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      Recker was sitting on a park bench, waiting to get a line on his target. Haley was walking around, aiming to do the same thing. Recker then called the third member of the team, hoping he had some updated information for them.

      “Anything yet?”

      “What?” Jones asked.

      “Anything new. On the situation?”

      “Oh, um, no, not that I can tell.”

      As Recker’s head twisted and turned to keep looking around, he thought his friend sounded a little strange. “You OK?”

      “What?”

      “I said are you OK?”

      “Oh, yes, I’m fine. I’m fine.”

      “You don’t sound fine,” Recker said.

      “What?”

      “David, are you distracted by something else?”

      “No, why do you ask?”

      “Because you don’t sound yourself. You sound, well… distracted.”

      “I’m not distracted,” Jones replied.

      “Well you sound like it.”

      “I’m not.”

      “OK. Let me know if anything changes.”

      “I certainly will.”

      Recker put his phone down beside him on the bench. He looked to his right and saw Haley standing there. They both shook their heads, almost at the same time, to let the other know they hadn’t seen anything. They were on the lookout for a man who was attempting to kill a lawyer. Jones had intercepted a text message earlier in the day, saying that the lawyer was a target, and the man, Maxx Diago, was planning on going after the lawyer as he strolled through the park, as he often did on his lunch break. The motive for the attack was still unclear, though it didn’t matter much at that point. The team just had to stop it.

      Luckily for them, Diago wasn’t a seasoned or hardened criminal. He was barely just a man at twenty-one. He didn’t have any kind of criminal record. But considering the lawyer was a defense attorney, the team figured the lawyer must have defended a friend or family member of Diago. They also assumed it must not have gone well.

      “I’m not seeing this kid anywhere,” Haley said. He and Recker had earpieces in to communicate with each other.

      “Well, we can always hope he lost his nerve and backed out.”

      “Maybe he did. No criminal record, so…”

      “The first one’s the hardest. Let’s hope he doesn’t take that first step.”

      “Or maybe he’s not doing it here. Maybe he got distracted and… you know, I haven’t seen the lawyer yet either.”

      “I got him,” Recker said. “He’s to my left. Sitting on a bench eating a hot dog.”

      Haley looked down the path, seeing him where Recker described. “I see him.”

      “Hey, speaking of distraction, have you noticed anything with David lately? Anything strange?”

      “No, not really. Why? Do you?”

      “Eh, I’m not sure. I called him a few minutes ago and he seemed off.”

      “Off how?” Haley asked.

      “I don’t know. Just seemed like his mind was elsewhere. Not focused. Strange for him.”

      “I haven’t talked to him since we left the office this morning. Seemed fine then.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know what it is.”

      “Maybe another case is coming up.”

      “Could be,” Recker said.

      They didn’t have time to continue talking about it, as Haley then noticed Diago walking along the path.

      “Wait, I got him,” Haley said. “I got Diago in sight.”

      Recker’s head turned from side to side to try and line him up. He didn’t see him at first. “I don’t have him.”

      Haley turned his body toward Recker, away from Diago as he approached. “He’s coming up behind me. You should see him in a second.”

      Recker continued looking in Haley’s direction. Almost immediately, he saw Diago walking closer. As soon as Diago walked past Haley, the team put their plan into action. Considering Diago had no record, and didn’t seem like much of a threat, their plan was different than if Diago was someone to worry about. They didn’t see much of a problem in corralling him.

      Haley quickly sped up as soon as Diago passed him, getting as close to him as possible. Then Recker got up and walked toward the pair. Recker instantly spotted a pistol sticking out of Diago’s belt, on his right side, mostly concealed by his windbreaker.

      “Gun on his right side,” Recker whispered.

      “Got it,”

      Recker casually walked toward them. Once they were nearly on top of each other, Recker looked away, but bumped into the man, spinning Diago partially around toward Haley.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Recker said.

      As Diago turned toward Recker’s partner, Haley instantly stuck his hand inside their suspect’s jacket, and quickly removed the gun before Diago even knew what was happening.

      “Hey!” Diago said.

      “Don’t think you need that,” Haley said, putting the weapon in the back of his pants, covering it with his own jacket.

      Diago, assuming the two were cops, attempted to get away. Recker wasn’t having any of that, though. He anticipated the man fleeing, and stuck his arm out, striking Diago in the chest, stopping him before he was able to get more than two steps away.

      “We’re not cops,” Recker said.

      “Then what are you doing? What do you want?”

      “We’re trying to stop you from making a stupid decision and throwing your life away.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Recker looked around as several people passed them by.

      “Let’s get out of the path here and sit down.”

      Recker pointed over to a bench. Both he and Haley took hold of one of Diago’s arms, making sure he didn’t get a chance to bolt before they had an opportunity to talk to him. Once they sat down on the bench, they let go of Diago’s arms.

      “You guys ain’t cops?” Diago asked.

      “No, we’re not,” Recker answered.

      “I still don’t understand what you’re doing.”

      “What’s the gun for?” Haley asked.

      “That’s not your business.”

      “If you’re planning to use it, that is our business,” Recker said.

      “Just for protection.”

      “And you just so happen to be in the same park as the lawyer you told your friend you were planning to kill?”

      Diago snapped his head toward Recker. He had an astonished look on his face, not believing that the man knew what he was planning.

      “How you know that?”

      Recker shrugged. “We just know things like that. And no, your friend didn’t tell us.”

      “He had to. How else would you know?”

      “Like I said, we just know things.”

      “Anyway, if you guys ain’t cops, it don’t concern you.”

      “Maxx, we wanna stop you from doing something you’ll regret for the rest of your life,” Haley said.

      “I won’t regret it.”

      “You will. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But eventually you would.”

      “That’s still my business.”

      “What’d he do?” Recker asked.

      “Why you wanna know so bad?”

      “Maybe we can help.”

      “The only way you can help is to give me my gun back and get out of my way. Other than that, there’s nothing you can do.”

      Recker didn’t often like playing The Silencer card, but he did when he thought it was a way to get through to people, especially younger ones. Every now and then, he could reach someone, and that’s what made everything they did worth it.

      “Do you know who The Silencer is?”

      “Yeah, man, of course. Who doesn’t?”

      “Would you trust him if you ever met him?” Recker asked.

      “Yeah, man, he’s a man of the people. Looking out for everyone.”

      “Then trust him now.”

      Diago snapped his head toward Recker. His eyes widened and his eyebrows raised. “Yo, you’re him?”

      Recker nodded. “I am.”

      Diago then looked at Haley. “You too?”

      Haley smiled. “Well, he’s the OG. I’m like the second edition.”

      “All right, all right, I can dig it.”

