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      Bridge stood against the wall of the ice skating rink, watching his girlfriend speed around a corner. They were at The Rink at Rockefeller Center, having a scheduled night out. Once Nicole had twirled around a few times, she skated up to Bridge and gave him a peck on the lips.

      “You’re just showing off now,” Bridge said.

      “C’mon, you should try it.”

      “No, you’re not getting me to zoom around this track. I can skate just fine, but I’m not letting loose like I’m Wayne Gretzky and blowing out a tire as I turn a corner and giving everyone a good laugh.”

      “You’re not even a bad skater.”

      “I know. And I’d like to have everyone keep thinking that way.”

      They took each other’s hand, and then started skating around again, at a nice, leisurely pace. This was more Bridge’s speed. After about ten minutes, they went off the ice and took a seat. Bridge noticed that his girlfriend kept moving around, turning her head, as if she were looking for something.

      “Something bothering you?”

      “Hmm? Oh, no. Just taking everything in. We don’t do this type of stuff often enough.”

      “I can agree there,” Bridge said. “Maybe we should start slowing down. Not take as many jobs. Start living the normal life.”

      “And move out of the hotel?”

      “Let’s not go that far! That hotel suits our needs perfectly.”

      “Suits your needs perfectly.”

      “Nic, let’s not have this conversation again.”

      “Well if we don’t have the conversation, then nothing will ever change.”

      “Exactly. And that’s just the way I like it. Things not changing.”

      “Luke.”

      “Nicole.”

      “Luke.”

      “Nicole. Should we keep going?”

      “I’m telling you now, if we’re still living in that hotel by the time we reach 80, I’m going to leave you. I’m not living the rest of my life in a hotel room.”

      “But it’s got all the comforts of home.”

      “Luke.”

      “Nicole. Are we back to this again?”

      “Luke, I’m serious. I really mean it. I’m not going to spend my twilight years living out of a suitcase.”

      “We don’t live out of a suitcase. There are drawers.”

      “You know what I mean!”

      “And what’s wrong with spending our twilight years there? If we don’t move around as well as we do now, we’ve got room service.”

      Nicole shook her head. He was a tough nut to crack about the subject. But she was never going to give up. She was going to get her way eventually. She just had to break him down a little more. Maybe a few more threats would do the trick.

      “You’d really choose that hotel room over me?”

      “You’d really leave over that?!” Bridge replied.

      “Aren’t relationships about compromise? Doing things for each other. Not being selfish?”

      Bridge sighed. “That’s what you keep telling me.”

      Nicole’s shoulders slumped, looking defeated. Bridge had a smirk on his face, enjoying teasing his girlfriend in that manner, but now had the joking out of his system. He grabbed her hand as she looked at him.

      “I promise,” Bridge said. “At some point, we’ll find a place that’s more…”

      “Nicer?”

      “No.”

      “Suitable for the both of us?”

      “No!”

      “Better?”

      “No. Something more agreeable to the both of us.”

      “Do you really mean that?”

      Bridge sighed again, not liking for a moment that he’d have to leave his hotel eventually. But he did know it would probably be for the best. It would definitely be for the best for their relationship. And that was the most important thing.

      “Yes, I promise. Eventually, we’ll start looking for an actual place.”

      A huge smile came over Nicole’s face. Then it just as quickly eroded. “Wait, when you say eventually, does that mean like in six months to a year? Or does that eventually mean when the sun finally burns out or the world is overcome by flooding and rising seas?”

      “Um, I don’t know.”

      “Luke, I really don’t want to live in a hotel for the rest of time.”

      “OK, OK. I know it would probably be for the best. Maybe in a few months we can start looking for other places.”

      The pleased look on Nicole’s face returned. “You really mean it?”

      Bridge hesitated for a second. “I really mean it.”

      “I want a house.”

      Bridge looked up at the sky. “I know. With a yard, and a fence, and two dogs, and three kids all running around.”

      “Is there something wrong with that picture?”

      “Crowded.”

