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      Haley walked along the street, seeing Cheryl through the glass sitting in one of the booths of their favorite pizza shop. He smiled and waved at her. She smiled at him, but her face seemed different. Like something was off. It wasn’t the upbeat face that he was accustomed to. It was definitely the look of someone who had something on their mind. Haley walked into the shop and went over to the table, sitting across from Cheryl.

      “Sorry I got here a few minutes late. Something came up.”

      Cheryl looked down for a moment. “No, it’s OK.”

      “Did you order anything yet?”

      She looked down at her hands, her fingers rubbing each other. “Uh, no, not yet.”

      Haley noticed her hand movements. Cheryl cleared her throat. She was distracted. Bothered by something. That much was clear. And Haley had an idea about what it might be. He reached across the table and put his hand on hers to try to calm her down. She looked up at him, feeling a little more at ease, though there was never an easy way to tell him what she was about to.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Cheryl cleared her throat again. “I, uh… I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

      Haley gently removed his hand from hers. That was the bombshell he thought he was going to hear. It was written all over her face. It didn’t need to be said. Her body language was screaming this.

      “I… I really like you. A lot. But, uh…”

      “It’s OK,” Haley said, a hint of a smile.

      He was definitely disappointed, but he wasn’t stunned. And he didn’t want Cheryl racked with guilt over this. He could see it was hard for her. He wanted to help her get through it, even if it meant their relationship was over. He still cared for her. She started sniffling.

      “Hey, it’s OK.”

      “No, I want to tell you why.”

      “It’s really not necessary,” Haley said. “I’m a big boy. Sometimes relationships just don’t work. It’s how it goes.”

      “You deserve to know the reason.”

      Haley lifted his hands slightly off the table. “If you’re up for it.”

      “I like you. I really do. It’s just the other stuff I’m not sure I can deal with. I thought I could. I thought I could handle it. Knowing what you’re doing out there, knowing how dangerous it is, wondering what might happen in a million different ways between the bad guys, and the police, and who knows what else.”

      “It’s a lot to take in.”

      “And then that whole thing where we were being targeted, and followed, and people taking our pictures… and having to hide out in an apartment for days…”

      “I get it,” Haley sympathetically said.

      “I just… I don’t want to live like that. The not knowing, the danger, not knowing what’s around the corner. I just… I don’t think I can do it.”

      Haley reached his hand across the table again and put it on top of hers. “I really do get it.”

      She put a napkin up to her nose. “I feel like I’m a terrible person for this.”

      “You’re not. You’re just human. Everybody has a limit of what they’re willing to put up with and deal with. This is yours. There’s nothing wrong with that. And I don’t hate you for it or anything. Believe me, I understand.”

      “Of course you do. That’s why I like you so much. Because…” She couldn’t finish her thought and dabbed her eyes. “You’re so understanding of everything.”

      “I just want whatever’s best for you. Believe me, I know this life isn’t for everyone. It’s a hard life. And there are hard choices to make. Not everyone is cut out for it. I know that. And just because it’s my life… doesn’t mean it has to be yours.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to walk away from it?”

      Haley shook his head. “Not right now. There’s still more out there I want to accomplish. I want to make more of a difference.”

      “Haven’t you done enough of that already?”

      Haley shrugged. “Some might think so. I just don’t feel like it’s my time yet.”

      Cheryl nodded. She didn’t think it was her place to try to convince him to move on. She respected him too much for that.

      “Was there a final straw? Or just a cumulation of everything?”

      “I think it was the hiding out with Mia,” she replied. “I just don’t think I could keep doing that. It was terrifying.”

      “I know.”

      “And Mia told me it’s not the first time it’s happened to her. What if it happens again next month? Or next year? Or it keeps happening over and over. I just don’t think I can live like that.”

      Haley nodded. He completely understood.

      “I don’t know how she does, to be honest. Just doing it once was horrible enough.”

      “She’s special,” Haley said. “She’s just built differently.”

      “And I’m not.”

      “No, don’t say that. You’re special too. Don’t ever think otherwise. You’re just not willing to put yourself through certain things. There is nothing wrong with that.”

      “Why do you have to be so understanding?”

      Haley grinned. “Do you not want me to be?”

      “It’s one of the things I love about you. It might be easier if you got mad, yelled, and stormed off.”

      “I guess I could do that. You want me to throw a piece of pizza against the wall?”

