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      Bridge and Nicole walked into the hotel lobby. Almost immediately, they saw Chris Abbott spring out of his chair and run toward them.

      “Oh no, not again,” Bridge said.

      Bridge spun around to leave, but Nicole grabbed his arm and spun him back around again.

      “What’s with this turning around and trying to leave on people thing you got going on now?”

      “It’s not a thing,” Bridge answered.

      “Yes, it is. You did it last month too, on that model kidnapping case. You didn’t want to talk to her either. It’s like your thing now.”

      “It’s not a thing.”

      “Sure seems like a thing.”

      “It’s not.”

      “OK. But it seems like it is.”

      Bridge looked down at Nicole’s hand, which was still firmly grasping his arm. “Can you let go of me now?”

      “Not till we do this.”

      “Don’t do this to me.”

      “Just hear him out,” Nicole said.

      “Oh, Mr. Bridge!” Abbott yelled, putting his arm high in the air to make sure he was seen and heard. Not that it was easy to overlook him. Abbott was in his late twenties, but he was tall and thin and had a high-pitched voice. His voice was unmistakable, carrying through whatever room he was in.

      Bridge closed his eyes and sighed. “Please. If you let me go now, I still have enough time to sneak out of here.”

      Nicole laughed. “Just listen to him.”

      “Nic, I’ve listened to him three times! My answer’s not going to be any different this time than it was the last one.”

      “Well, maybe he’ll have something different to say this time.”

      “Awe, come on, you know darn well he’s not.”

      “We’re in the business to help people. Not turn them away.”

      Bridge turned to look her in the eyes. “We’re in the business to help people and take on cases that we can actually do something with. Not this.”

      “Well, he’s already here. If you run away today, he’ll just come back tomorrow.”

      “So I’ll make up a different excuse. If you let me go, I’ll give you sex as many times as you want later.”

      Nicole stared at him as if she was seriously thinking about it. “Just listen to him.”

      “You’re passing up sex?!”

      She shrugged. “I’ll get it later anyway. You know you can’t resist me.”

      Bridge sighed, knowing she was right. By the time Bridge took his eyes off his beautiful girlfriend, Abbott was almost standing in front of them.

      Bridge huffed. “Awe, it’s too late now. See what you did.”

      Nicole smiled. “Hi, Mr. Abbott, so nice to see you again.”

      “Oh, very nice to see you again too.” Abbott shook her hand.

      “It’s been a while. Almost three or four days, I think.”

      “A week to be exact.”

      “That long, huh?” Bridge said.

      “Could we go up to your room and talk?” Abbott asked.

      Bridge sighed and looked at his girlfriend. “Sure.” He put his hand out and flung it in the air in frustration. “Follow me.”

      The three of them got on the elevator and went up to Bridge’s room. Bridge went into the kitchen and poured himself a drink.

      “Won’t you sit down?” Nicole pleasantly said to their guest.

      “Yes, thank you,” Abbott replied.

      Bridge came back into the room, only half paying attention to Abbott as he sat down and checked his email on his phone.

      Nicole looked at her boyfriend and shook her head. “Why don’t you go ahead and start?”

      Abbott cleared his throat. “OK, well, I’m sure you remember, I’m still looking for my brother’s murderer.”

      “Chris, my heart goes out to you, it really does.” Bridge put his phone down on his lap for a moment. “But I’m not a private investigator or a police officer. Just let them do their jobs.”

      “It’s been a year since he was killed. They’re giving up. Or have given up. Isn’t that what happens after a while when a case isn’t solved? They give up and it becomes a cold case?”

      “Even if it does, I don’t take those kinds of cases. I don’t investigate murders. That’s not my thing.”

      “Please, Mr. Bridge, I don’t know who else to turn to.”

      “Call the police and ask to speak to the lead investigator.”

      “I’ve done that. They just keep telling me they have no leads.”

      “Then maybe there aren’t any. I’m sorry to say this to you, but not every murderer gets caught. That’s just life.”

      “I can’t give up. Not yet.”

      “Listen, here’s what you should do. Go home, look up a bunch of private investigators, and hire one. I’m sure they’d be glad to help.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ve already done that,” Abbott said.

      “You what?”

      “I already hired one.”

      Bridge looked at his girlfriend with a confused look on his face. “Then what are you doing here?”

      “Well, after our last meeting a week ago, you suggested the same thing.”

      “It was good advice.”

      “I took it and hired one the same day.”

      “See? Good for you. What are you doing here then?”

      “Well, he went missing yesterday.”

      “Say what?”

      “He started looking into my brother’s death, and he went missing yesterday.”

