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      Recker sat in his chair, watching the beautiful, bikini-clad woman running out of the water. He couldn’t take his eyes off her as she ran on the sand, the water making her body glisten. Mia had a big smile on her face, as she had every day since they’d been in Hawaii. Recker honestly didn’t think he’d make it. Staying in one spot, as beautiful as the scenery was, without anything to do other than relax. He was sure he’d go crazy after a week or two. But here he was.

      They’d now been there for twelve weeks. And he was still in no hurry to leave. Mia was certainly happy about being there. She was in no hurry to get back, either. This had really been the most relaxing couple of months Recker could ever remember.

      After a minute, Mia finally reached him, planting a kiss on his lips as she got there. She sat in a chair next to him and dried herself off with a towel.

      “Isn’t this the best?”

      Recker nodded, looking out at the ocean. “It certainly has its benefits.”

      “I still can’t believe we’ve been here for three months.”

      “Miss home?”

      “Honestly? Not really. I guess that probably sounds a little harsh, but… how could anybody get tired of this? Beautiful beach, beautiful weather, sand, ocean, no hustle or bustle. This is the dream.” Recker smiled at her. Seeing her happy and content made him even more so. “I guess we should probably be going back soon, though, huh?”

      Recker shrugged. “Why?”

      Mia stared at his face for a few seconds, trying to analyze him. She was having trouble figuring him out this time. She wasn’t sure if he actually was as calm as he appeared, or if he was just acting that way for her benefit. “Are you going to tell me you don’t miss being back home, meeting people in dark alleys, dodging bullets, dealing with some less than desirable people?”

      Recker grinned. “Honestly? I don’t.”

      “Seriously? You’re not just saying that for me?”

      Recker cleared his throat. “You know, when I initially mentioned coming out here, I really thought we’d be here for three or four weeks, then I’d get bored and wanna go back. Get back to work.”

      “And you’re gonna sit there and tell me that you don’t want to go back?”

      Recker shook his head. “I really don’t miss it. It’s funny. I never thought I was capable of living like this. Just enjoying the scenery without being involved in something. But you’re right. How could you get tired of this? I feel good. I feel relaxed. I don’t feel like I need to go back.”

      Mia leaned over and grabbed his arm, getting excited, thinking about their future. “Do you think it’s possible… I mean… do you think we could stay here? Like… forever? Does that sound crazy to even think that?”

      Recker smiled. “I don’t think it sounds crazy at all.”

      “Do you really think we could? Would you want to?”

      “What about your work?” Recker then laughed. “I think you’ve given up your next three years of vacation time to be here this long.”

      “I’d be OK if we didn’t go back. I really would. I mean, if we bought a house on the beach somewhere, just enjoyed each day as it came, without worrying about me going to work, or you making it back home in one piece.” Mia had a pleasant look on her face just thinking of it all. “I can just imagine it. And David and Chris could always come out to visit, so it’s not like we’d never see them again.”

      “You don’t think you’d get tired of going to the beach every day?”

      Mia raised her eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      Recker laughed. “I guess that’s a no?”

      “There’s other things to do besides going to the beach. We could get a boat, we could learn to scuba dive, we could learn to surf, there’s a lot of things to do here. We’ve got enough money where we don’t need to work.”

      “Yeah, I know, I hear ya.”

      “You don’t want to?”

      “I’m not saying no. Let’s just think about it for a few days or a week or whatever.”

      “And there’s hospitals here, so I could always get a job here if I needed to.”

      Recker smiled at her, knowing she was excited thinking about the prospects of remaining there. He leaned over and kissed her. Even he had to admit the thought of living there forever was enticing.

      They sat there, soaking up the sun and the sand for a little while longer. They were only a few minutes away from their hotel, and there wasn’t a dark cloud in the sky. For them, everything still seemed perfect.
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      Haley walked through the door, looking at his phone like he usually did. It seemed to be his normal routine now. He walked in, checked his phone to see if he had a message from Recker, then went on about his day. It’d been a week since he last heard from his friend. They each texted each other periodically, though neither wanted to pull the other away from what they were doing.

      Haley sighed upon seeing that he didn’t have any new messages, then walked over to the desk and sat next to Jones.

      “Anything on the agenda today?”

      “Not so far,” Jones replied. “Why so glum?”

      “Huh?”

      “The sigh heard ‘round the world. They could hear that in Florida, probably.”

      “Ah, it’s nothing.”

