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      It was a black-tie event. The chandeliers sparkled above, casting a soft glow over the elegant ballroom. Waiters circulated with trays of champagne and hors d'oeuvres, while the guests mingled. The room was filled with chatter and laughter, the soft hum of conversation blending into a soothing melody. The guests were dressed in their finest attire, shimmering gowns and crisply tailored tuxedos creating a sea of elegance and refinement.

      Suddenly, the double doors at the far end of the room swung open with a dramatic flourish, and all eyes turned to see who had arrived. She swept into the room like a queen, her gown shimmering with every step as she made her way towards the center of the room. Heads turned, whispers followed in her wake, but she paid them no mind. Tonight, she had a mission - and nothing would stand in her way.

      Nicole’s head turned in every direction, desperately trying to find her better half. He was here. Somewhere. In the midst of a few thousand guests, on one of three floors, in any of a hundred rooms. Bridge was there.

      They had carefully planned for this, being extremely careful in not being seen together over the past two weeks. This was the event they knew the stolen jewelry they were looking for would be auctioned at. Most, if not all, of the items that would be up for sale were stolen. It was one of those places.

      But they weren’t here for everything. They were only here for what they were hired to find. And now they did. Well, not the exact location. But they knew it was in the building. They had worked tirelessly to find the address of this secret auction. And it was no small feat getting an invitation. It took aliases, and a whole lot of money.

      They were hoping to find the missing jewelry before it went up for auction. Because once it did, items got locked down, transferred to a new owner, who usually had security with them, and then probably moved to a new secret place. They didn’t want to have to keep following the trail, if there even was one after this. They were here. The jewelry they were looking for was here. It had to be done here.

      As Nicole bounced around the floor, she shrugged off some of the stares of men following her with their eyes. She also ignored a few people who tried to offer their phone number. She was laser-focused on finding her boyfriend. Bridge was supposed to meet her out front. They’d casually bump into each other like they’d never seen each other before, then start talking, and flirting with each other like it was the first time.

      But that didn’t happen. She stood out there for about twenty minutes before finally going in, realizing something was wrong. Since they were newcomers, they weren’t sure if they were being watched before arriving. That’s why they arrived separately. Even had separate hotel rooms, though that was mostly for show, as they still snuck into each other's rooms.

      So here she was, frantically looking around the room, hoping to put her eyes on Bridge, though it was obviously a difficult task with the amount of people in the room. Nicole finally made her way over to one side, where there was a majestic staircase. There were also two bodyguards at the bottom of them, along with a velvet rope that stretched across to prevent any unauthorized people from going up.

      Nicole grabbed a drink off a tray from a passing waiter, and stood there, analyzing the situation. Her eyes never left the staircase, seeing a couple of people show some sort of ID and let through. The second floor must have been for the VIP’s.

      Assuming Bridge had been taken, which she figured was a good bet considering how he liked to shoot his mouth off at times, he must have been up there somewhere. It would be the only reason why he wasn’t where he was supposed to be. But Nicole knew she couldn’t just walk up to the guard and ask where Bridge was. She knew he wouldn’t say. And even if there was nothing nefarious on the guard’s part, he might not have known Bridge by the description. He might have let a hundred people up those steps.

      Nicole continued watching, and sipping, noticing a few more people being let through. She sighed, knowing what she’d have to do. It was getting a little old at this point. She knew she was good at using her womanly ways, and usually got the result that she wanted from it, but she still wished she didn’t have to use it as often as she did. But it was generally effective.

      She watched both guards, picking out the one she thought would be easier pickings. After taking a deep breath, Nicole moved in that direction. She moved towards the guard on the left. She plastered on a flirty smile, puffed her chest out a little more, and had the whole seductive look going on.

      “Hi,” she said, holding up her drink.

      She touched the guard’s arm. Touching was always a good way to start disarming someone. And when you looked like she did, it didn’t take much to disarm anyone. She looked down at her dress.

      “I seem to have lost my pass to go up there.”

      The guard shook his head. “Sorry. No exceptions.”

      Nicole tilted her head at him. “Not even for me?”

      “I’m sorry. You have to have a pass.”

      “What if I gave you something else?”

      “Excuse me?”

      Nicole looked around, then moved in closer, putting her arms around the man to whisper in his ear. She ran her hand through his hair.

      “I am just dying to slip out of this dress. And I think you are the perfect person to help me with that.”