      “So what’s going on?” Recker asked.

      Upon hearing that The Silencer was sitting next to him was almost like an invitation for Diago to immediately open up. He instantly felt more comfortable.

      “My brother got in trouble a few months ago. He was running with a rough crowd. No doubt about that. They got into some trouble, knocked over a couple stores, they showed some guns, and they all got locked up. This guy was hired to represent them.”

      “I’m assuming there’s some type of problem with that?” Recker said.

      “The problem was, my brother wasn’t even there.”

      “You just said he was running around with them.”

      “Yeah, in general. But he wasn’t with them when they were doing that. I know, because I was with him. I’ve been trying to talk to him, get his head straight, get him on the right path, you know? But this guy, he didn’t even try. He didn’t do no investigations, no nothing. It’s almost like he threw his hands up and just wanted an easy payday.”

      “Then how’d they convict him?” Haley asked.

      “There was five guys that did these robberies. When they went to arrest them all, my brother was with them. Six of them. They said he was the getaway driver, which I know is wrong, because like I said, I was with him.”

      “Didn’t you tell them that?”

      “Yeah, but they didn’t listen. They figured since I was his brother, I must’ve been making it up and covering for him. But like I said, any type of investigation, they should’ve been able to figure that out, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe,” Recker said. “How long’s your brother in for?”

      “Ten to twenty.”

      “So what are you doing, just getting revenge?”

      Diago shrugged. “I guess.”

      “So your plan is to just throw your life away along with his?”

      Diago threw his hands up. “I dunno. It’s not justice, man. I just want justice.”

      “If your brother is really innocent, do it the right way and get him out.”

      “How am I gonna do that? I ain’t got the money for a lawyer or a private detective or anything.”

      “You said you trust me, right?” Recker said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Let me look into it.”

      “You really would?”

      “On one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “You go home and don’t ever let something like this creep into your head again. Can you do that?”

      “You’re really gonna look into it?” Diago asked.

      “I really will. It might take some time, though. And you need to give it to me. You can’t expect this to be wrapped up by tomorrow or anything.”

      “OK?”

      “And then if I find what we need, you need to let the law take its course and do what it needs to do to get your brother out. That takes patience. Do you have it?”

      Diago thought about it for a few seconds. “Yeah, I can do that.”

      “You’re sure? Things like this aren’t always easy, and sometimes there’s bumps in the road.”

      “If you’re actually looking into it, I can do it.”

      “OK. I need a few things from you first.” Recker took out a small piece of paper and a pen. He scribbled down an email address. “Here, take that.”

      Diago looked it over. “What do I do with it?”

      “I need you to go home, and think of everything that we might need to investigate. We need dates, times, names, where the robberies were, where you and your brother were, everything pertaining to this. And don’t leave anything out, no matter how small you think it might be. Somebody that might have seen you, a car that you noticed, a building that was on fire, a tree that blocked the road, anything that you might have seen that we can place you in a certain area.”

      Diago nodded. “I can do that.”

      “OK. I need you to email everything you know to that address. Be thorough. I’d rather you tell me a hundred things that aren’t even remotely connected to this than have you leave out one small thing that might be. You got it?”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “You’re telling me the truth on this?” Recker asked.

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t lie to you about it.”

      “OK. There’s another thing.”

      “What?”

      “You need to get your brother on the straight and narrow.”

      “I’m trying, man.”

      “Because if I’m successful in getting him out, and then he goes and hurts someone, that’s gonna be on me. And I don’t take kindly to things like that happening. So if he gets out and hangs around the same crowd, I’ll help put him back there.”

      Diago continuously nodded. “Yeah, I feel you. Trust me, all I need is one more chance. I can get through to him. He’s not a bad guy. He’s never hurt no one yet. Just running around with some bad people. But he ain’t never hurt no one. I know I can set him straight.”

      “All right. I’ll look into it. You got my word.”

      “It’s good enough for me. You keep me updated?”

      “You know I will,” Recker said.

      They shook hands, and then Diago got up, walking back in the direction that he came from. Recker and Haley watched him walk away, out of sight, making sure he left. By now, they noticed the lawyer had already left. And Haley still had Diago’s gun.

      “Well that went better than I expected,” Haley said.

      “Yeah. Now we just have to come through.”
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      Recker and Haley pulled into the parking lot. Jones’ car was parked where it usually was, not that he went out very much.

      “See, it’s right there,” Recker said. “He’s here. Something’s going on.”

      “Maybe he’s just busy.”

      “Too busy to answer a text? I’ve sent him five messages, telling him the job was over, and telling him about the email that should be coming soon. Nada. Haven’t gotten anything back.”

      “Might be a really big case coming,” Haley said.

      “He’s never had something so big that he didn’t respond. Something’s going on with him. I know it.”

      The two of them got out of the car and walked around the back of the building to get to the steps that led up to the office. Once they got inside, Recker and Haley stopped as soon as they walked in. Their jaws almost hit the floor. Their bodies were paralyzed. All they could move were their eyes. They had never seen the office in such disarray. And Jones was nowhere in sight.

      “This wasn’t like this when we left, right?” Haley asked.

      “No.”

      “Where’s David?”

      “Um…”

      Then they heard a couple of noises coming from underneath the desk. Jones crawled out from under it, a couple of boxes in front of him that kept him from being seen. Jones didn’t even give them a glance. They weren’t even sure if he knew they were back yet. Jones just kept working away, though they weren’t sure what he was working away at.

      There were boxes and files all over the place. There were computers and laptops on the floor, wires hanging out of equipment, chairs turned over on their sides, and trash everywhere.

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

      He didn’t get a reply. It still seemed as if Jones was in his own world. Mostly because he was. He was so focused on the catastrophe that was unfolding before his eyes that he had blocked everything else out.

      Recker and Haley took a few steps forward, getting a better view of the damage. It didn’t look any better.

      “Was there a hurricane in here?” Haley asked.

      He didn’t have any better luck in getting a response than his partner did. Recker and Haley looked at each other, wondering what they had to do to get a reply.

      “Should we shoot out a window?”

      Recker scratched the back of his neck, hoping they didn’t need to resort to such extreme measures. “You still think nothing’s going on?”

      “Uh, yeah, I’m starting to think you might be on to something.”

      “What was your first clue?”

      Haley looked around the office. “It’s tough to put my finger on it. Something just seems different about the place.”

      Recker might have laughed if he wasn’t so concerned about his friend. Jones still didn’t appear to have any idea they were in the same room. Jones had a screwdriver in hand and looked like he was about to start surgery on one of his computers.

      Recker needed to get his attention. “David!”

      Jones continued working without even glancing at him.