      “I’ll settle for just the house to start with.”

      “I can deal with that.”

      “Let’s start skating again.”

      The two of them got back onto the ice and skated around. Nicole kept her head spinning, though, as if she was still looking for something. Bridge didn’t really notice, though, as he was mostly focused on not falling and making a fool out of himself. He was actually a pretty good skater, but he was a little self-conscious in that environment, as they didn’t go skating too often.

      Several minutes passed, and Nicole didn’t stop looking around. Bridge finally noticed her behavior.

      “Are you looking for something?”

      “No, why?”

      “You look like you’re looking for something.”

      Nicole flashed a smile. “Nope. Just taking it all in.”

      Bridge wasn’t quite sure he believed that, but let it go, as the two of them continued skating. A few minutes later, Nicole raised her arm in an awkward fashion. It was almost like she was about to raise her hand like she was in school answering a question, but only made it halfway, then put her forearm across her nose, like she was embarrassed about something, and faking a scratch.

      “Are you OK?” Bridge asked.

      “Yep, I’m good. Thought I had to sneeze.”

      “Oh.”

      They then stopped in the corner for a moment. Another woman skated over to them. She appeared to be in her mid to late twenties, with light brown hair, though her knit hat covered most of it.

      “Hi! Sorry I’m late.”

      Bridge scrunched his eyebrows. “Late?”

      “Nice to see you,” Nicole replied.

      “Do you two know each other?”

      “Did you already go over it?” the woman asked.

      Bridge’s internal antennas were flaring now. “Over what?”

      Nicole continued ignoring him. “Not yet. I figured it was best to wait until you were here.”

      “Best for what? What’s going on?”

      Neither woman was paying him any attention as they conversed with each other. Bridge sighed and leaned against the wall, waiting until they were ready. He was sure he was about to get roped into something. Then the women turned toward him.

      “Luke, this is Miranda.”

      “Oh, am I here now?”

      “Stop,” Nicole said.

      Bridge stuck his hand out and shook Miranda’s hand. “Nice to meet you. Since you two seem to be good friends, I’ll let you catch up a little.”

      Bridge then skated away, hoping to buy himself some extra time. Of course, he knew it wouldn’t do any good, but if Nicole was going to get him involved in another mission, he was at least going to make her work for it.

      Miranda looked confused at first. Nicole put her hand on her arm to reassure her.

      “Is he not interested?” Miranda asked.

      “No, he just has this weird thing that he does sometimes. He needs to process things in a different way when he’s first presented with things.”

      “Should we wait here until he comes back around?”

      Nicole laughed. “No. He’ll just turn around once he gets near us and go back the other way. He’ll keep doing that for a while.”

      “Are you sure this is OK?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine. Like I said, he likes to help people. He just gets weird about it at first. He has to take it in, process it, things like that. Once he does that and accepts it, he’s all in. He’ll be fine. Trust me.”

      “If you say so.”

      “C’mon. Let’s catch up to him.”

      The two women began skating, and though Bridge was a good skater, Nicole was better. And Miranda was no slouch, either. It didn’t take long before they were right behind him. Nicole tapped him on the shoulder.

      “I’m not listening,” Bridge said.

      “Would you stop pouting?”

      “I’m not pouting. I’m skating. Which is why I thought we were here?”

      “We are.”

      Bridge pointed with his thumb. “Then who’s she?”

      “Miranda. Didn’t I say that already?”

      “You set this up. Like you always do!”

      “I did not!” They skated for a few more seconds. “OK, well maybe I did.”

      “See!”

      “But it’s only because you have this weird thing that you do where you pull away from things at first.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes. You do. What do you call this?”

      “Being ambushed.”

      “You’re not being ambushed,” Nicole replied. “This is part of my job, isn’t it? To bring stuff to you after I evaluate it?”

      “Except that’s not what you do.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No. You do this when there’s a questionable case that you think I’m not gonna like. You get me into a vulnerable position, or surprise me, or catch me off guard, then spring it on me when I least expect it.”

