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      Everything was pitch black. Recker looked around and couldn’t see anything. Not even a hand in front of his face. Suddenly Mia appeared. It was just her face. She smiled at him. Then she was yanked away, as if someone were pulling her by the waist, though no one was behind her. She kept moving farther away, like she was floating in space. Mia’s arms were reaching out for him, wanting him to grab her. But Recker couldn’t move. She was moving farther and farther away, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. He could hear himself screaming her name, trying to get her to come back. Within a few seconds she was gone. She just disappeared into the blackness that was all around her.

      Recker’s eyes fluttered open. He didn’t even jump anymore when he had a nightmare. He was so used to it by now that he would just lie there and slowly open his eyes until he got all his wits about him. He looked over at Mia’s pillow and noticed that she wasn’t there. He sat up and looked around the room. Then he remembered she went into work early this morning. He remembered her telling him the night before.

      Recker sat there, looking down at the bed, a helpless feeling coming over him. He felt different. It wasn’t the dream. It was something else. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but his body felt tired. He wasn’t sick. At least not physically. It was almost like a hopeless feeling had overpowered his body. But there was nothing going on in his life at the moment that he should have felt like that about. Everything was fine. At least as fine as things could be in his profession. But there were no major issues, nobody he knew was in trouble, and there were no catastrophes in the making. And it wasn’t just because he was tired. He probably got at least six hours of sleep. Well, in between him waking up multiple times during the night, which was his usual. But six hours was more than he usually got. His eyes felt alert. It was just his body that seemed to be lagging.

      Figuring he needed to get up and move around, Recker got dressed, then went into the kitchen and made himself some breakfast. He poured himself a bowl of cereal, hoping he would get a little more energy. After getting through half the bowl, it wasn’t helping. He pushed the rest of it away and put his head in his hands. He then sat back in the chair and stared at the kitchen cabinets. Something was wrong with him. He could feel it. He grabbed his phone and checked for messages. There weren’t any. He put his phone down on the table. After thinking for a minute, Recker picked his phone back up and sent Jones a text.

      “Anything pressing today?” Recker asked.

      Jones answered back almost immediately. “No, why? Something going on?”

      “No, I just might need part of the day to take care of something.”

      “Take all the time you need. Chris is here. He can handle whatever comes along.”

      “If something big comes up, just let me know. I can still come in.”

      “Will do. Everything OK?”

      “Everything’s fine. Nothing to worry about.”

      “OK, good.”

      Recker put his phone down for a second, then picked it right back up again. He looked at his appointment calendar. Maybe that was what was bothering him. He had another scheduled appointment with Dr. Penner. He made the appointment weeks ago, and hadn’t really planned on going, but hadn’t cancelled yet either. He put the phone back down and crossed his arms, leaning his chin on his forearm as he leaned on the table for support. He stared at his phone as if he were waiting for or expecting a call, even though he wasn’t.

      Recker stayed in that position for a good ten minutes, not moving an inch. His body was feeling tired, like how a person gets when they have the flu, but without the muscle aches and pains. His body didn’t hurt. It just felt heavy. Maybe it was the weight of carrying the world on his shoulders for the last fifteen years. Since his first day in the CIA, he hit the ground running and hasn’t looked back. Between his CIA missions, then almost getting eliminated by them, losing Carrie, then picking his life back up as The Silencer, and all the missions since then, maybe his body was just breaking down on him. He wasn’t sure what else it could be. He had felt tired before. But this wasn’t that. This was… so much more. This felt like something was pressing down on him and wasn’t letting up.

      Recker sighed and picked his phone back up again. He decided to go to his appointment with Dr. Penner after all. He grabbed his keys and his gun and left the apartment. He hoped that as he got outside and started driving, maybe the feeling would let up a little. Maybe he just needed some fresh air to relieve the symptoms he was feeling. It didn’t help, though. It wasn’t getting worse. But it wasn’t getting better either.

      Once he got to Dr. Penner’s office, Recker sat in the waiting room. His appointment didn’t start for a few more minutes. It was a small waiting room, and since appointments usually lasted a specific amount of time, there was nobody else in there but him and the secretary. Since he had nothing to do but think and wait, he started thinking about his life. Everything that had happened to him, everything he’d been through, and everything that he figured was yet to come. Was it all worth the personal cost and sacrifices that he’s made? He’d never led a normal life, and the chances of him ever doing so were, well… not that great in his mind.

      Recker’s concentration was broken as the office door opened up. Dr. Penner stood there with a smile and motioned for Recker to come in. Recker slowly got up and walked into the office, sitting down in the chair in front of the desk. After Dr. Penner closed the door, she went back to her desk and sat down.

      “I have to admit that I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.”

      Recker smiled. “That makes two of us. I have to admit I really wasn’t planning on coming back.”

      “So why did you?”

      Recker looked away toward the window and shook his head. “I don’t know. There’s just a… a feeling I’ve had lately. It’s actually worse this morning. The worst it’s been.”

      “Are you physically sick?”

      “No. At least I don’t think so. I mean, I was just checked out by a physician two weeks ago,” Recker said, referring to using Vincent’s physician, which he had been doing lately to stay in the shadows. “Everything was fine, no problems.”

      “So what do you think’s the matter?”

      Recker sighed. “I don’t know. I just… it’s just a feeling. I can’t get rid of it, I can’t shake it, and I can’t figure out how to move on from it.”

      “Can you describe this feeling?”

      Recker stretched his arms out. “It’s just like… my body feels… heavy. Like I’m carrying around all this extra weight on me and I just can’t lose it.”

      “You’ve had this feeling for a while?”

      “It’s been coming on for a long time. I feel like it just hit me tenfold this morning, like a ton of bricks. Like I woke up and everything was amplified.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did you have another nightmare?”

      Recker snickered. “Listen, nightmares for me are just a fact of life. I’m used to them by now. I don’t think it has to do with that.”

      “Maybe it has to do with the secretive nature of your work. The danger that you constantly put yourself in can have a cumulative effect on your mind and soul.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Are you able to talk more openly about that profession than you did the last time you were here?”

      Recker looked at the window again. “Not really.” He rubbed his forehead. “Listen, I’ve, uh, it’s been drilled into my head for the last fifteen years that I have to keep everything inside me. Every thought, every feeling, everything that I know, everything has to be kept bottled up inside.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because if something slips out, the slightest thing, the wrong thing, anything, no matter how insignificant it may seem, it could cost you your life. Or the life of someone around you. Or someone you care about.”

      “That’s a hard load to shoulder for so long.”

      Recker nodded. “It is. I’ve worked all over the world, been put in every kind of dangerous situation imaginable, been shot multiple times, have had people die in my arms, and have had people I loved ripped away from me.”

      Though Recker never said the specifics of who he worked for, other than government work, by the way Recker talked, Penner could tell it was likely the CIA he was referencing.

      “And yet you’re still giving yourself to that work.”

      “It’s the only life I know,” Recker said.

      “Ever think of taking a vacation?”

      “I’ve taken them before. It’s only temporary.”

      “Would you like my opinion on what I think is happening?”

      “That’s what I’m paying you for, isn’t it?”

      Penner smiled. “No. You’re paying me to get you to open up. My opinion is largely irrelevant.”

      “Feel free to enlighten me.”

      “I think, perhaps, this heaviness that you’re feeling is your body’s way of telling you that you’re at the end of your rope.”

      “Which means what? Retirement?”

      “That you give serious thought about taking it down a notch. You can’t keep up this life forever. You’ve travelled the world, protecting everybody, with barely a thought about yourself. A person just can’t give of themselves forever, at least in the dangerous world in which you live, without taking some time to let your body, and most importantly your mind, heal itself. Fifteen years is a long time to do what you do without taking extended breaks.”

      “So you’re suggesting that I walk away? For how long?”

      “I’m not suggesting anything. It’s for you to say what you do. All I am suggesting, is that you listen to what your body is telling you. If you sit down somewhere, maybe a park or somewhere secluded, a place that’s peaceful, and give yourself time to think and reflect, you will probably come up with your own answers.”

      They continued to talk for the next hour, the length of a regular session. It was probably the most reflective about his work, and talkative, that he’d ever been with anybody other than Mia. Though he hadn’t really talked about this latest issue with her. He didn’t tell her how tired his body felt. He knew that would spur a longer and deeper discussion than he wanted to go into with her. After the hour session was over, Recker walked out of the psychologist’s office, still not sure what he was doing. What he did know was that he needed to find a quiet spot somewhere. He needed to think about his future and whether that included a different line of work.
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      Recker had been sitting on the park bench for the better part of two hours. He’d been doing nothing but sitting and thinking, watching kids play by the water fountain, watching couples and friends have conversations with each other, seeing mothers push their children in strollers and other ride-on toys. A lot was going through his mind. Most of which was his future. He’d seen and heard of other operatives in the agency who’d been in the field for a while just coming undone at the drop of a hat, but he never really thought that it would happen to him. And it wasn’t really even him wanting to be done. It just hit him. It must have been his turn, he thought.

      Recker was so focused on his own thoughts, and on watching the people in front of him, that he didn’t notice the man walking up on him from the side. The man had Recker in his sights and quickly walked toward him. Recker never turned his head to see who it was before the man sat down beside him. Recker saw the body sitting down next to him out of the corner of his eye and turned his head. He was surprised to see who it was.

      “What are you doing here?” Recker asked.

      Haley looked straight ahead, focusing on the same things that Recker had been doing. “Figured you might need someone to talk to. Someone who could listen to things.”

      “Such as?”

      Haley shrugged. “I dunno. Whatever you have on your mind.”

      “My mind’s clear as can be.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Recker glanced at his friend, wondering if he knew something. He didn’t know how he would, though, considering he never said anything about it. “What would be on my mind?”

      Haley knew this was a delicate situation and didn’t want to be too forthright or direct. He could already see that Recker had been struggling with this for a while. Maybe Recker didn’t think it was showing until now, but Haley had seen the signs. He’d also seen other agents go through this before. “Maybe… you, uh, need to talk to someone. Like, maybe a professional to help you get through this.”

      “Through what?”

      “Listen, Mike, for the last few weeks, I’ve noticed a change in you. You’re walking around, looking like you’re carrying a heavy burden, hardly smiling or laughing.”

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’ve never exactly been the prince of jokes.”

      “No, but you’ve always been able to have a laugh, or a smile, or see the humor in something when things are bleak. I haven’t noticed that in a while.”

      “So?”

      “We’ve both seen this happen to people before. You’ve been in this game for a long time. You look like you’re burned out.”

      “I’m OK.”

      “I know, full speed ahead.” Haley took a few seconds before continuing. “But you know you’re not in this alone. I’m here, Mia of course, David, you don’t have to wait until it’s too late.”

      “Too late for what?”

      “To get help. Maybe just go somewhere for a few weeks, or a month or two, recharge your batteries. There’s nothing that says you have to be on call every day of your life.”

      “I didn’t think it showed so much.”

      “Well, you do a good job of hiding it. Most people probably wouldn’t recognize the signs. They would just assume it’s the hazards of the job weighing you down. But I don’t want this to spiral so out of control that it gets worse.”

      Recker sighed. “Worse.”

      “The last agent I saw this happen to in the field, he was a ten-year pro. He was really good. Maybe as good as you. But I saw the same thing happen to him. We were on a job together, and you could just tell he wasn’t into it as much as he once was.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “He was killed. We were investigating a factory that we believed was doubling as an illegal weapons facility, and when we got there, we found the guns, and we found a lot more to go with it. His reaction time was slow. Killed right away. I was able to get out of there, but, he wasn’t so lucky.”

      “Worried about me having your back out there?”

      Haley shook his head. “Not me. Not ever. I just worry about Mia having to say words over your funeral.”

      “That would be tough for both of us. Probably me more, you know, being dead and all.”

      “You know what I’m saying.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You talked to Mia about any of this?”

      Recker shook his head. “No. If I did, you know, it’s a conversation I really didn’t want to have. Not with anybody, but especially not with her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if I talk to her about taking some kind of break, it’s not going to be temporary with her. There’ll be no coming back. She’d want me to just make a clean break from it all. Rip the bandaid right off and slip away. If I say exactly how I’m feeling, and that I want a month off to clear my head, she’s gonna say not to come back. I already know she will. You do too.”

      “Maybe there’s a compromise to be made there.”

      “You know Mia. You really think if I say I’m tired, tired of all this, and I wanna take a mental break, she’s really gonna be cool with me coming back in a month or two? She’s gonna fight it. You know she will.”

      “I know you can’t hide it from her forever.”

      Recker sighed. “I know that too. I’m just… I’m trying to do the right thing by everybody.”

      “That’s your problem right there.”

      “What?”

      “You’re trying to do the right thing by everybody and you don’t have to. That’s the issue. You don’t need to try and please anybody but you. The only person you have to do right by is you. You’re worried about letting down David, or putting more pressure on me by leaving, or what Mia’s gonna say, or what she’ll do, or what would happen if you actually took a break, would things get worse, would people get killed because you’re not there, and… and that’s the problem, man. You just gotta stop thinking about all of that. You can’t keep the weight of the world on your shoulders. Eventually you gotta let other people carry their weight. And if they can’t do that… then that’s not on you. You’ve gotta learn to let go.”

      “I dunno. It’s just… it feels like this never ends, does it?”

      “Because it doesn’t.”

      “In the CIA, there were terrorists, arms dealers, drug dealers, violent criminals, then I’m almost assassinated by the very country I was sworn to protect. Then here, there’s Vincent, the police, the CIA again, the Italians, Jeremiah, Nowak, more violent criminals, Agent 17, and now Jerrick. It never stops.”

      “And it never will. The world won’t blow up because you’re not around to protect it. And all these things you mentioned, there’ll always be a new one that pops up to replace the one that’s gone. Eradicating crime, that’s something you’re never going to accomplish. All you can do is all you can do.”

      Recker leaned forward, with his elbows on his knees, and put his head down. He heard some children playing nearby and picked his head up to watch them. “I dunno. Maybe it just feels like sour grapes.”

      “In what way?”

      “How much is one person supposed to give? I mean, I’ve been shot multiple times, lost someone I loved because of my actions, been blown up, tied up, on the run, different identities, wanted by the police and every government agency known to man at one point or another, living in secret, not able to do things normal people do, being in some kind of danger nearly every day of my life, not to mention Mia being shot and kidnapped multiple times…” Recker then shook his head. “How much can one person give?”

      “I think that’s a question that only you can answer. Maybe you should talk to someone, help you sort things out.”

      “Don’t tell David, but I saw someone this morning. A psychologist. I didn’t give specifics on what I do or have done, of course.”

      “They help?”

      Recker shrugged and made a face. “You know, I don’t know. I feel like, maybe I got some things off my chest that maybe I’ve been holding in a while. But, I don’t feel like it’s lifted any of this weight off me. I still feel like… I dunno.”

      “Maybe try a few more sessions.”

      “Well this was actually the second time I saw her.”

      “Think you’ll go again?”

      “I’m not sure. I think I might be a lost cause.”

      “What about Mia? She know?”

      Recker nodded. “She’s the one that initially encouraged me to go. I’ve been having…” Recker then stopped, feeling like he shouldn’t reveal everything. He didn’t want his friend to suddenly think he was a mental case. But he decided to talk about it, anyway. He’d been holding things in for such a long time, he felt it was now time to reveal it. “I’ve been having nightmares for a long time now. Practically every night for the past year or two. Mia was getting concerned.”

      “What kind of nightmares?”

      “The violent ones. Usually involving someone dying. Sometimes me. A lot of times Mia. And every once in a while, you and David. But it’s always one of us.”

      “What’d the shrink say?”

      “I dunno. You know, it’s probably got something to do with my profession, things I’ve dealt with, fear of losing things, stuff like that.”

      Haley tapped his friend on the knee. “Well, I’m not gonna tell you what you should do. And I’m not gonna pass judgment on whatever you decide to do. That’s something only you can figure out, either with Mia, or on your own. Just know that, whatever you decide, know that I’m in your corner. And I’m always here for you.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “I just hope that whatever you decide, make sure it’s for the right reasons. Make sure it’s for you and not based on what you think me or David would think or want. It’s not about us. It’s about you.”

      Recker nodded. “I will.”

      “And, if I can give you some advice, you probably should keep Mia in the loop. She’s been through a lot with you. It’s only right that she gets a say.”

      Recker took a deep breath. “Yeah.” There was silence between the two of them for a few more minutes. “How’d you find me here, anyway? I didn’t tell David where I was going.”

      “You told me a while ago that if I ever needed to clear my head, this was a good spot. I just figured you knew that from firsthand experience. I saw what you texted David, and based on my own assumptions of what you’d been going through lately, I just figured this might be where you were.”

      “Impressive. You might make a good secret agent one day.”

      Haley laughed. “Yeah. One day.”

      Both Recker’s and Haley’s phone went off. They both looked at it. It was Jones.

      “Looks like David’s got something,” Haley said.

      “Well, back to work.”

      “I got this. Why don’t you just take the rest of the day, think about things, maybe talk to Mia, reflect, whatever you need to do? I’ll take care of this.”

      “It might be big.”

      “Well, let’s just find out then.” Haley then texted Jones. “How big’s the job? Is it a two-man operation or can I handle it myself?”

      Jones immediately texted back. “Possible robbery. Looks like one person can probably handle it.”

      “OK. I’ll take it then.”

      “OK. Did you find Michael?”

      “I did. He’s fine.”

      “Is anything wrong?”

      “Nothing that I can tell. Just looks tired. Think he just needs the day off to recharge. Nothing to worry about.”

      “OK.”

      “When do I need to move?”

      “Now would be best.”

      “I’m on the way.” Haley showed Recker the texts. “See. I can handle it. Take the day. I got it.”

      Recker grinned. “OK. But if you run into something and you really need help, you better call me. I mean it.”

      “You’ll be first on the dial.”

      Recker nodded. “OK. Good luck.”

      Haley got up and left, leaving Recker to continue pondering his future, though the more he thought about it, the more he decided he still wasn’t sure what he wanted to do. But he was sure of one thing. He had more difficult conversations upcoming.
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      Several black SUV’s pulled up in front of the restaurant, each with dark-tinted windows. It was a strategy that Vincent usually employed when he was going to meetings, or any other event where his safety was in question. It was hard for a shooter to target him if they didn’t know which vehicle he was in. And considering the importance of the meeting he was going to, that was every bit a possibility in this instance. After all the cars stopped, a few men popped out of each of them, including Malloy, making sure the area was safe. One man went inside the restaurant, while the others looked at the rooftops of nearby buildings, scoured the streets to look behind other parked cars, around the edges of buildings, or to see if a gun was poking out of a window that was across the street. Once everything seemed clear, Malloy went over to the second car and tapped on the back window. The window rolled down.

      “We’re all clear,” Malloy said.

      Vincent put the window back up, then opened the door and stepped out. As soon as he did, Malloy, as well as a few other men, came over to their boss and huddled around him very closely as they escorted him into the building. Just in case they missed a potential sniper, they’d have a hard time getting a clear shot with all the bodies walking close together. Luckily, there wasn’t a hint of any trouble lurking. Once inside, several of Vincent’s men continued escorting him to a table in the back of the restaurant, away from any windows. Malloy stayed near the front door at the moment to keep an eye out for their guests. Once Vincent was seated, the manager of the restaurant came over to his table.

      “Vincent, so glad to have you.”

      Vincent shook his hand. “Thank you for allowing me to rent out your place for an hour.”

      “You know you’re always welcome here.”

      Vincent smiled. “Thank you. Before we leave, you’ll get a check to make up for your lost business here.”

      The manager threw a hand up, as if it weren’t a big deal. “There’s no need. You are one of our best customers.”

      “No, no. You’ve done right by me, so I will do right by you.”

      “Very gracious of you, sir. I have a couple cooks in the kitchen. Would you like something?”

      Vincent leaned back and thought about it. “Yes, I believe I would. A plate of your delicious spaghetti and meatballs would be nice.”

      The manager bowed his head. “One plate coming up.” He turned to leave, but stopped and looked at Vincent and put a finger in the air. “With generous portions, huh?”

      Vincent put his arm up and grinned. “Ahh, not too generous.” He then patted his stomach. “You’ll cause me to lose my figure.”

      The two men had a laugh as the manager disappeared into the kitchen. One of Vincent’s men went back there with him, just to make sure there were only cooks back there. Just as the man came back and nodded at Vincent, letting him know everything was well, Malloy walked over to the table.

      “No sign of them yet.” Malloy looked at his watch. “It’s right on time now. They should be here.”

      Vincent didn’t look worried. “Don’t worry. They’ll be here.”

      “You’d think he’d want to be on time and get this over with.”

      Vincent shrugged. “I think our friend, Jerrick, likes to arrive a little bit late and make a grand entrance.”

      “We should just kill him now and get it done with.”

      Vincent put his hand up to calm his friend down. “Now, they’ll be plenty of time for that later. If I can get through to him first, we can save a lot of bloodshed.”

      “You’re not getting through to a guy like that. He wants to finish what Jeremiah started.”

      “I think you’re probably right. But the effort must still be made first. If that’s rejected, then the gloves come off.”

      Another of Vincent’s men came through the restaurant doors. “Jimmy.”

      Malloy took a few steps toward the windows and saw several cars pulling up. “Looks like we’re in business.”

      Malloy rushed over to the front door and stepped outside as he looked at the mob of men pouring out of the ten cars that arrived. Jerrick was leading the pack, though there didn’t appear to be much of an order behind him. It looked like some type of march. As they got to the doors of the restaurant, several of Vincent’s men stood shoulder to shoulder, blocking it, with Malloy positioned in front of them.

      “You and one more can go in,” Malloy said.

      “How many’s he gonna have in there?” Jerrick replied.

      “Just me.”

      Jerrick nodded. “All right.” He looked to his right and tapped the man next to him on the chest with the back of his hand. He was good with a gun if there was any shooting inside. “You and me.” Jerrick turned around to face the rest of his men. “The rest of y’all stay close out here.”

      “You also better tell them what’ll happen if they start shooting.”

      Jerrick turned back to face Malloy. “And what’ll that be?”

      “You won’t make it out.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, that’s so.”

      “You know, you’ve been hanging around Vincent too long. Maybe it’s time someone brought you down to size a little.”

      “Who’s gonna try it?”

      Malloy and Jerrick glared at each other for a few moments. Finally, Jerrick decided this wasn’t the time for that, though it did cross his mind. He turned back to his men again. “I don’t want nobody getting antsy out here. Everyone stand down unless I give the word, you understand?” Jerrick angrily turned his body back to face Malloy. “I hope that satisfies you.”

      “For now.”

      “I hope the same applies to your men too.”

      “It does. For some reason, Vincent wants to talk to you like a man first. Me, I’d rather just shoot you down like the dirty thug that you are.”

      Jerrick continued staring Malloy down. If looks could kill, Malloy would’ve been dead already. Jerrick finally let a crack of a smile come over his face. “You’re lucky I’m in a good mood today.”

      “Is that right?”

      “But don’t worry, when the time comes, and it will come, before I get to Vincent, I’m gonna have fun killing you first.”

      “I wish you luck with that. You’ll need it.”

      Jerrick grinned. “We gonna stand here and give pleasantries all day or we gonna go in there and do this?”

      Malloy turned around, and without needing to motion or give a word, the rest of his men cleared a path for them to go through. Malloy entered first, followed by Jerrick and his man.

      “Clear the place,” Jerrick said. His man started searching the place, making sure there was nobody there that wasn’t supposed to be.

      Malloy and Jerrick continued walking toward Vincent’s table, who sat there calmly, waiting for them to arrive. A few seconds later, Jerrick’s man appeared near the kitchen door.

      “Hey, look what I found?” A second later, Vincent’s man appeared, Jerrick’s man pointing to him.

      “Thought it was just us?” Jerrick asked.

      “He’s just there to guard the back,” Malloy answered.

      “Yeah, well, either he leaves or we all do. I don’t like odd numbers.”

      Malloy looked at Vincent, who nodded. Malloy then motioned for his man to step outside.

      “Satisfied now?” Malloy asked.

      Jerrick shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      Vincent put his hand out, inviting his guest to sit down across from him. As Jerrick pulled out the chair and sat down, Malloy moved to the wall, standing behind his boss. Jerrick’s guard came over and stood behind his boss as well. A few seconds later, the manager of the restaurant came out with Vincent’s food, setting it down in front of him.

      “Thank you, George, that’ll be all.” Vincent grabbed his fork and started digging in. “Oh, look at me, I’m forgetting my manners. Can I interest you in something?”

      “I didn’t come here to eat,” Jerrick replied.

      “Yes, well, the reason I asked you to meet with me today is because I like you.”

      “You what?”

      “I like you. I respect your style.”

      Jerrick looked confused. He was sure the man was up to something. “And?”

      “And I’d like to offer you a choice.”

      “Which is?”

      “Stop all this nonsense that you’ve been doing these last few months. You know, trying to kill me, Recker, blowing things up, kidnapping people, shooting at people, you know, that sort of stuff.”

      “Or?”

      “Or I’ll kill you. It’s that simple.”

      “I thought you were gonna offer me a deal or something?”

      “I just did. The deal is, you stop, or you’ll be dead in very short order. I am completely losing my patience with you.”

      Jerrick looked at him like he was crazy. “You’re out of your damn mind.”

      “It’s only because I like you that I’m offering you this chance to save yourself.”

      “Is that right?”

      Vincent took a sip of his drink. “I know you think you have to pick up where Jeremiah left off, but that’s fool's gold. It’s not going to happen. He’s dead because he was too ambitious and didn’t know when to leave well enough alone. And if you’re not careful, you’re going to follow him on that same path. And I’m trying to prevent that from happening to you.”

      “You’re crazy. You know that? You’re crazy. I came to this meeting thinking you had something to offer me, and that’s what you got to tell me?”

      “What did you think I had to offer?”

      “That you were giving me Jeremiah’s old territory back. I’d be satisfied with that.”

      “Oh, that’s ridiculous. We both know you wouldn’t be satisfied with that. Oh, for a few months you would, maybe. But after that, you’d start thinking like he did and think that you could get more. You would start thinking to yourself that Vincent gave me that so easily, maybe I could keep getting more from him. It won’t happen.”

      Jerrick leaned forward. “It will happen. Now that you’re done making your joke of an offer, I got one of my own.”

      “OK?” Vincent asked, putting some spaghetti in his mouth, not looking the least bit worried or concerned.

      “You will give me Jeremiah’s old territory back.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Because it’s rightfully mine.”

      “That’s not how this business works, unfortunately.”

      “Well that’s how we’re gonna make it work. Or else you’re gonna lose a lot of men defending that place.”

      “Why is this so important to you? You could set up shop anywhere. Why do it here?”

      “Because this is where I belong. I came up with Jeremiah’s crew. It was eventually supposed to be mine. But you and Recker stopped that.”

      “What was done was done because Jeremiah suddenly got stupid. That was neither Recker’s fault or my own. If you want to blame anyone, blame your mentor. Be that as it may, that is also in the past. What we’re talking about now is the present and the future. And if you don’t curtail your activities, you won’t have a future.”

      “Maybe the same could be said for you.”

      Vincent grinned. “Perhaps. Believe me, you wouldn’t be the first to try.”

      “Yeah, I know all about the others.”

      “But you would be different?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I admire your gumption. I do. As misguided as it may be. I know you’ve been recruiting hard, but you don’t have the experience or the firepower to withstand a war with me.”

      “Well if you’re so confident then why are you trying to make a deal with me?”

      “Because wars with rivals are rarely good for anyone. They’re costly. In terms of money, men, and unwanted notoriety from the public as well as the law, it’s not good for business. So if you want to know the truth, my main concern is not in keeping you alive as much as I don’t want to take hits to my bank account.”

      “Sorry, but your bank account really ain’t a concern of mine.”

      “When wars break out, it brings in scrutiny. That means certain activities have to be curtailed or even stopped altogether. Now, that won’t only affect my bottom line, but it’ll affect yours as well. And I’m sure you wouldn’t be able to afford taking as big of a hit as I can at this stage of your organization’s startup.”

      “I really don’t like you.”

      Vincent smiled. “The feeling is mutual.”

      “I thought you said you did.”

      Vincent shrugged. “I’ve changed my mind. But I did want to use this meeting to meet face to face, to offer you one last chance to change your current trajectory. I’ve put up with a lot of your nonsense up until now without putting the full weight of my organization against you, but if you leave this meeting ignoring my advice, that will change as of today.”

      Jerrick stood up, apparently done with the meeting. “Yeah, well, maybe I got some advice of my own.”

      “Which would be?”

      “Stay out of my way. ’Cause the next time you stick your head out the door, you might just get it blown off.” Jerrick then looked at Malloy. “Same goes for you, big-boy.”

      Vincent and Jerrick stared at each other for a few seconds. “I see that we have an understanding, then.”

      “Oh yeah, we got one. I’m taking over. That means you can step aside and let it happen, or you can be the one that gets buried. ’Cause it ain’t gonna be me.”

      Vincent smiled and nodded as he watched Jerrick and his associate walk away.

      “Let’s just kill them now,” Malloy said.

      “It’s too public here, and everyone would know who’s responsible. When we do it, it must be in the shadows and make it look like it could be anybody behind it.”

      Malloy nodded, satisfied with the answer as he stepped toward the window and looked out, observing Jerrick and his crew walk away and get back in their cars.

      “As long as it happens soon,” Malloy said. “I have a feeling they might be more elusive than the others for some reason.”

