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      Bridge and Nicole walked into their hotel room and put their bags down. Bridge instantly lifted his head and put his nose in the air. It looked like he was taking a whiff of something good baking in the oven, though there was nothing cooking.

      “Yeah, stinks, doesn’t it?” Nicole said.

      Bridge shook his head. “No. Home sweet home.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes. “We have such different definitions of what home is.”

      “Feels great to be back, doesn’t it?”

      “Not really.”

      “I mean, vacation’s great and all, but nothing beats the feeling of being where your feet are.”

      “My feet would like to still be on a sandy beach somewhere.”

      Bridge gave her the side-eye. “You need to appreciate what we have.”

      “I’d like to have a three-bedroom, two-bath detached house with a yard out in the suburbs. I’d appreciate that. Maybe you could talk me into a condo. But at some point, I’m telling you, we’ve gotta get out of this hotel.”

      “What’s wrong with this hotel?”

      “Because it’s a hotel!”

      “I get a great rate for being a long-term resident.”

      Nicole knew this conversation was going nowhere, since they’d had it before, and it always wound up in the same place.

      “But it’s not a home.”

      “It’s my home,” Bridge said.

      “But it’s not ours.”

      “What are you talking about? We’ve got nice furniture, pictures on the walls, a nice carpet, and you’ve redecorated the bedroom to your tastes. And you don’t have to do any cleaning. What more could you ask for?”

      “Uh, three bedrooms, two baths, and a yard.”

      “What do you need a yard for?”

      “Um, nothing.”

      Bridge’s eyes almost bulged out of his head. “Don’t tell me.”

      “Oh, no, I’m not. Not yet.”

      Bridge wiped his forehead. “Whew. That’s a relief. Wait. What do you mean, not yet?”

      “Well, you just never know, right? I mean, we do do it a lot. Like… a lot. It’s bound to happen one of these times.”

      “Well, you can’t blame that on me.”

      “Gee, Luke, I didn’t realize having sex with me was such a chore.”

      “Oh, well, you know I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Uh-huh.” Nicole stood there staring at him with her hands on her hips.

      Bridge could feel the heat in his face as it turned red. He quickly changed the subject. “Hey, maybe we could see if they have any rooms with two bathrooms. Would that be enticing to you?”

      “Not in the least.”

      “I feel like you’re being stubborn here.”

      “Oh, I’m being stubborn?! Really?!”

      “If you’re not willing to compromise…”

      “Listen, buster…”

      Nicole was interrupted by the knock on the door. Bridge took the cue to leave the room and the grilling as he walked into the kitchen.

      “Aren’t you gonna answer it?”

      “No, you can,” Bridge replied.

      “Really?”

      “It’s just Eric.”

      “What?”

      “It’s his knock.”

      “Oh my God, you and your knocks.”

      “You still haven’t figured that out yet?”

      “No, I really haven’t,” Nicole said. “I somehow always have something better to do than count knocks on the door.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Nicole’s body then snapped to attention, remembering what Happ was actually there for. She hurried over to the door, quickly opening it, though only halfway.

      “Hey,” she whispered.

      “Hi,” Happ replied, also in a whisper. “Is someone sleeping?”

      Nicole turned her head to make sure her boyfriend wasn’t closing in. “Uh, no, not yet. Do you have it?”

      Happ handed her the file they had talked about. “Why are we whispering?”

      Nicole snapped her head around again. “Uh, well, you know, don’t wanna wake up the neighbors or anything.”

      “Nic, it’s almost noon.”

      “Yeah, well, some of them are late sleepers.”

      Happ grinned. He knew exactly what was going on. “You didn’t tell him yet, did you?”

      “Uh, well, you know, it just kind of slipped my mind.”

      “Right. Convenient.”

      Nicole let out an uncomfortable sounding laugh. “You know how it is, so many things rattling around up there, some things just slip to the background.”

      “Or some things you don’t wanna tell your significantly worse half?”

      A huge smile erupted on Nicole’s face. “Maybe something like that.”

      “Well, when are you gonna tell him?”

      “Soon. You know how he is. You just have to work it in at the right moment.”

      “Are you sure he’s gonna go for this?” Happ asked.

      “Of course. Please, he’s a pushover. He likes to grumble and bark sometimes, but when it comes down to it, he’ll agree to it.”

      “And if not?”

      “Then I’ll use my superpowers on him,” Nicole answered.

      “Which are?”

      Nicole tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

      Happ put his hands up. “Never mind. Forget I asked.”

      Nicole then tried shooing him away before her boyfriend returned. “Now get out of here before he comes back and sees you.”

      It was too late. Bridge walked into the living room from the kitchen, a can of soda in his hand.

      “Hey, Eric.”

      Happ waved his hand through the partially opened door. “How’s it going? I was just leaving.”

      “Wait.”

      “Hmm?”

      “What are you doing here?” Bridge asked.

      “Oh, nothing. Just figured I’d stop in and say hello, welcome you back and all. You know, like good friends do. Enjoy the vacation?”

      “Yeah, good times. Nice and relaxing. Just what the doctor ordered. Well, outside of that little trip we had to endure in the middle of it.”

      “Great. Well, I’ll talk to you guys later.”

      Bridge sat down in a chair. “Hey!”

      Happ poked his head around the door again. “Yeah?”

      “Why don’t you come in?”

      “Oh, I’d love to, but I gotta run. Gotta get back to the office.”

      A confused look slowly formed on Bridge’s face. Something wasn’t adding up here. “Wait a minute. I don’t recall telling you we were coming back today.”

      “Sure you did. A couple of days ago. Remember?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Well, you did.”

      Bridge’s eyes glanced over to his beautiful girlfriend, who had one of those looks on her face. One of those looks that indicated she was trying to pull something over on him. Not to mention the fact that he could see what appeared to be a file folder in her hands.

      He pointed at the folder. “What’s that?”

      Nicole quickly put the folder behind her back while plastering a pleasant smile on her face. “What’s what?”

      Bridge continued pointing. “That.”

      Nicole turned around, maneuvering the file folder around to the front to block it from his vision, then the back again as she faced her boyfriend once more.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      Bridge put his drink down on a table and got up, walking over to the door.

      “Eric, get in.”

      “Um, love to, but I really can’t,” Happ replied.

      “Eric!”

      Happ took a deep breath, then put his entire body inside the room, closing the door behind him. He looked down at the floor, then at Nicole, as he could feel the icy stare coming from Bridge’s eyes. Bridge flickered his attention between the two of them, not saying anything at first, just staring at them, studying their body language and facial expressions.

      Bridge finally spoke up. “Something’s going on here.”

      “What do you mean, dear?” Nicole pleasantly asked, a smile as wide as the Grand Canyon.