      “And then you act like a petulant two-year-old.”

      “Stop.”

      “Isn’t it true?”

      “No.”

      Bridge pulled away briefly. Nicole looked over at Miranda and smiled.

      “It’s fine. It’s a game we like to play.”

      They skated faster and caught up with him.

      “Do you want to slow down and listen?” Nicole asked.

      “Do I have to?” Bridge replied.

      “No, you don’t have to. I mean, it’d be nice, though. We are in the business of helping people, you know.”

      “Don’t try and guilt-trip me.”

      “Miranda came all this way to talk to us.”

      Bridge put his head down and sighed. He closed his eyes for a moment, then picked his head up and opened his eyes again. Just in time to run into the back of another man, sending Bridge down to the ice. Nicole and Miranda skated over to him. Nicole was laughing.

      “That was funny.”

      Bridge looked up at her, his arms and legs sprawled out to the side. “Glad you think so.”

      She reached her arm out. “You want a hand?”

      Bridge gave her his hand, and she helped pull him back to his skates.

      “Are you ready to listen now?”

      Bridge took a deep breath. “Fine. But that’s all I’m doing. Listening. No promises. No guarantees.”

      Nicole nodded. “Agreed.” She looked over at Miranda and winked. She knew they had him.

      Bridge skated in front of them as they headed off the ice. “But this better not be one of those crazy schemes that involves Mexico or something. Cause you know that’s a deal-breaker right there.”

      “Oh, I know. Trust me. It’s not Mexico.”
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      The trio hopped off the ice and found a place to sit down and talk. Bridge was still in the phase where he seemed disinterested.

      “So how long’s this one been in the works?”

      “Huh?” Nicole replied.

      Bridge started moving his hands around. “This. This setup. You know, the way you usually like to trap me.”

      “It’s not a trap.”

      Bridge began laughing. “Oh, I beg to differ. Here I thought we were just having a nice night out skating, and all the while, you were planning the next heist.”

      “It’s not a heist.”

      “Yeah, well, you know what I mean.”

      “Would you stop being a baby for once and listen? I wouldn’t have to do things like this if you’d just listen in the first place instead of crying about it all the time.”

      “Who’s crying?”

      Nicole rolled her eyes. “You see? This. You always start getting defensive.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are too.”

      Bridge and Nicole both looked over at Miranda, who had a strange look on her face. She found it hard to believe this was the famous Extractor team with the way they bickered like an old ninety-year-old couple. Nicole could see that the woman was having some doubts and quickly sought to extinguish them.

      “Oh, this is just normal stuff for us. Don’t worry about it.”

      “If you say so,” Miranda said.

      Nicole turned back to her boyfriend. “So are you ready to listen?”

      “Aren’t I always?”

      Nicole snickered. “Uh, yeah, sure. Anyway, Miranda’s here to talk about her friend.”

      Miranda took out a picture from her pocket and handed it to Bridge. “This was Tammy. She was murdered a year ago.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Bridge replied.

      Miranda then took out another picture and handed it over. “This is Theodore Morelovitch.”

      “That’s a mouthful.”

      “He’s the man that killed her.”

      “And what is it that you want me to do?” Bridge asked.

      “I want you to find him and bring him back to stand trial for what he’s done.”

      Bridge raised an eyebrow and rubbed his forehead. “That might be a tall order.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t take murder cases. That’s the job of the authorities.”

      “It’s basically a missing person’s case,” Nicole said. “We take them all the time.”

      “Yeah, people who want to come back willingly. That ain’t this guy. And we don’t investigate murder cases.”

      “Well there’s really no investigation needed. He’s wanted for the murder.”

      Miranda nodded. “He was dating Tammy for six months before she was murdered. When detectives went to talk to him, he disappeared. Nobody’s seen him since.”

      “Well that’s a very sad story, but I’m not sure it changes anything.”

      “Sure it does,” Nicole said. “It’s an extraction job. We find Morelovitch, hand him over to the authorities, and then we’re done.”

