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      Nicole’s eyes fluttered open, staring straight up at the dark ceiling. Lying flat on her back, she could barely move. It felt like she’d been hit by a truck. She was breathing heavily. She turned her head to her left and looked at the drab concrete wall. What had happened? She didn’t remember any confrontation.

      She closed her eyes again for a moment, and licked her lips. Her head was a bit foggy, not remembering how she got there. Or where there was. Her body felt weak, though. Lifeless. It wasn’t a feeling she’d incurred often. She turned her head in every direction she could without moving the rest of her body. She didn’t see Bridge.

      “Luke?”

      With no reply, Nicole began to sit up. That was quickly halted as she cried out in pain, her hands immediately going to the left side of her waist. It hurt like hell. She removed one of her hands and looked at it. There was blood dripping from her fingers.

      Nicole rolled over onto her other side and maneuvered onto her knees. She kept her left hand on her waist. She looked down at the cold floor, seeing a small pool of blood where she had been laying. She looked down at her waist again to try to determine the severity of her wound. From the looks of it, it deeply grazed her skin, but the bullet wasn’t lodged inside of her.

      Still, the pain was throbbing. It wasn’t like the movies where the pain could be ignored, like someone had jabbed you with the point of a pen, or the flick of a finger. Even a glancing blow could have serious effects. Sometimes, with the adrenaline kicking in, or the rush of the moment, that pain was lessened, shoved to the side to deal with the more important problem first. But judging how Nicole felt at the present time, that moment had long since gone.

      Nicole, still holding her side, got up from her knees. She stood there for a second; her legs a little wobbly. She stayed still to keep her balance. Once she thought she was good, she spun her head around to look at the room she was in.

      It was a nothing room. Not a single stitch of anything in it. No pictures, no furniture, no decor, no nothing. Just a cold, icy room. The kind spy agencies liked to dump people in when they questioned them. Or tortured them.

      Nicole didn’t know what was going on, but she knew it wasn’t good. She didn’t remember how she got there, didn’t remember how she’d been shot, and this room was one she was all too familiar with. If this was a fire, the alarm level would be about a ten right now. She had to get out of there.

      She saw a door and limped over to it. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. This could go one of three ways. One, the door would open, and she would walk out of there like nothing had ever happened. Two, the door would open, and there’d be several armed men waiting for her, who would try to finish the job that had already been started. Or three, the door wouldn’t open at all. That might have been the most terrifying thought. Because that would mean whoever was behind this wasn’t done with her yet.

      Nicole quickly wondered about Bridge. Where was he? Was he looking for her? Or was he in a similar situation somewhere? She couldn’t remember if they were together when this happened or whether they had split up.

      She shook away whatever negative thoughts she had in her mind. She had to focus on what she was doing, or she wouldn’t think about anything ever again. She put her hand on the knob of the door, though she didn’t do anything yet. Her hand didn’t move for a second. She put her ear up to the door to see if she could hear anything on the other side of it. Voices, feet shuffling, a pin dropping, anything. Anything that would let her know she wasn’t alone. But there was nothing.

      Nicole looked down at the knob and took another breath. She instinctively reached down for a gun, though there was nothing on her. She looked back at where she was lying, just to see if it was there. But it wasn’t.

      In normal circumstances, if there ever was such a thing, it wouldn’t be as much of a concern as it was at that moment. Normally, she could adapt, and use her fighting skills to at least give a valiant effort. But with the pain in her hip, and lack of motion in it, she wouldn’t be putting up much of a battle against anybody.

      Still, she couldn’t stay there. She’d have to block out the pain the best she could. After taking another deep breath, Nicole finally moved her hand and tried to open the door. It wouldn’t turn, though. It was locked.

      “Dammit!”

      Frustrated, Nicole tried to turn it a few more times, not that it would do any good. Her body tensed up in a brief fit of anger, though she muffled her screams so she didn’t make any loud sounds. Now she knew. There was someone out there. Otherwise, there’d be no need to lock the door. It also meant one other thing. Someone would be coming back. At some point.

      Nicole took her hand off her hip and stood a little straighter. The pain was slightly lessening. It still burned, but she couldn’t focus on that. Not with the predicament she was in. She blew air through her mouth, then ran her fingers through her hair as she tried to think of a plan.