      Cheryl chuckled. She continued playing with her hands. “No. I just wish there was a way I could get over this.”

      “It’s just something you have to look at from within. Like I said, it’s not a life for everybody. And if this is the line in the sand that you draw, I can respect that.”

      Cheryl put her hands over her face. “I’m sorry. I wish I could get over it. I just don’t think I can.”

      “Hey, we had some good times, some nice memories, and a little scare… but I wouldn’t trade knowing you for anything.”

      Cheryl smiled at him. “I should be getting back to work.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      She stood up, and walked over next to him, kissing him on the cheek. “Maybe if I ever get over it, I’ll call you again.”

      Haley looked up at her and smiled, knowing that was likely never going to happen. “Yeah.”

      As Cheryl walked away, Haley looked out the window. A few seconds later, she passed by, though she didn’t turn her head to look at him. He did, though, continue to watch her until she was no longer in sight. Even after she was gone, he kept looking out the window.

      The whole thing caught him off guard a little, but he’d be lying if he said it was totally unexpected. The entire time they were together, he wondered if there was going to be a point where it was too much for her. The latest events were still pretty fresh in her mind, and maybe she’d reconsider, but Haley didn’t think so. He was disappointed, as he did really like her, but like he told her, he understood. This life really wasn’t for everyone. And it was probably better to rip the bandage off now rather than trying to live through it and fight it for another two years, then winding up in the same place.

      The owner of the pizza shop came over to the booth and put his hand on Haley’s shoulder. Haley turned his head and noticed a slice of pizza and a soda in front of him.

      “It’s on the house.”

      “That noticeable, huh?” Haley asked.

      “Listen, Chris, I’ve been here long enough to see that scene play out a hundred times before. Forget her. There’s a million fish in the sea. Have a pizza. It’ll cheer you up.”

      Haley looked at the pizza. “Well, I do love your pizza.”

      “Best in town. Cures everything that ails you.”

      Haley laughed. “Right now it just needs to cure an ailing stomach.”

      The man tapped Haley on the arm. “We got you covered. I just want to make sure you don’t let this unfortunate incident scar you from coming back again. You’re one of my best customers.”

      “No chance of that. This is one of my favorite places to come.”

      “My friend. Anything else you need, it’s on me today.”

      “Thank you.”

      After Haley had finished his food, he continued sitting there for a bit, looking out the window at nothing in particular. Eventually, though, his phone rang. It was his partner.

      “Hey, you still at lunch?” Recker asked.

      “Uh, no, not really. Basically finished. Why? Something up?”

      “We gotta roll on something. Robbery going down.”

      “Send me the details. I’m on my way.”

      Haley stood up and walked to the exit.

      “Leaving already?” the owner asked.

      “Back to the grind,” Haley answered. “Back to the grind.”
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      Haley drove through the residential neighborhood, wondering what they were doing there. When his partner said something about a robbery, this wasn’t quite what he had in mind. He figured it’d be another jewelry store, or a bank, or maybe even a convenience store. He saw Recker’s car parked along the curb and pulled up behind it. He saw his friend standing by his vehicle and got out to walk over to him.

      “So what’s this all about?” Haley asked.

      “David picked up some text messages between four guys, saying they were going to rob this house.”

      Recker pointed up the street. They were several houses away from it. It was an upscale neighborhood, with none of the houses too close together. Each property had at least an acre of ground around it. He didn’t want to stop and be too close before the robbers got there and spoil the surprise.

      “What’s so special about this place?”

      Recker shrugged. “Homeowners are apparently out of the country on vacation.”

      “Easy target.”

      “Seems like they have quite a collection of jewelry and cash in a safe.”

      “How would these guys know that?” Haley asked.

      “Obviously an inside job. I’d say it’s unlikely any of this crew actually knows the homeowners. Probably someone they know that hired these guys.”

      “Unless the homeowners are running around in bad circles.”

      Recker shook his head. “David says no. He can’t find anything that suggests they’re mixed up in anything shady. Who knows, though? Just popped up this morning, so he hasn’t had a ton of time to check.”

      Haley nodded as he checked his weapon. It didn’t really matter what the circumstances were. It’s not why they were there. Their only concern was stopping the robbery.

      “How do you wanna work it? Wait inside or stay out here?”

      “The house is alarmed,” Recker replied. “I’d just rather not have to deal with that.”

