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      Bridge and Nicole walked into the hotel lobby. Almost immediately, they saw Chris Abbott spring out of his chair and run toward them.

      “Oh no, not again,” Bridge said.

      Bridge spun around to leave, but Nicole grabbed his arm and spun him back around again.

      “What’s with this turning around and trying to leave on people thing you got going on now?”

      “It’s not a thing,” Bridge answered.

      “Yes, it is. You did it last month too, on that model kidnapping case. You didn’t want to talk to her either. It’s like your thing now.”

      “It’s not a thing.”

      “Sure seems like a thing.”

      “It’s not.”

      “OK. But it seems like it is.”

      Bridge looked down at Nicole’s hand, which was still firmly grasping his arm. “Can you let go of me now?”

      “Not till we do this.”

      “Don’t do this to me.”

      “Just hear him out,” Nicole said.

      “Oh, Mr. Bridge!” Abbott yelled, putting his arm high in the air to make sure he was seen and heard. Not that it was easy to overlook him. Abbott was in his late twenties, but he was tall and thin and had a high-pitched voice. His voice was unmistakable, carrying through whatever room he was in.

      Bridge closed his eyes and sighed. “Please. If you let me go now, I still have enough time to sneak out of here.”

      Nicole laughed. “Just listen to him.”

      “Nic, I’ve listened to him three times! My answer’s not going to be any different this time than it was the last one.”

      “Well, maybe he’ll have something different to say this time.”

      “Awe, come on, you know darn well he’s not.”

      “We’re in the business to help people. Not turn them away.”

      Bridge turned to look her in the eyes. “We’re in the business to help people and take on cases that we can actually do something with. Not this.”

      “Well, he’s already here. If you run away today, he’ll just come back tomorrow.”

      “So I’ll make up a different excuse. If you let me go, I’ll give you sex as many times as you want later.”

      Nicole stared at him as if she was seriously thinking about it. “Just listen to him.”

      “You’re passing up sex?!”

      She shrugged. “I’ll get it later anyway. You know you can’t resist me.”

      Bridge sighed, knowing she was right. By the time Bridge took his eyes off his beautiful girlfriend, Abbott was almost standing in front of them.

      Bridge huffed. “Awe, it’s too late now. See what you did.”

      Nicole smiled. “Hi, Mr. Abbott, so nice to see you again.”

      “Oh, very nice to see you again too.” Abbott shook her hand.

      “It’s been a while. Almost three or four days, I think.”

      “A week to be exact.”

      “That long, huh?” Bridge said.

      “Could we go up to your room and talk?” Abbott asked.

      Bridge sighed and looked at his girlfriend. “Sure.” He put his hand out and flung it in the air in frustration. “Follow me.”

      The three of them got on the elevator and went up to Bridge’s room. Bridge went into the kitchen and poured himself a drink.

      “Won’t you sit down?” Nicole pleasantly said to their guest.

      “Yes, thank you,” Abbott replied.

      Bridge came back into the room, only half paying attention to Abbott as he sat down and checked his email on his phone.

      Nicole looked at her boyfriend and shook her head. “Why don’t you go ahead and start?”

      Abbott cleared his throat. “OK, well, I’m sure you remember, I’m still looking for my brother’s murderer.”

      “Chris, my heart goes out to you, it really does.” Bridge put his phone down on his lap for a moment. “But I’m not a private investigator or a police officer. Just let them do their jobs.”

      “It’s been a year since he was killed. They’re giving up. Or have given up. Isn’t that what happens after a while when a case isn’t solved? They give up and it becomes a cold case?”

      “Even if it does, I don’t take those kinds of cases. I don’t investigate murders. That’s not my thing.”

      “Please, Mr. Bridge, I don’t know who else to turn to.”

      “Call the police and ask to speak to the lead investigator.”

      “I’ve done that. They just keep telling me they have no leads.”

      “Then maybe there aren’t any. I’m sorry to say this to you, but not every murderer gets caught. That’s just life.”

      “I can’t give up. Not yet.”

      “Listen, here’s what you should do. Go home, look up a bunch of private investigators, and hire one. I’m sure they’d be glad to help.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ve already done that,” Abbott said.

      “You what?”

      “I already hired one.”

      Bridge looked at his girlfriend with a confused look on his face. “Then what are you doing here?”

      “Well, after our last meeting a week ago, you suggested the same thing.”

      “It was good advice.”

      “I took it and hired one the same day.”

      “See? Good for you. What are you doing here then?”

      “Well, he went missing yesterday.”

      “Say what?”

      “He started looking into my brother’s death, and he went missing yesterday.”

      “How do you know he’s missing?” Nicole asked. “Maybe he just hasn’t checked in yet.”

      Abbott shook his head. “No. He’s given me an update every morning since I hired him. Except yesterday. I didn’t get one. Now, initially I thought maybe he was just busy, so I just figured I’d wait. But I haven’t got one today either.”

      “Might still be busy,” Bridge said.

      “I don’t think so. See, yesterday, well, maybe I didn’t wait so patiently. Last night, I tried to call him. The phone rang six times, then went to voicemail.”

      “So?”

      “This morning I tried to call him and the phone didn’t ring. It just went straight to voicemail.”

      “Somebody turned it off,” Nicole said.

      Abbott nodded. “Yes.”

      “Might’ve been your PI that did it,” Bridge said. “Like I said, he might be busy and into something and didn’t want to blow off what he was doing.”

      “I don’t think that’s it. I think it’s something more serious.”

      “Listen, if this guy is missing, you should call the police so they can start looking for him. Maybe call the FBI too.”

      “They won’t help. I know they won’t.”

      Bridge sighed and flicked his lips together, feeling like he wasn’t getting through to him. “Listen, I’d like to help you. I really would. But we have another case coming up that’s gonna take us out of the country.”

      “We do?” Nicole asked. The surprised tone of her voice should have given away that it was a lie.

      “We do,” Bridge replied sternly.

      “I know you’re not cheap, but I can afford to pay you extra,” Abbott said.

      “It’s not about the money.”

      “Even if you could just look into it for a couple of days before you leave. I would really appreciate it.”

      “I just don’t think we have enough—”

      “We can look into it for a couple days,” Nicole blurted out.

      Bridge’s eyes widened, and his face became a mixture of shock and anger as he stared down his girlfriend.

      Nicole wasn’t really concerned with his stare, though. She knew he’d get over it in a few minutes, and she wasn’t worried about him falling in line. He always did after his initial objections. “We can give it three days.”

      A look of relief swept across Abbott’s face. “Oh, thank you so much. I really appreciate it.”

      “You’ll have to give us everything you know about your brother and the PI who was working on it. What he was doing, where he was going, people he knew, everything you can think of. It doesn’t matter how small or insignificant you think it is. Write it down. We’ll judge whether it matters or not.”

      Abbott smiled and nodded. “No problem.”

      Nicole went over to the kitchen counter and grabbed a legal pad and a pen, bringing them back to the living room and handing it to their guest. As Abbott began writing, Nicole sat down and leaned back, looking at Bridge, who was still staring her down. She tilted her head and plastered on a fake smile, trying to look as pretty and innocent as possible. Bridge squinted his eyes as he continued staring.

      “Love you,” Nicole mouthed silently.

      Bridge put his thumb in the air and motioned for her to meet him in the bedroom. He then got up. “I have to check something,” he said to Abbott.

      Nicole waited a few seconds for him to disappear before she got up as well. “Would you excuse me for a second? You just keep on writing, OK? We’ll be back in a second.”

      “Sure,” Abbott replied. He was too focused on writing and his situation to really know or care what they were doing anyway.

      Bridge was waiting in the bedroom with his arms crossed as Nicole came in. She closed the door behind her.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Nicole shrugged, playing the innocent card. “Just trying to help someone who needs it.”

      “Oh no, don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” She batted her eyelashes at him.

      “That! That. That right there. Don’t play that I’m-so-innocent thing you do sometimes to pull yourself out of trouble.”

      “Am I in trouble?”

      “You know you are. I specifically said we couldn’t help with this case, and what do you do? Offer to help. You know damn well I didn’t want to take on this case.”

      “What’s the harm in looking at it for a few days? We don’t have anything else scheduled. At best, we find something and can help him get closure. At worst, we find nothing, and maybe he’ll finally accept that there’s nothing else that can be done, and he’ll move on. Then you won’t have to deal with him again.”

      “That’s not the point. The point is, you specifically went against what I said. You undermined me.”

      Nicole moved in closer to him with a sorrowful expression and threw her arms around him. She then playfully kissed his lips a few times. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know what you’re doing. It’s not gonna work.”

      She then started kissing his neck. “What am I doing?”

      “You’re trying to use your womanly ways to get me to calm down and come to your side.”

      She continued kissing him. “I would never do that.”

      “Uh huh.”