      “David!”

      Still nothing. Recker took a deep breath. They were going to have to try something else. He nudged Haley on the arm.

      “Should we do the old Texas Two Step?”

      Haley shrugged. “Might as well, I guess. Nothing else seems to be working.”

      Recker and Haley walked through the mess, trying not to step on anything that might be important. They went around the desk, coming up on Jones from behind. They each grabbed one of his arms and picked him up off the ground, and took him over to the couch, putting him back down in front of it.

      “What are you guys doing?” Jones finally said.

      “Oh, he notices us,” Haley replied.

      “I really had my doubts for a while,” Recker said.

      “What are you two talking about?” Jones asked.

      “Doesn’t matter. Would you mind telling us what’s going on here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do I mean?” Recker said. He looked around and stuck his arm out, pointing to the mess. “This is what I mean. Look at it. What the hell happened?”

      “Oh. I’m just working.”

      Recker raised an eyebrow. “No. I’ve seen you working. This is not working. This is… complete disarray. And I’ve never seen you this unorganized.”

      “It also wasn’t like this this morning,” Haley said.

      Jones’ head started moving, though not denying or confirming anything. He just seemed frazzled. It looked like he didn’t know what to say.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look more flustered than you do right now,” Recker said. “What is going on?”

      Jones’ eyes bounced around the room, though he couldn’t focus on anything in particular. “It’s just, uh… things are happening.”

      “Can you be any more cryptic? What is happening?”

      “We’ve got problems. Major problems.”

      “With what? Tell us what’s going on.”

      “There’s… there’s something out there.”

      Recker looked at the window and pointed with his thumb. “Out there?”

      Jones glanced at the window, but quickly waved it off. “Out there… somewhere.”

      “David, you’re really not making much sense right now.”

      “Someone knows who we are.”

      “There’s a lot of people who know who we are,” Haley said. “That’s not a big secret at this point.”

      “No, it goes deeper than that.”

      Recker and Haley looked at each other, still not getting any answers they could use to decipher what the problem was.

      “Who’s this someone you’re talking about?” Recker asked.

      Jones rubbed his eyes, looking like he’d had too long of a day already. “I found a message on one of my computers.”

      “What kind of message?”

      Jones put his hand in his pocket and removed his phone. He then pulled up a picture and showed it to his friends. “This kind.”

      Recker and Haley looked at the photo together. It looked like some kind of message.

      “I know who you are.”

      They gave the phone back to Jones.

      “I know who you are,” Recker said. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means we’re in trouble.”

      “From?”

      “I don’t know yet,” Jones answered.

      “David, you’re not making a whole lot of sense. So you got this message. So what?”

      “Somebody’s coming for us.”

      “I’m not sure how you get that from this.”

      “In itself, it might be easy to brush off. But not combined with the other thing.”

      “What other thing?” Haley asked.

      “Someone tried to hack into my system.”

      “Someone tried?”

      “And succeeded,” Jones said. “At least to some degree.”

      A concerned look now formed on the faces of both Recker and Haley.

      “We got hacked?” Recker asked.

      Jones closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes.”

      “How does that happen? That’s not supposed to happen.”

      “It’s not. I don’t know how yet. I don’t think it’s bad. I believe I caught it before it ratcheted up to a higher level.”

      Recker started walking around the mess. “So what are you doing with all this?”

      “I’ve shut everything off, and I’ll slowly turn it all back on one by one. I’ll go through everything as I do, making sure the system or computer is not infected.”

      “How long is that gonna take?”

      “Probably days.”

      Recker crossed his arms and shook his head. “This isn’t supposed to be feasible.”

      “It’s not. Like I said, I don’t know how this has happened.”

      “How did you find that message?” Haley asked.

      “It just popped up on the screen.”

      “So it was definitely meant for you to see it,” Recker said.

      “No doubt about it,” Jones replied.

      “This brings up a lot of questions, and not many answers.”

      “No answers as of now.”

      “Is this directed at all of us or one of us?”

      “Doesn’t really matter, does it?” Haley asked. “An attack on one is an attack on all.”

      “No, but it might make tracking it down a little easier if we know which one of us this is directed at.”

      “I’m going to make an assumption and say it’s directed at me,” Jones said.

      “Why would you make that assumption?” Recker asked.

      “Because of my background, my work with computers, and my ability to put things like this together. I believe this is something meant for me.”

      “That would make sense,” Haley said. “Mike and I don’t have a computer background. If someone was trying to send us a message, I’d have to think they’d deliver it another way.”

      “Maybe,” Recker said. “We need to find whoever this is, though, because I can guarantee this probably won’t be the end of it. I doubt someone hacked the system just to say hi.”

      “No, there is definitely a purpose behind it,” Jones replied. “One that we may not know the answer to for a while.”

      “Let’s hope we find it faster than that. I’m not walking around out there knowing someone might have us tagged. We need to find out who this is and how much they know.”

      “That is what I’m aiming to do.”

      “So are we out of commission for a few days?” Haley asked.

      “I’m going to try and get some of the system up and running tonight,” Jones answered. “At least a portion of it. I’ll see how that goes. But the entire system will take several days, most likely.”

      “What can we do to help?”

      “Honestly, not much. It’s my system. Only I know what’s going on with it, and how it operates. There’s really nothing you guys can do in the meantime.”

      “So what are we supposed to do?”

      “Go home, get some rest, relax for… well, a few hours at least. Like I said, maybe I can have a portion of this up tonight.”

      Recker looked over at the door, another thought going through his mind. And it wasn’t a pleasant one. “There’s something else we gotta think about.”

      “Which is?” Jones asked.

      “What if whoever this is already knows we’re here?”

      “You mean the office?” Haley asked.

      Recker nodded. “That’s right. I’m not sure if it’d be wise for us to leave right now.”

      Jones didn’t seem to be as concerned as his friend was. “We all know the office is secure enough. There're cameras, alarms, a steel door, trust me, nobody’s coming through here.”

      “You’re also not going to be able to fend off a squad of people coming in here that have bad intentions.”

      “I won’t have to.”

      “One of us should stay here, just in case.”

      “It’s not necessary,” Jones said. “Go home, relax. I’ll let you know when it’s ready.”

      “And what if that message was a warning, and in a couple of hours, there’s five guys with guns outside that door?”

      “I’ll be alerted long before they get in.”

      “OK, so you’ll be alerted. Then what?”

      “Then I’ll escape,” Jones replied.

      Recker’s head swiveled around. “Am I missing something? Are you going through that window and repelling down to the ground? Do you have a few bombs planted under the floor so they blow up if they’re stepped on? What?”

      “I’d be fine.”