      “How do you know he’s missing?” Nicole asked. “Maybe he just hasn’t checked in yet.”

      Abbott shook his head. “No. He’s given me an update every morning since I hired him. Except yesterday. I didn’t get one. Now, initially I thought maybe he was just busy, so I just figured I’d wait. But I haven’t got one today either.”

      “Might still be busy,” Bridge said.

      “I don’t think so. See, yesterday, well, maybe I didn’t wait so patiently. Last night, I tried to call him. The phone rang six times, then went to voicemail.”

      “So?”

      “This morning I tried to call him and the phone didn’t ring. It just went straight to voicemail.”

      “Somebody turned it off,” Nicole said.

      Abbott nodded. “Yes.”

      “Might’ve been your PI that did it,” Bridge said. “Like I said, he might be busy and into something and didn’t want to blow off what he was doing.”

      “I don’t think that’s it. I think it’s something more serious.”

      “Listen, if this guy is missing, you should call the police so they can start looking for him. Maybe call the FBI too.”

      “They won’t help. I know they won’t.”

      Bridge sighed and flicked his lips together, feeling like he wasn’t getting through to him. “Listen, I’d like to help you. I really would. But we have another case coming up that’s gonna take us out of the country.”

      “We do?” Nicole asked. The surprised tone of her voice should have given away that it was a lie.

      “We do,” Bridge replied sternly.

      “I know you’re not cheap, but I can afford to pay you extra,” Abbott said.

      “It’s not about the money.”

      “Even if you could just look into it for a couple of days before you leave. I would really appreciate it.”

      “I just don’t think we have enough—”

      “We can look into it for a couple days,” Nicole blurted out.

      Bridge’s eyes widened, and his face became a mixture of shock and anger as he stared down his girlfriend.

      Nicole wasn’t really concerned with his stare, though. She knew he’d get over it in a few minutes, and she wasn’t worried about him falling in line. He always did after his initial objections. “We can give it three days.”

      A look of relief swept across Abbott’s face. “Oh, thank you so much. I really appreciate it.”

      “You’ll have to give us everything you know about your brother and the PI who was working on it. What he was doing, where he was going, people he knew, everything you can think of. It doesn’t matter how small or insignificant you think it is. Write it down. We’ll judge whether it matters or not.”

      Abbott smiled and nodded. “No problem.”

      Nicole went over to the kitchen counter and grabbed a legal pad and a pen, bringing them back to the living room and handing it to their guest. As Abbott began writing, Nicole sat down and leaned back, looking at Bridge, who was still staring her down. She tilted her head and plastered on a fake smile, trying to look as pretty and innocent as possible. Bridge squinted his eyes as he continued staring.

      “Love you,” Nicole mouthed silently.

      Bridge put his thumb in the air and motioned for her to meet him in the bedroom. He then got up. “I have to check something,” he said to Abbott.

      Nicole waited a few seconds for him to disappear before she got up as well. “Would you excuse me for a second? You just keep on writing, OK? We’ll be back in a second.”

      “Sure,” Abbott replied. He was too focused on writing and his situation to really know or care what they were doing anyway.

      Bridge was waiting in the bedroom with his arms crossed as Nicole came in. She closed the door behind her.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Nicole shrugged, playing the innocent card. “Just trying to help someone who needs it.”

      “Oh no, don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” She batted her eyelashes at him.

      “That! That. That right there. Don’t play that I’m-so-innocent thing you do sometimes to pull yourself out of trouble.”

      “Am I in trouble?”

      “You know you are. I specifically said we couldn’t help with this case, and what do you do? Offer to help. You know damn well I didn’t want to take on this case.”

      “What’s the harm in looking at it for a few days? We don’t have anything else scheduled. At best, we find something and can help him get closure. At worst, we find nothing, and maybe he’ll finally accept that there’s nothing else that can be done, and he’ll move on. Then you won’t have to deal with him again.”

      “That’s not the point. The point is, you specifically went against what I said. You undermined me.”

      Nicole moved in closer to him with a sorrowful expression and threw her arms around him. She then playfully kissed his lips a few times. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know what you’re doing. It’s not gonna work.”

      She then started kissing his neck. “What am I doing?”

      “You’re trying to use your womanly ways to get me to calm down and come to your side.”

      She continued kissing him. “I would never do that.”

      “Uh huh.”

      They locked lips for the next few seconds, with Bridge finally beginning to lose the steam coming from his ears.

      “If you really don’t want to take the case, then fine. I mean, if you don’t want to help someone who’s hurting, who’s in pain, who’s looking for answers, then fine. Just go out and tell him we’ve changed our mind.”

      “Me?!”

