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      A month had passed since the takeover of the hospital by The Scorpions. Things around the city had been pretty quiet since then, at least as far as that group was concerned. Recker and Haley were still pretty busy doing their usual thing, though everything was pretty easy according to their standards. The Scorpions had gone into hiding, having to regroup after losing a couple of their top guys. Though the hope throughout the city was that they had left, licking their wounds after realizing they couldn’t run over everyone in their way, Recker and the gang knew better. It was only a matter of time before they reappeared again. And they would likely be just as lethal and violent as before. Maybe even more so, thinking that they needed to be even tougher and badder than ever to survive.

      Recker had just gotten to the office, taking most of the morning off. It was Mia’s return to work, and he wanted to make sure she was up for it before she left. She was actually ready to go back a week before that, but Recker was successful in convincing her to take the extra time. He had more fears about her going back than she did. He was worried about something bad happening again, even though he knew what happened the previous month was a once in a lifetime type of event. Mia wasn’t that worried herself. She knew what happened would probably never happen again. She didn’t have any fears about going back. But the worry was still evident across Recker’s face as he walked by his friends.

      “Everything will be fine,” Jones said.

      “What?”

      “Mia will be fine.”

      “Who said she wouldn’t?”

      “Your face says so. I can see it written across it.”

      “I’m not worried,” Recker said.

      “Uh, huh. So that’s why you took the morning off? So that’s why you have that look on your face? Because you’re not worried?”

      “I took the morning off because it was her first day back at work. It had nothing to do with me being worried.”

      “Oh, OK.”

      “Instead of analyzing me, how about we talk about what’s going on?”

      Jones looked perplexed. He wasn’t aware of anything happening at the moment. “Going on? What’s going on?”

      “I dunno. I assume something is. Isn’t there usually something?”

      “Usually so. But not at the moment.”

      “Oh.” Recker looked around the office, noticing the absence of one of his partners. “So where’s Chris?”

      “Out.”

      “Doing what?”

      “He had an assignment.”

      “You just told me nothing was happening.”

      “I said there’s nothing happening at the moment. And there is not.”

      “But you just said Chris was on an assignment.”

      “He was. He’s not now.”

      “You just said…”

      “I said he was on an assignment. That job has been completed. He’s on his way back to the office now. So therefore, since we have no other jobs to do at the present time, nothing is happening, and nothing is going on. See how that works?”

      “Oh, you’re being a wiseguy now?”

      “Well I have to take something from you, don’t I?”

      “You just type away there. Leave the humor to me.”

      “So how is Mia, anyway? Ready to go back to work?”

      “She was ready to go back two weeks ago.”

      “She’s a tough woman.”

      “She is. Hopefully she never goes through a situation like that again.”

      “Mike, the odds of a situation like that happened again to her are probably astronomical.”

      “I know. It’s just… if it happens once, it can happen again.”

      “The only way I could see it happening again is if The Scorpions realize she’s your girlfriend and deliberately try something because of that.”

      “I know. And that’s what worries me.”

      “But they won’t find that out.”

      “But what if they do?” Recker asked.

      “How would they?”

      Recker shrugged. “I don’t know. How does anyone find anything out? Dig a little, loose lips, in the right spot at the right time, or the wrong spot for that matter. Just by mistake. Things like that happen.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about that.”

      “We’ll see. How long until Chris gets back?”

      Jones looked at the time. “Probably twenty minutes or so.”

      “What was he working on?”

      “Domestic violence situation. A man texted his wife that he was going to kill her. They had been separated for the past month.”

      “He have any problems with it?”

      “No. He had a little chat with the man and took care of it without a problem.”

      Another ten minutes went by, with Recker checking out his gun cabinet to pass the time, making sure everything was cleaned and ready to go. His phone started ringing, and he instinctively thought it might have been Mia, having a problem about returning to work. He was surprised to see that it wasn’t, and maybe a little happy too. Though upon seeing that it was Malloy, he knew something was probably up, and not for the better.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “You know, the usual,” Malloy replied.

      “Something bad?”

      “That’s the usual, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose it is. So what’s up now?”

      “Vincent would like to chat with you.”

      “What for?”

      “I dunno. Something about The Scorpions I think.”

      “They back?”

      “Did they leave?”

      “What else is up?”

