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      Bridge was too busy ducking bullets to think anything about the case was strange or anything other than what he was told it was. But it seemed like an awful lot of security around a residence that was supposed to be a pretty easy extraction. The home of the man in question was supposed to be that of a businessman in Venezuela. The man had supposedly kidnapped the wife of an American, though the woman was originally from Venezuela and previously had a relationship with her captor. Bridge’s client was a wealthy and powerful man, someone who wouldn’t appreciate him coming back without his wife.

      Luke Bridge was a gun-for-hire. He only worked for good causes though. Those who had something nefarious or illegal in mind need not apply for his services. A former CIA agent, he was well-versed in all forms of combat, and had been stationed all over the world. If there was a situation that couldn’t, or wouldn’t, be handled by the authorities, Bridge was the man for the job. Even current members of the CIA, FBI, and other government agencies would recommend him to people if the situation warranted his involvement. He wasn’t cheap, though he never let the ability to pay determine whether he would take a case. His salary was usually just a means to discover how serious people were in hiring him. There were certain times when he didn’t even take a dime from his clients if they really couldn’t afford him.

      Bridge was called The Extractor, a moniker he didn’t like at first, but really had come to love and grown accustomed to. His main focus really was on helping people he believed needed it. People who would fall through the cracks if they didn’t get that help. He wasn’t an ex-agent who was still gung-ho on violence or still relived bad memories. Guns weren’t something he was especially fond of and preferred not to use them if he didn’t have to. They were just a tool for him. Luckily, they were a tool he was proficient at if the need arose. Like now.

      Bridge rose up behind the cars and fired a few more rounds at his adversaries, which he now counted as being around six or seven. This wasn’t a simple extraction. He had cased the house for the last few days, but didn’t see a single sign of any of these meatheads hanging around. He didn’t know where they came from. Unless it was the detached garage. There was a side door, but from the outside, looked like any other garage would. He certainly wouldn’t have expected it to be the hangout for a bunch of thugs.

      Considering his current predicament, Bridge thought about calling the whole thing off. He could just retreat, never to be seen again. But he was already there, he knew the wife was inside, if he left now, he might not ever get this close again. They would be waiting for him next time, probably with even more men than now. He surprised them this time and was still outnumbered. How could he expect to come out on top next time when there were more men waiting and expecting him?

      No, Bridge couldn’t back down now. He had to keep going. He had to figure out how to dispose of the men in front of him, get inside, grab the woman, then escape. He just wasn’t sure how he was going to accomplish all this yet. After all, he’d already been paid twenty-thousand so far for this job. Turning around and handing it back didn’t sound like such a good idea. Wouldn’t do much for his reputation either, which was stellar up to this point. He wasn’t about to be known as the guy who couldn’t finish his jobs, took his client's money, or come back home with his tail between his legs. He was known as the best. Now was the time to prove it.

      “Hey, Nic, a little help would be nice right about now.”

      “What, you having problems?” she replied.

      “Just a few.”

      “Can’t handle it on your own?”

      “Nic?”

      “OK, OK, I’m on my way.”

      “Thank you!”

      Less than a minute later, a helicopter swooped down, getting perilously close to the house. Of course, that was Nicole’s intention, to make the men nervous about the chopper, giving Bridge enough time to dispose of them. A couple of the men ran away from the cover near the house, giving Bridge a clear line of sight on them. He fired several rounds, mowing the men down. There were still four left though, not that he would have to deal with them. Nicole threw a grenade from the helicopter, landing right on target, taking care of the rest of Bridge’s issue.

      “Are you serious?!” Bridge yelled through his earpiece.

      “What?”

      “Did you really just throw a grenade?!”

      “Why not? Got the job done, didn’t it?”

      “Jeez, Nic, we’re in Venezuela, not the corn fields of Cambodia.”

      “You see any police coming?” Nicole replied. “Yeah, me neither.”

      “I would’ve had them.”

      “We don’t have that kind of time to waste. Just hurry up and get in there and get the woman so we can get out of here. I don’t like just hovering around up here. Never know when someone’s got a rocket launcher.”

      “OK, OK, I’m going in.”

      Bridge ran from the cover of his car toward the door. About halfway there, another man emerged from the side entrance of the garage and started shooting at him. Bridge saw the man and did a somersault on the ground to avoid the incoming bullets. As he got back to his feet, which was really just a squat, he returned fire, hitting the man several times and knocking him to the ground. Bridge then resumed his path to the house, reaching the front door. With him reaching the target, the helicopter rose back up into the air and hovered around the house, taking up a different position. The house was on top of a hill, with a steep ledge on the back side of it, with only a single road leading up to the front. It was the definition of secluded.

      Bridge turned the handle of the front door, not that he really expected it to be unlocked. “Never hurts to try,” he said to himself. He tried kicking it open, like he had done to countless other doors before, but this one wasn’t opening. “Figures, this one must be reinforced.”

      He tried shooting the lock, hoping that would do the trick, but that didn’t work any better. Bridge sighed and shook his head.

      “Some days I just wish I never got out of bed.”

      Bridge then moved a little to the left, where the main set of windows were that looked like they were by the living room. He then unloaded what was left of his gun into them, shattering the glass and enabling him to enter. Before going in though, Bridge put a new magazine in his gun. He removed a few lasting pieces of jagged glass by knocking them out with his gun, then crawled into the house.

      Immediately after going in, Bridge extended his arms, ready for another fight if there was one to be had. Luckily nothing was there. He then heard a noise in the kitchen. Bridge slowly walked his way over there, expecting to have to use his gun in short order. He kept waiting for someone to pop their head over the countertop, but no one ever did. Once he got there, he saw a plate on top of the counter. He picked it up, then made his way to the end of the counter. He then tossed the plate with his backhand toward the other end of the kitchen, hoping to create a diversion. It worked, as a woman let out a slight scream. Bridge poked his head around the counter, seeing a woman huddled down on the floor. It was his client’s wife, Maria.

      “Maria.”

      The woman slowly turned her head and looked up at Bridge. She looked terrified with everything that had been happening.

      “C’mon, I’m here to rescue you.”

      “You’re here to what?”

      “I’m here to rescue you,” Bridge said. “I’m gonna take you home. C’mon, I don’t know how much time we have.”

      Maria sat up a little straighter, but the look on her face turned from terrified to confusion. She didn’t have a clue what was going on.

      “You’re gonna take me home?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I am home.”

      Bridge wasn’t yet concerned about what was going on. He’d rescued enough kidnap victims to know that some of them were afraid of leaving due to the psychological impact of what they’d been through.

      “No, it’s OK,” Bridge said. “It’s all over now. I promise. Your husband hired me to come find you and bring you back home. So I’m just gonna take you back to him, OK?”

      Maria’s confused look now turned to an angry one. “No, I’m not going back.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not going back to that man.”