      The guard stood there, stunned, a blank expression on his face. He wasn’t sure if this was even real. Nicole took a step back and licked her lips. She looked down at the front of his pants and could tell she was having the desired effect. She moved in closer again, whispering in his ear once more.

      “Just ten minutes. And you can do whatever you want with me. I so need this. You have no idea how much.”

      The guard looked Nicole up and down. How could he say no to this beautiful woman who was practically throwing herself into his lap? The chance to have sex with someone like that didn’t come around every day. And his urges were getting the best of him. Finally, he turned to his partner.

      “Hey. I’ll be back. Ten minutes.”

      The guard looked at Nicole and nodded. With a grin on his face, he knew what was going on. He only wished it was happening to him instead. The other guard grabbed Nicole’s hand and unhooked the rope to let her through. Still holding her hand, they walked up the steps.

      “I’m really looking forward to this,” Nicole said.

      As they reached the second floor, she instantly started looking at her surroundings, figuring out where she was going to go after this. The guard let go of her hand, then put his hand on her rear. Nicole tightened up at first and clenched her teeth, really disliking it. But she had to play along for the moment and let it go.

      She turned around, putting her hands on the man’s suit jacket, pretending to flirt further.

      “So, where shall we go?”

      She fiddled with the man’s tie.

      “Anywhere you want.”

      Nicole’s eyes scanned the hallway as they walked, their arms interlocked with each other. Her gaze finally settled upon a door off to the side that looked like it would do the trick.

      “The closet.”

      “Huh?”

      Nicole’s face lit up. “I always wanted to do it in a closet. Very mysterious.”

      “Um, OK. I guess.”

      They quickly walked over to the door and opened it, taking a quick look around before they went inside. The guard flicked on a light.

      “Too bright,” Nicole said. “I like it darker.”

      She turned the light off, and as soon as the room went dark, the guard dropped to the floor, courtesy of a few well-placed punches, kicks, and elbows. After making quick work of the guy, Nicole adjusted her dress and stepped out into the hallway again. She started wandering around, not sure what she was looking for. She hoped she would know when she found it.

      Once she turned a corner, there were dozens of people walking in the halls, some just going from one door across the hall to another one. Curious, she went over to one and went in to investigate. Her eyes almost popped out of her sockets at what she was witnessing. There were a lot of naked people. Some doing things that even made her blush. A man almost immediately came up to her. He also had no clothes on.

      “Welcome. Come join us.”

      He tried gently touching her hand to bring her further into the room, but Nicole instantly pulled back.

      “Uh, no, no. I, uh, think I’m in the wrong room.”

      “No need to be shy. We’ll make you feel very comfortable.”

      “No, no, I’m not shy, it’s just… this is… a little much for me. Plus, I’m involved.”

      “Most of us here are.”

      “Oh,” she replied. Nicole nervously laughed as she backed away. “I’m, uh, I’m just gonna go.” Her back hit the door, instantly turning around to open it and get out of there.

      Once in the hallway she closed the door and stood with her back to it for a second. She let out a deep breath.

      “Not what I was expecting,” she whispered.

      Nicole sighed as she looked around, thinking this was just about an impossible situation. She knew Bridge was there somewhere. Where was the question? If she looked in every door she came across, there was no telling what she was going to find. Or, what would find her?
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      Bridge was sitting in a chair in the middle of the room. Thankfully, on this one occasion, he wasn’t tied to it. It was a welcome change from most of the times when he was detained against his will. But it also wasn’t like he could just get up and walk away if he wanted. There were two big guards standing by the door, and five more circling him around the room. Not to mention the guy in charge who seemed to want some answers. All were dressed in expensive suits or tuxedos.

      “Why are you here?”

      Bridge shrugged. “Same as everyone else, I guess? To buy some stolen… er, I mean… some unique things that aren’t widely available everywhere?”

      “Who sent you?”

      “I sent myself.”

      The leader, probably in his forties, completely walked around Bridge, eyeing him the whole time. The man definitely seemed to look on the rougher side, as he had a little scar coming down from his left eyebrow down his cheek about an inch long.

      “Who hired you?”

      “Uh, I hired myself?” Bridge replied. “Who hired you?”

      “Don’t get cute.”

      “Well you started it.”

      The man stood in front of Bridge and crossed his arms, trying to look tough and intimidate him. If only he’d known all the situations Bridge had been in over the years. The man would have to do a lot more than that to raise the hairs on Bridge’s arms.

