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      Bridge looked at his girlfriend, who tilted her head, grinned, and returned a face that indicated she wasn’t much more convinced about the situation than he was.

      “Looks like we really stepped into this one, huh?”

      Bridge nodded and faked a smile, which was mostly just him gritting his teeth. “Yep. I’d definitely say so.”

      “Why do these types of things continually happen to us?”

      Bridge shrugged. “Because we continually put ourselves in bad situations like this?”

      “I guess that’ll work. You know, if we make it out of here, I think we should take a vacation.”

      “A vacation?”

      “Yeah, you know, where people go to relax? Go to a beach, or visit museums, or go sightseeing, you know, places like that?”

      “I know what a vacation is.”

      “Really? We never go on one.”

      “Because we’re always busy.”

      “We need to take time out for ourselves,” Nicole said.

      “I don’t think now’s the time to be thinking about this.”

      Bullets started firing again, causing them, along with the two people they were rescuing, to duck.

      “It’s the perfect time to be talking about this,” she insisted. They rose up behind the half wall they were behind and returned fire. “We’re too wrapped up in our work. When’s the last time we went anywhere outside of work?”

      “I dunno.”

      Both sides exchanged fire.

      “Exactly,” Nicole said. “We need some us time.”

      Bridge raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t sure he could handle “us” time with Nicole on vacation. She’d probably want sex eight times a day. It was almost a full-time job having “us” time with her when they were already working.

      “We go places all the time,” Bridge said. “We’ve been all around the world.”

      “Yeah, but that’s for business. We need something for pleasure. To recharge our batteries.”

      There was a joke to be made in there somewhere, but Bridge was somehow able to resist. He was more focused on the bad guys that were trying to kill them at the moment. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “No, let’s commit to something now.”

      “Nicole, do you really think now is the time?”

      “You know what they say… no time like the present.”

      “The present is filled with, you know, guns and bullets and stuff.”

      “C’mon, Luke. Don’t be an old, stuffy dude.”

      “I am not an old, stuffy dude.”

      “Prove it.”

      Bridge rolled his eyes and shook his head. It didn’t matter how bad a situation they were in. Nicole was able to somehow shift her attention away from it and think about something else. Almost as if the predicament they were in was some kind of afterthought. Like there wasn’t even a question that they’d get out of it.

      “Fine, if we get out of here, we can go on vacation.”

      Nicole smiled. “Really?”

      “Yes, really. Now, can we please just focus on what’s in front of us?”

      “I will, but where do you wanna go?”

      “Nic, now is really not the time! Can we please just focus on the men with guns who are trying to kill us?”

      Now it was Nicole’s turn to roll her eyes. “Oh, fine. But you better not go back on your word.”

      “I promise. I won’t go back on my word. Now can we please just focus?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m focusing.”

      They were in Colombia and had just finished rescuing two people who were being held for ransom. But it wasn’t their normal type of case, if there ever was such a thing. Bridge and Nicole weren’t hired to just rescue the couple. The family of the two kidnapped people was willing to actually pay the ransom demands. Bridge and Nicole were being paid to carry that out and get everyone home safely. They were mostly there for protection, just in case the deal went sideways, and the kidnappers didn’t hold up their end of the deal.

      As in most of their cases, things did go sideways, and the kidnappers tried to kill all of them after getting the money that Bridge and Nicole had handed off. Now, they were in a rough part of town. They were in a mix of residential and commercial buildings. Right now, they were in an abandoned three-story house that clearly had seen better days, meaning centuries ago.

      Considering the walls and ceiling were almost black, and there were small holes everywhere, including the floor, it looked like the place had gone through a fire.

      “Did you come up with a plan on how we’re getting out of here yet?” Nicole asked.

      “I’m thinking.”

      “That’s not gonna take all day, is it?”

      Bridge rolled his eyes, then scratched his head as he looked around. It looked like they were in what used to be the kitchen. Bullets continued flying, though they didn’t return fire yet. They wanted to conserve some of their ammunition.

      “Well, it looks like we’re trapped, right?”

      “Oh, that’s brilliant,” Nicole replied. “What gave you the first clue? The fact that we’ve got ten people between us and the front door? Or the ten people that are blocking us from the back door?”

      “There’s always the stairs.”

      Nicole peeked around the wall to get another look at them, just to make sure they were how she remembered them. There was no way she was going to chance going up those stairs. She didn’t think they’d hold the weight of a fly before collapsing. “There ain’t no way I’m going up those steps.”

      “Beggars can’t be choosers, right?”

      “Sure they can. I prefer not to fall to my death.”