      “Umm… I’m not sure you understand…”

      “I left him because I couldn’t take him anymore. He’s abusive, ill-tempered, controlling, power hungry… I’m not going back to that.”

      “Wait, did you say you left him?”

      “Of course. What else would I have done?”

      It was right at that moment that Bridge knew he’d been conned. He wanted to take his own gun and knock himself over the head with it for being an idiot. He’d been suckered into taking this job. “So you weren’t kidnapped?”

      “Kidnapped? What? No, of course not! Who told you that?”

      “Your husband hired me and told me that you had been kidnapped by your ex. I was supposed to come down here and rescue you and take you back to him.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen, my friend,” another man’s voice said.

      Bridge looked over to his right and saw three men walking toward him from a hallway. All of them had guns pointed at him. Bridge started backing away, pointing his gun at them as well. He tried to give them his best and most friendly smile.

      “Listen, I think what we have here is a misunderstanding.”

      “I think what we have here is someone who has broken into my home, killed my friends, and tried to take my wife,” Luis said.

      He had powerful drug connections and was a dangerous man in his own right. At least Bridge could take some comfort in the fact that he wasn’t breaking into the home of an innocent person. Bridge kept backing up, hoping he could buy himself a little more time until he reached the sliding glass doors that led to the back of the house.

      “I think what we have here is a slight misunderstanding,” Bridge said. “Why don’t we just let bygones be bygones? I’ve obviously made a mistake. I was misled with a lie from her husband…”

      “I’m her husband.”

      “Noted. I’ll explain that to her hus… former husband. I’ll say she’s very happy down here and everybody will be fine.”

      “Everybody but you,” Luis said. “Because you’ll be dead before you get to talk to anybody.”

      “Now what good is that gonna do? If you kill me, he’ll just send somebody else to do the same thing. If you let me get out of here, I can at least explain everything to him, so he’ll leave you alone from now on. I can even tell him whatever you want. You want me to tell him you guys are dead? That you moved to some other country and can’t be located? Whatever you want. The bottom line is, we don’t have to shoot each other. You might shoot me, but I might shoot you too, and what good is that gonna get anybody?”

      “It’ll give me the satisfaction of seeing you dead.”

      “OK, OK, I’ll give you that,” Bridge said. “But what if you only hit me in the shoulder and I hit you in the heart? Then you’re dead and I still get to walk out of here.”

      “I think I’ll take my chances.”

      Bridge could tell he was starting to run out of time. He continued walking backwards, stumbling a little as he tripped over a small piece of debris on the floor. He briefly turned his head to see what was behind him, seeing a couch. It wasn’t the best piece of cover he could have gotten, but at least it was something. He then jumped over it, just as the three men started shooting at him. Luis had a pistol, but his two associates had automatic rifles. Bridge curled up on the floor behind the couch as much as he could, hoping no bullets hit any vital organs. The bullets easily ripped through the fabric of the couch.

      “Nicole, I could really use your help right now!”

      “Where?” she answered.

      Bridge looked to his right. “Sliding glass doors to the back of the house.”

      “What do you need?”

      “Throw everything you got through there,” Bridge replied. “Just make sure you aim overtop of the couch in front of it. That’s where I am! I’m pinned down.”

      “I am coming to save your ass again. Just hold on!”

      “Not much else I can do!”

      Bridge thought about trying to rise up and return fire to try to keep them at bay for a few seconds, but he figured that was suicidal. They were throwing everything at him but the kitchen sink. He wouldn’t have had a chance. His only choice was to wait for Nicole, and hope that she got there pretty quick. Not even ten seconds later, a helicopter swooped in, hovering in plain view of the glass doors. Then, the doors were shot to pieces and fell to the ground as a machine gun started ripping the place to pieces.

      Luis and his cohorts couldn’t do anything but take cover, not having anything in their arsenal at the moment to combat a helicopter right outside the residence. Luis actually did own several rocket launchers and RPG’s, but he kept them locked in a special compartment of his garage. He didn’t have time to get them now.

      “Luke!” Nicole shouted. “C’mon, now!”

      Bridge rose up after his partner stopped firing the machine gun, peering overtop of the bullet-ridden couch, noticing everyone had taken cover. He then stood up and ran through the newly opened doorway, stopping on the balcony. The helicopter kept hovering in its spot as Bridge looked over the balcony at the very long way down. It was probably over a hundred foot drop. He was just about to ask how he was getting on there when the bullets started flying from behind him again.

      “C’mon, jump!” Nicole said.

      “What?! Are you crazy?”

      Nicole noticed the three men start walking toward them. “C’mon, let’s go! They’re coming! We don’t have time! Let’s go!”

      Bridge sighed and took a brief look behind him, observing the men coming. “I hate this.”

      “C’mon!”

      Bridge stepped up on the ledge of the balcony, then jumped toward the helicopter, his arms hooking around the landing gear of the chopper. As soon as he was on, the helicopter quickly rose into the air. When Luis and his two men arrived on the balcony, they still kept firing at the aircraft, even though it was quickly out of range.

      “Just hang on,” Nicole said.

      “Are you kidding me? What else can I do?”

      Nicole laughed. “Hey, you’re just like James Bond, right?”

      Bridge mistakenly looked down, then closed his eyes. “Oh my God, I’m gonna die.”
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      Bridge was sitting outside the office building of his soon to be ex-client. It was a tall building, going up over twenty floors. Nicole was in the passenger seat of the car, trying to convince her partner that it wasn’t a good idea to go inside.

      “Just let it go, Luke. He already gave us the initial deposit, so it’s not like we’re getting stiffed here.”

      “It’s not the point.”

      “I know. I know you’re angry about being lied to about this whole thing, but what good is going in there gonna do?”

      “It’ll make me feel better.”

      “No, it won’t. You just think it will. Just call him on the phone, tell him you know he lied, and fire him. It’s so much simpler that way.”

      “But not as satisfying as looking someone in the eye.”

      Nicole sighed, knowing she was unlikely to get through to him. Whenever his mind was made up, it was tough swaying it. “Would you just listen to me for once?”

      “I listen to you all the time.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes, not even bothering to touch that one. “OK, let’s figure out all the things that can go wrong here.”

      “I’ve already figured them.”

      “He’s got security, they might have guns, they might…”

      “They might have to deal with me.”

      Nicole sighed again. “Fine, fine. If you wanna go up there and get shot up, beat up, thrown up, and every other kind of up you can think of… go right ahead.”

      “Thrown up? What are they gonna do, eat me?”

      “Well, it sounded good at the time.”

      “Many things do.”

      “Luke, please, let’s just go. We’ve already got twenty thousand from him. What else do you want?”

      Bridge just glared at her. “You already know the answer to that. It’s not about the money. It never is.”

      Nicole looked out the window and sighed again, making sure she was loud enough for Bridge to hear.

      “Sighing loudly to voice your displeasure will get you nowhere.”

      “Makes me feel better.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Bridge said. “It just helps to get your feelings known.”