      Nicole continued kissing his lips. “Well, you’re the one who’s not interested.”

      As Nicole moved to other parts of his body, Bridge started thinking about it, though it was hard to concentrate. He knew this was Nicole’s intention. She always did this to him to get what she wanted. He hated how he was an easy mark for her.

      “You know, sometimes I really hate how our relationship has evolved.”

      Nicole kissed him some more, stopping for a second. “You want to go back to the way it used to be?”

      “No. No. But it was easier to say no to you before.”

      Nicole grinned. “I’m sure it was.” She then kissed both sides of his face. She knew she basically had won him over. Bridge sighed. “I’m sorry. Should I stop?”

      “Huh? No, not that. That you can keep doing.”

      “Then what?” She kissed his lips again.

      “Fine.”

      “Fine, what?”

      “Fine, we’ll take the case.”

      Nicole stopped kissing him for a second, then planted another big one on his lips. “Awe, thank you, sweety. Thank you for doing this for me.”

      “Did I have a choice?”

      “Not really.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      She put her hand on the side of his face and kissed him again. “You won’t regret it.”

      Bridge watched her walk out of the room. “Somehow, I think I already do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Bridge and Nicole spent the next two days trying to find the private investigator that was working on Abbott’s case. They weren’t having much luck. They were trying to work backwards, going off the information that Abbott had told them, with the information that the investigator had told Abbott. The places the PI said he was going didn’t pan out with any useful leads.

      Now, the last place they had to look was the PI’s house, which also served as his office. They were sitting outside the house for about an hour, making sure the coast was clear.

      “Why are we doing this?” Nicole asked.

      Bridge scoffed. “Because you let your bleeding heart get in the way and promised to look into it. That’s why.”

      “I don’t mean that. I mean here. Now. Why are we just sitting outside this guy’s house? We know he’s single and doesn’t have any family. It’s not like we’re gonna run into someone.”

      “What if someone knocked him off and is also in there?”

      “So you do think he met with foul play!”

      Bridge put his hands up. “Now, now, just slow your roll there, Spanky. I didn’t say that. I just said it could be. Didn’t say it was.”

      “You gotta admit it’s suspicious that a PI takes a case investigating a murder, then a week later goes missing himself.”

      “I don’t have to admit anything.”

      “Well, at least we don’t have to go far for this one.”

      “If I had to go far, I wouldn’t have gone.”

      Nicole gave him a look, then shook her head. “I don’t understand why you’re so negative sometimes. It’s like… you wanna help people… but you don’t.”

      Bridge put his finger in the air as if he was making a correction. “No. I want to help people that I can really help. What’s our motto? Helping people that others have given up on. Helping people that no one else can help. That’s what we do. Investigating murders isn’t it. That’s something the police do, and they’re very good at it, so why should we get in their way? If they haven’t found something, maybe it’s because there was nothing to be found.”

      “Or they overlooked something. As good as they are, we all know it happens.”

      “It doesn’t happen as much as people think. If there was something to be found, they’d have found it.”

      “Well, maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “One more day and we move on,” Bridge said.

      “We don’t even have anything else right now. Why are you in such a hurry to move on to something that isn’t there?”

      “Because I don’t like to waste my time on things that have no payoff. There’s nothing wrong with having some rest and relaxation between jobs.” He then looked at his girlfriend, who hardly ever let a day go by without having a bedroom encounter, though it wasn’t always in the bedroom. “Well, relaxation anyway.”

      The reference wasn’t lost on Nicole, who raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you saying you don’t get enough rest?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Are you saying that I enjoy sex too much?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Because if you are…”

      “It’s not what I’m saying.”

      “I’m sure there’s plenty of other men—”

      “Nicole, it’s not what I’m saying. I love you. I love how you are. I love how you could want sex at the drop of a hat even if there were twenty guns pointed at you. I would never complain about it.” Bridge then thought for a moment. “Well, maybe I would if there were actually twenty guns pointed at us, but you get what I’m saying.”

      Nicole grinned, then went back to reading some of the reports they had, none of which Bridge paid much attention to. “Did you read this on how Abbott’s brother died?”

      “Killed in an alley or something, wasn’t he?”

      “According to the police report, it looked like he was killed somewhere else and dumped there.”

      “So?”

      “So that would mean it was probably premeditated.”

      “Not necessarily. Just means that wherever he was really killed, the person who did it didn’t want his body found there.”

      “Did you see what he did for a living?”

      “Traveling salesman or something, wasn’t he? Sold encyclopedias or something.”

      Nicole put the papers down and gave her partner the kind of look she usually did when he said something so ridiculous. “Encyclopedias? Really?”