      “And you still haven’t told me how you know that.”

      Jones sighed, not wanting to share all his secrets. He knew he’d have to in order to satisfy Recker’s curiosity, though.

      “Follow me,” Jones said.

      Neither Recker nor Haley had an idea about what Jones was doing. They followed him over to the side wall, where several bookshelves were. Jones went over to the one on the right and removed a book with a red cloth cover. He opened it to the back page, where there was some kind of electronic device on it. Recker and Haley both had confused looks on their faces, not having any clue what was happening.

      It appeared to be some kind of keypad. Jones typed in six digits. Then, just like in a movie, the bookshelf started moving, sliding over to their right, revealing a small hole in the wall. Recker and Haley stared at the wall, hardly believing what they were seeing.

      “What the hell is that?” Recker asked.

      “A safety measure,” Jones answered.

      “Whose?”

      “Whoever might be here and needs it.”

      Recker put both hands on top of his head as he continued to stare at the wall.

      “Where does that go?” Haley asked.

      “Down to the laundromat,” Jones replied. “Well, not exactly. There’s another movable wall down there that will lead to the laundromat if desired.”

      “And if not desired?”

      “Then you could just live inside the wall for a few days if that’s what you want.”

      Jones’ friends still seemed stunned.

      “Sooo it’s like… a secret hideout or something?” Recker asked.

      “I guess you could say that,” Jones said. “Here, since the cat’s out of the bag, we might as well go check it out.”

      Jones led the pair through the hole, which was about half the size of a regular door. Once through it, there was another door. That also needed a code to enter. Jones entered the four digits, and the door opened, leading to steps. They walked down the fifteen steps, which weren’t much smaller than those someone might find in a regular residence.

      When they reached the bottom, Recker and Haley were still stunned, but impressed. It was about the size of a small home office. There was a desk, chair, and computer station, along with a couple of monitors. There was also a refrigerator, cabinet for food, and a small toilet.

      “All the comforts of home,” Jones said.

      “Yeah, the home I never knew existed,” Recker replied. “Exactly how long has this masterpiece been here?”

      “I had it built when I bought the place.”

      Recker raised an eyebrow. “You mean this thing has been here the whole time and we never knew it?”

      “That’s correct?”

      “So you’ve just had this little sanctuary here and you thought it’d be best to keep it to yourself?”

      Jones could see his friend was starting to get a little agitated. “No, it’s not quite like that.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s like that. Were you ever going to tell us about this?”

      “I just did.”

      “Yeah, because of the situation we’re now in. It never occurred to you even once over the last couple of years to mention this? You could’ve said, ‘hey Mike, you know I built this secret compartment in the wall in case we ever need it,’ you know, in case we ever need it!”

      “I just didn’t think it’d be necessary to talk about it unless we were going to actively use it.”

      “So how do we get out of here in case we have to go this way?” Haley asked.

      “There’s a button on the wall there,” Jones answered, pointing to it. “It leads into an unoccupied office inside the laundromat.”

      “Can people in there hear us?”

      “No, the walls were built to keep the noise in.”

      “So can everything be done here that was done up there?” Recker asked.

      “No,” Jones said. “This is more just to monitor the area. We’d only be down here in an emergency, such as someone finding us. And if that’s the case, we only need to stay here long enough until it’s safe to exit. I didn’t build this to continue operations here.”

      “Whatever the case, I guess it’s good to have a fallback option,” Haley said.

      Recker nodded. “Yeah. Just would’ve been nice to be informed about it years ago.”

      Jones bowed his head slightly. “My apologies. Should we head back upstairs?”

      Jones led the team back up to the office. Once they were there, he grabbed the red book and put in the code again. The bookcase slid back over to its normal position.

      “Don’t you think if someone comes in and sees the bookcase moved and the hole in the wall, they’ll see what’s up?” Haley asked.

      Jones grinned. “That is why, if something happens, I take the book with me and close it so they’ll never know.”

      “The people who built it know,” Recker said. “You don’t think they wondered why they were building a secret compartment here?”

      “I’ve kept tabs on them over the years.”

      “And?”

      “One tragically passed away in a car accident a few years ago. Another moved his family up to Maine two years ago.”

      “Is that it?”

      “The other still does business in the area, and I’ve kept an eye on him. There have been no issues.”

      “That you know of,” Recker said.

      “There have been no issues.”

      “OK. Let’s put all that aside. What about all this stuff? Are we completely out of commission for a while?”

      “Until I get things up and running, yes.”

      Recker sighed, and looked away. The frustration was noticed by Jones.

      “Why? Is there something else that’s pressing? We don’t have anything else in the pipeline at the moment.”

      “Yes we do. Maxx Diago. We need to look into some things.”

      “Maxx Diago… wait, isn’t that the case you worked on today? Is it not wrapped up?”

      “It is not,” Recker answered.

      “Did he not show up?”

      “He did. We handled the situation.”

      “Then I don’t understand. What else is there to do?”

      “He claims his brother was put away by the lawyer, but was innocent.”

      “Don’t they all say that?” Jones asked, somewhat sarcastically.

      “Yeah, but I believed him.”

      “You believe his brother is innocent?”

      “I believe that Maxx thinks that.”

      “So what are we supposed to do?”

      “Find out whether it’s accurate. I told Maxx to write everything in an email and send it over to you.”

      “And I’m supposed to look into it?”

      “See if you can pick up something,” Recker said. “Facial rec, license plate, something on camera, anything that might corroborate the story.”

      “And if I do?”

      “Then we send it to the authorities. Anonymously, of course.”

      “Why are we doing this?” Jones asked.

      “A good deed. That’s why we’re in this, right? We saved two lives today. Maybe three.”

      “Three?”

      “Saved the lawyer from getting his head blown off. Saved Diago from throwing his life away and going to prison. And possibly his brother if he didn’t do what he’s accused of. That is why we’re in this, isn’t it? To save the innocent?”

      “Yes, yes, of course. It’s just… with this other thing going on, I don’t know how well I’ll be able to focus.”

      “I’m sure you can manage,” Recker said. “Besides, when you have everything up and running, let me know, and I’ll come help.”

      Jones sighed, looking around at the mess. “Something tells me it’s going to be a long night.”
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      Once Recker and Haley got the call, they came right back to the office. It’d been a full twenty-four hours since they were last there. They thought Jones would have things up and running sooner, if even only partially. Either the breach was worse than Jones thought it was, or he was being extra precautious. But on the flip side, at least Jones hadn’t sent out any SOS signals. Things hadn’t spiraled totally out of control yet.

      When they stepped back inside the office, it looked a little cleaner than it had the previous day. It wasn’t yet back to normal, but there was at least room to walk around without stepping on something.