      “That’s not usually the extraction jobs we do.”

      “How’s it different from finding a kidnapped victim, for instance?”

      “We don’t have to drag them, for one. And this guy, if we do find him, isn’t going to just say, ‘hey, sure, take me to jail. I don’t mind’. He might have a different opinion and want to exercise it.”

      Nicole smiled. “That’s why I take along my little bag of tricks. He’ll come whether he’s willing or not. And it’s not even like we have to take him anywhere. All we have to do is find him, then let the authorities extradite him.”

      “Do we even have any idea where this guy is?”

      Miranda shook her head. “No. He just completely disappeared.”

      “Has there been anyone even looking for him?”

      “I think the police and the FBI were involved at one point. Haven’t heard anything in a while, though.”

      A grin came over Bridge’s face. “The FBI, huh? That’s fortunate.”

      Miranda looked confused. “Is that good?”

      “It is for us.”

      “So you’ll take the case?”

      Bridge looked down, then shook his head, knowing he got roped into another one. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      A huge smile came over Miranda’s face, and she clapped her hands in excitement. “There’s only one thing, though. I don’t have any money for a down payment just yet. I can absolutely get you some money, though. It’s just gonna take me a little time.”

      “It’s fine,” Nicole said. “Whenever.”

      Bridge slowly turned his head to look at his girlfriend. “Houses don’t come cheap, you know.”

      “Won’t be the first time we took something on without a deposit. I’m sure it won’t be the last either.”

      “Not when you’re around, that’s for sure.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Bridge looked back at Miranda. “How sure are you that Morelovitch is the guy?”

      “Police seemed pretty sure. He was their only suspect. They wouldn’t give me specifics on the case, but they seemed confident he was the guy.”

      “And nobody knows where he is?”

      “Not to my knowledge,” Miranda answered.

      “Why is it that you’re here instead of her family? Did she have one?”

      “Tammy didn’t come from the best home environment. Her father was in and out of jail, her mom was on drugs most of the time, it wasn’t a good scene. She had mostly broken away from them. They didn’t talk much. I was really the only close friend she had.”

      “What about the relationship with Morelovitch? Not a happy one?”

      Miranda shrugged. “That’s the thing. As far as I knew, everything seemed fine. Tammy never mentioned anything about being unhappy. She never said anything about being worried over her safety or anything. Everything seemed normal.”

      “Something changed.”

      “I don’t know what it was. One day, I went over to her apartment, and the police were there, and they told me Tammy was dead. And that was it.”

      “And Morelovitch?”

      “He was just gone. Never seen or heard from again.”

      Bridge leaned back. “Hmm.”

      “So what do you think?”

      “I think I need to have a chat with someone.”

      After getting the rest of the pertinent information that they needed, Bridge and Nicole bid their new client goodbye, then went straight back to their hotel. They wasted no time in getting to work, settling in on their respective computers. While Nicole started digging in, Bridge called their neighborhood FBI man.

      “Hey Luke. What do you need?”

      “Well, that’s very nice of you to offer,” Bridge said. “Since you’re asking, I need a rundown on a man named Theodore Morelovitch. I think he killed his girlfriend and is now on the run.”

      Bridge could hear Happ sigh through the phone. He could also hear the stroking of the keyboard.

      “You do realize I’m not always on the clock for your every whim, right?”

      “I didn’t know you had a nine-to-five schedule. I always thought you worked around the clock, fighting crime whenever and wherever you found it.”

      “Wouldn’t that be nice? Should I know about this Morelovitch character?”

      “Well, your agency might have been looking into him.”

      “When?”

      “Murder happened about a year ago. He apparently left right after that.”

      “Do we know where?”

      “Well if I knew where, I wouldn’t need you, would I?”

      “What’s the spelling on this guy?” After Bridge spelled the name out, Happ had it immediately. “Yeah, here it is. Guy’s on the run.”

      “I already know that. Any idea on where?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well what can you tell me?” Bridge asked.

