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      Bridge walked into the restaurant and immediately located his girlfriend. He went over to her table and kissed her on the cheek before sitting down across from her. He looked around.

      “Hey, this is nice.”

      “Did you not expect it to be?” Nicole asked.

      “Well, no, I mean, yeah… I mean, wait, what do I mean?”

      Nicole chuckled to herself as she waited for her boyfriend to untangle his words. Bridge formulated his thoughts before speaking. And then he spoke more slowly.

      “What I mean is… this is a nice place. We’ve never been here before… it’s nice. And you look beautiful.”

      “Thank you. And you look very nice in that suit.”

      Bridge looked at her dress, which revealed some cleavage, and instantly started stumbling over his words again.

      “And in that… in that… uh, yeah… well, you know.” He finally was able to take his eyes off her. “Uh, where’s the menu?”

      Nicole laughed, pleased that she was still able to make him tongue-twisted. They were treating themselves to a nice dinner back home in New York after a week-long case in Europe. It was a tough one that put themselves in jeopardy once again.

      Bridge continued looking around the restaurant, impressed with how nice it looked.

      “Hard to believe we’ve never been here before. I mean, it’s only ten minutes away from the hotel.”

      “Yeah, the epicenter of New York.”

      “This place?”

      “I meant the hotel.”

      “Oh. You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “Let’s not get into the hotel thing right now, OK? Let’s just enjoy a nice dinner without any of that.”

      “I agree. Have I told you how beautiful you look? Because you do. You’re as gorgeous as the first day I met you.”

      Nicole smiled. “Someone wants a roll in the hay later, huh? Or two.”

      “And I won’t even fight you on it.”

      “So nice of you.”

      “You know I kid.”

      “I almost forgot, did you get the money?”

      Bridge tapped his chest and looked down. Then he switched his hand down by his side pocket, where the envelope was containing the check from their last case. That’s why they were meeting up like this instead of coming together. While Nicole made the dinner plans, Bridge was getting their money.

      “I thought we said we were going digital from now on?”

      “You know how he is,” Bridge replied. “He’s old-school. He doesn’t care about these digital apps and payment wallets and things. He wants to conduct things like it’s still 1970.”

      “As long as we got paid, that’s the main thing.”

      Bridge picked up his glass and touched Nicole’s. “Hear hear.”

      As Bridge took a sip of his wine, his eyes moved toward the bar area. There were a few people there scattered about, but there was one person that caught his eye more than the rest. He was sitting at the end of the bar on a stool, all by himself, with a drink in his hand. In and of itself, it would seem fairly normal.

      But Bridge thought he detected the man staring at him for a moment. He then shrugged it off, deciding to concentrate on his lovely girlfriend instead. Over the next twenty minutes, Bridge periodically glanced over at the man, believing that the man had an interest in them for one reason or another.

      It could have been Nicole that was drawing his gaze. He wouldn’t have blamed anyone for checking her out. She was beautiful, and in the dress she was wearing, was sure to attract the attention of wandering eyes. Of course, that wouldn’t explain why Bridge thought the man was looking at him a couple of times.

      By now, the pair had ordered and started eating. They were about halfway through their meal when Bridge just couldn’t help himself any longer. He couldn’t shake the feeling that the man was staring them down for something. He finally leaned forward.

      “Are we expecting something?”

      “Excuse me?” Nicole replied.

      “Like, a bill collector, a new client, something along those lines?”

      “Luke, we live in a hotel, our cars are paid off, and we have no credit card debt. What bill collector would be after us?”

      “Good point. What about a new client? Anything on the horizon?”

      Nicole stuck a piece of food in her mouth with her fork. “Nope.”

      Bridge leaned back to a normal position. He wasn’t sure he believed that. She had a tendency to surprise him with things from time to time. With the look he was giving her, Nicole could tell he was skeptical.

      “Believe me, I’m not lying.”

      “You do have a habit of… thrusting things on top of me at the last minute sometimes.”

      “Honestly, the only thing I want to thrust on top of you right now is me.”

      “So there’s nothing you’re planning on springing on me?”