      They locked lips for the next few seconds, with Bridge finally beginning to lose the steam coming from his ears.

      “If you really don’t want to take the case, then fine. I mean, if you don’t want to help someone who’s hurting, who’s in pain, who’s looking for answers, then fine. Just go out and tell him we’ve changed our mind.”

      “Me?!”

      Nicole continued kissing his lips. “Well, you’re the one who’s not interested.”

      As Nicole moved to other parts of his body, Bridge started thinking about it, though it was hard to concentrate. He knew this was Nicole’s intention. She always did this to him to get what she wanted. He hated how he was an easy mark for her.

      “You know, sometimes I really hate how our relationship has evolved.”

      Nicole kissed him some more, stopping for a second. “You want to go back to the way it used to be?”

      “No. No. But it was easier to say no to you before.”

      Nicole grinned. “I’m sure it was.” She then kissed both sides of his face. She knew she basically had won him over. Bridge sighed. “I’m sorry. Should I stop?”

      “Huh? No, not that. That you can keep doing.”

      “Then what?” She kissed his lips again.

      “Fine.”

      “Fine, what?”

      “Fine, we’ll take the case.”

      Nicole stopped kissing him for a second, then planted another big one on his lips. “Awe, thank you, sweety. Thank you for doing this for me.”

      “Did I have a choice?”

      “Not really.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      She put her hand on the side of his face and kissed him again. “You won’t regret it.”

      Bridge watched her walk out of the room. “Somehow, I think I already do.”
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      Bridge and Nicole spent the next two days trying to find the private investigator that was working on Abbott’s case. They weren’t having much luck. They were trying to work backwards, going off the information that Abbott had told them, with the information that the investigator had told Abbott. The places the PI said he was going didn’t pan out with any useful leads.

      Now, the last place they had to look was the PI’s house, which also served as his office. They were sitting outside the house for about an hour, making sure the coast was clear.

      “Why are we doing this?” Nicole asked.

      Bridge scoffed. “Because you let your bleeding heart get in the way and promised to look into it. That’s why.”

      “I don’t mean that. I mean here. Now. Why are we just sitting outside this guy’s house? We know he’s single and doesn’t have any family. It’s not like we’re gonna run into someone.”

      “What if someone knocked him off and is also in there?”

      “So you do think he met with foul play!”

      Bridge put his hands up. “Now, now, just slow your roll there, Spanky. I didn’t say that. I just said it could be. Didn’t say it was.”

      “You gotta admit it’s suspicious that a PI takes a case investigating a murder, then a week later goes missing himself.”

      “I don’t have to admit anything.”

      “Well, at least we don’t have to go far for this one.”

      “If I had to go far, I wouldn’t have gone.”

      Nicole gave him a look, then shook her head. “I don’t understand why you’re so negative sometimes. It’s like… you wanna help people… but you don’t.”

      Bridge put his finger in the air as if he was making a correction. “No. I want to help people that I can really help. What’s our motto? Helping people that others have given up on. Helping people that no one else can help. That’s what we do. Investigating murders isn’t it. That’s something the police do, and they’re very good at it, so why should we get in their way? If they haven’t found something, maybe it’s because there was nothing to be found.”

      “Or they overlooked something. As good as they are, we all know it happens.”

      “It doesn’t happen as much as people think. If there was something to be found, they’d have found it.”

      “Well, maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “One more day and we move on,” Bridge said.

      “We don’t even have anything else right now. Why are you in such a hurry to move on to something that isn’t there?”

      “Because I don’t like to waste my time on things that have no payoff. There’s nothing wrong with having some rest and relaxation between jobs.” He then looked at his girlfriend, who hardly ever let a day go by without having a bedroom encounter, though it wasn’t always in the bedroom. “Well, relaxation anyway.”

      The reference wasn’t lost on Nicole, who raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you saying you don’t get enough rest?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Are you saying that I enjoy sex too much?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Because if you are…”

      “It’s not what I’m saying.”

      “I’m sure there’s plenty of other men—”

      “Nicole, it’s not what I’m saying. I love you. I love how you are. I love how you could want sex at the drop of a hat even if there were twenty guns pointed at you. I would never complain about it.” Bridge then thought for a moment. “Well, maybe I would if there were actually twenty guns pointed at us, but you get what I’m saying.”

      Nicole grinned, then went back to reading some of the reports they had, none of which Bridge paid much attention to. “Did you read this on how Abbott’s brother died?”

      “Killed in an alley or something, wasn’t he?”

      “According to the police report, it looked like he was killed somewhere else and dumped there.”

      “So?”

      “So that would mean it was probably premeditated.”

      “Not necessarily. Just means that wherever he was really killed, the person who did it didn’t want his body found there.”

      “Did you see what he did for a living?”

      “Traveling salesman or something, wasn’t he? Sold encyclopedias or something.”

      Nicole put the papers down and gave her partner the kind of look she usually did when he said something so ridiculous. “Encyclopedias? Really?”

      “What? Don’t they do that anymore?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      As Bridge sat there staring at the PI’s house, something else occurred to him. Something he really didn’t want to think about. He hoped he was wrong. But anytime someone said they were an international traveling salesman, his mind immediately went to the agency. Traveling salesman. It was a cover that he used many times in his days at the CIA. He finally let out a loud sigh, drawing a look from his girlfriend.

      “What was that for?”

      “Nothing,” Bridge replied.

      “Don’t give me that. I know your sighs.”

      “You know my sighs? Don’t you have anything else to do with your time than analyze me sighing?”

      “Oh, this coming from the person who counts how many times someone knocks on a door!”

      Bridge let out a fake cough. “Well, um, you know, that’s different.”

      “How?”

      “Uh, it just is.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes. “Uh huh. So what are you sighing for?”

      Bridge didn’t want to think about—or talk about—anything that would lead him deeper into the rabbit hole. He was trying not to think too hard about this case. If he did, the more he analyzed it, the more he was afraid of what he might find. And he actually would get drawn into it.

      “Spill. Now.”

      Bridge sighed again. “Fine. I was just thinking about him being a traveling salesman, him being killed somewhere else, his body being dumped in an alley; a lot of things are adding up.”

      “What are they equaling?”

      “That maybe there’s something deeper in play here.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, maybe it’s my old CIA training, but a lot of it is starting to sound familiar.”

      “It’s just coming to you now? You’ve had two days to think about it,” Nicole said.

      “I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to add it up. I just wanted to let it go. But since we’re here, since you’re forcing this thing on me…”

      “I’m not forcing anything on you.”

      “Well, now that I’m actually focusing on this thing… a lot is coming into focus.”

      “Want to sharpen the picture for me?”

      “You have a traveling salesman…”

      “We got that part.”

      “Will you let me finish?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’ve got a traveling salesman, a murder, a body that was killed elsewhere and dumped, a murder that was so clean the police have no leads and have made no progress in a year.”

      “And?”

      “Then we have a brother who won’t give up, and a private investigator who starts looking into things, then the PI goes missing.”

      “So what’s that tell you?”

      “This wasn’t some mugging or a fight over a girl or drugs or something stupid like that. This has all the makings of a professional hit.”

      “That’s kind of a big leap to take there, don’t you think?”

      “Police have no leads, right?”

      “Right.”

      “If it was a spur-of-the-moment thing or wasn’t planned, there would be some kind of evidence, right? There always is when it’s spontaneous. People panic. They don’t think straight. They make mistakes. There was none of that with Abbott, right?”

      “Clean in all aspects, so it seems.”

      “So who else makes clean kills?” Bridge asked.

      Nicole cleared her throat, thinking of the possibilities. “Uh, well, could be the mob or some other criminal element.”

      “Or it could be some kind of government body that uses traveling salesmen as cover identities.”

      “You’re saying the CIA killed this guy on our own soil?”

      Bridge shrugged. “I’m saying maybe they’re somehow involved.”

      “You blow my mind, you really do. I mean, among other things. But how you go from not wanting anything to do with this case, to going right to the CIA having this guy killed is amazing. I mean, some people just dip their toe in the water to see if it’s warm first, but not you, no, you just dive right in.”

      “My mind works differently than others.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “That’s part of what makes me special.”

      “I won’t argue there.”

      “You also know I might be right.”

      Now Nicole did the sighing. “Maybe. There’s a big chunk of stuff missing that we need to fill in before we can make that conclusion, I think. Like where the PI is.”

      “That’s another thing. If this guy’s missing, we both know why that probably is.”

      Nicole’s voice became sad. “It’s because he’s probably dead.”

      “Right. There’s no other reason he’d be missing for three days.”

      “Unless he’s hurt and in the hospital or something.”

      “And he just happens to be in a coma?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Or maybe some other case he was working on, like ten years ago, someone decided to come after him now, coincidentally, the same time he was starting to work on this thing?”

      “A lot of coincidences here, huh?”

      “Too many. I thought you didn’t want to work on this thing.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Seems like you’re getting into it,” Nicole said.

