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      Thrower walked slowly over to the bed and plopped down on it. It was a nice bed. The nicest one he’d seen in over a week. Thrower figured he’d earned it after what he’d been through over the past week. He didn’t usually care about staying in expensive and luxurious hotels, but considering he’d been sleeping on floors and old cots on his latest job, he thought it was time to splurge a little.

      Protecting people was what Thrower did best. His nickname was the Bodyguard. For some, that was all they knew him by. Especially the people that he went up against. He was a big man, with a military background, and well adept at fighting. He had to be, considering he was usually brought into situations that were not in his favor. But that was his specialty. Winning in spite of the odds. The clients who hired him usually had unique or extreme circumstances for doing so. He wasn’t brought on board just to stand around looking tough when someone could hire a team of four others to do the same thing. No, Thrower was brought in when there was an extreme likelihood of violence.

      Thrower was looking up at the ceiling and just barely closed his eyes when there was a knock on the door. He opened his eyes and lifted his head, looking over at the door. He then quickly sat up and got into defensive mode. He wasn’t expecting anyone since his job was finished earlier in the day. He didn’t call for room service. And he had no friends in the area that he was aware of.

      He got off the bed and started walking toward the door, putting his hand on his waist to feel the gun that was attached to his leg. Maybe there was some unfinished business from his last job.

      Thrower stood next to the door, making sure he wasn’t in the way of any bullets that may pierce through it. He’d seen that movie before. He wasn’t going to look through peepholes, and he wasn’t going to say anything, not while standing directly behind a door. There were three more knocks on the door.

      “Yes?” Thrower finally said.

      “Nate Thrower?”

      Thrower was silent for a moment, trying to quickly think of a name to match the man’s voice. It wasn’t one he recognized. “Depends on who’s asking.”

      “My name is Carlos Espinoza. I have a business proposition for you. I understand you’re for hire.”

      “Depends on the job.”

      “That is what I would like to talk to you about.”

      Thrower analyzed the man’s voice. When you were thrust into the situations that he’d been in and to be the one walking out on top, you had to pick up on things like that. Sometimes, it was the little details that were the difference between life and death. In his experience, people had a certain way of talking, depending on the situation. Sometimes people hurried their words, some people’s voices would crack, some would have their pitch go up and down, seemingly nervous about how those words would be perceived. And he usually had a pretty good indication of when people were lying.

      This guy didn’t sound like any of those. His voice seemed natural and calm. Thrower, feeling a little better about the situation, leaned over to look through the peephole. He saw a middle-aged man in a suit, and an expensive-looking one at that. There didn’t appear to be anyone else with him.

      Thrower put his hand on the door and unlocked it, then quickly pulled it open. He stayed to the side of the door for a few moments, just in case he had assessed the situation incorrectly. He hadn’t, though. The man stood there in the doorway, waiting to be invited in. He thought the man known as the Bodyguard was acting a bit strange, but he’d been around erratic behavior before, so it wasn’t exactly something new to him.

      With nothing happening, Thrower finally showed his face.

      “Nathan Thrower, I presume?”

      “How do you know my name and where I was?”

      The man grinned. “Well, when someone of your reputation arrives in an area, you should know that it doesn’t take long for word to travel. Especially when one needs the services of someone like that.”

      “I take it that’s you?”

      Espinoza shook his head. “No. I’m here acting as a third party.”

      “I don’t deal with third parties. I like to talk to the people who hire me directly.”

      “And you shall. I am only here to gauge your interest at first.”

      “You sound like a lawyer. Or a high-priced personal assistant. Which is it?”

      Espinoza smiled again. “The latter. I am here on behalf of Mr. Manuel Ortiz. He has a need for your services.”

      “Don’t know him.” Thrower’s eyes went past the man, looking into the hallway, clearly appearing like his attention was diverted. It wasn’t unnoticed.

      “Am I keeping you from something? Or am I interrupting something, perhaps?”

      “No, I just finished a job earlier today.” Thrower then flashed him a smile. “I just like to make sure there are no lingering bad feelings from anyone who might decide to get frisky.”

      “I see. In that case, would you mind if we discussed our business inside? That way I’m not feeling vulnerable out here? Just in case your fears become warranted.”

      “I suppose we could do that.”

      Thrower let him inside, closing the door and locking it behind him.

      “You have good taste in accommodations, Mr. Thrower. I have stayed here many times. Excellent service here.”

      “I wouldn’t know about that. I was more or less just interested in not sleeping on the floor like I have been lately.”

      “I understand. I guess the first thing I should know is whether you’re available at the moment?”

      “Why don’t you tell me what you need me for, and I’ll tell you how available I am?”

      “Fair enough. As I said, I represent Manuel Ortiz. He is the CEO of Ortiz & Vega, a quickly growing company here.”

      “When you say quickly growing, you mean what?” Thrower asked.

      “I mean that it’s a multi-million-dollar business, with the capability of making billions in a few years.”

      “I guess it’s good work if you can find it.”

      “Indeed. As you may already know, being in charge of a company like this—that’s starting to get recognized—comes with a lot of perks and benefits. But it also comes with pitfalls.”

      “Let me guess. Threats, extortion, kidnapping, things like that?”

      “Exactly.”

      “So which is it?” Thrower asked.

      “All of it. He’s been told to pay a million dollars in a few days. If not, they threaten action.”

      “What kind of action?”

      Espinoza shrugged. “We don’t know. Nothing specific. They literally said if it wasn’t paid, that they’d take action. No mention of what that action would be.”

      “And you think they might follow through with this threat?”

      “I don’t know. But I think we have to go with the belief that they would.”

      “Any thought to just paying it?” Thrower asked.

      Espinoza made a face, indicating that wasn’t an appealing proposition. “There have been other threats before. We’ve always ignored them.”

      “So what makes this one different?”

      “This is the third one this group has made.”

      “Did they put a name on it? How do you know it’s the same group?”

      “They signed it the same way. Liberation.”

      “Liberation? What does that mean?”

      Espinoza shrugged again. “Your guess is as good as ours.”

      “Is that some kind of terrorist group here?” Thrower asked.

      “Not that we’re aware of.”

      “You said this group made two other threats? Why’d you ignore the other ones?”

      “Mr. Thrower, if you start capitulating to demands and threats all the time, you’ll eventually go broke. They’ll just keep coming back for more.”

      “Have you actually responded to any of these, or did you just put them in the trash?”

      “We’ve never replied to anything.” Espinoza reached into his pocket and removed some folded papers. He handed them to Thrower. “Here. I’ve brought the notes they sent us for you to look at. Maybe you see something we don’t.”

      Thrower carefully looked at each of the three notes.