      “There’s nothing I’m planning on springing on you.”

      “Are you being honest?”

      Nicole looked down at her dress. “Luke, do you really think I’d be wearing this for a prospective client?”

      “Well…”

      “And would I really want them to come here? I could easily do that at the hotel, like all the others.”

      “Good point.”

      “What I really want… what I really want, is to have a nice meal here with you, then go back to the hotel and have sex for the rest of the night. As many times as we can. My plans really don’t leave much room for anything else.”

      Bridge could tell she was serious. She never joked around about sex. Well, she often did, but she never said it without meaning it. If she said it, she wanted it, and she didn’t want anything to get in the way of her desires. That included prospective clients.

      Bridge was satisfied that she was telling him the truth. She wasn’t ambushing him with a client on a case he wanted nothing to do with. It had to be something else. Assuming Bridge wasn’t being paranoid, which was still possible.

      One of the dangers of their profession was that you always thought there was danger lurking around the corner, even if there was none. Even if there was nothing that gave a remote hint of something, it was still hard to turn that switch off.

      Over the next twenty minutes, Bridge continued glancing in the direction of the man. He still detected they were being watched. There was something else about him that bothered Bridge. He was sitting alone, and nobody bothered him. Nobody even gave him a word in passing. But he didn’t have the look of someone who was depressed or trying to drink their troubles away. He had the look of someone who had something on his mind. Business, probably. Bridge was just hoping that business didn’t involve him.

      Finally, after a few more minutes, the man got up. He paid for his drinks and started walking toward their table. Bridge looked down at the table, hoping that his lack of eye contact would encourage the man to keep on walking.

      “Here we go,” Bridge said, preparing himself.

      After a moment of silence, Bridge picked his head up. He was surprised to see the man was not standing at the table next to them. He breathed a sigh of relief and chalked up his fears to his paranoia. He then looked at his girlfriend and gave her a smile, happy that he was wrong. He gave her a big smile.

      “You know what I’d really love to do tonight…?”

      Nicole’s eyes glanced up. Bridge turned his head to the right, noticing the same man standing there next to him. He slumped his shoulders.

      “Is there something I can do for you?” Bridge asked.

      “I’d like to talk to you about a job.”

      Bridge sighed. There it was. He could spot it a mile away. Unfortunately, he had the man pegged accurately from the beginning.

      “Does it have to be right now? I mean, I’m eating.”

      The man shrugged. He didn’t seem to care. “I don’t mind.”

      “Well I do!”

      “How’d you know we were here, anyway?” Nicole asked.

      Bridge looked at his girlfriend and pointed at her. “Good question.” He then swiftly shifted his finger’s position to point at the man next to him. “Did you follow us?”

      “I started to go to your hotel. I saw her walking out and came here.”

      “So you did follow us!”

      “Only her.”

      Bridge rubbed his face, obviously frustrated. “Look, whatever your deal is, call us in the morning.”

      “Can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Cause Mr. Warner wouldn’t like that.”

      “Who?” Bridge asked.

      “Mr. Warner. My employer. He asked me to come here and hire you on his behalf.”

      “Well, you see, that’s a problem right there, baldy.”

      The man scrunched his eyebrows together, looking confused, as he put his hand on his full head of hair.

      “I do not work that way,” Bridge said. “I do not get hired by third parties, or second parties, or fourth parties, or any other party except for the party that actually writes the check. You dig what I’m saying?”

      The man shrugged.

      “Basically it comes down to this. If Mr. Warner wants to hire me, then Mr. Warner will have to be the one that comes to talk to me. Until that happens, Mr. Warner can go fly a kite. How’s that? Do you understand me now?”

      “I guess.”

      “Good. Now, bug off so I can get on with my dinner.”

      “Mr. Warner won’t like that.”

      “I don’t really care what Mr. Warner likes or doesn’t like. He’s free to find someone else who’s willing to play his games. I am not. I’m not begging for his business. By all means, find someone else.”

      The man continued to stand there for a while. Bridge looked up at him again.

      “Is there something else?”