      Bridge took a deep breath, then looked at his girlfriend. It was one of those looks he gave when he was being sucked into something that he didn’t want to do but just couldn’t help himself. He glanced back at the house, then leaned over closer to the window. Judging from his body language, Nicole could tell that something caught his eye.

      “What is it?”

      “I just saw a light in there,” Bridge answered.

      Nicole immediately looked toward the house. It was just as dark as it had been. “You sure?”

      “Positive. It only flashed for a second or two.”

      “Maybe it was a car driving by or something. The headlight went through the window.”

      Bridge shook his head. “No. This was inside.” He looked over at the folder that was still sitting on Nicole’s lap. “This guy had no family?”

      Nicole opened the folder and started reading it again. “No wife or kids. Parents are alive. He was an only child.”

      “Maybe it’s the parents sneaking in.” He then glanced at Nicole with a look of disbelief. She gave him the same face.

      “You really believe that?”

      “Uh, well, I didn’t say I believed it. Just said maybe it was.”

      “Pretty sure if his parents were dropping by, they’d know where a light switch was.”

      “Probably.”

      “So what do you wanna do?”

      “I don’t want to do anything.”

      “What do you feel you should do?”

      Bridge sighed. “I feel like we should go over to that house and see who’s sneaking around and if it ties in to Gary Abbott’s murder.”

      Nicole smiled. “I thought that’d be your answer.”

      They got out of the car and headed over to the house. It was a modest house, two floors, with a single garage attached to the side of the vinyl exterior. There were two bedrooms upstairs and one downstairs, which Darren Bevell converted to an office for his PI work. As they approached the house, Nicole wondered what the plan was. If Bridge had one, he hadn’t shared it yet.

      “Do you have a plan for this?”

      “Nope,” Bridge replied.

      “Oh. Good. How we getting in?”

      “Probably the same way the other guy did. Through the back.”

      “Makes sense. I guess he’s not just gonna waltz out the front door.”

      “Unlikely.”

      “How we gonna take him?”

      “Whatever way possible,” Bridge said.

      They made their way around the house and stopped once they reached the back door. Bridge put his hand on the knob and slowly pushed it open. He snapped his head around to look at Nicole.

      “It’s not locked,” he whispered.

      Nicole whispered back. “Well, if someone’s in there, did you really think it would be?”

      Bridge gave her a face, then pushed the door open more as the two of them went inside. They walked through the darkened house, not using their flashlights or flicking on any lights, since it would give their presence away to whoever else was in the house. After coming in through the back, they found themselves in an enclosed patio, which then led into the kitchen area. Thinking he heard something, Bridge put his hand out to prevent Nicole from going any further. He tapped his ear to signal her to listen. The noise was faint, but it sounded as if papers were being rooted through or being thrown about a room. Bridge then pointed in the direction he thought it was coming from. It was the downstairs office.

      They moved in that direction, making sure they made no sound. Once they got near the office, they stood outside the door, listening to what was going on. Someone was definitely rooting around. And it sounded quite messy.

      Bridge and Nicole started communicating with their hands, though it was an animated conversation. It was quite the hand argument. Bridge initially wanted to go in alone and have Nicole wait where she was, but she wanted them both to go in together. After arguing with their hands for a minute, she finally relented and gave in, even though she thought it was a mistake.

      With their plans settled, Bridge took a deep breath, then quickly snuck inside the room, putting his hand on the wall to feel for the light switch. He finally found it and flipped it on. A man clad in black attire, including a ski mask, suddenly turned around from the corner of the room, where he was rifling through the file cabinet.

      “Whatcha doing?” Bridge asked, a smug look on his face for interrupting the burglar’s plans. He then looked at the rest of the room. “Look at this. Was this really necessary? You made a mess of it.”

      The masked man stepped away from the cabinet and toward the center of the room. He then pulled out a gun and pointed it at Bridge, who immediately did the same. They stood there, guns pointed at each other in a standoff.

      “Get out of my way,” the man said.

      “Can’t do that,” Bridge replied.

      “I’ll kill you if I have to.”

      Nicole then appeared in the frame of the door, getting down on one knee to change the angle that the masked man had to shoot on. It would have been difficult for him to take out both people before they opened up on him.

      “Don’t think you will,” Nicole said.

      “What are you doing here?” Bridge asked.

      “Probably the same thing you are,” the man answered.

      “Who are you?”

      The man tilted his head. “That’s on a need-to-know basis.”

      “What happened to Darren Bevell?”

      “Did something happen to him?”

      “Is he dead?” Bridge asked.

      “Why don’t you ask him?”

      “I feel like we have a gap here.”

      “Step aside and let me pass and no one has to get hurt.”

      “Right now, the only one getting hurt is you.”

      The man shook his head. “I can take you out right now.”

      Bridge shrugged. “Maybe so. But if you do that, you’re not leaving here either. Because she’s an excellent shot, and she’ll kill you before you can do the same to her.”

      “I’m OK with that. Because I’m not being taken, I’m not answering questions, and I’m not getting stuck here.”

      “So what do you propose then?”

      “I told you. You let me pass or me and you won’t see another sunrise.”

      “You’re willing to go down for whatever this is?”

      “Yes.”

      “Interesting.”

      “So what’s it gonna be?”

      Bridge took his hand off his gun and motioned toward the door. The masked man slowly started walking in that direction.

      “Give me space,” the man said, not liking how the two of them were crowding the door.

      Bridge took a few steps back, while Nicole got to her feet and also moved back a little. As the man got near the door, he gave a final look to Bridge.

      “Maybe next time.”

      “There won’t be a next time,” Bridge said.

      He suddenly lunged at the man, grabbing a hold of his neck. The two started wrestling around, eventually dropping to the floor as Bridge pulled down his opponent with him. They gave each other a couple of punches, neither of which had any mustard behind it and were easily shrugged off by both of them. After a minute of rolling around on the ground, they got back to their feet, where they started exchanging shots. Bridge got in a couple, then the man got in a few of his own. Bridge was actually stunned for a moment and dropped to one knee as he clutched his stomach. The man moved in to continue his assault, but Nicole spun the man around and started delivering a few shots of her own. She used her background in jiu jitsu to kick him a few times and keep him off-balance. At one point, though, he grabbed her leg and gave her a powerful right hand that landed flush on the side of her face, knocking her down.

      Bridge regained his energy and rejoined the fight, with both men getting in an equal number of shots. After several minutes, the man finally got the upper hand on Bridge, picking him up and slamming him down on a small wooden table by the door. As he picked Bridge up, Bridge put his hand on the man’s head and pulled the mask off of his face. Bridge then went crashing through the table, breaking it apart into pieces. The man quickly looked around for his gun, though he didn’t initially see where it went. And he wasn’t staying around to look for it. Nicole looked up and saw the man’s blond hair. It wasn’t a military or government cut, but it wasn’t long either. She only got a short glimpse of his face before he sprinted out of the house as Bridge and Nicole lay there in pain.

      Nicole was the first one back to her feet, though it felt like someone had taken a hammer to her face. She put her finger on her left cheek, though it hurt to touch it. She then looked down at Bridge, who was moving, but barely. It felt like he’d just been in a three-round MMA fight and got dominated the entire match. Nicole rushed down by his side, holding the back of his head.

      “Are you OK?”

      Bridge let out a moan. “I think this is what it feels like.”

      “What?”

      “To be run over by a truck.”

      “You didn’t get run over by a truck.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “You did get your ass beat though.”

      “Well, I didn’t notice you doing your MMA thing over there either.”

      Bridge started moving around a little more and Nicole tried helping him back to his feet.

      “Can you make it?”

      Bridge held the small of his back. “I think my back’s broken.”

      Nicole looked down at what was left of the table. “You sure put that thing out of commission.”

      “Are you sure I’m not dead?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “‘Cause it feels like every bone in my body is broken.”

      “You always were a little dramatic.”

      “I’d like to see you get thrown through a table and see how you react.”

      “I’ll pass. I’ll live vicariously through you on this one.”

      After a minute had passed, though he was still sore, Bridge started moving his arms around and tried to stretch out his back. Nicole rubbed his shoulders.

      “Looks like someone’s gonna need something to relax them later.”

      “I don’t think my body could take your version of relaxing,” Bridge said.

      “I promise to be gentle.”

      “Remember what you told me about not regretting taking this job?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, it’s official.”

      “What is?”

      “I definitely now regret it.”
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      Bridge and Nicole walked around the office for a few seconds before he hunched over and put his hands on his back. Nicole grabbed hold of him and walked him over to a chair in the corner of the room.

      “Here. Just sit tight for a few minutes.”

      Bridge opened and closed his eyes slowly a few times, hoping that would magically transform the pain and take it out of his system. It didn’t work. “Do I look as bad as I feel?”