      “Same thing.”

      Bridge then lifted up the center console and reached inside to grab his gun. He then grabbed a magazine and put it in.

      “You anticipating using that?” Nicole asked.

      “Never know. But you know me… always like to be prepared for anything.”

      “Uh, huh.”

      “Once I get out of the car, hop into the driver seat and wait for me.”

      Nicole looked confused. “Wait, you don’t want me to go with you?”

      “No, this is something I have to do myself.”

      “What, is this some macho thing you got going on? Only you can do it?”

      “You know I don’t care about being macho,” Bridge replied. “I do care about being smart. If I have to run out of this place in a hurry, I want you already behind the wheel and ready to go. Burn rubber as they say.”

      “I don’t like this, Luke.”

      “So you’ve said.” Bridge then got out of the car. As soon as he did, Nicole slid over to the driver’s seat. Bridge then knocked on the window.

      Nicole rolled it down. “Yeah?”

      “Just as a precaution… keep all the windows down.”

      “Why?”

      “In case I need to jump through them. It’s easier if I don’t have to break the glass to get inside.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes and shook her head. She just knew this was not going to end well. And she knew he knew it too. If he was already talking about jumping into car windows, keeping the car running, taking a gun with him, it meant he was expecting the worst too. But she knew it was something that Bridge wouldn’t, and couldn’t, let go. He could let go a lot of things, including clients who missed payments to him, or his pride and ego being bruised. But one thing he wouldn’t stand for was a client who intentionally lied to him and put him in a life-threatening position because of it. It wasn’t only because of the danger to him, but everyone else he worked with, mostly Nicole. But there were also helicopter pilots, tour guides, contacts, anyone who might have helped him on that assignment, their lives were also put into danger. It wasn’t acceptable to him. And he needed to make sure that was known, not only to the client that hired him, but he hoped word would get out to anyone else who was even thinking of hiring him.

      Bridge started walking toward the twenty story building, which housed a variety of businesses, mostly of the larger variety, including medical offices and tech companies. His current, but soon to be former client, was named Clifton Hodges. He owned one of those tech companies, which basically operated the entire twentieth floor. His net worth was in the billions and he was one of those men who liked to flaunt that wealth.

      Only a few feet away from the door, Bridge saw an elderly woman who was struggling to walk. He sped up his pace so he could get to the door first and open it for her.

      “Thank you, young man.”

      “My pleasure, ma’am,” Bridge replied.

      The woman slowly walked in, seemingly like she was out of breath from the strain of walking. Bridge looked at the elevator and was about to walk over to it, but his eyes went back to the woman, worrying about her condition. He then walked over to her and put his arm underneath hers so she could use it for support.

      “Can I help you get to wherever you’re going?” Bridge asked.

      “Awe, that’s very kind of you, but I can manage.”

      “No, no, I cannot be rejected here. I have not been in the company of a beautiful woman in months, and it would be my honor to escort you to your destination.”

      The woman laughed, somewhat embarrassed, then nudged Bridge on the arm. “Well, aren’t you the sweet talker?”

      “So where are we headed?”

      “I don’t want to take you away from your business or anything.”

      “Nonsense. I’m just seeing someone on the top floor in a few minutes. It’s absolutely nothing that can’t wait a few extra minutes.”

      “Well, if you’re sure.”

      “I am. I’m just gonna go up there and throw one of those rich, wealthy, knuckleheads out of a top-floor window.”

      The two then looked at each other and laughed, the woman assuming he was joking. Bridge wasn’t as sure.

      “So where are we headed?” Bridge asked again.

      “Just to my doctor’s office here. Luckily it’s on the first floor. If I had to go any further, I’d probably collapse.”

      “Oh, nonsense. You look like you’re about ready to do a marathon after this.”

      After a few more minutes, they finally arrived at the office of the woman’s doctor. Bridge continued to help her in, even sitting down with her in a chair after she checked in. They talked for a few more minutes, Bridge almost forgetting that he had other business to attend to.

      “So are you gonna be OK from here on out?” Bridge asked.

      “Oh yes, thank you very much. You’re a doll.”

      Bridge smiled, his cheeks getting a little red. “It’s been my pleasure, ma’am.”

      Bridge got up and started to leave, but the woman grabbed his forearm before he got away from her. “Whoever the man is that you’re meeting, if he did you wrong, make sure you give him an extra shot from me.”

      Bridge couldn’t help but laugh. He raised up his left hand, making a fist. “A left cross with your name on it.”

      The woman laughed as Bridge exited the office. After leaving the office, Bridge headed for the elevator. There was a younger woman standing there with a stroller and also holding a toddler. She seemed to be struggling a little, so Bridge hit the elevator button for her.

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem,” Bridge said. “Looks like you got your hands full.”

      “Yeah, this one just won’t let me put her down.”

      Bridge smiled. “I understand.” The elevator opened, and they all went inside. “Which floor for you?”

      “Oh, eleven.”

      “Eleven it is.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      Once the doors swung open on the eleventh floor, the woman tried juggling the child in her arms, then putting her down, which the child wanted no part of.

      “Allow me?” Bridge asked, pointing towards the stroller.

      “Uh, sure, thank you.”

      Bridge pushed the stroller off the elevator and onto the main floor as he waited for the mother, which was only a few more seconds. Once the mother took control of everything again, Bridge stepped back on the elevator.

      “Thanks for your kindness,” the woman said before the doors closed.

      “My pleasure.”

      The elevator opened a couple more times for other passengers who were getting on and off on various floors. But once it stopped at the twentieth, it was finally Bridge’s stop. He got off and was immediately greeted by a receptionist sitting behind a desk.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I’m here to see Mr. Hodges,” Bridge answered.

      “Is he expecting you?”

      “He’ll want to see me.”

      “Your name?”

      “Luke Bridge.”

      “Have a seat, please.”

      Bridge looked to his left and saw a small waiting area that consisted of ten chairs and a coffee table with some magazines on it. It was the first time he’d been in the building. His previous encounters with Hodges were spent at a couple of different restaurants. It was an expensive-looking area, with not a cheap-looking finish to be found anywhere. After sitting down, Bridge looked back to the receptionist and saw her on the phone, hopefully announcing his presence. Once she put the phone down, she immediately stood up.

      “Follow me, please?”

      Bridge quickly got up and hurried over to her, following the woman as she turned down a hallway. They turned left, then went down another hallway, the woman finally stopping as they came across Hodges' office. She knocked, then opened it, allowing Bridge to go in. Upon seeing him, Hodges got up from behind his desk, a wide smile on his face after he took the cigar out of it, and eagerly walked over to Bridge to shake his hand.

      “Luke, great to see you.”

      A half-hearted smile came over Bridge’s face, knowing the man would soon change his tune after he heard what he had to say. Still, Bridge returned the man’s handshake, figuring at least they could start civil.

      “So did you get Maria? Where is she?”

