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      Recker and Haley had split up, each taking different floors. They were in an old abandoned building, looking for the kidnapped wife of a wealthy businessman. According to the information that Jones intercepted, the exchange of her life for a large sum of cash was scheduled to go down the next day. But the team didn’t believe the woman would make it that far. Jones had evidence suggesting that the kidnappers were only keeping the woman alive long enough for the woman’s husband to bring the money to them. Once they had that, they had no intention of setting her free, or letting her live.

      Recker and Haley knew they were on a time crunch. There were six floors to clear, and they had only gotten through the first one. They snuck in without incident, and hadn’t even seen anything nefarious up to this point. Once they got into the building, Recker took the right side, while Haley took the left. There were separate sets of stairs on each side of the building.

      “I’m about to enter the second floor,” Haley said.

      Recker had just reached the door to the second floor as well. “Me too.”

      “Still haven’t seen anything. What if we got this all wrong?”

      “They’re here. David was positive.”

      “We still don’t even know how many we’re up against here.”

      “Don’t think there’s more than six,” Recker said. “That’s the max.”

      “How sure are you of that?”

      “Eh, I wouldn’t bet the house on it.”

      Haley laughed. “That’s what I thought.”

      “Even if there’s more, there won’t be much more.”

      “All right, going in.”

      Both men threw open their respective doors and stepped onto the second floor. They walked slowly and methodically, making sure every inch of space they moved through was clear and free of surprises. After they went through the entire floor, without any hint of an enemy combatant, they went back to their previous positions on the stairs. Now they were making their way up to the third floor. Questions were still unanswered.

      “Something about this seem funny to you?” Haley asked.

      “Like what?”

      “There’s supposed to be a team of kidnappers in here, right?”

      “Yeah?”

      “We’re through two floors and we haven’t seen a single sign of anybody. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

      “Yeah, a little.”

      “I mean, wouldn’t these guys have guards posted on the first floor to alert the others if there was trouble?”

      Recker turned his head, looking down the steps he had just come up. “There’s nothing in the rule book that says the people we’re going up against have to be smart.”

      “But that’s the thing. They’ve been smart up to now. The kidnapping, the ransom, everything. Nothing suggests these people are idiots.”

      “True.”

      “So why make an idiot move now?”

      Recker looked back at the steps again. Something was gnawing at him. His partner’s words were ringing true. Something was off. He just didn’t know what that something was.

      “What do you think?” Haley asked. “Keep moving forward?”

      “What other choice do we have?”

      “Maybe we’ve got a big surprise waiting for us.”

      “Maybe.”

      Recker started envisioning different scenarios in his mind. The opposition could have just been hoping that Recker and Haley would get comfortable. Lackadaisical after going through several floors with no results. Maybe that would cause them to be careless. Or maybe they were waiting on one of the remaining four floors, just waiting for one of those doors to fly open, so they could fill it full of lead, along with whoever happened to be unlucky enough to stand there. Or maybe there was an explosive waiting to be detonated. As soon as a door opened, that would trigger it, taking out whoever was going through it.

      Recker once again looked down the steps. He didn’t hear anything, but he had that feeling in the pit of his stomach. Something was telling him to go back.

      “Chris, I might clear the first two floors again.”

      “Why? We’ve already been through them.”

      “It’s like you said. It was too easy to get in here.”

      “You think maybe they let us in, hoping to catch us from behind by surprise.”

      “It’s possible.”

      “Want me to head down with you or keep chugging on?”

      “I don’t know, what do you think?”

      “I think I should keep going,” Haley said. “If we’re wrong and there’s nothing down there, we’ve wasted time.”

      “If you walk into something up there, you’ll be on your own until I can get back up there.”

      “I can handle it for a while. I’d rather be sure nothing’s coming up to bite us in the ass.”

      “All right, let me know if you run into something.”

      “Will do.”

      Recker started descending the steps, while Haley started checking the third floor. As soon as Recker got to the second floor, he stopped, and waited by the door. He hadn’t heard or suspected anything suspicious yet, but he had one of those feelings that something bad was about to happen. He wasn’t the type who worried easily without reason, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was about to go down.

      He pulled open the door slightly, but didn’t go in. He didn’t even show his face. He just listened. He was hoping to hear something that would indicate he wasn’t alone there. A voice, a footstep, a whisper, a gun hitting against a wall, anything. But after waiting for several minutes, he never heard anything. There was nothing but silence.

