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      Bridge opened his eyes and looked at the window, seeing a small sliver of the morning light shine through the cracks in the curtains. He kissed the top of Nicole’s head, and slowly removed his arm from around her, careful not to wake her up. He got out of bed and looked down at her naked body, and pulled the sheets up to her shoulders. He leaned down and gently kissed her forehead.

      After a quick trip to the bathroom, he put some clothes on and went out to the kitchen to get something to help wake him up. He stood in the kitchen, leaning against the counter, and sipping some coffee. He casually glanced over at the table, seeing Nicole’s laptop there. While the computer was closed, there were some papers sticking out of it that caught his attention.

      Bridge went over to it and opened the laptop. The papers there were real estate listings. Open houses of various types of houses in the area. Some were apartments in the city, some were detached houses in the suburbs. All were open tomorrow for a look.

      His first instinct was to shake his head, wondering what was so appealing about them. They had everything they could want right there. He was comfortable. He’d been in that hotel for years. It was home for him.

      Bridge was about to put the papers back and shut the laptop, but something told him not to. His head turned toward the bedroom, thinking about the beautiful woman who was still in bed. He then started looking all around. Every wall, the floor, the corners, the furniture, everything that’d been with him all this time.

      Doubt began creeping into his mind. He looked down at the papers again, trying to keep an open mind as he looked through them. He shut the laptop, though he kept the listings. He went back into the bedroom and sat in a chair in the corner of the room. He took another look at the houses, periodically glancing at Nicole, who occasionally stirred around.

      He loved her. Couldn’t imagine doing this without her. He took another look around the bedroom. It still felt like home. His home. But he wasn’t sure if it was theirs. He knew she was aching to leave there. She wanted a new place they could call theirs. She was willing to stick around and put up with it, but he was well aware of what she wanted. Maybe it was time to give it to her.

      Of course, he had mixed feelings. It would be tough to leave there. All jokes aside from everyone who kidded with him about living in a hotel all these years, he was content with it. His eyes glanced over again at the bare shoulders of his girlfriend. It was time for him to stop being selfish about what he wanted and consider what it meant for her.

      It would probably be a little scary for him. He’d probably fight it every step of the way. He’d ache and moan, and complain. But he also knew it was the right thing to do. Not just for Nicole, though that was the biggest reason. But for them. It was time.

      He sat there for close to an hour before Nicole started moving around. Her eyes opened, and after a few seconds, she sat up in bed; the sheets uncovering her bare breasts, which she didn’t have a problem showing. She immediately saw Bridge sitting in the corner staring at her and offered him that angelic smile of hers that could melt his heart. He smiled back.

      “Hey. What are you doing over there? Why aren’t you in bed with me?”

      “Just thinking.”

      “Oh? About what? Is everything OK? Did you have a nightmare or something?”

      Bridge shook his head. “No. But everything’s fine. Just thinking.”

      “About anything in particular?”

      Bridge held the real estate listings up. “These.”

      A worried look suddenly formed on Nicole’s face. She was just looking at them and printed them out for her own amusement. Something to dream and fantasize about. It wasn’t something she was actually going to discuss with him. At least not now. She’d make a passing comment or two, usually sarcastically, but she wasn’t going to press him on it. She always figured when he was ready, if that moment ever came, they’d know it. She didn’t realize that moment would be now.

      “Why do you have those?”

      Bridge took another look at them. “Got some coffee and noticed them sticking out of your laptop. Just figured I’d take a look.”

      “Oh.” Nicole got out of bed and put on underwear and a tank top. “It’s nothing. I was just browsing. Don’t worry about it.”

      She went to the bathroom, then came out and walked past Bridge, leaving the bedroom. Bridge followed her to the kitchen, where she was getting a cup. As she was pouring herself some coffee, Bridge looked at her, unsure of how to break the news. He figured it was best to not beat around the bush.

      “So how many of these do you think we can actually look at tomorrow?”

      Nicole’s arms froze as her head sharply turned toward him. Bridge tried to not make it seem so awkward and kept his eyes on the listings, though he could feel her eyes burning a hole through him.

      “What?”

      Her voice was a mixture of surprise and disbelief, as if she wasn’t sure if it was a legitimate question or if he was mocking her in some way. She stared at him for a second. He could see that she thought he was joking.