      Nicole looked at him and nodded. “Well… I’ve seen you look better.”

      “I think I hurt so much that I can’t even tell if that was a dirty comment or not.”

      Nicole laughed. “It was kind of in the middle.”

      “Oh.”

      “You just sit there for a few minutes. I’ll start looking around.”

      “We may not have much time.”

      Nicole started looking through the desk. “Well, I doubt that guy’s calling the police.”

      “What if he has friends?”

      “Then we probably would have seen them by now?”

      “He was looking through the file cabinet.”

      Nicole glanced around. “Looks like he checked everywhere. Wonder what he was looking for?”

      “Has to be something that Bevell was working on.”

      “But if he had more than one case going, then it could have been anything. Doesn’t necessarily tie in with our thing.”

      “Too many coincidences here, Nic. You know I don’t believe in them. Everything with this guy just so happens to take place after he takes on the Abbott case. It’s too much to believe it’s got anything to do with anything else.”

      Nicole started going through some papers. “I don’t even know what I should be looking for.”

      Bridge was able to drag himself out of the chair, though he still wasn’t feeling too good. But he couldn’t just sit there and let Nicole do all the work. Especially since they didn’t belong there.

      “You all right?”

      Bridge tried to stand up straighter to stretch his back out. “I’ll survive.”

      Since Nicole was checking out the desk, Bridge figured he’d try his luck in the filing cabinet. After a few minutes, Nicole sighed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It just…” Nicole sighed again. “I just… I don’t know what’s important and what’s not. There are names and dates and places and… and I don’t know what any of it pertains to. Considering we’re on the clock here and can’t stay here all night, I’d say this is probably a worthless endeavor.”

      Bridge glanced at his girlfriend and winced as a shot of pain went up his spine. He then looked around the room and saw a backpack on the floor. He then went over to it and picked it up.

      “You know what, let’s start shoving everything in here, and we can look at it later.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Nicole said. “Then we can take our time with it.”

      Bridge started to lean over to pick up some papers on the floor, but made a groan. Bending over was a problem for him at the moment. Nicole came over to prevent him from hurting himself more.

      “Here, I’ll get this stuff. You go over to the cabinet and start taking stuff out of there. That way you can stand up.”

      As Bridge walked back over to the cabinet, he saw another backpack nestled in between the file cabinet and a table that was next to it. He gingerly bent over and picked it up to start shoving papers and folders from the file cabinet inside it. Within a few minutes, they had every piece of paper and file folder that was in the room inside a backpack.

      “Ready?” Nicole asked.

      “Pfft. Am I ready? I’ve never been readier.”

      Nicole smiled. She took her backpack and put it on her shoulder, then she took the backpack from Bridge and slung it over the other shoulder. “You need me to put you on my back, too?”

      “Is that another dirty comment?”

      Nicole laughed. “Could be.”

      They started to walk out of the house, with Bridge feeling a little better. At least he didn’t need help walking. As they got to the kitchen, they stopped upon seeing a bright light. It was coming from the back of the house where they came in. Nicole looked at Bridge to see what he wanted to do. He wanted to split up and pointed for her to go behind the kitchen table, while he went back to the living room, ducking behind the corner of the wall.

      After a few more seconds, the light got a little brighter. It was obviously a flashlight that was coming toward them. Bridge and Nicole waited silently and out of sight, until the man, or men, got closer. Then they’d spring a surprise on them. They patiently waited until the person came into view. It was only one man. It could’ve been the same person they’d run into before for all they knew. Maybe he wanted a rematch. The man, in dark attire, passed through the kitchen. It looked like he was on the way to the office as well. He seemed to know the way.

      As the man passed the corner of the wall that led into the living room, Bridge jumped out and grabbed him by the neck and shoulders and wrestled him to the ground. The man tried to put up a fight, though grappling wasn’t really his specialty. Bridge easily got the upper hand and wound up sitting on top of the man, straddling his waist. Bridge reached his arm back and was about to deliver a knockout-type blow, but then heard the man beg for him to let up.

      “No! Please!”

      It was a familiar voice. An unmistakable one. One that Bridge could never mistake for anyone else. It was one that Nicole had heard from the kitchen as well. She ran over to the light and turned it on. With his vision clear, Bridge looked down at Abbott’s face and relaxed his arm. He got off him and helped him to his feet. Abbott put his hand on his heart to signify his discomfort with the whole situation.

      “You wanna tell me what you’re doing here?” Bridge asked.

      Abbott cleared his throat. “Well, um, I came here because, well, you know, Bevell’s been missing, and I wanted to try to find a few clues.”

      “Isn’t that what you hired us for?”

      “Well, I wasn’t sure if you were doing other things and…”

      “You know this is breaking and entering, right?”

      “Um, well…”

      “You could be arrested for this.”

      “Wait, isn’t that what you’re doing here?”

      “Not the same thing,” Bridge replied. “We’re professionals. We do this for a living. We’re trained to take risks. We know how to do these things properly. You don’t.”

      Abbott scrunched his eyebrows together, looking at some of the bumps and bruises on Bridge’s face. As Nicole came closer, he noticed the same on hers.

      “Why do you guys look like that?”

      “That’s another reason why you don’t do things like this,” Bridge said. “You never know who you’ll run into. We ran into a friend who was here before us.”

      “Who was he?”

      “Damned if I know.”

      “Looks like he worked you over.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “We should go,” Nicole said, still mindful of any other visitors.

      “What exactly were you hoping to find?” Bridge asked.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. I was hoping to find something that would jump out at me.”

      “Well, you accomplished that one.”

      “Other than you, I mean.”

      “You’re lucky you didn’t get here twenty minutes ago and find that other guy before we did. Otherwise you’d be joining your brother right now.”

      “I just didn’t think it would be a problem.”

      “Leave the investigative work to us. That’s what you’re paying us for, right?”

      “Right.”

      “We should go,” Nicole said.

      Bridge looked back at her and nodded. He put his hand on Abbott’s shoulder. “C’mon. We need to get out of here.”

      “Did you get a chance to search?” Abbott asked.

      Nicole held up the two backpacks. “We sometimes take our work home with us.”

      “Oh.” They began walking through the back of the house again. “Did you find anything yet?”

      “Other than a big guy with a big fist?” Bridge replied. “No. But we’ve got a lot of stuff to sort through. So we’re gonna do that while you go home and stay out of it. Right?”

      Abbott sighed. “I guess so.”

      “Chris?”

      “Fine. I’ll go home and wait for you to call me.”

      “Much better.”

      They walked out of the house without any further incident. Still on the lookout for any signs of trouble, they walked around the side of the house and down the street back to their cars. Abbott was parked in the opposite direction. About halfway to his car, Bridge’s eyes happened to look further down the street. It must have been a flickering light that caught his attention. He only saw it for half a second. Maybe it was the light from a cigarette being lit. Maybe it was the light from a phone being turned on. Maybe it was something else entirely. But he saw it.

      Bridge knew where the light had come from, and there was a car parked there, but it was too dark to see any of the occupants. He kept his head looking straight ahead so whoever was in the car didn’t know he was on to them. He nudged Nicole in the arm.

      “There’s a car up ahead. About thirty yards away. Don’t make any sudden movements.”

      “Who you think it is?” Nicole asked.

      “Don’t know. Could be anybody, I suppose.”

      “You don’t think cops would be watching the house, do you?”

      “Tough to say. Maybe it’s our friend from earlier. Just stay sharp.”

      They walked a little further, almost to Abbott’s vehicle, when Bridge noticed the car make a sharp and sudden turn out of its parking space. The car roared ahead toward them, speeding up to get closer to them.

      “Get down!” Bridge yelled.

      He pushed Abbott over, using his own car as cover, while also getting behind it. Nicole dove to the ground as well. Just as they hit the pavement, bullets ripped through the air from an automatic rifle. It was a tense few seconds as Abbott’s car became riddled with bullet holes. Glass from the windows shattered. Then the other car sped off into the night. Bridge peeked his head around the front wheel of Abbott’s car to make sure no one else was there, even though he heard the tires squealing as it left the scene. He then poked his head above the hood, making sure there wasn’t a second car in the area that was supposed to finish the job. Seeing nothing that looked like a threat, he turned back around to make sure the others were OK.

      Bridge noticed a bunch of glass on top of Nicole. “You OK?”

      She gingerly got up, brushing the small pieces of glass off her body. “Yeah. I’m good.”

      Bridge then looked to Abbott. “How ‘bout you?”

      Abbott sat up. “I think I’m fine.” He then looked at his car and sighed. “Look at my car. Why’d they have to do that?”

      “You’re lucky the car’s the only thing that’s got holes in it.”

      Bridge glanced back to his girlfriend, who looked troubled. She was just staring out into the darkness.

      “What is it?”

      “Just seems convenient,” Nicole said.

      “How’s that?”