      “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure it’s just about The Scorpions. What exactly, or anything else, I’m not sure.”

      “What’s going on with them?”

      “I dunno. Boss just said he wanted to meet with you.”

      “When?”

      “As soon as you can make it. Now would be ideal he said. But tomorrow would work too if you can’t make it today.”

      “Uh, no, I can make it now. Where? Usual spot I take it?”

      “You got it. It’s lunchtime.”

      Recker laughed. “So it is.”

      “So I’ll tell him you’ll be there?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “See you then.”

      After Recker hung up the phone, he stood next to his cabinet, just staring at the wall. His actions weren’t lost on Jones, who could tell something was on his mind. There always was something when he did that.

      “What was that about?” Jones asked.

      “Vincent wants a meet.”

      “What for?”

      “Something about The Scorpions.”

      “What about them?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what he wants to talk about, apparently.”

      “And I take it you’re going?”

      “Don’t I always?”

      Jones let out a sigh. “Unfortunately yes. You always do.”

      “Doesn’t it usually wind up being good that I do?”

      “That’s debatable.”

      “For who?”

      “For us.”

      “Usually always get something out of it,” Recker said.

      “Yes, more headaches and more problems. If that is what you are referring to, then yes, we most certainly get something out of it.”

      “I was talking about information.”

      “I guess sometimes we get that too.”

      “David, Vincent doesn’t just call for a meeting to shoot the breeze. If he says it’s something about The Scorpions, I gotta imagine it’s pretty good and is worth our while.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “All I’ve got to lose is my time.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that’s all you’ve got to lose, but, I know you’re going, so there’s that.”

      “You make it sound like you’re not interested in their whereabouts?”

      “To be honest, I’d be quite happy if they moved on and we never heard about them again.”

      “We both know what the odds of that are,” Recker said. “They’re not going away. They’re just regrouping. And when they reappear again… watch out. I have a feeling they’re going to be worse than ever.”

      “Well there’s something to look forward to. I was hoping that they would decide the effort to remain here is too great and they would move on for easier pastures somewhere else.”

      Recker shook his head. “Their pride is hurt now. Wounded. They won’t, can’t, admit defeat that easily. They can’t let it get out that they were run out of somewhere. Hurts their ego. And it makes it easier for others to stand up to them, thinking they’re not as big and tough and bad as they’ve heard about. No, they can’t leave. Not now.”

      Jones sighed. “So once again we are going to get sidetracked from our main objective to deal with some riff-raff that’s going to take up most of our time.”

      “We both know that’s the way it goes sometimes.”

      “Unfortunately yes. And it happens too often.”

      “All comes with the territory.”

      “Are you going to wait until Chris comes back?”

      “No, I’ll just head out now,” Recker answered. “I don’t need backup for Vincent. Just keep him on standby in case something develops while I’m gone.”

      “So I’ll put him on speed dial is what you’re saying.”

      Recker smirked. “Funny.”

      “And you say I never take any of your traits.”

      “What’d I tell you before? Leave the humor to me.” Recker closed his gun cabinet, then got ready to leave. “Want me to call you on the way back?”

      “Only if you have something interesting to tell me.”

      “Don’t I always?”

      “What did I tell you before? Unfortunately, yes.”

      “Funny man.”

      “I’m trying to spread my wings,” Jones said.

      “Well, don’t spread them too far. Stick to what suits you best.”

      “So being a thorn in your side?”

      Recker smiled as he walked out the door. “See you later, Professor.”
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      After entering the building, Recker exchanged handshakes with Malloy. Recker looked him over, noticing that he didn’t look the worse for wear.

      “Doesn’t even getting shot get you a vacation?”

      Malloy smiled. “Who needs them? Aren’t we already living in Paradise?”

      “If this is Paradise, I’d hate to see your definition of Hell.”

      Malloy snickered. “Might be the same thing.”

      Recker nodded. “Might be at that.”

      Recker then walked down to the end of the restaurant, finding Vincent at his usual and favorite table. He had just ordered and given the menu back to the waitress as Recker sat down across from him.

      “Not too late to get you something,” Vincent said.

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      Vincent smiled. “I always forget, you get that good home cooking.”

      “Not too much lately.”

      Vincent nodded. “How is she doing these days?”

      “As good as can be expected. Going back to work.”

