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      Recker and Haley walked into the office, already tired out by the events of the morning. It was one of their more hectic ones. They’d already snuffed out a kidnapping attempt, and a convenience store robbery. And it wasn’t even noon yet.

      “You ever get the feeling sometimes that this city’s going down the tubes?” Haley asked.

      “Just another day,” Recker replied. “What’s the song… Mama Told Me There’d Be Days Like These? It’s one of those days.”

      Haley took a deep breath and looked at his watch. “I’m already tired out and it’s not even lunchtime yet. Speaking of which, maybe we should go out and get some while we still have the time. Assuming we do now.”

      Recker looked at their other partner, who was busy stroking the keys of his computer. Jones peered up at them, overhearing their conversation.

      “Are you awaiting an answer from me?”

      Recker shrugged. “Guess it depends if you wanna give one.”

      “We have nothing else on the docket today from what I can see.”

      “We should head out now, then, while we have the chance,” Haley said.

      Recker seemed agreeable. “You wanna join us?”

      Jones briefly stopped typing, considering the offer. “No, I don’t think I will.”

      “C’mon, David, you can’t stay in this office all day,” Haley said. “You said yourself that nothing’s on the table.”

      “That I can see. As you can tell by the morning, and like Michael said, this appears to be one of those days.”

      “I know you can rig something up to get an alert on your phone while you’re out,” Recker said.

      “I can, but… I’ll just sit this one out,” Jones replied. “Next time.”

      “We’re gonna hold you to that,” Haley said.

      Recker and Haley weren’t going to continue badgering him about it, though they both believed that Jones needed to get out and stretch his legs a little more. As Recker and Haley left the office and went to their car, they discussed where to go.

      “How about one of those small outdoor cafes or something?” Haley asked. “I don’t feel like sitting inside.”

      “Yeah, I’ll go along with that.”

      “Wanna see if Mia wants to join us?”

      “I can do that,” Recker said, pulling out his phone as he got in the driver’s seat. He instantly dialed Mia’s number.

      She picked up right away. “What’s wrong?”

      Recker laughed. “Nothing’s wrong. Why do you automatically assume something’s wrong?”

      “Because it’s… not even noon yet. And you’re calling.”

      “Nothing’s wrong. I promise.”

      “You’re sure you’re not just buttering me up for the moment just to drop a bomb on me later?”

      “You’re not being set up.”

      “OK. Then what are you calling for?”

      “We just finished a couple things, and we were going to lunch. Just wanted to see if you wanted to join us?”

      “Who’s we?” Mia asked.

      “Chris. Me. You.”

      “Awe, that’s so sweet. You wanted to have lunch with me.”

      “Well it was really Chris’ idea.”

      “Thanks a lot!”

      Recker kept laughing. “But I guess I could look at you again. You know, if I’m forced to.”

      “Oh, if you’re forced to? Laying it on pretty thick today, huh?”

      “I guess you’re not that bad to look at.”

      Mia finally let out a laugh, too. “What couch do you want to be sleeping on later?”

      “Whatever one you’re on too.”

      “Well I’m not sure if that’s happening now.”

      “You know I’m just teasing.”

      “I know. And I wish I could join you guys for lunch. But I can’t.”

      “Why not?” Recker asked. “I thought you were off today.”

      “Well, I was. But, since you were out and working, I figured I may as well, too. Someone called out, and they asked if I could come in, so… since I didn’t think I was doing anything, I said yes.”

      “Oh. When are you going in?”

      “I’m leaving in about twenty minutes. So I won’t be home until tonight.”

      “OK, well, try not to get into any trouble.”

      “Oh, you’re telling me that?” Mia said. “I should be saying that about you.”

      “You know I never get into any trouble.”

      “Ha! That’s a good one. Trying comedy, these days?”

      “Stretching my talents,” Recker answered.

      “That’s really stretching. By a lot.”

      “Yeah, probably so.”

      “I’ll see you later, OK? Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      “And I love you too!” Haley yelled.

      Mia heard him. “Ditto, Chris!”