      The first one read,

      We want $250,000 or we will slowly dismantle your business. Bring the money, unmarked, to the address on the other side of this paper.

      Liberation.

      Thrower looked confused. It was an interesting way of phrasing things, he thought. He then put the note on the bottom of the pile and read the second one.

      Since you ignored our first demand, we now want $500,000. Things will only get worse if you continue to ignore us. Bring the money, unmarked, to the address on the other side of this paper.

      Liberation.

      Thrower turned the paper over and looked at the address. It was the same as the first address. He then shuffled the note to the bottom and read the latest one.

      We now want $1,000,000. Continuing to ignore us will not be good for you or your family. Their safety should be your utmost concern. We will take action if our demands are not met promptly.

      Liberation.

      Espinoza was right. There was something different about each of them. The last one seemed to have an angry tone to it. It definitely seemed to be escalating.

      “Have you gotten anything else besides these?”

      “No other letters or notes, no.”

      “What about phone calls? Knocks on the door? Flat tires? Rocks through a window? Anything like that? Anything that might be considered unusual or weirdly coincidental?”

      Espinoza shook his head. “No, nothing that I’m aware of.”

      “What is it that Mr. Ortiz wants from me?” Thrower asked.

      “Protection. That is the game you’re in, is it not? I can assure you, you will be well paid for your efforts. Money is no object.”

      Money wasn’t a chief concern for Thrower, but he usually didn’t tell people that. Especially the people who could afford it. It was usually the people who couldn’t afford him where the money was not an issue for him.

      “What about Mr. Ortiz’ family?”

      “He has a wife and two small children. It is his top priority that they’re protected.”

      “So what does he want from me? Protect him? His family? Both? What?”

      “He is willing to put himself in your hands. Whatever you deem to be most appropriate.”

      Thrower scratched his face as he read the notes again. “I assume Mr. Ortiz already has his own security team?”

      “He only employs two other men. Up until now, there has never been a need for more.”

      “You said there’s been other threats before this?”

      “Nothing that ever seemed as important as this.”

      “Is he dissatisfied with the men he’s already got?” Thrower asked.

      “He is of the belief that in a situation like this, the best should be acquired. And you do have that reputation.”

      “Lucky that I just happened to come along?”

      Espinoza smiled. “Yes. Most fortunate.”

      “What would he have done if I didn’t happen to be here?”

      “He probably would have hired more men for the moment. And then contacted you in hopes of bringing you in. Now we don’t have to go through all the trouble.”

      “He still might need to hire more men,” Thrower said.

      “You won’t take the job?”

      “Even if I do, I’m not a miracle worker. And I can’t be in two places at once. Unless Mr. Ortiz is willing to hunker down with his family until this matter’s resolved, I can’t protect everybody.”

      “He is in charge of a major corporation. He is not about to hide out in fear. But he is willing to submit to whatever you think is best, other than staying in his bedroom for the next several months.”

      “If I agree to take the job, I’m in charge. I’ll protect people my way.”

      “Of course.”

      “But my job isn’t to find out who’s behind this or investigate in any way. I don’t do that unless I just happen to stumble upon it. My only job is to protect who I’m supposed to. And I’ll do that to the best of my ability and my dying breath.”

      “I understand.”

      “So hiring me only gets rid of half the problem.”

      “Half?”

      “Like I said, I can protect people all day long. Unless they attack, and I get rid of all of them in the process, there’s still the matter of finding out who’s doing it in the first place. That has to be understood.”

      “It is. Perfectly.”

      “But I still won’t accept anything until I’ve talked to him myself.”

      “He’s ready whenever you are.”

      Thrower shrugged. “Guess I’m ready now.”

      “Great. I have a car downstairs, ready and waiting.”

      “No offense, but I have a rental. I’ll drive myself. I tend not to trust anybody until I’m hired.”

      “Of course. I understand your precaution. A man in your line must be careful. If you follow me, I’ll lead the way.”

      Thrower went over to the table and grabbed his backup weapon, stuffing it in its holster on the back of his belt.

      “Expecting trouble?”

      Thrower shrugged. “Never can tell. But I also never leave without it. Sometimes, trouble just has a way of finding me.”
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      As Thrower stopped in front of the gate just behind Espinoza’s car, he couldn’t help but look at the house behind it. It looked like a rather large estate. Espinoza stuck his arm out the window and typed in some sort of code on the box that was attached to the brick wall. A second or two later, the gate started to open. Espinoza drove onto the property, with Thrower following him.

      They drove down a lengthy driveway, which circled around a water fountain, with a large statue in the center of it. They stopped right in front of the house. Espinoza got out of his vehicle first and walked over to Thrower’s car, standing next to the door, waiting for his guest to step out.

      Once Thrower did, his eyes were immediately drawn to the house.

      “Beautiful house, isn’t it?”

      Thrower nodded. “Looks expensive.”

      Espinoza shrugged and threw his arms out. “Five thousand square feet. More bedrooms and bathrooms than are needed, and a pool out back that a luxurious hotel would be envious of. I told you, money would be no object here.”

      “It’s not the money I worry about.”

      Espinoza held his arm out toward the house. “Let’s go inside, shall we? Mr. Ortiz is eager to meet you.”

      “Lead the way.”

      The two men went inside, passing by what Thrower assumed to be a maid since she was tidying up the place. Thrower looked around the rooms as he passed through them, with Espinoza leading him to the back of the house. They stopped once they reached the sliding glass doors that led to the backyard.

      Espinoza slid the door open and he stepped outside, with Thrower following closely. It was a large backyard, though the in-ground swimming pool appeared to be the main attraction. There was a diving board, a slide, and it was so big it looked like it belonged to an Olympic swimmer. The only person in the pool at this time was a bikini-clad woman, who was sitting on the steps in the shallow end, sipping an alcoholic drink.

      There was another man nearby, sitting in a lounge chair, looking through a magazine. Thrower took a quick look around, expecting to see one of the other guards, though he didn’t see anyone yet. He thought it was a little strange that the security was so light for someone who had been dealing with some threats.

      Espinoza led Thrower right over to Ortiz. As soon as he saw them coming, Ortiz stood up and put the magazine on the chair.

      Ortiz put his hand out to shake his guest’s hand as he got closer. “Mr. Thrower, I presume?”

      Thrower grinned and put his hand in Ortiz’. “That’s me.”

      “Thank you for coming. I really appreciate it. When Carlos heard you were in town, he told me you were the man we needed. He’s already explained the situation to you, correct?”

      “Mostly. I’d like to hear it in your own words, though.”

      “Of course, of course. Before we get started, can I offer you a drink? I have a fully stocked bar. Anything you’d like.”