      “I’d assume they got a plan for getting past it.”

      “Probably. Why should we do their work for them?”

      “We’d have the element of surprise by already being in there.”

      “Figure we’ll have that anyway once we roll up on them. And I really don’t feel like messing with alarms today. Let them earn their way in.”

      Haley grinned, appreciating his partner’s stance on the matter. “We’ll come in behind them, then. This crew armed and dangerous?”

      “Each one has a record. And a penchant for violence.”

      Haley sighed. “All right. Finger on the trigger, it is. How much time we got?”

      Recker looked at his watch. “About fifteen minutes. Assuming they’re on time.” He tapped his friend on the arm. “Hey, how was lunch?”

      Haley snickered. “It was… it was something.”

      Recker immediately picked up on his mood. “What do you mean? What happened?”

      Haley looked out in the distance. “She just said she didn’t think she could do this anymore.”

      “Really? She’s calling it off?”

      “Yeah. I think that whole situation with Brin really shook her up. She’s had time to think about it. And I just don’t think she wants to potentially put herself in that predicament again.”

      Recker nodded, understanding. “It’s not for everyone.”

      “It’s definitely not. I can’t even be mad, you know? It’s not like either of us did something to push the other one away. It’s just the job.”

      “Unless you’re willing to walk away from it.”

      “I’m not. Not right now. Maybe if we had ten years together, and I knew where we were heading, I might be more willing. But who’s to say I wouldn’t walk away, and then we break up in a few months anyway?”

      “Anything’s possible, I guess.”

      “I really liked her,” Haley said. “I was hoping we’d figure out a way to make it work. But I understand her position. It’s a tough life. It’s hard to bring someone into it who’s not used to it.”

      “Someone else will come along at some point.”

      “Yeah. I’m not sweating it.”

      “Hey, why don’t you come over to dinner tonight?” Recker asked. “Mia would like it.”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      After a few more minutes of talking, Recker checked his watch again. Fifteen minutes had elapsed.

      “Almost go-time.”

      Recker then spotted a plain white van driving down the street. He pointed at it.

      “Looks like that might be it.”

      Both he and Haley crouched down behind their vehicle, pretending to mess with the tire. The white van was coming in from their left, passing them. Once they got to the target residence, they pulled into the driveway.

      “That’s our cue,” Recker said.

      They slowly walked over to the house, using some bushes out front to conceal themselves. They peaked around it, seeing two men by the front door, and one by a window. The driver was staying put inside the van.

      “You got ties on you?” Recker asked.

      “I’ll go get them.”

      Haley went back to his vehicle to get some zip ties. They didn’t want to shoot anyone if they could help it. The driver looked like he’d be an easy catch. They weren’t sure about the ones making their way inside the home. But the driver wouldn’t present much of a problem.

      By the time Haley returned, the three men had gotten inside. No alarms were heard, so they figured out how to bypass them, or dismantle them quickly.

      “How do you wanna work the driver?”

      “I’ll go passenger side?” Recker replied. “You take him out? Maybe you can get out some aggression from earlier.”

      Haley grinned. “I’m not especially feeling raged-up or anything, but… maybe it’ll make me feel better.”

      “Hitting one of these guys usually does the trick.”

      Recker looked back at his partner, making sure he was ready. Once he confirmed that he was, Recker moved out first. As he approached the passenger side window, Haley moved to the back of the van, out of sight. When Recker reached the front door, he tapped on the glass. The driver was startled. His window was down, with his arm hanging out, concentrating on the house. He jumped once he saw Recker standing there.

      Recker motioned for him to roll down the window. As the man was doing that, Haley swiftly came up and delivered a powerful right hand across the man’s face that rocked him. Haley then put his hand behind the man’s head and smashed his face into the steering wheel, no doubt breaking the man’s nose.

      Haley grabbed a zip tie and put it around the man’s wrists, also tying him to the steering wheel. He wasn’t going anywhere. Recker looked over at him and smirked.

      “Hate to see what you would’ve done to him if you were upset.”

      Haley smiled. “Maybe I had some pent-up aggression after all.”

      With their guns drawn, they approached the house. There was no lookout at the door, so the other three must have been further inside. It was probably the driver’s job to be the lookout, which he fulfilled so incapably.

      Once inside, Recker and Haley instantly heard voices. They were a bit muffled, so they weren’t near, and they could tell it was coming from upstairs. The stairs were to the right of them. Just to be sure, Haley started clearing the first floor. Recker kept his focus on the steps in case they started to come down.