      “That.” Bridge pointed at her face. “That right there. You’re up to something.”

      Nicole glanced at their FBI friend. “What are you talking about? We’re not up to anything.”

      “Stop playing games.” Bridge looked at Happ. “First, I know I didn’t tell you that we were coming back today. So you didn’t just pop in unexpectedly. Which means someone else told you.” He then looked at Nicole and leaned his head to the side to see what she was hiding behind her back. “And the fact that you’re keeping something from me tells me something else.”

      “We’re not keeping anything from you,” Nicole replied. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “So, what’s in the folder?”

      “What folder?”

      “The one behind your back.”

      Nicole looked down, then slowly moved the folder to her side. “Oh, this folder?”

      “Yes. That one.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing. Just something Eric asked me to look at. Nothing to do with you.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you two are collaborating against me?” Bridge asked.

      “Couldn’t be further from the truth,” Happ said.

      “Which is what?”

      “What’s what?”

      “The truth. You know, that thing we seem to be dancing around here.”

      “Oh. Um…” Happ looked at Nicole, not sure what to say.

      “Like I said, I was just going to help Eric out with a case,” Nicole replied.

      Bridge wasn’t sure he believed that. “Without my help?”

      “Well, since you’re offering, sure, you can help too.”

      Bridge playfully slammed his hand down on his leg like he was about to pout. “Awe, c’mon Nic, we just got back from vacation!”

      “You’re the one who just offered!”

      “I did not!”

      “You just did!”

      Bridge turned and flailed his arms in the air as he walked back over to the chair and sat down again. “You’re trying to hoodwink me into something. I can feel it. This whole thing is about drawing me into something.”

      “Wasn’t my idea,” Happ said.

      “It wasn’t?”

      “OK, maybe it was.”

      Bridge slapped both of his thighs with his hands. “I knew it!”

      “I was just planning on working things back in slowly,” Nicole said, walking over to him.

      “I mean, we just got back today! You couldn’t wait a few days before taking on a new case?” Bridge rubbed his eyes. “Wait a minute. Is this what you were cooking up on the way back from the airport?”

      Nicole batted her eyes at him. “What do you mean?”

      “You kept texting someone in the car. Is that what this was? You were setting this up?”

      “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Nicole!”

      “Well, we’re back from vacation. What more do you want?” Nicole asked.

      “I’d like to settle in for a few days before flying halfway around the world again to rescue some cat in a tree.”

      “We don’t rescue cats in trees.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Bridge leaned back, wrapping his arms over the top of his head. He let out a heavy sigh. It was no use fighting it. He knew it. They were pulling him in. And whenever Nicole fought this hard to spring a case on him, he knew he’d eventually get suckered into it anyway. Especially if she used her womanly ways on him. He could never resist that.

      He looked up at his girlfriend, who was giving him some sad, puppy dog eyes. “Don’t do that.”

      “Don’t do what?” Nicole said, knowing full well what she was doing.

      “That. The eyes thing.”

      She continued laying it on him.

      “Oh, fine,” Bridge said. “I can’t take it anymore. You win.”

      A huge smile erupted on Nicole’s face, and she leaned over to kiss Bridge on the lips.

      “See, I told you he’d come around,” she said.

      “Never a doubt,” Happ replied.

      Bridge sighed. “So, what’s the mission?”

      “I’ll get to that in a minute,” Nicole answered. “You’re in?”

      “Yeah, I’m in. I just told you, didn’t I? I’m in.”

      Nicole grinned. “Just checking.”

      “Wait a minute. Why are you asking me that?”

      “No reason. Just confirming that you’re agreeing to the job, which you already have.”

      Bridge stood up. “Nic, what are you getting me mixed up in?”

      “Nothing that we can’t handle, dear.”

      “Nic, what did I agree to?”

      “A mission. A job. A plain, old-fashioned job that we’ve done a million times before. Nothing new or exciting.”

      “Then why do I get the feeling you’re about to drop a bomb on me?”

      Nicole shrugged. “Couldn’t imagine.”

      “It’s gonna be big, isn’t it?”

      Nicole flashed one of her seductive, devilish smiles. The kind that indicated he was about to step into a hornet’s nest. Bridge didn’t know what he was getting himself into, but he regretted it already.
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      Bridge put his hand out. “Let me see the file.”

      “Oh, you wanna see the file?” Nicole replied.

      “Yes, I’d like to see the file. Please.”

      Nicole happily placed it in his hand. “There you go. There’s the file.”

      Bridge gave her a look that suggested he wanted to say something sarcastic, but somehow was able to bite his tongue. Before opening the file, Bridge gave her, and Happ, a brief glimpse.

      “You said you’re doing this, right?” Happ asked.

      “That’s what I said,” Bridge answered. “I’m in.”

      Bridge opened the file, and his eyes were immediately drawn to a word. A single word. Mexico.

      “I’m out.” Bridge closed the file and handed it back to Nicole, and walked away. “I’m out.”

      “Where are you going?” Nicole asked.

      “I’m out!”

      Nicole and Happ looked at each other as Bridge disappeared into the bedroom.

      “He’s such a baby,” Nicole said.

      Happ shrugged. “I guess he has his reasons.”

      “Yeah, but, I mean, at some point you gotta move past it.”

      Nicole went over to the bedroom and knocked on the closed door. “Luke.”

      “Not going.”

      Nicole sighed and shook her head. “Luke, I think it’s time you stop acting like a petulant little three-year-old and come out here and talk.”

      Bridge swiftly opened the door. “Who’s petulant?”

      “Uh, you.”

      “I’ll have you know that…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. Give me a minute to think of something.”

      “Luke, the job isn’t even in Mexico.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No.”

      “Then why’d you say it is?”

      “I didn’t,” Nicole replied. “You saw something and took your tantrum and left. Like a⁠—”

      “Petulant three-year-old?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then what’s that about Mexico?” Bridge asked.

      “Maybe you should actually read the file first before jumping to conclusions.”

      Bridge stepped out of the room and kissed his girlfriend on the cheek. “I apologize.”

      “You’re gonna owe me something later.”

      “Oh, jeez.”

      Bridge and Nicole walked back into the living room, where Happ was still waiting. He just gave the couple a smile.

      “All good now?” Happ asked.

      “I was just testing you,” Bridge said. “Wanted to see how important this thing was to you.”

      “Oh. Sure. I believe that.”

      Bridge sat back down in the chair, while Nicole handed him the file again. Everyone was silent for the next several minutes as Bridge read the contents of the file. Nicole and Happ sat down on the couch across from the chair, staring at Bridge, ready to answer any questions he might have.

