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      Malloy walked into one of his favorite convenience stores. It was a small, locally owned place. He tried to help out the small business owners whenever he could. This was a place he frequented at least one or two times a week. And he was friendly with everyone that worked there, which was only a handful of people. But everyone there knew him.

      “Hey, Jimmy,” the elderly man behind the counter waved. “Nice to see ya.”

      Malloy waved back. “How’s it going, Frank?”

      “Not bad, not bad. Haven’t seen you in a week or two. I miss you? Or you ain’t been around?”

      “Nah, I was here a few days ago. Think you were off or something.”

      Since he had help there, Frank moved from the counter to talk further with Malloy.

      “Yeah. Had a doctor’s appointment the other day.”

      “Everything good?”

      “Yeah, yeah. No problems. Other than my heart rate being up a little, you know?”

      Malloy smiled, and tapped on Frank’s chest. “Gotta keep that ticker strong, man. Don’t let that thing tap out on you and force me to take my business elsewhere.”

      Frank laughed. “I’m doing my best, pal. It would help if I didn’t have to go through those things like the other day, though. That ain’t good for the blood pressure, you know?”

      Malloy scrunched his eyebrows together, not knowing what Frank was talking about.

      “What thing the other day? Something happen?”

      Frank threw his hands out. “What? You didn’t hear?”

      Malloy shook his head. “No. What happened?”

      “Somebody tried to rob the place. Can you believe that? Someone tried to stick us up.”

      “No way. They get anything?”

      Frank looked up briefly. “No, thank the Lord above. Not that they didn’t try, though. But thankfully The Silencer was here and stopped him.”

      “The Silencer?”

      “Yeah. What are the odds? He was here just in time before anything went down. It was crazy. That guy’s good people, let me tell you.”

      “Yeah, he is,” Malloy replied.

      “You know him?”

      “Yeah, we’ve crossed paths a little.”

      “He seems like a real Johnny-on-the-spot, you know what I mean?”

      Malloy chuckled. “Yeah, I do. I don’t know how he does it. But he always seems to come through.”

      “For the last few years, I’ve been hearing all these stories about him, you know? Never thought he’d have been here in my place stopping one of these bums. Had five hundred dollars in the register too. Would have cleaned me out if he wasn’t here.”

      “Well, thankfully he was here to stop it. What happened to the guy he stopped?”

      “He took the guy out of here and put him in the back of his car for the police. Think he said he was going to drive him down to the precinct and drop him off for them.”

      “Thankfully you, and nobody else that works here, got hurt or anything. That’s the main thing.”

      “Yeah. Still, the best hundred bucks I ever spent. He said he’ll keep me in his regular rotation and keep an eye on the place.”

      A confused look appeared on Malloy’s face. “What?”

      “Yeah, after he did that, I gave him a hundred bucks for his troubles.”

      “And he took it?”

      “It was the least I could do. Really. I didn’t mind.”

      Malloy looked down at the tile floor. Something wasn’t sitting right with him.

      “A hundred bucks? What’s he need with that?”

      “Maybe he’s hurting for money,” Frank answered. “Anyways, that’s not a problem. He saved me plenty, and if him looking out for the place makes it safer here, it’s well spent. I don’t have a problem with it.”

      But Malloy did have a problem with it. Over the years, he never heard of Recker taking any money from people he helped out. And a hundred dollars? Malloy didn’t exactly know their financial situation, but from how they operated, and how they talked, he never suspected the team of having any issues. And it seemed like such a small sum, it hardly seemed like something Recker would do.

      Malloy was suspicious. “Can you describe him to me?”

      “Describe him?” Frank said with a laugh. “Don’t you know the guy?”

      Malloy joined in the laughter. “Just humor me, OK? What’d he look like?”

      “Ah, I dunno, what was he… six foot? Six-two, maybe? Something like that. I dunno about weight. He was pretty fit, I’d say. One-eighty. Two-hundred? Around there, maybe?”

      Certainly sounded like Recker, Malloy thought. “Hair?”

      “Dark brown. Black? I dunno. It was dark. And cut close. Like maybe he was former military or a cop once before, you know?”

      “Was there another guy with him?” Malloy asked. “Similar build. Or maybe a woman?”

      “Nah, no one else. Just him. He was enough. There was only one guy trying to rob the place. The Silencer didn’t need no backup.”

      One of Frank’s employees yelled out for him, having a problem at the register.

      “I better go help here,” Frank said. “I’ll talk to you.”

