out a sigh and nodded. “Yeah. And if they find out we’re on this, there’s no telling how it’s gonna go.”

      “Which begs the question, why are they standing down on this? You worked there. If an agent goes down, isn’t it a priority to get closure on it? Wouldn’t they want to wrap this up?”

      “Not if there’s something bigger in play.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as they’re still wanting the guy to live for the time being for some other purpose,” Recker said. “Could be he has access to a higher value target. Could be they’re waiting for him to make contact with someone else that they want. Or…”

      “Or what?”

      “Or there could be some interagency crap going on.”

      “All of which makes me think we should maybe leave it alone. I assume the CIA knows what it’s doing.”

      Recker laughed. “I wouldn’t put too much money on that one.” He pointed to himself. “Case in point.”

      “True.”

      “And it could just be that they’re stretched thin enough and they’ve got other things to work on that they put more value on.”

      “I’m still inclined to let it pass.” As Jones watched Recker pace around the room, he could tell his partner had other ideas. “I’m assuming, which I know is dangerous with you, but I’m assuming that you do not share my opinion.”

      Recker stopped and looked at him. “Hmm? Oh, no, probably not.”

      “You’re inclined to help, aren’t you?”

      Recker sighed. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      “Because I don’t think Lawson would ask to bring us in on this unless it was truly important, or there were no other options.”

      “Would you agree to this if it was someone other than her asking?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe not. But it is her asking. And she’s done right by us since we’ve known her.”

      “I can’t argue with that. I’m just not sure these are the right circumstances.”

      “Are there ever really right circumstances in our business?”

      “Yes,” Jones said, without hesitation.

      “I’m not sure about that. You wanna call Chris, let him be the deciding vote?”

      “I’m not sure we need a deciding vote. I’m not so dead set against it that I don’t want to do it if that’s what you want. I’m just giving my opinion. If you want to plow ahead with this, I’ll be on board.”

      “Should still give Chris a say.” Recker grabbed his phone and called Haley, who picked up right away. Recker could tell by that that he was itching to get back already. “Have the phone by your side waiting for something?”

      “Yes!” Haley replied. “I’m tired of sitting here. I’m good. I’m ready. Please tell me you have something for me.”

      Recker laughed. “Maybe. We’ve got an offer from Michelle Lawson about doing another job for her.”

      “I’ll take it! I don’t care where, or the details, I’m in!”

      Recker continued laughing. “Um, OK, well, I should probably just tell you about it first, though.”

      “Don’t matter. I’m in.”

      “Sure you don’t wanna know the details?”

      “Fine, you can tell me, but it won’t make any difference.”

      “Well, let me just explain what I know so far.” Recker then let him know the details.

      Just like Haley told him, it didn’t make any difference. “I’m in. What do you think?”

      “I’m inclined to say yes.”

      “Great, let’s get on it. I can be in the office in twenty minutes and we can start nailing these clowns.”

      “Um, well, that might be a little premature. I still have to talk to Lawson again, let her know we’ll take it.”

      “I can come in anyway. Get a jump start on things.”

      “OK, well, take your time.”

      “I will. Twenty minutes.”

      Recker let out another laugh as he hung up.

      “Judging from your conversation, I take it Chris is in, as well?” Jones asked.

      “That’s an understatement.”

      “He’s itching to get back.”

      “I think you could have told him we were going back in time to The Alamo, and he would have jumped at it.”

      “Well, if you were able to bring your gun cabinet with you, you could change the course of history.”

      Recker smiled. “Yeah.” His phone then rang again. He initially assumed it was Haley again, hurrying things along, but it wasn’t. It was a number he didn’t recognize. “Hello?”

      “Hi,” Lawson said. “Me again.”

      “New phone?”

      “Oh, no, just didn’t want to be calling you from my regular number, just in case there are… well, you know.”

      Recker cleared his throat. “Certainly nobody we know would listen in or track your movements or anything.”

      “Oh, yeah, no. Nobody at all.”

      “I assume you have a reason for calling?”

      “Sure do. Just wanted to see if you guys had kicked around my proposal yet?”

      “We have.”

      “So? What do you think?”

      “Right now we’re likely to say yes.” He could hear the happiness in her voice.

      “That’s great. I really appreciate it.”

      “Except.”

      “Except? Except what?” She suddenly got worried.

      “We need to hear more details about everything. You only gave me a brief summary earlier. Now I need the in-depth version.”

      “Fine. I can give you everything you need.”

      “OK, let’s set up a time to meet,” Recker said.

      “How about now?”

      “Uh, yeah, I guess that could work.”

      “Great, I could meet you and David at the same time.”

      “Both of us?”

      “Well you’re both in, aren’t you?”

      Recker looked at Jones. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Great. Be right there.”

      “Wait, what? Be right where?”

      “I’ll meet you at the office,” Lawson said.

      “You’ll do what now?”

      “Meet you at the office. Surely you didn’t forget that I know where you are, right?”