      After a few minutes, Bridge put the file down on his lap and looked at the two people across from him. He had a puzzled expression on his face. But he didn’t say anything. Instead, he picked up the file again and continued reading. Nicole and Happ looked at each other, neither quite sure what was going through Bridge’s mind right now. Even Nicole was having trouble figuring it out, and she had most of his mannerisms down pat by now. But this was a new one for her. Bridge was contorting his face in multiple ways as he kept reading.

      It wasn’t an especially thick file. All the classified stuff had been taken out of it. They assumed that Bridge would have finished by now. Unless he was reading it twice. Which was certainly possible. Finally, after a few more minutes, Bridge closed the file and put it on his lap again. He once again stared at the two people across from him without saying a word.

      Nicole leaned forward, her eyebrows raised as she waited for him to speak. “Well?”

      “What do you think?” Happ asked.

      Bridge threw up his left arm. “I dunno.”

      “Really?” Nicole said. “That’s it? That’s all you got?”

      Bridge took a deep breath, thinking about what he just read. “What do you need me for?”

      “Seriously?”

      “I’m dead serious. Seems to me any number of people could accomplish this task.”

      “Like?” Happ asked.

      “Oh, I dunno. There are a few SEAL teams I could think of, possible black ops agents, some foreign contacts that might be agreeable if you line their pockets with the right amount of bills. Should I go on?”

      “For numerous reasons, most of which I’m sure you’re aware of, nobody is being authorized to go into Venezuela right now.”

      “Yes, it’s extremely unstable,” Bridge said. “I’m well aware. Which is also why I’m not anxious to go in there either.”

      “We want this guy. At one point, he worked for us.”

      “I know. It’s in the notes. How sure are you that he’s even in Venezuela at the moment?”

      “He’s there. We just don’t know where. Also, why can't we send in a strike team right now?”

      “But you expect me to find him?”

      Happ smiled. “That’s one of your specialties, isn’t it?”

      “So is staying alive. I’m quite adept at that.”

      “I know. That’s why we’re confident you can get the job done.”

      Bridge lowered his head and started moving it from side to side. He could hardly even believe this conversation. Of all places. He couldn’t believe what he was thinking, but he would have almost preferred Mexico. He picked his head up and looked at his girlfriend again.

      “I can’t believe you’re on board with this.”

      “Did you see what this guy has done?” Nicole asked. “He’s killed women, and he’s killed children. He shouldn’t be able to get away with that.”

      Bridge looked away from the pair and sighed. The innocent. That was always a weakness for him. It was always a way to get through the wall he sometimes put up.

      “Eventually, karma will catch up to him.”

      “Yeah,” Nicole said. “That karma is us.”

      “Is there still no embassy there?”

      “Once you’re there, you’re on your own,” Happ answered.

      “Wonderful,” Bridge said. “And what do you want me to do if I go down there, and if I happen to find this guy?”

      “If you can bring him back alive, then do that.”

      Bridge laughed. “I didn’t realize you were practicing your stand-up routine here. Bring him back alive? Are you kidding? A violent criminal who’s trying to start his own empire down there, and you want me to somehow bring him back alive?”

      “Well, it was just a thought,” Happ said. “If you’ve got no other choice but to take him out, then do it. We won’t complain.”

      “I bet you won’t.” Bridge thought about it for a few more seconds. “You know, this is basically a hit job. That’s not my specialty.”

      “You’ve got a past that says otherwise.”

      “Government past. Not private sector past. I rescue things now. People, pets, objects, valuables, that’s what I do. I don’t set out to kill people.”

      “Well, we’re not telling you to kill him.”

      Bridge laughed again. “Right. Sure you’re not.”

      “Look, you don’t have to take this. If you’re uncomfortable with it, you’re free to walk away, no harm done.”

      “How did my name get brought up in this, anyway?”

      “The FBI wants this guy,” Happ replied. “And they want him bad. But for most of the reasons you know, Venezuela is off limits right now. That means if we’re to get him, we need someone that can go in there that’s got no official government ties in any capacity.”

      “As you’ve so eloquently noticed about my past… I do have ties.”

      “But not currently. Your past, and what you currently do, makes you an ideal candidate for the job. Plus, you have a reputation.”

      “For being a sucker?” Bridge asked.

      Happ laughed. “For being someone who can get things done. Things that other people can’t do.”

      “Americans in Venezuela right now is not a very appealing proposition.”

      “I know. I’m sure you know how to blend in by now, though.”

      Bridge sighed. He could feel he was losing the tug-of-war battle he was fighting inside himself. Under his breath, he was talking himself into it, even though he didn’t want to.

      “Why not just wait until this guy… what’s his name again?”

      “Soto. Javier Soto.”

      “Yeah. Why don’t you just wait for Soto to reappear somewhere else? Might take a few months or whatever, but wouldn’t it be easier and safer?”

      “Because according to our information, Soto is planning on staying in Venezuela permanently. He’s not leaving anytime soon. From what our sources tell us, Soto is trying to start his own criminal empire down there.”

      “No guarantee he’ll be successful,” Bridge said. “You could just wait it out and let some other gang do the work for you.”

      “That’s being passive and hoping this theoretical other gang is successful. And there’s no guarantee that they would. There’s also an equal chance that Soto succeeds in his own plan, and he builds up his group, and in a year, he becomes much larger than he currently is, then that makes the task that much tougher.”

      Bridge rubbed his face. “Yeah, yeah.”

      “The time to strike is now. At least while his forces are small.”

      “What about those forces? How many has he got under his thumb?”

      “We estimate that he’s got between ten and twenty at the moment.”

      “Since you’re giving me this information about where Soto is, how many men he’s got, his plans, I’m assuming you’ve already got eyes on him? Why not just have this person you’ve got down there take him out?”

      Happ shook his head. “He’s not capable. He’s giving us information. That’s as much as we can expect.”

      “What if the information is wrong? Ever think of that?”

      “We check everything. You know that.”

      “I also know things are unstable down there, and trusting anyone is a pretty dangerous game. Maybe this source is telling you things that Soto wants you to know.”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “What makes you think that?” Bridge asked.

      “Because our source is…” Happ realized he was about to say too much and quickly clammed up.

      “C’mon, Eric. If you want me to do this, you need to give me everything you’ve got. I don’t care about protocols or sensitive information or any of that nonsense. This is my life we’re talking about. I either get it all or you can find yourself another boy.”

      “Our source is the mother of one of Soto’s victims.”

      “The mother? I thought you said ‘he.’”

      Happ nodded. “Obviously I lied. Anyway, she had a ten-year-old son. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Along with two other children, and a woman watching them all.”

      “What happened?”