      “Thanks. Just water would be fine. I don’t drink when I’m on a job or discussing business.”

      Ortiz pointed at him and laughed. “Smart man. Smart man. Nothing to cloud the judgment, right?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Eva. Get our friend a drink here.”

      The woman in the pool slowly got out, with Ortiz admiring her figure as her body glistened from the beads of water still on her skin.

      “Please, sit, sit.” Ortiz held his hand out, pointing towards a circular glass table that was only a few feet away from them.

      The three men sat down.

      “So, what can I tell you?”

      “What do you know about this Liberation group?” Thrower asked.

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. I’ve even checked in with the police, and they told me they haven't heard of them either.”

      “Are they actively working on it?”

      Ortiz threw his arms up. “Who knows? Police here sometimes do things at their own discretion and their own pace. That is why I wanted extra protection. I do not know if I can count on them.”

      “Carlos told me you already had a couple of guards,” Thrower said. “But I don’t see them anywhere.”

      “Oh, one is out front, roaming around. The other is in the house. No need to have them back here. I am adequately protected here.”

      The woman came over to the table, several drinks in her hand. A bottle of water for Thrower, a drink for both Ortiz and Espinoza, and one for herself.

      “Join us, my dear,” Ortiz said, pulling out a chair next to him. “This is my wife, Eva.” Ortiz thought he detected a certain look on Thrower’s face, apprehensiveness about discussing the details of the job. “If you’re worrying about watching what you say, there is no need. Eva knows all about what is going on. I have already discussed it with her.”

      “And you have children?”

      “Two. A boy and a girl. They are nine and seven.”

      Thrower looked around. “Are they here?”

      “No, they are with their mother at the moment.” Thrower’s eyes quickly glanced at Eva. Ortiz let out a laugh. “Eva is my second wife. The children’s stepmother.”

      “So they don’t live here full time, then?”

      “No. I only get them on weekends. Can you believe that? I’m worth a fortune, I have this mansion, an important job, and I can only see my children on weekends? Such a travesty.”

      “That could be problematic, don’t you think?”

      Ortiz threw his arms up. “Yes, perhaps.”

      “Does their mother know about this?”

      “I have not yet told her, no.”

      “Don’t you think you should?”

      “I do not want to upset her unnecessarily. I’ll never hear the end of it. I’m sure she would use it as an excuse to give me even less time with the children.”

      “I try not to butt into people’s private lives, but… when you get a note literally saying the safety of your family is at stake, I think you better take it seriously.”

      Ortiz sighed and put both of his hands over his face, rubbing it up and down. “I try not to give that woman any extra ammunition.”

      “If you believe this threat is real, which I gather you do since I’m here, you should be doing everything possible to protect anyone who means something to you.”

      “What should I do?”

      Thrower looked around. “You’ve got a large place here, right? What about moving them in for a couple of weeks until this blows over?”

      Ortiz laughed. It was small at first, then grew into a bigger belly laugh. “You’re joking, right? You must be joking.”

      Thrower looked at him stoically. He then shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Then you mean just moving my children in?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t know their mother, my friend. She is a mean, vindictive woman. Ask anyone. She won’t let the children stay with me one second longer than they are required to. It is ridiculous.”

      “Then have her stay too.”

      Ortiz smiled at first, then laughed even harder than the first time. “I’ve heard of your reputation, but I didn’t realize you were such a comedian. That was not in your profile.”

      “I’m not joking,” Thrower said.

      “You want my children and my ex-wife to stay here for a couple of weeks? With me and my current wife? Surely you are not serious?”

      “Look, I realize that having them stay may not be ideal. But you’re not paying me under ideal circumstances. If you want you, your wife, and your children protected, I can’t be in two or three places at once.”

      Ortiz sighed again, putting his hand over his mouth as he thought about it.

      “I know it would be awkward,” Thrower said. “I know it would be uncomfortable. I know it’s not a perfect scenario. But if you believe this threat is as real as it sounds, then you’re the one who needs to take it seriously.”

      Ortiz stared at him for a few moments, knowing what Thrower was telling him was probably the right thing to do. But it still wouldn’t be easy to go through with it. He then grabbed his drink off the table and drank the rest of it, forcefully putting his glass back down. He then looked at his wife. She just shrugged, seemingly OK with whatever he decided.

      “Carlos… what do you say?” Ortiz asked.

      Espinoza glanced at his boss and friend for a moment, then looked at Thrower. “I think… I think you are paying him for his expertise. I think you should probably listen to his advice.”

      After a few more seconds, Ortiz nodded, looking as though he’d finally come to a resolution. “I will… I will tell her. I’ll try to explain it to her and see if I can get her to come here with the children.”

      “Try hard,” Thrower said. “Make sure she knows what’s at stake.”

      “I will. It will not be pleasant, either the conversation, or, God forbid, her staying here again. But we must all do unpleasant tasks from time to time, don’t we?”

      “Definitely do.”

      “As for your payment, I was thinking five thousand American dollars per week.”

      Thrower grimaced slightly. Though money was never a motivating factor in whether he took a job or not, he did have a beach house to pay for. Not that he had it yet. But eventually, once there were a few million in the bank, he was going to leave this life behind and live in his million-dollar beach house with a dog that he didn’t have yet either. Plus, looking at Ortiz’ house, he definitely wasn’t hurting for money.

      Ortiz could tell by Thrower’s face that his first offer was a little on the low side. “Or we could go for ten?”

      Thrower lifted the corner of the left side of his lips, seemingly satisfied with that offer. And it was a good test at how well-off Ortiz really was. Anyone who just doubled their offer without even blinking was someone who had that to spare and then some. Truth be told, Thrower would work for free if it was someone in need. But Thrower did need a contribution to his beach house fund. And it was clear Ortiz had it to spare, and then some. It was a win for both parties.

      “I take payment in advance,” Thrower said.

      “Of course. Of course. Eva, my dear. Will you please go inside and get my checkbook for me?”

      Eva left, with her husband watching her every move as she gracefully walked around the pool.

      “I take it her and the former missus don’t get along well?” Thrower asked. “I assumed that was the chief hesitation in having your ex back.”

      Ortiz raised a brow and huffed. “Yes, it will be extremely awkward. Believe me, you will see. I was still married to Angelina when I met Eva. You can guess how things turned out from there.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “Eva and I met four years ago. Six months later, Angelina and I were divorced. It was… very messy. Then Eva and I got married a year after that. Do you have someone at home waiting for you?”

      Thrower shook his head. “Not yet.”

      “You are better off that way, my friend. Life is a lot less complicated living like that.”

      “I’m sure.”

