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      Thrower was beat. He walked into his hotel room and plopped down on the bed. He’d just finished another assignment, one that took two weeks, in which he was in constant danger almost every second of that time. But now that the entire gang he was going up against had been eliminated, he could finally breathe a bit easier.

      He didn’t go to sleep. He just laid on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. It was after nine o’clock, but before going to sleep, he figured he’d take a shower, then check his email to see if he had any inquiries for an upcoming job.

      After lying there for about twenty minutes, Thrower finally got up and went into the bathroom to turn the shower water on. Once the water warmed up, he got undressed and stepped into the stall. The hot water and steam felt good. It was hitting the right spot and helping him to unwind and relax.

      Thrower wasn’t usually one who spent a long time in the shower. Unless he was with someone. He was usually a get in-get out, type of guy. But he’d be in no rush to get out on this occasion. This would be one of the times he didn’t feel like leaving.

      He’d only been in the shower for about five minutes. The noise of the water was covering up the danger that was approaching him. And he had no idea it was coming.

      Since there was nobody else in the room with him, Thrower didn’t bother to close the bathroom door. It was about halfway open. And most of the lights inside the room were off, except for a small table lamp in the living room.

      Thrower closed his eyes as he faced the shower head, letting the water hit his face. He then stepped forward and lowered his head, letting the water bounce off the back of his neck and shoulders. He suddenly picked his head up, and opened his eyes. He didn’t move his body, though. He thought he heard a sound. It was faint. He couldn’t be sure of what it was. But it was a sharp noise. And he didn’t hear it now. But he did hear it. For a split second. Then it was gone.

      Thrower continued letting the water hit him, though now he turned around so it hit him in the back. He took a quick glance to his left at the open bathroom door. It hadn’t moved. And he didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. Except for the fact that he was in the shower and he was sure something was out there. Or to be exact, someone.

      He thought about the noise that he heard. Though he still couldn’t be sure what it was, and he didn’t hear it again, he didn’t believe it was just one of those noises that went bump in the night. It was caused by someone.

      If he was correct, Thrower had to figure out how he was going to deal with the situation. Did he wait there, pretending like he didn’t know something was coming? Let the fight come to him? Or did he finish up, get dressed, and continue on like he knew nothing was happening? He could think of pros and cons to each argument.

      Of course, the biggest problem, regardless of which direction he went, was that he didn’t know how many people were out there. And he wasn’t going to know until they made a move. It seemed to be a question that was about to reveal itself soon, though.

      Thrower snapped his head to the left, noticing the door move slightly. It wasn’t much, but he could tell something just brushed up against it. Maybe it was a hand or an arm gently touching it. But someone was there.

      The decision of whether to exit the shower or not seemed to be made for him. He wasn’t going anywhere now. There was someone waiting just outside the door. And he wasn’t going to make it easy for them. He wasn’t coming to them either. If they wanted him, they could come get him.

      Thrower started humming loudly as he began to get himself into position. With the shower curtain hiding his exact spot, he put his back against the wall, and then slid down into a crouched position. Whoever came looking for him, they’d expect him to be standing up. Just changing their eye level a little bit would give him the advantage that he needed. He kept humming, making it seem like he was completely oblivious to what was going on.

      He heard a slight creak on the door. Eventually, whoever was out there would get tired of waiting. Thrower was in no hurry. But whoever was looking to do him harm would be.

      A few more minutes went by. Thrower was patiently waiting. He wasn’t scared. He wasn’t nervous. Though this was the first time he got attacked in the shower, or while he was naked, his mind was calm and clear. He’d get through this. That was always his mindset. He’d come out on top. It might not be easy. It might not be pretty. But he would prevail.

      The curtain suddenly was thrust open, a man standing there, a knife in his hand. Expecting Thrower to be standing, he instantly swung, though he got nothing but air. Thrower immediately charged at him and gave him a flying body tackle into the stall. The back of the intruder’s head hit the tub.

      Thrower put his hands on the man and continued banging his head against the tub. He swung his head around, hearing the fast footsteps of someone approaching quickly. The curtain was ripped down by this point, so there was no hiding.

      Thrower jumped out of the tub and met the new man as soon as he raced into the bathroom. Thrower instantly put his hands on the man’s shoulders and tossed him into the tub with his friend, landing on top of him. This guy wasn’t in as bad a shape yet, though.