      “Good to hear. I’m glad for the both of you. She’s a tough one.”

      “She is.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less from a girlfriend of yours.”

      “Well, I can’t really take any credit for that,” Recker said. “That’s all her.”

      Vincent coughed, then cleared his throat. “Getting pleasantries out of the way, I’m sure you’ve got other things to do, so I’ll get straight to the point on this one. I’m sure you’re curious what this is about.”

      “Crossed my mind.”

      “The Scorpions. I’m hearing they have regrouped.”

      “Figured they would. I didn’t expect them to take that beating and lick their tails and run. I assumed they’d be back.”

      “And they are. Now.”

      “I haven’t heard anything.”

      “I have,” Vincent said. “They’ve got new leadership in place and it looks like they’re ready to do some things.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “First is, they’re looking to put down some roots. They’re staying for a while.”

      “Well, I guess I’ll have a little something to say about that.”

      “They’re planning to have something to say about that too.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They know it was you behind that whole hospital thing.”

      “How?”

      “Who else would it be?”

      “Couldn’t take one for the team and say it was you?” Recker said with a laugh.

      “Doesn’t suit my purposes at the moment.”

      Recker shrugged, not really concerned if they knew it was him or not. “Doesn’t really matter.”

      “Maybe not yet. But let me tell you, my friend, they are gunning for you. You, right now, are their number one target. Their number one enemy. You. And you alone. And they are planning on zeroing in.”

      “That makes two of us. They’re my number one target too. And I’m gonna zero in on them. And I am not gonna rest until the rest of them are put in the ground with their friends.”

      “I knew that would be your intention. I just wanted to warn you that they’re planning on doing everything within their means to find you.”

      “Let them. I’m not afraid of them. How do you fit into this?”

      “I don’t. Not yet, at least. They’re still planning on sidestepping me as much as possible for the moment. I don’t see that changing until they get you out of the picture.”

      Recker smiled. “You mean if, don’t you?”

      “Of course. I’ve learned to never bet against you over the years, no matter what the odds.”

      “What about the leadership group? You know who it is?”

      “Kind of similar to before. I believe they’re using a three-headed monster so to speak. A three-man leadership group to make decisions for the bunch.”

      “Got names?”

      Vincent reached into his pocket and removed a slip of paper, then slid it across the table. Recker picked it up and saw three names on it.

      “Mind reading now?”

      Vincent grinned. “I think I know you well enough by now to anticipate some of your questions.”

      “Know anything about these guys?”

      “I’ve done some background on them, as I’m sure you will as well. Nothing that particularly stands out other than they’re long-term members of the group. I think all exceeding ten years.”

      “So no new ideas or fresh concepts, probably. They’ll stick to what they know best.”

      “Most likely.”

      “They can target me all they want, they’re not gonna find me, so that’s of no consequence to me.”

      “All it takes is one slip-up.”

      Recker shook his head. “Won’t happen. Besides me, any ideas on what they got tabs on?”

      “That I do not. With a group like that it could be almost anything.”

      “How do you know they’re still planning on staying out of your way?”

      “I had a meeting with these men yesterday,” Vincent answered. “They assured me of such.”

      They talked for another twenty minutes or so, almost all of it about The Scorpions. By the time Recker left, he didn’t feel any differently than he had before, but at least he had the names of the leaders now. They already had their names and faces from the check they did before, but now they knew who was calling the shots. When Recker exited the diner, Malloy escorted him outside. Along with the usual guard at the door, the three men made some small talk before Recker had to go. Recker happened to look across the street and saw a light blue car parked along the street, with a couple of men inside. As soon as Recker made eye contact, the men looked away. Recker didn’t stare long, but looked long enough to recognize the two faces as Scorpion members. He continued talking to the other two men, not wanting to make a big deal out of it.

      “Just so you know, you might wanna tell Vincent to change his eating habits,” Recker said.

      “Why?” Malloy asked.

      “Don’t look, just trust what I say.”

      “OK?”

      “There’s two Scorpions sitting across the street looking at us.”

      Malloy and the guard continued talking to Recker like he had never informed them of the men, giving the Scorpions no indication that they had been discovered.

      “You sure?” Malloy asked.

      “Positive. Recognize them from the pictures we got laid out in the office. It’s them.”