      The two walked back over to Hodges desk, both of them sitting down across from each other.

      “There’s kind of a funny story about that,” Bridge said.

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand. Do you have her or not?”

      “I do not.”

      “What? You went down there to get her. What happened?”

      “I’m gonna get to the funny part. Here it is. You ready? I actually found her and was ready to leave with her.”

      “OK?”

      “And you know what the funny part is? She didn’t want to come.”

      “What?”

      “She said she wasn’t leaving to come back with you,” Bridge said. “She said, she wasn’t kidnapped, that you were basically abusive towards her, and she was happy where she was, with her ex, which just so happened to be a major drug dealer down there. So yeah, all things considered, I was lucky just to escape with my life.”

      “None of that is true of course.”

      “Oh, I believe all of it is true. See, you weren’t there. I was. She had absolutely no interest in coming back with you. And I think you lied to me about this whole thing.”

      “So you’re not going to bring Maria back to me?”

      “Uh, yeah, no. No, I’m gonna leave her just where she is because that’s where she wanted to be.”

      “I need her. And I want her back.”

      “See, that’s the problem with you rich, powerful people. You think you get to choose what other people think or do and make decisions for them. But you don’t. She’s a grown woman, she can make her own choices, and she has. You need to move on.”

      “This is ridiculous. I pay you to do a job, and you come back here with nothing. You came highly recommended and all I get is excuses as to why the job isn’t done.”

      “Mr. Hodges…”

      “No, I paid you very well to go down there and find her and bring her back. I think maybe I should get some of my money back since you didn’t complete the assignment.”

      “Well, that’s gonna be another little bit of an issue,” Bridge said. “See, since you lied to me, and put me in a very dangerous and unhealthy situation, I’m gonna have to bill you extra for my services.”

      Hodges looked at him incredulously. “Extra?”

      “That’s right. I’m thinking another twenty-thousand should cover it. Consider it a going away bonus.”

      “Bonus?” Hodges looked stunned that the man had the audacity to come at him for extra money after failing the job. “You’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to give you another penny.”

      Bridge just smiled at him. He wasn’t leaving until he received another check. “It’s OK, I’ll wait until you come around to your senses.”

      “You go down and get Maria and perhaps you’ll get your bonus. Not before.”

      “No, see, you’re not quite understanding what’s happening here. I’m dropping you as a client. I don’t work for you anymore. But I would like my bonus for a job well done since your deception put me and my team in danger.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “Some might think so.”

      “You better get out of here before I throw you out.”

      “I’d be happy to leave as soon as I get that extra check.”

      Hodges pushed a small button under his desk that basically acted as a panic alarm and alerted his security staff that there was an issue.

      “This is your last chance to get out of here on your own two feet,” Hodges said.

      Bridge looked unconcerned. “Oh? Why? Did you push a little button to have a couple idiots in ties show up in a minute?”

      Hodges smiled. “You’ve got an air of cockiness to you. I like that. I almost hate to throw you out of here.”

      Only a few seconds later, the door opened, revealing two large looking men in suits. They looked the part of the tough security detail.

      “Oh, this must be the goon squad,” Bridge said.

      Hodges stood up from behind his desk. “Mr. Bridge, don’t make this more unpleasant than it has to be. Just walk out of here.”

      “See, that’s one of my problems. I don’t always make the most rational or logical choice.” Bridge finally stood up as well. “I’ll give you one last chance to give me my check before I take Punch and Judy out here.”

      Hodges laughed. “I guess we have a standoff here.”

      “No. A standoff is created by two equal parties. I don’t have an equal here.”

      Hodges had finally had enough. “Boys, take Mr. Bridge out to the curb and make sure he doesn’t come back. Don’t be gentle either.”

      The two men walked over to Bridge and grabbed him on each side of his arms, escorting him to the door. Bridge wrestled his arms free as they got to the door, putting his hands up as if to say he was surrendering.

      “Boys, boys, I know when I’m licked. I’m quite capable of walking out on my own without your assistance.”

      “Let’s go hotshot,” one of the guards said, trying to grab Bridge’s arm again.

      Bridge successfully eluded the man’s grasp, then suddenly kicked the man between the legs, putting him down to his knees. He then turned around and forcefully kicked the other man directly on his knee, dropping him to his good one. Bridge then raised his knee, driving it into the other man’s face, crushing his nose and breaking it. As the man fell onto the floor, Bridge turned back to the first guard, who was still on his knees in pain holding his man parts. Bridge then took a step back, then delivered a thrust kick to the man’s head, putting him onto his back.

      With the two guards down and out of commission, Bridge turned back to face Hodges. He adjusted his clothes and started walking back to the desk. Hodges' face had turned red, embarrassed by the whole episode. His guards had never failed him before. He took a puff of his cigar, hoping that would relax him.

      “I’m sure we could work this out,” Hodges nervously said.

      “There’s nothing to work out. A check will do. Now. Unless of course you have some other people you would like me to meet.”

      “No. No. A check.” Hodges sat back down at his desk and reached for a drawer.

      Bridge wouldn’t have put it past the man to have a gun in the drawer, so he made sure if he did, any thoughts of using it were put out of his mind. Bridge cleared his throat and tapped his side, making sure Hodges saw what he was doing and knew the reference.

      “Just in case you have ideas of reaching for something in there, know that I qualified first in my class in firearms at Langley.”

      Hodges didn’t have a gun in the drawer, but even if he did, he wasn’t dumb enough to try something that stupid. He was a smart businessman. He knew when he was licked and to throw in the towel. Losing a little bit of money wouldn’t have hurt him a bit. He slowly opened the drawer, making sure he didn’t make any moves that would alarm Bridge. Hodges took out his checkbook and frustratingly tossed it on the desk.

      “I imagine another twenty thousand should cover it?” Hodges asked.

      While that number would have satisfied Bridge before he came in, the stunt with the security guards annoyed him and raised the number. He put his finger on his chin and rubbed it.

      “I dunno. I feel a little sore now that I just had a little workout.”

      Hodges rolled his eyes, knowing he was being flim-flammed. “Twenty-five?”

      “Well, I dunno, I feel like we’re getting there. Maybe we should make it an even thirty.”

      “Thirty?”

      “Yeah, it was twenty on the way in, but all this extracurricular activity… well, my time’s valuable.”

      Hodges sighed, then started writing the check. “Thirty.” After he was done, he handed the check over.

      “Thank you. I would say it’s been a pleasure doing business with you, but it really hasn’t. Oh, and just in case you have ideas about stopping this check, or if it bounces, I will be back. And I’ll be in a much worse mood.”

      “It’ll be good.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “You know, Mr. Bridge, I’m a powerful man. You don’t want to make me an enemy.”

      “Same could be said for me. Because if I ever see you or your men again, my friends in the FBI might be interested in investigating some of your activities if you know what I mean. And we sure wouldn’t want that to happen, would we?”