      “Probably because they seem to operate according to their numbers for the most part. Hit and run. The others that have gone up against us usually did so because they believed they could use brute force. But it is not a worry. One way or another, Jerrick and his boys will meet the same fate as his mentor. I am sure of that.”
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      Jones appeared to be working in his usual fast manner when Recker walked into the office. He had several computers running at once, splitting his concentration between all of them, going back and forth depending on what he needed. Recker walked over to the desk and sat down next to him.

      “How’s it going?”

      Jones smiled at him. “Not as fast as I’d like, but not as slow as I feared. In other words… average.”

      Recker scratched his forehead. “Well I guess that’s better than nothing.”

      “Some would say that.”

      Recker cleared his throat. “Anything we can act on yet?”

      “Not at the moment. Why? Are you bored?”

      “Well, you know, just trying to keep busy and all.”

      “I see. Nothing to move on at the moment.”

      “So you said.”

      Recker went onto one of the computers and started fiddling around. He really wasn’t doing anything other than passing the time. Jones happened to look over and noticed that his friend looked like he was bored out of his mind. He leaned over to check the website he was on, though it didn’t appear Recker was even focusing on it. He was just staring at the screen, not scrolling or clicking on anything.

      “Is there something I can do for you?” Jones asked.

      “No. Nothing.”

      “Are you having problems with Mia?”

      “No. Why do you ask?”

      “Well, it’s just that you’re sitting here, kind of staring at a screen that you don’t appear to have any interest in looking at. And you seem distracted, like your mind is elsewhere.”

      “I’m good.”

      Jones didn’t believe that for a second. But he knew pestering him about it was usually the wrong choice. Whatever was on his mind, Recker would say in his own good time when he was ready. He could tell though, whatever it was, it looked like it’d be a heavy discussion. His friend looked tired. He looked like he was carrying a heavy burden. They made small talk for a few more minutes, which Recker usually hated. Jones could tell he was just stalling for something.

      “Are you sure there’s not something you would like to discuss?” Jones asked.

      “Such as?”

      Jones shrugged. “You tell me. You’re sitting here looking zoned out, you’re engaging in small talk which you hate, we have nothing for you to do in which case you’re usually quick to go home with Mia, but yet, here you are. And I know there’s a reason for that that you’re not sharing yet.”

      Recker fiddled with a pencil, then tossed it in the air, letting it land back down on the desk. He cleared his throat, not sure how to begin. He tapped his fingers on the desk as he began. “Well, as you know, we’ve got a lot going on. You know, like always.”

      “Sure.”

      “And, um, you know, with um, you know, how everything is going, it seems that…” Recker stopped for a moment, knowing he was sputtering. Jones stopped what he was doing and turned to face his friend, realizing they were about to have a serious discussion. When Recker struggled to get out what he was thinking, it was usually something big, though Jones didn’t yet realize how big it would be.

      “It seems that what?”

      Recker sighed. “Well, with adding Chris to the team, we never missed a beat. He was perfect, adding something for us, blended right in, couldn’t have asked for a better partner to bring in.”

      “I agree.”

      “I was, uh, just wondering what you’d think about… maybe adding one more.”

      Jones squinted his eyes as he looked at his friend. He knew there must have been a reason behind the request, though he couldn’t be sure of what it was yet. But it was a strange request considering it wasn’t something any of them had discussed before. They all seemed happy with the three of them. It seemed to work fine, with nobody stepping on any toes. Everyone knew how everything worked, and everyone performed their duties without any issues. Jones wasn’t sure how adding another member to the team would work.

      “Do you really think we need a fourth member right now?” Jones asked.

      “No, not really. But I wasn’t thinking about what’s right for the team right now. I was thinking down the road. You know, with Vincent, Jerrick’s out there, who knows who else might join the party, maybe even The Scorpions rebound and come back somehow. I was just thinking that it might be a good idea to possibly think about adding one more to the squad, knowing it takes a while to evaluate candidates.”

      Jones stared at his friend for a few moments, still not sure he was getting a truthful response. He wasn’t sure it was just as simple as that. “Do you think that might crowd us a bit?”

      “I mean, come on, David, it’s a big city out there. Me and Chris, and you from here, we can’t cover all of it. Adding another member would increase our coverage.”

      Jones continued looking at his friend, nodding. He could definitely see the benefits of adding another person. It wasn’t necessarily that easy to find that person, but he could see the benefits. “Perhaps that’s true.”

      “And, you know, having another body around who’s capable of carrying the load, could allow me and Chris to take some extra time off when needed.”

      Jones scrunched his eyebrows together. He was still sure there was something else in play here that he wasn’t being told. “Perhaps.”

      “So what do you think?”

      “Have you spoken to Chris about this?” Jones asked.

      “I’ve discussed it with him.”

      “And he’s good with it?”

      “He’s fine with whatever we decide.”

      Jones leaned back in his chair and put his hand over his mouth as he thought about it. “Well, I suppose I could start another search if everyone is of the same mind. That’s no guarantee I’ll come up with a candidate of my liking, though.”

      “Of course.”

      Jones looked at his friend again, still positive there was something he wasn’t being told. “Is that all there is to it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you sure it’s just as simple as that?”

      “What else would there be?”

      “I don’t know. But we’ve known each other a long time now.”

      “We have,” Recker said.

      “And I generally get a good feel for when there’s something that you’re not telling me.”

      “You do, huh?”

      “I do. And I’m getting that feeling now. What aren’t you telling me? This just came up out of the blue for there not to be a specific reason behind it. What is it?”

      Recker looked down and ran his finger on the edge of the desk. He worried about letting his friend and partner down by what was really going through his mind. He cleared his throat again.

      “And that right there,” Jones said, pointing. “That right there is a telltale sign of when you have something on your mind that you’re having difficulty saying.”

      “What?”

      “You clear your throat several times.”

      “I do?”

      “Yes. It’s always a signal that you have something on your mind that you’re not sure of sharing.”

      “Hmm. I’ll have to work on that.”

      “So what is it? You can tell me, Michael. We’re not only partners, we’re friends. That won’t change. At least I hope it wouldn’t.”

      Recker took a deep breath and rubbed his eye. “I just don’t wanna disappoint you or let you down.”

      “You never have. And you never could. Whatever you have to say, we’ll get through it together. All of us.”

      “I’m just, uh…” Recker wasn’t sure what else to say other than just coming right out with it. “I’m tired. My body, my mind, I’m just… tired.”

      Jones leaned back, a little surprised to hear the words. It wasn’t necessarily unexpected, though. He’d seen the changes in his friend’s behavior as well. “I see.”

      Recker lifted his hand off the desk before slapping it back down. “I just don’t know how much… I’m not sure… well, I’m not really sure of anything right now. Other than that, maybe I…” Recker still couldn’t get out what he wanted to say out of fear of disappointing his friend.

      “You need a break. Perhaps a long one.”

      Recker briefly glanced at his friend before putting his eyes back on the keyboard. “Maybe.”

      “Honestly, I’m surprised that it’s taken this long.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes. Michael, you’ve been running around basically non-stop for what, ten, fifteen years now? Your body’s been beat up, shot, run ragged, dealing with criminals, government agencies, tragedies, it’s a lot for any person to have to deal with for so long. Everyone needs a significant period of time away to recharge their batteries.”

      “I guess so.”

      “And I think if you need that time, you should take it.”

      “I just don’t wanna leave you guys short handed or vulnerable.”

      “If you recall, we started this operation with just the two of us. Going back to that really wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “What if I go on this extended vacation and… never come back? What if I never get that urge to return?”

      “Well then I think you’ll have deserved your retirement tenfold. Michael, you have nothing left to prove to anyone. And while I would miss you here, yes, definitely, I have always only wanted whatever was best for you. Whether that means staying here, or taking some time off and coming back, or whether that means going off to live in Hawaii permanently, I would always support you in whatever you chose to do. You have earned that more than anyone I know. Whatever decision you make, I will always be one hundred percent behind you. That’s not even a question.”

      “I just feel like I’d be letting people down.”

      “You have to take care of yourself. I’ve noticed over the last few weeks, months, you’ve been more reserved. Is this what’s been bothering you all this time?”

      Recker nodded. “Yeah. I guess I was just trying to deny it. The tiredness, the dreams, the feeling of emptiness, I guess it was all just trying to steer me in a certain direction. I guess I’ve just gotten to a point where I couldn’t deny it any longer.”

      “The dreams?”

      Recker took a deep breath. “For the past couple years I’ve had these nightmares, over and over again, though sometimes they change slightly, but they usually include someone dying that’s close to me, or sometimes me. You, Mia, Chris, me, usually someone perishes in them.”

      “How often have you had them?”

      “Started out as every few weeks, maybe even monthly, then started getting them more frequently. Every week, then a few times a week, then most nights. It’s gotten to the point where I’m more surprised when I don’t have one than when I do.”

      “Why have you never told anyone of this?”

      “I just didn’t want anyone worrying about me. God knows there’s enough out there that we need to worry about. I didn’t feel I needed to add to the list and potentially get anyone distracted.”

      “Does Mia know?”

      “She knows of the dreams and all. The rest of it I haven’t yet discussed. I mean, I’m sure she’d be happy if I took a break. The only thing is I don’t think I could do it here.”

      “No, I agree, you’re too well known here. You wouldn’t be able to just go out and stroll around. Take what happened with Sadko that time.”

      Recker nodded. “Yeah, so I’d have to go somewhere else. But there’s also her job.”

      “I’m sure a transfer could be worked out with some hospital. I doubt that’d be a problem.”

      “Yeah, probably not.”

      “When did you think about taking this… sabbatical?”

      Recker shrugged. “Uh, I dunno. I didn’t really have any concrete plans. The one thing I don’t want to do is leave you guys high and dry. I mean, if I suddenly left, then found out something happened to you guys because I wasn’t here, I don’t think I could live with myself.”

      “Chris and I can look after ourselves, Michael. We don’t need you guarding us.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I just…”

      “I know what you mean. But after you leave, whatever happens is on us, not you. You’re not responsible for that.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why don’t you go home, discuss things with Mia, see how fast she would be able to get a transfer somewhere, assuming she’s actually interested in doing that, and then we can work out your exit strategy?”

      Recker nodded and shook his friend’s hand. “Sounds like a plan. What about bringing someone else in? Just in case.”

      “Well, I can start looking into it. We’ll just see how it goes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Recker walked through the door and saw Mia sitting on the couch, reading a book. She put it down as he walked over to her and greeted her with a kiss.

      “How was your day?” Mia asked.

      Recker sat down next to her and put his arm around her. “Uneventful.”

      “Those are the ones I like best for you.”

      Recker laughed. “I know.”

      He leaned the side of his head onto the top of hers as she put her head into his shoulder. He kissed the top of her head, then started stroking her hair. He was debating on how he should tell her that he was walking away for a bit. He knew she’d be happy, but he just had to figure out how to say it in a way that didn’t seem permanent. He still had every intention on coming back at some point. He just needed to make sure she didn’t think he was handing in his retirement papers. He wasn’t ready for life in the retirement home already.

      “How much vacation time do you have?”

      “For this year?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ve got twenty days still. I haven’t taken anything yet. Why? You thinking about a vacation?”

      Recker smiled. “Maybe it’s crossed my mind.”

      Mia jumped out of his arms and positioned her body to face him. “You’re serious?”

      “Is that so strange?”

      “For you? Yeah. A little bit.”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking I’m a little tired lately. Maybe it’s time I took a break for a while.”

      Mia put her hand on her boyfriend’s forehead to check for a temperature. “Are you feeling OK?”

      Recker laughed. “I’m feeling fine. There’s nothing with me.”

      “Is there something going on? Did you get word someone’s coming after me again or something? You want me to go because of that?”

      Recker shook his head. “No. Everything’s fine. There're no issues that I’m aware of. I just thought that maybe we could take a vacation soon. And if you have all those days piled up, maybe we could just take a month off.”

      “A month?”

      “Too long?”

      “Um, no, I guess not. I mean, I could probably swing it. I never use my sick time or anything and I always do more than what’s needed, so I don’t think it’d be a problem.”

      “Well, if you could use sick time too, maybe we could even take an extra week or two.”

      Mia raised her eyebrows. She wasn’t even sure who this man was sitting in front of her anymore. She was positive someone had switched bodies with Recker and replaced him with a duplicate. “You want even more time than a month?”

      Recker shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe?”

      “OK.” Mia then let out a laugh. She knew there was more to it than that. “OK. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.”

      “No. No. You’re coming to me out of the blue and saying you want to take a whole month off and maybe even more? This, coming from the same man who fought me for months to take even one week off before? No, something’s up here. You’re not getting this past me. I know something’s going on.”

      “Mia, I promise you, nothing’s going on.”

      “I don’t believe it. And I won’t agree to anything unless you tell me what’s happening.”

      “Why do you have to be so distrustful?”

      Mia shrugged. “I guess I learned from you?”

      Recker tilted his head. “Probably so.”

      Mia folded her arms across her chest. “So… are you gonna tell me what’s going on?”

      Recker sighed. “There’s nothing going on other than… I just think I need a break. I’ve been doing this a long time, going back to my CIA days. And I think it’s all just caught up to me. I think it’s time for a break. An extended one.”

      “How much time?”

      “I don’t know. At least a month. Probably more.” Recker shrugged again. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll be gone for four or six weeks and not miss it. Maybe I’ll come back in four weeks and I’ll be recharged and ready to go again.”

      “So this isn’t a permanent thing?”

      “I don’t think so. I don’t want you to get your hopes up and think that I’m walking away for good. I fully intend to return in a month, or two months, or three months, or however long it is.”

      “And what if that month turns into something longer?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t predict the future. Maybe if everything’s going well and six months from now I’m still gone, and I feel good, and I don’t miss it, then maybe I will walk away completely. But I don’t want you to think that’s definitely what’s happening. And I don’t want you to be disappointed if in six weeks I tell you I’m coming back to work. I definitely don’t want that.”

      Mia leaned in and kissed him on the lips. “We’ll just play it by ear then.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No hopes. No expectations. Just you and me somewhere far away from here for a month or so. But it better be somewhere with a beach.”

      Recker smiled. “Maybe…”

      “And you better not say The Jersey Shore.”

      “What’s wrong with The Jersey Shore.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with it. But we’ve been there before. If we’re gonna go somewhere for a month, I’d like it to be somewhere I haven’t been. Somewhere really beautiful and… beachy.”

      “How ’bout Hawaii?”

      Mia’s eyes lit up. She’d always wanted to go to Hawaii. “Oh my gosh, can we?”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      “When can we go?”

      “I dunno. As soon as you get approved for vacation time?”

      “What about David and Chris?”

      “I’ve already talked to them about it.”

      “And they’re good with it?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wait a minute. You talked to them about this before you talked to me?”

      Recker took a deep breath. “It wasn’t because they were more important. I just… didn’t want to feel like I’d be letting them down if I left for a bit.”

      Mia smiled at him and rubbed his hand. “What’d they say?”

      “They were both fine with it. No problems.”

      “Let me go make a few calls and see what I can do?”

      She gave Recker another kiss, then disappeared into the bedroom to call her boss. While she was in there, Recker sat back on the couch and stared out the window, thinking about stepping away. And a big step it would be. He’d never taken off more than one week at a time before. Would being gone for four to six weeks, and possibly longer, recharge his batteries? Would it be what he needed to get back to where he thought he used to be? And would he know if it was really time to walk away for good? He wasn’t sure. He also didn’t know if he would actually listen to his body if his heart was telling him to walk away. Would he come back anyway, even if his heart wasn’t really in it? He kept coming up with more questions and didn’t have the answers for any of them.

      His gaze out the window was interrupted by Mia tapping his arm. He looked up at her, and judging by the huge smile on her face, assumed she had good news.

      “Guess what?” She could hardly keep herself from jumping up and down. “I got eight weeks!”

      “Eight weeks? How’d you pull that off?”

      “Well, I’ve got four weeks of vacation time. And I’m also going to use a week’s worth of sick time, since I never use them anyway, and then I can also take three more weeks after that. I just won’t get paid for those last three weeks. But I figured that’s OK. We don’t really need the money, anyway.”

      “True.”

      “Is that OK? Is that too long?”

      Recker shook his head. “No. Should be fine.”

      “I mean, if you start getting antsy, we can come back earlier than that if you want.”

      Recker smiled. “It’s fine. Like I said, I need some time to get away. We might as well take a few weeks longer.”

      Mia leaned in and gave him another kiss. “I could really get used to this new side of you.”

      “You think so?”

      “Oh yeah. I’m kind of liking it.”

      “So when can you go?”

      “Oh. Um, they said not next week, ’cause I’m still on schedule, but the week after. So almost two weeks from now.”

      “OK.”

      Mia clapped her hands enthusiastically. “I’m so excited!”

      Recker’s phone then started ringing. He answered. “Yeah?”

      “We’ve got a situation,” Jones replied. “Are you able to come in?”

      “Be right there.” Recker then got up and gave his girlfriend a hug. “I gotta go.”

      “OK. Just be careful.”

      “Always am.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Why don’t you start making plans? Flight information, hotels in Hawaii, things to do there, things like that.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I will. That’s gonna be fun.”

      “I’m sure it’ll keep you busy while I’m gone.”

      “You know it.”

      Recker gave her a kiss before walking out the door. As Recker closed the door behind him, he stood outside for a moment, just thinking. He wasn’t sure what Jones wanted, or what the job was, but it hit him that he might not have many of these moments left. Depending on what it was, and how long it took, this could have potentially been one of his last jobs with the team, especially if he never came back.
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      Recker and Haley arrived at the office at the same time, with Haley just getting out of his car as Recker pulled up. He moved around his car and waited by the hood of Recker’s vehicle as he got out.

      “Any idea what this is about?” Recker asked.

      “I was just about to ask you.”

      “So we’re both in the dark, huh?”

      “Looks that way. Wonder what it’s about?”

      “I dunno. David just said he had something important to talk about.”

      “That’s what he told me,” Haley said.

      “Hmm. Guess we might as well get in there and find out what’s on his mind.”

      Recker and Haley went into the office together and found Jones sitting at his normal chair, typing away like usual, looking like it was an ordinary day like any other. Recker and Haley looked at each other, then Recker looked around the room.

      “Well, the place isn’t on fire or anything, so that’s a good start.”

      Haley smiled. “David, what’s the big meeting about?”

      Jones swiveled his chair around to face his two friends and partners. “The big meeting, as you so accurately put it, is about the future of the team. We have things to discuss.”

      Recker and Haley looked at each other again, neither of them thinking that this was what they were being brought there for.

      “What things?” Recker asked.

      Jones put his hand out. “Come sit.”

      “Now who’s the one being vague?” Recker whispered to Haley. “That always means it really is something big.” Recker and Haley followed his wishes and sat in chairs near the desk and waited for him to begin.

      “As you know, last week, you dropped some news on us.”

      “Want me to take it back?”

      “No,” Jones replied. “But you also mentioned something to me about adding to our team to take your place.”

      “Yeah?” Recker thought he knew where his partner was going.

      “Well, I believe I have identified that candidate.”

      “You have? Already?”

      “Yes. Well, as soon as you left the office that day, I immediately started a search, not sure what I would find, or if I would find anything at all. As you know, these things take time.”

      “Apparently not anymore if you found him in only a week.”

      “Well, I changed some parameters in my search, started immediately, worked on it extra, sped up the process some, did some tweaks to get an initial list faster. Then I worked on that list faster than I did with you and Chris.”

      Haley looked at Recker. “Should I be insulted that he’s more interested in finding this guy than he was in finding me?”

      Recker leaned over. “You’ll get used to being shafted in time.” The two had a good laugh, though Jones failed to see the humor.

      “Are you two done now?” Jones asked.

      “I suppose.”

      “Anyway, like I said, I believe I have identified the most qualified candidate.”

      “And that person is?”

      Jones picked a couple file folders off the desk and handed one to each of his partners. “His name is Paxton Phillips.”

      “Rolls right off the tongue,” Recker said as he opened the folder. “Why him?”

      “Well, you can read for yourself, but to summarize, he was in the CIA for six years in a black ops program. His grades and reports are very high. He’s single, nothing to tie him down. He is also newly available as he left the agency a year ago.”

      “What’s he been doing since then?”

      Jones cleared his throat. “He worked for a private security firm overseas for six months immediately following the CIA. The last few months, it appears he’s been doing nothing.”

      “Private security overseas?” Haley said. “That usually means mercenaries.”

      Jones knew it didn’t sound so good, but it didn’t take away what was on his record. “As we all know, especially you two, people who leave the agency in the roles that you fellows have, sometimes an individual flounders for a bit until they find their footing again.”

      “Chris is right. Mercenaries do things for money, not because they believe in a cause. I’m not sure.”

      “Let’s just talk to him, see what he has to say, then make a determination from there.”

      Recker continued reading Phillips’ file. It certainly looked good on paper. But looking good on paper and doing it out in the field or on the street, that was something else. Still, he didn’t feel he was in a position to question Jones’ judgment on it. He knew Jones was always thorough, especially on something like this. If he felt Phillips was the guy, Recker wouldn’t stand in his way.

      Recker continued reading the file. “If you feel this is the guy, then this is the guy.”

      “Chris?” Jones asked.

      Haley peeked his head up from the file. “Uh, yeah, yeah. I have no objections, I guess.”

      “Neither of you sound so sure.”

      “Just wanna make sure he fits in,” Recker said. “That’s all.”

      “That is why we’ll talk to him and feel him out. If any of us have doubts, we’ll cross him off the list.”

      “Well, at least it’ll be a short trip,” Haley said. “Looks like he’s living in Delaware.”

      “So, if you guys agree, me and Mike will go talk to him.”

      “Today?” Recker asked.

      “Do you have a better time frame?”

      “Well, I don’t think I should be the one going.”

      “Why not?”

      “Chris is the one who’ll be working with him more off the bat. I think it’d be better if they established a connection right away. And if he’s not feeling it, then maybe look elsewhere.”

      Jones nodded, understanding his reasoning. “Are you up for a trip, Chris?”

      “Yeah, why not?” Haley replied.

      “I’ll hold the fort down here,” Recker said.

      Jones and Haley quickly got themselves ready for their roughly ninety-minute drive to Delaware. About half an hour after they left, Recker was still sitting in the office, trying to keep himself busy. The last few days had been surprisingly quiet, and there was now only a week left before he went on his semi-permanent vacation. Recker’s phone then rang. He saw it was Tyrell and picked it up.

      Tyrell didn’t waste any time in a greeting. “Hey, you busy?”

      Recker could hear the urgency in his friend’s voice. It also sounded like he was out of breath. “Not really. Why?”

      “I could really use your help right now.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Uh, I got people after me.”

      “You what?”

      “I think they’re Jerrick’s boys.”

      “Why are they after you?”

      “How should I know? Maybe trying to finish what they didn’t before.”

      “Where are you at right now?”

      “On the move.”

      “You on foot?”

      “Yeah. I was just walking down the street, then this car drove up on me, nearly ran me over. Then these guys got out, and I bolted.”

      “Still following you?”

      “Wouldn’t have called if they weren’t. Can’t seem to shake them.”

      “Well how am I gonna find you if you keep moving?”

      “Right now I’m holed up in this place.”

      “What place?”

      “I’ll text you the address. It’s basically an apartment style house that’s used mostly by drug dealers and prostitutes.”

      “Oh, nice.”

      “I’m in one of the apartments, but it’s not gonna take them long to figure out where I am.” Tyrell moved a curtain and looked out the window from the third story. He saw a few of the men standing there, looking around. “They’re still out there.”

      “All right, hang tight, I’m on the way. Text me that address and let me know if you move.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Recker quickly took out a couple of guns and flew out the door in order to get to Tyrell in time. Ever since the last time Recker and Jerrick had a run-in, the word on the street that anyone close to Recker needed to be on-guard at all times. Tyrell was now seen as an associate of Recker’s and that put him in Jerrick’s crosshairs just as much as Recker was. Up until now, Tyrell had done a good job at steering clear of Jerrick. It also helped that Tyrell had cut back on a lot of his activities lately. Though he still needed to be on the street at times to wheel and deal and get the information he needed, with the money Recker paid him, he didn’t need to be out there as much. In fact, Tyrell was figuring on getting out of the life all-together in a few more years and putting his money into something else, like a business that he could start. Something that didn’t require putting his life on the line or rubbing elbows with criminals that might kill him two seconds later.

      By the time Recker got to the address that Tyrell gave him, he didn’t see anyone hanging around the building in question. Recker stood there, looking at the building, trying to see if he could see anyone looking through the window. The building wasn’t in terrible shape, though it definitely looked like it was in need of a cleaning. Recker sent Tyrell a message to let him know he was there. He waited a few seconds, but didn’t get an answer.

      Recker started walking around, keeping his eyes peeled for signs of trouble. He then went around to the back of the building. He looked up at the windows again. Wherever Tyrell was, he was close to a window. He knew that much if he was able to look outside and see the men out there. Recker looked at his phone again, but there was still no reply. He was starting to get worried. Recker looked at the building again. He wondered if Tyrell was in trouble and couldn’t get to his phone. Maybe the men went inside the building too. Recker took another look around and didn’t see anything else nearby that he could follow. He walked back around to the front.

      Once Recker went inside, he was almost immediately knocked over by the smell of marijuana. Somebody must’ve been growing a farm in there, he thought. He opened his eyes wide as he pressed on. There were three doors and a short hallway to his left and some steps to his right. He assumed Tyrell wouldn’t be hiding on the first floor. Recker went up the steps and saw a man and a woman making out against the wall. There were three more doors, one of which was opened. Recker took a peek inside the open one.

      “Hey, that’s mine,” the woman against the wall said. “Just leave your name and number and I’ll make an appointment for you later.”

      “No thanks. Just looking for someone.”

      “What, I ain’t your type?”

      “I’m looking for a guy.”

      “Oh. First floor. Ask for Timmy.”

      Recker shook his head and pulled up a picture of Tyrell on his phone. He always kept on in case of emergencies like these. He had one of everyone else he knew too. He showed the picture to the woman, who was barely able to hold back the other man from going to town on her. “No. I’m looking for this guy. He just told me he was here about twenty minutes ago.”

      “Haven’t seen him. But, I’ve been pretty busy.”

      Recker nodded and smiled. “So I noticed.”

      Recker turned back around and headed up the steps for the third floor. As soon as he got up there, he immediately heard a commotion. It sounded like a knock-down, drag-out fight going on. All three doors were closed, but it was easy enough to tell where the action was going down. Recker rushed over to the third door and turned the handle, instantly opening it.

      As soon as the door opened, two of the four men standing there turned around. The other two were too busy beating on the man on the ground. Recker could easily make out Tyrell’s face as the one that was getting bounced around.

      “Beat it, man, this don’t concern you,” one of the burly men said.

      “Pretty sure it does,” Recker replied. “You Jerrick’s boys?”

      The two men beating on Tyrell stood up as the other two moved a few steps closer toward Recker. “What’s it to you?”

      “Well, I’d appreciate it if you stopped beating on my friend there. And you can get the hell out of here before I kill you.”

      “And what are you, some type of badass?”

      Another of the men spoke up, finally recognizing Recker’s profile. “Yo, that’s The Silencer. That’s Recker.”

      “That’s me,” Recker said, putting his fingers on the handle of his gun. He was ready to draw when they were. “I guess the question is now what are you gonna do about it? I hear Jerrick’s gonna give a bonus to the person who kills me.”

      Fully aware of Recker’s reputation, and a well-earned one at that, everyone knew that he was a dangerous man. He wasn’t one of those guys who had a built-up reputation that was fueled by rumors and lies. Recker was the real deal, and they knew it. A couple of them licked their lips, another wiped his hands on his pants, but none were too eager to throw down. Not with Recker staring them right in the face. They knew they had the odds on their side, but they also knew Recker was good enough to kill at least two or three of them, if not all four.

      Finally, one of the men spoke up. He appeared to be the leader of the crew. “Uh, we, uh, we ain’t got no beef with you, man. We were just doing what Jerrick wanted and all.”

      Recker’s eyes went to Tyrell. “Jerrick wanted him beat to a pulp?”

      “He just said to rough him up a bit so that’s all we did. We weren’t looking to kill him or nothing. If we were, he’d be dead already.”

      “I figured as much. With that in mind, I’ll let you out of here with a warning. Next time I see any of you, I’ll kill you. Now take a hike.”

      The four men stood there for a moment, looking at each other, none of them moving an inch. They still weren’t sure what they were going to do. Then, the leader of the bunch took a few steps forward. His body language indicated that they weren’t itching for a fight. His hands were down by his side and far away from his gun, which Recker could see was in the waistband of his pants.

      The other three men soon followed him. Recker stepped to the side as the men passed him into the hallway. The men appeared to be leaving without incident when the last man of the group turned around and charged at Recker. Recker never took his eyes off the group, though, and wasn’t surprised by the man’s actions. They quickly engaged in combat, though Recker dropped him a moment later with a right hand that landed flush on the man’s jaw.

      The third man in line rushed back and tried his luck at Recker, though it didn’t go much better than the last one. He did get in a shot at Recker’s face, but Recker shook it right off and delivered a right-left-right combo that dropped the man next to his friend.

      The second man was able to get a punch in on Recker just as he dropped the other man, sending Recker into the wall. He wasn’t stunned for long, though, and immediately started responding with some blows of his own. A few seconds later, the man fell on top of one of his buddies, completely out of the fight.

      Then it was the leader’s turn. He stood there, him and Recker staring at each other, both waiting for the other to make a move. The leader of the group blinked first and started attacking. Recker blocked a few of his blows at first, but a few also snuck in through his defenses. Recker also returned a few of the shots himself. Each man got in a good amount of punches over the next minute or two. Eventually, they locked up with each other and started wrestling around until they both wound up on the ground. Recker was the first to get to his feet, though, and grabbed the man by one of his arms and the back of his shirt, and then launched him like a battering ram through the wooden railing. The railing broke into pieces as the man’s weight went through it, the man. The man started screaming as he fell through the air, stopping his screeching as he finally landed on the first floor.