      Eva returned a few minutes later, checkbook in hand. She handed it to her husband, who immediately wrote a check, roughly equivalent to ten thousand United States dollars. He tore it out of the book and handed it to Thrower. Thrower briefly looked at it, then folded it in half and put it in his pocket.

      “I assume you will be staying here?”

      “I guess I could if you have room,” Thrower replied.

      “Oh, I have several guest rooms available. You can take your pick.”

      “I’ll have to go back to my hotel and check out. Then I’ll come back.”

      “Of course, of course. Whatever you need.”

      “Then we’ll have to sit down and start going over a schedule.”

      “A schedule?”

      “Do you plan on staying here for the next several weeks?” Thrower asked.

      “Well, I do have a job that I need to attend to.”

      “Exactly. Like I said earlier, I can’t be in two places at once. So in the instances where you’re away from your family, we’ll have to decide who I cling to.”

      “I’ll go along with whatever you decide,” Ortiz said.

      “These other two guards, are they good? Do you trust them? How long have you known them?”

      “I’ve known them about six months.”

      Thrower raised a brow. That wasn’t much time. “That’s it?”

      “I started hiring when I got the other threats and decided to keep them on.”

      “Have they faced any action before?”

      “Not to my knowledge. Definitely not while with me. I believe they spent some time in the army, though.”

      Thrower made a face. That didn’t mean anything to him. He preferred being around people who’d actually been in the heat of battle before. There wasn’t much he could do about it, though. It was who he had to work with.

      “In any case, whoever I stick with in that particular instance, these other guys will need to stay with whoever I’m not with. I don’t see any other way. Unless you decide to work from home until this situation is resolved.”

      “I have several important meetings coming up in the next several weeks. There are people flying in from several different countries to attend these meetings. I must attend them as well.”

      “OK,” Thrower said. “But in the effort of making things easier for me, I’d really encourage you to stay home and work here as much as possible.”

      “I will do what I can. My family and I are in your hands.”

      Thrower stood up, with the others doing the same. He stuck his hand out and shook Ortiz’ hand. “All right, then. Looks like you got yourself a bodyguard.”
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      After checking out of his hotel room, Thrower’s first order of business was going to the bank. It wasn’t that he distrusted Ortiz in particular, but he wouldn’t have been the first person to give him a phony check. Thrower had learned that lesson the hard way. Now, he asked for payment up front. And he made sure that payment was legit. Unless it was one of those cases where the money was negligible, or he didn’t care about it. But in those instances where the money was supposed to be there, he made damn sure it was.

      Once he found out the check was good, Thrower went back to Ortiz’ house. Because of the nature of the job, he usually packed light. Ortiz was waiting for him once Thrower got there. He had a drink in his hand.

      “You came back quickly. No trouble finding the place again?”

      “This place isn’t exactly hard to miss,” Thrower replied.

      Ortiz smiled. “Very true. Let me show you around.”

      Ortiz led Thrower around the house, giving him the fifty-cent tour. He showed Thrower every room in the house, outside, and around the perimeter of the property. He also introduced him to the two other guards. They both seemed competent at first glance. At least as much as one could deduce from a few minutes of conversation with each of them. But they seemed like they had their heads on their shoulders, they seemed to know what to expect, and they didn’t appear to have any illusions about the job.

      That was one of the things people outside of the profession usually got wrong. Some people assumed bodyguards saw a lot of action, in more ways than one. They thought bodyguards got into a lot of conflicts, the job was super interesting, and there were more women than you could shake a stick at.

      But in reality, the job was rarely any of those things, and in most cases, it was none. More often than not, the job was slow, boring, the women were more interested in who he was protecting, and the days were long.

      Except in Thrower’s case. He seemed to be involved in the more interesting cases. Getting involved when the stakes were higher or the odds were riskier, is what made him the best of the best. Where some shrank and slithered away, and some just didn’t want any part of it, Thrower rose up to the challenge. It was what made him who he was. And it was why he had the reputation that he did.

      He wasn’t yet sure about this case. He rarely had any preconceptions when he first got hired. He preferred to let things come to him. He watched, he observed, and then he acted. Of course, sometimes he was hired when the heat had already been turned up. Then he had no choice but to jump right in.

      He didn’t yet have a feeling which way this case would go. But he had a feeling about it. He wasn’t sure what it was yet. But something was nagging at him that there was more than met the eye here. Of course, it could have just been his years of experience, telling him that things usually happened when he was around. But something was telling him this wouldn’t be a boring assignment. He hoped he was wrong. But he rarely was.

      Thrower and Ortiz continued talking, eventually winding up out back again, by the pool. Eva was in there swimming. Thrower looked around, noticing that Espinoza was no longer there.

      “Where’s Carlos?”

      “Oh, he went home,” Ortiz said. “Don’t worry. If you’re thinking he may be in danger too, I don’t think so.”

      “Why not? Isn’t he connected to you too?”

      “Yes, but I doubt anyone would try to hurt me by hurting my assistant.”

      Thrower turned his head to the side, not as sure about that as his client was. “I’ve seen worse things happen to lesser people.”

      Ortiz tapped his new bodyguard on the back. “Well, if something happens, then I guess we will have to move him in here with the rest of us, huh?” Ortiz laughed. “It’s like a hotel. Just one big happy family, no?”

      Thrower grinned. “Yeah. One big happy family. How long has he been with you, anyway?”

      “Who? Carlos?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh, many years now. Maybe ten? Maybe less. I don’t know. It’s been a long time.”

      “You trust him?”

      They abruptly stopped. “What? You think maybe Carlos has something to do with these threats?”

      “He wouldn’t be the first person to threaten and blackmail his boss.”

      Ortiz put his hand up. He wouldn’t even think of such a thing. “No. No. Preposterous. Carlos wouldn’t do such a thing.”

      “You’re sure of that?”

      “Positive. Carlos would not do that to me.”

      “Well, I wish I could be so positive,” Thrower said. “But I have to consider all the possibilities.”

      “Of course. I understand that. But I’m telling you… it’s not Carlos. I’d stake my life on that.”

      “Before this is over, you just might have to. You’d be surprised at how many of these situations are actually orchestrated by friends or family.”

      “Really?”

      Thrower nodded. “Probably at least half.”

      “Now that’s interesting. Very interesting. But I’m telling you, you’re wrong about Carlos. He would never do it.”

      “Luckily, I’m not as attached to anybody as much as you are.”

      Ortiz tapped Thrower on the back again. “That’s why you get paid the big bucks, my friend.”

      They continued walking around the grounds, with Thrower trying to learn as much as he could about the situation, as well as all the players in it.

      “Did you call your wife? Ex-wife?”

