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      Bridge was just outside the building, to the side of it, on the other side of a chain-link fence. There were some trees and bushes that he was hiding in. All he was waiting for now was Nicole to say she was ready. They were in Bolivia, working on the case of a kidnapped child being held for ransom because her father was a wealthy businessman. He traveled frequently and while he was away, the child was taken, her caretakers easily overmatched by the gunmen who stormed into their home.

      The ransom was three million dollars, which the father might have been able to scrape together, though it would have taken some time. More time than they had. The kidnappers said if they didn’t have the money within a week, that the child’s head would be sent home in a box. It was then that the father made some calls, did some digging, and eventually came across Bridge’s name. It didn’t take any convincing for Bridge to take the case. When a child was involved, he was in, no questions asked. He didn’t even care if people had money to pay for his services when a child’s life was at stake.

      The father was supposed to make the drop with Nicole posing as his assistant. Bridge was coming in from behind, hoping to surprise everyone if things didn’t go according to plan. If something went wrong, he’d be there to take care of it. And if everything went right, once the girl and father were to safety, he’d start taking the kidnappers out. He had no intention of just paying them and walking away, leaving them free to kidnap someone else’s child. They were going down one way or the other. It was just a question of getting the little girl first.

      They received a video call earlier that morning and saw that the six-year-old girl was still alive and looked unharmed. At least where it showed. There were no cuts or bruises on her face or arms that anyone could see.  Mentally, everyone just hoped that this wouldn’t scar her for the rest of her life. But that was a matter for another time. The first order of business was making sure they got her safe and sound and back home.

      Bridge had been outside the facility, which used to be some small airport hangar. It’d actually been deserted for a number of years, which was evident by all the tall grass that was growing everywhere. Bridge had staked out the place all morning, as soon as they got word that was where the drop was supposed to be. He left Nicole with the father to make the arrangements and brief him on how everything was supposed to work.

      For Bridge, all he wanted to do was see exactly how many people he was dealing with. So he was there and watching when he saw several jeeps of people driving onto the property. He watched twelve people get out, not including the girl, though she was led inside very quickly. There were twelve men and two women. They were all holding assault rifles, a few of them with ammunition belts thrown over their shoulders and across their chest before ending up by their hip. For a brief moment, Bridge thought about taking them by surprise right then and there, not waiting for a drop, not waiting for his partner, not waiting for anything. They wouldn’t be expecting an attack right now. But as he rationally tried to think of all the implications, there were twelve of them, and there was a little girl inside that he couldn’t see any longer, so he had no idea if they had someone with a gun on her or not. Plus, there was always the risk of a stray bullet hitting her. His cooler head prevailed, as much as he hated it, and he decided to wait for the others so they could follow through with their plan.

      Once noon hit—the designated drop time—Nicole and the father came along. They stopped at the edge of the property, not yet in view of the hangar. It was a long drive up a windy dirt road from the main road they were coming off of. Nicole was driving and stopped on the grass next to the road, wanting to know what they were walking into.

      “Luke, we’re here.”

      Bridge looked at his watch. “Right on time.”

      “How’s it looking up there?”

      “They’re all here. Armed to the teeth.”

      “How many?”

      “Twelve.”

      “The girl?”

      “She’s inside. It’s some abandoned airport hangar or something. It’s a small place, but I can’t see her right now. Looks like they got two guards out front, two out back, the rest are inside.”

      “The girl’s there, though?”

      “Yeah. I saw her walking in. She looked good. Didn’t see any marks, seemed to walk fine. I think she’s OK.”

      “You want us to come up now?”

      “Yeah, go ahead. I’m not gonna make a move until you get here. Can’t take chances with the girl inside. Once you have her, then I’ll go in.”

      “OK, we’re on our way.” Nicole then looked over at her passenger, a father who looked as nervous as someone could be, which was understandable considering the circumstances. “You understand what’s going to happen?”

      The father nodded. “I think so.”

      Nicole felt it would be a good idea if she went over it again, just to kind of beat it into his mind so he didn’t have to think out there and could just react. “OK, we’re going to hand over the backpack, right? We don’t give them anything until we see your daughter out in front of us.”

      “What if they resist?”

      “If they want the money, they won’t resist. Trust me, this isn’t our first ransom exchange.”

      “What about the fact that there’s not three million dollars in there?”