      Recker looked down over the broken railing, seeing the man still moving, holding his shoulder as he groaned. He probably had a dislocated shoulder, and possibly some other broken things, but at least he wasn’t dead. Though Recker was sure he’d wind up doing that at another date. He was positive it wasn’t the last time he’d seen this bunch.

      One of the men started moving around on the ground next to him, so Recker reached down and delivered another shot to keep him down there for a few more minutes. Just as he stood straight up again, Recker noticed Tyrell walking toward him.

      “Oh, now you show up when I’m finished.”

      Tyrell smiled. “Well, looked like you had everything in hand. Didn’t wanna get in the way.”

      “Might’ve got here sooner if I had an idea what room you were in.”

      “Oh, yeah, sorry about that. Right after I sent you the address, I saw one of them look like they were coming into the building. So I started looking for somewhere to hide. Was trying to be still and not make any noises.”

      “Oh, so that was it.”

      “Figured since you were going away soon that I’d give you a little something to remember me by.”

      Recker smiled. “Well, I guess this would do it.”

      Tyrell looked around at the men on the ground, then looked over the railing. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to just shoot them?”

      “Probably. But none of them made a move for their gun, and I don’t like to shoot first. Well, I don’t like to go for the gun first. I always shoot first though.”

      “Yeah, I noticed. Probably better this way then just letting them go.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Well, if you just let them walk out of here, you really think they’d leave instead of waiting out there to put a bullet in our backs?”

      “Good point.” Recker looked at his friend, who had some cuts and bruises on his face. “You good?”

      “Nothing a few days of R & R won’t fix.”

      “We should get out of here before they get up or the cops show up.”

      “Believe me, cops ain’t showing up here because some dudes got their ass beat. If that were the case, they’d be showing up here every other day.”

      “Frequent visitor here?”

      Tyrell immediately clammed up. “C’mon, let’s get out of here.”

      They walked down to the second floor, passing the same man and woman in the hallway as when Recker first went up. It appeared they weren’t affected or even cared about the commotion on the floor above them, or were startled by a man falling. They just carried on with their business. As the woman saw the pair pass them, she shoved the man off her neck.

      “Oh, hey Tyrell!”

      Recker and Tyrell immediately turned around. “Oh, hey Amy! How you doin’?” Tyrell had an uncomfortable look on his face as he turned and looked at Recker.

      Recker smiled. “Friend of yours?”

      “Call me later,” Amy said.

      “Oh, um, yeah, sure. Bye.”

      As they walked out of the building, Recker spoke up again. “I take it she’s a close, personal acquaintance of yours?”

      “Listen, man, you got your secrets, and I got mine, OK?”

      Recker laughed. “OK.”

      “Thanks for the save. I owe you one.”

      “I thought we stopped counting those a long time ago.”

      “Yeah, well, I appreciate it.”

      “Hopefully I’ll see you again before you leave.”

      “You will. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Hey, who knows, maybe I’ll even go out to Hawaii myself and join you there.”

      Recker laughed. “No offense, and Mia likes you and all, but if she sees anyone we know out there, she’ll likely kill them herself.”

      Tyrell chuckled. “Yeah, I wouldn’t blame her either.”

      They shook hands, bid each other goodbye, then started walking in different directions. After a few seconds, Recker turned around and shouted.

      “Hey, if you don’t answer your phone before I leave, I guess I’ll know where to find you, huh?”

      Tyrell briefly turned around, then spun back around to keep on walking. “Hey, don’t judge me.”
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      Jones and Haley had just reached the apartment that Phillips was staying at. It seemed like a nice place, overlooking the Delaware River. Before getting out of their car, Jones and Haley looked at Phillips’ file one more time.

      “Hope Mike’s not having any problems without us,” Haley said.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure he’s having a nice, peaceful, relaxing day without us there.”

      “Probably.”

      “Besides, if something came up, I’m sure he’d have let us know.”

      After they were done looking through the file again, they got out of the car and walked toward the building.

      “You know, I could probably get used to waterfront living,” Haley said.

      “There is something peaceful about the water, isn’t there?”

      “Maybe I’ll look into it soon. Get something with a balcony or deck view. Right on the water.”

      They walked into the building and went up to the sixth floor, finding Phillips’ apartment with ease. Haley pushed the doorbell. A few seconds later, it opened up. They recognized Phillips immediately from his picture. His thirtieth birthday had come and gone a few months earlier. His face hadn’t changed since the one on file, which was taken a year before then. He did look like he put on a few pounds, though. That tended to happen to people who had nothing to do.

      “Help you?”

      “I’m hoping we could perhaps help each other,” Jones said.

      “With what?”

      “An offer. A partnership. A mutually beneficial arrangement. You can call it whatever you like, but maybe most of all, you could call it an opportunity.”

      Phillips took a drink from his martini glass, finishing what was inside. He didn’t exactly look thrilled with whatever was being offered. “Listen, the only partnership I want is the bottle of booze I got waiting for me, so if you’ll excuse me?”

      “We’re offering you a chance to work again,” Haley said.

      Phillips suddenly got a serious look on his face as he sized up the two men standing before him. They had the look of government employees. “Who are you guys?” Jones and Haley each introduced themselves. “And what do you want, inviting me back into the agency? Another assignment? Well you can forget it. I already gave. I don’t wanna do it again.”

      “We’re offering… something different,” Jones said. “If you allow us to come in, I could explain further.”

      “Not interested.” Phillips immediately slammed the door in their faces.

      Jones and Haley stood glued to their spots, looking at each other.

      “That went well,” Haley said.

      “Well. I suppose they can’t all be super-excited like you and Michael.”

      “What now?”

      “Try again.” Jones knocked on the door this time. There was no answer.

      “I think he’s trying to tell us something.”

      “Wonder what it could be?”

      Haley pushed the doorbell again. They could hear what sounded like heavy footsteps coming to the door. The door suddenly thrust open, Phillips not looking too pleased.

      “Listen, can you leave me alone? Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying, OK?”

      “We’re not with the government,” Jones said.

      “Well then who else would you be? How would you know me if you weren’t?”

      “Well, if you would allow us to come in, we could probably explain better. We know all about your past. We would like to offer you a future.”

      Phillips’ martini glass was now full, and he took another sip of it. It looked like he was seriously contemplating their offer. He took another sip. “I guess you can come in and pitch me something. But there better be money involved. I don’t work for free.”

      Haley looked at his boss and raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t exactly getting good vibes from their initial encounter. Jones closed his eyes and nodded, seemingly not put off by Phillips’ attitude yet. Jones knew not everyone would fall in line as quickly as Recker and Haley did. Some people needed some extra convincing. He assumed Phillips was one of those. They followed Phillips into the apartment. All the couches and chairs were bright white. Haley looked around, thinking he had fallen into some dimension that transported him to a hospital.

      Phillips stretched his arm out, the one with the martini glass. “Sit down wherever you like.” He picked his favorite recliner.

      Jones and Haley sat down next to each other on the couch. Haley continued looking at the furniture, then smiled at Phillips. “Bright in here.”

      “I like a clean, crisp look.”

      “Well, you certainly accomplished that.”

      “Actually, the furniture came with the place, but I’ve come to enjoy it.”

      “Living here long?”

      “About five months.” Phillips continued taking sips out of his glass. He seemed to enjoy that more than the company. “So, what’s this about?”

      “As I said, we’re here about a job,” Jones said.

      “And you’re not from the government?”

      “No. We’re in the private sector.”

      “And how’d you hear of me?”

      “How is a little more complicated to go into at the present time. Let’s just say that you came up early in my search.”

      “I’m hearing a lot of talk, but not many details.”

      “Have you heard of a man in the Philadelphia area called The Silencer?”

      Phillips briefly looked away as if he were thinking. “Yeah. Yeah, I’ve heard of him. Some quack who goes around saving people or something, isn’t he?”

      Jones smiled. “Quack. Yes. Indeed. Um, well…”

      Haley immediately cut in, thinking it was taking too long. Phillips didn’t seem particularly interested in a lot of the small talk. He wanted details. “The work we’re offering is in the same line of what he does.”

      “What are you trying to do, get rid of him?” Phillips asked. “Cause if that’s the case, I’m not really interested. You know, he might be kind of crazy, but if he’s getting rid of the scum out there, then that works for me.”

      “No, we’re offering you a chance to do something along those lines,” Jones said.

      Phillips smiled, thinking they were crazy. “What, cause this nut job goes around saving people and getting notoriety, you guys think that you can set up the same type of operation here? It’s not that simple, guys. He may be some type of weirdo, but to survive this long doing that type of thing, that takes a lot of skill. And by the looks of you two, I’m not sure you have what it takes.”

      Haley put his head down and put his hand over his face as he shook his head. He was ready to call it a day, though Jones wasn’t quite so eager to lose the prospective candidate. Phillips appeared to be a little rough around the edges, but that didn’t make him the wrong choice. It just meant they had to work a little harder to get him on board.

      “You have… somewhat mis-categorized us,” Jones said. “We are offering you the chance to join The Silencer.”

      Phillips was raising his arm to take another sip of his drink but stopped in midstream. “What? Join The Silencer? Are you telling me you guys are The Silencer?”

      “Well, I’m kind of like The Equalizer,” Haley said. “No, that’s been taken already, hasn’t it? The Eliminator? No, that’s some guy in Chicago. I’ll work on mine.”

      “The Silencer started out as one man,” Jones said. “And maybe to some degree still is. But it’s the idea behind the moniker that we’re interested in exploiting.” Jones pointed to his partner. “Chris here is also a former agency employee. He joined us some time ago and has fit in seamlessly.”

      “So you want me to join in, huh?” Phillips said.

      Jones put a folder on the table in front of him, which Phillips immediately picked up. “As you can see, some of our exploits, things that I can share with you. There are many more things I cannot, seeing the secretive mission of our company.”

      “So, what do you guys do all this for? I mean, going out and saving people and helping them is great, but, what do you get out of it?”

      “The satisfaction of making a difference. Saving peoples’ lives. That’s what we are in it for?”

      “No money?”

      “We do not have clients who pay us. But if you were to come aboard, money would be the least of your worries.”

      “So how would I get paid?”

      “I have that taken care of,” Jones answered.

      “Why do you worry about money so much?” Haley asked. “Because of that mercenary stuff you were doing?”

      “That mercenary stuff paid the bills,” Phillips replied. “Moving on from government working isn’t so easy, you know. Maybe you had it a bit easier, but I wasn’t exactly swimming in dough from my time in it.”

      “So why’d you quit?”

      “I was… I felt they had it in for me. Started giving me the assignments they didn’t think I’d make it back from. Or were hoping I didn’t.”

      “Why would they do that?” Haley asked, skeptical.

      “Because I didn’t always place nice with my superiors, or anybody else for that matter. I questioned things. It was my life out there, not theirs. I didn’t always blindly follow what I was told. If things didn’t smell right, I’d go off-script. I’d do things differently. If you were in the agency, you know as well as I do what happens when you continuously don’t fall in line with the others. You’re branded as a problem.”

      Haley looked at Jones, still not sold on the guy. Based on his record, though, Jones still felt he was the one.

      “We’re offering you the chance to continue making a difference,” Jones said. “I assume that’s why you went into the agency in the first place? But make no mistake, if you join us, you will live in secrecy, operate in the shadows, be hunted by the police, and be a target of every criminal operation we come across.”

      Phillips smiled. “Sounds like a downright nasty time of things.”

      “It is not an easy life.”

      “And it’s just the two of you?”

      “There is one more. He will be leaving in a week on an extended sabbatical for a while.”

      “And I take orders from you?”

      Jones looked at Haley for a moment. “It’s more of a collaborative approach to things. I’m usually the one that hands the jobs out when they come in, but out on the street, you do what you have to do to get the job done.”

      “How do you pick the jobs?”

      “I would say that the jobs pick us. Without going into too many specifics, I will say that the jobs are determined by a sophisticated software program I learned from my time in the NSA, which picks up particular words that are used across a variety of digital devices and electronics.”

      “You were in the NSA?”

      Jones nodded. “I was.”

      Phillips pointed at Haley. “And you were in the CIA?”

      Haley nodded. “I was.”

      “What about the other guy?”

      “He’s from the agency as well.”

      Phillips scratched his cheek, then rubbed his jaw as he thought about it. “I have a tendency to say what’s on my mind and not hold things back. Some may think I’m too blunt. Some may have an issue with that.”

      “We’re more concerned with the job being done the right way,” Jones said. “Friends can have disagreements from time to time, as long as they’re handled the right way, in a professional way, and grudges aren’t kept.”

      “I don’t hold grudges. I just say it as I see it.”

      “I don’t see a problem with that.” Jones looked to Haley for his input.

      Haley raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “Yeah.” He didn’t seem as convinced about Phillips’ suitability for the job. Part of him seemed like somewhat of a loose cannon. It could’ve just been a first impression, but in their line of work, first impressions went a long way. And Phillips’ wasn’t going very far. But, Haley would go along with whatever Jones wanted. He’d give the guy a chance if it was felt he was best for the team.

      Jones continued going over some of his preferred rules. “If you come aboard, I would also like to caution that I prefer things get handled in a non-violent way wherever possible.”

      “From what I’ve read and heard, that doesn’t happen often,” Phillips said.

      “Sometimes there are no other options. I’ll leave you to determine when and where that’s necessary. Just remember that whenever violence is dished out, regardless of who’s the recipient, it brings unwanted attention to us and makes it harder to operate.”

      Phillips nodded, understanding his point. But he was no wallflower. He had no qualms about giving someone the business end of his weapon, especially if it was his means of survival. “I’ll just let you know, if I have any doubts about a situation, I’ll shoot first and I won’t think twice about it. I’ll give peace a chance and all that, but one of my issues in the agency was that I’m not opposed to dropping the hammer. If I got three guys in front of me, and they’re armed and dangerous, I’m not going to try and talk my way out first and give them the first shot. I’m coming up shooting.”

      “Fair enough. Do you have a girlfriend? Anyone else who may wonder about your whereabouts?”

      “No one steady. And I haven’t talked to my parents in ten years so they wouldn’t miss me.”

      “I have another question in regards to your drinking…”

      Phillips could already anticipate what the question was. “I’m not an alcoholic if you’re wondering. I like my booze and I like my women, a lot of the times both at once, but it doesn’t impact my job performance. You don’t have to worry about me showing up drunk or anything. I know the risks of being impaired in work like this. A slow reaction time means I could be dead. It’s not an issue. When I show up, I’m ready to go.”

      Jones seemed satisfied with that answer. “Very good.”

      “Speaking of showing up, is there some type of schedule?”

      Jones smiled. “Criminals don’t operate on schedules. Neither do we. Which is not to say you won’t get time off, but you won’t be working a regular nine-to-five and weekends off. The off-time depends on what we have going on at the moment. There may be times when you have three or four days off in a row, and there may be times when you won’t see an off day for a month. It all depends.”

      Though Haley was willing to go along with whatever Jones decided, that didn’t mean he wasn’t ready to challenge his prospective new partner. “Sometimes the reason people get out of those agency jobs is because they can’t cut it anymore.” Haley looked around the cushiony apartment. “Now, you’ve been out of that work for a year, you’ve got a place on the water, beautiful view, nice furniture, maybe you’re not able to slide right into the job again.”

      Phillips chuckled. “Please. Don’t let the surroundings fool you. When push comes to shove, I’m still as ready and able as I’ve ever been. I just spent several months in some god-for-saken hole in the ground protecting an oil field from terrorists. You don’t need to question my abilities.”

      Haley smiled. “Fair enough.”

      “One thing, how’d you guys latch on to me? You seem to know my record, which I know is classified, my address, everything.”

      Jones adjusted his glasses. “As I mentioned previously, I used to work for the NSA. They have techniques for getting into just about anything with enough time and patience. And there is nothing as secretive as most people think it is.”

      Phillips rubbed his jaw and chin. “And is there a contract I gotta sign, put in a certain number of years, things like that?”

      “We operate on word-of-mouth agreements here. If in time you decide you’d like to move on, there’s nothing holding you back. I would prefer the courtesy of a little advanced notice just so I can try to make alternate arrangements on things, but the choice is yours. And I would like to remind you again of the secrecy of our operation. But considering your past history, I tend to think that won’t be so much of a problem for you.”

      Phillips put his drink down on the table. “When do you need a decision by?”

      “I would prefer to have a decision within a few days. If you decline, it gives me some time to look at other candidates.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, why me?”

      “I’ve gone over your record,” Jones answered. “It’s top notch. Regardless of your relationship with your employers, it didn’t make a difference on your results.”

      Phillips laughed. “Probably why they put up with me for as long as they did.”

      “In saying that, we also only employ the best.”

      “How many more are there? Just you two and the other guy?”

      “For now. Right now, smaller is better.”

      Phillips leaned back and nodded, rubbing his face as he thought about it. “I can’t say it doesn’t interest me.”

      Jones reached into his pocket and removed a business card. He put it down on the table. “My name and number. Call me anytime when you’ve made a decision.” Phillips picked up the card and looked at it. “I should add that if you decide to decline our offer that you please rip that card up and burn it. Though I guess it won’t make much difference in the long run. The number will not be operational after next week, anyway.”

      Phillips smiled, appreciating the secrecy. It seemed like Jones would’ve fit right in with the people he was used to dealing with. “Give me a day or two to think about it. I’ll let you know either way.”

      Jones reached over the table and shook hands with Phillips, Haley also following his lead. “I look forward to hopefully working with you,” Jones said. “Hopefully it’ll be a long and prosperous relationship for all of us.”

      “Yeah. Maybe.”

      Jones and Haley then left the apartment. Once the door closed behind them, Phillips took another look at Jones’ business card. He sat down and looked at some of the information that Jones left behind. He couldn’t deny it appealed to him. He knew he was good at that type of work.

      Once back in their car, Jones and Haley continued discussing the matter.

      “How do you think that went?” Haley asked.

      “Considering the start we had, I thought it went reasonably well. You seemed to have some reservations in there. Why?”

      “I dunno. Just seemed like his attitude wasn’t the greatest.”

      “Well, we both know not everyone in this line of work is warm and fuzzy. Sometimes they’re cold and frosty. Is it better to get someone who’s a little friendlier but not quite as good, or someone who’s not as pleasant, but twice as good?”

      “Yeah, you’re right. It’s just easier to work with people that you like.”

      “I agree with that. But in the business we’re in, talent usually trumps personality nine times out of ten.”

      “I just hope he’s not the one that doesn’t.”
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      Jones was sitting at the desk doing some background work on a possible case they had coming up. His phone rang. He instantly looked down at the desk where his phone was and stared at the number for a second or two. It was an unfamiliar number. He hesitated, but picked it up and answered.

      “Yes?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it,” Phillips said. “And I think I’m inclined to say yes to your offer.”

      Jones smiled. “Excellent.”

      “So what happens next?”

      “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll have Chris come down, pick you up, bring you back here, then we’ll get you up to speed.”

      “I need to bring anything?”

      “You can bring anything you’d like. Mike’s got a collection of weapons here, but if you have your favorites, you’re welcome to bring them. You’ll be supplied with a car once you’re here. And I can set you up with an apartment somewhere nearby.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll just keep the one I got. I’m comfortable here. I know it’s probably a thirty, forty-five minute drive, something like that, but I’m OK with the drive every day if that works for you. I won’t need to come late or leave early or anything like that.”

      “I suppose we can see how it goes. If it turns out to be an issue with you not getting to places on time…”

      “It won’t be. I’ll make it work.”

      “Very well, then. If you’re OK with it, then it’s fine by me.”

      “Good. I’ve actually got a bag all packed to get started, so, I’m ready to go.”

      “OK. I’ll send Chris over now. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      Haley was in the corner of the room looking at some papers, but picked his head up and looked at Jones when he heard his name mentioned. As soon as Jones put his phone down, Haley walked over to him.

      “Where am I going?”

      “We officially have a new member of the team,” Jones answered. “If you’d be kind enough to drive over there and get him and bring him back, I would appreciate it.”

      Haley sighed and put his papers down on the desk. “All right.”

      Jones looked up at him, sensing an issue. “Is there a problem?”

      Haley made a few noises with his mouth, debating whether he should say. “I’m just not sure about this guy. My first impression wasn’t real favorable.”

      “We surprised him, it’s a lot to take in, as I’m sure you’re aware. You’ve been there.”

      “Maybe.”

      “He’ll need time to adjust. Even if he is a bit rough around the edges, though, we’ll polish him up until he shines and is one of the family.”

      Haley nodded, though he still wasn’t sure about it. He just didn’t get the same good vibes that Jones apparently did. But he’d have to trust Jones’ judgment on it. Haley took another minute to gather his things, then left the office.
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      Malloy was sitting alone in the driver's seat of his SUV, waiting for his guest to arrive. He’d been sitting there for about five minutes, wanting to get there early ahead of Recker, who was also usually early. They were at a remote spot, between a couple of warehouse type buildings that Vincent owned. He moved his head slightly to the side to change the radio station, and just as he did, the window suddenly exploded, shattering into hundreds of tiny pieces. Without a second thought, Malloy leaned over, keeping his head down as some of the glass landed on top of him. He took a few deep breaths to figure out how he was going to get out of this. He removed the gun from his waist and held it firmly in his hand. He looked at the passenger door, then back at the newly broken window, not sure if he would be completely concealed if he tried to get out the other side.

      Not wanting to stay in the same spot too long, Malloy climbed over the center console, trying to keep his body as low as possible to stay out of the line of fire. Just as his midsection went over the console, another shot ripped through the air. It just missed connection with Malloy’s body, going through the passenger side window. That, too, shattered into hundreds of pieces. Malloy put his head back down to prevent glass from going into his face. He felt some land on the back of his head, but he quickly shook them off his hair with his hand.

      Knowing he was in a jam, Malloy laid as flat as he could across the seats. He finally was able to put his fingers on the handle of the door and pulled the lever. He inched forward and pushed the door open wide. With the door open, Malloy slithered his way across the seats and let his body drop out of the opened door, his left shoulder landing hard on the asphalt pavement below. He quickly pulled himself up and got to his knees as he tried to assess the situation. Almost immediately, he heard another car roaring up behind him. He turned, ready to fire, but quickly recognized Recker’s vehicle.

      Malloy put his hand up to try to slow Recker down so he didn’t get caught in the fire either, but it was too late. As Recker pulled up, a bullet went straight through the middle of his windshield. Recker immediately threw on the brakes and exited his car, staying low to the ground.

      “I tried to warn you.”

      “I couldn’t tell what you were doing,” Recker said. “What the hell’s going on?”

      “Don’t know.”

      Recker crawled over to Malloy’s car. “What happened?”

      “Was just sitting here waiting for you. Suddenly my window got blasted out.”

      “Somebody had you lined up.”

      “Yeah. And I have a good idea on who.”

      “Jerrick.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How long ago this happen?”

      “Not long. Just two or three minutes.”

      “How’d they know you were here?” Recker asked.

      “My guess is that I was followed somehow.”

      “Getting sloppy in your old age?”

      Malloy laughed. “I think it’s the remnants of Sadko’s work. Creep. He probably told Jerrick about every single building we have. I mean, we can’t just divest of all of them because he knows about it. He probably’s got scouts all over the place, waiting for me to show up at one of them. Then when I do, they’ve got me.”

      “Well, only thing to worry about now is how many we’re dealing with.”

      “I’m thinking one.”

      “Thinking one and knowing one is two different things. And if you’re wrong, you’ll be dead before you know it.”

      Malloy nodded. “Yeah. Problem is, one of us is gonna have to stick our head up here and figure out where the shots are coming from.”

      Recker spun his head around to see what the surroundings were. He’d never been to this location before. They were between two large buildings, both two stories, and both still in operation as manufacturing plants, though no one was there today. That was one of the reasons Malloy picked this place to meet when Recker requested to talk. There’d be no one else around. Little did he know there would be.

      Not feeling especially good about the situation, Recker thought this might have been one of those times where it was better to live and fight another day. As soon as one of them raised their head over the hood of the car, they might have gotten it shot off. But he thought they could still get back to his car safely. Then he could just reverse his way out of the area.

      Malloy looked over at Recker, who had his head turned. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking we should get out of here,” Recker answered.

      “You don’t wanna get this guy?”

      “If this person’s any kind of a good shot, he could nail one or both of us if we raise our head up here. And that’s just assuming there’s one of them out there.” Recker continued looking around. “And it doesn’t look like we got much in the way of cover if we try to go anywhere else. It’s wide open on both sides of the car and there’s no doors on the sides of the buildings so there’s nowhere to duck in. But if we can get back to my car, we can get out of here and figure things out later. Besides, does it really matter who this person is? We know who sent him out to do it.”

      “That’s true.”

      As Recker stared at the building next to them, another thought came to him. Whoever was shooting at them, they didn’t appear to be in much of a hurry. They were firing off wild shots, hoping to hit someone. They seemed to be calmly waiting. And that’s what bothered Recker. Waiting for what? Just sitting there waiting was a dangerous game for the shooter as well, because if Recker or Malloy called in backup, the shooter might have his escape path cut off. So in Recker’s mind, that only meant two things. The shooter took his shots, and was already gone, also knowing he didn’t have time to wait, and figured he’d get another shot down the line. The second option in Recker’s mind was that the shooter didn’t care about actually hitting them at the moment. Maybe he was just trying to keep them pinned down. And if that was the case, it could only be for one reason. And that was because there were more men coming.

      “We should get out of here now,” Recker said.

      Malloy noticed the urgency in Recker’s voice. “Huh?”

      “What if he’s got backup coming?”

      The movement in Malloy’s eyes indicated he thought it was a real possibility as well. Without a second thought, or any conversation, the two of them immediately made a beeline for Recker’s car. They stayed low to the ground to make sure they weren’t easy targets. Just as they reached the car, another shot rang out. They each stopped as they reached the door and looked back at Malloy’s car, which now looked a little tilted, which was the result of one of the tires going flat. A second later, there was another shot. The car tilted a little more. Recker and Malloy quickly got into the car.

      “Looks like they don’t want you leaving,” Recker said, starting the engine.

      “I’ve always been pleasant company.”

      Recker looked back and put the car in reverse. They didn’t get far. After only reversing about fifteen feet, another car pulled up behind them. The bullets started flying immediately. Recker and Malloy immediately put their heads down and leaned forward as the onslaught started. The windows of Recker’s car were destroyed by the bullets flying through them. Knowing they couldn’t stay there and let themselves get pinned in, as that was as sure as death could be, they both popped the doors open and jumped out. Still recognizant that there was a shooter somewhere behind them, they each dropped to a knee as they started to return fire, using the open door as a shield to protect their backs.

      The tires on Recker’s vehicle soon matched the ones on Malloy’s, both back tires being quickly punctured from the gunfire. Seconds later, both Recker and Malloy dispatched one of their attackers at the same time, on each side of the perpetrator’s vehicle. Since there were four men initially in the car that pulled up behind them, they still had two more to go. All four men continued to exchange gunfire until Recker finally dropped the remaining man on his side. Recker then tried to help Malloy out by firing across the car. The other man tried to return the fire on Recker, but raised his body ever so slightly above the frame of the door he was behind, giving Malloy enough of a target to shoot at. And he didn’t miss.

      With all four men of the car dispatched of, Recker and Malloy kept themselves crouched down behind the doors of their car. They looked at each other through the front seats of the car.

      “What now?” Malloy asked.

      Recker looked at his back tires. “Well, looks like we’re not leaving anytime soon.”

      “I guess the question is whether they got more guys coming.”

      “I don’t think that’s the question. I think the real question is what time the rest of them are getting here. ’Cause you can be sure they’re coming. If they sent one, you better believe they’re sending more.”

      “Well we can’t sit here and wait for them.”

      “You know this place better than I do. I’ll follow your lead.”

      Malloy looked in both directions. They were closer to the back of the buildings now than they were to the front. Plus they had a couple cars in the way to hopefully provide some cover.

      “Hey, instead of all that, why don’t we just take that car?” Malloy said, pointing to the car behind them.

      Recker leaned over, still mindful of sticking his body out past the door that was shielding him. That car looked like it had a tilt to it as well. Then he saw the front tire. Recker leaned back to continue his conversation.

      “Nope. It’s got one in the front tire. That’s not going anywhere either.”

      “Back to Plan B,” Malloy said.

      “Which is?”

      Malloy pointed to the building on Recker’s side. “We head to the back door there. It’s easy enough to get in. Then we call for backup. And hope that ours gets here before theirs do.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t do that yet.”

      Malloy then patted his pockets. He started panicking when he couldn’t find his phone. “Crap. I think mine’s in my car.”

      “I wouldn’t go back for it at this point. Once we get to the building, I’ll call Chris.”

      “Call Vincent too. I’m not sure Chris will be enough on his own.”

      “Yeah. We gotta get moving before more arrive. You ready?”

      “Ready when you are,” Malloy replied.

      “You go first. I’ll stay here and cover you. If I see the shooter, I’ll try to pick him off. Stop when you get to the next car, then turn around and cover me and I’ll follow..”

      “Right.”

      “Go.”

      Recker turned to face where the shooter was as Malloy sprinted to the next car. Luckily, Malloy got there without incident. Once he was in place, he stood behind the door to give Recker some cover as he made his way to the other side of the car. Once Recker was ready, Malloy made a dash to the back corner of the building, where he promptly turned around and got into position.

      “Come on, Mike!”