      “I guess the question is now… what are they doing here? They looking to get tabs on Vincent’s whereabouts and movements? Or are they looking for you?”

      “Could be both,” Recker replied. “They might be trying to find me first, then after I’m gone, then come after him. I think right now I’m their first priority.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Either way, they’re gonna have to be dealt with.”

      “You know anything about this meeting they had with Vincent yesterday?”

      Malloy shook his head. “No, I didn’t hear the details.”

      “Strange. Don’t you always?”

      Malloy grinned. “Not this time.”

      “Well, whatever the case, if they take off after I leave, you can be sure they’re after me at the moment. If not, then it’s you.”

      “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      Recker thought it was an odd statement, considering Malloy had never offered to do that before. He knew something was up. Malloy wanted to talk to Recker in private, without the other guard listening in. He didn’t want anyone to know he was talking about Vincent’s business without authorization. That was a no-no in Vincent’s world. And Malloy was in such good standing, he wasn’t going to do it in front of other employees. As they walked to Recker’s car, Malloy finally opened up.

      “About this meeting yesterday, I did hear a few things.”

      “So you were there?”

      “Possibly. Didn’t want to say with wandering ears around.”

      They stopped and faced each other once they got back to Recker’s SUV. “What do you know?”

      “I know they’re planning on putting a terror-lockdown on this city in the coming weeks. Bank jobs, violent robberies, assaults, you name it, they’re planning on doing it. They want to put a fear into this city over what went down at the hospital. They especially want to send a message to you that you haven’t won. They’re angry. They know you were the one behind that.”

      “I figured they would assume it.”

      “They don’t know the real reason behind it. You know, Mia and all. They think it was just about them. As far as I know, they don’t know the connection between you. I just thought I’d let you know so you weren’t wondering.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “The other thing is they assume you have two partners, based on the hospital thing.”

      “I do.”

      “Yeah, but not the two that they think. They assume it’s like a three-man squad that goes out there. So it’s just you and Chris, but they think it’s three of you out there instead of two.”

      Recker glanced over at the car across the street, not turning his head directly at them so they didn’t think he noticed them. They were still there.

      “You know anything about what they’re planning?” Recker asked. “Any specifics?”

      “No, just in general terms. I know they’re planning on sending you a message somehow. How they’re doing that, I don’t know. But they said it’s gonna be big and loud, so whatever that means.”

      “Thanks for the tips.”

      “Figured you should know.”

      “Wonder why Vincent didn’t say.”

      “You know how he is. He won’t say anything unless he thinks it’s necessary. He likes being the one with the most knowledge and holding it over your head.”

      “So why are you telling me?”

      Malloy looked past Recker and focused on a couple of other cars as he formulated the answer in his mind. “I dunno. I guess because I think he’s making a mistake with all this.”

      “How so?”

      “He’s letting The Scorpions play in his sandbox for a while instead of taking them out right away. You can’t let guys like this get a foothold, because once they do, they’ll want more, and more, and more. This thing they have with you is only a stepping stone for them. Once they feel you’re out of the way, or they just go around you completely, it’s only a matter of time before they go after him.”

      “So why’s he hesitating on them so much?”

      Malloy shook his head. “To be honest, I’m not sure. I thought it was just because he didn’t want another war so close on the heels of Nowak, but I don’t think that’s it. We’ve got enough men to fight them.”

      “I thought so too.”

      “He hasn’t said this, and I could be off base, but I think he’s hoping that you take them out for him. If he lets you do it, he probably only has to give minimal support, he stays in the clear, he doesn’t have to risk losing men, and you do all the heavy lifting for him.”

      “I kind of figured it was something like that.”

      “Like I said, though, that’s just my gut feeling on it. He hasn’t said that directly.”

      “It would make sense though.”

      “Yeah, well, if you need my help, you got it. Just ask.”

      “Vincent wouldn’t like that.”

      Malloy sighed. “I know. But the person who’s on top doesn’t always see the big picture as clearly as the ones who are on the front line, do they?”

      “I would agree with that.”

      “These guys are bad dudes and they need to be eliminated. I know a lot of people would think that’s strange coming from someone like me.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You’re an exception. I’ve done a lot of bad things in my time, and some I should be locked up for, but I’ve never hurt someone who didn’t deserve it or who didn’t know what they were getting into. These guys hurt people just to hurt them. That’s the difference.”