      “So how are we looking?” Recker asked.

      Jones was on a computer typing, but stopped and lifted his head to look at his partners. Instead of saying anything, though, he puffed his cheeks out and sighed. That was a pretty clear indication that it wasn’t going as well as anyone hoped.

      “So you haven’t fixed it yet, I’m assuming?”

      “That would be a great assumption,” Jones replied.

      “I thought you said we were good and to come back?”

      “No, I said I had a portion of the system up.”

      Recker took his phone out and looked at his text messages. He flipped his phone around so Jones could see. It was a text message that Jones had sent him.

      “We’re good for now. Come back in.”

      “You literally said we were good,” Recker said.

      “I said for now. At that point, I thought we were good. I’ve had a few complications since then.”

      Recker tilted his head back and rolled his eyes as he looked up at the ceiling. Sensing his friend’s frustrations, Jones sought to reassure him that everything would be taken care of.

      “I’m getting there.”

      “Nowhere?” Recker asked.

      “Not funny.”

      Recker put his hands up. “What’s the damage?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Whoever got into the system? What’d they see, take, or get into?”

      “It looks to be contained.”

      “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “It means it’s no longer a threat.”

      “English,” Recker said. “Speak English.”

      “There’s no virus, and nothing was taken.”

      “So what was the point?”

      Jones blew air through his mouth. “It appears the point was to put me on notice.”

      “On notice? What do you mean by that?”

      “It appears that I am the target.”

      “Target of what?”

      Jones waved at Recker and Haley to follow him to another computer. Jones quickly pulled up a small amount of text that was in the middle of a large block of code that was mostly gibberish to Recker.

      Recker had problems finding the text. “What am I looking at?”

      Jones sat down, then highlighted and enlarged the block of text that he wanted his friend to see.

      “This is it.”

      Recker and Haley started reading it.

      “I’ve found you. I’ve been looking a long time. You’re very good at hiding. But there’s nothing you can do to hide yourself from me anymore. I’m coming.”

      “I still don’t see anything that has your name on it,” Haley said.

      Recker agreed. “I don’t either. Could still be any or all of us.”

      “No,” Jones replied. “It’s me.”

      “How you figure?”

      “Because this block of text was surrounded by a wall of code that I had to break my way into.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning neither of you two would have the know-how to do such a thing.”

      “Could still be for all of us,” Haley said.

      “In order for that to happen, whoever did this would still have to know about me. In this city, there’s only a handful of people who know that. Fewer still, that would have the capability to contact me in this way.”

      “You think it’s someone from your past?” Recker asked.

      Jones shrugged. “That’s all that I can assume at this point.”

      “Why would someone do that? NSA’s not looking for you anymore.”

      “Not officially, anyway.”

      “Someone who’s doing it off the books,” Haley said.

      “And as we’ve mentioned previously, if it was someone from the CIA for either of you two, there are probably other alternatives they would use. Or if it’s some other criminal entity from the hundreds we’ve dealt with over the years, again, I can think of a dozen other ways to let you know instead of this.”

      “That would bring up the question of why,” Recker said. “Why would someone be gunning for you after all these years?”

      “That is the question, isn’t it?” Jones replied. “I’m afraid I don’t have an answer. Not right now.”

      “What else did they get into?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve double-checked every computer, all my software, hardware, everything. There’s nothing else on there that shouldn’t be.”

      Haley scratched the top of his head. “What sense does that make?”

      “You mean, someone hacked into this system, left this message, then just left? Didn’t do anything else?”

      Jones nodded. “That is correct.”

      A puzzled look overcame Recker’s face. “You’re right, that makes no sense.”

      “How did they get into the system in the first place?”

      “Do you think you’d really understand, even if I told you?”

      “Probably not, but go ahead anyway.”

      “I’ll give you the shortened version. Some of the techniques I borrowed from the NSA in setting up our system in the first place, they were able to get in through a back door.”

      “Is that supposed to be possible?”

      “It’s technically necessary, but I can’t imagine a normal person, even one who’s extremely knowledgeable about computers, would know how to do it.”

      “Again, leans to someone who used to work for the NSA,” Haley said. “Someone there would probably know how to do that.”

      “And, they weren’t very careful in avoiding my detection system.”

      “Which means?” Recker asked.

      “That they wanted me to know that they got into the system, but wanted me to do a lot of work to find that message that they planted.”

      “This sounds like it’s gonna be a big headache.”

      Jones put his hands out. “I concur.”

      “And you have no leads on who this person might be?”

      “I can start tracing the route of the leak, but I am assuming it will lead nowhere.”

      “But you can try.”

      “I will try, yes.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky,” Recker said.

      “I doubt the person who was able to get into my system is going to be stupid enough to leave a bread trail leading back to them.”

      “What about what they did leave? The message, the code, all that… anything that looks familiar, or can identify?”

      Jones shook his head. “Nothing at first glance. I’ll dig into it, but it doesn’t appear so.”

      “Looks like we’re batting zero so far.”

      “That we are.”

      “Well, you have any more good news for me?”

      “I suppose you could call this good. I’ve started looking for your friend Diago. I got the email from him this morning. I’ve already got the camera system running.”

      “How long will that take?” Haley asked.

      “Depends on whether his story holds up or not. Plus, it’s only been running for an hour or so. I’ll know more later. He mentioned a couple other small things that might be able to help, so I’ve got to get those parameters set up as well. Assuming we actually get a hit on anything, depending on how long it takes to investigate, might be a few days. Maybe more. But in any case, it’s running.”

      “Anything you need us to do on that front?”

      “Not at the moment. We’ve just got to let the system do its part first.”

      “Well, since you’ve got that handled, we’ll start knocking on some doors,” Recker said.

      Jones didn’t get the meaning at first. “What doors?”

      “You know I don’t like being reactive to things if we can get out in front of it.”

      “I’m not sure what there is to be proactive about.”

      Recker got out his phone and started typing text messages. “Tyrell and Malloy. Maybe they’ve heard something.”

      “In regards to our situation? I highly doubt it.”

      “Never know.”

      “As we’ve inferred, do you really think this person is stupid enough to leave crumbs out on the street that lead back to him?”

      “What if the person we’re looking for isn’t a mastermind with computers?” Recker said. “What if he’s the person behind it all, but he needs someone else to actually run it?”

      “Then he’d be out there, looking around, asking about who might be best for the job,” Haley replied.

      “This is all assuming he’s even in the city,” Jones said. “Which is far from a guarantee. He, or she, doesn’t need to be close by for this, you know.”

      “I’m thinking that they are,” Recker said.

      “Why?”