      Malloy nodded. He then browsed the store and got a few things he needed before checking out. He talked with Frank for a few more minutes before he left. Once Malloy got back in his car, he slid in behind the wheel and put his bag on the passenger seat. He rubbed his head, thinking about everything he’d just been told. Something was nagging at him. It was the hundred dollars that he just couldn’t get over. He had a hard time believing Recker would accept money for helping someone. It was the first time he’d ever heard it.

      Malloy started to shrug it off and put the car in drive. But he couldn’t make himself put his foot on the gas pedal yet. It was bothering him. He put the car back in park and took out his phone. He dialed Recker’s number, who answered immediately.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Just calling to see how you were doing?”

      Recker seemed a bit taken aback. “We’re just calling to check in now?”

      Malloy laughed. “No, there’s actually a reason I was calling. You know that place, the convenience store off the Boulevard? The one on Grant.”

      “Uh, yeah, I think I know it. Why?”

      “Why’d you take a hundred bucks from him?”

      Recker was silent for a moment. “What?”

      “The hundred bucks. Why’d you accept it? I didn’t think you guys needed the money.”

      “I think you need to take a step back and explain what you’re talking about. What hundred bucks?”

      “I was just in the store talking to Frank. You know, the owner. He said when you foiled the robbery there the other day, he gave you a hundred bucks to keep an eye on the place. It sounded unusual for you.”

      “There’s a good reason it sounds unusual.”

      “What is it?”

      “Because I wasn’t there.”

      “What? No, Frank said you were there, foiled a robbery, and drove the suspect down to the precinct.”

      “Jimmy, what are you talking about?”

      “Did you stop a robbery there?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been in the place,” Recker answered. “And I certainly didn’t stop any robbery there recently.”

      “Are you putting me on?”

      “Does it sound like I’m putting you on? And what’s this hundred bucks thing?”

      “He said he gave it to you for helping. And to keep it in your rotation for looking after the place from now on.”

      “Jimmy, I don’t have any rotation. I don’t have the time to keep looking after the same places every week. That’s what security guards are for. And I wouldn’t ever accept money from someone for doing this. I don’t need it, and I wouldn’t take it.”

      “Well, that’s what I thought. But this whole thing sounded strange.”

      “Yeah, I’d say so.”

      “Maybe it was Chris that was there,” Malloy said.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, I usually know what he’s working on too. And when did you say this thing happened?”

      “Frank said it happened a few days ago. That’d make it… Friday night.”

      “Definitely wasn’t Chris, then.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he and Britt went down to the shore for the weekend,” Recker replied. “Left Friday afternoon. Came back Monday morning. It was just me manning the shop all weekend.”

      “Well that is pretty strange, then. So you weren’t in this guy’s place?”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “That’s weird. Because he insists that you were. He even described you to me. Seemed to match up.”

      “And where’d you say this place was?”

      “Grant and the Boulevard. I’m actually outside the place right now. I just talked to him. It hit me weird, figured I’d call you and see what was up.”

      “You’re there right now?”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “Planning on sticking around a while?” Recker asked.

      “I could. Why?”

      “Sounds like something I need to get to the bottom of. Right about now.”
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      Malloy was still sitting in his car by the time Recker arrived. Recker went up to his car and knocked on the window to get his attention. Malloy looked over at him and got out of the car. They greeted each other with a handshake, then walked toward the store.

      “So what’s really going on here?”

      Malloy shrugged. “All I know is what I told you. I didn’t even know the place was robbed. Or, I should say attempted, I guess.”

      “You know this place?”

      “Yeah, I come here once or twice a week.”

      “So the guy that told you I was here…?”

      “Frank, the owner. Good guy. Probably in his sixties. No reason to lie or anything. Solid as they come.”

      “You guys have a business relationship or anything?” Recker asked.

      “Nah. I just come here because I like it.”

      The two men went inside, and Malloy pointed out Frank when he saw him. Frank was stocking some shelves.

      “There he is.”

      Frank turned his head when he saw them approaching. His face lit up as he saw Malloy.

      “Hey, Jimmy. You forgot something?”

      “No, not quite. Just wanted to formally introduce this guy to you.”

      Frank stuck out his hand to shake Recker’s. “Hey, good to meet you. Any friend of Jimmy’s is a friend of mine and you’re always welcome here.”

      “Thanks,” Recker replied. “Good to know.”

      “You don’t recognize him?” Malloy asked.

      Frank squinted his eyes, looking Recker over a little more closely. “No, I don’t think so. Should I?”

      “You didn’t talk to him the other day?”

      Frank continued staring at Recker, trying to remember. He finally shook his head. “No, not that I can recall. Why, what’s going on here?”

      Malloy looked at Recker. “You mind?”

      Recker was good with letting the cat out of the bag.