      “What? Don’t they do that anymore?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      As Bridge sat there staring at the PI’s house, something else occurred to him. Something he really didn’t want to think about. He hoped he was wrong. But anytime someone said they were an international traveling salesman, his mind immediately went to the agency. Traveling salesman. It was a cover that he used many times in his days at the CIA. He finally let out a loud sigh, drawing a look from his girlfriend.

      “What was that for?”

      “Nothing,” Bridge replied.

      “Don’t give me that. I know your sighs.”

      “You know my sighs? Don’t you have anything else to do with your time than analyze me sighing?”

      “Oh, this coming from the person who counts how many times someone knocks on a door!”

      Bridge let out a fake cough. “Well, um, you know, that’s different.”

      “How?”

      “Uh, it just is.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes. “Uh huh. So what are you sighing for?”

      Bridge didn’t want to think about—or talk about—anything that would lead him deeper into the rabbit hole. He was trying not to think too hard about this case. If he did, the more he analyzed it, the more he was afraid of what he might find. And he actually would get drawn into it.

      “Spill. Now.”

      Bridge sighed again. “Fine. I was just thinking about him being a traveling salesman, him being killed somewhere else, his body being dumped in an alley; a lot of things are adding up.”

      “What are they equaling?”

      “That maybe there’s something deeper in play here.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, maybe it’s my old CIA training, but a lot of it is starting to sound familiar.”

      “It’s just coming to you now? You’ve had two days to think about it,” Nicole said.

      “I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to add it up. I just wanted to let it go. But since we’re here, since you’re forcing this thing on me…”

      “I’m not forcing anything on you.”

      “Well, now that I’m actually focusing on this thing… a lot is coming into focus.”

      “Want to sharpen the picture for me?”

      “You have a traveling salesman…”

      “We got that part.”

      “Will you let me finish?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’ve got a traveling salesman, a murder, a body that was killed elsewhere and dumped, a murder that was so clean the police have no leads and have made no progress in a year.”

      “And?”

      “Then we have a brother who won’t give up, and a private investigator who starts looking into things, then the PI goes missing.”

      “So what’s that tell you?”

      “This wasn’t some mugging or a fight over a girl or drugs or something stupid like that. This has all the makings of a professional hit.”

      “That’s kind of a big leap to take there, don’t you think?”

      “Police have no leads, right?”

      “Right.”

      “If it was a spur-of-the-moment thing or wasn’t planned, there would be some kind of evidence, right? There always is when it’s spontaneous. People panic. They don’t think straight. They make mistakes. There was none of that with Abbott, right?”

      “Clean in all aspects, so it seems.”

      “So who else makes clean kills?” Bridge asked.

      Nicole cleared her throat, thinking of the possibilities. “Uh, well, could be the mob or some other criminal element.”

      “Or it could be some kind of government body that uses traveling salesmen as cover identities.”

      “You’re saying the CIA killed this guy on our own soil?”

      Bridge shrugged. “I’m saying maybe they’re somehow involved.”

      “You blow my mind, you really do. I mean, among other things. But how you go from not wanting anything to do with this case, to going right to the CIA having this guy killed is amazing. I mean, some people just dip their toe in the water to see if it’s warm first, but not you, no, you just dive right in.”

      “My mind works differently than others.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “That’s part of what makes me special.”

      “I won’t argue there.”

      “You also know I might be right.”

      Now Nicole did the sighing. “Maybe. There’s a big chunk of stuff missing that we need to fill in before we can make that conclusion, I think. Like where the PI is.”

      “That’s another thing. If this guy’s missing, we both know why that probably is.”

      Nicole’s voice became sad. “It’s because he’s probably dead.”

      “Right. There’s no other reason he’d be missing for three days.”

      “Unless he’s hurt and in the hospital or something.”

      “And he just happens to be in a coma?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Or maybe some other case he was working on, like ten years ago, someone decided to come after him now, coincidentally, the same time he was starting to work on this thing?”

      “A lot of coincidences here, huh?”

      “Too many. I thought you didn’t want to work on this thing.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Seems like you’re getting into it,” Nicole said.

      Bridge took a deep breath, then looked at his girlfriend. It was one of those looks he gave when he was being sucked into something that he didn’t want to do but just couldn’t help himself. He glanced back at the house, then leaned over closer to the window. Judging from his body language, Nicole could tell that something caught his eye.

      “What is it?”

      “I just saw a light in there,” Bridge answered.

      Nicole immediately looked toward the house. It was just as dark as it had been. “You sure?”

      “Positive. It only flashed for a second or two.”

      “Maybe it was a car driving by or something. The headlight went through the window.”