      Hodges sat there, giving Bridge the evil stare, knowing that he was being bested.

      “I thought not,” Bridge said. “So let’s just let bygones be bygones and agree that we never need to see each other again.”

      Hodges gave a slight nod of his head, not really liking the fact that he was going to have to let Bridge skirt on this. But he knew Bridge had contacts with several law enforcement agencies and wasn’t willing to jeopardize any illegal activities he had going on with an investigation.

      “Enjoy the rest of your day, Mr. Bridge.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      Bridge then got up and walked out of the office, stepping over the fallen men on the floor as he did. He calmly walked down the hall until he got into the elevator, not a care or concern in the world. He knew Hodges wasn’t dumb enough to send anyone else after him. He knew Bridge had beat him.

      Once Bridge had left the building, he immediately located the car and walked over to it. Nicole had been anxiously on the lookout for him, and noticing his calm demeanor, assumed everything was OK. When Bridge got in the passenger seat, he immediately handed the check over.

      “Looks like we need to go to the bank. Told you he’d play nice.”

      Nicole looked at the check. “Thirty thousand? How’d you manage that?”

      “Oh, it was a bit of a back-and-forth negotiation.”

      “He give you a hard time?”

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle and wasn’t ready for.”

      “I didn’t hear any gunshots and nobody was running from the building, so I guess it went pretty smooth?”

      Bridge looked at her and smiled. “Easy as pie.”
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      Nicole barged into the hotel room and immediately headed for the bedroom. She already knew what she was going to find though. It was the usual culprit when Bridge didn’t answer her messages. It almost always meant another woman.

      Nicole stopped in front of the closed bedroom door and put her ear up to it. She couldn’t hear anything. It was still early in the morning though. It actually worked out better if they were still sleeping, she thought. It was always better when she surprised them. At least in her mind. She got a little bit of a kick out of it. It was either always make a joke out of it or shoot them out of anger. And she loved Bridge too much for that.

      The door swung wide open, and Nicole stormed in, looking at the bed and seeing Bridge and his lady cohort sleeping under the covers. The sheets went up to their shoulders and Nicole could see that neither of them had tops on. She could only assume the rest of their bodies matched in their lack of clothing. They were snuggled together, with Bridge having his arms around his lady friend, her back rubbed up against his chest.

      Ignoring the bed momentarily, Nicole walked over to the window and threw open the curtains, letting the bright morning light shine into the room. The light shined down on the occupants of the bed, hitting them in the face, causing them to stir around. Nicole loudly cleared her throat to help make her presence known. Bridge and the woman started to wake up, each of them opening their eyes. Bridge put his arm up over his eyes to shield them from the light.

      “What’s going on?” Bridge groggily said.

      “Time to rise and shine!” Nicole happily replied.

      “What?”

      “What’s going on babe?” the woman in bed asked.

      Bridge wiped the sleep from his eyes and was able to clearly see Nicole standing by the window. He could only grin at her, knowing what she was doing. Bridge and the woman sat up in bed, her holding the sheets up over her chest to cover herself.

      “Hey, who are you?” the woman asked. She then looked at her partner from the previous night. “Who’s this woman standing here? Why’s she here?”

      “Oh, her?” Bridge replied.

      “I’m his wife,” Nicole calmly answered.

      “His wife?! He never said anything about his wife.”

      “Oh, he didn’t, huh?”

      “No!” The woman, offended at having been lied to, turned to Bridge and slapped him hard across the face. “How dare you!”

      Nicole smiled, thinking this was working out even better than she had hoped. She put her hand over her mouth to prevent herself from laughing. The woman in bed, still holding the sheets over her naked body, stormed off the bed and picked up her clothes off the floor. She left the bedroom, choosing to get dressed in the main room. Bridge, still having a grin on his face, watched the woman leave. He continued to sit there, only one remaining sheet covering his lower half. He just looked at his partner, finding it slightly amusing. Bridge didn’t get out of bed until he heard the main door slam shut. That was his cue.

      “Should I turn around?” Nicole asked.

      “Does it matter? I mean, we are married and all, right?”

      Nicole couldn’t help but laugh. “True, true.”

      Bridge put his feet on the floor, Nicole taking every opportunity to examine the body of his six-foot frame before he covered it up with pants and a shirt. He then went over to the dresser and grabbed a bottle of water.

      “Enjoying yourself?” Bridge asked.

      Nicole shrugged, her facial expression indicating that she was. “I must say, it worked out so much better this time. The last one you shacked up with took it much too nicely.”

      Bridge rubbed the side of his face. “It was the slap that did it?”

      “Oh yeah. She seemed like a real feisty one.”

      “She was. How’d you get in anyway?”

      “Oh, I just told one of the housekeepers that I was your wife and I left my key card inside.”

      “Why do you get such pleasure out of doing this?” Bridge asked.

      “I don’t know. Why do you get such pleasure out of sleeping around with strange women?”

      Bridge went over to the edge of the bed and sat down. He raised one of his eyebrows at her. “You really need or want an answer to that question?”

      “What’s wrong with me?”

      Bridge rolled his eyes, not wanting to have this discussion again. They seemed to have it every other month. “For the thousandth time, Nicole, there’s nothing wrong with you.”

      “Then what’s wrong with you?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with me either.”

      “Then why can’t we?”

      “Because we’re friends, we’re business partners, and a relationship between us would never work. It never does in these kinds of…”

      “These kinds of what?” Nicole asked.

      “These kinds of… you know. Whatever we are. I don’t know, you know what I’m saying.”

      “Why can’t we just try?”

      “Because if it doesn’t work, then our friendship goes, you’ll probably go too, then our business relationship dies, then I’m out a partner, and then I have to find someone new to do what you do, and that takes a lot of time to work out the kinks, not to mention trust, and you know I don’t trust people all that much.”

      “Why do you just automatically assume it would fail?”

      “Because you know me,” Bridge replied. “My relationships never work.”

      “Because you never try. All you ever do is go to some bar and find some floozy to go back to your hotel room with you.”

      “Because I’m not a relationship type of guy.”

      “You’re just afraid of commitment.”

      “I’m afraid of ruining what we already have.”

      “But we don’t have anything,” Nicole said.

      “Not true. We have a very lovely friendship, where we can tell each other anything, a very profitable business, where we make a lot of money and help people. Why would you wanna chance all that?”

      “Because there’s more to life than just business.”

      Bridge let his head fall into his hands, not believing he got sucked into this again. He sighed, thinking it felt like this was going to last a while. He really did love Nicole, and if they were in any other type of business, he’d probably want that relationship with her as much as she did with him. But they weren’t in any other type of business. He was an ex-CIA agent with trust issues, used to being on his own, lived in a hotel, and their work took him all over the world and placed him in dangerous situations. He was known as The Extractor. When things or money were lost, people disappeared or were put in bad spots, Bridge was the man they called. Usually after all other hope was lost or the police or other people investigating came up empty.