      “What’s your name?” He took out a piece of paper and looked at it before putting it back in his pocket. “I’m sure it’s not Chester Bridgerton.”

      “Why? Something wrong with it?”

      “Do I look like a fool?”

      “You really want me to answer that?”

      “Your name?”

      “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

      The man stared at him and huffed. “This can go very badly for you, you know.”

      “Believe me, I know it.”

      “I am trying to get to the bottom of things peacefully here. You’re not even restrained.”

      “And my wrists thank you for that,” Bridge said.

      “So how about we start being truthful with each other?”

      “Sure. You go first.”

      “Huh?”

      “You be truthful first, then I’ll go. I’ll wait.”

      “I am not the one in trouble here.”

      “You sure about that?”

      The man was growing more agitated by the second. “Let’s start with your name.”

      Bridge didn’t hesitate. “Chester Bridgerton, born and raised. I mean, you took my ID. It’s all over my papers.”

      “ID’s can be forged.”

      Bridge offered a smile. “Yes. They can. But what do you want me to say?”

      “Your real name, for starters?”

      “Why do you keep insisting that’s not my real name? I mean, my mother would be very unhappy with you right now for questioning her. I’m told she agonized for days on finding the right name. Didn’t even come up with it until two days after I was born. At least that’s the rumor.”

      “The rumor is also that you are not who you say you are and that you are here to foil this auction.”

      “Where’d you hear an ugly rumor like that?”

      “It doesn’t matter where I heard it.”

      Bridge had an idea in his mind. One of the people he trusted to help get him in there in the first place probably turned on him. For more money, of course. He knew he was now in a tough spot. But it definitely wasn’t the worst he’d ever been in. But he also knew it could get rougher on him at any moment. It wouldn’t take much. He also knew that Nicole was out there somewhere. Once he missed their rendezvous time and place, she’d start snooping around, knowing something had happened to him. Of course, it was a big building. And he knew finding him would take some time. He just had to try to hold off long enough for her to reach him.

      “Listen,” Bridge said. “I’d love to get to the bottom of this misunderstanding with you. I mean, enough’s enough with the games. My name’s Chester Bridgerton, I’m here on behalf of a third-party, who wishes to remain anonymous, and I’m here to do some bidding. That’s all. Whatever other rumor you have going on is completely baseless and without merit.”

      “Is that so?”

      Bridge nodded. “Completely.”

      “Your name!”

      “Are we back to that again? I tell you what. Let’s do a little quid pro quo here. You tell me everything about you, and I’ll tell you everything about me. Deal?”

      “No.”

      “You didn’t even think that over. I mean, not even a little bit.”

      “Because I don’t have to. I am not in the pressure cooker here. You are.”

      Bridge adjusted his collar. “Yeah, about that, it’s a little uncomfortable in here. You got the air on?”

      “It’s going to get even hotter in a second.”

      Bridge sighed, realizing he was running out of time. There was only so long he could keep his mouth moving and keep them at bay. At some point, things were going to get physical. And painful. Probably lots and lots of pain.

      “Look, I’m willing to work with you here,” Bridge said. “I would just like a little courtesy first.”

      “Courtesy?! What do you think I’m giving you?”

      “A hard time?”

      The man appeared frustrated and was ready to give up. He couldn’t deal with Bridge anymore. He put his hands and arms up.

      “I’m done. I’m done. Take him.”

      “Take me where?” Bridge replied.

      He didn’t get a reply. At least, not a verbal one. He did get a hard slap across the side of his face.

      “Ouch!” Bridge said, his fingers feeling the skin across his cheek. “That was unnecessary.”

      “There’s gonna be a lot more of that where you’re going. You have one more chance to be honest.”

      “Listen, I don’t know what you…”

      Bridge’s voice trailed off as the scar-faced man went over to the door and opened it. Another man stood there. Bridge knew him. He was someone that helped Bridge get into the auction to begin with. Now he knew who set him up. The man stood there with a grin on his face and shrugged.

      “It’s just business.”

      Bridge made a face. “Yeah. I guess it is.”

      “No hard feelings.”

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      The man with the scar closed the door again. “Now, should we try this again?”

      Bridge shook his head. “Nah. I don’t think so. I’m not gonna tell you anything.”