      “They specifically mentioned they’re coming. That could be literally or figuratively. In any case, that doesn’t sound like someone who’s aiming to erase your hard drives from three-thousand miles away, does it? Sounds like someone who’s got an ax to grind, don’t you think?”

      Jones adjusted his glasses. “Possibly.”

      “So we’ll start with that. Maybe nobody knows anything. Maybe the person’s not even here. Yet. But I’ll be damned if I’m gonna just sit here and do nothing. If they’re coming for you… then I’m coming for them.”
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      Recker and Haley were sitting at a table, a couple of drinks in front of them. They had a bottle in the middle of the table, already knowing what their guests liked.

      Haley looked at his watch. “A couple minutes late.”

      Recker turned around to look at the entrance, just in time to see Tyrell walk in. “Well, speak of the devil.”

      Tyrell walked over to the table and high-fived his friends before he sat down. Recker looked over at his clothes.

      “You know, it seems like you get fancier and fancier every time I see you.”

      Tyrell smiled, appreciating the compliment. “You know. Got to look good.”

      “How’s the new business?” Haley asked.

      “Going good, man. You know how it is when you’re getting something new off the ground, though. A lot of hard days and long nights.”

      “You’ll get it.”

      “Oh, ain’t no doubt. You know, just starting small, doing local deliveries and all, but business is already good. A lot more than I expected at this point. A couple more months like this first month, I’ll be able to hire another driver or two.”

      “Good stuff.”

      “Miss your time on the street?” Recker asked.

      Tyrell scrunched the left side of his face. “Nah, not really. Man, it was too much hustling, you know? Too much danger too!”

      “We’re happy for you. You deserve it. All the success. You’ve earned it.”

      “Hey, it wouldn’t have been possible without you. All the money you’ve given me over the years working for you, plus the prof, I’m thankful, man. I’m really thankful.”

      “Like I said, you earned it. You still got your ear to the ground, though?”

      “Yeah, I still keep up with some of my contacts from time to time. Nothing like the old days, though. Whatcha got? Need something?”

      “Yeah,” Recker replied. “And this might be as big as anything we’ve ever worked on.”

      “Shoot, no kidding?”

      “It’s that big.”

      Tyrell was about to ask some more questions, but looked over to his left and noticed another glass on the table. He pointed to it. “Is someone else coming?”

      “Malloy. He should be here soon.”

      “Ol’ J-Dog. Haven’t seen that boy in a while. Must be four or five months now.”

      “Anyway, I’ll wait until he gets here before I explain everything,” Recker said. “You know I hate repeating myself.”

      “Man, you got that right. No worries.” Tyrell poured himself a drink. “I’ll just sit here with my little friend until the time comes.”

      Haley looked back and saw Malloy come in. “Looks like your time’s already up. He’s here.”

      “Awe shoot, I didn’t even get to finish one yet.”

      Malloy walked over to the table, shaking hands with everyone before he sat down. He looked at the bottle in the middle of the table.

      “Already know what I like, huh?”

      Recker grinned. “The curse of being observant.”

      Malloy instantly poured himself a glass. “So what’s going on? You said this was big?”

      Recker cut straight to the chase. “Somebody’s targeting us. Well, maybe us. Might be only Jones. Can’t be sure yet.”

      “The Prof?” Tyrell asked. “What would someone wanna target him for?”

      Recker shook his head. “We don’t know. We can only guess at this point.”

      Malloy rubbed his chin. “How would someone target him? He’s not actually out and about on stuff, is he? And nobody knows where you guys live and work, right?”

      “Someone hacked into his computer system and sent him a message?”

      “A message?” Tyrell said. “Like what, ‘I’m coming for you’, or something?”

      “Actually, yeah. That’s what they said.”

      Tyrell quickly wiped the smile off his face. “Oh. I was only guessing on that.”

      “Someone hacked into his system?” Malloy asked. “I thought that was impossible.”

      “Supposed to be,” Haley said. “He thinks maybe it’s someone from his old NSA days.”

      “We think that would be the most likely option,” Recker said. “We don’t know who else would have the knowledge to be able to get into his system.”

      “That would make sense,” Malloy replied. “Have you gotten any leads yet?”

      “Not so far.”

      “So what do you need us for? I mean, I’d like to help, but trying to find someone like this might be a little outside of my scope. Honestly, David’s probably the best guy to do that.”

      “I agree. But that’s only if the person behind this is actually the person with the skills.”

      Tyrell started nodding. “Ah, I get it. You’re saying… what if there’s another guy, who hired a guy?”

      “That’s what I’m saying,” Recker answered. “What if it’s not someone from his NSA days, and it’s just some schmuck off the streets and he had to go find someone to do this?”

      “So that’s where we come in.”

      “That’s where you come in. If you’re willing. I know you’re recently retired and all, so I’m not gonna pressure you to get back in the game if you don’t want to.”

      “Hey, didn’t George Foreman retire like eight or ten times or something before coming back? Didn’t Rocky retire a few times before coming back? Didn’t Evander Holyfield retire a few times before coming back?”

      “Is all you know boxing?” Malloy asked.

      “Hey, that’s my sport, man. Don’t you knock it.” They all got a chuckle out of it. “Seriously, though, if you need me, I’ll get in touch with my peeps again. I can start laying the wood down.”

      “You’re sure?” Recker said.

      “Yeah, no sweat. Just because I’m out of the game right now, doesn’t mean I’m not still in the game, you know what I mean?” Judging by the looks of everyone else, they had no idea what he meant. “Wait, did that make sense?”

      “Not even a little bit.”

      “OK, scratch that, then. But what I’m saying is, I still got one foot in the door. Does that work better?”

      “I would say so.”

      “All right, good. I can still reach out to people, see if they’ve heard anything. So we need to ask around, see if anybody’s heard about a guy, or girl, who’s been putting some feelers out about a high-tech computer person, right?”

      “That’s about the size of it,” Recker said.

      “What if the person who’s behind this isn’t even here?” Malloy asked.

      “It’s entirely possible. But we gotta start eliminating possibilities. This is the first one.”

      Malloy nodded. “I’ll start putting some of the boys on it, see if we can come up with something.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      “What do you think this person’s plan actually is? They just trying to make his life miserable, want to do physical harm, just let him know someone’s out there to make him worry, what?”

      Recker shrugged. “Honestly, it’s all on the table. At this point, it’s just too soon to tell what their actual plan is.”

      “They hacked into his computer for what? Just to send him a message?”

      “That’s how it appears so far.”

      “So they don’t actually know where he physically is yet?”

      “Not to my knowledge,” Recker replied.