      The man looked uncomfortable. Bridge had a feeling he was afraid to go back to his boss and tell him he failed with whatever directions he was given. Mr. Warner was probably not used to the word no.

      “That is my final answer,” Bridge said.

      Finally, the man shuffled his feet and walked out of the restaurant.

      “What was all that about?” Nicole asked.

      Bridge shrugged. “Beats me.”

      “And who’s Mr. Warner?”

      “I dunno. Probably some wealthy big shot who’s always used to getting his way.”

      “You think we’ll hear from him again?”

      “Oh, we’ll hear from him. That much is a given.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because guys like Mr. Warner are not used to being denied. And when they are, they usually come harder.”

      “Um, speaking of… harder. What do you say we finish this meal and hurry up to get back to the hotel so we can… celebrate?”

      “Celebrate what?”

      Nicole looked at him with the devilish, seductive grin of hers. “Whatever you want.”

      “Oh. Well that sounds like a plan.”

      For once, Bridge wasn’t going to fight his girlfriend’s urges. No matter how long it took. He turned his head to the side, letting his mind wander for a moment. But it wasn’t on what was going to be happening later in the bedroom. He already knew what was happening there. He was thinking about this Mr. Warner. He had a feeling he’d be hearing from him again. Quite soon.
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      Bridge was woken up, startled by the hard knocking on the door. He glanced over at his girlfriend, lying on her stomach. She was starting to flutter her eyes. He pulled the sheets over her bare back.

      The knocking was getting louder. Almost irritatingly so. Bridge got out of bed and grabbed a towel on the floor to throw over his naked lower half. Holding the towel in place, he staggered over to the door.

      Bridge looked out the peephole. He sighed upon seeing who it was. It was the same man they talked to at the restaurant the previous night. Reluctantly, he opened the door.

      “Yes?”

      The man was a little taken aback at seeing Bridge standing there in only a towel.

      “Um… I was sent here to… get you.”

      “Get me?!”

      The man cleared his throat. “Well, what I mean is, Mr. Warner would like to see you. In person. Like you said last night. He wanted me to bring you to him.”

      “Uh, no, that’s not how it works, pal. Nobody just gets me and brings me to whoever is so inclined to meet. I don’t care how rich and powerful Mr. Warner is.”

      The man was slightly distracted when he looked past Bridge and saw Nicole walk out, holding sheets over her body.

      “Um, what do you want me to tell him?”

      “Tell him I’m not interested,” Bridge answered.

      “Well, you see, Mr. Warner really wants to talk to you.”

      Bridge looked back at his girlfriend. “As you can see, right now really isn’t a good time.”

      The man coughed. “Should I, uh… come back later?”

      “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you give me Mr. Warner’s information, and if I feel up to it, maybe I’ll come talk to him. I’ll save you the trip.”

      “I’m… not sure that will work with Mr. Warner’s schedule.”

      “Once again, I don’t really care about Mr. Warner’s schedule. If he wants to talk to me about a job, I’ll meet with him when it’s convenient for me. And once again, if he doesn’t like that, he’s free to find someone else who’s willing to bow down to him. But I am not that guy.”

      The man stood there for a moment, like he did the previous night, unsure of his next move. Finally, he reached into his jacket and removed a card. He handed it to Bridge.

      “This is Mr. Warner’s information. I would ask that if you decide to come later, if you would please give the courtesy of calling first, so we can arrange it in his schedule?”

      Bridge took a deep breath, seriously not wanting to agree to those terms. For some weird reason, he would have found a lot of joy in just barging into Mr. Warner’s day and disrupting whatever plans his schedule had for him. But, his professionalism took over.

      “Fine. If I come, I’ll call first.”

      The man smiled. “Thanks. Hopefully…” he glanced at Nicole again.

      Bridge waved his fingers in front of his face. “I’m over here, bud.”

      “Oh. Sorry. Hopefully we’ll see you later.”

      “I know I can’t wait.”

      Bridge then closed the door and dropped his towel.

      Nicole grinned. “Now that’s the look I like.”