      Recker raised up and ran for the same spot. About halfway there, the shooter started firing at him, though luckily none of the bullets hit Recker. A couple landed near his feet and a few flew past him. Malloy instantly returned fire in the same direction, though the shooter was pretty well covered and not in much danger of being hit from that spot. But Malloy’s fire at least caused him to pause for a few seconds, allowing Recker enough time to reach the building.

      “You good?” Malloy asked.

      Recker took a few deep breaths. “Yeah.” He immediately started looking around for more targets.

      Malloy went over to the door and typed in the code on the number pad to unlock the door. The door immediately unlocked and the two of them went inside. Malloy turned on the lights.

      “Not gonna take them long to figure out where we are,” Recker said. “Might be better if we kill the lights. No use advertising where we are.”

      Malloy nodded. “Yeah.” He flicked them back off. “Guess there’s nothing else to do now but wait.”

      “Yeah. Just wait.”
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      “Better make the call,” Malloy said.

      Recker pulled out his phone and called Haley. Malloy went over to the windows, looking out to see if they were getting any visitors yet. So far the coast was clear, but they knew that wouldn’t last very long. Recker watched Malloy’s actions as he listened to the ringing on his phone. That would tell him whether something was going on outside. There was no answer on Haley’s phone. It was odd, he thought, unless Haley was already on another assignment somewhere. Recker then tried Jones, who immediately picked up.

      “I was just thinking of you.”

      Recker cut in on his thought. “Great, listen, I’m in a jam here and need help.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I was meeting Malloy for something and we ran into something of an ambush.”

      “An ambush?”

      “There’s a shooter out there somewhere, and we already got surprised with a car full of Jerrick’s men. We disposed of them, but we’re not going anywhere, and I have a feeling there’s more coming.”

      “What about your car?”

      “My car, Malloy’s car, the other car that came, all the tires are shot. We’re not going anywhere except on foot, and that’s not a good idea with a shooter out there.”

      “OK, I’ll get Chris and send him over to you.”

      “I just tried to call him, but he didn’t answer.”

      “He’s on the way to pick up Paxton. He agreed to join us.”

      “Picked a great time for it.”

      “How was anyone to know?”

      “Well, looks like he’ll have a nice audition process. How far away is he?”

      Jones looked at the time and rubbed his forehead. His estimation was farther than he would have liked. “I would say he’s probably on the way back now, but he’s probably at least twenty or thirty minutes out.”

      Recker loudly sighed into the phone. “All right. I’ll have to call Vincent then and see if he can get here sooner.”

      “I’ll call Chris now, but please keep me informed. And text me where you are.”

      “Right.”

      Malloy walked over from one of the windows. “How we looking?”

      Recker shook his head. “Chris is probably twenty or thirty minutes out.”

      Malloy held his hand out. “I’ll call Vincent.”

      Recker handed him his phone, then went over to the window to check for himself what was going on out there. There was still nothing, though.
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      Seeing it was Jones calling, Haley hit the button to answer it for hands-free calling on the infotainment screen.

      “Yeah, David?”

      “You need to change course immediately,” Jones replied. “Mike’s in trouble and you need to get there ASAP.”

      “What’s up?”

      “He was apparently meeting Malloy, and there was an ambush. From what I can tell, they’re pinned down and unable to move. I’m sending the address now. Let me know when you have it.”

      Haley looked at the screen and saw the address pop up. He quickly put it into the car GPS system. “Looks like we’re about twenty minutes out.”

      “Step on it if you can. I’m not sure if Vincent’s men will get there ahead of you, but be on the lookout.”

      “I can make it in fifteen.”

      “Let me know when you get there.”

      Haley ended the call, then put his foot on the gas, nearly putting it to the floor, flying down I-95.

      “So who are these Malloy and Vincent characters?” Phillips asked.

      “Well, that’s somewhat complicated. Short version is they’re criminals. Long version is we sometimes work together.”

      “Wait, what? We’re helping people like that? I thought we were there to get people like that off the street?”

      “Like I said, it’s somewhat complicated. I’ll explain things on the way. You best start loading up, though. When we get there, it might get dicey right away.”

      Phillips reached down into his bag on the floor between his legs and unzipped it. He then removed a pistol and put a magazine in. “I’m ready. How will I know who to shoot at?”

      “Just follow my lead once we get there.”
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      A few minutes later, Malloy came over to Recker’s position by the window and handed him his phone back.

      “What’s the story?” Recker asked.

      “Vincent’s sending a team over. Should be here in ten minutes or so.”

      “Hopefully we can hold out that long.”

      “We can handle ten minutes.”

      “With what?” Recker held his gun up, then removed his backup weapon and held that in the air next to it. “We can’t fight them off all day. Depending on how many’s coming and when they get here, we’ve only got a limited supply of ammo.”

      A disappointed look came over Malloy’s face. “I didn’t even think of it.” He reached down and removed his backup weapon as well. Neither of them were carrying extra magazines on them since they didn’t think they’d be in this situation. They each had some in the car, but they weren’t sure it was wise to go back out there. “I’m not sure going back out there’s a good idea.”

      “Me neither, but if we don’t, and we get bombarded before your friends get here, we’re not gonna need a rescue, we’ll need stretchers.”

      “But what if what we think is coming doesn’t come?”

      “You wanna take that chance?”

      Malloy raised an eyebrow. “Not really.”

      “Me either. My car’s the closest, so I’ll go out there if you can lay down some cover for me.”

      Malloy nodded. They both went over to the back door again. Recker opened the door and peeked out, making sure there were no surprises in store for him. With everything looking clear, he, followed by Malloy, hurried along the edge of the building until they got to the corner of it.

      “Let me know when you’re ready,” Recker said, crouching down.

      Malloy tapped him on the back of the shoulder. “Go.”

      Recker started running, but only got a couple of steps before he was met with a barrage of gunfire. He immediately dropped to the ground as he looked to see where it was coming from.

      “On the right!” Malloy yelled, pulling his gun up and firing a few rounds at the incoming car that was gaining steam and driving in their direction.

      Recker got back to his knees and retreated back to Malloy’s position. Malloy stood there, firing away with his right arm as he extended his left to help Recker get behind him to safety. Once Recker was in back of him, he began firing as Malloy went back to the door and punched the code in. The door automatically locked once it closed. Once it was opened again, Recker and Malloy quickly went inside. They each went over to a different window to assess the situation.

      “I got one car over here,” Malloy said.

      “Got one on this side too.”

      “They’re starting to pile out.”

      “How many you got?” Recker asked.

      “Looks like four over here. What about you?”

      “Looks like I got four on this side too. Any sign of Jerrick?”

      “You really think he’s gonna show up here? He’ll send all of his minions over first. He just likes to talk a big game. When it comes time for action, I think he likes to sit in the shadows.”

      “Well, I guess you can afford to if you got the numbers.”

      “I still wish he was here. I’d just like to get one shot at him. That’s all, just one shot.”

      “Unless your friends show up quick, I’m not sure you’re gonna get your chance.”

      Malloy looked out again, hoping to see a sign of the rest of Vincent’s men showing up. But there was nothing there yet. Nothing outside of eight, angry looking men standing around out there, wondering about how they were going to proceed.

      “We gotta hold them off,” Recker said.

      “Any ideas? Outside of offering up one of us as a diversion.”

      “Maybe we can keep them talking for a bit.” Recker used the butt of his gun to break off a piece of the window. “Sorry about that. You can bill me for it later.”

      “If we survive, I’ll pay for it myself.”

      “Hey guys!” Recker yelled. “I’d stop right there if I was you.”

      Jerrick’s handpicked leader for the group immediately responded. “That you Recker?”

      “Sure is. Now, unless all you guys wanna visit the cemetery today, I’d advise you to go home.”

      The man laughed, taking a quick glance at his friends. “Funny talk coming from a man trapped inside that building.”

      “We won’t be trapped for long.”

      “You know what else is funny? We set this all up, only expecting to take out Malloy. Vincent’s right-hand, number one man. But now, it looks like we got ourselves a bonus. Not only do we get to take out Malloy, we get to take out The Silencer too. How’s that for a day? Man, we’re gonna be kings for taking you two punks out.”

      “Don’t count out your dead bodies before they’re buried.”

      “Funny guy. But if you’re waiting for the calvary to come, don’t worry, we got a little something for them out by the entrance too.”

      Recker looked at Malloy. “Damn.”

      “Looks like they thought of everything,” Malloy replied.

      “Let’s just hope your boys are able to get through whatever it is.” Recker turned back to the crowd outside. “Well if you’re so confident about taking us, come on and get it.”

      “What are you doing?” Malloy asked.

      “I don’t want them to think we’re trying to stall because we’re running low on ammo or something. But if we invite them in, they might think twice about actually coming, thinking we got something up our sleeve.”

      “Oh.” Malloy shrugged. “Might work.” Then Malloy looked out and saw another car pulling up near the others. “Then again, maybe not.”

      “Looks like we got more company.”

      “They’re pulling out all the stops.”

      “Wouldn’t you if you had us two in here trapped?”

      “Yeah, guess I would.”

      “They’ve got their opportunity and they’re taking their shot.”

      “Yeah, well, let’s help them miss.”

      “If they start moving in, we’ll have to conserve our ammo,” Recker said. “Only shoot at what you know you can hit.”

      “Wonder what they’re waiting for?”

      “They don’t know for sure what we got in here either. Don’t forget they’re improvising here. You were supposed to be dead already.”

      “Oh yeah. I’m sorry I disrupted their plans.”

      “Don’t worry about it, though. I’m sure they’ll be coming up with something soon enough.”
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      Recker sighed as he watched another car pull up. Things were getting dicier by the second. He counted at least fifteen guys milling around by the cars out there. Every one of them looked heavily armed.

      “Looks like they’re pulling out all the stops.”

      “I just hope they keep on waiting,” Malloy said.

      “Doesn’t seem like they’re very concerned. I have a feeling that means they got something special in mind for whoever arrives to help us.”

      “I know.”

      “That doesn’t bear well for us or your guys that come.”

      “They’ll handle it.”

      “We’ll see.” Recker then noticed some of the men dispersing from the main crowd. “Hey, you might wanna head over to the back door and make sure that’s covered. I doubt they’re coming in through the windows.”

      “I’m on it.”

      Recker was at a window near the front door, and from his position, had a clear line of sight to Malloy near the back. “Hey, if one of us starts losing ground, we should let the other one know.”

      Malloy nodded. “I’ll yell out. If one of us does, then immediately go to the stairs over there in the middle. That way the other one doesn’t get surrounded.”

      Recker agreed. “OK. We’ll hold out here as long as we can. If we start losing ground, we’ll keep moving up.”

      Almost immediately, there was a thumping near the back door. “Here they come,” Haley yelled.

      Recker looked back briefly, but turned his head back to his spot when he heard noises outside the front door as well. “Over here too!”

      “See you at the top!”

      The front door then burst open, with a couple of guys rushing through. Recker immediately opened fire, hitting the first three guys that came through the door. Then there was silence for a few moments. Recker took a few steps back so he could watch the window and the door simultaneously. Then the back door flew open. Two guys rushed in, though Malloy took care of them right away as well.

      One of the windows on the side was then broken, with someone standing there taking shots inside. The shots were well off-track, and Recker returned fire, though he didn’t hit anything either. Then another shot came from the front door. Recker started backtracking slowly. Things were going similarly for Malloy. The opponents were piling up outside the door. Malloy could hear them conversing and shuffling their feet around. It was only a matter of minutes, if that long, before the whole group went inside. Depending on the numbers, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold them all off.

      “Backtracking!” Malloy yelled.

      “Roger that.” Recker immediately turned and ran for the bottom of the stairs. He then turned back to the door and dropped to a knee, ready to fire. A few seconds later, Malloy met him there.

      Then more of Jerrick’s men showed their faces in the door. Recker and Malloy instantly fired at them, keeping them at bay for a little while. Malloy turned around and saw a group of men coming through the back door and fired a couple rounds at them.

      “Got five coming through the back.”

      Recker focused on the front door. “And there were at least four right there.”

      “I say we start going up.”

      Recker nodded. “All right.”

      “At least then there’s only one way up.”

      “No elevator?”

      “No. If they’re coming up, they’re walking. Unless they got ladders to come from the top.”

      “Let’s go.”

      They instantly turned and scurried up the steps to the second floor. Once there, they each set up on different sides of the stair opening. As they waited, they each checked their ammo.

      “How many rounds you got?” Recker asked.

      “Twelve. You?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “We gotta make them count.”

      “I guess if we run out we’re going hand-to-hand.”

      “I guess.”

      They waited a few minutes, surprised that nobody was rushing up the stairs yet. Though maybe it shouldn’t have been a surprise. Whoever rushed up those steps first was likely as good as dead. Everyone knew it. They then heard some faint noises in the background. It sounded like it could have been gunfire. After a few seconds, the noises stopped.

      A voice yelled out from the bottom of the stairs. “Hey, Haley, you hear that? Those noises you just heard was the sound of your boys being met by mine. Don’t think things went so well for them.”

      Recker and Malloy looked at each other.

      “How many was Vincent sending?” Recker asked.

      Malloy shrugged. “Didn’t say. Just said help would be arriving. I assume it might be in waves depending on whoever was closest.”

      “Great.”

      The voice from the steps yelled out again. “If you wanna make things easy on yourself, you can just give yourselves up now.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a good option,” Malloy replied.

      “Listen, maybe we can make a deal.”

      “I don’t make deals.”

      “Just listen. It’s true, we originally did want to kill you.”

      “Heartwarming.”

      “But now, maybe we can come to some other agreement.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Listen, you got nowhere to go, right? And help’s not coming. At least not that you can use. Maybe you dying here’s not the only thing that can go down.”

      “You’re not saying anything.”

      “Give yourselves up. It’s the only way you’re getting out of here alive.”

      “Like I said already, doesn’t sound like a good option.”

      “If you give yourselves up, you got my word we won’t kill you.”

      “You’ll excuse me if I don’t exactly trust you. I’ll take my chances up here.”

      “We don’t have to kill you to get what we want. We can use you for leverage.”

      Recker looked at Malloy. “He’s talking about a trade. Just keep him talking. I know Chris is on the way. Every minute we can buy gives us some time.”

      “And if we give ourselves up?” Malloy asked. “What then?”

      “Then maybe we can do some business that doesn’t involve anyone getting killed,” the man said. “At least not today.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “You’re Vincent’s right-hand man, right?”

      “That’s the rumor.”

      “So maybe he’d be willing to pay a premium price in order to get you back in one piece.”

      “What kind of price?”

      “Like, maybe he’d be willing to give up some of his territory. The territory that was Jeremiah’s and now rightfully belongs to Jerrick.”

      “Vincent won’t agree to that.”

      “Well if he doesn't, then you’re as good as dead.”

      “Or you are.”

      “I think he might be willing to talk about it.”

      “I’m telling you, Vincent won’t agree to giving up anything for anybody. That makes him look weak. He won’t do it.”

      “Not even for you?”

      “Not even for his own mother.”

      “Well then you’re gonna die here.”

      “I’m prepared for that. Question is are you? ’Cause you gotta come up and get me.”

      Recker pointed at his wrist, wanting Malloy to take up some more time. Malloy nodded.

      “What about Recker?” Malloy asked.

      “What about him?”

      “What if he gives himself up? You got a deal for him?”

      “We might be able to work something out.”

      “We don’t deal with might’s. You either do or you don’t.”

      “Hey, there’s always a deal to be made.”

      “Well you think about it and get back to us.”

      “Might buy us a couple minutes,” Recker whispered. “I’m gonna go around and check the windows, see if I can tell what they’re doing out there.”

      Malloy nodded as Recker left. The voice from the bottom of the steps started talking again.

      “What do you say, Malloy? You ready to deal?”

      “I haven’t heard anything about Recker yet.”

      “Maybe if he agrees to never lift another finger against us, no matter the circumstances, and maybe if there’s some time of large cash payment involved, then maybe he can get an out-of-jail card too.”

      “I dunno. I’m not sure you’re capable of delivering on what you’re saying.”

      “Believe it, man. Believe it. You ain’t got any other options.”

      “Sure I do. I can just let you come and get me. And I know the reason you’re hesitating is because you know you can’t get up here without losing a bunch of you. And if you lead the charge, you’re going first.”

      “You’d really rather go down here instead of making a deal?”

      “I already told you. Vincent isn’t making any deal under those parameters. Not for me, not for anybody. So I already know that as soon as you try, he’s gonna say no, and then you’ll wind up killing me, anyway. So if I’m gonna go down, it might as well be now. It’ll be quicker.”

      “If that’s how you wanna play it.”

      “I think so. It’s just a matter of how many of you guys I’m taking with me.”

      Recker came back to his spot and reported what he saw outside. “Looks like just one or two guys out there by their cars. Everyone else must be downstairs.”

      “You took out a couple, I took out a couple, if there’s one outside, then there’s probably around ten down there?”

      “Assuming they haven’t had more arrive when we weren’t looking.”

      “Well, in any case, at some point they’re gonna have to make a move,” Malloy said. “They’re gonna have to come to us.”

      “They might not see it that way. They might think they can wait us out.”

      “I don’t think they’re that dumb. Well, maybe. But they gotta know that even if they took out the first wave of guys that Vincent sent over, they’ve gotta know there’s more coming. And I’m sure they’re well aware that Vincent’s got more firepower than they do. So they gotta be on some kind of time schedule here if they really wanna do us in.”

      Recker nodded, agreeing with his point. “Yeah, it would seem they can’t wait all day. Unless they’re waiting for Vincent to bring his men, then they bring more, then they got everyone here… maybe they’re looking to do a final stand or something. Get it all over with at once.”

      “I don’t think Jerrick’s got the guts to do something like that. He’s not willing to go down in a blaze of glory. He wants to take Vincent apart bit by bit. This was his first step with that.”

      They continued talking, though Recker suddenly put his hand up to put a halt to their conversation. He thought he heard something. He leaned in closer, thinking he might have heard footsteps. If it was, they were trying their best to be deathly quiet. A few more seconds went by and Recker was sure someone was coming. They were doing a good job in keeping quiet, but Recker detected a very small noise that sounded like the bottom of someone’s shoes skidding across a step. He waited another couple seconds. He was sure they were getting closer. He put his finger in the air to signal Malloy when he was ready to give them a surprise.

      Five more seconds went by. Now Recker was ready. He gave a slight nod of his head, then quickly pointed at him, letting him know he was ready. With their arms stretched out and their guns ready to fire, Recker and Malloy both jumped out from the side of the steps, standing next to each other in the middle of the platform, looking down at the steps and the men below. Recker was right on target. There were six men coming up the steps.

      Recker and Malloy instantly opened fire, easily mowing down the two men that were leading the charge. As they fell, Recker and Malloy continued firing, quickly connecting on their next targets. As the next two were dispersed, the final two men in back of the pack fired, though each of their shots went wide. They didn’t get another chance as Recker and Malloy each took down one of them.

      With the charge temporarily pushed back, Recker and Malloy retreated back to their previous positions on the side of the steps. They looked each other over, neither of them saying anything at first, making sure neither of them had any new holes in them. They each removed their magazines to check their ammunition.

      “I got six left,” Malloy said.

      “I got nine.”

      “We can probably hold off one more charge like that. Maybe two. Not more than that though.”

      “They might try something more creative next time,” Recker said. He then went off and started checking the windows again. He saw a couple more people outside this time, though it still wasn’t many. After looking out the window for a minute, he returned to his position across from Malloy. “Still not many out there. Most of them are probably still down on the first floor.”

      A barrage of gunfire broke out, sounding like it was coming from several automatic rifles being fired at once. Recker and Malloy both turned their heads as the shots ripped into the wall between them. They knew it had to be a diversion and couldn’t afford to be caught sleeping. They each took a few more steps back, knowing they were about to have company any minute.

      Recker dropped to his stomach, knowing that if anyone came up there, their sights would be higher, expecting him to be standing there. If they had to readjust their eyes and their sight lines to the floor, that would give him an advantage. And they definitely needed one at the moment. Seeing Recker’s position, and thinking it was a good idea, Malloy followed suit and dropped to the floor as well.

      It was a good thing they did, as seconds later, several men raced up on the top steps and started firing wildly into the air. They didn’t even have a target in sight. They were just hoping that a few of the bullets would find a match. They were also hoping that by firing in the manner that they were, that Recker and Malloy would be too busy ducking to be able to fire back. They were wrong. Less than a few seconds after appearing, Recker and Malloy both dispatched the men that had appeared.

      They weren’t alone, though. A few more men appeared, with Recker and Malloy exchanging fire with the new men, though they eventually took care of them as well. Malloy was out of ammunition now and Recker wasn’t far behind with only two shots left. They were about to grab the automatic rifles from the men that they killed, but a couple more men showed up. With nothing else to do, Malloy charged at one of them, trying to take him on before he was able to fire at him. Recker and the other man fired simultaneously, with the bullet aimed at Recker just narrowly missing his head. Recker’s shot didn’t miss and nailed the other man in the chest.

      As another man appeared, Recker was also out of ammunition now, and joined Malloy in hand-to-hand combat, jumping on top of the newest combatant. As they landed on the floor, all four men began rolling around, each trying to get the upper hand on the other. They all eventually rolled onto the main part of the steps, in plain view of the men below. Recker and Malloy each finally got on top of their man and delivered a few facial shots. As they each got to their feet, Recker brought his man up with him. He looked down below, just in time to see one of the men lining him up with a shot. To shield himself, Recker bear-hugged the other man, just as several bullets ripped into the man’s back. Luckily for Recker they stayed lodged in the man’s insides and didn’t go through or else he would have had a new problem. Though the man was now dead, Recker held him up for a few moments, just until the gunfire stopped. As soon as it did, Recker let the body drop, and he jumped to the side of the stairs, out of the view of the men below.

      Malloy, upon seeing and hearing what was happening to Recker, pushed his man down the steps and jumped to the side as well. His man wasn’t dead, but he was badly beat up now, not only from Malloy’s fists, but also from his journey down the steps. Recker was able to pick up one of the assault rifles as he got back to his previous position on the side. The rifle from the other dead man was out of Malloy’s reach, but Recker was able to get it without putting himself in harm’s way.

      “You wanna slide me one of them?” Malloy asked.

      Recker slid the other rifle across the floor. As Malloy took a few deep breaths to collect himself again, he checked the ammunition on the rifle.

      “This should be good for a little while.”

      Recker nodded. “We’ll see what they have up their sleeves next.”

      “You know it’ll be something.”

      “No doubt about it. They’re not through yet.”
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      The exchange of gunfire lasted a minute or two. The men at the bottom of the stairs continued firing, then, after ducking, it was Recker’s and Malloy’s turn to do the honors. This back-and-forth volley kept on for a few more minutes. Jerrick’s men didn’t seem to be advancing, or even trying to, which was a good thing, though Recker suspected they had a reason for that.

      “If they just stay right there for a little while, we might actually be all right until the cavalry arrives,” Malloy said.

      “Assuming we can hold out that long.”

      “We’ll be fine.”

      “I have a feeling they’re trying to make us waste the rest of our ammo,” Recker said. “They’re not really doing anything other than wasting bullets.”

      About a minute went by with no activity on either side. It was one of those eerily quiet moments where you expected terror to jump out at any moment. Right on cue, another sound was heard. Luckily, there was nothing horrific about it. It was Recker’s phone. He quickly looked at the caller ID before answering.

      “Yeah?”

      “We’re just outside now,” Haley replied. “There’s a bunch of men on the gates, though. If we try to go through there, might take us a while to get to you.”

      “See if there’s a back entrance you can make your way through.”

      “That Haley?” Malloy asked. Recker looked over and nodded. Malloy put his hand out. “Let me talk to him.”

      “Hold on, Malloy wants to talk to you.” Recker put the phone down on the ground and slid it over to him.

      Malloy picked it up. “Chris. Go around to the back northeast corner of the property. The entire fence is wire and chain, but in that corner, you’ll see a small corner of the fence that’s cutout, almost like a doggie door.”

      “Can I get through it?”

      “Yeah. You’ll have to crawl, but you’ll be able to make it. There’s a metal covering around it that you’ll have to get off first, but that shouldn’t take you more than a minute or so.”

      “Anything I gotta worry about when going through? Traps or anything?”

      “No, it was put there in case of emergencies and we had to get in somehow. There’s two tall trees directly in front of it to hide it a little.”

      “OK, I’ll find it. We’ll be there in a few minutes. How many people are we looking at?”

      “Maybe ten, fifteen, we’re not sure exactly. We’re on the second floor of the building that’s got the blue-ish roof. You’ll see the one when you get here.”

      “OK. Relief’s on the way. Just hang on.”

      After Malloy was done, he slid the phone back over to Recker, who picked it up and put it back in his pocket. “Back door?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why didn’t your boys do that before getting ambushed out front?”

      “They either didn’t see anybody out there waiting for them out front or they didn’t think it was a problem.”

      “Hopefully Chris doesn’t find a similar situation out back.”

      “These guys don’t even know that spot exists, so he should be able to make it through OK.” Malloy looked away for a second, then thought about something that Haley said. “Hey, Chris got someone with him?”

      “What?”

      “He said we’ll be right there. Who’s he got with him? Can’t be Jones, is it?”

      Recker laughed. “No, it’s not David.” He didn’t even think about not telling him the truth. Part of the meeting that he wanted to talk to Malloy about was the fact that Recker was leaving for a bit. He thought it would be helpful if Vincent knew that Recker would be gone for a while, that way nothing was lost in communication or they didn’t expect help that obviously wouldn’t be coming. “We’re bringing a new man on the team.”

      “What? There’s gonna be three of you? What are you guys doing, setting up your own corporation?”

      “Well, not quite. I’m taking a little leave of absence.”

      Malloy’s face looked like he was floored. “You’re getting out?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so. I’m just… taking a break.”

      “For how long?”

      “I’m not sure yet. At least a month or two. Maybe more. I dunno. We’ll see how it goes.”

      “Going away?”

      “Hawaii.”

      “Nice. Taking the missus?”

      “Wouldn’t be much of a vacation without her?”

      Malloy smiled. “I agree there. What brought all this on? Just getting tired?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I guess it’ll happen to all of us at one time or another.”

      “Maybe.”

      “What’s up with this new guy?”

      “Don’t know. Never met him. Today’s apparently his first day.”

      “What’s he like?”

      “Couldn’t honestly tell you. Like I said, never met him. I’ve read his file. He’s highly qualified. But is he warm and fuzzy like me? Guess we’ll both have to wait and see.”

      “Ex-government?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Seems to be the type for you guys.”

      Recker smiled. “Just seems to work out that way, I guess.”
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      Haley drove around to the back of the facility, easily finding the northeast corner. Just as Malloy said, there were two tall trees in front of the fence. Haley and Phillips got out of their car and looked around to make sure none of Jerrick’s men were waiting there in surprise. They walked around the trees and knelt down by the fence.

      “Get ready for anything,” Haley said.

      “How will I know who’s who?”

      “Right now it’s pretty easy. You see someone with a gun, you shoot them. Our guys are on the second floor. Anyone else, assume they’re bad.”

      “Makes it easy.”

      Within twenty seconds, Haley popped the metal covering off the small entrance through the wired fence. Haley climbed through the opening first, followed by Phillips. It was a tight squeeze, but both were able to get through without a problem. After getting through the fence, they knelt down for a few seconds to analyze their surroundings and make sure no one was around.

      Haley then pointed to his right. “That way.”

      They stayed low to the ground as they ran for the nearest building, which was some type of shed or storage building. It wasn’t large, but big enough for both of them to comfortably hide behind. With the coast clear, they kept on moving, quickly finding the next building. The entire complex was a fairly large area, with multiple buildings in every corner of it. It would take a few minutes for them to find the building they were looking for.

      “Malloy said the building they were in had a blue-ish roof. You see anything?”

      Phillips looked around. “Nothing yet.”

      “It’s gotta be over that way.”

      They kept moving, going from building to building. Considering they hadn’t yet encountered any resistance, or took on any gunfire, they assumed they weren’t that close yet. They also didn’t see anyone hovering around or nearby any buildings. They assumed they would know when they found it, with or without the blue roof.

      It took a few more minutes, but they eventually got their eyes on a building with a light-blue roof. There were a bunch of cars in front of it, though the men with guns standing directly outside the door were pretty much a dead giveaway that they found the spot.

      “Looks like that’s it,” Haley said.

      “How you wanna do this?”

      Haley looked around. He was already aware of the sniper initially in the area, but considering they hadn’t been shot at on the way in, assumed that he was long gone by now. None of the men with guns near the blue building appeared to be concerning themselves with anything else other than going in and out of the building. There didn’t appear to be any lookouts. It probably had something to do with the men they had blocking the front entrance. They stood there and watched for a few seconds, trying to get a feel for what was happening. Haley formulated his plan.

      “Look. They keep going in and out of the building. But when they go in, they only leave one guy on the outside near that one car. You see it?”

      “Yeah,” Phillips replied.

      “I’ll start running for those cars. You stay here and keep eyes on him. If he spots me, you light him up.”

      “Why not just take him out now?”

      “Because if we miss and he fires back, they’ll know we’re here, and it’s gonna be harder getting there. If I can sneak up on him first and get there before anyone knows what’s going on, we can get the upper hand.”

      “What about me?”

      “Once that guy’s down and I secure that spot, I’ll keep you covered until you get there. Then we’ll have those guys trapped between us and Mike.”