      “Just the one time?” Tyrell asked. “No other incidents?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “OK. We’ll get Prof sorted out. I’ll get some people on it.”

      “We’ll do the same,” Malloy said.

      “Great,” Recker said. “We really appreciate it.”

      Malloy looked at the bottle on the table again. “We should probably finish that before we get started, though.”

      Tyrell smiled. “Reading my mind.”
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      Before going home for the night, Recker and Haley stopped back at the office, just to make sure that Jones was doing all right. Even though he was putting up a brave face, they knew Jones was worried. To what degree, they didn’t know, but there had to be at least a small level of concern knowing his system wasn’t as impenetrable as he previously thought it was.

      Once Recker and Haley walked inside, they saw Jones sitting at the desk, working on a computer. It didn’t look like he had moved much since they’d been gone. Jones hadn’t looked at them since they walked in, but he knew they were there.

      “What are you two doing back here?”

      “Just figured we’d check in, see how you were,” Haley said.

      “I don’t need to be babied, you know.”

      “We know. Just making sure everything’s good.”

      “Well it is,” Jones said. “So you two can now go home to your significant others.”

      Recker and Haley looked at each other. Jones then stopped typing, realizing what he said, and glanced over at them.

      “Well, one of you.”

      “Any progress?” Recker asked.

      “On?”

      “Anything. Diago, the hacker, anything else?”

      “Yes.”

      “Which one?”

      “The Diago situation.”

      “Anything you’d like to share?”

      “Not yet,” Jones replied. “Perhaps tomorrow.”

      “OK. I guess we can wait until then. You really don’t have any idea who’s behind this?”

      “No idea. Think I’m keeping something from you?”

      “Well, I mean…” Recker put his arm up towards the bookcase.

      “Fair point, I suppose. But no, I don’t have any clue as of yet.”

      “And nothing else has happened?”

      “No, nothing else has happened,” Jones answered. “Mike, I promise, if anything else occurs, I will let both of you know immediately. You have my word.”

      As they continued talking, they were interrupted by the sound of one of the computers beeping. Everyone snapped their heads and looked in the direction the noise was coming from.

      “When one of your computers beeps, it’s never a good sign,” Recker said.

      Jones quickly slid his chair over to the computer and started typing away to see what the issue was.

      “What’s going on?” Haley asked.

      Jones was furiously typing away, his eyes glancing between the screen and his keyboard. He didn’t answer the question at first, deeply focused on the matter in front of him. Neither Recker nor Haley persisted, not wanting Jones to break his concentration if that matter was urgent. And they knew it was. The two of them stood there for the next several minutes, watching Jones frantically pound the keyboard.

      “No, no, no,” Jones said.

      “David?” Recker said.

      Jones continued his frenetic pace, looking like he was in some kind of race. He kept striking the keys quickly, not wanting, or able to, let up.

      “You’re not getting me,” Jones said. “You’re not getting me.”

      “What’s going on?” Recker asked.

      Jones heard his friend, and slightly turned his head in that direction, but never took his eyes off the monitor. “There’s a hack in progress.”

      “You mean this person’s trying to get in right this second?” Haley asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What’s he trying to do?” Recker asked.

      “I don’t know yet. I’m trying to prevent him from getting in.”

      “Does he know you’re there?”

      “Oh yes,” Jones answered.

      “So what is this, like a chess match or something? You’re both actively trying to thwart the other?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Who’s winning?” Haley asked.

      “Right now it’s a draw.”

      Haley looked at Recker. “I guess that’s better than the alternative.”

      “Not as good as winning,” Recker replied.

      Over the next several minutes, Jones kept at it, not slowing down in the slightest. Then, he just suddenly stopped. Recker and Haley glanced at each other, not sure what was going on now. Jones leaned back in his chair, looking exhausted.

      “Is it over?” Haley asked.

      Jones let out a big sigh, though the others weren’t sure whether it was of relief or frustration. “Yeah. It’s over.”

      “So what’s the result?”

      “He didn’t get access to any information or anything.”

      Jones still didn’t sound very pleased at being able to keep the hacker out of the system.

      “So why don’t you sound happy about it?” Recker asked.

      “Because I don’t think that was his plan.”

      “So what was?”

      Jones pointed to his monitor. “Probably this.”

      Recker and Haley walked over to it and looked at the screen. It didn’t take much detective work to figure it out. Jones had enlarged the text to make it more visible, though it really wasn’t necessary.

      “Your days are numbered, “David”.”

      Recker cleared his throat after he saw it.

      “I would say this makes it pretty obvious who the target is,” Jones said. “Wouldn’t you say?”

      Recker sympathetically looked at his friend. “Yeah. I’d say it’s pretty clear now.”

      Jones looked down. “They’re coming for me.”
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      As Jones typed away, trying to get a trace on who hacked into the system, Recker and Haley paced around the room.

      “There’s nothing else you can do here,” Jones said. “Go home. Mia’s waiting.”

      “Mia is fine,” Recker replied. “Right now, this is the most important thing we’ve got going on.”

      “Any luck yet?” Haley asked.

      Jones hesitated for a second, embarrassed and unhappy that his skills seemed to have been matched, if not surpassed by whoever the hacker was. It was a source of pride for him, knowing that he was the best at what he did. Now, he wasn’t so sure. Somebody out there at least had skills to match him. And since Jones couldn’t figure out who it was, he figured he was losing the battle so far.

      “Not yet. Whoever it is, is doing a good job at disguising themselves.”

      “Everyone leaves a trace, don’t they?” Recker asked.

      “It’s not so simple. The trace you can leave can be falsely planted, leading to places or people not even remotely involved.”

      “What about what they said? ‘Your days are numbered, David’. Does that have any significance for you?”

      Jones shook his head. “No.”

      “He put David in quotes,” Haley said. “That’s gotta mean something.”

      “The only thing I can think of is that they know that’s not my real name.”

      “Well that’s a start to unraveling this thing. Who would know that?”

      Jones put his hand on his chin and rubbed it. “The only thing I can come up with is that it goes back to my time at the NSA.”

      “And that would make sense,” Recker said. “Good with computers, and knows your name isn’t David. This is the starting point. Make a list of everyone you knew or worked with at the NSA and we can start whittling it down.”

      “Michael, there’s over forty thousand people employed by the NSA.”

      “But you didn’t work with all of them, did you? Look, whoever’s doing this has a vendetta against you for some reason. It’s not someone who just heard your name somewhere and thought it’d be a good idea to look you up and send you a few messages. This is someone, for whatever reason, has it out for you specifically. That means it’s personal. Someone you know, someone you worked with, did business with, something along those lines. Whether you yelled at them, informed on them, or just didn’t get along with them, it’s someone you know. That’s a guarantee. Someone doesn’t like you for whatever reason. Think about it.”