      “They were playing in the street when Soto and his men drove by. There just so happened to be another man near them. Someone Soto had it out for. Soto’s gang opened up. They killed the guy they were shooting at. They also killed the three children playing, and the woman.”

      Bridge rubbed his face again, starting at his forehead and finishing at his chin. He was deeply disturbed at hearing the events. It wasn’t unexpected, as guys like Soto usually had similar stories. They didn’t care who they hurt on their way to the top.

      “So, yes,” Happ said. “This woman’s very credible. She wants Soto to be taken down as much as anyone. And she can’t be bought.”

      “How did you get in touch with her to begin with?”

      “Backdoor channels. You know how it goes. She agreed to keep tabs on him and report back on her findings.”

      “What is she getting out of it?” Bridge asked.

      “Our promise that we’ll get him.”

      Bridge glanced over at his girlfriend. He already knew she was for it. Even if she hadn’t already said so, he would be able to tell by the expression on her face. She had that look she always had when she was emotionally invested in something. No words needed to be said.

      Bridge took a deep breath before saying anything. “What’s the time frame?”

      Happ moved his hands up slightly. “Nothing official. Whenever it can be done.”

      “But I assume sooner rather than later?”

      “That’s the hope. And in return for your assistance in this matter, the bureau will be more than happy to cooperate in any future investigations you might have that require something a little extra from our end.”

      Bridge smiled. “The bureau or you?”

      “This comes from higher than me. They want Soto in the worst way.”

      Bridge put both hands on his face and rubbed his eyes. “OK. I guess I’m in.”

      “I’ll start putting together our itinerary,” Nicole said.

      “Better get yourself a bottle of hair dye while you’re at it.”

      “Why?”

      “With your blonde hair, you’ll stick out like a sore thumb down there.”

      “I’m not like a bleached blonde or something.”

      “No, but it’s blonde enough,” Bridge said. “Dirty blonde is still blonde.”

      “There are blondes down there, you know.”

      “I’m aware. I’m only talking about blending in. Blonde hair sticks out. Especially down there. Don’t you think, Eric?”

      “Well, according to the studies I’ve seen, only two to six percent of the world’s population is naturally blonde. So it would probably make sense.”

      “Just make it brown for now,” Bridge said. “We need to blend in. One thing we can’t do is look like tourists. That’ll make us an instant target. We’ll need to look like we belong there.”

      “When should we leave?” Nicole asked.

      “Let’s shoot for tomorrow. What about this woman down there? Can we use her to find Soto’s location?”

      “Yeah,” Happ answered. “We’ll get word to her to expect you.”

      “Good,” Bridge said. “She’ll be our first order of business down there.”

      “Hopefully it’ll go fast and easy.”

      Bridge laughed. “Fast and easy. Two things this business usually isn’t. And in this case, I’m almost positive it’ll be the complete opposite. It’ll probably be slow, complex, and messy. Extremely messy.”
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      After getting off the plane, Bridge and Nicole grabbed a rental car and drove through the streets of Caracas to meet their contact. Bridge kept looking through the rearview mirror, something that didn’t slip past Nicole’s sharp eyes.

      “Something bothering you?”

      “Not really,” Bridge replied.

      “Then why do you keep looking in the mirror? Expecting someone to be following us?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then why do you keep doing it?”

      “Because someone is following us.”

      Nicole snapped her head and body around to look out the back window. “What?”

      “Been on our tail ever since we left the airport.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything before now?”

      “Wanted to make sure I was right.”

      “And are you?”

      “Positive,” Bridge answered. “This isn’t the way to Mrs. De Leon’s place. I’ve been turning at different spots just to see if they follow.”

      “And I assume I know the answer to that?”

      “You should.”

      “How many?” Nicole asked.

      “One.”

      “Occupants?”

      “Two. Maybe three. Could be one in the back seat. Hard to tell. If he is, he’s right behind the driver. Makes it tough to make out.”

      “What are we gonna do?”

      Bridge looked at the cars in front of them. They were now stopped in traffic. And it seemed like a long line of it, at that. That made getting into a high-speed chase unlikely. Especially since Bridge wasn’t as familiar with the area. He didn’t like driving at dangerously high speeds in areas he didn’t know if he could avoid it. Too many risks. The chances of not seeing a turn or knowing traffic patterns made it likely a crash would be the end result. He preferred doing it in other ways. Ways he could control. Like his mind, or his fists. Or with a gun if it was the only way, though that was always the last resort.

      “Well, I think losing them in this is unlikely.”

      “You want me to throw a couple grenades at them?” Nicole asked.

      Bridge sighed and shook his head. “Nic, we’re in the middle of a large city. Do you really think dropping bombs right here is a good idea?”

      Nicole looked out her window and shrugged. “If it gets them off of us, it is.”

      Bridge rolled his eyes. “No, Nicole. We are not in the middle of a remote desert highway or mountain range. We are in the middle of a major city. There are residents and cars and buildings. You know what that means?”

      “No, what?”

      “That we can’t just blow it all up!”

      “You’re always so boring.”

      “Now, I know your first instinct is always to inflict as much damage and chaos as possible, but for now, let’s just try to do this the other way, huh?”

      “Fine, if you wanna do it the hard way,” Nicole replied.

      “Just humor me.”

      “Fine, fine. You know, I got my bag in the back seat.”

      Bridge looked at his girlfriend out of the corner of his eye. “I know you do. And you’re just itching for the moment to use it, aren’t you?”

      “Kind of.”

      “What do you have in there on this trip? Rocket launcher? Tank? How ‘bout a bazooka?”

      Nicole laughed. “Oh, you know, just the usual.”

      Bridge groaned. “That’s what I thought.”

      That was another reason Bridge tried to avoid high-speed chases. Nicole was usually carrying some sort of explosive with her on these trips. Which were also usually in a bag. In the car. Any sort of crash could detonate the whole thing and engulf the car—and them—in flames. Assuming they didn’t blow up immediately upon impact.

      “How are we doing this?” Nicole asked.

      “I’m gonna drive for a few more minutes, then find a good spot to park.”

      “What for?”

      “So we can get out.”

      “And have them gun us down?”

      “I doubt that’s what they have in mind,” Bridge answered.

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “I’m not. But assuming they’ve been tailing us from the airport, I’m thinking they believe they can get a quick and easy payday by knocking off a couple of tourists.”

      “By knocking off you mean…?”

      “Pilfering our valuables. Not killing us. Well, I hope not.”

      “So, what kind of spot are you looking for?” Nicole asked.

      “Preferably an alley or a street that looks deserted. Something that’ll make them move in quicker.”