      Nicole was Bridge’s partner, and no matter what, he didn’t think he could do the things he did without her. She was usually the point person, making the initial contact with potential clients, weeding people out, determining who really did need their help. She was also a computer specialist, also having worked at the CIA as an analyst, not to mention accompanying Bridge on missions, giving him whatever tactical support he needed. Bridge couldn’t picture another person ever filling her shoes. They just couldn’t. She was invaluable, indispensable, irreplaceable, and everything else one could imagine that was wrapped up in one pretty package.

      Nicole was all of five-foot-five, but knew how to handle herself, was an excellent shot, and saved Bridge’s bacon more times than he could count by now. That’s why these discussions were always so difficult for Bridge. He’d seen several husband and wife teams over the years and things always ended badly for them. Sometimes they let their love for each other come before business, a couple times resulting in the loss of one of their lives. There were two other couples he knew of that wound up hating each other and got divorced. Bridge didn’t want something like that to happen to him and Nicole. He cared too much about her to risk getting in deeper with her.

      It was one of the reasons he went around with different women. He wanted to keep up with the appearance that he wasn’t interested in a relationship with Nicole. He couldn’t say it wasn’t fun meeting new women sometimes, but it wasn’t as nice as he made it out to be. It didn’t really matter what the reasons were, though, at least not at that moment. Now he just had to find a way out of the conversation.

      “Hey, why’d you bust in here, anyway? I assume it wasn’t just to chase another strange woman away?”

      “Why not?” Nicole asked. “It is kinda fun.”

      “And something you’re getting far too used to. How many’s that make this month?”

      “Only three. But who’s counting?”

      Bridge rolled his eyes. “Only three.”

      “Well each time I had something to discuss with you and you weren’t answering your phone.”

      “Because I was in bed sleeping. People do that you know.”

      “Yes, but each time was because you were up too late fraternizing with the opposite sex, which made you sleep in too long.”

      “I can’t win.”

      “Plus, business before pleasure, right?”

      “So the saying goes,” Bridge replied.

      “If you had left your phone on, or answered it, then I wouldn’t have to barge in. Would I?”

      “Or you could be like most normal people and just leave a message and wait for that person to respond back.”

      “Where’s the fun in that? Besides, business is pressing. And like you always say, the sooner we get in on something, the better it is for us to find what we’re looking for. Right?”

      “I hate it when you use my own words against me.”

      Nicole just gave him a delightful-looking smile. “Just one of my many, many talents.”

      “So I take it we have a new job?”

      “We do.”

      “What’s this one about?” Bridge asked.

      “A helicopter went missing.”

      “A helicopter? The entire thing?”

      “Yep.”

      “Where at? Hopefully off Long Island, or Massachusetts, or maybe even Vermont. Don’t tell me we gotta travel to another country or anything.”

      “It’s Mexico.”

      Bridge tilted his head back and looked up at the ceiling, letting out a loud sigh. “Don’t say it.”

      “Mexico.”

      “Really? Why’d you have to do that?”

      “Gotta go where the clients are, Luke.”

      “You know, we just got back from that other thing and I was hoping to spend a little time here before shuffling off again to another part of the world.”

      “It’s not another part of the world, it’s just south of the border.”

      “You know what I mean. Mexico, really? Why couldn’t it go missing off Florida or something?”

      “Because the people were vacationing in Mexico.”

      “People? Who is missing?”

      “Just one. A man named…”

      Bridge put his index finger in the air to stop his partner from continuing. “Wait, wait, I don’t wanna hear about anything yet. Let me eat breakfast first, take a shower, get refreshed.”

      Nicole looked to the bed and pretended like she was sniffing something. “Yeah, it does have kind of a musty odor over there.”

      “Don’t start, Nicole.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      Nicole then walked over to the bed and picked up the sheet with her index finger and thumb, looking like she was afraid to even touch it. A nasty face came over her like she was looking at something gross.

      “It’s not gonna bite you,” Bridge said.

      “How do you know?” Nicole continued lifting the sheets up, thinking she saw something. She then lifted up an article of clothing, which appeared to be a woman’s thong. “Ewww. Gross.”

      Bridge got a wide smile on his face. “Should I return that later?”

      “Sure, if you don’t mind getting the other side of your face slapped. I’ll just trash it.”

      “Kind of you.” Bridge took his shirt back off then went into the bathroom and got the water running. “You mind calling me up some room service?”

      “You really need to eat and shower before talking about this?”

      “A person should never discuss business feeling dirty and on an empty stomach.”

      “You need some help in there?”

      “Nicole!”

      “All right, all right, I was just asking.”

      Bridge stuck his head out of the bathroom door. “Order yourself something while you’re at it.”

      “Gee, thanks so much for thinking of me.”

      “You know me, I do what I can.”

      “Uh, huh.”

      “Hey.”

      “What?”

      “Is it really Mexico?” Bridge asked, hoping she was just playing some kind of cruel joke on him.

      “It’s really Mexico.”

      Bridge grunted and closed the door to take his shower. “Mexico. Can’t wait.”
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      By the time Bridge got out of the shower, Nicole was already sitting at a table eating breakfast. Once he got fully dressed, he walked into the main room and saw her eating eggs, french toast, and bacon. From the looks of her plate, she was pretty hungry.

      Bridge threw his arms in the air. “What, you couldn’t wait for me? You had to start without me?”

      “I was hungry.”

      Bridge sat down and started eating. He then looked at both of their plates and realized they had the same thing. “Oh, look, twinsies. We even have the same meal. Some might think that was planned.”

      “Can I help it if we like the same thing?”

      “So, about this job, what are we looking at?”

      “Vacationing family, went to Mexico, husband went on one of those helicopter tours, helicopter never came back.”

      “Wow, that was enlightening,” Bridge said. “Told me so much. A few more details would be nice.”

      Nicole grinned and crinkled her nose at him. She had a file folder on the desk that she opened up. “Bill and Mary Hower, very wealthy couple, live here in New York, went on vacation two weeks ago in Mexico with their two children, who are ten and twelve years old.”

      “Doing good so far.”

      “Bill went on one of those helicopter rides while his wife and two children went to town shopping and sightseeing. Bill never came back.”

      “You just went from Bill going on a helicopter ride to never coming back to here and now a couple of weeks later, I’m sure a bunch of stuff happened in between there.”

      “To be perfectly honest, not a whole lot.”

      Bridge put a piece of bacon in his mouth and just kept it there like he was smoking a cigarette. He found it hard to believe not much happened between those two points. “Really?”

      “What do you want me to tell you? Should I just make some stuff up to make it more helpful?”

      “Might not be more helpful but it sure would sound better.”

      “Yeah, well, can’t really help you there. But, basically, after Bill went missing, Mary contacted the Mexican authorities, who promptly came up with nothing. She then contacted the FBI, who, from what I can tell with my sources in the bureau, have also come up with nothing.”