      Jones already knew what it was, though. Haley’s mood had changed in the time that Recker was gone. Some days, Jones got the impression that Haley didn’t even want to be there. His demeanor had changed to one where it seemed like he was only there because he had to be, not because he wanted to be. It was a little concerning to Jones, hoping that Haley would eventually snap out of it and fully embrace their new dynamics, as hard as it was to accept.

      “He’s enjoying his time,” Jones said.

      “I really thought he would be back. I thought after four weeks, six weeks at most, he’d be itching to get back.”

      Jones smiled. “The lure of a Hawaiian beach and a beautiful woman at your side is a tough thing to pass up. Doesn’t matter who you are.”

      Haley sighed again. “Yeah, I know. I just… it’s just weird not seeing him around here, you know?”

      “Oh, believe me, I know. It’s certainly different. But he’s been gone for twelve weeks now. We have to finally entertain the possibility that he’s not coming back. He’s earned this time.”

      “I know he has.”

      “It could be that he’s just reached the end of the line. He could just be ready for the next chapter. And there are a lot worse places to start it than out there.”

      Haley still couldn’t hide his disappointment in Recker being absent. “Yeah.”

      “He’s been a great partner. A great friend. But if he’s moving on, we have to do so as well.”

      Haley looked around the room. “Speaking of partners, where is he?”

      “Uh, he should be in soon. He said he was working on something.”

      Haley scrunched the left side of his face, obviously confused. “Working on what? What’s there to work on right now?”

      “He did not say.”

      “I swear if he’s trying to do something against Vincent, I’m gonna punch his lights out. He’s got some kind of strange fascination with him.”

      “He views Vincent as a criminal. Which he is. We brought him in to take down the criminal element in this city. He’s taken that to heart.”

      “And we’ve also explained numerous times that Vincent is not our enemy. With all the other things that are going on out there, taking care of Vincent is not in our best interests, and he’s not even in the top ten of things we need to worry about.”

      “I know. And I agree.”

      “Well then why don’t you tell him to knock it off? He obviously doesn’t listen to me.”

      “Paxton is wired differently than you and Michael. He needs to do things in his way. Just as I’ve let you and Mike do things in your own way, he needs to do it in his.”

      “Even if it’s wrong?”

      “He’s technically not wrong.”

      “David…”

      “I know, I know. But we have to walk a narrow line with him, between giving him guidance, and completely cuffing his hands. We brought him in to be one of us. We didn’t bring him in to be micromanaged.”

      “I think it’s a mistake.”

      “It may very well be. But I think it’s necessary that we give him a little rope.”

      “And if he hangs himself with it?”

      Jones shot him a look. “It’s our job to see that he doesn’t.”

      Haley sighed again, and shook his head. He wasn’t on board with Jones’ line of thinking. “Sometimes I think it’d be better if I was working alone. Mike did it for a while before I came in, right?”

      “Yes, but I’d like to think we’ve evolved since then. We don’t need to go it alone anymore. Having another partner in the fold is helpful.”

      “Not if I’m fighting with him every step of the way.”

      “You just need to give him more time. I still believe he will be a valuable asset, if we allow him to grow. He will make mistakes, yes. Some of them may be costly. Some of them we will look back on and say they probably should have been avoided. But it will make him better.”

      Haley nodded, though he still wasn’t in agreement. “Just hope it doesn’t cost one of us our lives,” he whispered.

      Jones heard him, and glanced over at him out of the corner of his eye, but thought it better to not respond. He knew Haley was already frustrated to begin with, and engaging further in a conversation probably wasn’t the best way to raise his spirits. He just had to hope he’d eventually come around. If not, everything that Jones had tried to build over the past few years was at risk of crumbling down.
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      Half the day elapsed, with neither Jones nor Haley sure about where the third member of the team was. Haley started taking up Recker’s usual position of pacing around the room.

      “He’ll be here,” Jones said, taking a second to look up from his computer.

      “Why isn’t he here yet?”

      “If he ran into trouble, he would have let us know.”

      “That’s the thing. Why should he have run into trouble? We’re not working on anything right now.”

      “You’re right. He’s probably not. That’s why you need to relax. He’s probably just out taking a walk or something.”

      “Do you even know the guy?”

      “Chris, you need to relax. He’s fine.”

      “Then why hasn’t he checked in since this morning?”

      “You’re not required to check in at all hours of the day.”

      “Yeah, but he’s not me. And he’s not Mike. He still needs more attention. So he should be here so we can give it to him. He’s kind of arrogant. Well, not kind of. He is arrogant.”