      “You’d rather be shot?”

      Nicole made a face. “I’d prefer another option where I don’t have to choose between which way I’m dying.”

      Bridge sighed. “The only other thing I can think of is going out that window.” He pointed to the window that was a few feet away. It wasn’t a big window, but it looked big enough for all of them to fit through. But it wasn’t in one piece either. Like the rest of the house, it’d been broken for a long time.

      Nicole looked at the window, having more concerns. “Uh, we might die just trying to get through that thing.”

      “Well, obviously we’ll have to break it all the way so we don’t cut ourselves on the way out, but unless you have a better plan… that’s the best I got.”

      “We also don’t know what’s out there waiting for us. If anything.”

      “We know what’s in here waiting for us, so right now, I’d say the unknown’s the better option.”

      Nicole ducked as more bullets flew over her head. That was enough to convince her. “Yep. I’d agree.”

      “You go first.”

      “Excuse me? You’re gonna send me out as the guinea pig?”

      “Somebody has to go first.”

      “Why not you?”

      Bridge shook his head. “Because I was planning to give you cover. Whoever goes last isn’t getting any.”

      “Oh. Good point. I’ll go first.”

      “Gee. Thanks for playing along.”

      “What do you want me to do once I get out there?”

      “If the coast is empty, run. If it’s not, shoot. Pretty self-explanatory, if you ask me.”

      “You’re so thoughtful,” Nicole said.

      “Nic, I’d like to get out of here soon. Our chopper is supposed to be here any minute. And if we’re not there, who knows how long they’ll wait?”

      “Never seen you so anxious to get on a helicopter before.”

      “If it gets us out of here, I’d volunteer to get on a chopper to Mexico and be painfully giddy about it.”

      “Should I hold you to it?”

      “No! Can we go now? Are you ready?”

      Nicole took a few deep breaths. “Yes. I’m ready now.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “I need something to break the window more.” She started looking around, finding some small pieces of wood along the wall behind her.

      “Just let me know when you’re ready so I can lay it down hot and heavy to give you some cover.”

      Nicole nodded and readied herself. She knew she had to do this quickly, because there was nothing by the window to provide cover. She was going to be exposed there for a few seconds until she got through it. She had to trust that Bridge was going to give her the time she needed.

      “Now,” she said, running over to the window, the large piece of wood in her hand.

      Bridge suddenly jumped up, rifle in hand, and started spraying the room with bullets. He wasn’t aiming at anything in particular. He just needed everyone to take cover to give his girlfriend the time she needed. Nicole made quick work of the window, smashing to pieces what was left of it. There were only a few small pieces in the top corners that were left, hanging on strong to the frame.

      Nicole dropped the wood, then dove through the now-opened window, just as Bridge finished laying down his cover fire. The bullets came back at them fast and furious, causing Bridge to duck back down behind the wall. He immediately heard gunfire outside the window, where Nicole currently was.

      As soon as Nicole got to her feet, she spun her rifle around from her back, sizing up a couple of enemy combatants that appeared out of nowhere. She beat them to the punch and took both of them down. She then went to the corner of the building, making sure no one else came up behind them.

      Bridge looked over and could see Nicole move around out there, so he knew she was safe for the time being. He then shook his head.

      “I should’ve thought this through better.”

      He was thinking he should have told Nicole to stay near the window, so she could then lay down fire for the others to get through quicker and more safely. But as it was, she wasn’t near the window any longer. It was going to be up to Bridge.

      He looked at the two hostages. “As soon as I get up and start firing, you two need to run over there and get through that window. Then find Nicole once you’re out there and get behind her. You understand?”

      The two of them nodded. “But what about you?” the younger woman asked.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be right behind you. You guys ready?” The two of them nodded again. “OK. Now!”

      The man and woman ran toward the window, just as Bridge raised up again and started firing. Just like before, there was no aiming involved. He was just trying to make a lot of noise and make everyone duck for cover. It worked again. He continued firing, but started moving sideways toward the window, that way he could jump through once the shooting stopped.

      Just as the two hostages got through the window, Bridge stopped firing and dove through as well. Bullets came perilously close to hitting his legs as he jumped through, but he luckily escaped unscathed.

      Nicole was holding down the corner, continuously firing to keep their adversaries at bay. Bridge kept his focus on the window, knowing they were likely to be pursued. He wasn’t wrong. Seconds later, several members of the group appeared in the window. Bridge was waiting for them, though, and mowed several down.

      “We gotta keep moving,” Bridge said. “Or we’re gonna get pinned down again.”