      “Looks like he’s the top suspect. A knife was found at the scene. Had his DNA on it.”

      “So the knife was the murder weapon?”

      “Correct,” Happ said. “The victim was stabbed twelve times.”

      “That suggests a good bit of rage.”

      “Definitely.”

      “What about family or friends?”

      “Victim’s family doesn’t seem to be in the picture much.”

      “I know about that. I meant his family.”

      “Oh. Looks like we kept tabs on them. Didn’t get anything, though.”

      “Any thoughts about whether he’s still in contact with them?” Bridge asked.

      “No idea.”

      “And no clues about where he might have gone?”

      “None.”

      “How does that happen? How does a man just disappear without a clue?”

      “I don’t know. I can only tell you what’s in the file.”

      “What’d he do for a living?”

      “Auto mechanic,” Happ replied.

      “Doesn’t suggest someone who’s able to disappear at a moment’s notice.”

      “I’d agree.”

      “So he must have had help.”

      “Possibly.”

      “But no idea who?”

      “Doesn’t look like it.”

      “You’re not much help,” Bridge said.

      “Never said I would be.”

      “Can you send me over the names and addresses of his family, close friends, and whoever else you got a list of?”

      “Why? What are you going to do?”

      “It’s rare for someone to just drop off the planet. I mean, maybe someone like us could do it. We have experience, contacts, things like that. But an auto mechanic, after just killing his girlfriend in a fit of rage, doesn’t exactly strike me as the type of person that could just vanish like that without some type of assistance.”

      “I’d agree.”

      “So the first people he’d go to are his friends and family.”

      “I’d also agree,” Happ said. “But our records indicate he hasn’t contacted any of them. We’ve tapped into their phone records.”

      “Yeah, but that’s after the fact. One of them might have helped him, and just never contacted him again.”

      “But how common is that?”

      “True,” Bridge replied. “It’s probably likely he’s still in communication with somebody.”

      “Like I said, our records indicate he hasn’t.”

      “They’re probably not dumb enough to think that they’re not being watched. Somebody might have a burner.”

      “Yeah, possible.”

      “All right, just send me over the list, and I’ll take it from there.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Investigate.”

      “Just make sure it’s legal.”

      “Eric, I would never do anything that isn’t completely above board, proper, and legal.”

      Happ laughed. “Yeah, OK. Just don’t get caught.”

      “Don’t plan on it.”

      After Bridge put his phone down, he stood behind his girlfriend as she worked on the computer.

      “Anything?”

      “It’d be nice if I had something to go on,” Nicole answered.

      “Should be coming. Eric’s sending us over a list of Morelovitch’s family and friends. Close contacts.”

      “That’ll be a start. But do you think it’ll actually bear any fruit?”

      Bridge thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, I do. This guy didn’t just drop off the planet on his own. He had help. And it’s probably from someone on that list. One of them knows something. We just have to find out who that someone is. And when we do, this guy’s gonna be on a collision course. With justice.”
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      Bridge woke up bright and early only to find out that his girlfriend had beaten him to the punch. He walked out to the living room, and saw Nicole already hard at work on her computer. He walked over to her and kissed her on the cheek.

      “How long have you been at it?”

      “Hour or two,” she replied. “Had trouble sleeping.”

      Bridge chuckled. “Gee, I wonder why? Couldn’t have been the three marathon sessions, could it?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. That made me tired.”

      “Really? Never would’ve known.”

      “Stop. Anyway, I started thinking about things, and came out to get a head start.”

      “Find anything interesting?”

      “A few things.”

      “Hold that thought. Let me get something into me before you start.” Bridge walked into the kitchen.

      “Coffee pot’s already on!”

      After filling his cup, Bridge came back out to the living room and sat down on the chair next to his girlfriend.

      “You smell nice.”

      Nicole smiled widely, and planted a kiss on her boyfriend’s lips. “Thank you.”

      “And you’re beautiful.”

      Nicole kissed him one more time. “Thank you again.”