      Phillips nodded. Haley was putting a lot of trust in a guy that he didn’t know. But Phillips’ file indicated that he was a first-class shot. He had to assume that if it came down to it, that Phillips wouldn’t miss. The man by the car was pacing around a little, so Haley waited until the guy turned his back to him. As soon as he did, Haley took off running. It wasn’t a close distance, looking like it was about thirty or forty yards away. Haley assumed the man would either hear him coming or just turn around naturally before he got there. He was right. Haley only got about halfway there before the man turned around. As soon as he did, though, blood squirted up out of his chest as the bullet penetrated through him and he dropped to his knees, then fell face first. Haley never broke stride, getting to the back of the cars a few seconds later. Once there, he looked at the building to see if anyone was coming out. Since no one was, he looked back to Phillips’ position and waved for him to join him.

      Phillips immediately started running for Haley’s spot. He’d only gotten about ten yards, though, before someone came out of the building and saw him. The man instantly raised his weapon to try to shoot at him. Haley jumped up from behind the car and dropped the man immediately with two shots to the chest. That allowed Phillips more time to get there, though it wasn’t unimpeded. Upon hearing all the commotion outside, a few more men came near the door and started firing out there. Luckily, Phillips was able to dodge the incoming bullets for a few seconds until he safely got behind the cars.

      “That worked out well,” Phillips said.

      “Hope it keeps up.”

      For the next several minutes, the two sides exchanged fire, though nobody seemed to get the upper hand, and nobody got hit. But it took the pressure off of Recker and Malloy, and now put it on Jerrick’s men. Now they were the ones trapped between the two sides.

      “Looks like the attention’s off us,” Malloy said.

      “Yeah, maybe we can put the screws to them now,” Recker replied. “Focus is off us.”

      “Head down?”

      “Just keep your guard up in case they’re splitting their concentration between us.”

      “Ain’t gotta worry about me letting my guard down.”

      “Unless you wanna try and talk them into giving themselves up first. I mean, they did give us that courtesy.”

      “Screw them,” Malloy said. “I’m not taking prisoners. These guys can go to hell.”

      Recker nodded. “And they will.”

      Recker and Malloy slowly and quietly started descending the steps. As they got about halfway down, they saw one of the men enter the picture, though he was walking from one side of the room to the other, and not really giving anyone on the second floor attention. That turned into a fatal mistake as Recker and Malloy mowed him down at the same time. With gunfire blasting in the background, the first floor turned into a chaotic scene, with bullets flying, men screaming, and men dying. One by one, Jerrick’s men were eliminated by Haley and Phillips outside.

      Once Recker and Malloy got down to the final step leading to the first floor, they quickly identified their targets. Two were by the front door and one was by the window. That’s all that was left at this point. As Recker took aim at one of the men by the door, Malloy fired off a round at the back of the man’s head by the window. He nailed the shot, and the man dropped instantly. Recker fired several rounds at the first man by the door, then quickly shifted his aim to the man beside him, who turned around once he heard the gun fire behind him and as he saw the man next to him fall. As the man turned, his finger pulled on the trigger, though his body was already falling backwards from the two bullets Recker put into him. His shots went wildly into the ceiling as he eventually fell onto his back.

      Though they saw no one else immediately, Recker and Malloy kept their guard up and swept through the room. Malloy went over to the back door to make sure there was no one hiding out that way.

      With the gunfire temporarily stopped inside, Haley and Phillips waited outside to be told the coast was clear. They could still hear gunfire in the distance though, sounding like it was coming from the front gate area. A few seconds later, they were surprised to see a bunch of men coming at them from the side. Phillips instantly turned and fired his weapon, eliminating the first man that he saw. Haley turned his head at the same time, but was horrified to see what had happened.

      “No!” Haley immediately recognized the men that were coming as part of Vincent’s crew. Not wanting to start a new war right then and there, and since Phillips was not yet a known entity, Haley jumped in front of his new partner, and slapped his gun down to Phillips’ side. Haley’s head turned toward Vincent’s men and saw them going for their guns to return fire. Haley quickly put his hand up to prevent them from shooting. “He’s friendly, he’s friendly!”

      “Could’ve fooled us,” one of the men replied.

      Phillips had a cocky type of grin on his face, not looking all that upset about killing one of them. “Oops. Looks like I goofed.”

      “They’re not our enemies,” Haley said.

      “Aren’t they criminals?”

      “They’re not our enemies.”

      Phillips shrugged, still not appearing to care. As far as he was concerned, it was no big loss. In his mind, a criminal was on the other side of the street as them. It didn’t matter to him what type of agreement or bond Recker, Haley, or Jones had with them. He wouldn’t be operating that way.

      Vincent’s men continued walking toward Haley and Phillips, their guns still drawn and pointed at them. Haley kept his hand up to try to prevent more of a conflict than they were already in.

      “He’s new, he didn’t know better.”

      “Hell of a time to find out,” the man said.

      After sweeping through the rest of the first floor, Recker and Malloy exited the building. They immediately saw the standoff and rushed over to it.

      “What’s going on?” Recker asked.

      “Phillips here took out one of Vincent’s men,” Haley answered.

      “What?!” Malloy said, clearly agitated.

      “Hey, I saw people with guns approaching,” Phillips said. He gave another shrug. “How was I to know who they were?”

      Malloy went over to him and grabbed him by the shirt collar. “How ’bout you identify your targets first before shooting?!” He started shoving Phillips around a bit.

      Before Phillips was able to respond in kind, Recker and Haley got between the two of them and pulled them away from each other.

      “Get him away from me,” Phillips said.

      “You took out one of my men!” Malloy shouted.

      Phillips shrugged again. “Big deal. I just helped save your sorry ass.”

      “Big thanks.”

      “Why are we even helping these low-life thugs, anyway? They should all be in jail, anyway. Just lock them all up.”

      Recker walked over to Phillips and pushed him away before he started a new war. Just what Recker needed. He’d spent years building up the relationship they had with Vincent and this new guy was about to destroy years worth of work in about ten seconds. Though in principle, he couldn’t disagree with Phillips’ sentiments. Vincent and his crew were technically criminals. But they were a necessary element. Vincent didn’t target innocent people. The people he dealt with were equally as shady. But Vincent was a known quantity. If Vincent wasn’t around, there would be someone new to take his place. Someone like Jerrick. Someone who didn’t have the same standards or principles that Vincent did. As it stood now, even though they were criminals, Recker knew that Vincent wasn’t someone they had to deal with. But if someone like Jerrick was in charge, all bets were off. Their caseload would likely pick up without Vincent being in charge. Because of Vincent’s reputation, he did help keep some things at bay. Obviously Phillips didn’t understand that yet, but if he stayed around for any length of time, he eventually would. Recker just had to make sure he didn’t ruin it before that happened.

      After pushing Phillips away, Recker turned to Haley. “Get him out of here.”

      Haley immediately walked over to his new partner and escorted him from the scene, walking him back to where they entered in the northeast corner. As Recker walked back to Malloy and the rest of Vincent’s men, he looked down at their fallen member. It was a face that Recker recognized. He knew the man had been with Vincent’s crew for some time.

      Before Recker was able to say anything, Malloy spoke right up. “I’m telling you right now, Mike, if that’s the guy that’s replacing you, there’s gonna be some problems.”

      “Just give him a chance to get his head on straight.”

      “He’s already off to a horrible start.”

      “Agreed. I’m not defending him. Don’t even know him. I’m just saying let’s try to have a calm head here.”

      Malloy paced around for a few seconds, huffing and puffing. “You know I don’t have any problems with you, right? Me and you, I’d go in a hole with you any day. You know that. Chris too. I got no beef with him either. He’s as solid as they come. But this idiot, he ain’t got the same clout as you two.”

      “No one’s saying you have to give it to him. He’ll have to earn your respect, same as we did. And this is a bad start and he’ll have to make up for it down the line. I’m just saying to cool off, this was a high-leverage situation, a lot of stuff going on, he doesn’t know who anybody is…”

      “I’m not giving him a pass for killing one of my guys.”

      “I’m not asking you to,” Recker said. “I just want everyone to take a breath. I don’t want anyone saying or doing anything that they’d regret later on. You’ve got more than one man down here. Take care of them. Don’t worry about that knucklehead. Just take care of things here. The rest will take care of itself.”

      Malloy finally started to calm down after another minute. He looked at Recker and nodded. “Fine. I don’t wanna see that guy again anytime soon, though.”

      Recker put his hands up and nodded. “Understood. I’ll tell them to keep a distance for a while.”

      Malloy told the rest of his men to start cleaning up the area. “I’m gonna need to call Vincent.”

      “Figured you would.”

      Malloy then stared at Recker for a moment, remembering what he told him inside. “I guess this might be the last time I see you then?”

      “Could be.”

      Malloy stuck his hand out. “Well I guess if this is it, we sure went out with a bang.”

      Recker grinned, returning the handshake. “We sure did.”

      “I’ll admit, I had some doubts about you at first, but I’m happy to say I’m glad we never opposed each other.”

      Recker nodded. “Me too. And I appreciate all the help you’ve given me. Helping with Mia and all that.”

      “I’d do it again. If this is it… good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      Recker started to walk away, then remembered his car had a flat. He pulled out his phone and saw he had a text message from Haley.

      “Figured it was better if I got him out of the scene for now. Taking him back to the office. I’ll tell David everything.”

      Recker replied, “Good idea. I’ll meet you there. Have a tire to fix first.”

      Malloy hadn’t yet gotten on the phone with Vincent, so Recker walked back over to him.

      “You think any of your boys has a spare they can give me?”

      Malloy quickly looked at his men and spotted the one he was looking for. “Hey, Dave!”

      “Yeah?” Dave responded.

      “Mike needs a new tire! Can you help him?”

      “Gotta go get one. I can be back in ten minutes.”

      Malloy nodded. “Do it.”

      Recker looked over at him. “Appreciate it.”

      “One more favor for old time’s sake.”

      Recker walked back to his car as he waited for a new tire to arrive. He sat in the driver seat, looking around at all the carnage. It was a sight he was used to, but one that he knew he might not ever see again. It would take some getting used to if this was his last battle. But at least he’d go out on top.
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      By the time Recker got back to the office, he already had a pretty good idea of what he was going to say. He’d been thinking about it for the last thirty minutes. And he was going to say something. He had to. Even though he wasn’t going to be around for a while, if he did come back, he wasn’t going to let some new guy screw up all his work and create bad blood and animosity with Vincent. Even more, he wasn’t going to go away and worry that Phillips was making life worse for Haley and Jones. Recker was hoping the new guy would help alleviate some of his concerns by going away, taking things off their plate, not putting additional weight on it.

      Recker barged into the office, immediately locating Phillips sitting at the desk next to Jones. He stormed over to him and stood right in front of him as Phillips turned to face him. “What the hell you think you’re doing?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You think you’re some Rambo that just comes onto the scene, shoots a few people, then rides away?”

      Phillips stood up. He wasn’t ready to back down to anyone. “Listen, dude, I helped save your ass.”

      “Well, you’ll pardon me if I don’t say thank you, then? You almost got yourself and the rest of us killed because you were a little too trigger happy.”

      Jones stood up, putting himself between the two of them. “Michael.”

      Haley, standing against the wall, also sensed things were starting to get heated, and walked over between the two as well. He nudged Recker a few extra inches away, just to make sure they were out of hitting range of each other.

      “It’s partially my fault,” Haley said. “I told him to shoot at whatever had a gun out there. I didn’t realize Vincent’s men were coming.”

      Recker wasn’t taking his apology though. “No, you know as well as I do that when you have a gun out there, you know damn well what you’re shooting at before you pull the trigger.”

      “Let’s everyone just cool their heads a little,” Jones said. “It’s been a rough day, things have happened, getting in each other’s faces won’t help to diffuse the tension.”

      “OK, maybe I should have waited another second or two,” Phillips said. “But I looked over, saw a bunch of people running at us with guns, considering everything else that was going down, what would you have done? Just sit there with your gun in your pocket and let them start shooting?”

      Recker backed up and then started pacing about like he was prone to do. He was huffing and shaking his head. He really didn’t know what else Phillips was supposed to do. Maybe nothing. Maybe he would have done the same thing in Phillips’ place. Recker realized that Phillips was brought into a tough situation. Probably an impossible one. Here he was thrust into a situation where he didn’t know who the players were and had no knowledge of the history of anybody there. If the roles were different, maybe Recker would have pulled the trigger too. But he wasn’t. The situation was as it was. Plus, he just didn’t like Phillips’ demeanor. He seemed a little cocky. A little arrogant. A little careless. And a whole lot of attitude.

      “I’ve started filling Paxton in on our relationship with Vincent,” Jones said.

      Phillips shook his head. “Yeah, it’s a little crazy, and I’m not sure I really buy in and all, but… I guess it is what it is. I mean, being in cahoots with a mob boss like that while we’re trying to clean up the city just doesn’t seem right.”

      “We all know there’s going to be crime,” Recker said. “We can’t eliminate that completely. But what we can do is allow the big shark to scare off all the little fish so we don’t have to worry about them.”

      “So he gets a free pass?”

      “Nobody gets a free pass. We’re here to protect and save the innocent. That’s our mission. Always has been, always will be. We’re not here to put criminals away, that’s just an aftereffect. If Vincent steps out of line and does something where we need to be on the other side of the street then we will be. But Vincent’s not stupid. If he gets into confrontations with other criminals, that really doesn’t concern us.”

      “But this Jerrick thing? We’re involved in that, aren’t we? Why are we getting in the middle of two gangs wanting to kill each other? Let them wipe each other out.”

      Recker looked at Jones for a second, getting the feeling he was talking to deaf ears. “Because Jerrick also wants to eliminate us. He’s targeted us, he’s made it known he wants us dead, and he’s willing to do anything to anybody in order to accomplish that.”

      “So the enemy of my enemy is my friend, sort of thing?”

      It was a much too simplistic way of saying that, but if that’s what it took for Phillips to understand, Recker was fine with it. “I guess that’s a way of looking at it.”

      The rest of the afternoon was pretty much Phillips hanging onto Jones’ shoulder as the founder of the company tried to explain their way of doing things. Recker and Haley largely stayed away from talking unless they were asked a specific question. Recker figured if he was leaving, and he wasn’t sure when or if he was coming back, his opinion on anything didn’t really matter. It was Jones and Haley who were going to have to develop a reputation with Phillips. Not him. If he ever came back, he’d worry about fitting in with him at that time. But he didn’t need to do it now.

      For Haley, since he didn’t have a great first impression of his new partner, he really didn’t want to talk to him at all if he could help it. Plus, since Jones was the one who started it all, there was no one better to explain the way they operated. Haley was cleaning a few guns in the cabinet when he saw Recker walk over to the Keurig machine. He quickly put the guns away and closed the door, then walked over next to Recker and started talking, keeping his voice low.

      “What do you think?” Haley asked.

      “What I think doesn’t matter. I’m leaving and don’t have to deal with anything. What do you think?”

      “I don’t have a good first impression of him.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “I’m just hoping he’ll eventually fall in line.”

      “I’m just hoping he doesn’t eventually get you killed.”

      Haley briefly looked at him. It was obviously a scary notion, but not one that Haley hadn’t already thought of. “Well, I guess it was a tough position to put him in to start with.”

      “No doubt,” Recker said. “It’s not really what he did that bothers me. I can understand his reasoning. The logic can’t really be argued. He’s right, if you don’t know anyone, and there’s people with guns coming, after everything that happened, you can assume they’re on the opposite side. It’s just his attitude that worries me. He strikes me as the kind of guy who believes they already know it all. That there’s nothing more they need to learn. Or want to learn.”

      “Yeah. I’m hoping David can help straighten him out.”

      “There’s only so much David can do. He can give him the tools, he can give him the instructions on how to use them, but if you’re just gonna throw that book away and try to build something on your own, there’s no telling how many ways that can go bad.”

      “I’m hoping David didn’t finally pick a dud here.”

      Recker took a sip of his drink. “I hope not too. But one thing’s for sure, the more people David has to pick for this thing, the chances increase that he’s eventually gonna swing and miss on one. It’s inevitable.”

      “His record’s good though. Phillips, I mean.”

      “A lot of things look good on paper. You can’t measure what’s in a man’s heart and soul by reading about him on a piece of paper. Especially where he comes from. Where we come from. Things get doctored all the time to make things look different than they really are. And we’re not in Asia or Europe somewhere trying to track down and eliminate some terrorist threat or something, acting alone, where you assume everyone is your enemy and trying to kill you. It’s different here. And not everyone can adapt.”

      “Maybe this will be somewhat of a wake-up call for him.”

      Recker grinned. Haley still had that sound of hope in his voice, though it was obvious it wasn’t really genuine. He hoped that Phillips was going to come around, but it sure didn’t sound like Haley really meant or believed it. They stood there together, sipping on their drinks, while they both stared at Jones and Phillips, who were shoulder to shoulder looking at information on the computer.

      As Recker stared at the two men, he couldn’t help but think that he was leaving at the wrong time. He’d hoped that bringing another man in would help to solidify things while he was gone, so that the team wouldn’t miss a beat. But now that he looked at things, it seemed like he was catapulting the team further into chaos. Part of him wondered if he should just call the whole vacation thing off. He wasn’t going to, party because Mia had already scheduled the time off from work, and him telling her he changed his mind would be a discussion he had no interest in having. The other part was that he really did think he needed the time off to recharge his batteries.

      But as he stood there, looking at the new team dynamic, he really wasn’t liking what he saw. He hoped it turned out for the best, but something was tugging at his insides saying the worst was yet to come.
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      It’d been a couple days since Phillips joined the team. But since that explosive and volatile first day, things had been pretty quiet. There was nothing happening on any front. They’d spent that time, almost every second of the working day, trying to get Phillips up to speed on the way they did things. He seemed to be a fast learner. And his arrogance level seemed to go down a little as he got to know everyone. That didn’t exactly turn Recker and Haley’s thinking around that Phillips might be a mistake, but maybe it didn’t resonate as loud with them now. Maybe their initial impressions were wrong, as initial impressions could sometimes be.

      One of Jones’ machines started sounding an alert, causing him to quickly go over to it.

      “What is it?” Phillips asked.

      “Looks like we’ve got something going down,” Jones replied.

      Phillips shook his head, marveling at the technology. “Where’d you pick that up from?”

      “Text messages.”

      Phillips grinned and continued shaking his head. “And you picked this stuff up from the NSA?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Amazing. You guys and the NSA, man, unbelievable. And the public thinks the CIA are the sneaky ones.”

      “Well, I’d say they are probably on par with each other in terms of public distrust.”

      Recker walked over to the pair. “What do you have?”

      Jones started writing things down. “Looks like we are going to have a robbery very soon.”

      “Where?”

      “Convenience store.”

      “Time?”

      Jones looked at his watch. “About one hour from now.”

      Phillips looked around at everyone, not sure why everyone was so calm. It seemed to him they should’ve been getting started. “Well? Shouldn’t we get going?”

      Jones looked at him and nodded. “Yes. Yes, we should.”

      Recker and Haley went over to the gun cabinet and started grabbing their weapons. Phillips then went over to it as well.

      “Mike, I think maybe you should sit this one out,” Jones said.

      “What?” Recker replied.

      “I think it would be better if Chris and Paxton took this one.”

      Recker looked over at the two of them and nodded. He knew what Jones was trying to do. With him leaving, he wanted Haley and Paxton to start developing the chemistry that Recker and Haley had. It was something that was built up over time. It didn’t come fast, there were no shortcuts to it, and it couldn’t happen with Recker lurking over their shoulders. Haley would always look to him first instead of Phillips, and Phillips would probably look to Recker as well, being the senior ranking member of the team. Recker put his gun back in the cabinet, then walked back to the desk and sat down next to Jones.

      “How many men are we dealing with?” Haley asked.

      “Looks like three,” Jones said. He leaned over the desk and handed Haley a paper with all the pertinent information, including names, and the address of the upcoming robbery. “Everything you need is there.”

      Haley briefly looked it over, then looked at his new partner. “You ready?”

      Phillips smiled, looking jovial about having an official mission to go on. “Ready to go. Let’s light these jokers up.”

      Maybe it was just a play on words and he really didn’t mean it, but it was somewhat alarming to Recker. He wasn’t exactly slow with using a gun, and a lot had been made of his frequent use of firearms over the years, but he never went into a situation like this with the idea that he was going to kill some people. Sometimes it worked out that way, sometimes there was no other way, but he always hoped it would be the last resort. He never went on a job hoping to drop some people. Unless it was a personal vendetta against someone who had wronged him or tried to hurt Mia. But that was different.

      “Let’s go,” Haley said.

      Recker and Jones watched the two hurry out of the office. It occurred to Recker right then and there that he was probably going to be benched and on the sidelines for his remaining days there. And he understood why. With the others gone, Jones turned to his friend to start explaining himself.

      “Listen, the reason…”

      Recker put his hand up to prevent his partner from going any further. No explanation was necessary. “It’s fine. I know what you’re trying to do. It’s the right call.”

      “Oh. Well I’m glad you think so.”

      “Just a little strange being on this side of the desk.”

      “Chris has been on jobs without you before.”

      “Not permanently.”

      “Only a few days left before the big send-off.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How are you doing with that?”

      Recker’s eyes got a little glossy, but he quickly got them under control before a tear shed. He shook his head, trying to find an answer. “I don’t know. It’s strange to think about leaving. Like I’ve said before, this is home. It’s really been the only home I’ve ever known.”

      “It’s not necessarily for good. You leaving, that is.”

      “It’s the thought that it might be,” Recker said. “What if I get out to Hawaii with Mia, and we’re there for a few weeks, and we’re enjoying ourselves… and I don’t wanna come back?”

      Jones looked down at the desk for a few moments, trying to organize his own thoughts. “Well, if that were to happen, I think that you should embrace the next chapter of your life. You know, when we started this thing a few years ago, I’m not sure either one of us ever thought it would turn into a lifelong commitment. It was just something we were both passionate about doing, hoping we could make a difference, and hoping we could do it for a while.”

      Recker nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “If you go out there and decide you don’t miss this glorious office and the safety of patrolling the streets, I don’t think there’s a need to be sad about that. You’re just moving on to the next chapter of your life and I think that’s normal for all of us.”

      “You’re not moving on to a new chapter.”

      Jones shrugged. “I don’t have the same circumstances that you do. For one, I wasn’t travelling the globe for ten years, putting myself in harm’s way almost every second of it like you were. I don’t have that same wear and tear that you do. I also do not have a woman that loves me like you do, and that’s a serious consideration to make as well.”

      “And if you did?”

      Jones thought about it for a few seconds. He tried to give an honest answer. “Well then I think at some point, if she was as patient and forgiving as Mia, I think at some point I would have to consider her feelings as well.” Jones thought about everything for another minute as silence fell between them. “You know, we’ve given so much of our lives to this pursuit of helping people, even long before we started this, you in the CIA, me in the NSA, and then even now. And you in more harrowing situations than I. But at some point, I would think in all of our lives, you, me, Chris, and anyone else who does this sort of work in whatever capacity, at some point, there will come a time when you stop putting the focus on helping other people… and you just focus on yourself. And I don’t mean that in a bad way. But at some point, and I think it will happen to all of us, that we step aside, focus on ourselves, and let someone else step in and take over. It’s just a matter of when.”

      Recker stared out in front of him, just letting Jones’ words sink in. He didn’t even know what else to say. Jones pretty much said them all.

      Jones continued his speech. “And even if you decide this life isn’t for you anymore, there’s nothing that says you have to stay away. You could still live in the area if that’s what you wanted. Or you could move elsewhere and come back to visit periodically. And whether you’re part of this team or not, you will always be family to both Chris and myself. That won’t ever change. Even if you leave permanently, it doesn’t have to mean goodbye. It just means you’ve moved on. And there’s nothing wrong with that. You’ve given everything to this. And there’s nothing to feel guilty about.”

      Recker just nodded, continuing to stare at the wall. Jones laid it out as well as anyone could. He had felt guilty about leaving, even if he thought it was best. With Jones’ words, maybe he could finally lift the burden off his shoulders a little bit.

      “Is there anything else bothering you?” Jones asked.

      Recker stopped staring and focused on Jones. “Such as?”

      “I don’t know. It seems that maybe there’s something else on your mind.”

      Recker’s thoughts immediately went to Phillips. “Well, as long as you’re asking and we’re being honest here, I’m not sure the new guy is what I expected.”

      Jones nodded, knowing exactly where he was going. “He is a little rough around the edges.”

      “Rough?”

      “They’re downright sharp.”

      “He’s going to need some work, no doubt about it.”

      Recker gave a slight shake of his head. “I’m not sure about that.”

      “You don’t think he’s capable.”

      “Capable of doing the work, I don’t think there’s a doubt. He’s talented. Capable of changing his attitude, I’m not sure about that.”

      “Everyone can change.”

      “To a degree. You have to want to change to actually be able to do it. I don’t exactly get the vibe that he does.”

      “He’ll need time to adjust.”

      “I dunno. I just think maybe we pulled the trigger too fast on this one.”

      “Do you think I took some shortcuts in my approach to finding him just to get another member on board?”

      “Well you did find him pretty fast.”

      “I told you, I changed my search parameters and made a few adjustments. Plus, I did speed things up a little, but I did not take shortcuts. He was the best candidate.”

      “On paper.”

      “Well that’s all we have to go on initially.”

      Recker raised an eyebrow. He still wasn’t sold on the guy. “I suppose.”

      “Listen, in the event we’re all sitting here talking six months or a year from now, and he still hasn’t made any improvements in some areas, there’s nothing that says we all can’t move on. We don’t sign any contracts here preventing people from moving on. And that goes both ways. If it doesn’t look like he’ll work out, we can simply say it’s not working and go our separate ways.”

      “Hopefully it’s that simple.”

      “Things are as simple or as hard as we make them.”

      “In some cases.”

      Jones lifted his fingers, as if to say he had it under control. “It’ll be fine.”

      “I hope so. For Chris’ sake. ‘Cause he’ll be the one on the front line and if things go bad out there because we got a loose cannon in our midsts, he’ll be the one that takes in on full-blast.”

      “And I am fully aware of that. But I don’t think we have to worry about that. Like I said, Paxton is rough around the edges, but he’ll come around. I’m fully confident in that.”
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      Haley and Phillips were sitting in their car, just down the street from the soon-to-be robbery location. They had a good eye on the entrance. They split their concentration between the convenience store and the information in front of them, which had the pictures of the three men likely to rob the place. Phillips shook his head.

      “Look at these guys. Look like they’re about twenty-one, twenty-two years old. You’d think they’d have something better to do.”

      “There’s no age limit on stupidity,” Haley replied.

      “You can say that again. Plenty of it going around. Must be contagious.”

      “Sometimes it seems that way.” He tried to keep his answers brief, not really interested in small talk with the new guy.

      “We gonna wait until these guys show up or get in there ahead of time?”

      “Well, the problem with going in first is if we’re in there too long, then we’re the ones people start getting suspicious of, thinking we’re just milling around.”

      Phillips looked at his watch. “Only five minutes to go. We could just trade off. One of us goes in for a few minutes, then comes out and the other one goes in. That way we have a presence in there.”

      Haley didn’t want to admit it, but that actually sounded like a good idea. He let out a sigh and started nodding. “Yeah, OK. I’ll go in first.”

      “Let me have it.”

      “You should be watching and learning as much as possible. I’ll go in first. If I come out and give you a signal, then it’s your turn.”

      Phillips made a face, but was willing to play the rookie for a while. “Yeah, all right. I’ll wait near that hydrant by the front.”

      “OK.”

      Both men checked their weapons, concealed them, then got out of the car and started walking towards the store. Phillips went over near the fire hydrant and pulled out his phone, pretending to make himself look busy. Haley went into the store and started walking around, going down every aisle. The store wasn’t especially big. It was just a neighborhood mom-and-pop shop that probably just edged over a thousand square feet. It wouldn’t take long for Haley to get through it, but he stopped and looked at a few products to stretch the time out. After being in there for about five minutes, he finally grabbed a couple of sodas and went up to the counter to pay. He went outside and instantly located Phillips. He made a motion with his hand, then Phillips took his turn and walked in.

      Haley walked a little further down the street, finding a small bench to sit on, not wanting to set up directly outside the front entrance. A couple more minutes went by. Then Haley noticed a car pull up right outside the store, in front of the hydrant. Three men quickly got out and rushed into the store. He immediately got up and started walking over there.

      Inside the store, Phillips was in the back, but immediately heard the commotion by the front register. One of the armed men was giving the owner of the store the business.

      “Let’s go, pops! Open the register!”

      While the one man was busy getting the money from the register, another of the men stayed near the front door as a lookout. The third man started roaming the store, making sure nobody interfered. Phillips put his eyes on the third man before the robber got eyes on him. Phillips took out his gun and immediately fired, putting two rounds into the man’s chest. As he fell to the ground, Phillips stepped over him and quickly put his sights on the man at the register. The man was standing there, almost like he was frozen, surprised to hear the gunshots, though he was moving his head around, like he was trying to figure out what happened. After a few seconds, the man finally turned his body, seeing Phillips coming up on him. He turned to fire, but Phillips beat him to it. Another shot to the chest, another man down. Phillips then looked at the man at the door and was ready to fire, but that man was having none of it. He flew right out of the store.

      Just as Haley was getting to the front window, the front door flew open, and a man came running right past him.

      “Get him!” Phillips yelled.

      Haley took out his gun, but the man was already by him and halfway inside the car by now. Haley kept eyes on him as he started the car and took off. Phillips came out of the store.

      “Why didn’t you get him?”

      “Happened a little faster than I expected,” Haley answered.

      “You gotta keep up, man. I had everything under control. I got two of them, all you had to do was get the last one. He ran right out to you.”

      “Excuse me, Doc Holliday, I didn’t realize I was walking into the O.K. Corral here. I just thought we were trying to prevent a robbery.”

      “And we did. Well, I did. I don’t know what you were doing.”