      “What do you mean, nothing?” Bridge asked. “Nobody’s come up with anything?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “I’m assuming since you’re coming to me with this that the helicopter didn’t crash?”

      “That’s a good assumption.”

      “Why? Why not?”

      “Because no wreckage has been found,” Nicole replied. “Like I said, it was a helicopter tour ride, it took the same route every day. They’ve searched the route, not a single sign of a crash or wreckage.”

      “Well then it’s obviously a kidnapping. Waiting for a ransom call.”

      “No call has ever come in.”

      “That you know of.”

      “Luke, there’s been no ransom demand. After two weeks, one’s not coming.”

      “You’re right. A ransom call would’ve come in within a day or two.”

      “So the question is, who took him and why?”

      “No, that’s the second question,” Bridge said. “The first question, is he still alive? If the answer to that is yes, then it becomes who took him and why? Then the next question becomes what do they want with him? It’s obviously not his money.”

      “Unless they need him to get even more money.”

      “Possibly. What does Mr. Hower do?”

      “He and his wife own a business consulting firm. Know what it’s called?”

      “Don’t tell me.”

      “Hower and Hower Consulting.”

      Bridge tilted his head up. “I told you not to tell me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I just knew it was going to be something like that. Hower and Hower Consulting. Why do all business and consulting firms sound so… business-like?”

      “Maybe because that’s the business they’re in. Get it?”

      “That’s so not funny. But seriously, why don’t they ever dress it up a little, make it something fun, catchy, like… Consultants R Us or something?”

      “Ooooh, real catchy,” Nicole replied. “Fun too.”

      “You know what I’m saying.”

      “Maybe it’s because they’re bringing these business people in to fix your business and not to coordinate some office party?”

      “Huh. Maybe… nah, that makes too much sense. So I take it we’ve been hired by Mrs. Hower?”

      “Uh huh.” Nicole slid the file across the table as Bridge finished up his breakfast.

      “How’d she latch on to us?”

      “Our friends in the FBI.”

      “Oh, how nice of them to bring us business.”

      “Yeah. They recommended us.”

      “Are they not still investigating?” Bridge asked.

      “Umm, apparently it’s one of those kinda, maybe, a little bit, sort of deals.”

      “Oh, just love those. So they don’t have anything and are already moving on to something else basically is what you’re telling me.”

      “That’s mostly it. They were on it, but haven’t come up with anything. From what I understand they have no other leads.”

      “When all else fails, bring it to us.”

      “At least we’ll get paid for this job.”

      “You know it’s not about the money.”

      “Yeah, well, the last time I checked, hotels aren’t free. Especially this one.”

      “True.”

      “And considering the last five jobs we worked, we only got paid for three of them, and that barely even paid for this place.”

      “It’s not about the money, Nic, it’s about helping those who need it. And they can’t always afford to pay.”

      “But it’s nice to sometimes get clients who can.”

      “So when are we going down to Mexico to meet Mrs. Hower?”

      “We’re not. She’s already here.”

      “What?”

      “She’s been back in the states for a week now.”

      “Wait, so her husband has disappeared in Mexico, and she’s back here like nothing ever happened? Somebody has a strained marriage.”

      “I don’t think it’s quite that simple. They went down for an extended weekend getaway. But the kids had to be back in school so they couldn’t stay down there. Mary wanted to be home with the kids to try to keep things as normal as possible.”

      “Still, I’m just saying, if I was married…”

      “There’s a nice thought.”

      Bridge mockingly smiled at her. “Funny. No, but if I was married, and my wife went missing somewhere, I sure as hell wouldn’t leave until I found out what happened. Nothing would be able to tear me away.”

      “Not even your kids? I mean, if you had any.”

      “I might take them back home, have them try to get back to a normal routine, but I sure wouldn’t give up looking.”

      “She’s not giving up. That’s why she’s coming to us.”

      “Maybe. I’m just saying, if it was me, I’d have my parents, relatives, whoever I could get to stay with them, I’d have them stay with them, and then I’d head back to wherever it was until I came back with my spouse.”

      “You’re also an ex-CIA agent, trained in combat, investigating, disappearing, things like that. You’re comfortable in doing that sort of thing. Not everyone is.”

      “Even if I wasn’t, I’d do it, anyway.”

      “Well, as soon as you’re done stuffing your face, we can go talk to her.”

      “What do you mean, stuffing my face? You were done before me. How much are we getting out of this job, anyway?”

      “We didn’t talk specific numbers,” Nicole answered. “She did say money wasn’t an issue though.”

      “Well then what are we waiting for? Let’s get this show on the road.”

      They took a few extra minutes to get themselves together, then headed for the door. Just as they were about to leave, there was a loud knock. The two stood there looking at each other, neither making a move to answer it. They just let whoever it was continue knocking for a minute.

      “Are you expecting someone?” Nicole asked.

      “Nope. Are you?”

      “Uh, this is your residence, not mine.”

      “Oh yeah. Well, I figured since you’re here so often, I mean, you practically live here and all…”

      “Don’t tempt me.” The knocking continued. “Well, aren’t you gonna answer it?”

      “Do I have to?”

      Nicole rolled her eyes, and then opened the door, finding CIA agent Eric Happ standing there. Happ was a good friend of both of theirs and was actually the agent that referred Mrs. Hower to them. He was also a good source of information and didn’t mind sharing it. He didn’t care about red tape, though he never crossed the line in revealing secretive information that would get him into trouble. Well, most of the time. He was mostly interested in just getting the job done and helping people. Same as Bridge and Nicole.

      “Hey, Happ,” Bridge greeted. “Happy, Happy-Happster, Happmeister…”

      Happ briefly looked up at the ceiling, not really enjoying the word games Bridge usually played with his name. He couldn’t say it really irritated him either. It was just one of those things he put up with. “You done now?”

      “Uh, yeah, I think I ran out.”

      “Good. Let’s talk about the Hower’s.”

      “Oh, wait, got one more…”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah… uh, nope, yeah, it’s gone, inspiration left me. Sorry.”

      “I think we’ll all survive.”

      “I’d invite you in for breakfast but we just finished,” Bridge said.

      Happ took the liberty of going in anyway. “I already ate this morning, anyway.”

      “So what brings you to this neck of the woods?”

      Happ sat down in a chair, soon followed by his friends directly across from him on the sofa. “Your next case. I’m assuming you’re doing the Hower job?”

      “Well, I just learned of it myself a little while ago. We were about to go talk to the missus and see what’s up.”

      “I wanted to give you some info about it.”

      “Nicole already filled me in.”

      “Not about everything,” Happ said. “There’s something weird about this case.”

      “Well, a missing helicopter will do that.”

      “No, it’s something else.”

      “Were you working this?”

      “No, some other agents had it. They’ve come up empty.”

      “Did they actually go down there and investigate?” Bridge asked.