      Bridge shook his head. “No. This was inside.” He looked over at the folder that was still sitting on Nicole’s lap. “This guy had no family?”

      Nicole opened the folder and started reading it again. “No wife or kids. Parents are alive. He was an only child.”

      “Maybe it’s the parents sneaking in.” He then glanced at Nicole with a look of disbelief. She gave him the same face.

      “You really believe that?”

      “Uh, well, I didn’t say I believed it. Just said maybe it was.”

      “Pretty sure if his parents were dropping by, they’d know where a light switch was.”

      “Probably.”

      “So what do you wanna do?”

      “I don’t want to do anything.”

      “What do you feel you should do?”

      Bridge sighed. “I feel like we should go over to that house and see who’s sneaking around and if it ties in to Gary Abbott’s murder.”

      Nicole smiled. “I thought that’d be your answer.”

      They got out of the car and headed over to the house. It was a modest house, two floors, with a single garage attached to the side of the vinyl exterior. There were two bedrooms upstairs and one downstairs, which Darren Bevell converted to an office for his PI work. As they approached the house, Nicole wondered what the plan was. If Bridge had one, he hadn’t shared it yet.

      “Do you have a plan for this?”

      “Nope,” Bridge replied.

      “Oh. Good. How we getting in?”

      “Probably the same way the other guy did. Through the back.”

      “Makes sense. I guess he’s not just gonna waltz out the front door.”

      “Unlikely.”

      “How we gonna take him?”

      “Whatever way possible,” Bridge said.

      They made their way around the house and stopped once they reached the back door. Bridge put his hand on the knob and slowly pushed it open. He snapped his head around to look at Nicole.

      “It’s not locked,” he whispered.

      Nicole whispered back. “Well, if someone’s in there, did you really think it would be?”

      Bridge gave her a face, then pushed the door open more as the two of them went inside. They walked through the darkened house, not using their flashlights or flicking on any lights, since it would give their presence away to whoever else was in the house. After coming in through the back, they found themselves in an enclosed patio, which then led into the kitchen area. Thinking he heard something, Bridge put his hand out to prevent Nicole from going any further. He tapped his ear to signal her to listen. The noise was faint, but it sounded as if papers were being rooted through or being thrown about a room. Bridge then pointed in the direction he thought it was coming from. It was the downstairs office.

      They moved in that direction, making sure they made no sound. Once they got near the office, they stood outside the door, listening to what was going on. Someone was definitely rooting around. And it sounded quite messy.

      Bridge and Nicole started communicating with their hands, though it was an animated conversation. It was quite the hand argument. Bridge initially wanted to go in alone and have Nicole wait where she was, but she wanted them both to go in together. After arguing with their hands for a minute, she finally relented and gave in, even though she thought it was a mistake.

      With their plans settled, Bridge took a deep breath, then quickly snuck inside the room, putting his hand on the wall to feel for the light switch. He finally found it and flipped it on. A man clad in black attire, including a ski mask, suddenly turned around from the corner of the room, where he was rifling through the file cabinet.

      “Whatcha doing?” Bridge asked, a smug look on his face for interrupting the burglar’s plans. He then looked at the rest of the room. “Look at this. Was this really necessary? You made a mess of it.”

      The masked man stepped away from the cabinet and toward the center of the room. He then pulled out a gun and pointed it at Bridge, who immediately did the same. They stood there, guns pointed at each other in a standoff.

      “Get out of my way,” the man said.

      “Can’t do that,” Bridge replied.

      “I’ll kill you if I have to.”

      Nicole then appeared in the frame of the door, getting down on one knee to change the angle that the masked man had to shoot on. It would have been difficult for him to take out both people before they opened up on him.

      “Don’t think you will,” Nicole said.

      “What are you doing here?” Bridge asked.

      “Probably the same thing you are,” the man answered.

      “Who are you?”

      The man tilted his head. “That’s on a need-to-know basis.”

      “What happened to Darren Bevell?”

      “Did something happen to him?”

      “Is he dead?” Bridge asked.

      “Why don’t you ask him?”

      “I feel like we have a gap here.”

      “Step aside and let me pass and no one has to get hurt.”

      “Right now, the only one getting hurt is you.”

      The man shook his head. “I can take you out right now.”

      Bridge shrugged. “Maybe so. But if you do that, you’re not leaving here either. Because she’s an excellent shot, and she’ll kill you before you can do the same to her.”

      “I’m OK with that. Because I’m not being taken, I’m not answering questions, and I’m not getting stuck here.”

      “So what do you propose then?”

      “I told you. You let me pass or me and you won’t see another sunrise.”

      “You’re

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