      “Frank, this is The Silencer.”

      Frank stared at Malloy for a few seconds. Then his eyes wandered over to Recker. Then he took turns looking at the both of them. It was almost like he wasn’t sure what he was hearing.

      “Nah, that’s not the guy.”

      “I know,” Malloy said. “But this is The Silencer.”

      “He’s not the guy that was here the other day.” Frank looked at Recker. “You’re not the guy.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Recker replied.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “That’s what I’d like to know.”

      “Jimmy, what’s happening here?”

      Malloy shook his head. “I’m not sure either. But this is The Silencer. I’m not sure about who that guy was that was here the other day. But it wasn’t him.”

      “Nah, it wasn’t him. But I don’t understand.”

      “That makes two of us,” Recker said.

      “If that guy wasn’t The Silencer, then why did he say he was?”

      “That’s a good question.”

      “Jimmy said you gave this guy a hundred dollars. Whose idea was that?”

      “Mine,” Frank answered. “I was so happy and thankful that I floated the idea of giving him a hundred bucks as a reward.”

      “And he took it right away?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What about this guy that tried to hold you up? What happened to him?”

      “The Silencer, or whoever that guy was, put him in handcuffs and took him out of here. Said he was taking him down to the precinct.”

      A painful look appeared on Recker’s face. “Yeah, I wouldn’t do that. I might tie them up and leave them for the cops, but I usually don’t offer door-to-door service.”

      “You ever recognized either of these guys before?” Malloy asked. “Just browsing in the store or something?”

      Frank put his hand on his face, thinking it over. “Nah, not that I can remember. Looked like just two guys, you know?”

      Recker and Malloy looked at each other. There was clearly something going on here. They just didn’t know what it was yet. Then Frank put his arm up, acknowledging a customer.

      “Hey, I gotta help a customer. Be right back.”

      “What’s going on here?” Malloy wondered.

      Recker could only shake his head. “Haven’t the foggiest idea.”

      “Someone’s out there trying to be you.”

      “Seems like. Question is why?”

      “Maybe they’re trying to be a public-spirited citizen.”

      Recker made a face, not quite buying that. “That hundred dollars they took might be more in line with what they’re thinking.”

      “Using your name for money.”

      “Maybe. Problem is, even if this guy really is just trying to be me and do good things… he’s not me.”

      “Could get himself hurt.”

      “Or someone else. Someone he’s trying to help.”

      “Maybe it’s just a one-off thing,” Malloy said. “He did this deed, didn’t want to be acknowledged for it, and just said your name off the top of his head. That way he doesn’t get any publicity and goes about his business like nothing ever happened.”

      Recker sighed, not sure if he bought that. Of course, without more information, nothing could be discounted yet. After a few more minutes, Frank returned to the pair. There wasn’t much more that needed to be said, though. They said their goodbyes and went their separate ways, with Recker and Malloy leaving the store. Outside on the sidewalk, Recker called Jones.

      “We have something to discuss,” Jones said.

      “Before we get into that, I need you to check something.”

      “Which is?”

      “Robbery attempt. Friday night. Grant and the Boulevard. Convenience store.”

      “And what am I checking?”

      “To see if it actually happened,” Recker answered. “Police reports, all of it.”

      “OK. I’ll start on that. But we have some other business to discuss.”

      “Which is?”

      “It’d probably be better if I showed you. Get back to the office as soon as you can.”

      Recker sighed, getting the feeling a bomb was about to be dropped on his head. “All right. I’m on my way in.”

      Judging by his friend’s demeanor, Malloy could tell something else was going on.

      “Trouble in paradise?”

      Recker chuckled. “Is this paradise?”

      “Our version of it.”

      “I dunno. Something else is apparently happening. Gotta check on it.”

      They shook hands as they started going their separate ways.

      “Let me know if you find anything else about this stuff,” Malloy said.

      “Will do. And if you happen to hear anything else about any similar stuff going on, let me know about it.”

      Malloy gave him a thumbs up and got back in his car. Recker quickly went back to his vehicle and drove straight to the office. Once he went in, he saw Jones feverishly typing on his computer.

      “So what’s this about?” Recker asked.

      Jones stopped typing and looked at him, putting his arms across his chest. “You tell me.”

      “Huh?”

      “Doing jobs on the side now, are you?”

      Recker looked a little annoyed. “David, I’m already not in the mood. Just tell me what’s going on.”

