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      Thrower stood outside the small cafe and looked up at the sign. This was the place. He took a quick look around to see if he could see any issues on the outside. There weren’t any that he could see. The client he was meeting said it was urgent. Extremely urgent. The man made it seem like he was being followed and in constant danger. If that was the case, Thrower knew he might have been walking into something right off the bat.

      As Thrower walked into the cafe, he instantly scanned the room. It wasn’t too busy. A few tables were occupied, but it was less than half of the room. He found his potential client sitting at a corner table by the window. Seth Reston was his name. He had a red hat on just like he mentioned he would in the email.

      The man’s eyes and attention were focused on looking out the window. He had his hand over the lower part of his face. He definitely appeared to be distracted and worried. Something was out there for him. Or at least the thought of something being out there worried him.

      Thrower walked over to his table. Once he got there, he didn’t speak. He just cleared his throat. The noise made the man at the table jump as he noticed the big man standing there. Reston looked up at Thrower with kind of an awestruck face.

      “Nate Thrower?” he nervously asked, his voice cracking.

      Thrower nodded, and sat down. He still didn’t speak yet. He was too busy analyzing his potential client. So far, he could tell the man looked scared to death. Whether that was because of a real threat, or something imagined, was too soon to say. But there was no doubt Reston was afraid of something. He was already sweating.

      “Thanks for coming.”

      “Are you OK?” Thrower asked. “You look like you’re about to have a nervous breakdown.”

      “I’m just… I’m so… nervous.” He looked out the window again. “I wasn’t even sure if I was going to be able to come here today. I thought I might be killed on the way here or something.”

      “What’s going on? In your email you said you stumbled across something?”

      “I mean… I guess? I don’t know. That’s the problem. I don’t know what this is about.”

      “What exactly is this that you keep talking about? If you don’t know what this is, then how do you know there’s a problem? And what makes you think someone’s after you?”

      “Because I know. I keep seeing the same people. Following me. Everywhere I go.”

      “Explain this further. What people? And where? But before you do that, calm down. Relax. Whatever’s going on, you’re safe right now. I’m here.”

      Reston tried to compose himself and took a deep breath. He appeared to be in his early to mid-twenties. And he didn’t seem to be the abrasive sort. Hardly the type of guy who seemed to make a lot of enemies. After a few moments, he seemed to settle himself down. At least he wasn’t hyperventilating.

      “As I mentioned during our initial talk, I work as a research analyst. I just research, analyze, then pass things along. That’s it. That’s all I do.”

      Reston casually glanced out the window, then became animated. He pointed across the street.

      “There! That guy! He’s one of them!”

      Thrower looked out the window. “Which one? I see a bunch of guys across the street.”

      “He’s leaning up against the building on his phone. Brownish hair, stubble beard. Probably in his twenties.”

      Thrower located him. “I see him.”

      “This is the fourth time this week that I’ve seen him. Twice I saw him as I was leaving my apartment. Once I saw him coming out of the grocery store. Now here. That’s not a coincidence. And he’s not the only one. I’ve seen two other guys multiple times as well.”

      Thrower stared at the man in question for a little bit, sizing him up. He had a certain look to him. Like he was in security, or a bodyguard, something like that. Men in Thrower’s line of work just carried themselves in a certain way. There was a confidence about them. Some bordered on arrogance.

      Of course, that didn’t mean Reston was correct. For all Thrower knew, the man could’ve been hallucinating. Or exaggerating. It wouldn’t have been the first time for either.

      “Why would someone be following you?” Thrower asked.

      Reston threw his hands up. “I don’t know! I’m nobody. I don’t have any enemies, I live a simple life, there’s no reason for this.”

      Thrower was silent for a minute. He continued looking at Reston, whose eyes were focused across the street at the man he claims had been following him. It was clear Reston was nervous. Abundantly so. But there was something more here. Thrower could feel it. This wasn’t a case of a man being innocently targeted for no reason. Something was going on here.

      “What is it you’re not telling me?” Thrower asked.

      “There’s nothing. I promise.”

      Thrower glanced at the man across the street again. He was still there, looking down at his phone. He hadn’t moved.

      “Look, there’s two ways this can go. You can be straight with me and tell me what’s going on here, or you can continue to insist you don’t know what’s going on, and I’m going to walk out of here.”

      “You can’t do that. I need help.”