      Satisfied that there was nothing on the second floor, Recker went down to the first floor. He did the same thing, pulling the door open just a hair. Then he heard it. That one thing he was looking for. It sounded like a whisper. He couldn’t make out what it was. Just a voice. It was faint. Barely audible. But he heard it.

      Then he thought he heard another. He still couldn’t hear what they were saying, though. But there was now no doubt in his mind that someone was there. And they were probably waiting for him.

      “Chris, I think I got two people down here on floor one. Gonna go check it out.”

      “Sounds good. Just about to head onto floor four.”

      “Any trouble?” Recker asked.

      “Not yet.”

      “Keep your eyes open. They’re either wanting to surprise you up there, or they were hoping to surprise us on the way out.”

      “Either way, we got it.”

      Recker put his face up to the crack in the door, peeking through it. He didn’t see any movement. But he knew they were out there. The whole building was dark, which helped them in some cases, but not in this one. Now Recker wanted to be able to see.

      He took a few deep breaths, then quickly threw open the door, hurrying through it. Recker immediately clung to the wall and moved to his right. He was still right next to the door. He didn’t hear the voices at the moment, though. He didn’t want to prolong this, knowing Haley was all alone. He wanted to get back up there to back his partner up.

      Recker then hit the door a couple of times with his gun. It made a loud enough clanging sound that it should’ve been heard. And it was.

      “What was that?!” the male voice loudly whispered.

      “Think it was the door,” another man replied.

      “Maybe they’re back already.”

      “We would’ve heard.”

      “Well somebody’s over there. And nobody told us they were coming down.”

      “Maybe it’s just one of those bumps in the night type of things.”

      “Somebody made those bumps.”

      Recker waited patiently for the right time to strike. As the men were talking, it sounded like the voices were coming closer. They were moving toward him. He decided to take up a position elsewhere. He wanted to be able to surprise them as they reached the door.

      He moved along the length of the wall, stopping in front of what used to be a bathroom entrance. He got down on one knee, and raised his gun up in front of his chest. It wouldn’t be long now. He heard one of the men take some deep breaths as they got closer. That man was obviously nervous. Probably not too experienced in this type of thing.

      A minute or two went by, and then Recker saw them. They were dressed in black clothing, but he could still see their outlines in the darkened room.

      “Looking for me?” Recker calmly asked.

      The two men instantly shuffled their feet and turned in the direction they heard the voice. The rifles they were carrying raised up, ready to fire. But they never got the chance. Recker fired three rounds, hitting the first man with one, and the second man with the other two. They both fell to the ground, dead on arrival.

      Recker scurried over to the two of them, making sure they were permanently out of commission. He then looked up, waiting to see if they had any friends in the area. He didn’t hear anything to indicate that there were. He let Haley know of the situation.

      “Chris, got two down here.”

      Haley didn’t reply. Recker gave him some time before trying to check in again. Maybe he’d run into some friends too.

      “Chris, you there?”

      He still got nothing. Now he was starting to worry. Then, another voice was heard. Recker immediately looked down at the dead men. One of them was carrying a radio on their belt.

      “Hey, you guys got anything down there yet?” the voice bellowed.

      Recker knew he could pull off a switch, and bent down to pick up the radio. After all, a whisper of a voice could be anybody.

      “Not yet,” Recker whispered.

      “You might be getting action soon. We’ve got the other guy.”

      “He dead?”

      “Not yet. We’ll hold him in case we need leverage on the other guy.”

      “Maybe send two more guys down here just in case.”

      “We’re not operating with an army here. There’s only eight of us.”

      “I’d still feel better with a couple more guys,” Recker said, continuing his whisper. “I mean, you left me with the nervous one. He’s basically useless.”

      The man sighed loudly into the radio. “All right, all right. I’ll send two more guys. You better get him.”

      “You want him killed or captured?”

      “Just kill him. Once he’s dead, we can take out the guy up here too. We’re only keeping him alive in case we need leverage.”

      “OK. You guys still on the sixth floor?”

      “Fifth floor dumb-dumb. Maybe you should listen to the plan next time.”

      “I thought you said sixth?”

      “Why is it so hard to get good help? We’re on the fifth.”

      “OK. Sorry.”