      “They would’ve had a better, unobstructed view of us if they did it sooner. They had plenty of time. But they waited until we were almost at the car.”

      “Like they wanted us to take cover.”

      Nicole nodded. “I’m not sure they wanted to kill us. Seemed more like a message to me.”

      “What kind of message?” Abbott asked.

      “The kind that suggests we might be stepping on some wrong toes,” Bridge answered.

      “This was a warning,” Nicole said.

      “Who would do that?” Abbott asked.

      “People who are very dangerous,” Bridge replied.

      “What’s it all mean?”

      “It means someone doesn’t want us looking into this.”

      “Again, who would do that?”

      “Someone who’s got connections.”

      “So what are we gonna do?”

      “You’re gonna go home and get your car fixed.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m gonna keep looking into it.”

      “Even after this?”

      “I don’t scare easily,” Bridge said. “When people want me to do something, I generally tend to do the opposite. I don’t like being threatened. And I don’t respond well to scare tactics. If someone wants a fight with me… then they’re gonna get one.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Bridge and Nicole spent most of the next day holed up in their hotel room. They had papers sprawled all over the place. On the kitchen table, on the floor, on the couches, the living room table, everywhere. They were putting papers into different piles, things they might need to look at further, things that piqued their interest, things that seemed like they had no bearing on anything, and plenty of things that they weren’t sure about either way.

      Bridge got up from the table to take a break, walking to the refrigerator to get a drink. He moved his arm and shoulder around, still feeling the effects from the previous night’s encounter with the man dressed in black.

      “My back’s still killing me. I don’t know how those wrestlers do it.”

      “What’s that?”

      “They get thrown through tables and chairs and off the mat a million times, and they keep coming back for more day after day.”

      “Well, they’re trained in that sort of thing.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Bridge let out a small groan as he stretched his back. “Hope I don’t run into that guy again anytime soon.”

      “Why? Don’t think you can take him?”

      “I can take him.”

      “Your face says otherwise.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe next time I’ll shoot first and kick his ass afterwards.”

      “That’s cheating.”

      “All’s fair in love and war, right?” Bridge leaned up against the counter and made a few more moans and groans.

      “Something wrong?”

      “No. It’s just that we’ve been looking at this stuff for four hours straight and haven’t found anything yet.”

      “Anything conclusive. There’s plenty that might have some meaning. We just don’t know if it does yet. There’s obviously something here somewhere.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “If there wasn’t, why else would that other guy have been there? He must’ve known there was something that would incriminate somebody.”

      “Maybe he just thought there was. Or making sure there wasn’t. He might not have known for sure either.”

      “Considering the bullets that came flying afterwards, I tend to think there’s something here.”

      After consuming his soda, Bridge went back to the table and started sorting through documents and case files. Another hour went by before they finally found something. As soon as Bridge saw the address, something clicked in his mind. He held the paper out in front of him and stared at it for a solid two minutes. Nicole eventually noticed that he hadn’t moved in a while.

      “What is it?” Bridge was so focused on what was on the paper that he didn’t even hear her voice. She finally put her hand on his forearm to break his concentration. “Luke?”

      Feeling her touch finally snapped him from his stare. “Huh?”

      “What is it?”

      Bridge glanced at her and handed over the paper. Looking at him strangely, she took the paper and read it. It immediately rang a few bells for her too, but not in the same way as her boyfriend.

      “You know what this is?”

      “Yes,” Bridge answered.

      “I can’t place it. But it looks… familiar for some reason. Like I’ve…”

      “Been there before?”

      “Or have seen it somewhere before,” Nicole said.

      “Probably because you have.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a CIA station here in New York.”

      “That’s where I’ve seen it. I remember sending a few reports to this address before.”

      “I’ve been there,” Bridge said. “I used to get missions from there, debriefings after assignments, things like that.”

      “But you worked out of…”

      “Well, that was before then. Before I met you. But this was one of my first assignments… working out of there.”

      “How would Bevell get this address? Why would he have it?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question.”

      “The CIA somehow ties into this?”

      Bridge stared at her. “Certainly looks like it’s heading that way.”

      “But how?”

      “Unless Abbott was an agent. Either for us or for someone else.”

      Nicole raised her eyebrows and nodded. “And if someone found that out, or someone who’s connected to the agency…”

      “They didn’t want anyone digging further into Gary Abbott’s murder and took him out too. Tie off loose ends.”

      “How far is this gonna go? And how far are we gonna take it?”

      “As far as the clues lead us.”

      Nicole made a face like she wasn’t especially pleased to follow him in that direction. “I dunno, Luke. I mean, we left the CIA on great terms; they’ve given us no issues when we left or since then. I really don’t want to make enemies with them if this is somehow tied directly to them.”

      “Who’s the one who continuously tells me to help the people that need help? Even if it doesn’t exactly coincide with our mission statement.”

      “Now you’re gonna use my own words against me?”

      Bridge laughed. “You’ve used them against me long enough.”

      “They can make things difficult for us if we don’t do this right.”

      “I think we’ve built up enough goodwill over the years helping to do some of their dirty work that it shouldn’t blow up over this.”

      “Depending on what we uncover.”

      Bridge sighed. “Yeah.”

      They looked through some other papers, though none of them ever got to the level of interest as the one with the CIA address. Bridge eventually went back to it, holding it in front of him as he stared at it.

      “You know, staring at it isn’t going to suddenly bring you an answer,” Nicole said.

      “It might.”

      “We need to find something else that ties this together.”

      As Bridge stared at the address, he thought of another way to get the answers they needed. And a lot faster than what they were doing now. He finally put the paper down and looked at Nicole.

      “Or we can just speed things up.”

      “How do you plan to do that?” Nicole asked.

      Bridge tapped on the paper with his index finger. “Talk with the man that runs this.”

      Nicole leaned back, surprised to hear him say it. “I dunno, Luke.”

      “Is there ever a better way at getting to the heart of a matter than by going right to the top?”

      “Even if they’re involved, they’re unlikely to tell you anything.”

      “If there’s one thing I learned when I worked there, it’s that it’s not always about what they say. Sometimes it’s about what they don’t.”

      “It might put a target on you.”

      “After last night, I’d say the target’s already been painted on my back.”

      Nicole wiped her face. “You sure this is a good idea?”

      “No.” Bridge smiled. “But I think wherever this case is taking us… we’ll get there a lot faster.”

      “I’m not sure I’m liking this.”

      “You’re the one who begged me to take this case.”

      “Well, that was when I thought it was a simple murder. Besides, when do you ever listen to me?”

      “I always listen to you. Especially when you start… doing things.”

      “Well, maybe you should start learning some willpower to resist me.”

      Bridge looked at her and smiled. “Impossible.” He then leaned over and gave her a kiss. “I could never resist you.”

      “Except you did for a while.”

      “And you broke me down.”

      “Unhappy that I did?”

      Bridge leaned over and kissed her again. “Never.”

      “I’m sorry I got us into this.”

      Bridge shrugged. “It is what it is. We both know that whenever we’re on a case, we never know where it might lead, or who it might lead to. Just one of the perils of the business.”

      “You’re sure you wanna do this?”

      “No. But I think we have to.”

      Bridge got up and grabbed his cell phone. He dialed a number that he hadn’t dialed in a long time.

      “Hello?” a woman answered.

      Bridge didn’t miss a beat. “This is Alpha Two-One-Seven-Six-Five.”

      “What is your business?”

      “I would like to speak with Pinnacle One.” There was silence on the other end of the line. The operator wasn’t used to someone asking for that. Bridge knew it was an unusual request, but that wasn’t going to stop him from demanding it. “I need to talk to Pinnacle One. Today. You get him the message. Tell him it’s about Gary Abbott. I can be reached on this number.”

      “I will see what I can do.”

      “Thanks.”

      Bridge hung up and looked at Nicole.

      “How’d it go?”

      Bridge shrugged. “We’ll see. I put the line out. Now we just have to wait and see if we get a bite.”

      “No reason why we shouldn’t. We left on good terms.”

      “You know as well as I do that leaving on good terms doesn’t exactly mean you get a free access card to sensitive information should it ever come up.”

      “True.”

      Bridge went back to the table and started looking at more papers with Nicole, though he knew it was unlikely they were going to find anything else. He thought it was all going to hinge on getting the meeting he was requesting. About ten minutes passed before Bridge’s phone rang. He looked at Nicole once it did, a little surprised he was getting a call so fast. He looked at the number. It was unfamiliar. He knew that meant it was probably the call he was hoping for.

      “Yes?” Bridge said.

      “State your ID,” a man replied.

      “Alpha Two-One-Seven-Six-Five.” Bridge could tell by the voice that it was not Pinnacle One. He had a deeper voice than the one he was listening to. It was most likely one of his assistants.

      “And your business?”

      “I need to speak with Pinnacle One.”

      “What for?”