      “Then make me understand what’s happening here,” Thrower said. “For all I know, you robbed a local gang of something, and they want it back. If that’s the case, I don’t take those kinds of jobs. If there’s something more, I need to know it. Especially if these are bad people we’re going up against. I need to know exactly what I’m getting myself in for. If you can’t do that, this isn’t worth my time.”

      Reston was still sweating, looking like he was agonizing over what to do. Eventually, he tried to come clean.

      “I don’t… I can’t…”

      With it looking like the man was about to break down, Thrower sought to calm him down.

      “Just relax. Take it slow. From the beginning. And if I can help, I will help. As long as I know what’s going on.”

      Reston quickly nodded and wiped his face. “I was doing some work for my employer. Just usual, routine stuff. It was a batch of papers that I had to go through, organize, rewrite, things like that. Then…”

      Reston stopped, about to hit a nerve.

      “Keep going,” Thrower said.

      “I think I saw something that I wasn’t supposed to see.”

      “Like what?”

      “That’s the thing. I don’t know what it was.”

      “What did you see?”

      “It was a list of names, and dollar amounts. It looked like payments. Several offshore bank accounts, times, dates, all of that.”

      “To who?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

      Thrower raised an eyebrow, sure that was a lie.

      “OK, maybe I remember a few things, but I don’t… like, I don’t know what to do with it. I don’t know anything. I don’t want to know anything.”

      “What does your company do?” Thrower asked.

      “They’re a consulting firm. Brand recognition. International businesses. That’s all.”

      “Probably not all.”

      “I just want this all to go away.”

      “Looks like that cat’s out of the bag. You got a problem and you’re gonna have to deal with it.”

      “How?”

      “What about this list? What did you do with it? Did you talk with anyone about it? Show anyone?”

      “No. No one. That’s why I don’t even understand this. Once I found it, I downloaded it, with the intention of asking my superior about it. But then I got into other work and I forgot about it. Then a couple days later, I started seeing people. Felt like I was being followed.”

      “Do you work in an office?”

      “I usually work from home.”

      “And you never mentioned it to anyone? Didn’t show someone?”

      Reston shook his head. “No. No one.”

      “Well then, it looks to me like they know you downloaded that file. It was probably marked somehow. Tagged. So if someone downloaded it, they’d know who. And where. And that led back to you.”

      Reston put his hands over his face in frustration. “Oh my God. I’m in so much trouble.”

      As Reston put his head down on the table, Thrower started thinking of some other problems. Namely, whether Reston’s company had his computer bugged. If they did, they probably already knew about Thrower being there, as well. But even if they didn’t, it looked like this poor slob really walked into a big one.

      “Where is this list? Is it on your computer? Did you print it out?”

      Reston shook his head again. “I actually put it on a flash drive.” He then dug into his pocket, pulling it out and holding it up. “I have it right here.”

      “Do you have somewhere else to go? Besides your apartment?”

      “Uh, no, not really.”

      “No other family or friends in the area? Girlfriend? Anything?”

      “No, I’m single. And I don’t really have any close friends nearby. And my family doesn’t live here.”

      “Probably for the better, to be honest,” Thrower said. “No one else to worry about.”

      “What are we going to do? Will you help me?”

      “Is there anything else that you haven’t told me? Because I’ll be honest, if there is, and I find out you’re hiding it from me, I’ll drop you somewhere in the middle of this. So it’s better to tell me upfront so I can figure things out.”

      “There’s nothing else. I swear. It’s just this list. I mean, that’s the only thing I can think of.”

      “And you haven’t told anyone?”

      “Well, I mean…”

      Thrower tilted his head, ready to hear another shoe drop. “What else?”

      “There was a co-worker that I told about it.”

      “Why?”

      “I just wanted to get his advice on it. I wasn’t sure what to do.”

      “You said you didn’t mention it to anyone.”

      “Well I didn’t, really. I mean, I didn’t show it to him. I just sent him a message, asking his advice.”

      “What exactly did you say?”

      “Just what it is. That I’d found this list, I wasn’t sure what it was, or what to do with it, and what he thought.”

      “What’d he say?”

      “He said to pretend like I never saw it.”

      “I’ve gotta ask,” Thrower said. “Why did you download this thing, if you had a suspicion you shouldn’t be looking at it?”