      Bridge walked past her and went into the bedroom to get dressed. Nicole, on the other hand, as she usually did, had other ideas. She let the sheets fall off her body and onto the ground and followed him. They didn’t come back out for two more hours.

      Once they did, they were fully clothed, and ready to get on with their day. They had a quick breakfast, wanting to figure out who this Mr. Warner was.

      Nicole set up her laptop. “You have any idea who this guy is?”

      “No idea.”

      “I’ll start searching.”

      “Might as well start at the top of the ladder,” Bridge said. “He’s not some run-of-the-mill slob. He’s used to things being done when he wants. That indicates money and power.”

      Bridge intended to meet with Mr. Warner, but it would be on his terms. After they had found out as much as they could about the man. Bridge wasn’t going into this meeting blind. With some clients, he didn’t need to dig too far into their background. It just wasn’t necessary. But with a man like Warner, sometimes men like that had ulterior motives. And sometimes they liked to hide them. Both of which were a no-go for Bridge. He didn’t play in the dark anymore. Not unless it was with Nicole. But on a mission, he wasn’t flying blind.

      They had Warner’s address on the business card his associate gave them, so it wouldn’t be too hard to track him down. Nicole landed on him right away.

      “Here he is.”

      Bridge leaned forward to get a better look. Fred Warner was sixty years old. He was the owner of a successful business, heavy into venture capital, and had a string of real estate properties. He was the definition of loaded. Warner also had two ex-wives, a current wife, and six kids between the three of them.

      “Sure does get around,” Nicole said.

      Bridge grinned. “Well, at least he shouldn’t have trouble paying child support.”

      “Wonder what he wants.”

      Bridge rubbed his chin as he thought about it. “I dunno. It’s interesting.”

      “Interesting in a good way or interesting in a bad way.”

      “Too soon to tell. Just interesting.”

      “I don’t know, Luke. Just the way this guy’s gone about this so far doesn’t leave me all warm and fuzzy.”

      “No, me neither. But, maybe he just has a bad bedside manner. He could really use help with something. Won’t hurt to listen.”

      “Oh yeah? Says who?”

      Bridge grabbed his phone and dialed a number.

      “Who are you calling?” Nicole asked.

      “Just our friendly neighborhood…” the man on the other end answered. “Hey, Happster, what’s shaking, man?”

      Happ groaned. “Luke, what do you want?”

      “Just called to say hi.”

      “You and I both know you didn’t just call to say hi. What do you want?”

      “Why are you always so cranky?”

      “Why do you always play this game?”

      Bridge snickered, enjoying himself. “Are we playing sixty questions?”

      “I dunno. Are we?”

      “How many is this?”

      “I lost count. How many?”

      “I forget too. Are you having fun?”

      “No. Are we gonna keep doing this?”

      “I don’t know. How much time you got?”

      “None. Can we get on with this?”

      “You’re the one keeping it going, aren’t you?”

      Happ loudly sighed. He was so frustrated he didn’t know what else to say. Instead, he just hung up. As soon as Bridge heard the silence, he let out a laugh.

      “This is too funny.”

      “Are you needling him again?” Nicole asked.

      “I just can’t help myself. It’s too easy.”

      “Leave the poor guy alone.”

      “Poor guy? He loves it. He just pretends he doesn’t.”

      “Uh huh. Can you just ask him what you want to ask him and let him get on with his day.”

      “Oh, fine, fine,” Bridge replied.

      He immediately called Happ back. Somewhat surprisingly, the agent picked up on the second ring. Bridge had a feeling he wouldn’t pick up at all.

      “What do you want, Luke?”

      Bridge could hear the anger seething into the phone. “I just had a question for you.”

      “What?”

      “Why do you sound so tense?”

      “Probably because people keep bothering me.”

      “Well tell them to leave you alone while you’re talking. Sheesh. Some people. Anyway, could you look up a guy for me?”

      “There it is. It’s always the same with you.”

      “It is not always the same,” Bridge said. “Sometimes it’s a woman.”

      Happ loudly sighed. “You always ask me to get you some information on some case you’ve got.”

      “Well that’s just a bald-faced lie.”