      Several minutes passed. Haley came back over, giving his partner the signal that everything was clear. The other three were all upstairs. They now had two choices. They could go up and get them or just wait for them to come back down. They voted to sit and wait. There was no need to go up there and take any chances. They could surprise the crew once they came down.

      Both men went back outside, taking up positions where they had good cover. Haley went to a bush next to the house. He had a plain line-of-sight right to the house in case any of them tried to retreat back to it. Recker went back to the van, standing on the other side of it. He glanced at the driver, who was still out of it.

      They waited about five more minutes. Then the three men came out of the house. They had black hoods over their faces, with only the eyeholes cut out. Recker and Haley waited until they got closer to the truck. Recker would make the first move when he was ready.

      As the three men approached the truck, they noticed the driver leaning over onto his side.

      “Yo, what are you doing?!” one of the men yelled.

      Recker made himself visible. “Think he’s taking a nap.”

      “Yo, cops!”

      Two of the men instantly raised their weapons. Recker took aim at the guy closest to him and fired. The third man raced back to the house. Haley made quick work of him. With two of the men down, the third man frantically spun himself around, not sure what to do. He didn’t have his gun out, so he wasn’t an immediate threat.

      “Put your hands up!” Recker shouted.

      The man instantly complied, raising his arms. “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot! I give up!”

      Recker and Haley both emerged from their positions and moved closer to him.

      “Down on the ground,” Recker said.

      The man got down to his knees, then kissed the concrete. Haley grabbed the zip ties from his back pocket and tied the man’s hands behind his back. He was about to tie the man’s legs together, but then thought of something.

      “He could still hop,” Haley said.

      Though it was unlikely, they weren’t taking any chances. Recker looked back at the van and motioned at it. They helped the man get to his feet, then led him over to the van. Recker threw open the side door. They had the man lie down, then Haley finished the job, tying the man’s ankles together.

      “Now it’s finished,” Haley said.

      Recker put his gun away. “Looks like a wrap.”

      They walked off the property and down the street back to their car. Recker took out his phone to call Jones.

      “Hey, put an anonymous call to the police. Everything’s good here.”

      “How did it go?” Jones asked.

      “No problems.”

      “What’s the situation?”

      “Two down, two ready to be picked up.”

      “No chance for a clean sweep, huh?”

      “We just play it the way they do, Professor. If they wanna go down with the ship, we’ll let them drown.”

      “Interesting metaphor.”

      “Whatever works,” Recker said. “The gist of it is, good guys win. Bad guys lose. And the homeowners aren’t out anything. You know what that’s called?”

      “I suppose you’re going to tell me.”

      Recker laughed. “Sure am. That’s called a win-win-win. Let’s savor it.”
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      Recker and Haley stepped into the apartment, with Mia greeting her boyfriend with a kiss. She noticed Haley seemed a little distracted. He didn’t seem as upbeat and pleasant as usual. Like there was a weight on him.

      “Mind if Chris eats dinner with us tonight?” Recker asked.

      “Of course not. Is something wrong?”

      “Cheryl basically broke up with me,” Haley replied.

      “Oh, no,” Mia said. “Oh, I’m sorry.” She went over to her friend and gave him a hug.

      “It’s OK. I had a feeling it might happen eventually.”

      They all went over to the couch and sat down. Mia started replaying the conversations she had with Cheryl when they were in the apartment together. She couldn’t help but think she might be responsible for this. She put her hand on her head, becoming riddled with guilt.

      “Chris, I’m sorry. This is my fault.”

      Haley looked at her strangely. “What?”

      “When all that stuff was going down, and we were in the apartment alone, we got to talking a lot. And she wondered how I could be so calm with everything. I just told her you kind of get used to it and deal with it.”

      “Hardly your fault for saying that.”

      “Yeah, but I also told her that she should figure out if this was for her. That she needed to think about whether this kind of life was what she really wanted. I’m sorry, I basically planted the ideas in her head.”

      Haley waved her off. “It’s not your fault.”

      “Yes it is. I’m sorry. I told her that if she wasn’t comfortable with this lifestyle that she should walk away from it sooner rather than later before either of you got in too deep with each other that it was too hard to walk away from.”

      Recker gave her a look that she noticed.