      “They don’t have time to count all of it now. There’s too much going on. They wanna get out of here too. They’ll open it, look through a couple stacks probably, might even dig around to make sure there’s nothing funny going on. But the money at the bottom, if they look at it, they’ll only see the money on the outside, not the fact that the rest are construction cutouts.”

      The man nodded, sweating profusely, not sure any of this was going to work. “You’re sure?”

      “Trust me. We’ll get your daughter back safe and sound. I promise. Luke and I are both willing to die out there in order to get her back if we have to.”

      The man put his hand over his eyes, trying not to cry. “I just want her back. I don’t understand why…”

      Nicole put her hand on his shoulder. “I know this is hard. I don’t have children, so I can’t imagine what you’re going through and won’t pretend that I do. But believe me, we are going to get her back for you. I promise you that. You remember what to do?”

      The father nodded, getting his emotions in check. “Yeah. Yeah, I think so.”

      “Let’s just go over it one more time, OK?”

      The man cleared his throat. “We, um, get out of the car. Walk about halfway to the building, then stop. If someone’s out there, we put the bag down on the ground and wait for them to bring my daughter out. If they don’t and wanna see the money first, we let them look in the bag. But they don’t take it until we get her back.”

      “And after we have her?”

      “You stand there while I hurry up and bring her back to the car and get her in. Then we get down on the floor and wait.”

      “No, there’s been a change of plans on that one. What you’re going to do is get in the driver's seat, turn the car on, and leave.”

      The man looked at her with confusion on his face. “But what about you?”

      “Luke and I are going to stay there and clean up the mess.”

      “But you’re outnumbered.”

      “We’ll be fine. It’s not the first time. And I’m sure it won’t be the last.”

      “I can’t just leave you behind. What if something happens?”

      “Well, something’s gonna happen,” Nicole replied. “And we want you and your daughter to be safe and far away when it does.”

      “But how will you get out?”

      “Those guys brought jeeps with them. We can hot-wire one of them. Or better yet, just take the keys.”

      “Umm, what about the money?”

      “We can send it back to you.”

      “No, no, no, that’s the furthest thing from my mind. If you get the money back, I want you guys to keep it.”

      “Mr.—”

      “No, please, I insist. I can afford to give it up. And it’s a price worth paying to get my daughter back. So if we pull this off, please, take it. You’ll have earned it.”

      Nicole smiled, appreciating his kindness, since they had never spoken of getting paid up to this point. “OK. If you insist.”

      “But please, do me one favor?”

      “Sure.”

      “After this is over, assuming we all make it out, will you please call me and let me know you made it out as well?”

      Nicole grinned and nodded again. “I will.” She then sat back in her seat and looked at the open road. “You ready?”

      “No. But let’s go anyway.”

      Nicole began driving, taking about ten minutes to get to the hangar. It was a somewhat bumpy drive, not that it bothered either of them too much. They both had other things on their mind. Once she got to the building, she parked about a hundred feet away from it, not wanting to get too close for when the father and daughter had to escape. She didn’t want them up close taking bullets.

      “We’re here,” Nicole said.

      “I see you,” Bridge replied.

      “Getting out now.”

      “Gonna start moving around back.”

      Nicole got out of the car, a rifle strapped to her back, the father doing the same. They walked around to the hood of the vehicle and stopped, waiting to be greeted by someone. It didn’t take long. Not even five seconds later, a couple of people emerged from the hangar, weapons in hand. The two initial people were soon joined by three more. They started walking toward their guests, stopping about halfway between the two parties.

      “You have the money?” the leader of the group asked.

      Nicole looked down at it, the father still holding it in his hand. “It’s right here.”

      “Let’s take a look at it.”

      Nicole shook her head. “The girl first.”

      The man looked back at one of his underlings and nodded at him. The other man went inside the hangar, coming back out a few seconds later with the girl in front of him.

      “Safe as we promised,” the leader said. “Now the money.”

      Nicole looked at the father and nodded at him. He started walking toward the kidnappers, also going about halfway between the two sides. He and the leader were now only a couple feet away from each other. The father put the bag on the ground. The leader of the group bent down and unzipped the bag. Before he was able to look, Nicole wanted to make sure he understood the ground rules.

      “Before you look at that, understand that if you try to take it before we have the girl, I’ll kill you right where you stand.”

      The leader smiled, appreciating her candor. “Pretty big talk for a woman who’s all alone out here.”

      Nicole shrugged. “Makes no difference to me. If you wanna get down and dirty, I’ll play along.”