      Reston shrugged. “Honestly? I don’t know. It was stupid. I don’t know. I shouldn’t have. I should’ve pretended that I didn’t see it.”

      Thrower glanced out the window again. Their friend across the street was still there, pretty much in the same position.

      “How am I going to get out of this?”

      Thrower sighed as he thought of something. “Honestly, your best bet is probably just going to the police. Hand them that file. Tell them everything. They should be able to provide you protection.”

      “And do what? Go to trial? Testify? Have some long drawn-out process? I can’t do that. I just want to be done with this. I don’t want to get involved.”

      Thrower leaned across the table. “You are involved. Sticking your head in the sand and pretending like all this can just magically go away won’t change that.”

      Reston put his hand on the side of his head and started shaking it. “No. No, I can’t do that. I don’t want to do that. There has to be some other way.”

      Thrower looked perturbed. “That’s the easiest way. And the best.”

      “Can’t you, like, do something?”

      Thrower looked away for a second. “If I get involved, things are going to get messy. Messier than you can ever dream of. Bodies are gonna drop. If what’s happening is what I think is happening, these people will never stop coming for you.”

      “But why?”

      “Because you saw something you weren’t supposed to see. You downloaded and kept something that doesn’t belong to you. You’ve got something that can bring them down. They’re not gonna just let you walk away free so you can burn them later. That’s not how this works.”

      “So how does it work?”

      “If you stick this out, the only way it ends is if they’re in handcuffs or dead. Or you are.”

      “I don’t like that last option.”

      “It’s real. This isn’t some game. You’re on the firing line here.”

      “They haven’t done anything yet. Other than follow me.”

      “They’ve been determining the threat level,” Thrower replied. “Trying to figure out how much you know, and who you’ve told. As soon as they know all that, you’re gonna wind up in a cement mixer.”

      “You’ve gotta help me. Please. I don’t have a lot of money, but I’ll pay you everything I’ve got. Please.”

      Thrower leaned back and rubbed his face with both hands. Days like this were what he dreaded. But days like this were why he was called. And he was always ready.

      “If I take this on, you’ve gotta listen to me every step of the way. You do what I tell you or you can do it on your own.”

      “Yes,” Reston quickly agreed. “Of course. Whatever you say. What do we do first?”

      It didn’t take Thrower long to think about it. He instantly looked out the window again.

      “First? We gotta make him go away.”
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      Before leaving the cafe, Thrower came up with a plan. He didn’t want whoever was across the street to keep following them. For now, Thrower wanted to get out of there, and have Reston go back to his apartment to get whatever he needed to stay out of sight for a while. But first, they had to lose that man.

      “Can we go over this one more time?” Reston asked.

      Thrower repeated the plan, making sure there were no issues. There could be no mistakes. Not with the type of people they were dealing with. Mistakes with these people could lead to someone getting killed. Namely, them.

      “You ready?” Thrower said.

      “Um, not really. But, I guess we gotta do it sometime, right?”

      Thrower smirked. “We do. Just do exactly like I told you. And we’ll be the ones walking away from this.”

      “What if there’s more than just the one?”

      Thrower shrugged. “We’ll deal with it when the time comes.”

      They paid the bill, then got up and went outside. They stood just outside the door, pretending to have a small and friendly conversation. They were careful to not look at the man across the street, who was still there. Their eyes went everywhere else, though, including to see if they could spot someone else who was just milling around. Nobody jumped out at them, though.

      Thrower and Reston shook hands, as if they were agreeing to a deal. Then Thrower gave his new client a pat on the arm.

      “Remember, act cool,” Thrower said. “If he thinks you’re up to something, it could throw everything off.”

      “I will.”

      Thrower then left, turning at the end of the building. Reston walked in the opposite direction. It appeared they were going their separate ways. With the man across the street now out of Thrower’s vision completely, he stopped when he reached the street in back of the cafe. He took a look back, just to make sure he wasn’t the one being followed now. He wasn’t, though. Reston was still the target. That’s how Thrower wanted it.

      Thrower then turned the next corner, coming in behind the cafe. There were a few cars parked in back of the building, along with a dumpster. Plenty of places for Thrower to tuck himself behind while he waited. It wouldn’t be long.