      Haley wanted to respond, but thought it was better not to, and took the high road. He simply turned around and started walking back to the car. Phillips followed.

      “What? Are you telling me I did something wrong here?”

      Haley got in the car. Part of him wanted to just drive off and leave his new partner there, though he somehow had enough restraint to wait for Phillips to get in. As Haley began driving, Phillips kept pestering him with questions. He could tell Haley was agitated, though he couldn’t figure out why. As far as Phillips was concerned, everything went down well. Except for the third man getting away part. But that wasn’t on him.

      “Why are you looking so miserable?”

      Tired of giving him the silent treatment, Haley finally responded. “Because you went off half-cocked doing your own thing that might not have even been necessary.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Was it really necessary to shoot those guys in there? Did you even try another way? Or did you just see them and start blasting away?”

      Phillips shrugged and leaned back, not sure the purpose of the question. “What difference does it make? They’re bad guys. They had guns. I shot them. Now they’re done, nobody else has to worry about getting robbed, we’ll never have to deal with them again, and we’re good to go so we can deal with something else.”

      “Oh, it’s just that simple, huh?”

      “Yes! Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Because you don’t get it, that’s why.”

      “Well why don’t you enlighten me?”

      “Because we shoot or kill when we have to. When it’s the last resort. It’s not our first option.”

      “It might not be your first option, pal, but when I see people with guns, I don’t mess around trying to talk them to death.” Haley shook his head. “What? I don’t understand what you’re so hung up about? It’s not like we just shot up a bunch of boy scouts there.”

      “The point is, they weren’t hardened criminals. They were young kids. You said it yourself. They were twenty-one, twenty-two. They weren’t lifers.”

      “So? What difference does that make? They’re adults. If you’re gonna be an adult and make the wrong decisions, you’ll pay the price like anyone else does.”

      “But maybe they didn’t have to. If you had the jump on them, you could’ve gotten them to throw down their guns.”

      “And do what? Talk to them for an hour about the bad things they’re doing with their life and try to turn their lives around? Sorry, man, I’m not in the counseling business. If you wanna do that, bring a priest along or something. But I ain’t got that kind of time.”

      “It’s not even about that,” Haley said. “That’s just one of the things.”

      “So what are the others?”

      “The public in this city, not even in the city, in the entire area, including suburbs, are largely on our side. When they hear of our exploits, they’re generally in favor of us. But we try to keep a low profile.”

      “Why bother? If everyone knows about us, why try to hide it?”

      “Because the more we’re known, the more there will be people out there trying to track us through our movements.”

      “What kind of people?”

      “In case you’ve forgotten, there are police in this city.”

      “From what I’ve heard, they don’t look very hard for you guys.”

      “The police in this area are split towards us. There’s a lot that actually supports what we do and would probably look the other way if they saw us, because they know we’re actually helping them to prevent crime. We’re not intentionally trying to increase their workload by dropping bodies all over the place.”

      “It’s someone they won’t have to deal with later doing the same thing.”

      “But there are also police out there, including the ones at the top, who believe we don’t help, and they’d like to get us out of the picture. And if we continually drop bodies everywhere, they’ll help to persuade others to their cause.”

      Phillips shrugged. “That’s their business, man. We can’t be worrying about that when we’re doing our business.”

      “Let me put this another way. If the body count increases by a large margin because you’re out here playing Wyatt Earp, that’s gonna put pressure on the politicians and the police to look into it. And that means that they’ll actually be out there looking for us, putting out news conferences, putting our pictures out there for everyone to see, and that severely limits our actions and what we can do. They’ve done it before. They’ve backed off on it lately because there’s just not a lot of interest behind it. And why do you think that is? Because we mostly stay behind the scenes and we don’t go around blindly killing everyone that gets in our way.”

      “So am I supposed to talk sweet nothings into everyone’s ear that I come across?”

      “No, sometimes using a gun is necessary. Sometimes it’s the only way. But sometimes, there’s a way to diffuse the situation without blowing holes through everyone that’s near you. And that’s the difference you’ll need to learn. We’re not in a foreign country, we’re not in North Korea or Iraq or deep behind enemy lines somewhere where you gotta kill everyone you come across to make it out alive.”

      Phillips let out a loud sigh as he shifted around in his seat and looked out the window. The good feeling he had about the work he did was slowly fading away. He got the feeling the others would give him a similar talking to. He was already starting to question whether this was the work he wanted to do. Maybe he wasn’t cut out for this type of job. Maybe he did belong in some foreign country, deep undercover somewhere where his life hung in the balance with each move he made. After a few minutes of silence, Phillips started up with more questions.

      “So what would you have done if our positions were reversed?”

      Haley thought for a few seconds and sighed. “I dunno, maybe nothing. Maybe that outcome was the only one possible. But if my gun’s on them, I’d at least give them the chance to surrender first. If they drop their guns, you can talk to them for a minute and get a feel for what to do next. Maybe they’re just scared out of their minds and you think it’s an isolated incident and this is what they need to go straight. Maybe they open their mouths and you think they’re a bunch of punks who’ll never learn. In that case, maybe you just tie them up somewhere, call the police, and let them deal with them after that. They’ll be going to prison.”

      “And if they decide they’re not in a talkative mood?”

      Haley shrugged. “If you tell them to drop it and they decide not to, well, you’ve still got the drop on them. We’re not amateurs. We’re professionals. We’re supposed to be the best. We’ve been in the toughest situations all over the world for a long time. We’ve seen everything there is to see, and we’ve been up against tougher opponents than a bunch of young kids looking for fifty bucks out of a register. If we’ve got the drop on someone and they decide to come up firing, they won’t have a chance of hitting us. We’ll still drop them before they get a chance to pull the trigger.”

      Phillips sighed again, but nodded. Maybe he actually understood after all. But understanding was one thing, putting it into practice was another. Some people just had a quicker trigger finger than others. Haley and Phillips continued talking about the situation they just had, as well as throwing around some hypothetical ones, just to see how each of them would respond. Needless to say, most of the time, they would have handled it differently. But Haley continued trying to explain how the team did things and why it was different from the way Phillips liked to do it or would do it.

      By the time they got back to the office, Haley walked in faster than the others. Phillips was dragging his feet, knowing he was going to get an earful. On the way in, Haley texted Jones to let him know the result of the mission, though he didn’t say how that came to be. He left the details out. He’d say those in person. It was too much to text.

      As soon as Haley went in, he found Recker and Jones by the desk and started telling them the details. Phillips walked into the office a minute or two later. As soon as he did, he felt all eyes staring at him. He closed the door behind him, getting the feeling that he was about to get scolded.

      As Haley spoke about the incident, Phillips didn’t interrupt. He let him tell the story exactly as he felt was needed. He figured interrupting wouldn’t help his case, anyway. They were going to lambast him no matter what, he thought. Phillips just slinked over to the couch and leaned back, waiting for the criticisms to come rolling in. Once Haley finished, he also talked about their conversations on the way back in the car.

      “So you’ve already explained to Mr. Phillips our preferred way of operating?” Jones asked.

      “I did. And I went over a few different scenarios to hopefully guide him into the way we do things.”

      “Good. Well I guess there isn’t much else to say about this then, is there?”

      Haley looked at Recker. “No, I guess not.”

      Recker looked at Jones. “I suppose that covers it.”

      “Very good,” Jones replied. “Paxton, is there anything you’d like to add?”

      Phillips threw a hand into the air. “No, not really.”

      Jones nodded. “Uh, Chris, why don’t you continue showing Paxton some of the computer systems?”

      Haley looked at his two partners for a second. “Uh, OK.” He then walked around the desk.

      Jones got up and walked toward the door. “I think I’m going to take a walk for a few minutes. I’ll be back soon.”

      Phillips walked over to the desk. Recker got up and held the chair out for him. “Here, take my seat.” Recker then tapped Haley on the shoulder. “I’m gonna step out for a few minutes too. Let me know if something pops up.”

      “You got it,” Haley replied.

      Recker went outside and quickly found Jones walking toward the end of the building. He rushed over to him to catch up, quickly getting side by side with him.

      “Was that your cue for us to talk privately?” Recker asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Want me to bug off?”

      “No.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “Just wondering if I did make a mistake.”

      “With Phillips?” Recker asked.

      “Yes. Here I was thinking that I was hoping that he’d fit in seamlessly, like Chris did.”

      “Well that’s always the hope.”

      “But all this time I’ve been thinking that’s the way it should happen. Like Chris was the usual way, the normal way. But what if he isn’t? What if Chris was the exception, and it’s really not as easy as I thought it would be?”

      Recker nodded, seeing what he was getting at. “Like maybe you thought they’d all be home runs and maybe you could stretch a single into a triple with this one? And now you’re thinking maybe the home run was a fluke and maybe it’s all a bunch of singles and strikeouts?”

      “I guess maybe the metaphor works.”

      “Hey, there isn’t anything about this line of work that’s easy. It’s not easy physically, it’s not easy emotionally, and it’s not easy mentally. Things happen fast and hard out there, and it’s not a game for the weak. If there’s one thing about this guy I can tell, is that he’s not weak.”

      “But will he be what we need him to be?”

      “The only answer to that question is time.”

      “I imagine your thoughts on him haven’t changed after this latest outing?”

      “Well, he’s got the skills for the job. I don’t think there’s much doubt about that. He’s capable. The thing that is really concerning is that he seems really quick on the trigger.”

      “Coming from you that is…”

      “I know, I know. I’ve got a reputation for settling things the easy way, but even I’m not as fast on the trigger as him.”

      “It was partly in jest on my part. I know at times over the years I’ve given you a bit of a hard time over the way you’ve handled things, but I have always known that you handled it the best way possible. I never thought you killed when it wasn’t really necessary.”

      “You know, between the CIA and here, I’ve seen a lot of guys who were just like him.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      Recker shrugged. “It’s neither, depending on the circumstances. When it comes time to pulling the trigger, there’s a few variables at play. There’s guys who think slow and act slow, think fast but act slow, guys who think slow but act fast, and guys who think fast and act fast.”

      “And which category would you put Paxton in?”

      “The last one.”

      “And is that good or bad?”

      Recker grinned. “Like I said, it’s neither. It just is what it is.”

      “Is this supposed to make me feel better?”

      “Nope. But then again, I don’t think there’s anything I could have said that could have made you do that.”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “There’s only one thing that will quell your fears about him.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Time.”
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      Recker jumped up in bed, like he normally did after a nightmare. This time was different, though. He looked at the window. The light was shining through. He turned toward Mia’s spot in the bed, but she wasn’t there. He put his hand on his chest for a second, just making sure he wasn’t still dreaming. His head looked around the room as if he were searching for something. He wasn’t though. He just felt different. He actually felt… normal. Him jumping out of his sleep must have been some kind of reflex action, as for once, he didn’t have a nightmare. Or if he did he couldn’t remember it, but for the last year or two, he remembered all the others, so if he had one, he assumed he would have remembered this one too. And his body felt different. Lighter. Like he wasn’t carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. Maybe it was the effects of knowing he was leaving for a while.

      He got out of bed and got dressed, then walked into the living room, where he smelled something good cooking. Recker went into the kitchen and saw Mia standing by the stove, making bacon, eggs, and toast. He walked up behind her and put his arms around her waist and kissed her on the neck. She tilted her head to get the full effect of his lips. She then turned her head to the side for her lips to meet his.

      “Smells good.”

      Mia smiled. “Sit down, they’re almost ready.” She turned and watched him sit down at the table. His face looked different to her. He looked free. His face didn’t show the usual amount of stress that it usually did. “You OK?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “I don’t know, you just look… different.”

      “I’m good. I actually feel good for a change.”

      Mia smiled again. It was nice seeing him this way. “Good.”

      “I don’t think I had a nightmare last night. At least I don’t remember one. And I don’t remember waking up in the middle of the night like I usually do.”

      “That’s funny, because I almost always wake up when I feel your body move when you get up from one of those things and I don’t remember doing that last night either.”

      Recker snickered. “Maybe I’ve been cured.”

      Mia came over with their breakfast on plates, handing her boyfriend his share of it. “There you go.”

      Recker immediately dug in, grabbing a piece of bacon first. “Tasty.”

      Mia smiled. “It’s just bacon and eggs, Mike. It’s not that hard.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short.”

      After having a brief laugh, Mia wanted to make sure that Recker was still good with leaving. Even though they’d talked about it for the last week, and he seemed steadfast in his decision to go away for a while, there was still a small piece inside her that thought something would change at the last minute. Or that he wouldn’t be able to break himself away from the team. There was still that small piece of her that expected disappointment somewhere along the way.

      “We’re still going, right?” Mia asked, a hint of disbelief in her voice.

      Recker stopped eating and stared at her for a moment. “Of course. Why wouldn’t we?”

      Mia shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess part of me is just making sure you haven’t changed your mind or anything. I know it’s a big step for you.”

      Recker shook his head, then grabbed Mia’s hand across the table and held it. “Even if I was having second thoughts, I know how much you’ve been looking forward to this. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      “You are having second thoughts?”

      “No. No. I’m not. Honest. I still want to go.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Recker laughed. “Yes, I’m sure. I promise. I’m not having second thoughts. I said we should go and we still should. You’ve already scheduled your time off and all, so we’re good.”

      “Time off can be switched if you’ve changed your mind.”

      “I haven’t. I promise you, nothing’s changed.”

      “Not even the new guy entering the picture?”

      Recker looked at her, slightly confused. “Why would that change anything?”

      Mia shrugged. “Maybe you feel with a new guy coming in, who needs some refinement, maybe you feel now’s not the right time to get away?”

      Recker shook his head. “No. Even if I felt that way, and I do, I mean about the new guy needing refinement, which he does, that still wouldn’t be enough to get me to cancel this on you.”

      “On us. It’s not just about me, you know.”

      “I know. It’s about me, and you, and us, and all of that. I know.”

      “So you’re not worried about leaving with the new guy taking your spot?”

      “Am I worried? Eh, I mean, I’m a little concerned. I just want things to go smoothly for them. And I hope it doesn’t take something dramatic to get Phillips into the fold.”

      “Chris knows what he’s doing. He’ll whip him into shape.”

      “Of course he does. That’s not even a question. Chris is every bit as good as I am. The concern I have is the same concern I would have for myself if it was me training Phillips.”

      “Which is?”

      “That he does the wrong thing, says the wrong thing, and bites off more than he can chew. While I have no doubts about Chris’ abilities, what if they’re together and Phillips makes the wrong move and gets them both into trouble, more trouble than they can handle? In our line of work, there’s been a lot of people killed because the person they were with got them into a situation they couldn’t get out of.”

      “Chris will make sure it doesn’t get that far.”

      “What if Chris doesn’t even know?” Recker thought for a few more seconds. “What if they’re out somewhere, trailing someone, trying to be quiet and unnoticed, and Phillips decides out of the blue that he’s just gonna start dropping people? And if there’s other people around that they don’t see, then they both could get killed.”

      “What are the chances of that happening?”

      Recker shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe not great. But you don’t need much of a chance for it to be possible and actually happen. Especially when you deal with a certain kind of person.”

      “They’ll figure out how to get him in. It didn’t take you guys long to get Haley into it smoothly, right?”

      “Chris was different.”

      “How so?”

      “Because he didn’t think he had all the answers. He knew this was similar, but different. He was willing to sit back and learn, be taught, blend into the background.”

      “And Phillips is the opposite?”

      “I mean, from what I can tell, yeah, a little. He seems like he’s got an ego, doesn’t seem like he plays well with others, and doesn’t seem like he wants to learn a different way of doing things. He’s got his way. And there are plenty of guys like that.”

      “If he’s good enough to be brought in, then he’s good enough to change his habits.”

      “Well, that’s the hope. Anyway, let’s not talk about that. Everything’s settled for our trip, right?”

      Mia smiled. “Yep. Plane tickets, rental car, hotel, all taken care of and ready to go. Already have most of our bags packed, so, I think the only thing really missing now… is us.” Recker smiled back at her. “I’m so looking forward to this, Mike.”

      “I know you are. I’m actually looking forward to it myself.”

      “Are you? Or are you just saying that for me?”

      “No, I really am. Like I’ve been saying, I think getting away for a while will really be good for me. And what could be better than spending it in a place like Hawaii with you?”

      “I can’t think of anything.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of Recker’s phone ringing. It was still in the bedroom, so Recker got up from the table and rushed in to answer it. It was Haley.

      “Yeah, Chris?”

      “We could use your help right now.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “We’re a little pinned down.”

      Recker heard gunfire in the background. “What’s going on?”

      “Uh, well, we had a little bit of a job this morning and it totally went sideways.”

      “What kind of job?”

      “Well, I can explain that to you when you get here.”

      “What’s the situation?”

      “Well, we’re down here by the Delaware River. We got word that a shipment was coming in with some illegal contraband, and we came down here to check it out. Jerrick was supposed to be involved with this.”

      “And?”

      “And we were trying to be unnoticed and all…”

      “I’m assuming that didn’t go so well.”

      “No. No, it didn’t.”

      “What kind of numbers?” Recker asked, still hearing gunfire in the background.

      “Um, I’m not sure. It looks like around twenty of them, maybe.”

      “Is it just you there?”

      “No, Phillips is here too.” Haley then gave him the address.

      As soon as he heard it, Recker knew the place. “That’s not a public dock.”

      “No, it’s not. We got word that everything was being done hush-hush here.”

      Recker sighed. “All right, I’m on my way.” Recker quickly input the address into the maps app on his phone. “Looks like I should get there in about twenty minutes. You gonna be able to hold off that long?”

      “Yeah, we should be able to manage.”

      “OK, just sit tight, I’m coming in hot.”

      “Thanks.”

      Recker quickly rushed into the closet and grabbed his equipment bag. Mia came into the room a few seconds later.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Chris is in trouble.” Recker went over to Mia and kissed her. “Gotta go help him.”

      “Please be careful.”

      “Always am.”

      “Call me when you’re done.”

      Recker looked back as he exited the room. “I will.”

      As Recker disappeared from sight, and Mia heard the front door shut, she hoped this would be one of the final times she had to worry about him coming home. Even though it was still up in the air as to whether Recker would come back from Hawaii and take up his old life again, she secretly hoped that he wouldn’t. She was ready to be done with this life. She just hoped he would feel the same.
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      Haley peeked around the corner of the storage container he was behind and reached his arm out, firing three times. He then got his body back behind the container as the bullets returned in his direction.

      “Don’t have much ammo left,” Phillips said.

      Haley checked his. “Yeah, me neither.”

      “We might not be able to wait for Recker to show.”

      “He’ll be here soon.”

      “I’m not sure we can wait.”

      “He’ll be here.”

      “Well I don’t know about you, but I’m not really all that into using sticks and throwing rocks for defensive purposes. We might have to run for it.”

      “Just conserve our shots. They’re not really getting up on us yet. They’re still keeping their distance.”

      “Yeah, but if they mount any kind of a charge, I think we’ve had it.”

      “We’ll be fine.”

      “I dunno. I’m starting to get nervous here.”

      “You? Wyatt Earp getting nervous? I thought Wyatt Earp didn’t get nervous.”

      “We all have our moments, I guess.”

      “Well, we might not have had to worry about this if you didn’t start shooting at them.”

      Phillips sharply turned his body toward him. “How was I to know they had more guys over there? They were hidden.”

      “That’s why we do recon and we wait. So that we’re sure of what we’re walking into. So that we’re sure of what’s around us. So that when we finally decide to make our move, we always know what it is that we’re going up against. That’s why we don’t start firing at the drop of a hat.”

      “OK, so maybe I should have waited a few more minutes.”

      “Maybe?”

      “All right, so it’s my fault. Does that make you happy?”

      “No. It’d make me happy if we weren’t in this mess to begin with. What’s going to happen if you get me into one of the scrapes again when Mike’s gone and he can’t come in to the rescue. What are we gonna do then?”

      Phillips smiled. “I guess we’ll just have to get out of it ourselves.”

      Haley rolled his eyes. “Gee, there’s something to look forward to.”

      Over the next few minutes, Haley continually looked at his watch. It seemed the situation was the exact reverse from the time he and Phillips helped out Recker and Malloy from overwhelming odds. Now it was Recker coming to the rescue.

      The gunshots were exchanged by the two sides over the next few minutes, neither side getting the upper hand, though Haley and Phillips weren’t really trying to. They were just trying to hang on. They were surprised, but thankful, that Jerrick’s men didn’t seem to be pressing the issue. Either they didn’t think help was coming for the two men or they weren’t too worried about it. Or there was a third option. Maybe they were hoping for reinforcements to arrive so they could finally finish Recker off since they failed the last time they met.

      A few more minutes elapsed and Jerrick’s men slowly but surely advanced on Haley and Phillips’ position. Jerrick’s men weren’t doing an all-out charge, but were taking turns with different men advancing in small increments in different locations. They were trying to spread out to keep Haley and Phillips from locking down on one position and taking a bunch of them out at one time.

      As the minutes ticked away, Haley looked at his watch again. He figured Recker should have been arriving anytime now. But the bullets seemed to be getting fired from closer distances with each passing second. As much as he didn’t want to give in to Phillips’ opinion, he wasn’t sure they could continue to wait there for Recker either. A couple more shots lodged into the sides of the container that Haley and Phillips were standing behind. Jerrick’s men were moving in from the sides, looking like they were trying to surround them.

      “All right, it’s starting to get hot in here,” Haley said.

      “Ready to move it now?”

      “I’d say so.”

      “After me?” Phillips asked.

      “Lead the way.”

      Phillips immediately ran behind them to another container. There was an open distance of about ten or fifteen yards between the two, so he wasn’t exactly in safe territory as he ran. Haley did his best to provide cover for his new partner, throwing a few shots into the air, not really expecting any of them to hit anything that was useful to their predicament. Shots flew all around Phillips as he ran, some of them flying through the air, a few hitting the ground near his feet, but luckily none hitting him.

      When Phillips got to the next container, he turned around and started firing, though like his partner, didn’t have high expectations of actually hitting anything that would help them. His eyes split their focus between several different targets as he fired everywhere. Haley sprinted across the open area, facing the same barrage of bullets that Phillips did. He, too, made it without incident. As soon as Haley got there, Phillips checked his ammunition.

      “OK, I am seriously running low now.”

      Haley checked his, as well. “I got about six shots left.”

      “I’m down to four.”

      “See any pitchforks lying around?”

      “Maybe we can take a mad dash for the river and jump in.”

      Haley looked in that direction. “I doubt that would work.”

      Right about now he was willing to consider anything. It was too far away, though. They’d never make it. Though they definitely weren’t going to make it standing where they were either. The lack of lead was a definite negative in their favor of surviving the encounter. Maybe they’d be better off just taking their chances that they could outrun the incoming barrage of bullets. He took another look around, keeping his face planted next to the container. With the bullets whizzing past them even more, it seemed like the walls were closing in.

      “I don’t know about you, but that water’s looking pretty enticing right now,” Phillips said.

      Haley couldn’t argue. “Well, I guess we’ve run out of options.”

      Phillips took a few steps back, ready to start his mad dash. Before he was able to propel himself forward, though, a medley of gunfire broke out in the distance. It was more than one gun. It sounded like ten or twenty pistols and rifles going off at once.

      “What’s that?” Phillips asked.

      Haley tried to look around the container without getting his head blown off. “I’d say that’s our friend coming to the rescue.”

      “Sounds like he brought an army with him.”

      “Maybe he did.”

      Recker did in fact bring help. On the way in, he called Malloy and apprised him of the situation. Malloy had six men that were about ten minutes away. They actually got to the area a few minutes ahead of Recker, but were told to wait for him before doing anything. Once Recker did, he took command of the men and led them into the area, quickly disposing of a few guards stationed near the entrance of the area.

      With all of Jerrick’s men now knowing they’d been joined by extra people, most of them diverted from their positions and tried to meet the incoming force head-on. Haley and Phillips were able to clip a few of the men as they left their positions, seemingly forgetting about them. There were a couple that stayed behind, trying their best to finish off Haley and Phillips, though they weren’t able to accomplish their goal.

      Of the group that split off to try to take on Recker, about fifteen of them, five or six were immediately dispatched before it was even much of a fight. The rest of the bunch, sensing that their advantage was slipping away as fast as it came, turned tail and ran from the scene just as quickly as they could. A few didn’t even bother to run for their vehicles. They just took the closest and clearest path that they could find that would lead them away from the conflict. Most of the others, though, ran back to their cars, of which there was a considerable amount of heroin, not to mention money, that they couldn’t just run away from. As much as they feared losing their lives the longer they stayed there against Recker and his team, they feared what Jerrick would do to them if they lost the shipment they were supposed to be bringing back.

      Recker and the men he borrowed from Malloy didn’t do much to pursue the fleeing crew. They had already done what they set out to do. And that was to rescue his friends. The rest, getting rid of any amount of Jerrick’s soldiers, was just a bonus. But it was a welcomed one. Between this incident, and the encounter they had at Vincent’s warehouse, Jerrick would need another recruitment drive. He wouldn’t be able to continue sustaining this many losses so close together. Especially when he was still building his organization. It was one thing to lose a bunch of men when you were already at the top of the food chain and you had more men than you knew what to do with, like in Vincent’s case. It was another when you were still in the infancy of trying to build what you wanted. If Jerrick had a couple more encounters like these last couple in the next little while, they might not have to worry about him much longer. He’d probably be out of business.

      After a few minutes, and all the combatants had left, Recker finally found where his friends were. They were leaning up against some containers, waiting for him to approach. Recker quickly looked them over.

      “Eh, looks like you two aren’t in too bad a shape.”

      Haley grinned. “We were just about to run them off, you know.”

      Recker smiled. “Yeah. It looked it.”

      “Who are the other guys?” Phillips asked, observing some men in the background.

      Recker turned around to look at them. “Some of Vincent’s men.”

      “Where’d you pick them up?” Haley asked.

      “On the way in, I called Malloy, asked if he had anyone nearby that he could spare. Luckily he had a few that were in the area already.”

      Even though they helped save his life, Phillips didn’t look especially pleased at hearing the news. “Cooperating with the enemy again, huh?”

      “Hey, that enemy helped save your bacon here,” Recker replied.

      “Still feels like we should be able to do things without their help.”

      “We can and we do. But sometimes, it’s good to have something extra in your back pocket in case you ever need it.”

      “And it’s a good thing we do,” Haley said. “It’s lucky for us that they did.”

      “Well, they’re not gonna miss an opportunity to take out more of Jerrick’s men. They’ll do that deal any day they can find it.”

      “Speaking of Jerrick’s men, they’re losing a lot of men lately,” Phillips said.

      Recker nodded. “They sure have. I have a feeling they’ll be laying low for a while.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “They gotta lick their wounds. He’s lost what, close to twenty men in the last few days? That’s a hefty price to pay for any organization, especially one that’s not on solid footing.”

      “What makes you think they’re not on solid footing?”

      “They were on a recruitment drive not too long ago. Before you showed up. That means they’re still in the building phase, trying to get people to join. They didn’t have enough people to do what they wanted. Even if they accomplished that and had all they could handle, which I doubt, they’ve now got a serious dent in their armor. They’re gonna have to go recruiting again. That takes time.”

      “And if they were already shorthanded, this definitely won’t make them frisky anytime soon,” Haley said.

      “Right. It’ll probably mean they’ll back off their plans for a little while. They’ll disengage with Vincent, take the targets off of us, change their focus. At least for a little while. Until they can replace the men they’ve lost.”

      “This could be a good opportunity to keep the heat on then,” Phillips said. “Why let them regroup? Let’s try and find out where they are and hit them again. And keep hitting them until there’s no one left.”

      Recker and Haley looked at each other. The new guy had a point. There was certainly a good argument to be made for that. If they could find out where Jerrick was. He wasn’t like his mentor, Jeremiah, however. Jerrick didn’t seem to have a permanent base of operations like Jeremiah did. He liked to move around, operate in the shadows. At least that was his method so far, and they hadn’t gotten any information that contradicted that.

      Phillips looked at the two of them. “What? Doesn’t that sound like the way to go?”

      Recker nodded. “Yeah. That’s probably the way to go. If we can find him.”

      “Nobody knows where he’s at? Not even like a club or a bar that he likes to hang out at?”

      “No. He conducts meetings on short notice, varying the time and the place, making sure there’s not enough time for that stuff to leak out. He’s very secretive and doesn’t trust many people.”

      “Well somebody’s gotta know something.”

      “I’m sure somebody does,” Recker said. “It’s just a matter of finding them.”
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      As soon as they got back to the office, the group immediately started discussing what happened by the river. More importantly, they wanted to know what went wrong. Haley didn’t even try to disguise the fact that Phillips jumped the gun.

      “I got a little overanxious,” Phillips said. He also didn’t try to dispute the facts. They were what they were. There was no use trying to deny them.

      “A little?” Haley asked.

      “OK, I should have waited.”

      “Seems to be a theme with you,” Recker said. “You’re quick on the trigger.”

      “I’d rather be quick on the trigger and alive then slow and dead.”

      “But if I wasn’t around to save you, along with Vincent’s men, you would be fast and dead.”

      Phillips bowed his head and nodded. He wasn’t going to try to keep arguing the point. It had already been made. He also knew it was an argument he wouldn’t win. He was unlikely to change his style at this point. He’d probably keep doing it the way he did until it didn’t work anymore. At that point he’d probably be dead and it wouldn’t matter after that. But it served him well thus far.

      They continued talking about what happened, going over each detail from the moment they got there until the time Recker showed up. Recker wanted to see what was going through Phillips’ mind at each step of the way. For the most part, he wasn’t that impressed. And he didn’t agree with most of Phillips’ mindset. But he knew there wasn’t much he could do before he left. It was going to be Jones’ and Haley’s problem now. He hoped they could rise up to the challenge. Because he believed it was a big one.