      Ortiz chuckled. “Not yet, my friend. I will do it in the morning. She is much more agreeable to things earlier in the day. Late afternoon, evening, forget about it. She is a bear. Even if I told her she had won a trip to a tropical island, she would decline because I was the one offering it to her.”

      “I’m sure it can’t be that bad.”

      Ortiz put his index finger in the air and started waving it around. “Oh, you just wait and see, my friend. You will see. You have not met her yet. You have not talked to her. You will see. I promise you, you will see.”

      Thrower doubted the woman was as bad as Ortiz was making her out to be, but they were now divorced. That usually explained a lot. Most people didn’t divorce amicably. Thrower was sure that the bad blood Ortiz was describing was just because of that. Plus the fact that Ortiz was now married and living with the woman he had an affair with while he was married to Angelina. That was enough to make any ex-wife pissed off permanently.

      Still, he was willing to let Ortiz contact his ex on his own timeline. As long as that timeline didn’t extend for a few more days. Thrower wasn’t interested in extending his services to multiple locations. It just couldn’t be done. It was going to be hard enough with Ortiz going out and about and leaving his family at home. That was something else that Thrower had in mind.

      “What do you think about beefing up your security team?” Thrower asked.

      “What, more men?”

      “Well, by my count, there’s five people who need protecting. You’ve got two guards and me.”

      Ortiz balked at the request. “Ah, I don’t know. I think we have enough right now. Plus, you are like having five additional men, is it not?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “Your reputation makes you out to be something else. Almost legendary.”

      “I’m definitely not a legend. I just know my job and I’m good at it.”

      “Carlos did a lot of digging on you. Your reputation is incredible.”

      “That being said, I think some extra men would be useful,” Thrower said. “Especially if this drags on for a few weeks or even longer. There’s bound to be sometimes when you, your kids, your wife, or your ex are all in different places at once. I can only do so much.”

      “I know that. We’ll have to make sure we keep those instances to a minimum, eh? Plus, as you can tell, I am financially well off. But if I just keep on hiring bodyguards, I shall go broke.”

      “Somehow I think you can afford it.”

      Ortiz smiled. “Probably so. Still, let's stick with a small team for now. If it proves to be insufficient, then we will talk about additional men. Fair enough?”

      “Assuming we’re both still around to talk about it.”

      Ortiz tapped Thrower on the arm. “And as far as I’m concerned, there are only four people who need protection. Angelina can be sent on her way without an escort, in my estimation.”

      Thrower tilted his head and made a face, as if he couldn’t believe he’d make such a statement. “Really? She is the mother of your children, you know. You did once love her.”

      Ortiz raised his arms, apologetic for his comments. “You’re right, of course. I shouldn’t say such things. It was a terrible thing to say. Of course she deserves protection as well. Forgive me. It was quite rude.”

      “That’s OK. These types of things can be nerve-wracking for everyone involved. Pressure and tension is high. And before this is over, it’s probably going to get higher.”

      Thrower and Ortiz stopped about halfway back to the pool. Eva had gotten out of the pool, and Ortiz couldn’t pass up the opportunity to look at her slender body as she walked over to a lounge chair.

      “A remarkable woman, don’t you think?”

      Thrower glanced at her, then looked back at Ortiz and shrugged. “Sure.” He rarely ogled over women, and he certainly wasn’t comfortable doing it in the presence of a woman’s husband.

      The more Thrower talked to him, the more he found Ortiz to be an outgoing, free-spirited type of guy. Which was neither good nor bad by itself. Thrower did think that from experience, those types of people tended to be a bit more of a challenge for him. They usually made his work harder instead of easier by not taking his advice more seriously, or by not appreciating the severity of whatever situation they were in. He had a feeling this was going to be one of those.

      “Who knows?” Ortiz said with a laugh. “Maybe this will all wind up being a big waste of time.”

      “Always possible.”

      “Perhaps this whole Liberation thing is just a bunch of young punks hoping someone will scare easy and give them a big, fat payday.”

      “Can’t rule it out,” Thrower said, though he wasn’t optimistic that was the case.

      Ortiz continued laughing. “Maybe this will just be one big vacation for you, huh?”

      “That would be nice. But I wouldn’t say it’s likely.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Thrower woke up, sitting up in the strange bed. He tapped his phone, which was on the nightstand next to the bed. It was morning. He heard a raised voice, which didn’t take long to identify. It was Ortiz’.

      Not sure what was going on, Thrower jumped out of bed and took out his gun from the drawer of the nightstand. He exited his new room, which was located on the first floor of Ortiz’ home, and started looking for his employer. It didn’t take long to identify where he was. Thrower followed the screaming.

      It eventually led him to the living room, where Thrower saw Ortiz pacing back and forth while talking on the phone. Thrower took a breath, knowing that he could relax for the moment. At least nobody had broken into the house and was trying to kill Ortiz right then and there, which was Thrower’s first fear.

      Ortiz was talking in Spanish, and very fast at times, so Thrower couldn’t make out everything that was being said. Through his travels, Thrower often picked up bits and pieces of different languages, with Spanish being one of them. He knew some words, could say a few different phrases, and maybe could hold a very brief conversation with someone about the basics, such as the time, weather, or location of something. But this conversation that Ortiz was having went far beyond what he could comprehend.

      Whatever it was, it didn’t sound pleasant. Ortiz seemed to be angry, raising his voice often, and his face kept turning different shades of red. Whoever he was speaking to, it didn’t seem to be a friend. And after getting six hours of sleep, which was an average amount for Thrower, going back to bed didn’t seem to be an option. Besides, Ortiz looked as if he was already dressed for work, having business clothes on, except for the jacket. Thrower figured he’d be on the move soon enough anyway.

      Thrower put his gun inside the waistband of his pants, then leaned up against the wall as he waited for Ortiz to finish his conversation. Ortiz didn’t seem to notice him. Of course, in Ortiz’ state, Thrower wasn’t sure the guy would notice an elephant trampling through the place. Ortiz just kept pacing around the room, circling the couch, looking down at the floor the entire time.

      Eva then walked into the room, looking like she was already dressed for pool time. She had a red bikini on, with a sheer coverup overtop that basically seemed useless for covering anything. She and Thrower locked eyes, with Thrower detecting the slightest hint of a devious smile as she walked past him.

      Thrower didn’t consider himself much of a ladies’ man, but if there was one thing he was, it was observant. In his line of work, you had to learn how to read body language and facial expressions. Both things were important in assessing whatever type of situation you were in.

      And he was sure that Eva was giving him the slightly seductive look of a woman who was expressing her interest without going overboard about it. Thrower watched her as she walked out of the room. She was a beautiful woman, no doubt about it. He could see what attracted Ortiz to her. As she left the room, she looked back at Thrower again, giving him another glimpse of that seductive grin on her face.