      Thrower closed the door with his foot as he faced off against the other man, who was getting to his feet. He quickly reached his hand back and felt for the knob, locking the door. It was a good thing, as he then heard someone jiggling the handle.

      Both men in the tub had now gotten to their feet. Thrower stood there, waiting for one of them to make the first move.

      “Who are you guys?” Thrower asked.

      He didn’t expect a response. And he didn’t get one.

      “Can’t even let a guy take a shower in peace?”

      The two men stood there, scowls on their faces, each brandishing a knife in their hand. Thrower was only armed with his fists. That was usually lethal enough.

      It was a little different, standing there naked, getting ready for a fight. It was definitely breezy. And he had to worry about getting cut in places that were usually covered. But he couldn’t let that distract him and work any differently than he normally would. He’d been in situations like this before. Two on one. Knives against fists. And he’d come out on top.

      The key was patience. Not making a mistake. There was always one made. He just couldn’t be the one that made it. Luckily, his friends did that for him.

      One of them lunged at Thrower, attempting to strike him in the stomach. Thrower grabbed the man’s wrists and punched at his hand, quickly knocking the knife from it. The other man tried to engage while Thrower was busy. Thrower let go of the man’s wrists and nailed the other man with the back of his fist, stunning him in the nose.

      Thrower kicked at the second man, hitting him in the stomach, and making him fall backwards into the tub. Thrower went back to the first man and grabbed him around the neck, throwing him back into the tub as well. Just as he did, the bathroom door broke open.

      Before even seeing who it was, Thrower reached down onto the floor and picked up the knife. He spun around, quickly locating his target, and threw it. The third man screamed out in pain as the knife lodged into his right shoulder. The knife he was holding dropped from his hand. He then retreated from view as Thrower picked up that weapon as well.

      The first man got out of the tub again, and tried to jump on top of Thrower, but he was easily shaken off. Thrower then threw him headfirst into the porcelain toilet, dislodging it from the floor. Thrower reached into the tub and pulled out the second guy, and started pounding away on him, hitting him continuously in the face and ribs.

      Thrower eventually noticed the first guy getting back to his hands and knees, though he had enough by that point. He crawled out the door, not wanting anymore of what Thrower was dishing out. Thrower took his eyes off his current adversary for a moment as he watched the first man leave. That left an opening for the second man to do the same. He took off, dashing out the door before Thrower had an opportunity to inflict more punishment on him.

      Thrower wasn’t taking any chances yet, though. He took off after them, and saw a couple of them race out the door. He took a look through the living room, just to make sure there was nobody else hiding in there. Once it was clear, he put all the lights on, then went over to the door and peeked out. He stepped out into the hallway, not even realizing he still had no clothes on.

      An elderly woman in her seventies happened to be walking by. She had a bag of groceries in her hand. She stopped and stared at Thrower’s muscular physique.

      “Good Lord have mercy.”

      Thrower could see her eyes were locked in on his lower half. He looked down, remembering his clothes weren’t on. He sheepishly looked at her.

      “Sorry.”

      “Oh, don’t say sorry, hon. The Lord has blessed you plenty.”

      Thrower was rather uncomfortable and let out an uneasy smile as he looked down at the floor at her bag. “Uh, I think your eggs broke.”

      He quickly dashed back inside and closed the door. He got dressed, then started cleaning up the mess in the bathroom. He grabbed the knives that were left behind, hoping that would leave him a clue as to what this was all about. And who it was that attacked him. Someone, for some reason, wanted him out of the way. He couldn’t think of why, as he wasn’t working on anything at the moment. Unless it was in retaliation for something he’d done before. That had to be it, he thought. Someone was angry with him getting in the way on a previous job.

      Now, Thrower had to figure out what was going on. And he was going to. This job wasn’t for someone else. This time, he was working for himself. Someone had a bone to pick with him. They took their shot, and they failed. Now it was his turn. And he’d make them pay.
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      Thrower sat in the hallway, his back against the wall, as he waited for the authorities to finish up in his room. Though there was now a crowd of people in there, he wasn’t paying much attention to what was going on. He knew the drill. They were taking pictures, looking for fingerprints and evidence, trying to put the pieces together.