      The thought of being in danger and the subject of an attack didn’t really faze either of them. They were used to it. While most people would have been nervous, sweating, or filled with anxiety, Bridge and Nicole were as calm as could be. They knew what had to be done. But most of all, they were confident in their skills. They knew if this was just a robbery attempt, it was unlikely the people behind them were ready or skilled enough to handle them.

      “Armed?” Nicole asked.

      “Definitely.”

      Nicole grabbed her pistol, put a magazine in it, then tucked it inside her pants, bringing her shirt down over top of it to hide its existence. They would prefer not to use their weapons if they had a choice. But the choice wasn’t always theirs to make. Bridge was a good talker and could sometimes convince people to change their stupidity. Especially if their lives were on the line. But just in case he couldn’t, they wouldn’t hesitate to resort to their last line of defense.

      Finally, after another ten minutes of driving, Bridge found a spot that he thought would do nicely. He turned down a very narrow street with buildings on both sides stacked on top of each other. There was nobody walking along the street. It looked very quiet. There were some other cars parked, so Bridge pulled up behind one of them and stopped their vehicle. He looked in the mirror, seeing the same car that was following them come to a stop as well. They were keeping their distance for now, though.

      “You get out first,” Bridge said.

      “Really? Thanks. Make me the bullseye.”

      “No, I don’t mean that. Go up ahead, find a spot you can turn and double-back. Come up behind them.”

      “What are you gonna do?” Nicole asked.

      “See if I can get them to follow me.”

      “And then?”

      “Then we’ll see what happens. If I can talk them out of it, no harm done.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      Bridge smiled at her. “Then that’s where you come in.”

      “Hit ‘em hard and from behind?”

      “That’s it in a nutshell.”

      “OK. Give me a few minutes.”

      Nicole quickly slipped out of the car, barely opening her door to do so. Bridge got out as well, but wasn’t making any effort to try to hide himself. He stood there for a few minutes, trying to remain as visible as possible and letting Nicole get far enough ahead of them before he started walking. He took a quick look back, just to see if his new friends had gotten out of their vehicle yet. That would tell him how fast he needed to move. But they hadn’t gotten out yet. And he didn’t want to stare too long and alert them that he was onto them.

      While he generally believed what he told Nicole, that these people were some clowns looking to rob a couple of tourists, he also got a nagging feeling that it might have been something more. What if Soto knew they were coming? What if the guy somehow got a tip and had men waiting at the airport for them? Bridge thought that scenario was unlikely, but he couldn’t outright dismiss it, either. Not yet. Not until these guys in the car made their move.

      After a minute, Bridge finally started moving. He moved around the car and started walking along the beaten-up sidewalk. Though he didn’t look back, he walked slowly and tilted his head slightly to put his ear further up into the air to hear the sounds of multiple car doors closing. That would tell him that the men following them had gotten out.

      It didn’t take long. Only a few seconds later, Bridge heard three car doors slamming, almost simultaneously. But there were definitely three of them. It confirmed that there was someone in the back seat, as he thought. He still didn’t look back. He knew they were coming.

      Bridge continued along his path, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world. He looked like a tourist, turning to his side and staring at the buildings, taking in his surroundings. He even took out his camera and pretended to take a few photos, just for the added effect.

      He then looked at his watch. He figured he’d given Nicole enough time to do her thing. Bridge continued walking, but then stopped after another minute, pretending to take one more picture. Though he didn’t look back, he could feel the three men closing in on him. He always had that sense that tingled when danger was near.

      Instead of continuing, Bridge stopped and looked down at his phone. He pretended to be sending a message while he was looking out of the corner of his eye. He could see the men finally approaching. Then he heard some yelling. And they were yelling at him, though he couldn’t understand what they were saying. Spanish wasn’t his strong suit.

      Bridge stopped, stuffed his phone in his pocket, and took a step back. He threw his hands up, pretending to be horrified, and even gave them a matching face to show his shock. He sized each of the three men up, who were now spaced out, one on each side of him, and one directly in front. The man in front was doing all the talking. Or yelling. What concerned Bridge more were the knives they were holding. And they were holding them like they knew how to use them. Or that they’d done it before. Probably both.

      As the man continued to yell at him, Bridge cleared his throat. Then he tried to communicate with the man in front of him. He lowered his hands slightly.

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to say.”

      “You’re American?” the man said.

      “Oh, you speak English.”

      “Enough. Give us your money.”

      “What?”

      “Your money, your watch, your wallet, anything else you got on you that’s valuable.”

      “Oh, I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Bridge said.

      “You don’t understand. This isn’t a… negotiation. Give it to us and we won’t kill you. Either that and we’ll kill you, then take it off your dead body.”

      Bridge lowered his hands, then tilted his head, looking up at the sky. It looked like he was thinking about it.

      “Yo, there’s nothing to think about. Do it! Now!”

      “I’m thinking, I’m thinking,” Bridge replied.

      What he was really thinking about was wondering where Nicole was. She was sure taking her sweet time here.

      “Listen, I think you guys should forget this whole thing and get out of here,” Bridge said. “Really. Just leave now and I won’t hurt you.”

      The leader of the group looked confused, then glanced at each of his partners. They’d done quite a few of these types of robberies before. But this guy was the first they’d come up against who tried to talk his way out of it. Everyone else eagerly gave up their valuables to avoid being hurt.

      “Are you for real?”

      “I dunno, are you?” Bridge replied.

      The man dropped his shoulders—and his knife—in frustration. “C’mon, man, just give us your stuff so we can get out of here.”

      “Why, you got somewhere else to be?”

      The leader had clearly lost his patience. He looked at the guy on his left and nodded for him to move in. Bridge saw the motion and readied himself. The man lunged forward, trying to stab Bridge in the side.

      Bridge grabbed hold of the man’s wrist and pushed it away from him. He then punched the knife out of the man’s hand. Holding the man’s wrist with his left hand, Bridge then delivered a backhanded blow with his right, which connected across the man’s nose, stunning him. As the man staggered backwards and put both his hands over his face, Bridge focused his attention back on the other two and stood in a boxer’s stance as he waited for them to make their move.

      They appeared to be taken aback at the moment, clearly not used to someone resisting them like this. They looked at each other, unsure who should make the next move.

      The leader shook his head. “You made the wrong choice, mister.”

      “No, I don’t think so,” Bridge replied. “Look, this is your last chance before you seriously get hurt.”

      The leader laughed. “Three against one. I don’t think so.”

      “Not one,” Nicole said, coming up behind the man to Bridge’s left.

      Everyone turned to look at her and quickly noticed the gun she had pointed.

      “Well, it sure took you long enough,” Bridge said.

      “Hey, you try finding a spot to duck in.” Nicole switched the gun into her left hand, then held her right arm out wide towards the buildings. “You try finding an alley to get in here. You see one? I had to go all the way down the street and double-back.” She then noticed the man with blood coming from his nose. “Oh. I see you started the party without me.”