      “No, I just thought that…” he turned his head and looked around. “Maybe it’s time. This has been a good home for me for a while. But, maybe we need more.”

      A smile slowly formed on Nicole’s face, then developed into a wide one. She set her mug back down and almost threw herself into Bridge’s arms, planting a kiss on his lips.

      “Are you serious?”

      “You know I would never joke around about something like this.”

      She pulled away and gave him a look. He laughed.

      “OK, OK, maybe I would. But I’m not. I mean it. I think it’s a good next step for us. As you’ve been telling me for a while, we can’t live here forever. Much to my chagrin.”

      “You’re sure this is what you want? I don’t want to pressure you into something you’re not ready for.”

      Bridge put his hands on her waist, pulling her close. “You’re what matters the most to me. I’m ready if you are.”

      They kissed again, getting into it a little heavier. Their lips were interrupted by the sound of a knock on the door. Nicole pulled back. They both froze.

      “Are you expecting someone?”

      “No,” Bridge replied. “Did you set up one of your famous appointments with a client that I don’t want, but you intend to rope me into it somehow?”

      “No! Did you order room service?”

      “If I did, I wouldn’t have made coffee.”

      The knocking continued. They looked at each other and sighed.

      “I guess one of us should answer that,” Nicole said.

      Bridge looked at her outfit. “I guess that’ll be me.”

      He walked out of the kitchen and crossed the living room until he reached the door. He looked through the peephole, seeing Eric Happ standing there, looking very businesslike. Bridge opened the door and let him in.

      “Eric? What brings your smiling face to our loving home?”

      “Uh, this isn’t a home. It’s a hotel.”

      Nicole came walking in upon hearing it was their friend. She didn’t need to change for him.

      “Maybe not for much longer.”

      Happ seemed surprised at the mention. “Oh? Switching hotels?”

      She waved him off. “Don’t be silly.”

      “We’re just talking about potential moves,” Bridge said. “Nothing official yet. Anyway, enough about that. What brings you here? Buying us breakfast? Well, you didn’t have to do that, but we accept.”

      Bridge rubbed his hands together in anticipation, but Happ quickly stopped that.

      “I didn’t come for breakfast. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Bridge instantly put his hands up to put an end to it. “No. No. No. I’m not doing any more favors for the FBI about criminals that you guys have let slip through your fingers. Figure out something else.”

      “This isn’t about what you can do for us.”

      Bridge looked suddenly confused. “Then what’s it about?”

      “It’s about what we can do for you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Nicole was picking up some strange vibes. “Eric, what’s going on?”

      Happ took a deep breath, not wasting any more time. “We’ve picked up some chatter recently.”

      “Of?”

      “Nothing official. Nothing solid. Just whispers.”

      Bridge was already picking up the clues. “I’m assuming this has to do with us.”

      Happ nodded. “It does. Someone’s gunning for you. And soon.”

      “Gunning for us? How?”

      Happ shrugged. “That’s the big question. We don’t know any specifics. Don’t know who’s behind it. Like I said… just chatter.”

      “You must know something,” Nicole said.

      “I’m afraid not. It’s just rumors. Can’t verify anything yet. But I thought it was serious enough to let you know. You need to watch your back.”

      “Who’d be coming after us?”

      Bridge chuckled. “After everything we’ve done over the years, take your pick. Could be any number of people looking for revenge.”

      “No specifics?” Nicole asked.

      “Just that there’s someone putting a team together to come after you. Where, when, we don’t have any indicators on that. But it’s popped up in some underground internet sites, and more than one, that we thought it’s something to pay attention to.”

      Bridge and Nicole looked at each other, clearly concerned about what they were being told.

      “Thanks for the warning,” Nicole said.

      “Yeah,” Bridge added. “And for ruining our mood and breakfast.”

      Happ laughed. “Sorry. Just thought I should let you know.”

      Bridge’s mood softened. “Yeah.” He patted his friend on the back. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

      “You really think this is legitimate?” Nicole asked.

      Happ nodded. “Unfortunately, I do. Based on the chatter, I don’t think there’s any question about it. We may not know who yet, but someone’s coming. And they’ve already started putting the wheels in motion.”
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      Bridge, Nicole, and Happ sat around the kitchen table, shuffling papers around, going over past cases to try to figure out who was supposedly gunning for them.