      Jones leaned back in his chair. “It was a long time ago.”

      “It wasn’t that long. We’re not talking fifty years ago here.”

      “We could be talking about hundreds of people,” Jones said.

      “Then we better get started on chopping that list down, shouldn’t we?”

      Haley also had some thoughts on the matter. “Not that I’m saying I don’t agree with that, but couldn’t there be another answer?”

      “Such as?”

      “The way you got the money to start this operation. Wasn’t it borrowed from some less than reputable sources?”

      Jones smirked. “And still is.”

      “Is it possible one of them has detected the issue and found you?”

      Jones shook his head. “No, I continually monitor those situations, and quite honestly, some of those fools that have detected an issue have their heads spinning in so many different ways about what’s going on, it’s quite comical.”

      “But is it possible?”

      “Theoretically, maybe, but I don’t think there’s much of a chance. I’d put it at less than one percent.”

      “Plus, how would they know his name was David?” Recker asked.

      “Couldn’t they see that when they got into the system?” Haley said.

      “No,” Jones replied. “I was able to see exactly what they looked at. And this second time they didn’t look at anything.”

      “What do you mean?” Recker asked. “They got in and just… left?”

      “I didn’t say that. I just said they didn’t look at anything.”

      “Then what was the point?”

      “This message was the point,” Jones answered.

      “You mean their entire purpose of getting in was just to leave you that message?”

      Jones nodded. “It would appear so. He didn’t try to look at any other information that I can see.”

      “You need to start making that list of names,” Recker said.

      “I’ve actually already started. I began putting it together while you were out and about.”

      Recker took out his phone. “While we’re waiting for that, I’m pulling out all the stops.”

      Jones looked over and saw his friend putting the phone to his ear. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning it’s all hands on deck right now.”

      Recker started talking into the phone, and it soon became clear who he was in conversation with. He hoped that maybe Michelle Lawson had heard some inkling of what was going on. Even though the CIA was a different agency, sometimes they heard things. Recker then explained the situation, hoping that Lawson had something.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about it.”

      “Haven’t heard anything?” Recker asked.

      “Sorry. I haven’t.”

      “Well, it was just a shot. Figured I’d ask.”

      “I mean, I can check around, see if I can find out anything if you want.”

      “I dunno. He’s not being tracked or anything by them, right?”

      “Not as far as I know,” Lawson answered. “We made that deal a while ago, and as far as I know, they’ve lived up to it. I don’t believe whatever’s going on is in an official capacity through them. Maybe a former employee or something.”

      “Yeah, that’s what we figured. I just wanted to make sure we covered all the bases on this thing.”

      “I can float a few things in the air if you want? See what I can come up with.”

      “I don’t know. If he’s still in the clear with them, I don’t wanna take a chance and have his name pop up. Sometimes that leads to people asking why someone’s being checked on, and puts them back in the spotlight.”

      “I understand,” Lawson said. “I’ll keep my ears open. If I hear anything, I can let you know.”

      “I appreciate that. Thanks.”

      After he got off the phone, Recker looked at the others and shook his head.

      “Hasn’t heard anything, huh?” Haley said.

      “No.”

      “I have a feeling that is going to be a recurring theme,” Jones said.

      “How so?” Haley asked.

      “Lawson, and probably Tyrell, and Malloy. I doubt any of them will report back that they have heard or know anything.”

      “Can always get lucky.”

      “I don’t think luck will play much of a part with whoever we’re dealing with. I think they are much too intelligent for that.”

      “Maybe. We just need one small piece of information, though. Just one thing.”

      Recker closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “Well, guess we better get started.”

      Jones looked perplexed. “On what?”

      “This list of yours.”

      “Mike, it’s already late.”

      “Since when did we ever concern ourselves with time when a case was concerned?”

      “We’re not on a case.”

      “Sure we are,” Recker replied. “And you’re it.”

      “I’ve got a few checks to do, just to make sure none of my software has been corrupted. That might take some time. Go home, get some rest, and we can get started in the morning on it.”

      “You know, you keep trying to push us away, like you don’t actually want to get to the bottom of this.”

      “Nonsense,” Jones said. “I just know this might take a while. I’d rather have you get started bright and early in the morning when we’re all fresh. And you’ve got Mia waiting, so you need to take time for her, too.”

      “She’ll understand.”

      “Maybe. But don’t tell her about any of this. I don’t want her to worry.”

      “Too late,” Recker said. “I’ve already told her. And she is worried.”

      “I appreciate the concern. Let me finish my security checks. As you can imagine, with the complexity of the system, they can be lengthy. Everything will be finished by the morning. We’ll get started then, work all day, into the night if necessary.”

      Recker sighed, still not wanting to leave without getting some type of insight into what they were dealing with. But if Jones thought that was the best plan, he was willing to go along with it.

      “OK. We’ll try it your way first.”

      “Believe me, nobody wants to get this wrapped up more than I do,” Jones said.

      Recker and Haley left the office, conversing in the parking lot before they went to their respective apartments.

      “You’re really worried about this, aren’t you?” Haley asked. “It’s written all over your face.”

      Recker nodded. “I’m always worried about enemies that I can’t see.”

      “Or even know who they are.”

      “Yeah. I’m just hoping we can get to the bottom of this quickly. The more this lingers, it’s gonna take some of the focus and attention off other things. There’s no way it won’t.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Haley said. “We always do.”

      “Hopefully we can do that before whoever this is takes this to another level. And we both know, nobody starts something like this just to send a couple messages. This hacker’s got another level to go to. That’s the part that worries me.”
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      Jones woke up, jumping up into a sitting position. He was on the couch in the office, where he normally slept. He looked over at his computer station. One of the monitors was beeping. It was a different sound than when they get an alert as to a new assignment. This was a sound that wasn’t triggered very often. There was someone nearby.

      Jones quickly got up and rushed over to the desk. He quickly pulled up the security cameras. There he saw a man dressed in black clothing, milling around the steps that led up to the office. Jones gulped, and his heart started racing. His mind instantly thought it might have been the hacker.

      The man just stood at the bottom of the steps for a moment, not looking like he was doing much of anything at the moment. He was just standing there, leaning on the railing. Jones tried to zoom in on the man’s face, but there wasn’t much to see. He had a hat on, pulled down low, and he kept his face down. It looked like a man who knew how to avoid cameras.

      After a minute, the man started going up the steps. Jones’s heart felt like it was going to jump out of his chest. In all the years they’d been there, nobody had ever gone up those steps other than the people that belonged there. Until now.

      The man was ascending slowly, very deliberate in his
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