      She limped around the room, though it felt a little better than it did before. She was inspecting the walls, and the ceiling, trying to figure out if there was some other way out of there other than that door. But after walking around the entire perimeter, she came to the conclusion that there wasn’t one. There wasn’t a window, or a beam on the ceiling, or a drywall that she could break through. There wasn’t anything but cold concrete, and a ceiling that was too high to get too, especially since there was nothing to climb on but slick walls.

      “What the hell is going on here?” she whispered. “Where are you, Luke?”

      Her eyes went around the room again, just to make sure she hadn’t missed something. She hadn’t. There was no way out.

      Nicole looked over at the door again. There was no use in trying it again. It didn’t magically become unlocked. And she wasn’t breaking through it. Not in her current condition. Even if she was fully healthy, it wasn’t a door that was going to easily break open like it was a prop. There was really only one thing she could do. Wait. She didn’t know for what, or for who, but that was the only option she had at the moment. Just wait.
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      Bridge’s body was twisting around, his head lifelessly bobbing to the side. After a long time of being unconscious, he finally started to bat his eyes. They felt heavy. He tried to move his arms, but quickly realized that wouldn’t be possible. They were bound together, high above his head, tied with a rope that stretched to a beam on the ceiling.

      Bridge groggily looked down at the ground below him. His feet were about a foot off the ground. He looked back up at his hands, trying to wriggle himself free, though it was of no use. With his body struggling to break himself of his bindings, he began twisting again.

      After a minute, he closed his eyes, stopped struggling, and was able to clear his mind. His body finally came to a stop again. He opened his eyes so he could see what he was dealing with. His eyes scanned around the room at the walls, though there was nothing worth looking at. There was nothing on them, other than a little dust. Cold, concrete walls.

      He looked down at the floor beneath him, and it was the same thing. There was one door straight ahead of him. It was closed. He looked up at the ceiling. There were several beams running parallel to each other, but there didn’t appear to be anything of particular interest up there.

      Bridge blinked quickly a couple of times, and shook his head, as if he were trying to jar the cobwebs loose. How did he get there? What had happened? At the moment, he couldn’t remember anything. And where was Nicole?

      He twisted his body around to face the other direction, just to make sure she wasn’t lying in the corner behind him. She wasn’t. He wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing. Maybe it meant that whoever had him, didn’t have her. That was the hope he had to hang onto. That she was safe. Otherwise, it meant she’d be in a similar situation, with God knows what was happening to her.

      As he continued to twist in the air, a lot of thoughts started going through Bridge’s mind. Not many of them were good. Actually, none of them were. His thoughts were mostly of Nicole at the moment. He prayed that she wasn’t in the same spot that he was. That wherever he was, she was out there looking for him. He didn’t want to believe that she was tied up as well, twisting in the wind with no chance of escaping. Or something even worse.

      Of course, maybe he would have some positive thoughts, and some clarity of the situation, if he could remember exactly what the hell was going on. He didn’t know why he didn’t remember. The last thing he remembered was… he couldn’t even remember that.

      His mind seemed a little foggy. The way it does the following morning after a heavy night of drinking, not having any recollection of what you did the night before. But this was even worse. At least with a hangover sometimes, you could piece things together. Maybe there’s a conversation, or an event, some small detail that starts bringing things into a clearer focus. But this was different. This felt like that, only turned up another hundred degrees. His mind didn’t feel strained, it felt blank. Like there was nothing to remember.

      After another minute or so of trying to figure out the last moments that he could remember, Bridge figured he needed to shift his focus. Not in the past. But on the future. And how he was going to get out of this mess. Because it sure felt like he stepped into a big one.

      He looked down at his body. He didn’t see his gun. Not that it would’ve mattered if he still had it considering he couldn’t reach it, anyway. He then looked back up at his hands. They were the key. He couldn’t do anything until he figured out how to get them free.

      Bridge stared at the rope, analyzing where it was going. It stretched across another beam, eventually going to another piece of wood, where it was knotted. The rope appeared to be of medium size. Definitely wasn’t thin. But not the thickest rope he’d ever seen either. Not like the kind used to tie up those behemoths of ships to a dock or anything. But it seemed to be strong enough to hold his weight up.

      Bridge tried wiggling his body around for a few seconds, trying to see if he could get a piece of the rope to rub up against the wood. Maybe he could get it to fray and eventually break, dropping him to the ground. Of course, that would only be half the battle. The other half would actually be getting out of the room, which also looked to be next to impossible. That door looked like it was reinforced. It definitely was not cheap.