      Near the end of their conversation, Recker’s phone rang. He saw that it was Malloy.

      “Thanks for the assist earlier.”

      “No problem,” Malloy.

      “Your boys give you the rundown?”

      “Yeah. Another mission well-done, huh? Few more of these and Jerrick won’t have anyone else left to fight with.”

      “That’s about how we figure it. We also figure he’ll probably lay low for a while. Go into recruitment mode.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right about that.”

      “Listen, I called because Vincent’s a little worried.”

      “About?”

      “Your new guy. He’s got concerns.”

      “He’s not the only one.”

      “Between the incident at the warehouse, now this, he’s got some questions.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      “He would like to meet him.”

      “Oh?”

      “And he’d like to do it now.”

      “Really?”

      “And he’d like to meet him alone.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible.”

      “Just passing on the message.”

      “I’m not sure he’s ready for that.”

      Malloy was silent for a few seconds. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but since it’s you, I will. I think Vincent wants to talk to him alone and kind of size him up, find out what kind of man he is. I don’t think he thinks he can do that effectively if you’re there next to him.”

      “Understandable.”

      “Kind of afraid that he’ll be looking to you for answers or you’ll butt in and help him to make him sound better.”

      “Probably true.”

      “What do you say?”

      “I’m still not sure I can do that,” Recker replied. “He’s rough around the edges.”

      “Yeah, no kidding. You know how Vincent is, though. He’ll want to meet with him at some point. I’m the one who suggested doing it now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if he doesn’t meet with Vicent now, he’ll do it after you leave. I thought if it was done now, you could at least try to coach him up on how to interact with Vincent effectively.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Because you and I both know that once you’re gone, if this guy makes a wrong move, it could blow up the years of trust that we’ve built up in each other.”

      “Not with me.”

      “You know I’d go through a wall with you. And I have. And you’ve done it for me. But if this guy gets sloppy and loose and hurts Vincent where it hurts, Vincent will hit back. And I don’t think either of us wants that. Especially if Chris winds up getting caught in the middle of it. And I don’t want that either.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Vincent wants to know he can trust this guy the way he trusts you and Chris. If not, things might change.”

      Recker sighed, but knew he would just be postponing the inevitable if he didn’t agree to it. But he also didn’t think sending Phillips in there all by himself was a great idea either. “Fine. I’ll send him. On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I send Chris with him. I’ll tell Chris to stay in the background, but, I’m not sending him in there alone. Not yet.”

      Malloy thought about it, but quickly agreed. “OK. Done deal.”

      “Where?”

      “You know the spot.”

      “Well it’s not breakfast or lunch so that leaves the diner out. Must be the warehouse?”

      “You got it.”

      “Half hour?”

      “Yeah. Half hour.”

      “Good deal.”

      Recker had something else to say before he hung up. “Hey.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do me a favor?”

      “Name it.”

      “However this meeting goes, if he says or does something stupid, let it roll?”

      “Because it’s you asking. OK. But I’ve already done that once with him.”

      “I know. And I appreciate the restraint.”

      “He’ll get a pass. Again. But he won’t get anymore after this.”

      “I know. Thanks.”

      “You got it. Enjoy your trip.”

      “I’ll have a cocktail in your honor.”

      Malloy laughed and hung up. As soon as Recker put his phone away, he turned around and saw everyone looking at him.

      Jones was the first to speak up. “What was all that about?”

      Recker looked at each of them briefly. “Vincent wants a meet.”

      “With?”

      Recker pointed at Phillips. “Him.”

      “Oh. Uh, can I ask what for?”

      “You can ask.”

      “Mike?”

      Recker shrugged. “Guess he just wants to talk to him.”

      “And? There seems like there’s more to the story.”

      “Long story short, Vincent wants to meet him. I didn’t think it was a good idea, but Malloy thought it would be better to do it now while I’m still around to give some coaching advice.”

      “You’re not going with him?”

      Recker could already see the concern written all over Jones’ face. “No. He wants to meet him alone. I said that wasn’t possible and that I’d only let it happen if Chris went with him.”

      Jones turned to look at Phillips. He still wasn’t sure that was a good idea. Recker could see his friend was worried, but stuck his hand out to try to calm his fears.

      “I think it’ll be fine.”

      “You think?” Jones said.

      “Hopefully Chris will be able to cut off any issues before they blow up.”

      Jones rubbed his forehead, really not sure if this was a good idea. He would have preferred to keep Phillips in bubble wrap for a while and not allow the world to see him yet.

      “It’s gonna happen sooner or later,” Recker said. “Malloy’s right. Might as well do it now while I’m here.”

      Phillips finally interjected himself into the conversation. “Why do I have to meet with this guy?”

      “Because he’s the head man in this city. Like we’ve been trying to tell you for the last few days, it would greatly benefit you if you figured out how to play nice with him.”

      “And like I keep saying, I don’t play nice with criminals. They can all kiss my ass. I’ll take them all down.”

      Recker rubbed his face, knowing this would be a challenge. “And like we keep telling you, Vincent is not an ordinary criminal. If you take him out, someone worse will likely take over that we can’t work with. That means more innocent people will get hurt or killed. Vincent is the necessary evil that we all know is required. We will never live in a grand utopia. He needs to be at the top. He understands our position and is willing to let us do what we do as long as he’s not impacted. We understand his position and let him do what he does as long as he doesn’t hurt anyone that’s not involved in his matters. It’s a nice little agreement that has worked for a long time. I’d really hate for you to screw it up.”

      Phillips shrugged, not seeming to care about the unwritten agreement very much. His position hadn’t really changed. As far as he was concerned, Vincent’s organization should go down too. And if someone else came along and took over, Phillips would take them out too. And on and on it would go.

      “And you realize that his men just saved your life earlier?”

      “Maybe,” Phillips said. “I mean, that’s not a given.”

      “And what would you have done if we hadn’t gotten there?”

      “Took a run for the river.”

      Recker looked at Haley, then rolled his eyes. “Oh. And you think you would’ve made it that far?”

      “I dunno. I think I had a shot.”

      “No shot, more like it.”

      Phillips gave kind of a sarcastic looking grin, like he really believed he would have made it.

      Recker looked at Haley. “What do you think?”

      “I think it’s probably a good idea for them to meet now. I mean, it’s gonna happen sooner or later. It’s probably better that it happens sooner. The longer it’s put off, the worse things can become. People start to misunderstand each other, thoughts and words get twisted and their meaning becomes lost. Maybe this could head off some of that.”

      Recker nodded. “You OK going with him?”

      Haley shrugged a shoulder. It was no big deal to him. He knew them all and had no problems with any of them. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

      “What, I don’t even have a choice in whether I want to go or not?” Phillips asked. “Nobody asked me whether I even want to meet this guy.”

      Recker glared at him. Phillips’ opinion didn’t really matter to him. If Recker said he was going, he was going. Whether he liked it or not. But Recker figured he’d at least pretend to care what the new guy wanted. “So are you OK with going?” Recker didn’t really care what his answer was, because the meeting was already set.

      “Sure! Why not?! I’ll go meet the slob.”

      Recker looked at Haley again and shook his head. He didn’t envy him. Haley sure had his work cut out for him while he was gone. “Great. I’m happy you came to the same conclusion. Now why don’t you guys get ready and get out of here. You’ve got twenty-some minutes to get there.”

      Phillips grabbed his gun, to which Recker quickly suggested not to worry about it.

      “Don’t even bother,” Recker said.

      “What?” Phillips asked. “Why not?”

      “You ain’t getting in to see Vincent armed.”

      “I’m not going to meet this guy unarmed.”

      “You will or you’re not talking to him.”

      “You gotta do that too?”

      “Not anymore. Used to, though. It’s a protection for him until he knows you better and trusts that you won’t shoot him.”

      “There’s an idea.”

      Phillips didn’t listen and still put his gun into its holster. “Just the same, I’d feel a little weird going there without it.”

      “Feel even stranger when they take it from you.”

      Phillips looked over at Haley and noticed he was taking his gun with him. Phillips pointed at him. “What about him? He’s got one.”

      “Vincent knows and trusts him.”

      “They taking his too?”

      “Unlikely.”

      “Well then I don’t see why they need to take mine. If they let him keep his, I should keep mine too.”

      Recker wasn’t going to stand there and argue the point. He scratched his forehead and let the man do what he wanted. Phillips would find out the hard way. Maybe that was the only way he learned. Once the two men were ready, they headed for the door.

      Recker grabbed Haley by the arm first. “Do your best to keep him from putting his foot in his mouth.”

      Haley looked at Phillips, then back at Recker. “I’ll do what I can, but you know as well as I do, you can’t fix stupid.”

      Recker grunted, releasing his friend’s arm. “Just do what you can.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “And hope he doesn’t cause something that gets his head blown off.”

      “And mine too.”

      “Yeah.” Recker watched the pair as they exited the office. He shook his head, knowing Phillips was going to say or do something stupid at some point, whether it was at this meeting or some point down the road, but he’d do something to cause some type of incident. He just knew it.
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      Haley pulled through the gate and was directed on where to go, not that he really needed a reminder. He’d been there enough times to know. Once he parked in front of the building, he tried to give his new partner a few more tips, even though he’d been talking about it the entire drive over there.

      “Remember, I know your style is to pretty much say whatever’s on your mind, but if you could just button it up this one time it’d probably be beneficial for everyone.”

      Phillips shrugged. “If he wants to know the real me, I’ll give him the real me.”

      Haley raised his eyebrows and scratched his ear. That wasn’t exactly the reply he wanted. He got the feeling in the pit of his stomach that this meeting was going to be a disaster. He held out some hope that somehow something miraculous would happen to avert that disaster, but that hope seemed to be slipping away by the second.

      They got out of the car and went up the metal steps, the door to the warehouse opening as they were about halfway up them. Malloy stood there, holding the door open for his guests. Once they walked through it, Malloy closed the door, then shook hands with Haley.

      “Glad you could come,” Malloy said.

      “Where’s the old man?” Phillips asked.

      “He’s waiting for you. Just one thing, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “When you’re in there with him, show some respect. He’ll give it to you. He appreciates the same in return.”

      Phillips shrugged. He really didn’t care about showing respect or becoming friends with anybody. “Yeah, whatever. I’m not really interested in any of that. I’m here out of courtesy, not because I’m interested in having any kind of relationship with him, either business or personal. As far as I’m concerned, like I told you before, you all belong in the slammer.”

      Maloy looked at Haley, wondering how they could have allowed a guy like this into the fold. He didn’t seem like he fit into their dynamic. But Malloy was as aware as anyone about changing dynamics and loose cannons. It seemed every organization had at least one.

      Phillips looked around. “We gonna get this started soon? We got places to be after this?”

      Malloy glared at him, unimpressed by his demeanor. If it was up to him, he might have knocked him out right then and there. But that wasn’t what Vincent wanted. At least not yet. Instead of leading him anywhere, Malloy put his hand in the air and wiggled his fingers. Within seconds, six men descended on their position. Haley saw the men coming and was completely unconcerned about it. Phillips, though, immediately went into a defensive posture, putting his fingers on the handle of his gun, debating on how close he’d let them come before he pulled it. Haley noticed where his partner’s hand was and put his hand on Phillips’ arm to prevent him from doing something stupid.

      “Put it away.”

      Phillips continued looking at the other men now surrounding them. “You sure?”

      “Put it away,” Haley sternly said.

      Phillips finally took his hand off his gun and stood a little straighter, a somewhat defiant look on his face.

      Malloy put his hand out, palm up. “Your weapon.”

      “I don’t hand it over to anybody,” Phillips replied.

      Malloy didn’t blink an eye. “Your weapon.”

      “I’m not giving it and you’re not taking it.”

      Haley shuffled his feet, already growing uncomfortable with the conversation they were having. His eyes glanced at the other men surrounding them, observing them putting their hands inside their jackets or behind their backs or by their belts. And he knew they were scratching an itch. Too much of an objection by his partner and Recker might have been attending a funeral before he left. Maybe two of them.

      “Give him the gun!” Haley tersely said.

      Phillips looked at him briefly, then his eyes went towards the other men around them. He also saw where their hands were positioned. If there were only one or two of them, he might have been more eager for a fight. But since they were severely outnumbered, and with how close they were, even he knew there wasn’t much of a chance of surviving if it came to a battle.

      “Your weapon,” Malloy said again, his hand still outreached.

      Phillips looked at Malloy, then Haley, then back to Malloy again. He sighed, not liking the fact that he had to hand it over. He thought it also made him look bad.

      “I don’t see you taking his,” Phillips said, nodding at his partner.

      Malloy grinned, seeming to enjoy making him angry. “I know him.” He kept his hand out. He was growing impatient, though he didn’t let it show. “This is the final time I’ll ask. Your weapon.”

      Phillips sighed again, but finally got a firm grasp of his gun and made sure he slowly removed it so that none of the other men got the wrong idea about his intentions. Once the gun was in his hand, Malloy took a few steps back and nodded at one of the men behind Phillips. Malloy’s man quickly got up behind Phillips and pushed up his arms into the air and started patting him down. Phillips didn’t care for the rough treatment and instantly turned around and started pushing back. The rest of the men moved in though, quickly getting the skirmish under control before any punches were thrown.

      Malloy just stood there looking on. Haley didn’t lift a finger to get involved either. Since he was already known and respected, everyone went right past him on the way to subduing Phillips. Haley took a few steps back as well, so he didn’t get mixed up in anything. He knew they weren’t going to do anything too unpleasant to Phillips, so he didn’t need to intervene. Even if they were, though, he still wasn’t sure he’d do anything to help him. As far as he was concerned, Phillips got himself into the mess, he could get himself out.

      The whole skirmish was over in a matter of seconds. Phillips had a man holding each of his arms, not letting go of them as another man continued the pat-down. As the man got down to Phillips’ legs, he felt the outline of a gun near his right ankle. He lifted up Phillips’ pant leg and found the Glock pistol attached to his ankle. The man then removed the weapon from its holster and handed it over to Malloy.

      “Nobody treats me this way,” Phillips said.

      “You get treated the way you deserve,” Malloy replied. “If you were honest, we wouldn’t have to.” Malloy nodded at the others, who released their grip of Phillips.

      Now free of their grasp, Phillips turned to the other men, looking like he wanted another piece of them.

      Haley put his hand on Phillips’ arm. “Let it go.”

      “You just stand there and let it happen,” Phillips said.

      “The numbers are not in our favor. A little sense and humility would do you a lot of good. Neither of which you seem to have in your tool belt.”

      “These’ll be returned to you on the way out,” Malloy said. He then let out a grin. “Assuming you make it that far.”

      Phillips finally closed his mouth and didn’t reply, though he was still steaming just the same. He was taking notes and wouldn’t forget his treatment.

      “Let’s go,” Malloy said, walking in front of everybody as they were led down a hallway.

      Once they got to the end of the hallway, Malloy opened the door and stepped inside, holding the door for their guests to enter. Haley entered first, Phillips following close behind. As soon as they entered, they saw Vincent sitting at the end of the table. He looked at them closely, though mostly at Phillips. Malloy closed the door after they were fully inside and stood in front of it.

      Vincent stood up as Haley approached him. He held out his hand for him. “Chris, good to see you again.” He then looked at Phillips. “And this must be the new partner, huh?”

      Haley looked back at Phillips. “Yep. That’s him.”

      Vincent put his hand out to shake, though Phillips did not reciprocate. “And you are?”

      “Paxton Phillips.”

      “Ah, yes. The new partner.”

      “Before we get started,” Phillips said. “You might have these other guys graveling at your feet. Chris, Recker, even these mugs that you employ, but I’m not gonna be one of them.”

      Vincent sat back down, letting the man have his say. “Is that right?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. Maybe everyone else is afraid of you, or maybe you got everyone else in your pocket, but I don’t play that game.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, that’s so. As far as I’m concerned, you and your merry bunch here are a bunch of criminals and should all be behind bars. I don’t know why Recker and the other guys have thrown in with you, but I’ll tell you right now that I’m not. Recker’s leaving, so that means you’re gonna have to deal with me now.”

      “Oh, I will, huh?”

      “Figuratively speaking, that is. Because I won’t be dealing with you the way he did. As far as I’m concerned, he let you operate for too long in this city. You’re just as bad as the rest of them and I’m not gonna just sit by and idly watch you continue to amass your power by stepping all over everyone.”

      Haley sat down and put his hand over his forehead. He didn’t even have a chance to steer the guy away from putting his foot in his mouth. Phillips just did it all on his own. That was one thing he excelled at. There was no question about that.

      Vincent then looked at Haley. “Is this the new attitude towards us, Chris?”

      “Uh, he doesn’t speak for the rest of us, no. As far as we’re concerned, nothing’s changed.”

      “Except for me,” Phillips continued. “Like I said, I’m not throwing in with you like they have. So if you have a problem, or a situation comes up, don’t call me asking for help, ’cause I’m not coming.”

      Vincent grinned. “The reverse could also be true. Like the incident you had earlier today.”

      “Listen, you did what you did more out of taking out Jerrick’s men than saving me. I know that. Maybe you got these other guys snowed under, but not me. I’m not buying. I’m not asking for your help, don’t want it, and don’t you expect any from me.”

      “Sounds like your mind is pretty well made up.”

      “It is. I’m here to help clean up the city. As far as I’m concerned, you’re part of the problem.”

      Vincent clasped his hands together on the table. “It seems as if you’re not on the same page as your partners.”

      “We’ll be in agreement before too long. I’ll get them to see things my way.”

      Haley just shook his head, not believing the stupidity of the man. From the neck down, he might have been a world-class operator. But from the neck up, he was a world-class idiot. There was no doubt about that now. Now the only thing to wonder about was how much damage he’d help accumulate along the way.

      Vincent looked at Haley and smiled. “Quite the combative new partner you have there.”

      Haley raised his eyebrows. “Yeah. Seems so.”

      “I’m not combative,” Phillips said. “Just honest. I call it like I see it.”

      Vincent sat there, listening to the man speak. And while he wasn’t really bothered by anything he said, after all, he’d heard it all before in one way or another from a variety of people, he was slightly amused by it. Plenty of people had told him that before, and they’re all gone now. He assumed this would be no different. Whatever Phillips’ plans were, Vincent was sure he’d outlast him.

      “Is there anything else you got to say?” Phillips asked.

      Vincent stared at him and slowly shook his head. “No, I guess not. It doesn’t seem like it’d do much good anyway, does it?”

      “Not with me.”

      “I had hoped that the word I’ve been hearing about you was slightly overblown. I can see now that it was not.”

      “Glad I didn’t disappoint.”

      “I had hoped that we would have as good a working relationship as I’ve got with Mike and Chris. I can also see that will not happen with you.”

      “No, it won’t. Don’t come knocking on my door for help. ’Cause I’m not answering.”

      “That is most unfortunate.”

      “For you, maybe.”

      “Could be for a lot of people. But that is your choice.”

      “Anything else?”

      Vincent shook his head. He could see there was nothing he could say that would change Phillips’ opinion of him. And he was fine with that. He wasn’t sure how his relationship would now evolve with Haley and Jones, but that was something that would probably be determined soon enough. Either way, he wasn’t too worried about it.

      “No, I guess there’s not.”

      “Fine.” Phillips turned his head and looked at Malloy. “Oh, and, uh, can you tell Frankenstein here to give me my guns back?”

      Vincent grinned. “You’ll get them on the way out.”

      Phillips went over to the door and Malloy opened it. Haley got up and started moving in that direction as well.

      “Chris, can I talk to you for a minute?” Vincent asked.

      Haley stopped and turned toward him. “Sure.”

      Phillips turned and walked back in the room as well, though his presence was no longer welcome.

      “Just him,” Vincent said.

      “Whatever you say to one of us, you can say to both of us,” Phillips said.

      “You’ve already made your case very plainly what you think of me. Anything else I have to say will not be said to you. You may now leave.”

      Malloy, anticipating there might be trouble, motioned to a few of the men outside the door. Malloy walked up behind Phillips, the rest of the men entering the room. Malloy tapped Phillips on the shoulder. He then gave him a thumb, indicating it was his time to go.

      Phillips sighed, but knew he should leave before things delved into a more confrontational situation. “Guess I’ll be waiting for you.” Phillips then walked out of the room.

      Malloy looked at Vincent, who gave him a nod to escort the man outside. He didn’t need a guard there for Haley. Once they were all gone, Vincent’s eyes finally settled back on Haley, who looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but there at that moment.

      “Chris, what is going on here?”

      Haley shrugged. “Wish I knew.”

      “Mike’s taking a leave of absence and this is the person that’s replacing him?”

      “Seems that way.”

      “Pardon me for butting into you guys’ business, and I certainly don’t like it when people butt into mine, but he seems like he doesn’t quite fit in.”

      “He’s… different.”

      “Is this a permanent thing?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Are you sure this is going to work out?”

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      “As much as I’d like to keep questioning to find out the motives and reasoning behind his hire, I know that’s probably not wanted questioning. So I’ll move on from him specifically. His position on me is much different than yours and Recker’s.”

      “Seems that way.”

      “So where does that leave us?”

      “As far as me personally is concerned, nothing has changed. If you need something, and I can help, let me know. And I would hope the opposite is still true.”

      Vincent nodded. “It could be. But what about your man there?”

      “I can’t speak for him, but if he doesn’t want to be involved, he doesn’t have to be. But he doesn’t speak for me. And I know he doesn’t speak for Mike either.”

      “Having partners with opposing viewpoints and ideals could make for some interesting and challenging situations and conversations.”

      “Could.”

      “Going forward, unless there are extreme circumstances, or something unforeseen happens, I would think that any agreements between us, or any situations that require both of our presence, I would think it would be better off if your man there wasn’t involved or present.”

      “That could be challenging at times.”

      “Yes, it could. But I think it would be better for his health if he was left out.”

      Vincent didn’t need to say much more. Haley already knew what he meant. Since Phillips was already combative toward the crime boss, Vincent wasn’t going to let him near him again. If he was, Vincent couldn’t guarantee Phillips’ safety. That was as much of a free pass as Vincent was going to give.

      “You know I have no beef with you, Chris. I like you. Always have. And Recker is… he’s almost like a son to me. I would hate to have to lose all that we’ve worked up to build over the years because of an unfortunate influence.”

      “I don’t see why anything should change,” Haley said.

      “I’m glad you feel that way. I would hate to have to be on opposing sides.”

      “No reason why we will be.”

      “Good.” Vincent stood up, putting his hand out. “I hate to run, but I have another appointment soon.”

      Haley returned the handshake, then left the room. He walked down the hallway, eventually coming back into the warehouse part of the building. Malloy met him halfway across the room. He had guns in hand.

      “Here’s Big Mouth’s guns.” Haley took the weapons. “I didn’t quite trust giving them back to him. He seems like the kind that would start shooting.”

      Haley looked away and sighed. “Yeah.”

      “I don’t wanna meddle in your business or anything, but what the hell are you guys thinking bringing this guy in?”

      “Um, well, he… scored well?”

      “You testing people?”

      “His record before this was good. Really good.”

      “Government?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can spot the type.”

      “Like I said, his record’s good. But you can’t always tell everything by a sheet of paper.”

      “You sure can’t. Where’s that leave us?”

      “Like I told Vincent, as far as I’m concerned, nothing’s changed. His attitude is his alone and doesn’t speak for us.”

      “That’s gonna complicate things, though,” Malloy said.

      Haley nodded. “Yeah, it might. But for now, we’ll have to work through it. Even if it’s just me.”

      Malloy tapped Haley on the back of the shoulder. “Good luck with him, man.”

      “Thanks. I think I’ll need it.”
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      Haley got back in the car and quickly dumped the two guns into his partner’s lap. “I believe these are yours.”

      Phillips detected a tone in his voice. “Why so hostile?”

      “That was a pretty stupid thing you did in there.”

      “What?”

      Haley started the car and drove through the gate. “You didn’t have to be that way.”

      Phillips shrugged, not caring. “Hey, I thought it was better off if he knew my position right away. That way there’s no false expectations, and he doesn’t think there’s something there that there’s not.”

      Haley shook his head. “It was just incredibly stupid. You have no idea what kind of lifeline you’re cutting off.”

      “I don’t need a lifeline. Maybe that’s the problem with you guys. You’ve become too dependent on him. Maybe you guys have lost your way a little bit and forgot about the big picture.”

      Haley just continued shaking his head. He wanted to respond. Probably should have responded. But he thought it would probably just fall on deaf ears, anyway. What would he know about them being dependent on Vincent, anyway? He hadn’t been there over the years, hadn’t encountered the same issues, had no idea what had gone on. As for the big picture, Recker and Jones created the picture, they knew it as well as anyone.

      The rest of the drive back to the office was a quiet one. Haley was so annoyed that he didn’t even tell Recker or Jones that they were on the way. As Jones worked on his computer, he looked at the surveillance camera and noticed Haley’s car pulling into the lot.

      “Looks like they are back,” Jones said.

      Recker came over and looked at the camera. He noticed both of them getting out of the car. Haley was ahead of his partner by quite a bit.

      “Uh oh,” Recker said.

      “What?”

      “There’s trouble.”

      “Where?”

      Recker pointed at the screen. “There.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Look at how they’re walking. Chris is so far ahead of him that’s a telltale sign.”

      “It is?”

      “He’s annoyed. I can tell.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “Zoom in on their faces.” Jones did as he was asked and zoomed in. As soon as Recker saw their faces, it was confirmation for him. “Oh, they’re annoyed. Chris is definitely annoyed.”

      “I wonder what happened?”

      “I’m sure they’ll tell us. But I’ll give you twenty bucks if you can get it on the first guess.”

      Jones rolled his eyes. He also already knew what the reason was. “I wouldn’t want to take your money on such an easy question.”

      Recker smiled. They both turned toward the door as they waited for it to open. A few seconds later, it finally did. Haley walked in, immediately going toward the refrigerator for a drink and walking past his friends, with not even so much as a wave. Recker raised an eyebrow and looked at Jones, then nodded. No doubt about it now. There was trouble in paradise.

      After a few more seconds, Phillips came in. Closing the door behind him, he stood there for a second, looking uneasy. He also didn’t say anything and just went over to the couch and sat down. Recker and Jones looked at each other again, wondering who was going to be the first person to talk.

      Several minutes went by, with still not a word from anybody. Recker couldn’t take it anymore and decided he’d be the one who’d break the silence.

      “OK, I’ll bite. Which one of you wants to tell us what the problem is?”

      Haley and Phillips looked at each other, both of whom still had miserable looks on their faces.

      Finally, Phillips threw his arms up at Haley. “Go ahead. You might as well tell it.”

      Haley sighed, not really wanting to discuss it, but started to anyway. It only took a few minutes to tell the entire story. It was the condensed version, but it was all anyone needed to hear. After hearing it, Recker threw his head back and looked up.

      “I thought I told you to make sure he didn’t say anything stupid.”

      “I didn’t even have a chance to stop him,” Haley replied. “As soon as the introductions were made, he went right into how he’s not helping him and he should be behind bars, and that we’ve lost our way and all that. I didn’t even have a chance to shut him up.”

      Recker looked at Phillips. “Would it have killed you to just shut up and listen without pissing people off for a minute?”

      Phillips shrugged. “Listen, I don’t think I was brought in here for that. I told you guys before, I’m a straight shooter. I’ll call it like I see it. I’m sorry if anyone’s got a problem with that, but that’s how it is. I’m not gonna pretend to be all nice and fancy with him when he’s a criminal and I told him as much. It’s better just to get everything out in the open, so there’s no misconceptions on anyone’s part. Especially his.”

      Recker rubbed his chin and shook his head. He was trying to resist the urge to say more. There was certainly plenty that was going through his mind, and none of it much good, but he thought it was better if they tried to be united instead of tearing each other apart. That wouldn’t do any of them any good. If they were constantly sniping at each other, that could lead to animosity out in the field, and that’s when things could take a dark turn and lives could be lost.

      “OK, listen, it seems like we have an extreme difference of opinion here.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Haley replied.

      Recker looked at Phillips. “I usually don’t like to do this, but I’m gonna pull rank on you, OK? We’ve got a relationship with Vincent, whether you like it or not. And that’s not changing whether you’re here or not. So, you can do two things. You can get in line and do what the rest of us are doing, or you can just butt out entirely when there’s something that concerns Vincent. But the one thing you’re not going to do is burn a bridge that took us years to get to the point of where it is now, where we both kind of help each other and look after each other’s interests. Up to a point.”

      Phillips stared at Recker for a few moments. “But you’re leaving.”

      “Temporarily.”

      Phillips shrugged. “Either way, doesn’t seem like someone who’s not gonna be here should be making the decisions.”

      Haley stood up. “Well I’ll be here. And what he said goes for me. How’s that grab you?”

      Phillips’s eyes went past them and looked at Jones. “What do you say?”

      Jones rocked his body back and forth slightly. “I think it would be beneficial for all of us, yourself included, if you fell in line with the rest of the company here.”

      Phillips looked at each of them for a second or two as he thought about it. “Looks like I’ve been outvoted.”

      “Like Mike said, if you don’t wanna involve yourself with Vincent, you can stay out of it,” Haley said. “But you’re not gonna ruin what we built, ’cause it works for us.”

      Phillips nodded. “OK. Fair enough.”

      “And this doesn’t need to be an adversarial position on anyone’s part,” Jones said. “There will be plenty of work to go around that doesn’t involve Vincent.”

      “Most of the stuff we do doesn’t even involve him anyway,” Recker said. “Probably less than five percent goes through him.”

