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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

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