      “Just get this guy.”

      “He’s as good as dead.”

      Recker put the radio on his belt in case he needed it again. He then walked back over to his previous spot in front of the bathroom. He had a good line of sight at the door in case the next two guys came in that way. If they came in at the other end of the floor, they’d still have to come down that way eventually, anyway. So he was comfortable remaining in the spot he was in.

      As Recker waited, he aimed his gun at the door. He knew it wouldn’t take the next pair too long to get there. He was right. Only a few minutes had passed since his conversation. The door on his side opened up. Two men quickly walked in. Almost immediately, they stumbled over the dead bodies on the floor.

      “What the…”

      Recker opened up, not wanting to announce his presence and give the pair any chance at all. Six shots. Not all of them were needed. The first two or three probably would have sufficed. But Recker wanted to make sure there was no chance for them at all. And there wasn’t. One of the men dropped on top of his friends, while the other wound up next to them.

      Recker went over to the bodies to inspect the damage. Half of the group was now gone. He knew there were eight to begin with. Now he had the element of surprise on his side. And he knew exactly where they’d be.

      Recker went through the door and almost flew up the steps, not stopping at all until he reached the fifth floor. He was hesitant about going in until he had some type of diversion. He wanted to put the group at ease. Recker then grabbed the radio and whispered.

      “Hey guys?”

      “What now?”

      Recker had his ear up to the door, but didn’t hear anything. That was a good sign. It meant they were on the other end of the floor. Recker slightly opened the door and peeked inside. He saw nothing there. He snuck in and clung to the wall.

      “What do you want?” the voice said.

      “I think the guy’s down here.”

      “Well get him!”

      As Recker snuck down the hall, clinging to the wall, he thought he detected a couple of voices. He was definitely getting closer. After a minute or two, the voices were growing louder. He was almost on top of them. They were in a room around the corner from where he was. Once he got to the end of that hallway, he peeked his head around the corner. There was a man standing in front of a door. Recker pulled his head back to prevent being seen.

      It didn’t take long for him to develop a plan. Even if it wasn’t a good one, he wasn’t sure how much longer Haley had. He couldn’t take forever to figure something out. Good or bad, he had something in mind, and he was coming in hot. Recker grabbed the radio again and whispered.

      “We got him.”

      Laughter and loud voices erupted from the room, sounding like they were giving each other high-fives. Recker burst from around the corner, rushing toward the man standing there. Once the man saw Recker coming near, he started reaching for his gun. Recker put two holes in him and hurried through the door.

      The other three men in the room were stunned when they noticed Recker enter. The happy faces were quickly swept away as they realized what was happening. They weren’t ready for the fight that was coming. None of them were in any kind of position to respond, and Recker was easily able to take the three of them out, hardly breaking a sweat in the process.

      With everyone down, Recker looked in the corner and saw Haley sitting there. It looked like his hands were tied together and he had a hood over his face. Recker went over to him and took the hood off.

      Haley batted his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief once Recker’s face came into focus.

      “I heard them say they got you and I was worried.”

      Recker shrugged it off. “Amateurs.”

      “Well they got me pretty good.”

      “What happened?”

      Haley reached for his head. “Stepped onto the floor and somebody slugged me on top of the head.”

      “You OK?”

      “Yeah, nothing a little ice won’t cure.”

      “Did you see the woman?” Recker asked.

      Haley shook his head. “No, but she’s here somewhere. I heard them say to check on her.”

      After Recker untied his partner’s wrists, they left the room, continuing to check the rest of the floor. It didn’t take long until they reached the room the woman was being held in. She was lying on the floor, her hands and feet tied together in back of her. She didn’t have a hood over her head, but they did have duct tape over her mouth. Her eyes widened as the two men approached her, fearful they were about to do something.

      Recker put his hands up to try and ease her fears. “We’re here to help.”

      They went over to the woman and gently sat her up, then cut through her restraints.

      “Oh, thank you, thank you.”

      Recker tried to give her a warm smile. “You’re safe now. We’ll get you out of here.”

      “I thought this nightmare would never end.”

      “They always end at some point. At least you were able to wake up from this one.”

      Recker and Haley helped the woman up, then proceeded to leave the room. As soon as she left, she saw the dead man in the hallway, blood pouring out of his chest.

      “Oh my God.”