      Recker hung up and put his phone back in his pocket.

      “She’s not coming?” Haley asked.

      Recker shook his head. “She’s about to go in to work. Won’t be home till later.”

      “Thought she had off?”

      “Someone called out.”

      “Guess it’s just us, then.”

      “Yeah, looks that way.”

      “Maybe there’s something wrong with us,” Haley said.

      “How you figure?”

      “Well, first David turned us down, now Mia. Maybe we’re not that fun to hang out with.”

      Recker smiled. “Well, neither one of us is known for our outgoing personalities and bubbly behavior.”

      “Maybe we should try acting more perky.”

      “I’ll let you work on that one.”

      They then drove to a small restaurant that they’d been to before. It had a few tables outside for customers to sit. It was a nice enough day with the weather. Once they parked, they got out of their vehicle and started walking to the restaurant. It was a normal day in the area. Lots of cars passing, people walking on the sidewalks, a good amount of activity.

      As Recker and Haley were about to enter the building, Recker glanced across the street. There was nothing that jumped out at him. It was just a reflex action. He noticed several men getting out of expensive-looking black cars. The premium vehicles that wealthy people usually drove in.

      Recker stopped for a moment to keep looking at them, with his partner not even realizing he was now walking alone. Haley continued on to the restaurant. Recker wasn’t sure why he was so intrigued by what he was looking at. He just knew that he was.

      There were four men that for some reason grabbed Recker’s attention. He could only see the back of their bodies, but something was drawing his gaze. He continued staring at them, though he couldn’t say why if he was asked. The men were all dressed in nice-looking suits. The kind that weren’t bought off the rack in your favorite discount department store. These were tailored.

      The four men all walked over to the office building. The ten-floor building was mostly glass, with big windows that encompassed the entire front facade. Once the men reached the front door, one of the men pulled open the door to let the others in first. As the men walked in, the remaining man instinctively looked across the street. It seemed as if he and Recker locked eyes. The man tilted his head, the way one does when you’re not exactly sure if you’re seeing correctly. It was almost as if he recognized Recker’s face.

      But it was a face that Recker knew as well. At least he thought he did. As Recker continued his stare, the man put his head down and wiped his nose, almost as if he were embarrassed at being spotted. He quickly went inside the building.

      Recker took a few steps toward the street. He wasn’t ready to dart across the street yet or anything, but he did seem to be getting drawn that way. His concentration wasn’t broken until he felt Haley’s hand grab his arm. Recker spun his head toward his partner, almost surprised that he was there.

      “You OK?”

      Recker only looked at him for a second, before putting his eyes on the building across the street again. He wasn’t sure what was going on here. Maybe it was all an illusion.

      “Mike? You all right?”

      “Uh, yeah. Yeah, I guess so.”

      “What’s wrong? Looks like you saw a ghost or something?”

      Recker turned toward his partner again. “I think maybe I did.”
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      Both Recker and Haley stayed in place for a minute. Neither seemed quite sure what to do next. They were both kind of in shock.

      “You wanna say that again?” Haley asked.

      Recker started shaking his head. He couldn’t explain it. Hell, maybe he was hallucinating for all he knew. They had been working pretty much every day for the last couple of weeks. Maybe all the extra activity was catching up to them. Maybe that was it. It had to be. There really couldn’t be any other reason.

      But yet, there he was, standing there, his head in a fog, sure that what he saw really was there. His vision seemed normal. He didn’t have a headache. The weather was clear. He couldn’t have been seeing things.

      “Mike, you all right?”

      Recker took a deep breath. “I guess so.”

      “What the hell is going on? You were fine five minutes ago. Now all of a sudden you’re looking like you just escaped a horror movie.”

      Recker opened his mouth, but no words came out. He pointed to the large office building across the street.

      “I just, uh, saw people going into that building there.”

      “Yeah? And? Something wrong with that?”

      Recker took another deep breath. “It’s… the one guy I saw… I almost thought I recognized him.”

      “Oh? Friend of yours?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then what’s the issue?”