      Only a few minutes later, Reston finally appeared. Just as Thrower instructed him to do, once he reached the alley, he continued walking through it. He knew Thrower would be there somewhere. He didn’t know where. And he was told not to look for him or call him out or anything. Just pretend like nobody else was there.

      As Reston walked past Thrower’s position, Thrower noticed the man across the street make another appearance. The man stopped at the edge of the building next to the cafe. He just peeked around it, making sure he had an eye on where Reston was. As Reston exited the alley, and started walking away from it, the other man started following again.

      But Thrower was waiting. He was next to the dumpster, listening for the man’s footsteps to get close. As the man reached Thrower’s position, the bodyguard jumped out, and immediately started throwing hands. In most cases, Thrower didn’t like getting the jump on people. He felt it was a little beneath him. But in cases like this, where there were clearly people with bad intentions in mind, it didn’t bother him as much. They’d definitely do it to him.

      Thrower struck the man with a powerful right hand, dropping the unsuspecting man to his knees. Thrower nailed him with a few more punches, but the other guy had a little bit of fight in him. He wasn’t going down without getting in a few shots of his own. He successfully hit Thrower a few times, making as good of a showing as he could muster. But in the end, Thrower was too strong and powerful for him.

      To finish the fight, Thrower tossed the man against the side of the dumpster. Then he banged the man’s head against it for good measure. The man collapsed to the ground, completely out of the fight for good. Thrower stood over him for a second.

      “That’s what you get for following people.”

      Though Thrower knew that at some point, bodies would likely need to be dropped. He wasn’t going to be the first one to drop them. At least not here. There were no guns displayed, and nobody was in fear of their life. He knew he was probably going to meet this other guy again at some point. Some would probably advocate for eliminating him now, so he wouldn’t be a worry later on. But Thrower couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not here like this. Thrower sighed.

      But Thrower did want some additional information. Information that would definitely prove useful. He turned the man over and went through his back pockets, removing a wallet. Thrower started digging through it, taking out a driver’s license. He instantly took a picture of it with his phone. He looked through the rest of it, though there was nothing else that caught his interest. He put the wallet back in the man’s pocket.

      Thrower walked through the end of the alley, taking a look back to make sure the man didn’t have any friends joining them. There was nobody. He then turned the corner, looking for his client. There was Reston, right where he was supposed to be. Standing against a light post. Reston had that nervous look about him. As soon as he saw Thrower, he started walking towards him.

      “Hey. How’d it go?”

      Thrower was nonchalant about it. “About how I expected.”

      Reston looked over towards the entrance of the alley. “Is he gone?”

      “Well, for all intents and purposes. Basically.”

      “What’d you do?”

      “We just had a little wrestling match. He wound up on the wrong end of it.”

      “Is he dead?”

      Thrower laughed. “No. I don’t kill people unless I have to. But I’m sure we’ll be seeing him again. You can count on that.”

      “He doesn’t look like the kind of guy I want to see again.”

      Thrower wasn’t concerned. “Eh. We’ll see. Let’s get back to your apartment and get whatever you need.”

      “Where are we going to go?”

      “I’ll worry about that.”

      They went back to Thrower’s car, and headed back to Reston’s apartment. Thrower parked across the street from the building, and not directly in front of it either. He sat there for a minute before getting out.

      “What are we doing?”

      “Observing,” Thrower answered.

      “Observing what? I thought I was getting things.”

      “I want to make sure you’re also not getting a surprise.”

      Reston looked out the windows. “You think there might be someone else here?”

      “Wouldn’t shock me.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “We make sure.”

      “How?”

      “You go in first,” Thrower replied. “I’ll wait a minute, then go in after you.”

      “What? We can’t go together?”

      “If we walk together, if someone’s here, they know I’m with you. If we go in separately, they might not assume it.”

      “But what if someone’s in there waiting for me already?”

      “Hasn’t happened yet, right?”

      “Isn’t there always a first time?”

      “I’ll only be a minute after you.”

      “Can’t you go first?”

      Thrower smirked. “You OK with coming in behind me by yourself?”

      “I’d rather be alone out here than alone in there.”

      “OK.”

      Reston dug the keys out of his pocket. “Here. This one’s for the front door to get in. Then this one’s for my apartment.”

      “OK. I’m gonna get out and walk down the street, then cross. I want you to wait thirty seconds, then get out and go back that way.”

      Reston turned around to look out the back window. “Why am I going that way? The apartment’s in front of us.”