      “You realize I could kill you right where you stand without a second thought or much effort?”

      “You’d go down first. And what makes you think there’s not some type of explosive in that bag?” Nicole gave him a cocky type of smile, like she knew a big secret that he didn’t. “Take everyone down with you when you take it back with you.”

      The leader looked down at the bag, suddenly apprehensive about looking inside. He did, though, and started going through it, though not very carefully.

      “It’s all there,” the father said. “Three million. Just as you requested.”

      The leader picked the bag off the ground to get a feel for its weight. “Seems a little light.”

      “I promise you it’s all there.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” The leader then stood up, inches away from the father’s face. “If it’s not, we know where you live. And we’ll be back for the rest.”

      “There’s no need for that. I give you my word, it's all there.”

      The leader smiled. “Good. I’ll trust you.”

      “You can pick up the bag, but you’re not going anywhere until we get what we need,” Nicole said.

      The leader nodded at her, then looked back to his man. He waved at him to release the girl, who instantly went running over to her father. The man almost squeezed the life out of his daughter once she was in his arms. Then they quickly walked back to the car, getting inside as Nicole stood guard in front of the vehicle. The leader walked back to his men, bag in hand.

      Once in the car, the father looked at Nicole, not feeling right about leaving her behind. But it was what she wanted, so he turned the engine on. Then, he drove away as fast as he could, leaving Nicole standing there in the dust from the wheels digging into the dirt.

      “Looks like you got left behind,” the leader said.

      “Nope,” Nicole replied. “It’s just easier to kill you this way.”

      The leader started laughing, looking at a few of his men.

      “Why don’t you bring them all out?” Nicole asked. “That way I can see their faces before I kill them.”

      “Man, you got some balls on you, lady.”

      “Wish you had some. I mean, kidnapping a child is as low as it gets, isn’t it?”

      The rest of the kidnappers emerged from the warehouse, standing side by side in front of her.

      “That’s better,” she said.

      The leader thought something might be up, figuring there’s no way one person, let alone a woman, would be standing there so confidently in front of all of them. He then thought about what she said about the bag and instantly threw it down, drawing a laugh from Nicole.

      “Getting too heavy for you?”

      The leader looked at one of his men and shoved him forward. “Check the bag.” The man looked at his boss with hesitation, but he was shoved once again to move forward. He got down on his knees and started rifling through the contents. After he was finished, he looked up at his boss and shook his head. There was nothing there other than money.

      “Looking for a job?” the leader asked Nicole. “Maybe I got room for you.”

      “I wouldn’t be able to afford all the soap I would need to wash the stench of you guys off me.”

      The leader laughed again. “You are one funny lady, aren’t you?”

      “I figure it’s better to be funny than dead. Which is what you’re gonna be in a few minutes.”

      “Yeah? How are you gonna manage that? I don’t see anyone else here with you.”

      Nicole briefly looked past the man, seeing Bridge running through the hangar to the front of it. “It’s not what you can see. It’s what you can’t.”

      The man studied her face for a few seconds, trying to figure out the hidden meaning behind it. Then he realized she had help. She had to. He instantly spun around, looking behind them, some of his friends doing the same. As soon as they did, though, Bridge opened up, firing at them with his assault rifle, mowing them down with relative ease. Nicole quickly joined in the festivities, falling to the ground, shooting at her targets, then rolling over as a few bullets ripped into the dirt beside her, then firing some more. It was all over in a matter of seconds. Bridge took out half the gang before they even knew what was going on. The other half was taken out between the two of them with relative ease.

      Once the bullets stopped flying and the dust flew into the air, Nicole got back to her feet, meeting Bridge as he walked past all the dead bodies. They briefly looked at each other, then checked everyone to make certain they were dead. They wanted to make sure there were no back shots taken on them once they turned away. Once they’d done that, they made their way to one of the jeeps.

      “Sure took you long enough,” Nicole said. “I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep them talking.”

      “You always do a good enough job of that.”

      “Really?”

      “And how come you deviated from the plan?” Bridge asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      Bridge pointed to the road that led into the property. “Our clients are gone.”

      “Oh. I figured it was dangerous for them to stay here, even if they were hiding in the back of the car. Bullets can penetrate cars sometimes you know.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard.”

      “So I figured I’d let them leave, then we’d take care of everything when they left.”

      “And what if that made the kidnappers nervous, and they started firing upon seeing you left behind?”