      That could be problematic, he thought. He didn’t usually like mixing business with pleasure, though he couldn’t say he’d never done it. He also didn’t like mixing things up with a married woman, especially one whose husband Thrower had been hired to protect. Messing around with a client’s wife could get messy. Very messy. Those were situations Thrower tried to avoid. The job was tough enough without creating additional drama.

      It wouldn’t be much of a problem on his end. Thrower had morals and willpower. He didn’t need to covet her. But he’d also seen his share of women who threw themselves on top of any man who got near them. Of course, the same could be said for men who did the same to the opposite sex. Sometimes, saying no didn’t always work. Especially when working in close proximity for a long period of time.

      Thrower just had to hope that Eva wasn’t one of those women who persisted, believing she could get anything she wanted. That would make the entire situation a whole lot more complicated. Way more complicated than it needed to be. Or should be. But that was a bridge he’d cross when and if he got to it. For now, he had to focus on Ortiz’ problem. And judging by his phone call, he had a big one.

      After about ten more minutes, with not much change in Ortiz’ behavior while talking on the phone, he finally hung up. He angrily tossed the phone down on the couch as he passed it. He looked up and saw Thrower standing there.

      “Do you believe that?” Ortiz said. If this had been a cartoon, there would have been steam coming out of his head. He was still heated. “Can you believe that? Can you believe the way she was talking to me?”

      “Who?”

      “Who? Angelina. My ex-wife. Remember I was supposed to call her today?”

      “I remember,” Thrower replied.

      “Well, we talked.”

      Thrower faked a smile. “I assume that it didn’t go well.”

      “Didn’t go well?” Now Ortiz faked a laugh. “Didn’t go well? That’s the understatement of the year, my friend.” He continued pacing around the couch. He finally stopped for a second and pointed at his bodyguard. “I told you, didn’t I? I told you, she’s a stubborn, vindictive woman who will argue about anything.”

      “She rejected your offer?”

      “She doesn’t even want to hear about it. She says my problems are my problems. Not to concern myself with her or the children. Can you believe that?”

      “She’s a woman scorned,” Thrower said.

      “She is a lunatic. She cannot be reasoned with.”

      “You’re gonna call her back, right?”

      Ortiz stopped pacing around and looked at him like he was crazy. “Call her back? Are you out of your mind? No, I am not going to call her back. I don’t want anything to do with her. She is a crazy person. I do not have time in my life for that.”

      “Well, you can’t just give up.”

      “Why not? I tried, and she doesn’t want to hear it. What else can I do?”

      “Try again?”

      “Absolutely not,” Ortiz replied. “I am done with her. Absolutely done with her.”

      “She’s also the mother of your children. Don’t you think you’d feel bad if something happened to her?”

      “No.”

      Thrower gave him a look. He really didn’t believe it. It was the anger talking.

      Ortiz threw his arms up in frustration. “OK, OK, maybe I’d feel bad a little. But that’s all. Just a little.”

      “And what about your kids?”

      “What about them?”

      “Don’t they need to be protected?”

      “Of course they do.”

      “Well, if they’re with their mother and you want to protect them, then you gotta call her back.”

      Ortiz sighed and grunted, not wanting to call his ex-wife again. He wasn’t sure he could take a second round with her already. He thought it over for a few seconds.

      “Fine, fine, I will call her.”

      Ortiz picked up his phone from off the couch. He put it up to his ear without dialing the number. Thrower could tell he was stalling. Ortiz really didn’t want to talk to her. It was almost comical.

      After pacing around the couch two more times, Ortiz finally tossed the phone back down onto it.

      “No. No. I can’t do it. I can’t.”

      “You can,” Thrower said.

      “You try it. See how you like it.”

      “I’m not saying it’s fun. I’m not saying it’s easy. But it’s gotta be done.”

      Ortiz finally stopped walking around and plopped himself down on the couch. He put both hands on his face and rubbed it, the way someone does when they’re exhausted. He felt like he’d already had a full day, and it was barely eight o’clock.

      “That woman takes years off my life.”

      “If we don’t bring her in, she might not have years,” Thrower replied.

      Ortiz looked at Thrower and shook his head. He knew what his bodyguard was telling him was true. He knew it was probably the right thing. But he had a hard time putting it into words.

      “I have to go to the office soon. I don’t have time for this. I don’t have time for games with that woman.”

      Thrower could see how difficult it was for Ortiz. The whole situation seemed messy. He didn’t really care about any of what had happened before with the marital problems. Thrower only cared about protecting whoever needed it now. In that vein, he tried to make it easier for his new client.

      “I tell you what. Why don’t we go to the office, you do what you gotta do, and on the way back here, we stop at Angelina’s house?”

      Ortiz once again gave him a crazy look. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “What’s wrong with that plan?”

      “After the hard time she just gave me, you want me to show up at her house?” Ortiz started laughing. “Unannounced?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      Ortiz continued laughing. “No, that’s not a problem. That’s suicide. And you know what else? You won’t need to worry about anything anymore after that. You won’t need to be anyone’s bodyguard. You know why? Because she will kill me herself. That’s why. I just show up at her house, she will slap my face so hard, you will think an earthquake just hit the city.”

      “You just get us there. I’ll do the talking.”

      Ortiz couldn’t help himself. All he could do was laugh. “You’ve got balls of steel, my friend. You have no idea what you’re up against.”

      That was true. But Thrower figured it couldn’t be as bad as Ortiz was making it out to be. He thought Ortiz’ problem was mostly because of what had happened before. And even if Angelina did turn out to be worse than Thrower was imagining, he could be persuasive. She wouldn’t have been the first person he had to convince to get protection. And he was sure she wouldn’t be the last. Thrower knew what buttons to push, regardless of the situation.

      “I think I’ll be able to handle it,” Thrower said.

      Ortiz just shook his head. “Maybe I should be protecting you, eh? Maybe I’ll be attending your funeral, huh?”

      Thrower smiled. “Maybe.”

      “I don’t believe it can be done. She is a stubborn, stubborn woman. There is nothing you can say that will get her back in this house. Nothing.”

      “Sure of that, are you?”

      “Yes. Nothing.”

      Thrower grinned. “I think there is.”

      Ortiz still shook his head, not believing it for a second. “I will make a wager with you.”

      “Name it.”

      “If you get her to accept our offer to come back here, I will pay you an extra thousand dollars per week. And if she does not, you take a thousand dollars less per week. What do you say?”

      Thrower couldn’t erase the smile from his face. This would be the easiest thousand dollars he ever made. “Deal.”

      “I wish you luck, my friend. You will need it.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “If you convince Angelina to come back here, they shouldn’t call you the Bodyguard. They should call you the Miracle Worker. Because that’s what you will be. A miracle worker.”