      The helicopter suddenly swooped in, whirring overhead. A couple of grenades were dropped from it, causing several explosions on the ground. It did the job of scattering most of those on the ground, though it didn’t stop the gunfire that was coming from the building they’d just left. Bridge was doing all he could to keep the others from getting closer.

      The helicopter started setting down, though farther away than Nicole would have liked. There was a clear field, about fifty yards away from where they currently were.

      “That’s it!” Nicole yelled. “We gotta go! Chopper’s here!”

      Bridge kept on firing, taking out several of those who were unfortunate enough to try advancing on their position.

      “Luke!”

      “Go!” Bridge yelled. “I’ll keep them busy for you!”

      Nicole didn’t like it. She didn’t like it at all. She wanted all of them to go together. But now, she had to go with the flow. She left the corner of the building and started running for the helicopter. Their rescued prisoners quickly followed. Nicole stopped about halfway there and turned around, standing guard to make sure the others had time to get to the chopper without being fired upon.

      There were a couple of men with rifles that appeared, but Nicole made quick work of them. It was now clear where she was. She turned back and saw that the man and woman had made it onto the helicopter safely. She could still hear gunfire coming from Luke’s direction, though. She was more worried because she couldn’t see him.

      Nicole stood there for a few moments, debating whether she wanted to stay there or go back for him. The helicopter’s pilot was getting antsy. He stuck his head out, trying to spur Nicole on.

      “Hey, let’s go!”

      Nicole instantly turned around, a scowl on her face. She put her index finger in the air. “You wait!”

      “We can’t wait much longer!”

      Nicole quickly ran over to the helicopter. “My boyfriend’s still out there, and you will wait, or else I’ll blow you out of the sky myself.”

      “OK, OK. Just get him to hurry up.”

      Nicole started walking back in the direction Bridge was in. She was about to go in after him when she suddenly saw him running out of the corner of the building. He started waving at her.

      “Go!”

      Nicole started retreating, but she wasn’t going anywhere yet until Bridge was in the clear. Right on Bridge’s tail was a group of five heavily armed men. A couple dropped to their knees and started firing. One had an RPG launcher and was putting it on his shoulder. He was aiming at the helicopter. Just as Bridge passed Nicole, she took aim at the man, firing at him, hitting him in the chest, just as he fired the RPG. Luckily, his body was falling to the ground, making the shot go wildly out of control. It exploded into an empty field away from the chopper.

      As Bridge got to the helicopter, he stopped and started firing again, giving Nicole enough cover to retreat back to it. Once she was there, they both quickly hopped inside, the pilot not taking another second to get that thing in the air. As the helicopter rose, a few bullets ripped into it, though luckily nothing that caused any issues. Within seconds, they were safely far enough away from the trouble on the ground.

      Bridge leaned his head back. “That was a little hairy.”

      Nicole leaned over, put her hands on his face, and kissed them. “We had it all the time.”

      “Man, you guys play it hardcore, don’t ya?” the pilot said.

      Bridge blew air through his mouth, still hyped up from the events. “You have no idea.”

      “Don’t forget what you promised,” Nicole said.

      “What’s that?”

      “We’re going on vacation.”

      “Oh. Did I agree to that?”

      “Yes, you did. And don’t bail on me now or else I’ll push you out of this thing.”

      Bridge looked down. “That doesn’t look appealing.”

      “So we’re going.”

      “Now?”

      “As soon as we get back to New York.”

      “Oh. Can’t wait.”

      “I swear if you chicken out on this, I’m quitting on you.”

      Bridge put his hands up. “I’m not gonna bail. A deal’s a deal. I said we’d go, and we will. Vacation… here we come.”
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      Bridge rubbed his hands together as he looked at it. He then leaned over and kissed his girlfriend on the cheek.

      “This is fantastic.”

      “The food or the kiss?” Nicole asked.

      Bridge grinned. “Both. But especially the food.” He picked up his fork and dug in. After a few mouthfuls, he made several groans. “Mmm, this is so good.”

      “I don’t hear you making sounds like that in the bedroom.”

      “Well, uh, that’s because…”

      “Yes?”

      “Well…” He then pointed at her plate. “Hey, did you try that bacon yet? Exquisite.”

      “Are you going to make love to it?”

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      He leaned over and kissed her on the lips this time. They were on vacation. Probably the first real one they’d had in a couple of years. Bridge and Nicole had been all over the world for the past several years, but most of that time had been spent dodging bullets or putting themselves into precarious situations. For the past week, they were doing nothing but sightseeing and spending quiet time alone together. Though for Bridge, spending alone time with Nicole was also a precarious situation. But generally speaking, they were having a great time without the added worry of the usual stuff they had going on.