      Bridge looked back up at the rope, wondering if it was worth his effort. If it was even possible to split the rope, it looked like it would take a long time. And he wasn’t sure he had that much of it. Even if he got down, what was he going to do after that?

      There were no windows to escape out of. No doors to burst through. But what else was he going to do? Just accept his fate and twist in the wind, waiting for whoever was keeping him there to return? And while it was a good sign he was still alive, as they could’ve probably killed him easily, there was no guarantee how long that was going to hold up for.

      They obviously needed him alive for some reason. But he’d been around the game long enough to know that every person who’d been taken against their will had a limited shelf life. There was usually a time element involved, regardless of the reason behind why they were taken to begin with. Whether it was money, stolen jewels, nuclear codes, or someone’s valuable stamp collection. There was always a moment when the time that kidnapped person was still of use ran out. Could be a day, three days, a week, or maybe even a month. But eventually, whatever they wanted him for, that time would run out when he was still of use to them.

      Bridge took a deep breath, and looked up at the rope again. He had to try. He couldn’t figure out steps two or three until he got the first one. And that first one was the rope. He needed to get loose. Whatever it took to break free, he had to do it. He’d figure everything else out after that.

      He started moving his hands around, but they were pretty tight, so he didn’t have a large range of motion. He looked at the progress he was making and sighed. This was going to take a long time. Probably longer than he had. After a few minutes of attempting to fray the rope, he wasn’t even making a dent. This would probably take days. At best. Assuming he could even do it at all.

      Regardless, it was his best play at the moment. Unless something else magically dumped in his lap, which was unlikely. Undeterred, he continued with his plan. That was cut short, though, a few minutes later. He abruptly stopped when he thought he heard something by the door. It sounded like keys clanging together. Then he heard a key being put into the lock.

      Bridge quickly stopped what he was doing and tried to get his weight under control. He didn’t want to be spinning if someone came into the room and made the connection with what he was trying to do. He had to be still. He closed his eyes and focused. His thoughts turned to Nicole. His body seemed free. Not as tense as he thought of her. Thinking of her face, her touch, calmed him down.

      Bridge was now motionless as the door slowly opened. He closed his eyes and lowered his head, thinking the best course of action at the moment was to pretend that he hadn’t woken up yet. Maybe that would buy him some more time. Of course, that was dependent on what whoever was coming through that door had planned for him. And right now, they had other ideas.
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      England – Two days before –

      Bridge and Nicole just finished up their latest assignment. It wasn’t anything especially challenging. And it only took a week. It was just a normal extraction of some stolen goods that they had now returned to the rightful owner. To celebrate, they were in their hotel room, taking a victory lap, as they sometimes called it.

      “God, I’ve missed this.”

      A confused look appeared on Bridge’s face. “Didn’t we just do it last night?”

      She kissed his lips. “Yeah, but I was kind of in the mood for two times today.”

      Bridge shook his head. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Stop complaining. You know you love it.”

      “I do, but I still don’t know how you do it. Your libido is off the charts.”

      “I just know what I like. And shouldn’t you do more of whatever makes you happy?”

      Bridge smiled. “That’s one way of looking at it.”

      Suddenly, there was a knock on the door.

      “What’s that?”

      “Are we expecting someone?” Nicole asked.

      “Not that I know of.”

      Bridge threw the sheets off his naked body and stood up. Nicole grabbed him by his man parts.

      “No, don’t go.”

      Bridge stood there, unsure of which direction he should go. As she started rubbing him, he decided back to bed was his best path.

      “Nobody’s home,” Nicole whispered.

      There was another knock on the door. It was louder this time. Nicole looked at her boyfriend, seeing the conflicted look on his face. He enjoyed the pleasure. But not knowing who was at the door was bothering him.

      “Don’t do it.”

      “What if it’s about the case?” Bridge asked.

      “The case is done. We already sent the goods back as our client requested. Everything’s over.”

      “Then who’s at the door?”

      “Who cares?”

      A few more knocks could be heard.

      “They’re obviously not going away until we answer,” Bridge said.

      Nicole sighed. “Fine. If you have to.”

      “Just let me see what they want, and we can have two more rounds.”

      Nicole’s face suddenly perked up. Along with some other things. “Two more?”

      “One in bed, one in the shower.”

      There wasn’t a smile on the planet that was wider than hers right now. “Ooh. I like how you’re thinking now.”