      “No. Couldn’t. The Mexican government doesn’t want any official inquiries going on down there, not until there’s something concrete to go on. If we get there, they might be willing to let a small team go down there and extract Hower if he’s still alive.”

      “You mean a black ops team?”

      “Yeah. If there’s a credible link that we can find. We haven’t found it yet. We’re trying to piece things together, but there’s not a lot to go on.”

      “And there’s been no ransom demands, communication with the wife, anything?”

      “Nothing.”

      “So it’s not a kidnapping,” Bridge said.

      “At least not one they want money from. It’s always possible they kidnapped him and killed him.”

      “Why? What would that get the people that took him?”

      “Who knows?” Happ said. “Maybe they just wanted to make a statement.”

      “But there hasn’t been any statements, has there?”

      “No.”

      “And if that was the case, the helicopter would have reappeared by now, wouldn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe the thing just crashed,” Bridge said.

      “There’s no evidence anywhere of a crash. We’ve looked at satellite footage, we had a drone go up there to look for wreckage, nothing.”

      “So what’s this about then?” Bridge studied the look on Happ’s face. It seemed like there was something he wasn’t saying. He was holding back. “What is it? What is it that you’re not saying?”

      Happ shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Don’t tell me that. I’ve known you long enough to know better.”

      “It’s just that um… well, you know about Mexico and missing persons.”

      Bridge nodded. “Yeah.”

      Nicole looked at the two of them. “What? What am I missing?”

      Happ knew the numbers off the top of his head. “According to the Interior Ministry database, there are at least thirty-seven thousand missing persons in Mexico. And that’s likely a conservative estimate. It’s probably closer to fifty.”

      Bridge scratched his face, not looking too happy. He already knew the statistics. Nicole, though, wasn’t as well-versed in the numbers.

      “That’s terrible,” she said. “How can there be so many?”

      Happ just looked at Bridge, waving his hand at him, letting him do the explaining if he wanted.

      “Because it’s a corrupt country,” Bridge answered. “Between organized crime, corrupt police forces, corrupt politicians, it’s a wonder anyone lives there peacefully.”

      “But how can they just let so many people fall through the cracks?”

      “Because they don’t look for them. They don’t investigate.”

      “Investigations lead to things being uncovered that they don’t want discovered,” Happ said. “Half the time the people investigating are the ones that did the crime to begin with. Or were involved by looking the other way. It’s a broken system.”

      “It needs to be cleaned up.”

      “That’s not our job,” Bridge said. “That’s their problem. Our job will be in finding Hower. Has there been any press coverage on this?”

      “No,” Happ answered. “Not a word.”

      “Strange. A wealthy American goes missing in Mexico and nobody knows about it?”

      “The family immediately contacted the American Embassy in Mexico. The CIA was also contacted a few days later when it was apparent that the investigation was going nowhere.”

      “The CIA’s moving on?”

      “No. But like I said, with no leads, there’s nothing else for us to do. If we knew where he was, we’d go in and extract him. But there’s nothing to extract yet.”

      “That’s where I come in,” Bridge said. “Boots on the ground.”

      “Basically. And the family’s willing to pay for someone to go in there and find out where he is.”

      “It’s not gonna be easy.”

      “No one said it would be.”

      Bridge got up and walked around for a minute, thinking about everything. Now it was Happ’s turn to read his friend’s face, able to tell there was something else on his mind.

      “What’s the problem?” Happ asked.

      Bridge stopped walking around as he answered. “We’re talking about this like it’s an active situation.”

      “It is.”

      “I mean like he’s active. It’s been two weeks, there’s no ransom, let’s stop pussyfooting around and dancing around the subject. There’s a very real possibility, and probably even the likeliest scenario, that Bill Hower is dead.”

      Happ and Nicole both looked at the floor, not wanting to think about that possibility, even if they both knew he might have been right.

      “But we don’t know that,” Happ said. “And until we have confirmation of that, we have to go under the assumption that he’s still alive.”

      “For what purpose?” Bridge asked. “Why would someone keep him alive? The only reason kidnappers don’t use someone for a ransom is if they have specific skills they’re looking for. That doesn’t seem to apply in Hower’s case.”

      “Maybe not.” Happ then got up and walked over to him. “Your job isn’t to reason things out though.”

      “My job is to stay alive while investigating dangerous situations.”

      “Your job is to find him. One way or the other. If he’s alive, bring him back. If he’s dead, at least the family will know and have closure. Just find out which one.”

      “Well, as long as it’s easy.”

      Happ grinned. “If it was easy, it wouldn’t be coming to you.”
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      Bridge and Nicole were on their way to Mary Hower’s house, a good forty-five minute drive from the hotel. It gave them plenty of time to talk about the case before they arrived at their client’s home.

      “You really think he’s dead, don’t you?” Nicole asked. “I could tell by the way you were talking. It wasn’t you just bringing it up or anything. You really believe it.”

      “Doesn’t matter what I think or believe. It only matters what I can prove, you know that.”

      Right now, all they had to go on was theories and guesswork though. Without really digging into the situation and figuring out what was going on, that’s all they could talk about. Hopefully, they could get more by talking to Mrs. Hower, but it didn’t sound like she knew much more than anyone else.

      “You know what really bothers me?” Bridge asked.

      “What?”

      “They go down on vacation, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And right away, the husband goes off on his own in a completely different direction than his family.”

      “So?”

      “You don’t think that’s strange? I mean, don’t most families, when they go on vacation, do things together? He just sends his wife and kids to the city so he can go on some helicopter sightseeing tour?”

      “I guess when you think about it it does seem kind of odd.”

      “Why wouldn’t he go with his wife and kids?”

      “Maybe he didn’t like to go shopping?”

      “But in the file I read that they’d been down in Mexico before, right?”

      Nicole was in the passenger seat with the file in her hand. She opened it up again to read it. “Uh, yeah, looks like they’d been down there several times before. Seems like it was an annual trip or something. Says they were down there once a year for the last five years.”

      “So what’s he need to go touring on a helicopter for?”

      “Maybe it’s something he always wanted to do.”

      “Or maybe he was doing something he didn’t want his wife and kids around for.”

      “I think you’re grasping for straws.”

      “Maybe,” Bridge said. “But sometimes you reach for something and actually get what you’re reaching for.”

      “And sometimes you get ten pounds of air.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see.”

      They continued throwing wild theories into the air during their drive until they finally reached the Hower house. It was in the suburbs and upon pulling up in the driveway, Bridge and Nicole looked over the three thousand square foot home.

      “Nice,” Nicole said.

      “Yeah, it’s OK.”

      “You’re right. It’s no beautiful hotel room or anything, but, I guess some people could live here.”

      “Wisecracks will get you nowhere.”

      “I mean, I know I could never live in a place like this. Way too nice and comfy. I’d much prefer a cold, unpleasant, dirty hotel room.”

      “Hey, there’s nothing

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