      Recker nodded, understanding what he was saying completely. “You hear anything about them recruiting?”

      “Yeah, I think they got some feelers out there. Don’t think it’s in full swing yet though.”

      “Why not?”

      “They need time to get people in and trust them. They’ve never had to do something like this before. You put a hurting on them. They’ve always just brought one or two people in every few months or so, you know, as things came along. They never had to go out and actively solicit people. They just came to them naturally. This is new territory for them. They gotta take their time to get the right people so they know who they’re getting.”

      “That makes it better for us,” Recker said. “But it means we gotta hit them before they really do get more people in.”

      “I agree. Right now, there’s what, fifty, sixty people? If we let them go for a while and they get in full recruiting mode, they could pick up another fifty, seventy-five guys. They gotta be taken out in full in the next couple of weeks.”

      “Take two or three out a day, piece of cake, right? Have it sewed up in three weeks.”

      Malloy smiled. “I was hoping for bigger chunks at a time. Why settle for smaller numbers?”

      “So how you gonna swing working this without Vincent finding out?”

      “I’ll just tell him things come up that I gotta take care of. Won’t be anything new or unusual. I’ll just head out like I always do. Tell him the details later.”

      “Well when Scorpions start showing up dead the day after you’re always ducking out, don’t you think he’s gonna put two and two together?”

      “Not if I do it right.”

      “OK. I guess if something comes up that I need a hand with, I’ll give you a call.”

      Malloy nodded. “And if I hear specifics on anything, I’ll pass it along to you.”

      Recker then shook hands with him. “Sounds like a deal.”

      “What are you gonna do about them?” Malloy asked, barely giving a nod of his head, though it was clear he was referring to the Scorpions that were watching them.

      “Oh. Guess I’m gonna have to duck them somewhere.”

      “Need a hand?”

      “Why, got some free time?”

      “Well, you wanna start taking them out? No time like the present. If they’re after you, won’t come back to Vincent at all. They’ll assume it’s your work.”

      “What’d you have in mind?”

      “You keep driving to a specific place. I’ll get a sniper in place. When they get there, we take them out.”

      Recker smiled. “You got a sniper on speed dial?”

      “There’s one here every time Vincent’s here. Just in case.”

      Recker briefly looked at a few of the surrounding buildings, trying to figure out where the man would be located, though he couldn’t initially see anything. It didn’t surprise him though. A man like Vincent would always take the utmost precautions, especially after shots had been taken at him before.

      “Vincent won’t realize you’re shifting your man around?”

      Malloy shook his head. “Nah. I take care of all that. If you leave now, drive for about twenty minutes, stop, he’ll take the shots, then be back before Vincent leaves.”

      “All neat and tidy.”

      “That’s the idea. Vincent’s usually got another hour here, so we gotta move quick if you wanna do it.”

      “Your man won’t tell Vincent he was redirected?”

      “He’ll think the order came from him. It’ll be fine, trust me. I know how to rework things. Don’t worry about me.”

      “OK,” Recker said, hopping into his car. “You’re in the driver’s seat.”
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      As Recker pulled out of the parking lot, Malloy went back over to the front entrance of the diner. He stood there and made small talk with the guard, looking out of the corner of his eye at the car across the street. Once Recker got on the street and started driving away, the car with the Scorpions started up and drove after him. That was Malloy’s cue. He got on his phone and called the sniper that was nearby.

      “Hey, you see that blue car that just pulled out?” Malloy asked.

      “Going the same direction as Recker?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Two occupants. Front seat. Take them out.”

      “Where?”

      “I’m gonna have Recker go to the warehouse down by the river. You know the one.”

      “When?”

      “Get there now. The guys in the car are Scorpions.”

      “What about Recker?”

      “He’s fine. Pass.”

      “On my way.”

      “Let me know when it’s done.”

      “Will do.”

      Recker drove for about ten minutes, not knowing exactly where he was going. He figured Malloy would call at some point. If he wanted to, he could have lost the Scorpions on his own. It wouldn’t have been much of a challenge for him. But, Malloy was right. This way was better. They had to start eliminating Scorpions a little at a time, whenever they could find them. Once they started building their ranks again, the job would get infinitely tougher. As he was sitting at a light, with the car

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