      Bridge wrung his hands in frustration as he tossed a paper back down. “I can’t make heads or tails out of this. Could be anybody.”

      “How do we really know someone’s coming?” Nicole asked. “It could just be talk.”

      “Maybe so,” Happ replied. “But I figured it was worth a mention.”

      “It’s the right move,” Bridge said. “It’s better to get out ahead of this and prepare than be blindsided.”

      “What about that thing I had to rescue you from in Europe?”

      “Dismantled. Not really anyone left from it.”

      “Is there anyone recently who made threats against you?”

      “That are still alive?”

      “Preferably. Can’t really make threats if they’re no longer living.”

      Bridge scoffed. “You’d be surprised.”

      Happ ignored the joke. “Back to the question.”

      “A lot of people make threats, swear they’re going to get even,” Bridge said. “Most of them wind up dead, though.”

      After a few hours, and not seemingly getting anywhere, Nicole pushed her chair away and stood up. “Well, I’m going to the gym.”

      “Still? With all this hanging over our heads?”

      “We don’t know who it is or when they’re coming. Or even if they’re coming. We can’t put our lives on hold. Besides, we’re no closer to figuring this out than when we started a few hours ago.”

      “You want me to come with you?” Bridge asked.

      “To do what?” she replied. “Work out?”

      “Well, no, I’m not doing that.”

      She went over and kissed him on the cheek on the way to the bedroom to get changed. “Then I don’t need you coming.”

      Nicole got dressed and quickly left, bidding the boys goodbye.

      “Hopefully we can get this figured out by the time she gets back,” Bridge said.

      Happ’s eyes widened as he looked at the mess on the table. “Yeah, I kind of doubt that’s happening.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicole exited the gym a few minutes later than the last couple of times she’d been there. She pushed through the glass doors, a bag with her gym clothes slung over her right shoulder. In their profession, even when they weren’t actively on a job, both she and Bridge had a tendency to look around when they entered or left a building. They didn’t even have to stare at anything for too long. Just a passing glance. People who were lingering longer than they should have been. Someone who was out of place by the way they dressed. Exit strategies inside of buildings. It was just something they did naturally, regardless of whether they just got told someone might be coming after them. That didn’t really change the way they behaved.

      She didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. This was one of her usual days at the gym. Whenever they were home, she tried to get there every Tuesday and Friday.

      Across the street, a man leaned against a light pole, his eyes on his phone. He didn’t look up until she passed him.

      “She’s on the move,” he said quietly.

      A man sat in a vehicle down the street, his car idling at the curb, its hazard lights blinking as if the driver were waiting for someone who was late. He saw the back of Nicole’s head as she walked farther away.

      “I see her.”

      Then, another man exited the gym moments later. He had no workout gear. Just jeans, a jacket, and sunglasses. He walked casually in her direction, not seeming to be in any rush to catch up to her. Just close enough to matter.

      The man across the street started walking the same way Nicole was, though he stayed on his side of the street, keeping his eyes on her at all times. After a few minutes, she reached the ramp that led down into the parking garage.

      “She’s heading into the garage.”

      “I’m on it,” the second man said, putting the car into drive, heading toward the garage.

      Then, Nicole stopped abruptly, looking down at her phone. She then looked up and turned her head as if she were looking for someone.

      “Keep driving,” the leader of the group said. “She’s on the alert right now.”

      The man in the car drove past the garage, looking for another spot where he could turn around to keep an eye on her. The third man was just about at the edge of the building that turned in the direction of the garage. Nicole then started moving again, but changed direction, now walking back toward the street.

      “Slow your pace,” the leader said.

      The third man stopped and looked through the glass window of a store, pretending to be interested in the merchandise displayed. Nicole came back around, continuing to walk away from the gym.

      The man took his eyes off the store and back on Nicole. “Where’s she going?”

      “I don’t know. Continue to follow. Keep your distance for now.”

      The man complied and kept moving after her. The leader also continued to move, mirroring her from across the street. Once Nicole got to the light, she used the crosswalk, along with a throng of other people, and crossed the street.

      The leader stopped and bent down, pretending to tie his shoe. “Stay on that side. I got her over here.”

      “Roger.”

      As Nicole continued to walk away, the leader stayed on her trail, not too far away, but enough that if she turned around, she wouldn’t immediately see him behind her and get worried. They were waiting for the right moment to grab her. It had to be perfect. There could be no slip-ups.