      Phillips kept nodding his head and shrugging. “OK. I’m on board. I’ll be a team player. I won’t rock the boat. I mean, I said it before, I try to be a straight shooter. I’ll say my peace, I’ll mean what I say, but I also try to be a team player. If that’s what you guys want, I’ll play along. You won’t have to worry about me.”

      Recker believed he meant what he said. But time would tell. Satisfied with the answer, he started walking away. Then his phone rang.

      “Tyrell, what’s up?”

      “I got a scoop for you. Don’t know if it’s legit or not. Haven’t had enough time to check it out.”

      “What is it?”

      “Got word that Jerrick is having a high-level meeting in about two hours.”

      “Really? Who’s your source?”

      “Guy I’ve used before. He’s usually pretty reliable, but he’s had a few misses here and there like we all do.”

      “Trustworthy?”

      “Yeah. I mean, he wouldn’t steer me wrong on purpose. He did say he wasn’t a hundred percent sure it was legit either. He was just passing something on to me that he heard. So he wasn’t sure it was even going down either.”

      “What would they be meeting for?”

      “I dunno. Word is that maybe it’s something about regrouping, something like that. Something happen earlier today somewhere?”

      “Yeah, they lost a few more men earlier down by the river.”

      “Yeah, the rumor was they were hurting a little bit. This was something in regards to that. I dunno. That’s what I heard.”

      “When’d you get the word about it?”

      “About twenty minutes ago. I put a few calls out to some guys I know who got their ear to the ground, but, they haven’t heard anything either.”

      “So what’s your gut say?”

      “My gut says I have no idea. Could be legit, could be nothing, could be a setup. And I wouldn’t necessarily put any of them over the other.”

      “I don’t know. I got some red flags going off right now.”

      “Yeah, I hear ya. I don’t know, man, I just heard it and thought I’d pass it along. What you do with it now is up to you.”

      “When’s this thing going down?”

      “About two hours?”

      “Where?”

      “Fifth floor in a vacant building on the west side of town. Think it’s 2510 Westmire Street.”

      “Love those vacant buildings.”

      Tyrell laughed. “What, you thought Jerrick would do his business like Vincent in a high-end restaurant or something?”

      “It’d be nice.”

      “Yeah. And it’d be nice if I had a money tree planted in my front yard too, but neither one is happening anytime soon.”

      “How many people are supposed to be at this meeting?” Recker asked.

      “Can’t say for sure. I heard Jerrick’s name, maybe three or four others, but, like I said, can’t say for sure whether it’s legit or not. Just passing it down the lane.”

      “Hmm. All right, thanks, man. We’ll check it out.”

      “How’s the vacation coming along?”

      “It’s still coming.”

      Tyrell laughed. “Yeah, we’ll see. You know you’re gonna have a hard time tearing yourself away from this place.”

      “It’s happening, my man. It’s happening.”

      “All right. Be safe until then. Don’t do anything stupid or else I’ll have to take your girl to Hawaii for you.” Tyrell laughed again.

      Even Recker let out a laugh. “Yeah. That’s not happening either.”

      After Recker hung up, he turned around and looked at the group. “Well, looks like we might have something. What exactly, I don’t know. But, it’s something.”

      “Whatcha got?” Haley asked.

      Recker then repeated the conversation he just had with Tyrell.

      “What do you think?” Jones asked.

      Recker looked at the wall for a moment as he collected his thoughts. He still wasn’t sure. “I don’t know. Seems convenient.”

      “Too convenient if you ask me,” Phillips said. “I mean, they take another hit a few hours ago, then all of a sudden there’s word about another meeting going down? I don’t like it.”

      “On the other hand, it could be legit,” Haley said. “Could be that they’re so rocked and on their heels that Jerrick’s getting sloppy. He might be desperate right now and trying to keep things together as best he can. It’d make sense he’d call a meeting right away.”

      Recker kept thinking about it. “My concern isn’t that he’s calling a meeting. It’s that we just happen to be hearing about it. I mean, we haven’t heard a single thing about any other meeting, and now, we suddenly get word of one? The day he lost a bunch of guys?”

      “Like I said, he might be desperate and getting sloppy.”

      “I’m not sure I buy it.”

      Phillips chimed in again. “Or it could be that he figures this is a good time to strike back. Everyone will assume he’s rocked and on the ropes. He lets it slip out about this meeting, draws in a bunch of his enemies, then when they get there… boom… the whole place goes up and he takes out a dozen of Vincent’s men, or even us. Then the momentum slides back in his favor. Smart play, if you ask me. My money’s on a setup.”

      Recker started nodding. “I think I might agree with that.”

      “There is only one problem though,” Jones said. “How do we just let it slide without checking it out? If this meeting is actually happening, and we don’t investigate, then we could have just lost our best chance at taking out Jerrick and the rest of his gang permanently.”

      “Who says we have to do it now, though?” Phillips asked. “I mean, it’s happening quick, it doesn’t seem like it’s on our terms, why not wait it out until we get a better chance? One that we know we’ll have the upper hand.”

      “The problem with that is that we might not ever have it on our terms. And getting the upper hand is a matter of opinion. It doesn’t always happen in reality.”

      “Well at some point soon here, we’ll have to make a decision,” Recker said.

      “Why do we have to make it?” Phillips asked. “Why not pass the info along to our friends?”

      “Which friends are they?”

      “Vincent.” A grin formed on Phillips’ face. “You said it yourself things weren’t gonna change with him. Here’s a chance to spread out the risk. Let him know what’s going on, let him take the chance on whether he wants to roll on it.”

      “We’re on Jerrick’s hit list just as much as Vincent is,” Haley said. “It’s as much our problem as it is his.”

      Phillips shrugged. “Doesn’t change my opinion. It’s still Vincent’s problem, too. I say let him know about it and let him take the chances. If it’s legit, Vincent gets to take the credit. If it’s not, then we’re not the ones possibly getting our heads blown off. And if he doesn’t like how it sounds either, then maybe it’s better no one rolls on it.”

      Recker looked at the others to gauge how they were reading their new partner. He hated to admit it, but Phillips actually made some sense. Not that Recker liked passing the risk along to others, but getting Vincent’s help or input wasn’t such a bad idea. Judging by the looks on the faces of the others, and the fact that none of them were pushing back on the idea, they didn’t seem to find fault with it either.

      “What do you guys think?” Recker asked.

      Haley was the first to reply. “Considering it’s as much their problem as ours, a phone call probably wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

      “David?”

      “I don’t see the harm in getting another opinion,” Jones replied. “Maybe between the two of us we’ll see what this meeting is.”

      Recker nodded and pulled out his phone again. “It’s something. It’s something. Just a question of what.”
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      Recker called Malloy, who picked up on the second ring.

      “Got some information for you,” Recker said.

      “Oh yeah? What?”

      “Got word that Jerrick might be having a meeting soon. In about two hours.”

      “Really?” There was a sliver of hope in Malloy’s voice, but also some trepidation. They’d never gotten word about any of Jerrick’s meetings before. “Credible?”

      “I don’t know. It came from Tyrell.”

      “He’s as credible as it gets.”

      “But he’s not sure. He heard it from someone else, who heard it from someone else. He can’t put the odds of it being legit at more than thirty-three percent.”

      “Thirty-three?”

      “Well, thirty-three that it’s legit, thirty-three that it’s not happening at all, and thirty-three that it’s some kind of setup. So there you go with the thirds.”

      “Interesting. What do you make of it?”

      “We’re not sure what to make of it. We’ve considered all the angles, and honestly, any one of them could be at play here. Figured we’d get your opinion on it.”

      “Could be that Jerrick’s on his heels,” Malloy said. “Could be a great opportunity to finish him off.”

      “Yeah, we considered that.”

      “Or it could be that Jerrick let it slip about this thing, wanting us to show up, and he’s got some type of trap waiting for us, hoping to catch us off guard. Then he kind of has us on our heels. Changes the momentum a little.”

      “We considered that too.”

      “Where’s this thing going down supposedly?”

      “Fifth floor of a vacant building.”

      Malloy groaned a little. “Hmm.”

      “That’s about where we stand too.”

      “I mean, we could try to get there earlier, staking out the place and hoping we can catch them on the way in. Then we’d know for sure.”

      “We still wouldn’t know,” Recker said. “Fifth floor of a vacant building, everything could be for show. It might just be an attempt to lure us into the building.”

      “That’s true too. Unless we go into the building first. Head over there now. Beat them to the punch.”

      “What if they have the place booby-trapped?”

      “Lot of variables to consider here.”

      Recker laughed. “That’s why I called.”

      “Let me run it through Vincent. You guys rolling on it?”

      “I don’t know yet. Kind of wanted to brainstorm with you a bit, see what you thought.”

      “OK. I’ll give you a call back in a few minutes after I’ve talked to him.”

      Recker hung up, but kept the phone in his hand as he walked around the room, assuming it wouldn’t take more than five or ten minutes before Malloy called back. The room was quiet as they waited, until Jones finally spoke up.

      “You know, the more I think about this, the more inclined I am to agree with Paxton. I don’t like this at all.”

      Recker stopped walking around and looked at him. “Why?”

      “It just seems too convenient.”

      “Breaks like these do happen sometimes. And in just these ways. Could be that Jerrick called a meeting, one of his guys is feeling the walls closing in and wants to get out. The way to do that is to set Jerrick up.”

      Jones didn’t think that was likely. “But if that’s the case, why not go to Vincent directly? Why not go to him and say, I want to switch sides? I want to come on board with you because Jerrick’s on a sinking ship. Then he could serve Jerrick up on a silver platter.”

      Recker rubbed his face and nodded. It was a good point. “Yeah.”

      “I think the points we’ve raised are good ones. I just can’t see the meeting getting slipped to an outside source accidentally. It just doesn’t seem likely.”

      Recker continued bobbing his head around. He was increasingly falling to that point of view. “No, it doesn’t.”

      “I think that settles it then, doesn’t it?” Phillips said. “We sit on it?”

      Jones looked at his partners. “I think that’s the right move here.”

      Recker still wanted to wait on Malloy. “Let’s just wait to see what Vincent says.”

      “Why should that change anything?” Phillips asked.

      “Who said it would?”

      “Then what do we need to wait for?”

      Recker looked over at Jones again. He didn’t really have a good answer for the new guy. After thinking on it a few more seconds, he looked at each member of the group. “We’re sitting on it then?”

      Jones and Phillips both nodded. Haley, though, kept his head still. Recker noticed his lack of enthusiasm either way.

      “What do you say, Chris?”

      “It’s a tough one. If… if we send Vincent’s men over there, and it’s a trap, and something happens, where does that leave us? We’re the ones that sent them over there.”

      “That’s their own doing,” Phillips said. “Got nothing to do with us.”

      “Jerrick is as much of our problem as he is theirs. I feel like if they roll on it, at least one of us should roll on it with them. Just seems like the right thing for me.”

      “Even if it’s a trap?”

      Haley nodded. “Even if it’s a trap. If we’re both fighting the same enemy, we should both take the same risks.”

      “Things will never be equal, though,” Jones said.

      “No, and I’m not saying they have to be. I’m just saying in this instance, we get the tip, we then give it to them, then all of a sudden we say we’re out ’cause it seems too dangerous? But it’s OK if your men get killed? Seems a little disingenuous to me.”

      “They don’t have to roll on it either,” Phillips said.

      “I understand what Chris is saying,” Recker said.

      “So if they go, you propose that one of us goes with them?” Jones asked.

      Haley nodded. “Yeah. Just as a courtesy.”

      “Then the question becomes who would go?”

      Haley shook his head. “There’s no question about it. It’d have to be me.”

      “Why?”

      “Mike’s leaving in two days, can’t be him. Mia would kill the both of us if something happened to you now. I’m pretty sure Vincent doesn’t want Phillips anywhere near him or his men right now. And it can’t be David. That leaves one man left.”

      Recker shook his head. “No. If anyone’s going, it should be me. I couldn’t let you go out there not knowing if I was sending you into a trap.”

      “It’s the only way to play it.”

      “If you go, I go. And that’s the way it is.”

      “If you get blown up two days before leaving, Mia will not be happy.”

      Recker grinned. “It would kind of upset me too.”

      “Let’s just see what Vincent has to say before we start making any plans here,” Jones said.

      They didn’t have long to wait and wonder. It only took about five minutes before Recker’s phone rang again.

      “So what’s the verdict?” Recker asked.

      “Looks like we’re a go,” Malloy answered.

      “Really? Even with the possibilities?”

      “Vincent knows the risks. Maybe even expects them. But he says it’s an opportunity that can’t be passed up. We just have to keep our eyes open. Who’s he got leading the charge?”

      “Who else?”

      “You?”

      “The one and only.”

      “Looks like you got me and Chris on board.”

      “One more time for old time’s sake before you head off into the sunset?”

      Recker laughed. “We’ll see.”

      “Meet you there in thirty?”

      “We’ll be there.”

      When Recker got off the phone, Haley was already picking out his weapons. He already deciphered from the conversation that they were going. Recker soon joined him in grabbing his weapons.

      “This is crazy,” Phillips said, not believing the two were actually going. “You’ll both get killed.”

      “Always possible,” Recker replied.

      “You two are out of your mind.”

      Jones looked at the two of them, concerned about what they might be walking into. He knew trying to talk them out of it was out of the question, so he didn’t bother making that plea. But he did hope their fears did not come to fruition. After Recker and Haley finished getting their gear, they bid their partners goodbye, walking past them on the way to the door.

      “Please be careful,” Jones said. “Keep your eyes open.”

      “We’re on it,” Recker replied, closing the door behind them.

      “Why are those two so crazy?” Phillips asked.

      “It’s a sense of honor that they have,” Jones answered.

      Phillips raised an eyebrow. “Still sounds crazy if you ask me.”

      “It may well be.”

      By the time Recker and Haley got to the building in question, Malloy and his team were already there waiting. They met up down the street to try to formulate a plan.

      “How many men you got with you?” Recker asked.

      “Eight.”

      “So eleven of us in total. Should be enough if they’re really in there.”

      “Any sight of them so far?” Haley asked.

      Malloy shook his head. “Not yet. We got here about five minutes ago. I got guys keeping eyes on the building already. No activity yet.”

      “So they’re probably inside already.”

      “Unless they’re not coming,” Recker said.

      “Yeah.”

      “So I figure it this way; I’ll send in four of my guys first. Then we’ll go in after that. Then I’ll have the last four come in behind us, keeping an eye on our backs.”

      Recker nodded. It sounded good to him. “All right, let’s roll.”

      As they started jogging over to the building, Malloy told his team to start going in. The first four men quickly entered the building. They already started sweeping the first floor as Recker, Haley, and Malloy got there. Even though the meeting was supposed to take place on the fifth floor, they couldn’t just bypass the other floors. With their luck, that’s where someone would be waiting for them, waiting to mow them down.

      As Vincent’s men started on the second floor, the last four men entered the building, making sure nobody snuck up behind anyone. So far the coast was clear. A few minutes later the second floor was cleared. Then the third floor.

      “Running out of floors here,” Recker said.

      “Maybe it really is legit,” Malloy said.

      “We’re about to find out.”

      The fourth floor was cleared. Vincent’s men then got to the fifth floor. Almost as soon as they entered, they were met with gunfire. Several of Jerrick’s men were standing there waiting for them. One of VIncent’s men immediately hit the ground, dead on impact.

      “There it is,” Recker said.

      “Let’s join the party,” Malloy replied.

      Recker, Haley, and Malloy soon joined the others on the fifth floor. Within a few minutes, Jerrick’s men started dropping. As far as they could tell, there were at least three of them. They couldn’t tell if Jerrick was among them, though.

      Recker was getting a bad feeling about everything. It just didn’t seem right. “This seem kind of light to you?”

      “In what way?” Haley asked.

      Recker shrugged. “Only three of them.”

      Haley looked out onto the floor. “Looks like two now.”

      “Yeah. Kind of my point. Pretty light meeting.”

      “Maybe that’s how they always keep it.”

      “Maybe. Just seems they’d have guards or something. Just in case.”

      Haley looked onto the floor again, thinking about it. They didn’t even have to fire. The rest of Vincent’s men were taking care of that. Recker and Haley were staying behind the wall, tucked down onto the staircase, away from the action.

      “Well if this was a trap it’s a pretty poor one,” Haley said.

      “Unless this is just part of it.”

      Haley looked down at the steps below. There was no one there. “Unless they’re hoping to come up behind us too and trap us in between?”

      Recker nodded. He then tapped Malloy on the shoulder and relayed their concerns.

      Malloy radioed the men below him. “Hey, is anybody coming up behind us?”

      He immediately got a reply. “All quiet down here.”

      “Keep your eyes open.”

      Recker still thought something else must have been going on. There had to be. This was too easy. A few seconds later, the remaining member of Jerrick’s team finally hit the ground. Everyone went onto the floor and started looking around. They checked the dead bodies to make sure Jerrick wasn’t among them. He wasn’t. They also looked around for any other men waiting around. They didn’t see any.

      Recker was still sure something else was in play. He happened to glance at the exit sign that was overtop of the door that led into the stairway. He thought he detected a wire sticking out of it, but he wasn’t sure. He went over to it to get a closer look. He stood to the side of it and took a few steps back. Now he knew exactly what it was.

      “Bomb!” Recker yelled. “Off the floor!”

      “What?!” Malloy replied.

      “Explosive!” Recker pointed up to the sign and immediately went through the door. Everyone else soon followed and started zooming down the steps. As they encountered the rest of Vincent’s men on the ground floor, Recker yelled out to them and waved. “Bomb! Move!”

      The first of Vincent’s men exited the building, quickly getting shot several times. The rest of the group stopped in their tracks. Recker looked out a window. He saw a group of men standing out there. They were armed.

      “This was the plan,” Recker said.

      “We can’t stand here, that’s for sure,” Malloy said, looking up. “No telling when that bomb’s going off.”

      “Maybe it’s a dud,” Haley said. “Maybe they just wanted us running out of this building so fast that we wouldn’t care what we were running into and that’s how they’d get us?”

      “Well, we can’t really take the chance that that thing’s a dud.”

      “Back door,” Malloy said.

      Malloy led the group through the rest of the floor, eventually coming up on the back door. Recker looked out a window first before anyone made the mistake of going through the door again.

      “They’re out there too,” Recker said.

      “We’re gonna have to chance it,” Malloy said. “There’s nine of us. How many they got?”

      Recker tried to count. “Six or seven, maybe. Then the same probably out front.”

      “We can’t stay here.”

      “If that thing was gonna go off, don’t you think it would’ve happened already?” Haley asked.

      “Not if they thought those guys up there were gonna keep us busy a few more minutes.”

      “Or if they’re just keeping us in here long enough for it to go off,” Recker said.

      “And that’s if there’s only one,” Malloy said. “Who’s to say they haven’t got the whole building rigged?”

      “Possible.”

      “We gotta move.”

      Recker nodded and sighed. “Yeah.”

      “Now’s as good a time as any. I’ll lead the way.”

      Malloy threw open the door and charged out, the rest of his men quickly following him. Recker and Haley were the last ones out. The group was instantly met with gunfire from Jerrick’s men. The two sides exchanged fire, with one of Vincent’s men going down first. Seconds later, one of the bombs went off, the explosion rocking the area, sending everyone flying onto the ground, a few being lifted off their feet and thrown into the air. Then two more explosions went off, much of the building crumbling to the ground in pieces.

      Recker was a little shook up from his head hitting the ground. As he got up on his hands and knees, he heard more gunfire not too far away. He shook his head, quickly getting his wits together again. He located his gun nearby, then grabbed it, joining the rest of the battle. A couple more men went down on both sides.

      A few more minutes went by and the bullets were flying furiously in both directions. Then it suddenly stopped, as if someone commanded it on cue. People were scattered all over, no one was really sure where anyone was. There was an uneasy silence filling the air, as there often was after an intense battle.

      Everyone started looking around, trying to locate a friendly face. Recker only saw two of Vincent’s men at first. There were a few cars nearby and then he saw Malloy poking his head over top one of them.

      “You seen Chris?” Recker asked.

      Malloy shook his head. Recker turned his head and body in every direction, hoping to find his friend just standing there somewhere. He didn’t see him anywhere, though.

      “Chris?!”

      Recker started moving about the area, hoping his friend would turn up somewhere. There were several dead bodies on the ground that he passed, but luckily Haley was not among them.

      “Chris?”

      Then, he saw someone trying to pull themselves up from behind another car. Recker looked in closer. It was Haley. Recker ran over to him, seeing him struggle to pull himself up. Recker grabbed his arm and helped him to his feet. There was blood trickling down the side of his face, coming from the left side of his temple. Recker looked the rest of him over. He didn’t see blood coming from anywhere else or any bullet holes.

      “You all right?”

      Haley scrunched the left side of his face, as if he had trouble seeing out of his eye. “A little bit of a headache.”

      Recker smiled and patted him on the back of the shoulder. “Had me worried for a second.”

      “Think a piece of debris from the building hit me.”

      Recker looked at the wound more closely. “I think you’ll get by without a hospital trip.”

      “Good. Wouldn’t go, anyway.”

      Recker started walking, keeping his hand on Haley’s arm to make sure he was stable. Malloy saw them and rushed over to them.

      “Looks like we’re all clear. Nobody in front anymore.”

      “They hightailed it,” Recker said.

      Malloy looked at Haley, making sure he was OK. “Looks like you’ll live.”

      Haley laughed. “Yeah.”

      Recker looked past Malloy and only saw three of his men standing there. “That all you got left?”

      Malloy turned around and looked at them, then turned back to Recker. “That’s it.”

      “Costly.”

      “We knew it might be. On the bright side, we did take out more of their men.”

      “At a price.”

      “We knew what we might be walking into,” Malloy said. “We all knew the risk.”

      Recker nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Kind of surprised at Jerrick though.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “That crazy fool was going to blow up his own men.”

      Recker looked back at what was left of the building. “Well, I assume he knew they’d be dead by the time that happened. Or he gave them some type of escape plan or exit strategy and told them to be out of the building by a certain time or something.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “I have a feeling things will quiet down for a while now.”

      “Think so?”

      Recker nodded. “Yeah. He’s still reeling. But he wanted to take a shot. This was it. Maybe it worked out for him, but probably not as well as he wanted. Now he’s gotta regroup. You probably won’t hear anything regarding him for another month or two. He’ll be quiet until he’s added some men to his arsenal.”

      “Yeah, probably so. Maybe you’ll be back before then.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Well, we need to get out of here before the cops roll along.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hell of a way to go out for you, huh?” Malloy said with a smile.

      Recker returned the smile. “Always go out with a blast.”
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      Recker held Mia’s hand tightly as they stood just outside the office. She looked at him, seeing a slightly terrified look on his face, not that he would ever admit it. It wasn’t a look she’d seen often from him. But he was now about to enter unchartered territory for the first time. Up until now, he always knew what was coming next. Even after the CIA tried to take him out in London and he had to lie low for a while, he didn’t know exactly what he was going to do, but he knew Agent 17 was in his crosshairs. He always had a mission. Until now. Now there was no mission. Now it was just him and Mia flying off to some beautiful paradise with no known time or place when they would be returning. If they’d be returning. She knew it wasn’t easy for him, even if it was what he thought he wanted or needed. He was leaving behind the only home he ever thought he had, a job, friends that he cared for, friends that were like family, without knowing if he’d ever be back.

      Mia squeezed his hand in return. “Are you ready?”

      Recker looked at her and smiled, then gave her a quick kiss on the lips. “Yeah.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Recker took a few deep breaths. “Yeah.”

      “We can take a few more minutes if you want a little more time.”

      “No. Now’s as good as ever. Besides, we gotta be at the airport in an hour. We don’t have time to dawdle.”

      “It’ll be OK. This doesn’t have to be goodbye. It’s just so long for a little bit. You’ll see them all again. And we’re in the twenty-first century. With phones and computers, you can be a million miles away and still see people and talk to them.”

      “I know. I guess it’s just the not knowing what’s going to happen once we leave here that’s got me wondering.”

      “It’s a natural feeling. Most people have those kinds of feelings.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      Mia laughed. “Don’t I know it? But seriously, there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s an uneasy feeling when you don’t know what’s coming. But we’ve all felt something like that before.”

      “I hope I’m not miserable company for you in Hawaii.”

      Mia smiled and kissed him. “You don’t have to worry about that. I know exactly how to get you to think about something else.”

      Recker smiled and kissed her. “You do, don’t you?”

      “C’mon. Let’s get to the so long’s so we can get to the airport. I’ve got a special outfit for you for when we get there.”

      “You do?”

      “Sure do. Bought it a couple days ago.”

      “What is it?”

      Mia gave him a seductive smile. “You’ll see when we get there.”

      Recker took another deep breath. “All right, let’s do this.”

      They walked up the steps and he opened the door and they both went inside. Almost immediately, everyone in the office turned around to greet them. Jones and Haley rushed over to them, with Phillips staying a little in the background. Mia hugged both Jones and Haley as they approached them.

      “I was wondering what time you guys were gonna show up,” Haley said.

      “We were beginning to think you’d skip us entirely and go straight to the airport,” Jones said.

      “Awe, we would never do that,” Mia said. “You know you guys are family.”

      “Yeah, we thought about having you guys meet us at the airport,” Recker said. “But all of us meeting there probably wouldn’t be the best idea. Too many cameras and eyes and guards and cops and all that.”

      “Yes, it’s for the best that we say our goodbyes here,” Jones said.

      Mia put her finger in the air to correct him. “Like I was telling Mike, it’s not goodbye. It’s just so long for a little bit. You’ll all see each other again. There are plenty of ways to do that.”

      “Yes, you’re absolutely right. And while you’re out there in Hawaii and you get tired of the beautiful weather and sunshine, not to mention the beautiful girlfriend that you’re with, and you wanna see what’s going on back here, we’re just a phone call away.”

      “And if you guys need anything…” Recker said, before getting cut off by Haley.

      “Then we won’t call you. You’re out there on vacation and to recharge. Don’t worry about what’s going on here. We’ve got it nailed down.”

      Recker let out an uncomfortable smile. “I know. I kind of feel like the kid who’s leaving his family behind to go off to college or the military or something.”

      They all stood there for a few moments, a certain uneasiness filling the air between them as the silence lingered.

      Finally, Jones spoke up. “Well, you two better get going before you miss your flight. And I understand those Hawaiian trips aren’t cheap. Or short.”

      “You can say that again,” Mia replied.

      Recker looked at Haley and stuck his hand out, waiting for his friend to put his hand in his. They shook. “Keep things going strong while I’m gone.”

      “You know I will.”

      “I have no doubts.” Recker then moved down the line and shook hands with Jones.

      “Don’t make this seem final,” Jones said.

      “Just in case. I owe you a lot.”

      Jones forced a smile. “You owe me nothing.”

      “You gave me a purpose when I had none.”

      “Nonsense. You always had a purpose. You just needed a little redirecting with it. The rest was all you.”

      “Nonetheless, without you picking me to help start this thing, I never would have met Mia, never would have met some good friends, and I never would have felt like I had a home.”

      “I have a feeling you two would have still, somehow, mysteriously and miraculously bumped into each other somewhere along the line. It was meant to be.”

      “Maybe so.”

      “I hope you two have already packed or you’re going to have a devil of a time getting to the airport on time.”

      Recker smiled. “Bags in the car.” Recker looked past his friends at the new guy standing around in back of them. He bypassed his friends and went over to him, hoping he could part some last-minute words of wisdom to him. They shook hands. “You’ve got all the talent in the world to be as good as you wanna be.”

      “I appreciate that,” Phillips replied.

      “Just listen to these guys and learn from them so you can reach your full potential.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Recker nodded. “That’s all anyone can ask.”

      “Enjoy your trip.”

      Recker smiled. “I’ll do my best.” Recker then walked past his friends and tapped both of them on the back of the shoulder. “Don’t miss me too much.”

      “You’ll be lucky if we still remember your name in a week or two,” Haley jokingly replied.

      Recker smiled. Mia stepped forward and gave each of Jones and Haley another hug.

      Jones whispered in Mia’s ear. “Take good care of him.”

      “I will.”

      Haley did the same once she got to him. “Don’t let him worry about us too much.”

      “I’ll keep him occupied.”

      Haley smiled. “Remember, it’s a vacation. He’s supposed to be recharging. Don’t wear him out too much.”

      Mia laughed. “I can make no promises.” Mia pulled herself away from Haley and took a few steps back, looking at the two of them. She then put her hand on the cut on Haley’s face. “You guys please take care of yourselves.”

      “We will,” Jones replied. “Now you two go on. Get out of here and enjoy your trip.”

      Mia gave them a wave as she put her arm in Recker’s, who had his out and waiting for her to take it. The two of them walked out of the office, closing the door behind them. Jones and Haley didn’t move for a minute or two, standing there as they watched their friend walk out the door. For Jones, he couldn’t shake the feeling in the pit of his stomach that it may have been the last time he ever saw his friend. Haley finally broke his trance and turned his head toward Jones.

      “He’ll be back.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Jones replied. “Part of me feels like we’ve seen him for the last time.”

      Haley shook his head. “No. He’ll be back.”

      “I don’t know. I get the feeling that once he sees what life is like away from this, away from the danger, in a tropical paradise with a beautiful woman, why would he?”

      Haley tilted his head and shrugged one of his shoulders. “Because this is who he is?”

      “As I said… I’m not so sure.”

      Phillips broke up the conversation, wanting to get back to work. “Hey, how ’bout we get back to work, huh? See if there’s some more bad guys we can mow down.”

      Jones was the first to leave, going back to his desk and sitting next to Phillips. He began showing him a few more things on the computer. Haley looked at them temporarily, then turned his attention back to the closed door, picturing Recker still standing there.

      “He’ll be back. I know it.”
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