      “It’s about Gary Abbott.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “That’s what I want to speak with Pinnacle One about.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Listen, you all know who I am and what I do. I’m on a case that I think has something to do with you guys. Now, you can either let me in on it so I don’t step on any toes, or I can just go about it on my own and risk blowing something that you don’t want blown. Now which do you prefer?”

      It was quiet on the other end for about ten seconds. “Hold on.”

      As he waited, Bridge looked at Nicole and shrugged. He wasn’t sure which way this was going yet. They might decide to do business with him, or they could decide to blow him off and hope he goes away.

      After a good solid minute, the man got back on the phone. “Pinnacle One will see you in one hour.”

      “Where?”

      “Bethesda Fountain in Central Park.”

      Before Bridge was able to get off another question, the line went dead. He looked at his phone for a second before putting it back in his pocket.

      “Well?” Nicole asked.

      “One hour. Central Park at the Bethesda Fountain.”

      “With Pinnacle One?”

      Bridge nodded. “With Pinnacle One.”

      Nicole gave him a look. At least it was in a public place. That meant there would be no funny business. If it was in an abandoned building or somewhere with no people, that would give them pause to worry. But when meetings were done in public, there was usually little to fear in terms of one’s personal health. Usually.

      “What do you think?”

      Bridge shrugged. “I really don’t know. I really don’t know.”

      “Well, at least the park is good.”

      Bridge nodded. “Looks like we’re going for a stroll.”
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      Bridge walked around the fountain until he got to the edge of the lake and watched a few of the rowers go by in their small boats. He touched his ear to make sure his earpiece was working.

      “You on?”

      “I’m here,” Nicole answered. She was dressed in running attire, shorts, shoes, a baseball hat, all to try to disguise her appearance if their guests knew what she looked like.

      “See anything yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      Bridge looked at his watch. “Still got a few minutes.”

      Bridge took his eyes off the rowers and turned around. His eyes immediately went to the statue in front of him. The Bethesda Fountain was one of the largest fountains in New York, as well as in the world, standing over twenty-six feet high and ninety-six feet wide. It was also one of the more well-known fountains in the world. The sculpture in the middle of it, also known as Angel of the Waters, featured an eight-foot-high bronze statue. The angel carried a lily in one hand, while the other hand remained outstretched, to signify the delivering of a blessing from the water pouring down from around her feet and into the fountain.

      Bridge walked around the fountain to stand in front of it. He looked around, and not seeing anyone, turned back around to look at the fountain again. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen it. He’d been there many times. But it was always a peaceful feeling that came over him every time he was there. He sat down on the ledge of the fountain, his back to the angel as he waited for his visitor. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Nicole walking by, pretending like she was just a regular tourist. She then went up the steps that led up to the terrace, just off of Terrace Drive. She stood there and looked out, having a front-eye view of Bridge.

      “Must be nice having an angel on your shoulder, huh?”

      Bridge laughed. “If only that were true.”

      “Maybe you can figure out a way to keep her there.”

      “I think she’d be a little heavy lugging around all the time.”

      After only a minute or two, she looked to her right and saw several men dressed in expensive looking suits walk past. She knew who that was. A few of them walked down the steps on the way to meet Bridge, while a few more stood near her, just taking in the view and making sure that nothing happened to their boss. Not wanting to stay in such company, Nicole put her earbuds back in and started running, though she really went to a nearby path so she could get a better look at what was happening. She could still hear what was going on when Bridge was talking.

      Bridge sat on the edge of the fountain, leaning forward, with his elbows on his knees, watching Pinnacle One’s guards disperse as the boss moved closer to Bridge. Bridge didn’t take his eyes off the sixty-year-old leader as he approached. Pinnacle One stopped just in front of Bridge, not looking at him, instead looking at the statue behind him.

      “A beautiful sculpture, don’t you think?”

      “It is,” Bridge replied.

      Pinnacle One continued talking in his gruff-sounding voice. It was a deeper voice that had done a lot of barking out of orders over the years, though his tone had softened in recent times. “I must say it was a surprise to get a call from you.”

      “Was it?”

      “It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other.”

      “Eight years isn’t really that long.”

      “In this business… eight years is almost a lifetime.”

      “I guess it is.”

      Pinnacle One sat down next to Bridge. “So what’s this all about?”

      “Gary Abbott.”

      “Who?”

      Bridge chuckled. “C’mon, don’t play me for a fool. I worked for this agency a long time. I know how things work. I also know when things aren’t what they seem.”

      “And you think you’ve got that here?”

      “I do. Gary Abbott was an international salesman who died under mysterious circumstances a year ago.”

      “So? That happens to a lot of people.”

      “A man that had, on the surface, no enemies, killed somewhere else, then dumped in an alley. It was a super clean kill, police had no leads, and the case soon dropped off the map.”

      “Sounds like you’re dealing with an intelligent killer.”

      “Or agency.”

      Pinnacle One smiled. “And you think that was us.”

      “Well, when a private investigator starts looking into the matter, then he suddenly disappears, it starts to sound off the alarm bells. Then when that investigator also has the address of a certain station based in New York, a lot of things start adding up.”

      Pinnacle One continued grinning. “Careful, Luke. Sometimes things don’t always add up to what you think they will. Two plus two doesn’t always equal four.”

      “Sure it does. It doesn’t add up when you start throwing in different equations to mask the true answer.”

      “You were a good agent. Too bad you’re not still in the field.”

      “I’m good where I am.”

      “Yes, still making a difference from what I hear. That’s always been in your blood.”

      “About Gary Abbott…”

      “There’s nothing I can really say about him.”

      “Sure there is. You just won’t. I came here to give you the option of clueing me in on what’s going on so I don’t start stepping on toes that I don’t want to step on. But if I’m kept out of the loop, I can’t really help that much, can I?”

      “You could always move on.”

      “Afraid I can’t do that. I’ve been hired to do a job and I’m gonna do it.”

      “Regardless of where it may lead or whose path you may cross?”

      “That’s the way I operate. Always have.”

      “I know. That’s what makes you unique. That’s what makes you great. That’s what makes you…” He started to laugh. “What is it you call yourself? The Extractor?” He kept laughing. “I must say I do enjoy that name. It’s fitting, though. You earned it.”

      “Back to Gary Abbott.”

      “Why are you so hell-bent on believing that he’s one of ours?”

      “Are you saying he’s not?”

      “I’m not saying anything.”

      Bridge was tired of the games. He could see that he wasn’t going to get anywhere this way. At least he could say he gave it a chance. He stood up, ready to leave.

      “Well, you can’t say I didn’t give you a shot.”

      Just as he started to walk away, Pinnacle One grabbed his arm to prevent him from leaving. “Sit down.” It was said in a warm fashion. He then nodded toward the ledge. “Please.”

      Bridge slowly sat back down, ready to hear whatever else the man had to say, though he still wasn’t sure it would be much of anything. “Gary Abbott?”

      “I am familiar with the name.”

      “He worked for you?”

      “Not in the way that you think.”

      “He wasn’t an agent?”

      “No. But we did use him on a few things here and there.”

      “Why was he killed?”

      “I don’t know. That’s something we’ve never been able to figure out.”

      “So it wasn’t you guys that did it?”

      Pinnacle One grinned. “Now, Luke, you know we don’t operate on U.S. soil.”

      Bridge laughed. “Yeah.”

      “We did not kill him. But we did approach him two years ago about working for us.”

      “Why?”

      Pinnacle One shrugged, not able to give away all the details. “Well, let’s just say he had a job travelling around the world, and we wanted to use that to the best of our abilities. He had a natural cover that we thought would blend in nicely with some of the things we were working on.”

      “What was he doing here when he was killed?”

      “Nothing to my knowledge. At least nothing for us. Just one of those dumb luck type of things that got him killed.”

      “So you don’t know who did it?”

      “Oh, we briefly looked into it, making sure no one knew his connection to us. But we didn’t find any leads to indicate who it was and nothing ever blew back to us. So the matter’s been closed as far as we’re concerned.”

      “And the fact that it was a nice, tight, clean job doesn’t mean anything to you?”

      “Like I said, just happened to be dumb luck.”

      Bridge took the paper out of his pocket with the CIA address on it. He held it up to show his former boss. “And the fact that a private investigator had this in his possession doesn’t ring any bells for you?”

      Pinnacle One took the paper from his hand and looked at it. “I can’t honestly say for sure how this man would’ve come across this in his possession.” He leaned over slightly. “You mind if I keep this? I would hate for it to somehow fall into the hands of someone less scrupulous than yourself.”

      “Go ahead.”

      Pinnacle One folded it and put it in his pocket. “Thank you.”

      “So what do you think happened to this PI who was investigating Abbott’s death?”

      “Can’t say I know anything about it.”

      “You didn’t have him taken care of?”

      “I don’t even know who he is.”

      “Darren Bevell.”