      But that’s what Thrower was trying to do too. At least in his own mind. Who would be after him? And why? He couldn’t think of any reason unless it was business related. And it seemed peculiar that he was attacked in the same town that his last business concluded in. That couldn’t have been a coincidence.

      The only problem with that theory was that there was nobody left from the gang he was going up against. At least, that’s the assumption he was under. It’s what he was told. And he couldn’t find anything to suggest otherwise.

      But it still left him with the same problem. And in the same situation. He was still sitting there after getting attacked in the shower. After sitting there for a while, Thrower finally stood up, though he remained by the wall. He saw Deputy Morgan standing by the door, ready to come out. He was talking to one of the photographers.

      Thrower and Morgan already knew each other, as the deputy was one of the people that Thrower went to for information. And, Morgan was the one that made the arrests on his last case. After a few more moments, Morgan finally stepped out into the hallway.

      Morgan was pretty average in all respects. Height, weight, looks, appearance. There was nothing overly special about him. Except for the fact that he was good at his job. And in a town with only four police officers, you pretty much had to be. If not, you were dead weight and bringing down the rest of the department.

      “Nate, Nate, Nate… what did you step into this time?”

      With a wry smile on his face, Thrower threw his arms out wide. “I have no idea. I’m just minding my own business, taking a shower, when these guys bust through the door and attacked me.”

      Morgan looked back at the door. “Bust through?”

      “Figure of speech.”

      “Looks like they picked the lock. Solid job, too. No idea what they wanted?”

      “None.”

      “Not working on anything?”

      “Nope. I was ready to leave tomorrow.”

      “Well they want you for something.”

      “The only thing I can think of is if it’s related to the Holloway case,” Thrower said.

      “I thought you finished that.”

      “So did I. But that’s the only thing I can figure.”

      “We locked up everyone that was terrorizing that woman,” Morgan replied.

      “Unless one of them had a friend, buddy, long-lost family member who’s upset at what we did.”

      “I mean, I guess that’s always possible. We have no intel on it, though.”

      Thrower threw his hands up again, exasperated thinking about it. “I mean, I don’t know what else it would be.”

      “I don’t know, Nate. A man like you, doing what you do, makes a lot of enemies. It’s inevitable.”

      “Most of my enemies are either dead or in jail.”

      “Like you said, friends, buddies, and long-lost family members.”

      Thrower shrugged, not sure if that was it. “I dunno. Most people I’m up against don’t take it personally. We’re on opposite sides and it just is what it is.”

      “Somebody’s taking it personally. What about any special characteristics of these guys?”

      “It’s just like I told you already. One guy had bushy blonde hair, another had short black hair, and the other guy had straggly brown hair.”

      “Should make it easy.”

      “Hey, I didn’t exactly have time to check their wallets,” Thrower replied. “Check the hospitals. One guy’s got a hole in his shoulder.”

      “Yeah, we’ve already got someone there on the lookout. One thing’s for sure, it’s a small town. If he shows up somewhere, we’ll know it soon enough.”

      “Small town, but a lot of space. What about cameras? Any in this place pick anything up?”

      The deputy shot Thrower a look. “How long have you been in this town?”

      “Couple weeks.”

      “And how many security cameras have you seen around town?”

      “Not many.”

      “Precisely. This isn’t exactly a super high-tech town. And people around here like it that way.”

      “Well, I can understand the small town appeal and charm. But at some point, people have to move into the next century.”

      “Not here.”

      “So basically there are no cameras here to check,” Thrower said. “That’s what you’re telling me, right?”

      “That’s it.”

      “And no other leads?”

      Morgan shrugged. “I mean… we’ll do the usual.”

      “Very comforting.”

      “Well, we don’t have a lot to go on at the moment.”

      “I know, I know.” Thrower rubbed his hand over his face.

      “When’s the last time you talked to Holloway?”

      A concerned look suddenly came over Thrower. “Earlier today. Why? Something wrong?”

      “No, just wondering. But if it is related to her case, if they’ve got a problem with you, they might still have a problem with her.”

      It was a distinct possibility. One that Thrower really hadn’t considered up until then. As far as he was concerned, Holloway was in the clear. Her problem was over. But now? Now he wasn’t so sure.

      “You got someone checking her place out?” Thrower asked.