      “We really need to do this more often,” Nicole said.

      “What? Eat breakfast?”

      “No, go on vacation.”

      “What are you talking about?” Bridge said. “We live in a hotel. That’s like a permanent year-round vacation. Except you don’t have to worry about packing all the time and stealing towels.”

      “Are you really going to compare this to that flea-bitten motel room you call a home?”

      “Flea-bitten? That’s a five-star hotel, I might remind you.”

      “Uh-huh. When can we start talking about a house?”

      Bridge cleared his throat, then took a sip of his orange juice. He looked up at the sky, the sun already shining. “Man, that sun’s already bright up there, huh? Looks like it might be a hot one today.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes. “Let’s go avoiding the subject again.”

      “I am not avoiding the subject.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “I am not. I’m just not ready yet.”

      “When will you be ready? When you’re collecting social security?”

      Bridge gave her a face. “Ha ha, very funny.”

      “Well?”

      “I’m just not ready to change things up yet. Things are good. Why go screwing around with our mojo?” He was eager to get off the subject, though, and brought up anything he thought might do the trick. “Hey, you’re right about the vacation thing. I think we should do it more often.”

      “You really mean that?”

      “Absolutely. I think we should make it a yearly event.”

      “Oh, you mean like normal people?”

      “Well, we’re not exactly like normal people, so it all depends on our work schedule, but yeah, something like that.”

      “I think we should do it more than once a year,” Nicole replied. “And next time, let’s make it a beach.”

      “Why? What’s wrong with this place?” Bridge held his arms out wide. “The UK is a great country. Great food, great people.”

      “Yes, I totally agree.”

      “And they have beaches here.”

      Nicole looked around. “I don’t see a beach in sight.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “No, I want to go to a place where we’re overlooking the ocean, where I can wear my bikini twenty-four seven.” She then gave her boyfriend a seductive smile. “Or not wear it.”

      “Those are the vacations that worry me. The ones where it’ll be more work than actual work.”

      Nicole playfully slapped him on the arm. “Oh stop. You love it.”

      Bridge started laughing, though he slowly stopped a few seconds later as he spotted something out of the corner of his eye. There was a man seated at the far end of the outdoor restaurant, to Bridge’s left. He was seated alone, drinking what looked like coffee, reading a newspaper. The man had a certain kind of look to him. Like, the secret agent kind.

      Bridge was careful not to stare at the man and give away that he was aware someone might be tailing them. He nonchalantly put his arms up, as if he were stretching, and let his eyes work their way across the tables. Then he saw another one. To the far right of the tables, there was another man sitting alone. Like the other guy, he had that look about him. And by now, Bridge could spot an undercover operator from a mile away. They all looked the same. They all tried to blend in, but none of them were very good at hiding themselves. Not from someone like him.

      Bridge kept his head up, only glancing periodically at the two men he assumed were observing them, being careful not to stare at each of them for too long. Now he just had to figure out what they wanted and who they worked for. They could’ve been the friendly type. They also could’ve been from another agency that he’d had a previous encounter with and wanted some form of payback.

      But he wasn’t likely to get any of those answers unless he got up close and personal with them. Now he just had to figure out how to do it. And whether he wanted to get his girlfriend involved and ruin her vacation, or to try to be more discreet and let her pretend nothing was wrong.

      Bridge’s decision was quickly made for him, as he suddenly felt Nicole’s hand on his forearm. He was startled ever so slightly.

      “What is it?” Nicole asked.

      “Hmm? Oh, it’s nothing.”

      “Luke, don’t give me that. I know when your mind’s wandering, and you haven’t heard a word I’ve been saying. I’ve been talking for five minutes.”

      “What? Nonsense. I heard every word.”

      “Oh really? What was I saying?”

      “Oh, um, well, you were just talking about that bikini you wanted to wear at the beach.”

      “That was five minutes ago!” She playfully tapped him on the arm again. “You weren’t listening! I was asking you what else you wanted to do today after this.”

      “Oh.”

      “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      Nicole grunted. “Maybe I should just put on my tiniest bikini and parade around in it? Would that satisfy you?”

      Bridge’s head was looking straight ahead, but then he turned it toward his girlfriend. “What?”

      Nicole’s jaw tightened up, and she could feel the muscles in her body getting tense. “You better be thinking of a way to make me happy right now or else you’re gonna have a bigger problem on your hands.”