      “Doesn’t ring any bells.”

      Bridge smiled. “You also said that before.”

      “Yes, well, I can say for sure that this man’s name doesn’t sound familiar at all.”

      “How ‘bout the fact that I was shot at last night coming out of this man’s home?”

      “You were?”

      “Yep.”

      “By who?”

      “Well, I guess that’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question, isn’t it?”

      “You don’t believe it was us, do you?”

      Bridge chuckled. “Well, it did cross my mind. I mean, in light of all the other connections and all.”

      “Now, do you really think I would have my men try to kill you over this?”

      “The world of espionage is a dangerous game. Sometimes people are in the game and they don’t even know that they’re playing. And they don’t know the rulebook.”

      “But you do.”

      “That’s right, I do. And I also know when I’m not getting the whole truth.”

      “You know as well as I do that I can’t reveal sensitive information.”

      “I’m not asking you to. I’m just asking that I be let in on what’s going on. Because if I start digging deeper into this, and I find out that I’m being lied to, or I start being followed, or I start being led in a different direction, I’m gonna be very unhappy. And I don’t want any bad blood to come out of this.”

      “Or spilled blood.”

      “That too,” Bridge said.

      “Luke, Gary Abbott did not work for us. We did not kill him. I do not know who did. And we did not shoot at you last night. All of that is the truth.”

      “The whole truth or just a version of it?”

      “The version that I can reveal.” Pinnacle One then stood up and put his sunglasses on. “It’s been good talking to you, Luke. If you find anything else of interest on this case, I’d appreciate you filling me in on it.”

      “You can count on it.”

      Bridge sat there as he watched his former boss walk away. As the man did so, his other men fell in behind him as they walked back to their car. Once they were completely out of sight, Nicole came over to the fountain and sat down next to her boyfriend.

      “Hear all that?” Bridge asked.

      “Sure did.”

      “What’d you think?”

      “I think he’s lying.”

      “About which part?”

      “Most of it. Maybe he’s telling the truth about Abbott not being an agent. I’m not sure about that. But I think he knows a lot more than he’s saying.”

      “Question is how long it takes us to prove it.”

      “I can prove some of it right now.”

      “How?”

      “Well, I can’t say for sure whether he’s the one behind us being shot at last night. And I can’t say whether he had Abbott killed. And I can’t say for sure whether he’s behind the disappearance of that PI.”

      “Then what can you say?”

      “I can definitely say he knows about Bevell.”

      “How?”

      “You remember that guy we fought with the blond hair? The one who put you through the table?”

      Just hearing it brought back bad memories for Bridge. He put his hand on his back as if he were still feeling the pain. “I’m not likely to forget it anytime soon.”

      “That guy’s one of Pinnacle One’s guards.”

      Bridge was astonished. “What?”

      “Yeah. He was standing up there on the terrace. I didn’t notice him at first when I was there. But when I walked around and stood by the trees on the side there after they showed up, I noticed him.”

      “You sure it was him? The same guy?”

      “Positive. I’d recognize him anywhere. So unless he’s acting on his own, I’d say there’s one guy who sent him to Bevell’s house.”

      “Pinnacle One.”

      “Which means that he knows him. And he knows more of what’s going on.”

      Bridge sighed. “I’m pretty sure I hate this case.”

      “Not too late to back away from it.”

      “Yes, it is. We’re already into it.”

      “But not so far where we can’t go back. I mean, it’s not like we’ve got some pivotal information that we’re not acting on. We still don’t know much.”

      “But we know enough,” Bridge said. “We know things don’t add up. And we know there’s a brother out there who wants answers. And he’s not gonna give up until he gets them. And if he keeps on, without our help, he has no idea what he’s dealing with. You know as well as I do what’s likely to happen to him and whoever else he brings in if it’s not us.”

      “There’s gonna be more dead bodies.”

      Bridge nodded.

      “If we keep going… I just hope we’re not joining them.”

      Bridge took a deep breath, then flipped his lips together and blew air through his mouth. “Yeah.”

      “Where do we go from here?”

      Bridge took a few seconds to think about it. “We need to dig deep. Deep into Gary Abbott’s background. If he really wasn’t an agent and they were just using him to facilitate information quietly, there should be some trails we can follow. He wouldn’t be good enough to cover everything up.”

      “Unless they wiped everything away.”

      “Let’s get Eric in on this. Maybe he can tell us something.”

      “What about Chris?” Nicole asked. “Should we tell him his brother was involved with the CIA or wait?”

      “I think the sooner we tell him what’s going on the better it’ll be. For him.”

      Nicole agreed. “Yeah. If he knows what he’s up against, maybe he’ll be a little more cautious about what he does. Like breaking into houses.”

      “That’s the hope. If not… if not, he’ll end up where his brother is.”
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      With Bridge and Nicole back at the hotel, he immediately called Chris Abbott to let him know his brother was into some other things, things he couldn’t explain, and things Abbott wouldn’t understand. While Bridge was on the phone with him, Nicole called their trusty FBI friend Eric Happ, putting him on the video line.

      “Oh no, it’s been a few weeks,” Happ said. “What do you want?”

      “Can’t a girl just call to say hi to her friend?”

      “I think you used that line on me for the model kidnapping case.”

      “I did?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Oh. I’m gonna have to start working on new material.”

      Happ laughed. “Probably would be a good idea. ‘Cause every time you come at me with the same line, I automatically know what you want.”

      “I’ll work on it.”

      “At least keep me guessing for a few minutes.”

      “Noted.”

      “So what do you want? Luke making you do his dirty work? Figured I’d have a harder time saying no to you?”

      Nicole looked toward the hallway, but Bridge was in the bedroom and out of sight. “Uh, no, he’s just… busy with someone else.”

      “Oh, you have competition now?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. He knows I would kill anyone else who even looked at him.”

      Happ laughed again. “So what’s up?”

      “We caught… something. It’s a big one.”

      “Uh oh.”

      “Yeah. I think we might be dealing with some… agencies on this one.”

      “As in ours?”

      “Or those similar to yours.”

      “You talking about your former friends and colleagues?”

      Nicole nodded. “Yeah.”

      “So what are you coming to me for? You guys are still tight with them, aren’t you?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say tight. It’s not adversarial. Even so, what can I do?”

      “We would like to know if you have anything on a guy named Gary Abbott,” Nicole said.

      “Agent?”

      “Well, he’s dead now. Been that way for a year.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Nicole then went over the entire case with him to catch him up. After getting the full rundown, Happ sighed and shook his head.

      “I don’t know if I wanna be messing around with this thing.”

      “C’mon, Eric, he’s not an agent. At least as far as we know. He’s a dead U.S. citizen who has a brother that wants answers. I mean, he’s been gone for a year and the police have nothing.”

      “You think they got pressured not to look into it?”

      Nicole shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe they really had no leads and had nowhere to go. But if that’s the case, that points to people even higher up who know how to avoid these kinds of things.”

      “Nic, I know you and Luke mean well with these things, and I’m usually always right there to support you…”

      “But?”

      “But if this thing leads up to somewhere that it shouldn’t… you could be walking into you don’t even know what.”

      “I know.”

      “If, just for the sake of argument, this guy really was killed by the CIA, in this country, you know what kind of shit-storm you’re going to create?”

      Nicole sighed. “I know. But if he wasn’t, then we’ll have let a killer go scot-free.”

      “You guys are just compelled to look into this, aren’t you?”

      Nicole nodded. “We are.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Me too.”

      “And I hope you’re prepared for whatever happens as a result of it.”

      “We are.”

      “All right. Well, I guess give me some time to look into it, and I’ll get back to you.”

      “Thanks, Eric. You’re the best.”

      “I know. It’s nice hearing you say it though.”

      After getting off the line with Happ, Nicole went back to work on the computer, trying to dig up as much information as she could on Abbott. Then, whenever Happ got back to her, she could compare what he had against what she had and see if there were any discrepancies or something new that she either overlooked or didn’t have access to, which was always possible when looking into someone who had done business with the government. About twenty minutes later, she looked over and saw Bridge coming out of the bedroom. He had his hands on his head, puffing air through his lips, and he looked stressed..

      “Didn’t go so well?” Nicole asked.

      Bridge came into the living room, plopped down in a chair, and rubbed the top of his head. “Uh, well, I guess it went OK.”

      “Doesn’t look it.”

      “Well, explaining that your brother was secretly doing business with the CIA has a tendency to… uh, well… it tends to be hard to understand and accept.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “And when everything you say tends to create even more questions with no answers, it can be overwhelming.”

      “For him or for you?”

      “Both.”

      Nicole went back to working on the computer, but after a couple of minutes, stopped typing and turned back to her boyfriend. “What’s your gut say on this?”