      Nicole shrugged. “Didn’t occur to me.”

      Bridge smiled. “Didn’t occur to you. That’s what I love about you. So daring.”

      “Got the job done. Plus, you said they had jeeps here, so I knew we had transportation out when we finished.”

      They checked all the jeeps, finding one that still had the keys in the ignition. Before getting in, Nicole ran back toward the heap of bodies, grabbing the backpack of money before running back to her partner. Bridge turned the car on, then started driving back down the road as Nicole looked inside the bag.

      “You know where they’re at so we can return it?” Bridge asked.

      “There’s no need.”

      “What do you mean? Why not?”

      “He told us to keep it.”

      “He did?”

      “Yep. Said he was grateful for our help and that we earned whatever was inside.”

      “Isn’t there a hundred thousand in that?”

      “Sure is,” Nicole answered.

      “Wow. Very generous of him.”

      “Yep. Just gotta call him and let him know we made it out all right, and that he never has to worry about those clowns again.”

      “And then get out of here.”

      “I’d call this a good day, huh?”

      Bridge smiled at her. “I’d say so. This was a slam-dunk win. Saved the girl, eliminated some bad guys… this is what we do this for.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Bridge woke up and looked at the ceiling like he had done so many times before, putting his hand on the shoulder of the woman next to him. He saw a sliver of light shine through the bedroom window, illuminating a portion of the bed. He looked at the time. Nine o’clock. This was usually about the time that Nicole would barge in and scare off whoever he had next to him. It wouldn’t happen this time, though, since Nicole was the one sleeping in his bed. Nicole then woke up, rolled over, and kissed Bridge on the lips.

      “Aren’t you glad you stopped resisting?” Nicole asked, a wide smile on her face.

      “I just hope we know what we’re doing.”

      “Oh, stop worrying. We’ll be fine. As long as you don’t fool around anymore.”

      “No more fooling around?”

      Nicole shook her head. “From now on, you’re mine.”

      Bridge grunted. “I don’t know if I can handle you all by myself.”

      Nicole playfully slapped him on the shoulder. “So what are you saying, you need help with me?”

      Bridge looked perplexed and stared at the wall. “Wait, I don’t think that came out right.”

      Nicole laughed. “I definitely don’t think that came out right.”

      Bridge shivered, shaking his thoughts loose. “Just forget what I said.”

      “I usually do.”

      They lay in bed for another twenty minutes, kissing, hugging, and occasionally talking.

      “I guess I should get dressed,” Nicole said.

      “Why?”

      “I’m meeting with someone in an hour.”

      “Oh? Sounds mysterious.”

      “Might be our next job.”

      “Another job? Already?”

      “People need our help out there.”

      “We just got back. What happened to breaks?”

      “Terrible times don’t take breaks for people.”

      They both got out of bed and got dressed at the same time. They quickly ate breakfast before Nicole had to go.

      “When I get back, remind me to talk about our living arrangements.”

      “Living arrangements?” Bridge asked.

      “Well, we can’t live in this hotel all the time, can we?”

      “Uh, why not?”

      “We’ll need something more suitable for the both of us.”

      “For the both of us?”

      “If we’re going to live together, we should have something a little more homey.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, pump the brakes there, sweetheart. Who said anything about moving in together?”

      “That’s the next logical step, isn’t it?”

      Bridge’s eyes darted around the room. “Umm, why is it?”

      “Isn’t that what happens when you’re together?”

      “It seems like we might have skipped a step or two, or, you know, ten. How about we just slow things down a little first, OK?”

      “I just thought moving into a house together would be better for us.”

      “A house? Nic, you need to slow your roll. A lot of change at one time isn’t good.”

      “For who?”

      “For me! Let’s just do this for a while, and if everything keeps going well, maybe in a year or two, then we’ll talk about moving in together. Let’s just keep the status quo for a while first, all right?”

      Nicole rolled her eyes and sighed, but eventually agreed with him. Well, she didn’t really agree, but she just decided not to argue. “Fine. I guess we can give it a little time. You really need to stop being so conservative, though. Open up your wings and fly a little. Explore.”

      “Last time I did that I crashed, so, nah, I’ll stick with this.” Nicole grunted and rolled her eyes again, then left. “Enjoy your meeting,” Bridge said, though the door had already slammed shut. He then thought about her meeting again, thinking he should have asked about the location. “It better not be Mexico.”