      Bridge was thinking about how he was going to take care of the two men that were keeping an eye on them. Somehow, he had to get them up and moving, where he could either give them the slip or come back around behind them. Giving them the slip didn’t appeal much to him. What if they knew where he and Nicole were staying? He had to assume they had that info. His thoughts were interrupted by his girlfriend’s voice again. Her angry voice.

      “You are not listening to anything.”

      Bridge looked at his girlfriend again. “Hmm? What’d you say? I wasn’t listening.”

      “I know that! Would you care to explain what’s going on inside that head of yours?”

      Bridge stared straight ahead again, then looked back at his girlfriend, deliberating whether he wanted to tell her what his suspicions were at the moment. He spent a good solid fifteen seconds before he came to a decision. Nicole wasn’t just any old girlfriend. She had skills. And in the event that these clowns watching them weren’t friendly, they might need those skills. He figured it was best to tell her. Not to mention, if he didn’t, and she found out anyway, he’d probably be in the dog house worse than he already was. It was best to tell her.

      “Without staring or drawing attention to us, look at the far end of the restaurant, all the way to my left.”

      Nicole slowly turned her head. She quickly picked up on what her boyfriend had. She then looked down at her food. “Are you referring to the lonely-looking guy sitting by himself having a coffee, reading a newspaper?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “The one that looks like he works in the same profession as we do?”

      “Bingo again.”

      “What do you think he wants?”

      “Don’t know. Probably the same thing the other guy wants.”

      “What other guy?” Nicole asked.

      “Don’t turn around. You can’t see him from your vantage point without turning around and looking at him. Over your shoulder, at the other end of the restaurant. He’s got a twin.”

      With them being on vacation, Nicole had turned off her spy-awareness. But now that the switch had been flicked on, she had a gut feeling that they weren’t the only ones. She slowly turned her head, put her finger on her right eye, and started rubbing it, as if she were trying to get something out of it. She pretended to dig in it for a little while, as her left eye scanned the other half of the restaurant. The part behind Bridge that he couldn’t see. It wasn’t long. But it was enough to see what she needed to.

      “Well, you’ll be happy to know that our two lonely friends aren’t as lonely as they seem.”

      “They’ve got company?” Bridge asked.

      “They do. And we do.”

      “What do you think the odds are that they’re watching someone else here?”

      “You mean there might be one or two other high-value targets in the same restaurant as us at the same time?”

      “Yes.”

      “Zero.”

      Bridge nodded as he reached for his glass. “That’s what I thought.”

      “What are we gonna do?”

      “I don’t know. You don’t happen to have a weapon on you, do you?”

      “No! We’re on vacation. I didn’t figure I was going to need to be packing.”

      Bridge gave her a shocked face. “You mean we’ve finally encountered a situation where you don’t have a surprise in that little black bag of yours? No bazookas, or hand grenades, or jacked-up needles?”

      Nicole didn’t look amused. “No. And I assume you don’t have a gun on you either?”

      “You guessed right.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to always have a backup weapon on you?”

      “Well, to have a backup, you need to have a primary first. And I don’t have that either. Didn’t figure it’d be necessary. We’re not exactly wanted people. It’s not like we got people out there looking for us. Well, not until today, at least.”

      “So what’s the plan?”

      Bridge looked at the table. “Well, there’s two forks. If we each take one, we can poke out the eyes on two of them. Then we only have to deal with two more.”

      Nicole huffed. “I mean, a real plan.”

      “Oh. In that case, I have no idea.”

      “Am I going to have to get us out of this like always?”

      “What do you mean, like always?”

      “How many times have I had to get us out of something?”

      “I don’t know. One or two.”

      “One or two thousand, maybe.”

      “Well, if you’re so adept at getting us out of jams, then proceed,” Bridge said. “I give you the floor.”

      “I’m thinking.”

      “Is that what you call it?”

      “Shush.”

      Nicole lowered her head, staring at their food, hoping something would come to her. Bridge, meanwhile, kept his eyes straight ahead. Now, he was looking at a new problem. Three more men, all dressed in expensive-looking suits, were walking their way. There was obviously a leader to the group, as one clearly walked in front of the other two, who Bridge surmised was the man’s bodyguards.

      “How’s that thinking coming along?”

      “It’s coming!” Nicole replied.

      “Hope you can think faster than that.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re about to have a new problem.”

      Nicole picked her head up. “What’s that?”

      “Company.”

      Nicole slowly turned her head to the right, seeing the three men walking in their direction. “You don’t suppose they’re the restaurant’s management team, do you?”

      Bridge laughed. “I don’t think so.”

      “We’re in trouble here.”

      Bridge saw no way around it. He simply nodded. “Yep. Seems that way.”

    

  