      Jones waved him to come over. Recker took a deep sigh, a little apprehensive to see what this was about. Once Recker walked over to the desk, Jones pointed at his screen. Recker leaned in and started reading. It was some type of internet forum with a bunch of different posts on it. It wasn’t a site that Recker was familiar with. But it didn’t take long for him to see what the issue was. The Silencer was mentioned numerous times. But it all stemmed from one initial post. Recker read it.

      “Hey, I just saw The Silencer stop a robbery at a local mom-and-pop store. Dude came in with a gun, and The Silencer happened to be there and took the guy out! As a favor, the owner gave The Silencer some money as he was taking the dude to the cops. It was so cool to see him in action.”

      Recker was disturbed as he read it. He then stood up straight, while still staring at the screen. It sounded somewhat familiar. Jones could see the anger setting in on his friend’s face. While he joked about Recker taking side jobs, he obviously knew that wasn’t him.

      “You can see why I was so insistent on you coming in.”

      “When was this post?”

      “Two days ago.”

      “The same place I asked you about?”

      “No, they mention the store’s location a few posts down. In the Kensington section.”

      “Different place,” Recker said.

      “How’s that connected?”

      “Not sure yet. You know that’s not me, right?”

      “Well, I figured as much,” Jones answered. “Unless you’ve changed the way we do business and instituted a fee structure.”

      “Same thing as that place I asked you to check on.”

      “What?”

      “That’s where I was when I called. Almost the same situation.”

      “Really? How’d you find out about that?”

      “Malloy called. It’s a place he frequents. Knows the owner. Thought it sounded strange and told me about it. So I went over and talked to the guy.”

      “What’d he say?” Jones wondered.

      Recker shrugged. “What’s to say? He saw me and said I obviously wasn’t the guy that was there.”

      “So let me get this straight. There’s now two instances in which someone says The Silencer helps to prevent a robbery, and in both cases, they took money from the would-be victim?”

      “Sounds about right.”

      Jones rubbed his forehead. “This is deeply concerning.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “What do you make of this?”

      “Beats me.”

      “You must have some thoughts.”

      “I only have one thought right now.”

      “And what’s that?”

      A stern expression formed on Recker’s face. “We got a copycat.”
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      Haley and Hatcher went to the office as soon as they were told something was going on. Upon seeing the expression on the faces of their friends, they knew it was big. Recker wasn’t even looking at them. He was looking away, his hand on his face, deep in thought. Jones was typing away on his computer like his hair was on fire.

      “This doesn’t look good,” Hatcher said.

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      They stepped forward, finally drawing Jones’ attention. “Good, you’re here.”

      “How big of a bomb was dropped,” Haley said.

      It was even bigger, and more complicated, than they initially feared. It had grown so much more than just the two instances that Recker and Jones thought it was. Jones discovered six other times when someone used The Silencer name to extort money from someone. And the amounts ranged from a hundred dollars all the way up to a thousand.

      “We have someone who’s impersonating us,” Jones said.

      Haley’s face looked like he’d seen a ghost. “What?”

      “How’s that possible?” Hatcher asked.

      Jones put his hands together. “It shouldn’t be. But it is.”

      He then pointed his hands toward the screen, inviting them to look for themselves. Haley and Hatcher went over to the computer and took a look. Though there were more instances to look at, they were all very similar. A job was pulled, The Silencer showed up, money was given as a token of appreciation. Then it was done. All handled in a matter of minutes.

      “Where’s all this going down?” Haley asked.

      Jones put his finger up, then typed a few things, bringing up a map on the screen on the wall. Red dots signified the copycat sightings.

      “They’re all over,” Hatcher said.

      Haley read them off. “Center city. Northeast. Kensington. Delaware Ave. Mayfair.”

      “And these are just the ones that we know of,” Jones replied. “Let’s not pretend and kid ourselves that this is likely it. It’s probably that there are more that we’re not aware of yet.”

      “How is this happening?” Hatcher asked.

      “There are some clues that we’re working with. Unfortunately, not that will identify the people behind it, but a few things to at least put us in a direction.”

      “Without a map, probably,” Haley said.

      “Now, five of these we know about through internet forums. Some popular, some less well known. In each of the six locations that we know of, I cannot find a shred of evidence that the police were notified in any of them.”

      “How’s that significant?” Hatcher asked.

      “Well, if they were doing this as a public-spirited citizen, on the side of the angels, the police would be called to pick up the perpetrator. And in all six of these cases, as best as I can tell, there was only one would-be robber.”

      “I’m sensing a pattern,” Haley replied.

      “In the one that Malloy notified us about, the owner of the store said that the robber would be dropped off at the precinct. That never happened. I have accessed police records, and in that case, as well as the other five, there have been no arrests, or even reports made, in any of them.”

      “Which says what to you?”