      “As a lot of talented people who know how good they are… are.”

      “You gotta stop defending him, David. I know you really want this to work, but even you have to know you can’t bat a thousand every time. You’re gonna have a swing and miss every now and then.”

      “I’m not ready to admit that yet.”

      Haley sighed and ran his hand over the hair on his head. He believed that Jones knew the situation wasn’t working out, but just hoped that it would be more than he really thought it would. Haley thought they were trying to fit a square block into a round hole. Phillips had been with the team for over three months, and it didn’t feel like he was blending in. It still felt like Phillips was a wild card, who was more interested in doing his own thing, rather than being a part of the team.

      It didn’t take much longer before they finally heard from Phillips, though. He called Haley, who was ready to rip him a new one.

      “Where are you at?” Haley tersely asked.

      “Hey, need your help. I’m pinned down right now.”

      “Pinned down?! Doing what?!”

      “I was trailing a bunch of guys, figured they had a drug shipment or something. Didn’t go as well as I hoped.”

      Haley heard gunfire in the background. He sighed and shook his head. “Where are you at?”

      “Uh, not real sure right now. I’m kinda busy.”

      “We’ll just ping your phone. Who and what are you up against?”

      “Who, I’m not sure. What, I think there’s three or four of them.”

      Haley loudly sighed into the phone, making sure his partner knew his displeasure. “Just hang on, I’m on my way.”

      Haley hung up and went to the gun cabinet, grabbing a few weapons, explaining the situation to Jones as he did. Once he had what he needed, he sped past Jones.

      “Ping his phone and text me where he’s at,” Haley said, flying out the door.

      All of their phones were connected to Jones’ computer, so they’d be able to tell where any of them were at any moment, especially in a situation like this. Haley was barely out of the parking lot before Jones texted him the address. The address belonged to some type of storage warehouse, but there was something familiar about it. Jones knew he’d seen the address before somewhere. He typed it into his computer and within seconds, knew where he had seen it before.

      It was a building that belonged to Vincent. That’s why Jones knew it. It was on the list of publicly known facilities that Vincent owned. Armed with this new information, he called Haley.

      Haley answered, but was greeted with silence. He had a feeling something was up. “Uh, yeah?”

      Jones was silent for a few more seconds before answering. “I’m not quite sure how to say this.”

      “Phillips is dead?”

      “Oh no, please don’t even joke about that.”

      “Phillips is already back at the office?”

      “I don’t think he’s that good.”

      “Then what?” Now it was Jones’ turn to loudly sigh into the phone. “David, what’s wrong?”

      “Um, the place Paxton is at… is a building that’s owned by… Vincent.”

      Haley was quiet for a moment as he processed what he was just told. “You’ve gotta be kidding.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “You’re telling me that Paxton is in a shootout with Vincent’s crew?”

      “Um, well, I think that… let’s not jump to conclusions yet. It could be someone using Vincent’s building without his knowledge. Or it could be someone else who… who…” Jones was stumbling as he tried to think of something other than the most likely scenario. He really didn’t want to think about trading shots with Vincent’s men.

      Haley had no such thoughts of an alternate scenario. He knew what was going on. “David, just stop kidding yourself. Paxton’s screwed himself, and probably us with him. Nobody’s using that building without Vincent’s knowledge and approval.”

      “Just hurry up and get there and try to get him out without doing too much damage.”

      “I think it’s probably a little too late for that.”

      “Work as many miracles as you can muster.”

      Haley got to the building in about twenty-five minutes. There were some cars parked out in front of the place, so he assumed some people were still there. He parked his car around the corner, then went in on foot. He ran around to the side of the building, looking for an entrance point. He didn’t see one yet. He then went to the back, and saw a window that had been knocked out. He assumed that was how Phillips got in. Either that, or the gunfire knocked it out.

      Haley crawled through the window, a few pieces of glass crackling underneath his feet as he stepped on the inside. He spun around, looking for his partner. It was dark in there, and he wasn’t about to put on a flashlight and give his position away, so he had to hope he heard a noise somewhere. There were a few pallets filled with boxes next to him, so he slid in behind them, waiting for an indication someone was out there.

      He spent a few minutes in that spot, not moving an inch, and not making a sound. Not wanting to be there for too long, Haley finally pulled out his phone and sent Phillips a text message.

      “I’m here. You still in the building?”

      He got a reply almost immediately. “I’m here. Where are you?”

      “By the back window that’s broken.”

      “Coming to you.”