      Recker hesitated before he answered. “I killed him.”

      Haley snapped his head back, not quite prepared to hear those words. “You what?”

      “I killed him. A couple years before I came here and met David.”

      Haley looked at his partner like he had suddenly gone crazy. It might not have been too far from the truth if he really believed what he was saying.

      “So you’re saying you just saw a guy go in that building… that you killed a few years back?”

      Recker nodded. “That’s what I’m saying. Pretty crazy, right?”

      “Unbelievable, almost.” Haley looked up at the sky. “Look, the sun’s out, it’s pretty hot, it’s glaring down, maybe it created an angle where you kinda just thought you noticed someone who looked like this guy.”

      Recker glanced up at the sky, as well. A hot sun has been known to play a trick on people from time to time. “Yeah. Maybe.” He didn’t think that was it, though. Not this time.

      “It’s obviously not the same guy, Mike. If you killed this guy, which I assume you’d know if you did, he obviously couldn’t still be standing here, could he?”

      “Not likely.”

      “Unless there’s some new scientific marvel that I haven’t heard about recently.”

      “Seems pretty unlikely, huh?” Recker replied.

      “I’d say it was. So there you go,” Haley said. “Obviously the sun’s playing tricks on you. It’s physically impossible to be the same guy.”

      “Unless I didn’t kill him.”

      “Wait a minute, you said you did.”

      “I thought I did.”

      “Aren’t you sure?”

      “Thought I was.”

      He playfully tapped Recker on the arm. Recker let out a smile, but he still wasn’t sure. Haley could see that his friend was still bothered by what he thought he saw.

      “I tell you what. If this has really got you spooked, there’s an easy solution to figuring this out.”

      “What’s that?” Recker asked.

      “Let’s just walk over to that building, go inside, and ask if we could see the people that just went in there. You can get a better look at their faces. Then you’ll be able to see that it wasn’t the same guy. Maybe someone who’s just a look-alike. Then you won’t have to worry about it anymore.” Haley rubbed his stomach. “Then we can get something to eat.”

      “And say what when we get in there?”

      Haley shrugged. He didn’t seem worried about it. “We’ll figure it out when we get there. Thought we saw an old friend, a colleague, some classmates from college? Something along those lines. We always figure it out.”

      Recker seemed agreeable to that. “OK. Let’s go.”

      The two men waited at the curb for a few cars to pass, then scurried across the street. Once they got to the office building door, Recker paused for a second. Haley could tell a lot of thoughts were going through his friend’s mind. He actually couldn’t recall ever seeing him so unnerved before. It was clear Recker thought he saw something. Something that freaked him out. Now it was just a question of whether he was right. But they were about to find out.

      Haley threw open the door and the two men walked in. It was a good-sized lobby, with one desk in the middle of the room, belonging to a receptionist. She greeted them with a smile as they approached her desk.

      “Can I help you?”

      Haley spoke up. “Yes, we just wanted to talk to the men that just came in here. They looked like old college pals of ours. Haven’t seen them in some time.”

      “I’m afraid nobody’s come in here.”

      “I just saw four men come in here,” Recker said. “Expensive suits, sunglasses, tight haircuts. In the last ten minutes.”

      “I’m sorry. Nobody’s walked in since Mrs. Winningham this morning. That was two hours ago.”

      “Have you been away from your desk at all?”

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

      Recker looked at his partner. “I know what I saw.”

      “Are you sure nobody’s been in here?” Haley asked.

      “I’ve been sitting here,” the receptionist answered. “I haven’t seen anyone.”

      “Four men?”

      “I’m sorry, no.”

      “Maybe you went to get coffee or something?”

      The woman continued shaking her head. She was sticking with the same story. “Nope. No one.”

      “What businesses operate here?” Recker asked.

      The woman pointed to a black sign on the wall. It was the kind that had the glass on the outside, and white lettering on the inside with the names of the businesses, along with their unit numbers. Recker and Haley walked over to it.

      “Stand between me and her,” Recker whispered.