      “It is my current belief, and though I’m not saying this with a hundred percent certainty, I think we have a con game going on here.”

      Haley believed he knew what his friend was saying. “You think someone’s setting this up as a robbery, but not in the traditional sense? Pretending to rob the place, The Silencer shows up, and the pair still gets money anyway when all is said and done.”

      Jones nodded. “That is my belief, yes.”

      “Pretty smart when you think about it,” Hatcher said. “Once the guy announces The Silencer is there, nobody’s probably calling the police. The pair knows neither one of them is going to get hurt. Whoever’s playing The Silencer role probably announces his presence before whoever’s getting robbed has a chance to pull a gun or something. So it’s a free couple hundred dollars for a few minutes of work.”

      “And it would appear they’re scouting their targets in advance. None of the places hit so far have working cameras to identify them.”

      “So they’re not just run-of-the-mill criminals hitting whatever they see,” Haley said. “They’re clearly picking targets. Not at random.”

      “It would appear so.”

      “So they have some level of sophistication to them.”

      “That’s the way I’m reading it at the moment,” Jones replied.

      “But so far they’re only picking smaller places,” Hatcher said.

      “Bigger stores would have security and camera systems in place.”

      “So they’re smart enough to intentionally avoid places with cameras. But there’s really no way to know that unless you’re inside scouting.”

      “That would seem logical.”

      “But these guys weren’t noticed.”

      “That’s not necessarily unusual. Average looking people with nothing that stands out on them could stay unnoticed.”

      Haley looked over at his other partner, who seemed unusually quiet. Recker was still just sitting on the couch, not seemingly paying any attention to what they were talking about. He wasn’t even looking at them. Haley could tell Recker was bothered by all this. Even more than the usual crimes they had to deal with. Someone was using his name for their own benefit. It could ruin his reputation. And while so far, it seemed as if whoever was paying the fake Silencer for helping out, did so happily and willingly, there was no guarantee that would continue. It was possible the payments would go up. Maybe even lead to extortion. Recker actually assumed that was the plan, anyway.

      “What are you thinking about all this, Mike?” Haley asked.

      Recker took a deep breath before answering. “We need to find out who’s doing this. And fast. Because if we don’t, this could turn bad very quickly.”

      “I agree.”

      “Are you of the opinion that this is a con? That there’s two guys working this together?”

      Recker nodded. “Evidence seems to point that way. I think one thing’s for sure, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “At some point they’re going to move on to bigger targets.”

      “What makes you think so?” Hatcher asked.

      Recker shrugged. “Even if you get five hundred dollars as a reward, split that between two guys if they’re in it together, you’re not getting rich off it. And it is a bit of a risk.”

      “So why bother with it at all, then, if it’s not life-changing money?”

      “My feeling is that they’re testing it out for a bit. Seeing how well it works. See if they need to change or tinker with things.”

      “Then they’ll go after some bigger targets,” Haley said.

      “That’s my guess.”

      “But to go after bigger targets, they’d probably have to deal with more security issues,” Hatcher said.

      Recker had an answer for that. “But if this guy establishes that he’s me, and helps out somewhere, gets inside, people won’t think of him as a threat. Then he’ll wait for the right opportunity. A big cash shipment. Unprotected jewelry. Then after that, he might not care if he’s seen on camera.”

      “Because then he’ll be gone.”

      “It’s a good theory, anyway. Who knows if it’s accurate?”

      “Makes sense, though.”

      Jones offered an alternative. “Or, he could just look at this as easy money. And he’s not looking for that bigger payday. Maybe he could just keep going along like this, make a thousand dollars a week by continuing this path, figuring there’s no way he’d get stopped.”

      “Seems like a risky bet,” Haley said. “I’m not sure I’d buy it. Not for so little cash.”

      “I’m not sure it is, either. But we have to acknowledge the possibility until we have evidence to the contrary.”

      Recker stood up, ready to get things going. “Either way, right now, it doesn’t really matter. We just need to find out who this creep is and get on his trail.”

      “Easier said than done,” Hatcher said. “How do we even go about finding this guy?”

      “We need to get everyone on it. All eyes and ears that are available. Vincent, Malloy, Tyrell, Trae, every contact we know of, even casually. They all need to be on this.”

      “I’ll start reaching out,” Haley said.

      “I’ll see if I can connect some dots,” Jones replied. “Maybe see if I can notice a pattern in where they’ve struck so far.”

      Recker turned around and looked out the window. He knew that was all they could do at the moment. They were just getting started.

      “We gotta work around the clock on this. These guys are out there. And I don’t think they’re gonna stop. Until we stop them.”
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