      Haley immediately noticed the light from a flashlight shining in the air. He looked around the pallet and saw Phillips’ outline walking over to him. Haley waited until Phillips made it to him before speaking, still wary of Vincent’s men.

      “Don’t you think you should get down?” Haley asked.

      “Oh, they’re all gone now.”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      “Well I heard someone coming in back here and I wasn’t sure who it was.”

      “You sure they’re gone?”

      “Well, I nailed a couple of them, then the others scattered,” Phillips replied.

      “How do you know they left?”

      “I heard one of them talking about leaving to get some backup.”

      Haley sighed, then walked past him as he walked around the floor, looking for the dead bodies. Then, he found one. He put on the flashlight from his phone, lighting up the man’s face. Haley shook his head. Phillips came up behind him.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Do you know who this is?” Haley asked.

      “No. Why? Should I?”

      “Yes, you should! It’s one of Vincent’s men.”

      Phillips shrugged, not seeming to care. “So?”

      “So, this is the type of thing we were trying to avoid. We didn’t want to get into it with him. Now, you basically just did.”

      “First off, how’s he gonna know it was us? Second, I told you, he’s a criminal. And I’m not discriminating. If they’re on the other side, they’re going down. Simple as that.”

      “You’re too stupid for your own good, you know that?”

      “I think it’s time you stop worrying about this guy. You guys have put him up on such a pedestal, I mean, it’s ridiculous. Just take him out and clean up the streets. That is what we’re here for, isn’t it?”

      “You just don’t get it, do you? Vincent being at the top helps keep things somewhat civil in this city. If he’s gone, you have no idea how many criminal gangs are going to come out of the woodwork and try to take his place.”

      “And like I’ve said before, if they do, we’ll take them out too. They should be fearing us, not the other way around.”

      Haley just glared at him, his nostrils flaring out. He wanted to knock the smug look off his partner’s shoulders right then and there. Actually, he wanted to just put him in a hole somewhere and leave him. But that wasn’t what partners did, whether they liked each other or not.

      Haley continued walking around the room, finding another body a few seconds later. He was also one of Vincent’s men. Haley knew it was unlikely that Vincent would let this go without some type of reply, either verbal or physical. He just hoped that whatever it was, was something they’d be able to work out.

      After the years it took Recker to build up the relationship he had with Vincent, Haley felt a certain responsibility to keep it going in his absence, especially if Recker returned. He’d hate to have Recker come back to find everything he built in tatters and hanging on by a thread.

      Phillips came over to Haley again. “You wanna stay here and wait for them to get back?”

      “No, I don’t. I’m leaving. You stay if you want.”

      Haley stormed off, walking back to the window he came in through. Phillips went after him. He caught up to Haley just before they went back through the window. He tapped Haley on the arm and pointed up to the corner of the room.

      “Look. Security camera there.”

      “Yep,” Haley said.

      Phillips pointed his gun at it and fired. What was left of the camera after that fell to the ground. “Looks like nobody will be seeing us now.” Phillips climbed through the window.

      Haley stood there for a moment and looked around. He knew there were more cameras out there. Vincent wouldn’t have just one. He took a deep breath and shook his head before joining his partner on the outside. He knew there’d be fallout from this.

      “Yep. Nobody at all.”
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      Phillips sat there in silence as Haley reamed him out. Jones had never seen Haley as angry as he was at this moment. The veins in his neck were sticking out, and his face was getting red with each passing moment. Jones also sat there, just listening to the verbal barrage his friend was belting out. Jones had already had his say, and though he let his disapproval be known, it wasn’t quite as fierce as what Haley was dishing out.

      “The next time you do something, on your own, off-script, you’re also getting out of it on your own!” Haley yelled. “Because I’m not coming to save your ass again. It’s about time you start falling in line with the rest of us, and doing what we tell you to do, instead of just doing what you want, anyway. You either conform with what we want, or get your ass out!”

      “Chris,” Jones said, trying to calm him down before he said some things that couldn’t be taken back. Of course, there was probably nothing that Haley could say that he would want to take back, anyway.

      Haley either didn’t hear Jones, or was ignoring him, because he continued his verbal assault on the new man of the team. “Ever since you got here, you’ve operated on your own beliefs, on your own time, and your own stupidity. You’ve either ignored or chosen not to listen to everything we’ve tried to tell you. No matter what we say or do, you do what you want, anyway. Well that’s stopping now.”