      Haley walked next to her to try and obstruct her vision. “Try not to look at that.”

      Once they had left the building, they walked over to the car, putting the woman in the back seat. She was shaken, but otherwise OK.

      “Chalk another one up for the good guys,” Haley said.

      Recker then checked his phone, seeing a message from Jones.

      “Everything good?”

      “David said there’s something important he needs to tell us,” Recker answered.

      “Wonder what that’s about?”

      “We’ll know soon enough.”
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      When Recker and Haley walked into the room, they instantly found Jones where he usually was. In front of a computer. They walked right over to him.

      “Anything wrong?” Recker asked. “Something important came up?”

      Jones nodded, pushing his chair away from the desk so he could face his friends. “Yes. Nothing earth shattering. Well, I hope not.”

      “Just tell us what’s going on.”

      Jones looked at Haley. “Well, it’s got to do with you.”

      Recker and Haley glanced at each other before putting their eyes back on Jones.

      “Me?” Haley asked.

      Recker didn’t want the usual song and dance that these conversations sometimes took. “David, you have a habit of beating around the bush when there’s a subject you don’t wanna talk about. Just spill it.”

      Jones took a deep breath before continuing, setting his sights on Haley again. “You’ve been contacted by your ex.”

      Haley wasn’t sure how to respond at first, taking a few seconds to let it sink in. “My ex? Everly?”

      Jones nodded. “That’s correct.”

      Haley seemed a little dumbstruck. “I, uh… how? When? How would she even know I was here?”

      Jones put his hand out to pump the brakes a little. “Before we get ahead of ourselves, she doesn’t know where you are. She contacted you by email.”

      “Email?” Haley thought there must have been a mistake. “I checked my email earlier. There was nothing there. She doesn’t even have it, anyway.”

      “No, not your current one.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “She emailed your old account. The one you had before joining us.”

      A confused look came over Haley’s face. He then sat down. “My old account? I’m still not getting it. I deleted that when I came on.”

      “Well, not quite.”

      “What do you mean, not quite?” Recker asked. “Why not?”

      “I never deleted it. I’ve kept it active so I could monitor it.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I just told you,” Jones said. “So I could monitor it.”

      “Monitor it for what?”

      “I thought it would be useful to keep around in case there was ever someone in your past that came around… something important… something we might need to be aware of.”

      “Like someone gunning for me or something?” Haley asked.

      “Something like that. Or anything that might need our attention. I’ve done it with your old phone number, as well. She actually tried contacting you there, too. Sent you a text, as well as a phone call.”

      “When was all this?”

      “Phone call was yesterday,” Jones replied. “No voicemail. Just a call. Text message was this morning. The email came in this afternoon.”

      “Why are you just telling us now?” Recker asked.

      “We did have another matter needing our attention, did we not? That was our first priority. Now that it’s over, I figured it was time to bring this up.”

      “What’d she want?” Haley asked. “I’m not sure why she’d be contacting me after all this time. We didn’t exactly break up under great circumstances.”

      Jones turned back to his computer and hit a few keys, pulling up the email. “I’ll let you read it.”

      Haley moved his chair forward to get a better look.

      Hi Chris. It’s Everly. I tried calling and texting you. I’m not sure if you’re busy or just ignoring me. Honestly, I wouldn’t blame you if it was the latter. I know I hurt you with how things ended with us. I’ve always felt bad for that. I would completely understand if you never wanted anything to do with me again. If you’re reading this, I guess you’re wondering what I want. It’s about Dennis. I know you’re probably thinking I have a lot of gall asking you to help with the guy I left you for. I just don’t know what else to do or who else to turn to. He’s been missing for about a week. The police were contacted and have looked for him, but they can’t find him. Nobody can. He just seems to have disappeared. I was kind of hoping with your government contacts that maybe you would have better luck? Or maybe you’d know what to do. I’m really out of options here and grasping at straws. I don’t know what else to do. If I’m overstepping here, I get it. But if you’re able to help somehow, I’d really appreciate it.

      Haley sniffled and wiped his eyes to prevent himself from tearing up. He thought he had gotten her out of his system by now. It’d been a couple years. He sat there, staring at the email, reading it again and again. Recker and Jones were silent, waiting for him to say something first. Haley looked over at his partner.

      “Did you read it?”

      Recker shook his head. “Don’t know anything about it.”