      Now it was Morgan’s turn to throw his hands up. “Got no one. I’m here with this. Only other person on duty tonight is JD, and I’ve got him at the hospital in case our guy shows up there. I can pull him off that.”

      “No, it’s OK. I’ll go back over to Maggie’s and check on her.”

      “You want some help?”

      “I thought you didn’t have anyone else?”

      “Well, I don’t,” Morgan answered. “I was more or less just asking to be nice.”

      “And what if I said yes?”

      “I guess I would’ve had to let you down easy. Either that or give you the hotel desk clerk.”

      Thrower smiled. “Gee, thanks.”

      “We’ll keep processing things here.”

      “I won’t hold my breath. We probably won’t get any fingerprint reports for two years.”

      Morgan grinned. “The drawbacks of a small town.”

      “One of many, I’d say.”

      “If you don’t need me anymore, I’ll go over to Maggie’s now.”

      “Yeah, go ahead. Let me know when you get there if everything’s all right.”

      “Will do.”

      Thrower hurried out of the hotel and went to his car. It was about a thirty-minute drive to get to Maggie Holloway’s. The main town of Redgate was pretty small. There was only one of anything. One bank, one diner, one bookstore, one everything. And it was the type of place where everyone knew everybody.

      Maggie Holloway had mostly kept to herself. She owned a small farm outside of town, though there weren’t that many animals left on it. She was in her fifties, and lived by herself, so the only thing she really had the time and effort for anymore was her three horses. She loved them to death. The rest of the property was in serious need of repair. But she didn’t have the money or the help to fix it.

      That was one of the reasons why the whole situation was strange to begin with. There was no reason that Thrower, Holloway, the police, or anyone else could think of as to why she’d be a target. And even after the seven men who were terrorizing her were arrested, they never gave any legitimate reasons as to what they were after. Not that any of them knew. They were all hired and given instructions by someone they didn’t know. They were just hired hands. They weren’t the brains behind the outfit.

      Of course, no one quite believed that. It was just assumed they were being difficult, as prisoners sometimes would be. Now, maybe they were telling the truth after all.

      Thrower really took a liking to Holloway. She was smart, funny, and extremely independent. She didn’t like asking for help, even though she turned to him for it in the first place. And she didn’t have much else besides her farm and horses. But she was the type of person who was grateful and happy for whatever she had.

      She had the type of situation that tugged on Thrower’s heartstrings. She didn’t have any money to pay him. But he was fine with that. He didn’t ask for anything, anyway. She made sure he was plenty well fed, though. And with her cooking, that was almost as good as money to Thrower.

      He was worried on the drive over there. His mind kept racing with negative thoughts. He couldn’t shut them out. What if he made a serious mistake? He thought this whole thing was over, but what if he was wrong? What if he was only the second component to this? What if they went over to Holloway’s place first?

      As hard as it was, Thrower tried to get all of that out of his head. He had to think positively. He couldn’t assume the worst. Holloway was fine. They were only coming after him now. That’s what he had to keep telling himself. Because if he was wrong, and they got to Holloway before they tried to get him, he’d have a hard time looking at himself in the mirror.

      This was always the hardest part for Thrower. It wasn’t the bad odds. It wasn’t the constant danger. It wasn’t throwing himself into situations that most people ran away from. It was not knowing. Not knowing whether someone he was supposed to protect was OK. Even though the job was supposed to be over, obviously that wasn’t the case. He goofed somewhere. Things weren’t as cut-and-dry as he thought they were.

      When Thrower finally got to Holloway’s property, he drove up the long dirt driveway. It was pretty narrow. And there were trees and bushes lining both sides of it. Once Thrower got past that, he looked to his right and saw the post and rail horse fence. He then looked at the barn. The doors were closed. Everything seemed quiet.

      He saw Holloway’s car parked in front of the house. There were no lights on. Thrower parked next to the car and got out. It was pretty dark, and he couldn’t see very far, but he took a look around, anyway. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. All he could hear were the usual nighttime sounds of bugs and animals nearby.

      Thrower took his gun out, just in case, and walked onto the porch. He then started knocking loudly.

      “Maggie! Maggie, are you in there?!”

      There wasn’t any sound coming from inside yet. Maybe she was sleeping. Thrower looked at the time. It was possible.