      The leader had his hands up. “Hey, no harm, no foul, right? That’s the saying, isn’t it?”

      Bridge nodded. “It is.”

      The man slowly put his knife away. “Look, you guys obviously, um, we submit. We lose this one.”

      All three men started backing away, cautiously. Bridge stuck his finger out and pointed it at them.

      “Ah, ah. Drop the knives.”

      “What?”

      “The knives!” Bridge said. “Put them on the ground.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ll obviously try to stick someone else up after this, and I don’t wanna make it easy for you. Get yourself some new weapons.”

      The men all did as they were asked and slowly put their knives on the ground. Bridge then waved them off, as if he were brushing some lint off his shirt. As the men left, Nicole went over to the knives and picked them up.

      “New toys?”

      Nicole smiled. “Never know when they might come in handy.”

      “Great.”

      “This wasn’t so bad.”

      Bridge shook his head. “Glad you think so. You and I have different ideas of fun excursions.”

      “I can think of a fun excursion.”

      “Not now, Nic. Focus.”

      “I’m focused.”

      “On… oh, never mind. Let’s get on with things and find Mrs. De Leon.”

      “I have a feeling this won’t be the last of the surprises we find,” Nicole said.

      “Oh, you can count on it. It won’t be the last. Not a chance.”
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      Bridge and Nicole drove on from their brief excursion with the would-be robbers and went straight to the house of Zamira De Leon. Her house was in a rough part of the city. There were bars on windows, doors that had large pieces of plywood overtop of them, and buildings that looked like they were crumbling, probably due to fire or violence.

      They parked across the street from De Leon’s house and looked around as they walked over to it, making sure they didn’t have another stressful situation on their hands. There were some people walking nearby, but nothing that screamed dangerous. Of course, in their business, danger was usually only a second away, and it didn’t always announce itself beforehand.

      They went over to the door and opened it, stepping inside. They immediately saw a man sleeping on the floor to the left of them, against the wall. There was a short hallway past the man, which led to a first-floor apartment. They then looked to their right and found the steps that would lead up to De Leon’s fourth-floor apartment.

      They walked up the steps somewhat cautiously as Bridge looked behind them a couple of times. Though he didn’t think they were necessarily being followed, he didn’t exactly get the warm and fuzzies being there. Once they reached the fourth-floor, there was only one door. Nicole went over to it and gently knocked.

      “Who’s there?” a woman asked.

      A bit of a surprised look came over Bridge’s face. He didn’t expect someone to answer in English.

      “We’re here for Zamira De Leon,” Nicole replied.

      “Who are you, and what do you want her for?”

      “My name is Nicole. I’m here with my partner, Luke. We were sent by mutual friends.”

      “I don’t have any mutual friends with you.”

      “Our friend is Ellie Martinez. She said you two met at a Christmas party last year.”

      That was the code word. They could then hear several locks and chains being taken off the door. Then it opened. De Leon stood there, analyzing the two people standing at her door. De Leon was in her late thirties, maybe early forties. She looked a little older, though. Stress, pain, and losing a child tended to have that effect on people. She didn’t bother with makeup these days, and it was clear by her face that she was a woman that was still carrying the loss of her child with her.

      “You are them?”

      There was a softness and sadness in her voice that made it clear Bridge and Nicole’s initial impressions were right on the money. This was a woman who was still very much grieving. Of course, it was understandable. They couldn’t even imagine what kind of hole the loss of your only child would open in someone’s soul.

      Nicole glanced at her partner, then nodded. “We are.”

      “Come in.”

      After Bridge and Nicole stepped inside, De Leon closed the door and put all the locks and chains back on the door. They took a quick look around the apartment. It wasn’t necessarily a messy apartment, as there wasn’t a lot in there to begin with. But it wasn’t exactly neat either, as things seemed out of place, cups and plates on the kitchen table, and a blanket on the floor.

      “Excuse the mess,” De Leon said, grabbing the blanket from the floor and putting it on the couch.

      “It’s really fine,” Nicole replied. “Don’t worry about us.”

      It was a small apartment, probably about seven or eight hundred square feet. It didn’t take long to walk through the living room to get to the kitchen. De Leon cleared off the glasses and plates from the table, putting them in the sink, before they all sat down.

      “You’re not exactly what I expected. I thought you two would be much larger.”

      “Well, I just lost some weight,” Bridge replied, drawing a laugh out of De Leon. “Did you know it was us when we knocked?” He wanted to satisfy his curiosity about De Leon speaking English instead of Spanish.

      “I assumed it was you. I have been looking out the window all day expecting you. When I saw you get out of the car, I thought it was finally you.”

      Bridge grinned, now satisfied.

      “We’re sorry to hear about your child,” Nicole said. “I know it’s been rough for you.”

      “Thank you,” De Leon said. “I miss him every day.”

      “Was there no proof that Soto did it?” Bridge asked.

      “He did not pull the trigger. But it was him.”

      “You saw who did it?”

      “No. I was out shopping at the time.”

      “But it wasn’t Soto?”

      “There were witnesses,” De Leon said. “A car drove by and several men started shooting through the open windows of the car. Soto was seen in the back seat. He was not shooting, but we all know he was behind it. He was the one who gave the order.”

      “What about the police?” Nicole asked.

      “In this country, it can be hard to know who to trust or turn to. They said they investigated. Nobody was ever arrested.”

      Bridge knew how that went. A phone call to the right person, a few bucks passed under the table, and an open investigation gets closed really quick. No justice for the victims. No closure. Nothing but pain and anguish that’s left to fester and multiply, eating away at the survivors from the inside out.

      “What can you tell us about Soto?” Bridge asked. “Do you know where he is?”

      De Leon shook her head. “I do not know his residence or anything like that. But I do know the types of vehicles he has, as well as some of the locations he likes to hang out.”

      “That’s a start.”

      “I have it.”

      She got up and walked over to the counter, opening the bread box and reaching inside. She reached behind some bread and removed a piece of paper, bringing it back to the table with her. She slid it across the table.

      “This is everything that I have.”

      Bridge kept it on the table, halfway between him and his girlfriend, so they could both read the information at the same time. There were makes and models of three different cars, though no license plates. And the addresses of over twelve businesses. Restaurants, bars, clubs, a barber, and a few other small retail stores.

      “How did you get all this?” Bridge asked. “Did you follow him?”

      “No, unfortunately, I do not drive. It took some work, but I partnered with several other people.”

      “Partnered?”