      “I bet you can’t even tell me the last time you called me for something not related to a case you were working on.”

      “That’s not true. Hey, you wanna go out to lunch tomorrow? My treat.”

      “Yeah, I think I can fit it in.”

      “Great. See, I just did it right now. But back to why I called… what do you know about a guy named Fred Warner?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You don’t know anything?”

      “What makes you think I know the guy’s name off the top of my head? You just drop a name on me and I’m supposed to know who you’re talking about? I’m an FBI agent, not a search engine.”

      “I’m aware of that. But can you look him up for me?”

      “Haven’t you done that?”

      “Yeah, but we don’t see anything out of the ordinary at first glance,” Bridge answered. “I was hoping you might be able to look under the hood a little. Find some dirt.”

      “Are you expecting some dirt? Is this guy a client of yours or a person of interest in something you’re working on?”

      “Not sure yet. Nothing’s been decided.”

      “Wait, you’re doing some checking on him before you take on a case.”

      “Yeah, something like that. Just wanna make sure we’re not getting taken in on a phony claim.”

      “What’s he want?”

      “Don’t know yet,” Bridge replied. “Haven’t got that far. Just wanna walk in there with eyes wide open.”

      Happ sighed again, hating that he was such a sucker. “Fine, give me what you got.”

      “Great. You’re the best, you know that?”

      “I know. And you better show up for lunch tomorrow.”

      Bridge looked at Nicole's computer screen, relaying all the information they had on Warner. It wasn’t much except for the basics and what they could read on his business websites. Happ quickly typed everything into his computer. After a few minutes of digging around, he had an answer.

      “There it is,” Happ said.

      Bridge thought he detected excitement and hope in his friend’s voice. It got him excited about what he had found.

      “You got something?”

      “Yep. Sure do.”

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What?”

      “I got nothing on him.”

      “You got nothing?” Bridge asked.

      “That’s right.”

      “Then why’d you say you did?”

      “I didn’t. I said I had something. And that something was nothing.”

      “That’s kind of a cheap trick.”

      “How do you like it?” Happ said. “Don’t like it when the shoe’s on the other foot?”

      “This has nothing to do with shoes.”

      “You play games with me all the time. Figured I’d turn the tables.”

      “Well that’s kind of mean.”

      “If you can’t take it, don’t dish it.”

      “Are you sure you got nothing? Or are you just teasing me?”

      “Now would I do that?”

      “I don’t know now!”

      “I really have nothing,” Happ replied. “He doesn’t show up in our database as being investigated for anything.”

      “Does that include any peripheral reasons?”

      “Luke, he’s not in our database. That means we haven’t dealt with him for any reason. He’s not being investigated, not being questioned, looked at, staked out, talked to, a main character, a supporting player, a witness, nothing. Does that cover it all?”

      “Give me a minute to think.”

      “I’ll save you the trouble. The answer is no.”

      “No, it doesn’t cover it all?”

      “No, I mean… just no! We don’t have anything on him more than you do.”

      “So he’s on the up-and-up?”

      “I didn’t say that either.”

      “So what are you saying?” Bridge asked.

      “That we don’t have anything on him. He might be legit. He might not be. It’s not for me to say. It’s for you to find out.”

      Bridge groaned. “I don’t like that answer.”

      “It is what it is. Need anything else? I have a meeting soon.”

      “No, I guess that’s all. Thanks for nothing.”

      “You’re welcome. See you at lunch tomorrow.”

      “Well…” Happ hung up, so Bridge kept talking to nobody. He pulled the phone away from his face and looked at it. “Well I don’t know if I wanna go now!”

      Nicole looked at her boyfriend strangely. “Is he even there?”

      “No! But it made me feel better.”

      “What’d he say?”

      “Nothing! He didn’t say anything!”

      “All that time you spent talking, and he didn’t say anything?”

      “No, I mean, he said things, but no things that we can use.”

      “He doesn’t have anything on Warner?” Nicole asked.

      “That’s the gist of it.”

      “Oh. Well that’s good then, right?”