      “And you’re the best.”

      “Are you deliberately trying to compliment me and get my hormones raging, because you know it doesn’t take much?”

      Bridge laughed and put his hand up. “No, this horse is still in the stable and needs to rest before racing again. I just wanted to make sure you knew those things.”

      “Thank you.”

      Bridge bowed his head. “You’re welcome. OK, back to the news. So whatcha got?”

      “A couple of things.”

      “You found the person we’re looking for?”

      “Well, not quite,” Nicole said. “It’s a list of possibles.”

      “How big?”

      “I’m getting there if you’ll let me finish.”

      “Proceed.”

      “OK. I did some digging on everyone I could find who has a family tie to Morelovitch. If he was communicating with someone, that would mean he was doing it discreetly. The FBI checked all their phone records already, with no visible evidence he was in contact with anyone, right?”

      “That’s the story.”

      “That would probably mean a burner phone,” Nicole said. “So, with that in mind, I’ve checked each of their bank accounts, and credit cards, to see who made purchases at a store that sells prepaid phones. And since it doesn’t seem to be a premeditated murder, it would have had to be done in the day or two following the murder. Right?”

      “Makes sense so far. You’ve done all this in the last couple hours?”

      Nicole giggled. “Of course not. I had the system running overnight for certain parameters while we were busy doing… other things.”

      “Of course. That’s the only way to do it.”

      “Anyway, when I got out of bed and checked, there were already a couple alerts. So there we are.”

      Bridge nodded. “Here we are. Where?”

      “The list of names. I’ve got it down to four. They all made purchases at stores within two days of Tammy’s murder.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Right. So which one is it?”

      “How am I supposed to know?”

      “Well you just said you narrowed it down.”

      “Yes. Narrowed it down. Now we’ve gotta dig further.”

      Bridge groaned. “Oh. I thought you might actually make life easy for us for a change.”

      “What do you mean, for a change? Is that a dig on me?”

      “No, I just meant instead of having a list of suspects, I thought maybe you had it narrowed down to one. That’s all. No slight on you. Excellent work like always.”

      “So I’ve got the list narrowed down to six.”

      Bridge hung his head and sighed. “Six.”

      “Hey, that’s really not that bad. Not as bad as twelve.”

      “Not as good as two, either.”

      “We can’t have everything, can we?”

      “Why not?”

      “Cause it’s not how it works, Luke. I’ve got it narrowed down to six. That’s as good as it’s getting right now.”

      “And I appreciate it. I do. Thanks.”

      Bridge sat there for a moment, staring off into space. Nicole continued looking at him, waiting for him to say something. Once it became clear he wasn’t going to open up, Nicole quizzed him.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking about how we’re gonna prove who’s got that phone,” Bridge answered.

      “Seems like there’s only one way.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “We’re gonna have to go dig for it.”

      Bridge knew that was the likely response. It didn’t mean he liked it, though. “Yeah. I had a feeling you’d say that.”

      “Is there another way?”

      Bridge shook his head. “Don’t think so. It’s gonna take some time.”

      “Even if it takes a few days, I don’t think that’s going to make much of a difference.”

      “No, probably not.”

      “I mean, Morelovitch already has a year’s start. A few more days won’t really matter much.”

      “I suppose so. The bigger issue is finding this phone.”

      “Wait until dark,” Nicole said. “Either they’re sleeping or out of the house and we toss it until we find it. I think it’s unlikely they’d bring the phone out with them.”

      “Maybe.”

      “They wouldn’t risk taking the phone outside with them in the event they’re picked up for something. They wouldn’t want it found on them.”

      “Possibly.”

      “Should we start thinking of alternative plans too?”

      “What for?”

      “What if we look through the places of all six of these people and don’t find anything? Then what?”

      “Then it’s back to the drawing board. Or we expand the search to other people Morelovitch might know. There’s no doubt in my mind he had help. It’s just a question of us finding who that person is. If it’s not a family member, it’s a friend. But one of them helped him. I’m

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