      The leader continued following her for a few more minutes. Then Nicole stopped just in front of an outdoor cafe. A smile came over her face as she saw the man she was meeting. The man rose from his seat, smiling, as she walked over to him. She dropped her bag on the ground as they embraced with a hug and a kiss.

      “Abort, abort,” the man said. “Bridge is now with her. I repeat. Bridge is now with her.”

      “Let’s get both,” the driver replied.

      “Negative. Those aren’t the orders. Red Devil wants her to disappear first. That’s what we’re getting paid for. And we’re professionals. We obey orders.”

      There was a loud sigh in return. “Roger that.”

      “What do we do now?” the third man asked.

      “We get out of here. This op is blown.”

      “We could still follow them after.”

      “It’s not necessary,” the leader said. “We know where they live. We can follow them whenever we want. Besides, we don’t want to hang around too long and have them see one of our faces too many times and get suspicious. This has to be clean.”

      The man was obviously disappointed with the result, but agreed. “Roger. Heading back to the car.”

      “You guys take off. I’ll meet you back at the rendezvous point. This is just a delay. Nothing more. We’ll get her. Tomorrow’s a new day.”
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      Nicole gave Bridge a kiss before leaving. He grabbed a cup of coffee off the kitchen counter, then casually walked over to the window to look out. He wasn’t watching her leave. At least not consciously. But maybe after everything Happ told them, it was in the back of his mind. An uneasy feeling.

      His eyes drifted over the street below as Nicole’s boots hit the sidewalk. Nicole adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder and started down the sidewalk, moving with the same easy confidence she always had. She didn’t look back. She didn’t hesitate.

      Across the street, a man leaned against the brick wall of a closed storefront. That was what caught Bridge’s attention. The man wasn’t doing anything wrong. No phone. No pacing. No obvious interest in Nicole. Just standing there, hands in his jacket pockets, staring down the block like he was waiting for someone.

      Bridge took a sip of his coffee and kept watching. Nicole passed a corner building. The man pushed off the wall and started walking. Bridge’s jaw tightened.

      The man didn’t rush. He didn’t even cross the street. He simply started walking in the same direction Nicole had gone, keeping his distance, staying casual. Too casual for Bridge’s liking. He set his cup down and watched for another ten seconds. Nicole stopped at a crosswalk. The man slowed his pace. When the light changed, she started moving again. So did he.

      That was enough for Bridge. He didn’t bother with a jacket or wallet or anything else. He quickly made his way toward a drawer, where he kept his gun. He hid it under his shirt as he bolted out the door. As he waited for the elevator, he tried calling Nicole to let her know of his suspicions. She wasn’t picking up.

      “C’mon, c’mon. Pick up.”

      This was one of those times that he wished they weren’t so disciplined. Because of their work, whenever they were out and about, they tried not to be distracted by their phones. They wanted to be alert, observant, in case trouble ever found them. She had her phone in her purse. She’d look at it whenever she got to her destination.

      Unfortunately for Bridge, that meant he had to hurry up. The elevator felt too slow for his liking. He jogged down the hallway and found the steps and rushed down. Once outside, he scanned the sidewalk. Nicole wasn’t even in sight anymore.

      His heart started beating quickly, worried about what may be happening. He looked around, trying to see if there was anything else that seemed out of place. Everything seemed ordinary. He frantically tried to put his eyes on Nicole again. But she was gone. He started walking in the same direction, hoping to see her, or the man across the street. It was busy out there, though. Bridge then saw a cab parked along the curb. He jumped inside, tossing a fifty dollar bill onto the front seat.

      “Get me down the street as quick as you can.”

      The driver picked up the bill and looked at it, beginning to turn around. “Are you sure this…”

      Bridge waved him off. He didn’t care about the money. “Just get me down the street!”

      “You got it!”

      The driver peeled onto the street and zoomed down the street, using his experience to zoom in and out of traffic, quickly getting ahead of several other vehicles, ignoring the blaring horns he received from a few of them. Bridge kept his eyes focused out the window, staring at the nameless faces of people as they passed him. He was looking for Nicole, or the man he felt was following her.

      “Where exactly do you want me to drop you off at?” the driver asked.

      “I’ll let you know when I find who I’m looking for.”