      “I had a feeling that would be the case. You seem like one of those.”

      “One of those what?”

      “You’re one of those captains that always goes down with the ship, instead of taking the life raft that is offered to you and escaping with your life.”

      “Well, it kinds of depends on the situation, don’t you think?”

      “Enough of this. I’ve had enough! Take him away.”

      Bridge swiftly stood up, ready to engage with whoever wanted a piece of him. But he quickly went down as one of the guards in back of him delivered a forearm to the back of his head. With him down, all the guards took a few turns in giving him a shot. Nothing too severe. Just enough to let him know that fighting back was a bad idea.

      They grabbed hold of his arms, and as the scar-faced man opened the door, the guards helped carry Bridge out of the room, his feet scuffing against the floor as he was dragged. Nicole had just turned a corner and saw her boyfriend being carried out against his will. Her shoulders slumped.

      “I just knew it,” she whispered. She could only shake her head. “What did you do this time?”

      Nicole waited for the entourage to disappear from her view before she followed after them. She couldn’t allow them to get away completely, but she also couldn’t risk divulging her presence yet before she was ready. She needed to find out what they were doing with her boyfriend, and where they were taking him.

      As she reached the corner of the hallway, another door opened up to her left. A man stepped out. They locked eyes. It was the same man that Bridge previously recognized. The one that gave him up. They both stood there, not sure whether the other was going to make a move, or say something. But neither of them did. Finally, Nicole spoke up.

      She tilted her head in the direction Bridge just went. “I have a feeling you have something to do with that.”

      The man smirked. “It’s just business.”

      “I assume you got a fat payday for this?”

      “I certainly can’t complain.”

      “You’re gonna show me where they’re taking him and how to get him.”

      “I can’t do that. And you’re lucky I don’t unleash his guards on you too.”

      “And you’ll be lucky if you actually leave here with all your man-parts attached.”

      The man scoffed, not taking her seriously. “Leave now.”

      “What do you think will happen if I start screaming that you inappropriately touched me just now?”

      The smug look on the man’s face slowly faded away. He gulped as he looked around.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “I hear they don’t take too kindly to that around here,” Nicole said. “Everything is supposed to be handled professionally here. No problems. People who cause problems are dealt with. Isn’t that how it’s supposed to go?”

      “I could just tell them that you’re working with him. They’d believe me.”

      “Sure about that? Because I’ll deny it. And considering I’m not with him right now, I’d say you didn’t tell them about me yet. Which now means I’m a wild card. And you have no idea which one of us they’d believe.”

      “They’d believe me.”

      “You really wanna find out?” Nicole asked.

      The man looked at her cautiously, and cleared his throat. He really did not want to find out. Mostly because he really wasn’t sure. If Nicole made a big enough stink, he might be on the losing end of it. Those people could be ruthless. And he didn’t want to be on the bottom of the pile.

      “Fine. Fine. You win. They’re taking him to the third floor.”

      “What room?”

      “Probably 315. It’s like a big office area. They’re probably going to beat on him for a while until he tells them what he knows.”

      “And then?”

      “Then what? Then they’ll kill him.”

      “Right here?” Nicole asked.

      “They might throw him out a window. Or maybe they’ll just overdose him, discard of him somewhere else.”

      “You’re gonna help me.”

      “I’ve already done that. And I…” he closed his mouth as someone walked past them. He then whispered. “And I’ve already helped you as much as I can. And I’m not turning you in right now, so that’s a win for you.”

      “I need you to get me up there.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t. If I do that, they’ll know I helped you and I’ll be dead in three days.”

      “Then you need to tell me how to reach him.”

      “Go to the end of the floor. You’ll see the steps. There’s a guard. You just need to tell them you’ve been hired for the entertainment.” He then looked her over. “They’ll believe it. You just have to say Mr. Wensink sent me. That’s a code phrase.”

      “That’s it?”

      “You’ll just have to find the right room. I don’t know how many guards or whatever they’ll have there. You’re supposed to be going to room 305. That’s where the entertainment is.”

      Nicole made a face. “It is? I thought I already found that room. There was like an orgy going on over that way.”

      “Oh, you found the room for the regular guests. The VIP’s get the third-floor treatment. Lots of alcohol and ladies doing whatever is asked of them.”

      “You better not tell someone about me. Because if you do, I’ll tell them we were working together.”