      “The parents of the other two children, and the husband of the woman who also died that day. We all did what we could. Once someone would get one piece of information, we’d inform the others. Then someone would go to that location, sometimes with another person, and we’d wait for Soto to arrive. From there, he would sometimes go on to another location. And this continued for a while. These are all places that he has been to.”

      “But nobody was able to follow him back to his home or anything?” Bridge asked.

      “No. We tried, but we were always afraid of getting too close and having him see us. A couple of times, some of us thought he might have been going home, but… we are not experts in this type of thing.”

      Nicole gave her a warm smile. “You did what you could.”

      “We worried that if we got too close, or he saw us, that he would have us killed, or that we would scare him away and we’d lose him.”

      “You did the right thing,” Bridge said. “As far as these businesses, how often does Soto visit them?”

      “At least once a week for the restaurants. Never on the same day, though. And different times.”

      “Did you ever contact anybody at any of these businesses? Ask them about Soto?”

      De Leon shook her head. “Never. We also worried about tipping our hand. If we asked the wrong person, they might inform Soto about us in order to gain money from him or prove their loyalty. We did not want to take that chance.”

      “I understand. Good move on your part. Do any of these other people know about us?”

      “No, your FBI told me to keep your presence a secret. They said the more people that knew about you, the more risk there was of something falling apart.”

      “That’s certainly true,” Bridge replied.

      “Have you had any contact with Soto, or anyone else about any of this?” Nicole asked. “Other than the relatives of the victims?”

      “No. No one. No one cares.”

      “We do.”

      “Do you know what’s likely to happen here?” Bridge asked.

      “I want Javier Soto to die. I want him punished for what he has done, not only for what he did to my son, but for the other children as well. But there will be no justice for him down here. Maybe once that happens, I will finally be able to move on.”

      “Do you believe you’re in danger here?”

      “From Soto? I don’t believe so.”

      “Because if you are, we can try to protect you.”

      “I’m only concerned with getting Soto. I am fine. Soto is all that matters to me.”

      “What about these other people?” Bridge asked.

      “As I said, we were very careful in not getting too close. I believe if any of us were in danger, we would be dead already.”

      “How many men does Soto have with him?” Nicole asked. “Do you know?”

      “The last I’ve heard is about fifteen. That was several weeks ago. I do not know if he has added more or not.”

      “That gives us a starting point.”

      “Is there anything else you can tell us about him?” Bridge asked. “Anything you know he is particularly fond of, has a weakness for, characteristics, anything like that?”

      “I know he is short-tempered. Sometimes does things on impulse. As for weaknesses, I’ve heard there are only two things he loves.”

      “I have a feeling I know the two.”

      “Money. And women.”

      “Those are the two,” Bridge said.

      “He loves both.”

      “And they’re not mutually exclusive.”

      “Does he have a lot of girlfriends, or does he rent out their services, so to speak?”

      “I cannot say with any certainty,” De Leon answered. “I know on quite a few occasions where we followed him to the restaurants and places, that he was often with a woman. Sometimes more than one.”

      “Same one?” Nicole asked.

      De Leon shook her head. “No. A few I recognized from previous outings, but there were some I hadn’t seen before. Is this all useful to you?”

      “Very much,” Bridge replied. “Every bit helps. It starts to build the picture. We start putting little things on top of each other, then all of a sudden, it sprouts up into a big thing.”

      “When do you think you might be able to do it?”

      “It all depends. If it’s easy and goes without problems, could take as little as a day or two.”

      “That’s the rarity,” Nicole said, wanting to lessen expectations.

      “And if there are complications?” De Leon asked.

      “That’s when it starts getting tricky,” Bridge answered. “Depending on the severity of the problems, it could stretch out a couple weeks, a month, maybe even more. It all depends.”

      “I will say a prayer for a quick resolution.”

      Bridge smiled. “We’ll take them. All the prayers you can give.”

      “One more thing,” Nicole said. “Are those other people still following Soto around?”

      “Not on an everyday basis,” De Leon said. “We’ve been taking turns, and as time moves on, the energy isn’t there from everyone like it was in the beginning.”

      “That’s understandable. Time moves on.”

      “Except for the people hurting the most.”

      “If you could, contact everyone who’s involved in this and tell them to not do it anymore. If we start seeing the same people in different places, we don’t want to mistake them for someone who works for Soto and get them caught in any crossfire.”

      “They may ask questions. What do I tell them?”

      “Just tell them you’ve heard there might be trouble brewing, maybe from a rival gang or something,” Bridge said. “Tell them to back off for a few weeks. Then we’ll reassess things from there.”

      “OK,” De Leon replied. “I will tell them.”

      They finished up, and after getting every possible detail on Soto, Bridge and Nicole left the apartment. Once they got back inside the car, they looked at the list again.

      “So, what’s first?” Nicole asked. “We can’t stake out all twelve of these places.”

      “No, we can’t. Let’s just take one of these restaurants. There’s two on here.”

      “Split up?”

      “I’d rather not. With the political climate around here lately, I’d feel better for both of us if we stay together. Even if that means it takes a few days longer.”

      “As long as it doesn’t take too long.”

      Bridge agreed, looking up at the window to Mrs. De Leon’s place. “Yeah. That’s a woman who needs closure in the worst way. Let’s hurry up and give it to her.”
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      Bridge and Nicole were already seated at a table, waiting for their lunch to arrive. They were sitting outside, with plenty of tables around them, though about half of them were full of people. None of those people were Javier Soto, though. The address of this restaurant was first on the list.

      There were three restaurants, two bars, and a nightclub. They discounted going to any of the other places, as Soto seemed to show up there more randomly. These other establishments seemed to be a weekly choice for him. If Bridge and Nicole were going to run into him, these places seemed like the best bet.

      Bridge hoped it would come fast and easy and Soto would show up today. As long as they didn’t wind up at the nightclub. He really didn’t want to have to stake out the nightclub. That never changed.

      “Things would probably go a lot faster if we split up,” Nicole said.

      “Not happening.”

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      A disbelieving look formed on Bridge’s face. “Really? We almost got mugged as soon as we stepped off the plane.”

      “OK, so one time.”

      “We’ve only been here a day!”

      “You know I can handle myself.”

      “Of course you can,” Bridge said. “That’s not the problem. Things are very unstable down here right now. The last thing either of us needs is to get cornered into a situation surrounded by six or seven people, and we’re all alone with no backup. We can’t let that happen. We have to be smart here. If it takes longer, it takes longer. That’s all there is to it.”

      Nicole had a tendency to want to push the pedal down to the floor and charge in quickly on almost all occasions, but even she understood her boyfriend’s point here. While she wouldn’t say time was on their side, there was no need to rush and make a careless mistake, either. There was no ticking clock on this job. Not yet, at least.