      “Not that I try to nose in on anyone’s business, but you ain’t like a stalker or something, are you? I mean, I gotta stay clean for the law and all.”

      “Looking for my girlfriend,” Bridge replied.

      “Having problems? She walk out on you?”

      “I forgot to tell her I loved her.”

      “Dude. You’re a good one. That’s so sweet. She must be a keeper.”

      “She is.”

      Bridge’s head moved all around as he frantically tried to find Nicole. He hoped he wasn’t too late already and someone grabbed her. He knew from experience. It didn’t take that long to disappear.

      After a few minutes, they passed another corner. There was a throng of people waiting for the light to change. Bridge turned and looked through the back window. His eyes lit up as he saw a glimpse of Nicole’s beautiful face.

      “Here! Let me out!”

      The driver instantly swerved to the curb. He didn’t even get to a complete stop before Bridge jumped out.

      “Hey, good luck!” the driver yelled. “I’m a sucker for a good love story.”

      Bridge started walking in Nicole’s direction, seeing the light finally change. The group of people cross the street. He stood there, waiting for her. It only took a minute or two before she reached him. She looked stunned at his appearance and stopped abruptly.

      “Hey. What are you doing here?”

      “I just changed my mind.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You want to go shopping with me instead of working on your stock portfolio? That’s what you’re telling me?”

      “Uh… yes?”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. I just decided I’d rather be with you.”

      Nicole tilted her head. She wasn’t buying that. “Luke? Do you really think I’m an idiot?”

      “Of course not.”

      He stuttered and changed the subject while his eyes went across the street to find the man he thought was following. He found him. The other man was standing by the light pole, just staring at them. He and Bridge locked eyes. Bridge contemplated taking off and running after him. But with that New York traffic, he knew how that would go. The man would be gone by the time Bridge made his way through the car traffic.

      She noticed his demeanor, and turned her head the same way he was looking. She obviously wasn’t seeing what he was, though.

      “Is there something wrong?”

      Bridge didn’t reply at first. After a few moments, other people walked in front of the man across the street, causing Bridge to lose sight of him. A few moments later, he was gone completely. Bridge’s eyes kept moving, hoping to catch another glimpse of him. But he was nowhere to be found now.

      “Luke, what’s happening?”

      “Can’t a guy just walk with his girlfriend for a bit?”

      She faked a smile. “Some can, yes. You didn’t.”

      Bridge sighed, knowing he couldn’t keep it from her. And he shouldn’t.

      “Once you left, I looked out the window and saw a man follow you. Across the street. He was just standing there. When you moved, so did he.”

      “It couldn’t have been a coincidence?”

      “Could it have been? Sure. Can I say for certain it’s what I think? Not a hundred percent. But am I going to just discount the feeling in my gut? No.”

      “Your gut is good enough for me,” Nicole said. “Who do you think it was?”

      He shook his head. “No clue.”

      Though they now had a pretty good idea that the warning Happ gave them was now legit, that didn’t make them feel any better about it. They weren’t in some foreign country, having to keep an eye out while they were on a job. They were home. And this meant someone was keeping an eye on them where they slept. That made it worse. Much, much worse.
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      The hotel room felt smaller than it had that morning. Bridge stood near the window, just to the side of it so no one could see him standing there, the curtain cracked enough to watch the street below. Nicole sat on the couch, her legs crossed by her ankles, her arms crossed over her chest. She kept staring at the same spot on the floor as she replayed the morning in her head.

      Her eyes finally lifted up to the window. “Anyone out there?”

      “Not that I can see.”

      “They were following me.”

      Bridge’s eyes never left the street. “Seems that way.”

      “How many?”

      “I mean, I only noticed one. But that doesn’t mean there weren’t more. Lurking. Waiting.”

      Silence settled between them over the next minute. There was no panic. Just calculation.

      “What do we do from here?”

      Bridge shifted his weight, watching a delivery van idle across the street longer than it needed to. “We assume they’re watching us right now. At all times.”

      “But for what? Just to build a surveillance package? Or did they actually have something in mind?”

      It was a question Bridge couldn’t answer. Either could have been correct. And he wasn’t about to guess.

      “At least now we have a few answers.”

      “Oh yeah?” Nicole said. “Like what?”

      “Like this is an actual threat. It isn’t conjecture. It isn’t a theory. This is real. And it’s happening. They’re here. Now. Not in some
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