      “Well I just wanted to be honest with her about what she was getting into. I didn’t want her to have false expectations about what it was like.”

      “Still,” Recker said.

      Her shoulders slumped. “I know. I know. It wasn’t my place. I should’ve just kept my trap shut.”

      “Mia, it’s OK,” Haley said, not in the least bit angry with her.

      “No, it’s not. I’m so sorry. I overstepped, and I butted into your relationship with her. That was something the two of you should’ve worked out on your own without me meddling in it.”

      Haley lifted his arms slightly in an ambivalent manner. “It’s really not a big deal.”

      “It is. I feel like I steered her in this direction. What did she say?”

      “Pretty much what you did. That she didn’t think this kind of life was for her.”

      “See? It’s my fault.”

      “Mia, I don’t want you beating yourself up over this. She’s her own person. She can make her own decisions.”

      “I should’ve just been quiet about it all.”

      “Hey, if she asked, there’s nothing wrong with being honest. And you are right. It’s better to do it now than wait a year and make things more complicated.”

      “Will you forgive me?”

      “Mia, there’s nothing to forgive. I’m not mad at you and I don’t blame you for anything.”

      “I just feel guilty. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Look, it’s probably for the best. Like you said, it’s better to find this all out now. Why don’t we just put all this behind us and look forward? No more talk about the rearview mirror.”

      “I was making lasagna,” Mia said. “Hope you brought a full stomach.”

      Haley tapped his stomach. “I can fit quite a bit in here right now.”

      They went into the kitchen to eat dinner. With nothing else on the agenda, Haley hung out, and the three of them watched TV for the rest of the night. Since Haley had nothing else to do, Recker and Mia invited him to just stay over. It was just after eleven o’clock, and Haley was about ready to settle in on the couch. Just as he put his head on the pillow, he heard the beep on his phone. Someone sent a message. Recker came storming out of the bedroom, holding his phone up.

      “I assume that’s duty calling,” Haley said.

      He reached for his phone and looked at the message. It was from Jones. Recker called to see what he needed. He put it on speaker.

      “What’s going on?”

      “We’ve got a potential arson in place,” Jones answered.

      “When and where?”

      “Well, the system picked up on a message that said ‘start the fire at midnight’.”

      Recker looked at his watch. “Doesn’t give us much time.”

      “How ‘bout the location?” Haley asked.

      “That’s the big problem right now,” Jones said. “I don’t have one.”

      “They didn’t mention anything in the text?”

      “No. And I’m trying to go over previous messages and phone records right now, but so far, it’s coming up empty.”

      “How are we supposed to respond to something if we don’t know where it’s happening?” Recker asked.

      “I’m working on it,” Jones replied. “I just wanted to give you the heads-up so you’re ready in case I do find it.”

      “You’re gonna have to work quickly.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “Let us know as soon as you have any leads,” Recker said, ending the call. He turned to Haley and Mia, who was now standing by the bedroom door. “We need to be ready to move at a moment’s notice.”

      Haley nodded in agreement, his mind already racing through possible scenarios and locations for the potential arson. Mia looked disappointed they’d be leaving, but understood.

      “We should gear up just in case,” Recker suggested.

      Both Recker and Haley got dressed, ready to fly out the door in case Jones called back. Recker started to pace around. Then, his phone lit up with another message from Jones.

      "I think I might have a lead on the location," Jones said hurriedly. “I can’t be a hundred percent certain, though.”

      "Even fifty percent is better than nothing," Recker replied, a glimmer of hope in his voice.

      “I’m not even sure I’d put it on that.”

      “What do you got?”

      "I found a recent call made to what I assume was a burner phone several days ago. The call originated from an old warehouse on the outskirts of the city. It's a long shot, but it's the only lead we have right now."

      That was good enough for Recker. “We’re on the move.”

      He motioned to Haley, then went over to Mia and gave her a kiss.

      “Be careful, guys,” she said.

      They flew out of the apartment to jump in their car, not sure if they were going to make it in time. The location of that warehouse was roughly forty-five minutes away from them. They’d be cutting it close. The tension in the air was palpable as they sped through the empty streets towards the warehouse.

      “Why do these guys like torching empty buildings?” Haley asked.

      Recker could only shrug. “You know how it is. Some people just get off on this kind of stuff. As bad as it is, though, it could always be worse.”

      “Yeah, I know. Better an empty building
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