      The Miracle Worker. Thrower thought about it for a moment. It had a nice ring to it. But it didn’t sound as catchy as the Bodyguard in his mind. He instantly started thinking about how he was going to get Angelina to agree to come back. The extra thousand dollars in his pocket sounded nice, but he was more interested in making sure she and her kids were safe. That was the most important thing.

      One thing Thrower did know was that he was getting her to come. One way or another. She was coming.
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      Thrower stood either next to or behind Ortiz most of the day. No matter where Ortiz went—though he was confined to his office building—Thrower followed. Even in the bathroom, Thrower stood guard outside. Nobody was getting to Ortiz while Thrower was around. At least, that was Thrower’s way of thinking.

      Ortiz appreciated Thrower’s commitment to his job, while also not being uncomfortably close. While the bodyguard was nearby at all times, Thrower wasn’t hovering over him or breathing down his neck. He did have a little bit of space. He was just never alone. Even in his office just signing papers or having a phone call, Thrower looked on.

      Throughout the day, while making sure that Ortiz was protected, Thrower also kept his eyes open, analyzing everyone who even came somewhat near his client. Thrower watched for signs. Bad body language, a facial expression, someone who didn’t appear all that happy when Ortiz was around, something to indicate that whoever had been threatening him was someone who was working for him. And there were several hundred of those.

      But nothing jumped out at Thrower that sounded his alarm. Nobody gave him bad vibes or made him look twice. Everything seemed like a nice, ordinary day. Which was the way he liked it.

      Ortiz was finishing up a meeting with eight other managers and supervisors. They were sitting at a long oval table, with Ortiz at the head of it. Thrower sat in the corner of the room, just over the left shoulder of Ortiz. It gave him a good vantage point, along with seeing anyone who might barge into the room.

      Ortiz never bothered to introduce Thrower to anyone, and no one bothered to ask, just accepting his presence like it was no big deal. That only meant one thing to Thrower: Ortiz was a very powerful man. The fact that a stranger to them could be in the same room, listening to company secrets, and nobody batted an eyelash or asked who he was. It told Thrower that Ortiz could do what he wanted with very little pushback. Of course, it was his company, but even those in charge sometimes needed people who disagreed, or offered differing opinions, or just asked questions. But there didn’t seem to be any in this lot.

      The meeting went on for about an hour, with Thrower mostly bored by it. Nobody said anything interesting, and he really didn’t even understand much of it. Most of it sounded like corporate-talk, which of course it was. These were the types of situations that made Thrower glad he chose the profession he did. Sure, his profession was more dangerous, and there were a lot of unknowns from day-to-day, but it sure was a lot more interesting. In just about every way.

      Once the meeting had finally ended, Ortiz and his managers said their farewells to each other. Thrower stood back up, ready for the next part of their journey. Before the meeting started, Ortiz said this would be it for the day. That meant they only had one more stop before going back to Ortiz’ place. Angelina’s house. Thrower was sure that Ortiz would try to get out of it, or even pretend to forget about it altogether. But he didn’t.

      Ortiz was putting some papers in his briefcase and looked over at his bodyguard. “Well, are you ready to go, my friend?”

      “In more ways than one.”

      Ortiz laughed. “Not as action-packed as you usually like it, I assume?”

      “Not in the least.”

      Ortiz kept laughing, tapping Thrower on the arm. “Probably what makes you one of the best, huh?”

      Thrower smiled. “Maybe. Can I ask you a question?”

      “Anything. Ask away.”

      “You didn’t explain me being here. And not one of the other people in here asked about me. Everybody just went along like it’s business as usual.”

      “Because it is. Introductions are not necessary. Since you were behind me, they assumed you were with me, and since I brought you in, they know not to question it. They know that if I wanted them to know who you were, I would tell them. Since I didn’t mention it, they know not to ask.”

      Thrower nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “I prefer not to publicize needing a bodyguard as much as possible. Bad for the image, you know?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Plus, nobody else in the building knows about the threats other than Carlos. I’d rather keep it that way.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “Maybe after this is over, I’ll have a position for you. Some executive manager type. What do you think?”

      “I think I’d rather cut my fingers off,” Thrower said.

      Ortiz laughed a little harder than before. “You are not the business type.”

      “Not in the least. Meetings in offices and boardrooms aren’t exactly my idea of a good time.”

      “Probably just as well, my friend. Your talents are needed elsewhere.”

      “Speaking of elsewhere, we have somewhere else we need to be.”

      Ortiz nodded. “Yes, I agree. I told Eva to prepare something extra nice for tonight. Wait until you get a taste of her cooking. She is a fabulous cook. You will see.”

      “That sounds very nice. But dinner isn’t quite what I’m talking about.”

      Ortiz feigned ignorance, appearing to wrack his brain, trying to think of what Thrower was talking about. “Let’s see, I came to work, had my meeting, dinner, Eva, I can’t remember anything else?”

      Thrower was positive Ortiz knew exactly what he was talking about. Nobody could be that forgetful or stupid.

      “I’m pretty sure you know what I’m talking about. Your ex-wife? Remember her?”

      Ortiz looked pained. “Ugh. You had to bring her up, didn’t you? Why would you have to go and ruin a perfect day by bringing her into the conversation?”

      “Because the conversation still needs to happen.”

      “Must we?”

      “Your children, Manuel. Do it for your children.”

      “If only I was one of those fathers who didn’t love their kids.” Realizing what he’d said, Ortiz waved his hand in the air, as if he was erasing it from memory. “Forget I said it.”

      “We still need to get her into the fold.”

      Ortiz sighed, but capitulated. He pulled out his phone and sat back down. Figuring the conversation might take a while, Thrower took a seat around the table as well. It didn’t take as long as Thrower thought it would, though. And it seemed to pick up right where it left off from the morning. Ortiz’ face quickly turned red from anger, and his voice picked up steam quickly after that.

      Thrower caught a word here and there, but he didn’t need to understand anything to know how the conversation was going. Ortiz’ body language told him everything. Besides looking exhausted, Ortiz kept sighing, shaking his head, raising his voice, and putting his hand on his head in frustration.

      At some point, about five minutes into the conversation, it appeared that Ortiz had given up. He stopped talking, whether that was because he couldn’t get a word in, or because he just figured it was a waste of time, Thrower wasn’t sure. It honestly could’ve been both.

      Not long after that, Ortiz slammed the phone down on the table. He still looked angry, though he wasn’t verbalizing anything yet. He just had his hand over his mouth, shaking his head. Thrower didn’t think it was necessary to ask how things went. Once the anger started fading from Ortiz’ system, he glanced over at Thrower.