      While he waited for Nicole to get back, Bridge passed the time by reading a couple magazines, then went on the computer and started reading the news. He liked to be informed of what was going on worldwide since his work often took him to all corners of the globe. He was still on his computer when Nicole finally returned about three hours later.

      “Long meeting,” Bridge said.

      Nicole nodded but didn’t say anything as she went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of orange juice. She sat down at the kitchen table, across from him.

      “So what’s the deal?”

      Nicole gave him one of those sorry types of expressions she sometimes gave when she was about to deliver bad news. She lifted one side of her face, her cheek rising up, half her lip curling, and one of her eyebrows changing shape. It was quite a sight. Bridge took his eyes off his computer and looked at her without turning his head. He knew what that look of hers meant. Usually something he didn’t want to do.

      “What is it?”

      “Uh, it’s about where we’re going,” Nicole softly answered.

      Alarm bells immediately started going off in Bridge’s mind. He could think of only one place that meant. There were a few places he wasn’t fond of going, but only one where she would start the conversation this way.

      “Don’t tell me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No,” Bridge said, his shoulders slumping.

      Nicole contorted her face again. “Uh…”

      “No.”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “No!”

      Nicole nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Not again!”

      “We gotta go where the jobs are.”

      Bridge pounded his fist on the table, though not really that hard. “Not again!”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Mexico?”

      Nicole shrugged. “It’s where we’re needed.”

      “I’m taking a vacation.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I already took the job?”

      Bridge made a few grumbling noises, tilted his head back, and looked up at the ceiling. “I hate this job.”

      “You love this job.”

      “I hate this job now.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      Bridge glanced over at his girlfriend again, looking dejected and like he was about to fall out of his chair. “What part are we going to and for how long?”

      Nicole started smiling, not able to keep up with the joke any longer. “I’m just kidding. We’re not going to Mexico.”

      Bridge leaned back in his chair and put his hand over his heart. “Oh, thank god.”

      Nicole laughed. “Look at you. You’re like… falling to pieces just over hearing the name of that country.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help it.”

      “I mean, you’re acting pathetic.”

      “Maybe so, but… hey, wait a minute, you know, that’s really mean and cruel of you to tease me like that.”

      Nicole continued to laugh. “I know, but you should’ve seen your face. It was hysterical. You were like, oh no, not Mexico. You looked like you were about to start going into convulsions or something.”

      “I’m glad you had a good laugh at my expense.”

      “Me too!”

      “Are you done now?”

      “Eh, I guess so.”

      “You wanna tell me what our real assignment is? Or are you joking about that too?”

      “No, we have one.”

      “Are you going to share at some point?”

      “Well, since you asked nicely, I guess I can.”

      “Oh, gee, thanks.”

      “So as soon as you’re ready, we’re going to go see a man named Stephen Drewiskie.”

      “Stephen Drewiskie… sounds like a spy name. Or someone whose mother didn’t like him very much.”

      “Or it could just be someone who needs our help.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      “Anyway,” Nicole continued. “Drewiskie wants us to track down some missing diamonds.”

      “Diamonds? Oh good.” Bridge slapped his hands together, then rubbed them as if he were excited. “Haven’t had a good diamond case in a long time.”

      “Are you finished?”

      “No. I mean, who carries diamonds anymore? That’s like, so 1950s.”

      “Can I go on?”

      “Uh, yeah, go ahead.”

      “Thank you so much,” Nicole said sarcastically.

      “My pleasure.”

      “So Drewiskie is from California. He flew in specifically to hire us because he’s heard of our reputation.”

      “And he’s hiring us anyway?” Bridge asked with a laugh.

      “You know what? If you’re not gonna take this seriously, I’ll just take the case myself.”

      “Hold on, hold on, slow your roll. Calm down. Go ahead and proceed.”

      “Anyway, Drewiskie is a pretty wealthy guy. His family owns some type of tech company.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Anyway, a few months ago, he was travelling, had the diamonds with him, and had them stolen.”

      “Months ago? He’s just getting around to it now?”

      “He apparently hired a couple other people first,” Nicole answered. “They couldn’t get the diamonds back for him. Then he heard about us. That’s why he’s here.”

      “Where are these mysterious diamonds?”

      “Los Angeles.”

      Bridge scrunched his eyebrows together. “Los Angeles? Why is something about this seeming weird?”

      “Well, he thinks he knows who has them.”

      “Then what are we needed for?”

      “Well, here’s the issue.”

      “I knew there had to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