      Phillips continued sitting there, not muttering a word in response. It was somewhat surprising, knowing his brash personality, and the fact that he did often do what he wanted, regardless of what anyone tried to tell him. Maybe Haley’s words were finally hitting the right note. Maybe he’d finally seen the error of his ways, but somehow, Haley doubted it. But it was still something he needed to get off his chest.

      Phillips waited a few more minutes, letting Haley say everything he needed to before finally responding. “You done?”

      “Why, you got something to say?”

      “Yeah. You already know my feelings about all of this. All I did…”

      “It’s not about your feelings! You’ve been here three months! You don’t have any feelings yet. You don’t know nothing, you shouldn’t think nothing, and you shouldn’t act on nothing. Not unless one of us tells you to. I don’t care what kind of experience you’ve had, how much of a big shot you think you are, or whether you think you know it all. Let me explain something to you, bub, you’re an idiot. A world-class, All-American idiot.”

      Phillips finally got up. His posture looked like he was taking all that he was going to. He took a few steps toward Haley. Jones, seeing what was going on, and fearing that the two men were going to come to blows, quickly hurried around the table and got between them.

      “Let’s everyone cool our heads for a moment,” Jones said.

      Haley wasn’t really interested in that, though, pointing at Phillips. “He better get that head of his in the game, or I’m gonna permanently cool it.”

      “Oh, you wanna play Mr. Bigshot, do you?” Phillips replied. “Because I ain’t gotta take anymore of your crap, man.”

      “Well then there’s the door. Hope it hits you on the way out.”

      “If there’s anybody going out that door, it’s gonna be you after I throw you out.”

      The two men continued moving towards each other, with Jones starting to get squeezed in the middle. Jones put one hand on each of them to try to keep them at bay. He hoped cooler heads would prevail, because if they really wanted at each other, he wasn’t going to be able to stop them.

      “Let’s remember we’re all on the same side here,” Jones said.

      “This guy’s on his own side,” Haley said. “He sure ain’t on mine.”

      “You know, you’re starting to get a big mouth,” Phillips said.

      “Oh, I’m getting a big mouth? That’s pretty rich coming from you.”

      “Let’s just take this outside so I can shut you up for good.”

      “Fine with me.”

      Jones feared he was losing control of the situation. “Gentlemen, gentlemen.” He feared for one of their lives. Two men as skilled as they were, who genuinely seemed to not like each other, going at it in a fight… well, Jones worried that one of them wouldn’t make it back. And he couldn’t have that.

      “Lead the way,” Haley said.

      “Fine.” Phillips started walking toward the door.

      Before Haley was able to follow him, Jones took a firmer grasp on Haley’s arms, grabbing both of them. He pushed him over to the couch. “Sit down.” Haley just looked at him, not sure he was going to listen. But Jones repeated his command, and in a much firmer voice. “Sit.”

      Haley finally listened and sat down. He sighed and looked down at the floor.

      With one of them finally under control, Jones turned around and pointed at Phillips. “You. Sit over there.”

      Phillips complied with his wishes. He hadn’t said much, but Haley couldn’t ever remember a time in which Jones talked in that manner.

      With both men seemingly calmed down, Jones turned his head toward each of them. “Now, there will be no more talk about stepping outside. Whatever our feelings are toward each other, or what we think of each other, we will work out whatever differences we have. We are partners, we are a team, and we will act as such.” Jones then glared at Phillips to let him know he was now talking to him specifically. “Some of us will start acting with more care and thought in regards to our actions. We will take better directions from those who have been around longer, who know the landscape better, whether that jibes with our own personal feelings or not.” Jones then spun his head around to look at Haley. “And some of us will do a better job of actually teaching our philosophies, and instead of getting mad and frustrated, will find a better way of instilling those ideas into newer members of the team.”

      Jones looked at both men, neither of whom were looking at him. The eyes of both men were staring at the floor. Judging by their posture, they had both gotten the message loud and clear. Neither looked very interested in continuing the conflict any further.

      “Should I take it we are now ready to move on?” Jones asked.

      Haley took a deep breath, looked at Jones, and gave a slight nod. He had said all he wanted to say, all he needed to say, and was now ready to move forward. Phillips had the same reaction.

      “Now I want you two to get up, shake hands, and we’ll figure things out together. Understood?”

      Haley and Phillips looked at each other, neither very willing to move at the moment.

      “Come on,” Jones said.

      Finally, Haley got up. As soon as he did, Phillips did as well. Then, the two men begrudgingly moved their feet and started to walk toward each other. Phillips was the first to put
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