      Bridge thought for a few seconds, taking a few deep breaths before answering. “Honestly, my gut says that I don’t think the agency is involved in his killing. I just… if he’s a natural salesman who goes overseas a lot, if the agency wanted to do him in, they probably could have done it a lot easier, without so many questions, and without anyone really looking into it in a foreign country. It would have been easier to explain. You know, he got mugged, went to a wrong part of town, car accident, whatever. And nobody probably would’ve thought twice about it. But if you kill him here, people like PIs, or us, start looking into things, and you’ve got a mess on your hands.”

      Nicole agreed. “It would be easier to kill him over there.”

      “Yeah, so, it doesn’t make sense to do it here if that’s what their intentions were.”

      “Maybe they were caught off guard by his murder as much as everyone else was, and whatever they were working on, they had to distance themselves from it for whatever reason.”

      “That would make sense. At least as much as anything else at this point.”

      “And that’s not even taking Bevell into account yet,” Nicole said. “Where’s he?”

      “I can tell you where he probably is, but you wouldn’t like it.”

      “At the bottom of a hole?”

      “Question is, whose hole? The agency’s or whoever killed Abbott?”

      “Assuming it’s not one and the same.”

      “Yeah.” Bridge let out a few more sighs, hating the case with each second that passed. Even still, he was involved now. He wasn’t giving up on it.

      “I guess it could be worse.”

      “No, it couldn’t.”

      “Could be in Mexico.”

      “To be honest, and I know this is gonna shock you, but I think I’d rather be there right now.”

      Nicole pulled her head back like she was shocked. “No, you didn’t.”

      “Oh, I did.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “I did.”

      “You know, I’m gonna remind you of that the next time we have to go back there.”

      “Hopefully there won’t be a next time.”

      “There’s always a next time.”

      “No, there’s not.”

      “Always is a next time. For everything.”

      “I disagree.”

      “Name something,” Nicole said.

      “If you’re already dead, there’s no next time. Unless, of course, they dig up your body and start shooting you again. Though I guess technically you’re still dead from the first time, so you still can’t be killed again. Right?”

      “Funny.”

      “Well, I was just saying.”

      “How ‘bout if you say something intelligent about this case?”

      “Eh, can’t help you with that one. You talk to Eric?”

      “Yeah, he’s gonna look into it and get back to us. What do you wanna do next?”

      “Well, we already know that Abbott was working with the agency, right? So I don’t think it’d do much good to retrace his steps from the first time that happened up to now, would it?” Bridge said.

      “I dunno. Maybe.”

      “It’d probably be better to work backwards, wouldn’t it? Figure out what he’d been doing recently and go from there. Because whatever happened to him, I think it’s safe to say it’s because of whatever he was doing recently and not something he was working on three years ago. If that was the case, he would have been killed then.”

      “Makes sense. Should we try to simultaneously work on finding the PI too?”

      Bridge got up and went over to the table, picking up Bevell’s planner. There were a few leads in there he wanted to check out. There were a couple of names, dates, and times in the couple of days leading up to his disappearance that Bridge wanted to look into.

      “I’ll look into this stuff,” Bridge said, holding up the planner. “You keep on Abbott.”

      “You gonna check that stuff out alone?”

      Bridge shrugged. “What could possibly happen?”

      “You really need an answer to that?”

      “Uh, no.”

      They spent two more hours working, with Nicole trying to piece together every little detail of Abbott’s life in the months leading up to his death. Bridge tried to figure out who the names were in Bevell’s planner. There were two names on it, but he didn’t think they went together. They could have been first or last names, though one sounded more like a nickname. One was Kenny. The other was Stash. Bridge’s concentration was broken when his phone started ringing again. He wasn’t sure if he should have been happy or not to see Happ’s name on his screen.

      “Hey, Happy, what’s up?”

      “Nicole told me about the case you guys are on.”

      “Yeah?”

      “She mentioned something about a PI that went missing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “A guy named Bevell? Is that right?”

      “Right so far.”

      “Darren Bevell?”

      “That’s him.”

      “Well, he’s not missing anymore.”

      “Oh. He turned up?”

      “Um, well, sort of. He’s dead.”

      “What are the details?”

      “Uh, really aren’t any that I can tell so far. Just got word that he was found by the police roughly an hour or two ago.”

      “Can’t say that I’m surprised,” Bridge said. “I was figuring this call would come sooner or later.”

      “Nicole gave me the details on everything earlier and uh… it’s a little strange.”

      “In what way?”

      “The police believe that Bevell’s body was moved from wherever he was originally killed to the place where he was dumped.”

      “They pretty sure of that?”

      “Seem to be,” Happ replied. “There was no blood at the scene. And there’s something else.”

      “What’s that?”

      “His body was discovered in the same alley that Gary Abbott’s was.”

      “Seriously?”

      “How’s that for coincidences?”

      “Heavy.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Happ said.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know if it’s just a coincidence or not, but…”

      “When someone starts a sentence with those words, it’s usually not.”

      “Yeah, well, he was killed with two bullets to the chest.”

      “And?”

      “So was Gary Abbott.”

      Bridge let out a loud sigh. “OK.”

      “I can already hear the frustration mounting, Luke.”

      “Not because of what it is. More like because of what it might be.”

      “It’s got agency ties written all over it.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You think they know what’s going on?” Happ asked.

      “That’s my hunch. I’m not sure they’re behind it, but I think they know. Or at least have an idea. Maybe they know who’s behind it and are looking for them too. I don’t know. But I know there’s something going on here. There’s something rotten in the state of Denmark.”

      “I hear you.”

      “Where does that saying come from anyway?” Bridge asked. “Do you know? Is Denmark a smelly place or something?”

      “Uh, no. As far as I know, Denmark’s a beautiful place.”

      “Where’s that line come from then?”

      “I believe it was a line in a Shakespeare play. Hamlet, I think.”

      “Oh. I guess you can tell I’m not a Shakespeare guy then, huh?”

      “Yeah, it kind of shows.”

      “Hmm. Interesting.”

      “Not as interesting as what you got going on right now.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      “You got any other leads?” Happ asked.

      “Looking into someone named Kenny and someone named Stash. They were in Bevell’s planner the day before he went missing. I don’t know if they have anything to do with this or not. But I guess it needs checking.”

      “Kenny and Stash?”

      “Yeah, you know them?”

      “Not offhand, but I can do some checking on my end too.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate that.”

      “No problem. Luke?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I told Nic earlier, so I guess I’ll tell you now.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You need to be careful on this.”

      “I know.”

      “Even if it’s not the agency behind this, then it’s a sure thing they know who is. And if whoever it is is taking people out for whatever reason, it’s also probably a sure thing that you’re now on their radar. And if you’re not yet, the more you dig into it, you will be soon.”

      “I know.”

      “You be careful.”

      Bridge tried to sound more upbeat. “You know me, I’m the agent of caution.”

      Happ faked a cough. “Uh, yeah, right. More like the agent of incaution.”

      “Is that even a word?”

      “Of course it is. You think I’d use a word if it wasn’t one?”

      “I dunno. Maybe.”

      “It’s a word.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Can we just stop with the merry-go-round?”

      Bridge tried to make light of it, but he appreciated his friend’s words of advice. “I’ll be careful.”

      “Good. ‘Cause I’d hate to see your name cross my desk in an unflattering way.”

      “You mean there’s been a flattering way?”

      “All right, all right, I’m done. Talk to you later.”

      The smile from Bridge’s face after teasing his friend was quickly wiped away after he put his phone away and thought of everything that he was just told. Nicole was kind of listening in, though she couldn’t decipher everything that had gone on. Judging by the look on Bridge’s face, it wasn’t good.

      “What’s happened?”

      “They found Bevell’s body,” Bridge answered. “Same spot as Abbott’s.”

      “Same exact spot?”

      “Same spot.”

      “Wow. That’s not a coincidence.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Guess we don’t need to bother looking for him anymore.”

      “No.” Bridge then looked at the planner again. “But we can find out if these names mean anything.”

      “And if they do?”

      Bridge looked at the planner again, then his eyes went over to the locked cabinet that he kept his gun in. “Then I’d say business is about to pick up.”
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      Bridge felt his body shake. His eyes flickered, and he saw flashes of light slip through the cracks of the curtains. He turned over on his side, away from the outline of his girlfriend, who was standing next to the bed.

      “C’mon, Luke, wake up.”

      “Awe, not now, Nic, please. I’m tired.”

      “I want you for something.”

      “Please, not now. I promise I’ll give it to you later.”

      “No, not that. Well, wait, promise?”

      “I promise.” Bridge started drifting off to sleep again.

      Nicole furiously shook his body to wake him again. “It’s important, Luke.”

      “Nic, please. I promise I’ll give it to you later. Twice, if you want.”

      “Oooh. That’s nice. Can we do one in the shower?”

      “Sure.” Bridge’s voice was groggy. In order to go back to sleep, he would have given in to just about anything at that moment. “Whatever you want.”