      “Listen, I’m leaving right now. I don’t want any part of this. If you get caught, it’s of your own doing. I’m not telling anyone anything. Good luck, and I hope I never see you again.”

      “Feeling is mutual.”

      Nicole stood there, watching the man walk away in the opposite direction. Once he left her sight, she turned her thoughts to the problem at hand. She didn’t worry much about the man turning on her. He had as much to lose as she did if they didn’t believe him. And he was a weaselly sort of guy. He wouldn’t put himself in that kind of predicament. He was the type who’d only do it for money, and only if the deck was stacked in his favor. Anything that was a flip of the coin, he’d stay clear, no matter how much money was involved.

      Nicole started walking towards the end of the hallway. She made a few turns, eventually seeing a guard standing by the stairs. She looked down at herself and straightened her dress. She took a deep breath.

      “Here goes nothing. Time to do some extracting.”
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      Nicole noticed the guard look at her as she approached. There were two other people ahead of her. They were let through without a problem. Then it was her turn. She offered a flirty smile and a wrinkle of the nose.

      “Hi. Mr. Wensink sent me.”

      The guard smiled and nodded his head. He stepped to the side and let her though. She walked up the steps, talking to herself.

      “I don’t know why, but I thought that was going to be a little harder.”

      Once she reached the third floor, there were two more guards at the door. They both looked her over as she entered. Nicole noticed the one on the right looking at her legs and rolled her eyes. The hallway split into two, and she started walking down the right side.

      “Hey!” the guard shouted. He pointed with his thumb to the left. “The room’s over that way.”

      Nicole stopped and turned around. “Um, I have to use the bathroom first! Gotta freshen up.”

      She didn’t wait for a reply and continued walking. An eerie feeling quickly came over her, though, and she stopped once again. She turned her head and noticed the guard was right behind her.

      “Don’t believe in privacy, huh?”

      “Nobody can wander around unaccounted for.”

      “It’s just the bathroom,” Nicole replied.

      “I’ll escort you.”

      “Are you going to go in with me too?”

      The guard leaned to the side to get a better look at her backside. He smiled. “Depends on what you’re feeling.”

      She didn’t appreciate his tone. “I’m feeling like I’m gonna throw up.”

      The smile didn’t leave his face. “I got something for that.”

      “You’re disgusting.”

      The guard chuckled and put his arm out. “After you.”

      “You’re really going to go in with me, aren’t you?”

      He continued smiling, enjoying every second of it. “Them’s the rules, baby.”

      Nicole huffed, then began marching down the hallway. After a few minutes, she finally found the bathroom. She stopped in front of the door and stood there, looking at the guard. He finally reached out and opened the door for her. She went in, with the guard following right behind her. She didn’t even have to turn around to feel his eyes crawling all over her.

      She went to the sink and turned the water on, seeing the guard through the mirror watching her closely. She slightly turned toward him.

      “Are you just going to stare at me?”

      He shrugged. “Seems fine to me.”

      “Do you really want a show right now?”

      A bigger smile formed on his lips. “I’d be OK with that.”

      “Fine. You want something, I’ll give you something. Lock the door and turn around.”

      “What for?”

      “Anticipation. It makes everything better. And close your eyes.”

      The man did as was asked. “I hope you’re gonna rock my world.”

      “Oh, you have no idea what’s coming.”

      With the man’s back turned to her, Nicole took off her heels and quietly approached him. She lifted up her dress and removed the pistol that was strapped to the inside of her leg. Once she got within striking distance, she brought her arm back, then walloped him over the head with her weapon. The man instantly dropped like a bag of rocks. Nicole stood over the man.

      “Man, that felt really good. I enjoyed that. You’re a disgusting pig.”

      With the man down and out, Nicole quickly exited the bathroom, not bothering to put her shoes back on. She knew what was likely about to go down. It would be hard running and shooting in those things.

      Nicole continued going in the opposite direction of where she came from, eventually turning a corner and seeing room 315. There was another guard in front of the door. She was a little dismayed at seeing the protection.

      “Oh my God, is there a guard everywhere in this place?”

      She sighed and retreated back to behind the corner, out of sight from the guard. She closed her eyes and thought of a way to approach this new problem. She could just walk up to the guy and offer him sex. That seemed to be the best and most favorable way to get to a man’s heart. And drop his pants. It also almost always seemed to work.

      After a few deep breaths, Nicole made herself visible and started walking towards the guard
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