      “I want you to go back to the light, then cross the street on that side. If someone’s watching up ahead, I don’t want them to think we’re both coming from the same direction. I want them to think we’re not with each other.”

      “OK. Makes sense.”

      “Thirty seconds.”

      “Wait. What if someone’s in there waiting?”

      “Then you won’t need to worry about it.”

      Reston wiped his forehead. “I hate this.”

      “You’d be kind of weird if you didn’t.”

      “Doesn’t seem like you hate it.”

      “I don’t like it,” Thrower said. “I’ve just been through it enough times where I’ve learned how to deal with it.”

      “It’s crazy.”

      “You ready?”

      Once Reston nodded that he was, Thrower got out and casually walked down the sidewalk. When he reached the apartment, he stood there for a moment, then crossed the street. He had to make sure he didn’t keep his head moving, like he was looking for someone. That’d be a dead giveaway that he was on the lookout for something. He had to blend in. Like he belonged there.

      Once he got inside the main door, he went up the steps to the third floor. It wasn’t a big building. There were four apartments on each floor. Two doors to the left, two to the right. Thrower was apprehensive as he reached the third floor. He really wasn’t sure what was waiting for him. It might’ve been nothing. Or he might’ve had his hands full. He was ready for either scenario.

      As Thrower stood at the door, he turned his head in each direction, almost waiting for someone to jump out at him. There wasn’t any place to hide there, though. The hallway was narrow, and there were only the steps that he just came up. If someone was there, they’d be on the inside.

      Before going in, Thrower put his ear up to the door to listen. He didn’t detect any sounds. Then, he put the key in the door and unlocked it. He turned the knob and pushed the door open. He stood in the doorway, hand on his gun, ready for a fight if one presented itself.

      But nothing did. Nobody was shooting at him. There was no one who tried to attack him. It was quiet. And messy.

      “Not sure I saw this coming,” he whispered.

      He took a few steps into the room, knocking into a few things with his feet. He looked around and the whole apartment appeared to be on the floor. About a minute later, he heard someone coming up the steps. He assumed it was Reston, and went back to the door to check. It was Reston, and as soon as he reached the top step, noticed the mess inside.

      “What the hell happened here?”

      Thrower looked down. “Looks like someone was here.”

      “I can see that. It wasn’t like this when I left a couple hours ago. What were they doing?!”

      “If I had to guess, I’d say they were looking for the thing that’s in your pocket.”

      Reston put his hand on his pants, where the flash drive was. “How’d they get in?”

      Thrower looked back at the door. “No marks. Picked the lock, probably.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Same thing we were already planning. Go pack, get your things, and we’re out of here.”

      Reston leaned over to look at the hallway that led to the bedroom and bathroom. “There’s… there’s no one still in there, right?”

      Thrower grinned. He closed and locked the door, then walked in the direction of the bedroom, making sure it was clear of any bad guys. Once he knew it was clean, he let his client know, then checked the bathroom.

      As Reston started to pack, Thrower went over to the window. There was no clear view of the street out front. There was only a view of the next building over, and a small alley between the two. Nothing worth looking at.

      But Thrower didn’t like being blind at the moment. He had no idea if anyone was out front. He couldn’t see if there was a suspicious person walking around, waiting, or a car parked, with a couple of people inside without a clear destination. Or if it was completely clear. He couldn’t see any of that. And he didn’t like it. This was the part that bothered him most. Not seeing. Not knowing.

      After a few minutes, Thrower peeked his head inside the bedroom. Reston was taking a little longer than he would have liked.

      “We need to get going. The longer we stay here, the rougher things could get.”

      “Why?” Reston asked. “They wouldn’t come back here, would they?”

      “They always come back.”

      “But why would they? They already searched the place. They didn’t find anything.”

      “Yeah, but now you’re here.”

      “What if someone’s out front watching? And now they know I’m here?”

      Thrower smiled. “My point exactly.”

      “What if they are out there? Waiting.”

      Thrower picked his head up and sighed. “You let me worry about that. You just hurry up. The longer we’re here, the more time they have to get reinforcements.”

      “I’m hurrying, I’m hurrying. How are we going to get past them if they’re out there, though?”

      “With stealth, if possible. Carefully, if practical. Or brute force, if necessary. But one way or another, we’re going through.”

    

  