      “Uh, no, I didn’t.”

      Lawson smiled. “Why don’t you walk over to the window.”

      Recker briefly looked at Jones, then at the window. He already knew what he was going to find. He walked over to it, then looked out. He immediately saw Lawson standing there in the parking lot, leaning against the hood of her car. She looked up at him and waved. Recker returned the motion, though he only gave a half-hearted wave.

      “David.”

      “Yes?”

      “Were you in the mood for meeting Lawson now?”

      Jones looked up at him. “Right now?”

      “Unless you’re too busy.”

      “No, I suppose I could swing it if it’s necessary. Why does she need both of us, though?”

      Recker shrugged. “Beats me. I guess she’ll tell us when she gets here.”

      Jones stopped typing. “Here?”

      Recker pointed out the window. “She’s here.”

      Jones instantly jumped out of his chair and hurried over to the window. He looked out and saw Lawson, who also gave him a wave. Jones gave the same half-hearted wave in return.

      “What is she doing here?” Jones asked.

      Recker smiled. “Like I said… guess she’ll tell us.”
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      There was a knock on the door. In any other instance, Recker and Jones would have been startled, knowing they weren’t expecting anyone. Nobody ever knocked on the door. It was only the three people that belonged there, and Mia, occasionally. This would be a new experience.

      Recker and Jones looked at each other. Recker put his arm up in the direction of the door.

      “Well aren’t you gonna answer it?”

      Jones stared at him. “It’s your friend.”

      “It’s technically your office since you own it.”

      “You invited her.”

      “I didn’t invite her.”

      “The door, Michael?”

      Recker huffed and puffed, but went over to the door and opened it. Lawson walked in. Recker took a quick peek outside, just to make sure she was alone and didn’t bring any agency friends. There was nobody else there, though.

      Lawson walked in, looking around the place like she was inspecting it the way she would a new apartment, or looking for a house. She seemed pleased with it.

      “Very nice.”

      Jones smiled. “It suits our purposes.”

      “I’ve always thought this was an ingenious setup. I mean, having this overtop of a laundromat was a stroke of genius.”

      Jones looked happy to hear that. “Well, it was my idea.” Recker rolled his eyes at hearing Jones boast.

      “Nobody would ever think of looking here.”

      Jones kept smiling. “All part of the plan.” He clasped his hands together in front of him. “Speaking of the plan, this isn’t ever going to become a regular thing, is it? Not that you’re not welcome, but it’s other people who… who else knows about this, anyway?”

      “About me being here? No one.”

      “No, I mean, about us being here at all.”

      “Oh,” Lawson said. “Uh, a few. You don’t have anything to worry about. We work at the CIA. We’re good at keeping secrets.”

      “Yes, I’m aware.”

      “Really, you don’t have anything to worry about. You don’t have to pack up and move. Wouldn’t do you any good, anyway.”

      “Why is that?”

      “We’d just find you again.”

      Jones raised an eyebrow. “How reassuring.”

      Recker walked past Lawson and directed her to the couch. “You can probably sit over here.”

      “Thanks,” Lawson said, sitting down. “I’m sorry for dropping in like this. I’m sure this is probably a little uncomfortable for both of you, me being here like this in your… space.”

      Recker sat down next to her. “Not uncomfortable for us, right David?”

      “Well, maybe slightly for me,” Jones replied.

      “I’m sorry,” Lawson said. “It’s just… since I knew you guys were here anyway, I didn’t figure it really mattered, and it would save a lot of time.”

      “It certainly does that.”

      Lawson looked around. “Chris isn’t here?”

      “Oh, he’s on his way in,” Recker answered. “Another fifteen minutes probably.”

      “Oh. Good. So you’re all in agreement on this?”

      “You really didn’t give me a lot of details yet.”

      Lawson reached into her pocket and pulled out a flash drive. She handed it to Recker. “Everything you need should be on here. At least to get you started.”

      “Is this everything you’ve got?”

      “Everything. The details of the mission in England that went sideways, everything we have on Logan Harris, and the people we believe he’s here with now.”

      “Harris is the former MI6 agent?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you ever deal with him personally?” Recker asked.

      “No.”

      “Before I agree to anything, you need to come clean on this.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “There’s gotta be more to it than just avenging a former colleague. I’m not a rookie either.”

      Lawson took a deep breath. “OK. You’re right. The agent we lost was a good friend of mine.”

      “Boyfriend?”

      “No. Just a friend. A good one. And a good agent. And I can’t just sit back and let Harris walk away when I have good intel that he’s here and we can do something about it.”

      “You care too much,” Recker said.

      “Just like you do.”

      Recker grinned. “Yeah.”

      “Anyway, it looks like Harris and his three cronies came in last week through New York. Where they went after that is anyone’s guess. I’ve done some preliminary work to try and track them down, but it’s gone nowhere so far. And like I said, my case load’s going through the
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