      As they ate, they kept their eyes open, hoping that Soto would walk into their sight line. Unfortunately, it didn’t happen. But they were in no hurry to leave.

      “That was good,” Nicole said, wiping her mouth.

      “Yeah, really good. I can see why Soto comes here.”

      They both leaned back in their respective chairs, looking like any regular couple that had just polished off their food and was looking to relax for a bit.

      “I was thinking.”

      “Stop that,” Bridge replied.

      “No, seriously.”

      “I’m being serious. Stop that.”

      “Are you done?”

      “No. You know nothing good ever happens when you start thinking.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes. “OK. Are you done with the sarcastic comments now?”

      Bridge let out a laugh. “Yeah, I think so. Go ahead. Proceed.”

      “Gee. Thanks so much.”

      “You’re quite welcome.”

      “Anyway, I was thinking. What do you think this is really about?”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s about filling our stomachs,” Bridge answered. “Mine’s pretty full now. What about yours?”

      Nicole shook her head. “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “Oh. Then what?”

      “This job.”

      “Pretty sure it’s about finding and killing Soto. That’s what they said, isn’t it?”

      “I know what they said,” Nicole replied. “But we both know, when government officials come knocking at our door to help them with something, it’s almost always not as clear and simple as they make it out to be.”

      “You think Eric would purposefully lie to us about this just to get us down here, then spring something else on us?”

      “Not Eric. Above him, maybe. Are you gonna tell me you haven’t had those thoughts yet?”

      Bridge smirked. “Can’t. I’d be lying if I did.”

      “So you think there’s something else at play here too?”

      Bridge shrugged. “Don’t know yet. I do admit it’s suspicious.”

      “I mean, you’re really telling me they couldn’t have sent down here a black ops team to take Soto out?”

      Bridge stared out into the distance as he thought about it. “What else could it be about?”

      “I don’t know. But if it’s just a simple hit, they could’ve sent anyone.”

      “Unless it’s not gonna be so simple. Maybe there’s other forces at play here that we don’t see yet.”

      “I’d love to know what,” Nicole said.

      “I have a feeling we’re not gonna know until it’s almost on top of us.”

      “When did you start thinking there was something else going on here?”

      “When you and Eric first presented it to me.”

      “If you had questions then, why didn’t you say something?”

      “What good would it have done?” Bridge asked. “If we assume Eric doesn’t know anything more, there’s nothing more to be said. Plus, you were already on board.”

      “We both know that me being on board doesn’t mean that you automatically are. It was the kid, wasn’t it?”

      Bridge nodded. “Yeah. I guess I’m just a sucker when kids are involved. There’s nothing we can do for Mrs. De Leon, but we can make sure that no other mother has to bury their child. I guess that’s what’s driving me on this. Regardless of what other surprises we’re in store for, Javier Soto shouldn’t be walking around the streets right now. Because we both know, if he’s willing to kill these children, he’s willing to kill more. And that’s something nobody should tolerate.”

      Bridge and Nicole sat there for another hour, throwing different theories into the air. Some of them made sense, some of them were nonsense, but one thing they had learned over the years was that nothing could really be discounted. If it was even theoretically possible, it was something they had to keep in the back of their minds. They had to be ready for it.

      “How long you wanna stay here?” Nicole asked.

      “Few more minutes, I guess. Been here a while. They’re probably getting ready to throw us out soon.”

      “Still keep an eye out from the car?”

      Bridge sighed. He had a feeling it was going to be a long night cooped up in the car. “Yeah. Don’t have any other choice, I suppose.”

      “Well, I have an idea.”

      “Oh God, no.” Bridge leaned down and put his elbow on the table and his hand on his forehead. He could already hear it. Whatever she was about to say, he was sure he was going to hate it. Whenever she phrased a thought like that, he almost always did.

      “No, really, it’s good.”

      Bridge put his other elbow on the table and now had both hands on his head. “Should I wait for a stiff drink?”

      “No, don’t be dumb. Do you wanna hear it?”

      “Not really.”

      “C’mon.”

      “Fine. Lay it on me.”

      “We can kill two birds with one stone. We stake out this place during the day, and the nightclub at night. Then we don’t have to stretch ourselves so thin. What do you think?”

      Bridge groaned. “I hate it.”

      “Do you still have that nightclub fear?”

      “It’s not a fear.”

      “Seems like a fear.”

      “It’s not a fear. It’s a… hatred. Pure, unadulterated hatred.”

      “Didn’t we have fun at the last club we went to?”

      “You and I have different ideas of the word fun. And no, we did not.”

      “Says you. So, what’s wrong with the idea?”

      “When you say go to the nightclub at night, do you mean, like, actually going inside?”

      “Well, it’s tough to cover it from outside, isn’t it?”

      “That’s what I thought,” Bridge answered.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We’re too old to be showing up in nightclubs. I mean, we’re not young kids anymore. That’s their scene.”

      “When you were a ‘young kid,’ was it even your scene then?”

      Bridge leaned back in his chair again and thought about it. “No.”

      “See! It’s got nothing to do with age. You just don’t like it to begin with, and you’ll say anything to avoid going.”

      “If I can help it, yes.”

      “Well, what were you doing at that age?”

      Bridge took another second to think. “Traveling the world and shooting people for the government. You tend to not wanna dance and shake your bon-bon after doing things like that.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. I mean, you can probably get away with going in there. You still look good and can shake your hips with the best of them. But me? I’m too old for that scene.”

      “Luke, we’re both in our thirties. We’re not exactly ancient.”

      “I just said you can pull off the look.”

      “Fine,” Nicole said, knowing just the thing to get him to stop resisting and agree to her plan. “You stay back at the hotel, or wherever you want to go, and I’ll go to the club by myself. And I’ll let you know if anything… interesting happens.”

      “Wait, you in the club by yourself?”

      “That’s right.”

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

      “Why not?”

      “Well, the whole splitting up thing,” Bridge said.

      “Then I guess you’ve got two options. Either you come with me, or we’ll just have to go it alone. Because I’m going.”

      Bridge took a deep breath. “Why do you do this to me?”

      “What? I’m just trying to get the job done as quickly as possible.”

      “And torment me along the way.”

      “I said you don’t have to come.”

      Bridge grunted, knowing he was being strong-armed into going. There was no use even fighting it for a few more minutes. That would only prolong the agony and torture.

      “It’s perfectly fine if you don’t want to go. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen? I mean, even if there are some good-looking younger guys there that hit on me… I promise you that I’ll shoo them away.”

      “Stop, you’ve made your point. I’ll go.”

      “You will?”

      “Yes, just stop talking about it,” Bridge said. “I’ll go, and I’ll have a smile on my face.”

      “Shame I’m going to make that smile go away
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