      He then pounded on the door again.

      “Maggie!”

      Thrower took a few steps back, pondering whether he was going to kick the door in. This was an older door. It actually wasn’t in that bad a shape compared to the rest of the house. But it wouldn’t have been much of a problem if he put all his force into it.

      Luckily, he wouldn’t have to. As he was about to move forward, Thrower noticed a light turn on in the living room. Then he saw the curtain move. Holloway peeked out. Once she saw it was Thrower, she eagerly opened the door.

      “Hi Nate, what are you doing here?”

      She put her arms out and hugged him. Thrower smiled and put his gun away as he leaned into her embrace.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Hmm?” Thrower said. “Oh, nothing. I just was, uh…”

      “Now before you go start lying, remember, you aren’t good at it.”

      Thrower grinned. Even if she was mad or talked sternly, her southern accent had a way of smoothing things over and making it not sound quite so bad.

      “Plus, I noticed your gun was out. You slyly tried to put it away when you saw me.”

      “Not much gets past you, does it?” Thrower asked.

      “Not much. Not to mention the fact that you’re banging down my door at this hour. I may not have graduated college or anything, but I can put two and two together.”

      Thrower chuckled. “You sure can.”

      Holloway squinted her eyes to look at Thrower’s face more clearly. “And it looks like you got an extra bruise or two that you didn’t have yesterday.”

      Thrower reached up and touched just above his right eye. “I, uh, met a few friends.”

      “Enemies, more like it.”

      Holloway sighed, then moved over to a pair of rocking chairs on the porch. “Well, might as well sit down and tell me about it. I got a feeling you got bad news, and it involves me. That’s why you’re here, right?”

      Thrower’s shoulders slumped as he sat down in the rocking chair next to her. He then relayed what happened to him in his hotel room.

      “So, considering I don’t know what they wanted, I naturally came over here, just to make sure it didn’t involve you.”

      “So you don’t actually know what this is about yet?”

      Thrower shook his head. “Not yet. So, I don’t want you upset, or feeling like it’s not over or anything. Because I simply don’t know yet. I purely came out here out of an abundance of caution. Nothing else. I don’t have any concrete reason to believe this has anything to do with you.”

      “But you don’t know that it doesn’t, either.”

      “No, ma’am. I don’t.”

      “What’d I tell you about that ma’am, stuff? I’m fifty-two. Not ninety-two. I’m not a ma’am yet.”

      Thrower smirked. “Noted.”

      “So, what’s the plan going forward?”

      Thrower hesitated for a moment. “I just don’t know. If they’re not after you, and it’s just me, I don’t want to stay around you any longer than necessary and put you in danger that you don’t need to be in.”

      “But…?”

      “But if I leave, and it’s still the same business as before, I leave you vulnerable.”

      “So that’s where we’re at, huh?”

      Thrower nodded. “That’s where we’re at.”

      “Well, I guess there’s only one thing to do, then.”

      “Which is?”

      “You better make yourself comfortable here again. Your bed still isn’t made from yesterday. If they come, and it doesn’t involve me, I’m sure you’ll take care of it. But if it does, I’d much rather you be around.”

      “That’s kind of what I was thinking too.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page,” Thrower said.

      “I wish I could pay you for your troubles.”

      “Hey, I told you not to worry about that. I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, but how are you ever gonna afford that beach house if you got deadbeat clients like me who don’t pay you.”

      Thrower smiled. “I think the beach house can wait a little bit. Besides, you’ve paid me plenty.”

      “A few dinners and desserts hardly qualifies as payment.”

      “I’ve got no issues with it,” Thrower replied. He then patted his stomach. “Speaking of which, I wouldn’t mind some of that famous pumpkin pie of yours.”

      Holloway finally let out a smile and got up. “Still got a piece in the fridge for you.”

      Thrower got up as well, and the two of them walked toward the door. But they stopped and turned around as they heard a noise. They looked back toward the dirt driveway. They saw a pair of car headlights turn off. The vehicle was just sitting there, right at the edge of the trees, before it entered some open space.

      Holloway’s body tensed up. She knew what she was looking at.

      “It’s not over, is it?”

      Thrower sighed. He knew what it meant too. “No. It doesn’t look like it is.”

    

  