      “Take a look.”

      Haley shifted the monitor so Recker could read the email. Then, he got up and walked over to the window. He put his hands in his pockets as he looked at the cars in the parking lot. After Recker read the email, he glanced at Jones, who didn’t seem to have any sort of expression one way or the other. Recker then walked around the desk and took a seat on one of the other chairs. They still waited for Haley to say something. They didn’t feel they needed to press him on it or make him spill his guts if he wasn’t up for it. After a few minutes, Haley finally turned back around, leaning against the wall.

      “So what do you guys think?”

      Recker and Jones looked at each other again.

      Jones was the first to reply. “I think she’s a woman that obviously needs help. Whether you should be that person to give it… is up to you.”

      “Mike?”

      Recker shrugged. “I can’t tell you what to feel. I know things didn’t end well with you two. But old relationships die hard. I definitely know that. We’ve done things on a personal level for me before. So if you want this… I’m behind you.”

      Haley rubbed his forehead, not exactly sure what he wanted. There was a time he loved Everly. There was also a time he hated her. For the last couple years, she was barely even a thought in his mind. But now? Now he wasn’t so sure.

      “What are you feeling right now?” Jones asked.

      “Honestly?” Haley replied. “I have no idea. There was a time I’d have done anything in the world for her. And now she’s asking me to help find the guy she left me for?”

      “It is definitely a delicate situation.”

      “But she also sounds desperate.”

      “I’m sure you’re the last person she wanted to contact about this. It does sound like she’s out of options.”

      “You know anything about this guy?” Recker asked. “Dennis?”

      “Not much, really,” Haley answered. “I think he was in real estate or something.”

      Jones wanted to make sure that Haley didn’t make a decision based on anything other than what he truly wanted.

      “If you feel in your heart that helping her is the right thing to do, we stand behind you, and support you in that.”

      Haley started shaking his head, and moving his arm around. “Yeah, but here…?”

      “What happens here should not even enter your thought process. Whatever happens here, if anything, we can handle it. You should make the decision based purely on your own personal wants and needs.”

      “If I do this, I probably need to do it on my own. I wouldn’t want to take Mike with me in case something happens here.”

      “I think that’s reasonable,” Jones said. “I can still be here in support and help you with what you need.”

      “Both of you are OK with this if I go?”

      Both Recker and Jones nodded that they were.

      “Pittsburgh’s not so far away,” Recker said. “Five hours. If either of us needs help with something, the other one will be there.”

      “I just want to make sure it’s what you want to do,” Jones said. “That you’re doing it for the right reasons.”

      “Which would be?” Haley asked.

      “Don’t go because you’d feel guilty if you didn’t. You’re under no obligation to do this. If you didn’t go, and something were to happen, it wouldn’t be your fault.”

      “I know that. That’s not why I’d do it.”

      “OK. Good. Just wanted to make sure.”

      “I’d do it because… at one point I did love her. And we had something. That may have fallen apart, but…”

      “A chance to reconnect?” Jones asked.

      “No, I don’t look at it like that. I don’t think about trying to get back with her or anything, if that’s what you mean. It fell apart once. It’d probably happen again.”

      “As long as you have the right intentions, I support you every step of the way.”

      “Me too,” Recker said.

      “Thanks, guys,” Haley said. “I appreciate that.”

      “When do you think you’ll leave?”

      “Guess I’ll go home, get some sleep, leave in the morning.”

      “You might want to reply to that email so she knows you’re coming,” Jones said.

      As Haley walked over to the computer and started typing, Recker’s phone rang. He assumed it’d be Mia, asking when he’d be home. But it wasn’t her. It was Malloy.

      “Hey, sorry to bother you so late.”

      “No problem,” Recker said. “What’s up?”

      “We got things to talk about.”

      “Such as?”

      “Trouble’s coming. And it’s coming soon. And it’s coming hard.”

      Recker had heard those types of words so often by now that it really didn’t faze him anymore. It was just the next in line.

      “Who, what, and where?”

      “It’s Jerrick,” Malloy replied. “He’s on the warpath.”

      “He comes and goes.”

      “No, I’ve heard this time it’s serious. He’s really going to make a push.”

      “For what?”

      “Control. I hear he’s got Vincent in his sights.”

      “I assume you’ve got that taken care of.”

      “Could use your help
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