      Bridge wasn’t so sure. He still had an uneasy feeling about this. It wasn’t enough to turn him away from the job yet. But he certainly wasn’t ready to jump in with both feet yet either.

      “Does that put your fears to bed?”

      “No, not quite,” Bridge said. “But we’ll see. We’ll see.”
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      Bridge and Nicole arrived at Warner’s residence, a luxurious penthouse apartment on the twelfth floor overlooking the city. They were only slightly surprised that there was no guard at the door waiting for them. They got the feeling that Warner had people everywhere. But, considering it was a secure building that didn’t just let anyone in, and there were guards on the main level to check visitors in, it wasn’t necessary.

      Plus, they called ahead, so they were expected. They rang the doorbell. Then they waited.

      “I feel undressed just being in this place,” Bridge said.

      Nicole looked him over. “I think you’re fine.”

      “I almost feel like I should be in a tux or something.”

      “This is a business meeting. Not a dance.”

      “I know, but did you look up how much one of these places cost? It was like fifty thousand a month! Can you imagine?”

      “Uh, yeah, actually I can. There’s a whole world outside that hotel, you know.”

      “Oh, don’t start.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “Well, don’t…”

      The door finally opened. They were greeted by a familiar face. The same man they’d run into two times before. Bridge faked a smile.

      “Nice to see you again.”

      “Come in,” the man said, holding out his arm to invite the couple inside. “Have a seat. Mr. Warner will be with you momentarily.”

      Bridge and Nicole found the couch, but before sitting down, he whispered into her ear.

      “I’m also afraid to sit down and put a crease in it.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes, plopping herself down. Bridge then joined her.

      “Would you like a drink while you wait?”

      “None for me, thanks,” Nicole answered.

      “Yeah sure, why not?” Bridge said. “Rum and Coke?”

      The man smiled. “Coming right up.”

      “So is he the butler?”

      “Probably just an assistant,” Nicole replied.

      “Oh.” Bridge looked around. “Nice place.”

      “Yep.”

      “Wonder how long he’s gonna keep us waiting?”

      “Probably long enough for you to have more than a few of those and then agree to whatever he wants.”

      “I’m not having more than one. I’m keeping my head clear.”

      “Off to a great start.”

      The man returned a minute later with Bridge’s drink.

      “Mr. Warner should be with you in about five minutes. He’s just finishing up a phone call.”

      Nicole looked at her watch and sighed.

      “What are you complaining for?” Bridge asked. “We haven’t even heard the pitch yet. Usually I’m the one moaning and groaning.”

      “I guess you’re rubbing off on me. And I hate our time being wasted.”

      “It’s not wasted yet. Ten more minutes, maybe. But we’re still good for now.”

      “I just have a bad feeling about this. You know that thing that I get?”

      “Oh, here we go. The woman’s intuition.”

      “It’s a thing.”

      “It’s not a thing.”

      “OK, we’re not doing that again,” Nicole said. “But it is a thing.”

      Bridge wasn’t going to get into it here. He’d let her believe whatever she wanted to believe. But he had some of the same concerns too.

      After five more minutes, Warner finally walked into the room. Bridge and Nicole sized him up immediately. He had that smell of money about him. Expensive-looking suit and shoes, and he had a cigar in his hand. Probably Cuban. He walked directly over to Bridge and shook his hand.

      “Mr. Bridge.” Warner then smiled at Nicole, taking her hand. “And the lovely Nicole. Thank you both for coming. And I do apologize for my previous tactics in trying to get you here. It was obviously inconsiderate of me and an error on my part.”

      Bridge faked a smile. He hated guys like this. Warner was the type of guy who was used to getting what he wanted. But when he didn’t, he tried to play it off and overreacted in the other direction, like he was doing now. It was obviously an act. In Bridge’s opinion, this was a guy who would do or say anything to get what he wanted. That much jumped out at him right off the bat.

      “So what is it that you need?” Bridge said.

      Warner sat down, and almost instantly was brought a drink by his assistant to go with his cigar. “I need you to find someone for me.”

      “Who is this person and what is their relationship to you?”

      “The man’s

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