      Haley blocked the woman’s view as Recker took out his phone and quickly took a picture of the businesses that were listed. He then put the phone back in his pocket. He was skeptical about the woman. He knew she was lying. He knew it. He didn’t imagine the men walking in there. Maybe he was looking at a different guy than the one who was supposed to be dead, but he didn’t make up four people and a car out front. That much was clear.

      “What do you wanna do?” Haley asked.

      “I dunno. This woman’s not gonna tell us anything. And I don’t want to push it right now.”

      As they looked at the business directory, nothing jumped out at them as unusual or set off any alarms. But something was obviously not what it seemed.

      “Is there anything else I can help you with?” the woman asked.

      They turned back to her.

      “No,” Recker said. “Sorry. I must have been mistaken.”

      She had a smile on her face. “Oh, no problem. It happens.”

      Recker and Haley walked out of the building, stopping once they hit the sidewalk out in front. They looked up at the building, almost expecting someone to be looking down at them from a window. Haley could see his partner was still worked up about this.

      “Hey, let’s go over and eat, and figure out our next steps.”

      Recker agreed. “I’m not crazy. Maybe the one guy isn’t who I think he is, but I didn’t dream up four of them.”

      “I know you didn’t. I got the feeling that receptionist was keeping something from us.”

      “Like four people who just walked in?”

      “Yeah. The question is what are they hiding?”

      The two walked across the street and finally made it to the restaurant, taking up a seat at one of the outdoor tables. They still had a view of the building across from them, so if the men came back out, they’d clearly see it. Of course, Recker had his doubts about that. He knew the one man obviously saw him. And if they knew Recker came into the building to check on him, and that they were sitting across the street, it was unlikely they’d just come waltzing out the front door. There was likely a back door with their name on it.

      After they ordered, Haley started quizzing his partner on what he thought he saw.

      “You wanna explain how you can see a guy that you thought was dead?”

      Recker took a few seconds to clear his head, and get everything straight in his mind. It’d been well over seven or eight years, by that point.

      “I was on an assignment for the agency. You know the ones. Execution file. Simple takeout mission. Do the job, lay low for a couple days, then extract yourself through the usual channels.”

      “Who was the target?” Haley asked.

      “Marko Petrović. Real bad guy. He was a Croatian jack-of-all-trades type of guy. Most of what he was hooked up with, though, was violent. Bodyguard, assassin, mercenary, mostly involving drugs, money, and guns. He was also heavily into the trafficking business. Again, money, drugs, and people. Just a real bad guy all the way around.”

      “Hired himself out?”

      “To the highest bidder. Every time. And he didn’t care who he had to hurt to accomplish the task of whatever he was hired for.”

      “So you were sent to take him out?”

      Recker nodded. “And I thought I did. Until today.”

      “How does that happen, though? I know you’re not sloppy. You wouldn’t have done a half-ass job out there.”

      “I took him out from a distance. Sniper rifle.” Recker’s mind immediately immersed himself back into that day, like he’d never left it. “It was a crowded street. Some type of market going on, or a festival, or something. I hit him. He went down. I know I hit him. Got him in the chest.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t a fatal blow.”

      “I never got to check on him. As you can imagine, it got pretty crazy around there after the shot. But I know I drilled him. Anyway, word came down the following day that his body was in the morgue.”

      “Did you check it?”

      “Not me. The agency didn’t want to risk sending me in for that in case the people Petrović was working for were around and watching.”

      “How’d they verify, then?”

      “Apparently they had a police contact who went to the morgue, then verified it was Petrović that was lying there. Then the agency closed the books on it. I was assigned to a new case, and that was it.”

      “All neat and tidy,” Haley said. “What do you know about that police contact?”

      “Nothing. Wasn’t my contact. The agency said they had it covered. Wasn’t my concern anymore.”

      “So you think Petrović wasn’t really killed? That maybe this police officer was on the take, paid to say Petrović was dead, then everyone went on about their business like nothing ever happened?”

      “I don’t know. Never thought anything of it until now.”

      “Never any chatter about Petrović still being out there?”