      “You see? You see what she does? That woman!”

      “Still won’t agree, huh?” Thrower asked.

      “I told her I have a problem, and I need her and the kids to stay with me for a couple of weeks, just to make sure everyone is safe and protected. You know what she said?”

      Thrower shook his head. “Nope.”

      “She said she would rather be dead than stay with me for one day. She said whatever problem I have, I deserve it. She said it is karma for what I did to her. Can you believe that?”

      “Uh, yeah, pretty sure I can.”

      “Forget her,” Ortiz said. “I tried my best, right? I tried. I did what I could. If she doesn’t want to come, I can’t force her, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Good. I’m glad you see it my way. So now we’ll go home, right?”

      “Wrong.”

      “Wrong? What do you mean, wrong?”

      “We still need to bring her in,” Thrower replied.

      “What? You are crazy, my friend. Did you not just hear the conversation I had with her?”

      “I heard it.”

      “And you heard me talk to her this morning?”

      “Sure did.”

      “What else can I do?” Ortiz asked. “I can’t pick her up and force her to come. She’d accuse me of kidnapping, I’m sure.”

      “I told you I’d talk to her. I’m sure I can get her to listen to reason.”

      Ortiz began laughing again. “Listen to reason? You are dreaming. You do not know this woman. She hasn’t listened to reason since before we were married, let alone since then.”

      “Well, I’ll take a crack at it, anyway.”

      “I hope you brought your bulletproof vest and your riot gear with you. You might need them.”

      From the way Ortiz described his ex, Thrower half-expected Angelina to be some female wrestler or some big-boned woman who was capable of tossing him around the room a few dozen times. He wasn’t sure how much of that was real, and how much was just Ortiz overexaggerating things based on his relationship with her. Thrower would find out soon enough, though.

      “Ready to get this over with?” Thrower asked.

      “Am I ready? You’re the one with the death wish, my friend. Are you ready?”

      “No time like the present.”

      Thrower and Ortiz left the office and proceeded to walk to the elevator to leave the five-story building. Once they reached the lobby, Ortiz had someone get his driver to bring his car around to the front of the building. They stood there for a few minutes, with Ortiz still complaining about his ex-wife. Thrower was listening, but was still focused on his job, keeping his eyes open, watching everything.

      At some point, Thrower started tuning Ortiz out. Not that he wasn’t interested in what the man had to say, though it was getting repetitive, but his eyes caught a white van pulling into the parking lot. It seemed out of place with the rest of the vehicles that were around. Most of the parked cars were newer, nicer looking, and mostly expensive.

      This van had seen better days. It looked like a vehicle you’d put on a poster, warning people to avoid it at all costs. There were no hubcaps on the tires, the van was as dirty as could be, and it was moving slowly. They were all red flags for Thrower.

      Ready to move quickly, Thrower put his hand on the back of Ortiz’ shoulder, though he didn’t want to alarm him unnecessarily yet. He wanted to be sure. But he didn’t want to wait too long and have one or both of them dead.

      Thrower looked around, figuring out where they could go for cover if the van suddenly made a beeline for them. He still kept the van in his peripheral vision, though. He turned around to see how far they were from the entrance of the building. They might be able to make it, though they had wandered a little ways away from it. They would be out in the open if they tried to duck back inside. That wasn’t an appealing proposition. There were a few other cars that Thrower figured they could get behind if anyone in the van started shooting.

      Of course, that only mattered if there were gunshots. It was also entirely possible that it could have been a kidnapping attempt. Or just a bid to rough Ortiz over. In those cases, Thrower had to prepare himself for a fight. That usually wasn’t a problem, though. He was always ready.

      Thrower put his eyes back on the van as it continued to creep closer to them. Now it was time to warn Ortiz. He needed to make sure that his client didn’t panic. That never turned out well for anyone. Calm and steady usually won the race in these moments.

      “If I say go, I want you to run over to that red car over there.” Thrower nodded over to the car he was referring to. He didn’t want to point and potentially tip off the van.

      “What?”

      “The red car to your right. If I say go, you get to that, and you get down and stay down.”

      “What’s going on?” Ortiz asked.

      “Don’t worry about it. And don’t panic. Stay calm. Trust me.”

      A sudden look of terror swept over Ortiz’ face, unsure of what was happening. But he trusted his bodyguard and was willing to do whatever he told him was necessary.

      “OK.”

      Thrower glanced over at the van, which started speeding up by now. That was alarming. The window on the passenger side began to roll down.

      “Go!” Thrower yelled, knowing full well what came next. Windows rolling down only meant one thing. And it wasn’t to shout insults.

      Ortiz started to run, though Thrower gave him an extra push to get him going. As they ran, a gun pointed out the window of the van, taking aim at Ortiz. Now they had to rush their shot. The first bullet whizzed by Thrower and Ortiz, not appearing to hit anything of consequence. Another shot quickly rang out after that. It went past its target, shattering a back window of a car behind Thrower and Ortiz. Once they reached the red car, Thrower and Ortiz ducked behind it.

      “What do we do now?”

      “You stay put,” Thrower said.

      He then poked his head up over the car to see where the van was going. He was a little surprised, though, when the van’s tires screeched as it came to a sudden halt. Usually in situations like this, the attacker took the shot, and kept on going, whether they were successful or not. The element of surprise was what they were going for. Once that was lost, they usually waited for another day. That was obviously not the case here.

      Since the van was stopping, Thrower decided he was going on the offensive. He wasn’t waiting for the fight to come to him. He was obviously an unknown to whoever they were. They wouldn’t be expecting him to come at them. That gave him the advantage here. Next time, they might be ready. But for now, he had to take the advantage when he could get it.

      Of course, the one issue he faced was that he didn’t know how many men he’d be going up against. If it was one or two, he would have been able to handle that easily enough. More than that and it could get dicey. If it was more than two, he’d just have to make sure he roughed up the first couple enough to make the rest of them uneasy about tangling with him. That was the best he could hope for.

      Thrower poked his head up to get a glimpse of the van as the door swung open. At the same time, he pushed Ortiz’ head down even further. Thrower saw one man jump out of the passenger side of the van. He kept his eyes on him as the man ran towards the red car. As Thrower waited, he also noticed the back door to the van open as well.

      Before the fight started, Thrower crouched down and moved to the back of the car, waiting for his opponent to get there. Fortunately, the stranger wasn’t trying to be quiet. Thrower could hear the man running, getting closer. He wanted to time it just right.

      Thrower jumped up from his crouched position, just as the man showed himself, anticipating his arrival perfectly. Thrower clotheslined the guy, who was several inches shorter and probably a few dozen pounds
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