      Recker shook his head. “Nothing that I ever heard. And a guy like that, I’d think his name would pop up again within the last six or seven years.”

      “How would he recognize you, though? You said you locked eyes with the guy over there and you thought he recognized you.”

      “Well, before that fatal shot in the street, we had a couple of other close encounters. You know I always preferred to get closer to my targets. We engaged in three other confrontations before that. Neither of us were able to get the upper hand. Finally resorted to that sniper shot.”

      “So he would definitely know you again if he saw you. Assuming he’s still alive.”

      “I don’t think there’s any doubt.”

      “And he looked the same?”

      “Not quite,” Recker answered. “He used to have long hair, down to his shoulders. The guy across the street looked like his head was closely shaved. And he had a hat on. But his face… I’d never forget that face.”

      “So how do you wanna handle this?”

      “Handle what?”

      “Well we gotta figure out what’s going on here, don’t we?”

      “What if I’m just hallucinating or something?”

      “You’re not. I don’t know whether you saw Petrović or not, but there’s obviously something going on in that building. That receptionist gave off bad vibes, and even if it’s not Petrović, I know you didn’t dream up four people going in there. So there’s something.”

      “Is it something we wanna intrude upon, though?”

      “I’d say yes,” Haley said. “Because in the event that it actually is Petrović, that means you’ve got unfinished business. And something big is going on here. Not to mention it’d bring up a host of other questions.”

      “Like how a dead man can still be walking the streets?”

      “That too. But if Petrović was an execution file, they always get finished. Always.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Recker and Haley remained seated at their table, long after they had finished their lunch. Luckily, nobody else was itching for a table yet. They ordered a couple other drinks, non-alcoholic, while they waited. They hadn’t seen anyone else go in or out of that building, though.

      “Pretty strange,” Haley said.

      “Which part?”

      “Well, all of it. But I’m mostly referring to the fact that we’ve been sitting here for two hours and haven’t seen a single person enter or leave that building. Kind of weird. Ten-floor building, dozens of businesses, and nobody’s gone in or out.”

      No sooner had the words left his lips, then they saw a couple people walk in. Looked like a regular couple. Nothing unusual about them.

      “Figures,” Haley said. “Make a liar out of me.”

      They thought they might have had something with the lack of activity, but their ideas were soon blown apart, as suddenly dozens of people started walking in.

      “Maybe everyone was at lunch.”

      After a few more minutes, Recker finally got up.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We’re just wasting our time here,” Recker said. “Our guys aren’t coming out.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “And we’re not gonna learn anything by just sitting here.”

      They walked back across the street, but instead of going inside the building again, walked around the block until they came up to the rear of the building. There were a couple of cars parked there, though none were the ones Recker saw the four men getting out of.

      “Well, the back door looks like the exit,” Haley said.

      “Yeah. Let’s head back to the office and start running these things down.”

      “Give David a heads-up?”

      “Uh, not yet. First, I wanna make a call. You drive on the way back.”

      They went back to their car and headed for the office. Along the way, Recker called Michelle Lawson.

      “Hey, I was just thinking about you,” Lawson said.

      “Oh?”

      She laughed. “Don’t get worried. I was just thinking that I hadn’t heard from you in a while.”

      “Oh. Well, glad I could put that to rest now.”

      “I’m assuming you’re not just calling to say hi.”

      “Uh, hi.”

      Lawson laughed harder. “You’re not good at small-talk. I know something’s on your mind. It’s fine. Just come out with it.”

      “What do you know about a man named Marko Petrović?”

      Lawson was silent for a moment, thinking it over. “Never heard of him. Why?”

      “Don’t recognize the name?”

      “No, should I?”

      “He’s a… a guy from my past.”

      “Oh. Well that sounds ominous. A guy from your past. Mysterious. And creepy.”

      “He’s also supposed to be dead.”

      “Oh. Well then what’s the problem? Why are you asking about him?”

      Recker sighed. “Because I thought I saw him today.”

      Lawson was quiet again. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “You heard right. I thought I saw him.”

      “I… I don
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