      Bridge got out of bed and quickly threw on a pair of sweatpants. He walked over to the door and looked through the peephole. There was a man standing there. He didn’t recognize him.

      Bridge put his hand on the door, hesitating for a second. He wasn’t sure he really wanted to find out what this person wanted. It definitely didn’t look like someone who worked at the hotel. Unless they were undercover or something. Regardless, Bridge finally opened the door.

      “Can I help you?”

      The man barged right in, barely giving Bridge the time of day.

      “We’re in big trouble,” the man said. “We’re in big trouble.”

      Bridge had no idea what was happening. He looked at the man, back at the door, then back to the man, and back to the door again. He then peeked out in the hallway, making sure there was no one else there. Once he saw that there wasn’t, he closed the door and looked at his guest. The man was sweating profusely. Whatever his issue was, he was extremely worried about it. Though Bridge wasn’t sure what it had to do with him yet.

      “Look, I’m not sure what this is about, or who you are, but…”

      “They’re after me,” the man said.

      “Who’s after you?”

      “Bad people. Bad, bad, people.”

      Bridge looked as confused as ever. “What does that even mean? And why are you here?”

      “You talked to my partner last week. You didn’t take our case. Now things have gotten worse.”

      “Your partner?”

      Bridge put his left hand on top of his head, running it down to the back of his neck as he tried to think of what this man was talking about. He closed his eyes as he thought back.

      “Last week. Um, middle-aged guy, five-eight-ish, black hair, suit, wanted protection from some documents or something, if I recall.”

      Concerned about the time it was taking, Nicole got out of bed, the sheets wrapped around her body, appearing in the frame of the bedroom door.

      “What’s going on?” She noticed the sweaty man standing there. “And who’s this guy?”

      Bridge stumbled with his words. “That’s, uh, that’s what we’re trying to figure out here.”

      “I’m sorry, I know I’ve intruded. Please forgive me. I just don’t know who else to turn to. My partner talked to you last week and now he’s dead. I don’t know what else to do.”

      “The guy I talked to last week? He’s dead?”

      “Yes. And I know I’m gonna be next if I don’t do something. That’s why I need your help. My partner said you were interested in helping us, but you were here on another case right now, so you wouldn’t be able to do anything for us until you were done with that, but this can’t wait anymore.”

      “I remember,” Bridge replied.

      Nicole remembered too. She was there. “Wasn’t that the guy who said he had uncovered something, but wasn’t quite sure what it was?”

      The man nodded. “Yes, we deal with certain objects, antiques, art pieces, things like that. Things that have quite a bit of value. Things that are rare. Some things that you can’t even put a price tag on.”

      Nicole sighed, realizing her night was now not going to go as she was hoping, or expecting.

      “I should get dressed.”

      Bridge gave her a look of regret. He was sorry about how the night was turning out. But he knew he’d make it up to her later. She would make sure of that. He put his hand out to have his guest take a seat on the couch.

      “Let’s try to unpack this a little,” Bridge said, sitting down across from him on a chair. “What exactly is all this about? What brought you here? What is the item behind all of this?”

      “It’s a book. Not a regular book, though. More like a journal. Leather binding. Black. No pictures or words or inscriptions on either the front or the back. Just plain. A little worn. Looks like it’s been in use for several years.”

      “Do you have it with you?” Bridge asked.

      “Uh, no. I thought it best not to carry it around with me. It’s in a safe spot right now.”

      “What’s so special about this book?”

      “That I can’t really say. The book is littered with things that don’t really make any sense. At least not to us.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Just sayings, phrases, dates, places, numbers, but none of them really add up to anything. Not that we were able to figure out.”

      “It’d be helpful to see what this book contains,” Bridge said. “How old would you say it was?”

      “It’s modern. Within the last five years? Ten years? It’s certainly not ancient or anything like that. And some of the references in it mention modern cities, so it’s definitely of a newer variety.”

      Nicole walked back out, now fully clothed. She sat down next to her boyfriend.

      “Why don’t you get dressed and I’ll continue on with this? I could hear in the bedroom.”

      Bridge nodded and got up, quickly scurrying into the bedroom. He kept the door open so he could listen in as well.

      “You said your partner was now dead?” Nicole asked. “What happened?”

      “They said it was an accident. His car went off the road in a remote location and slammed into a tree. They said he was killed instantly.”

      “Where was he going?”

      “He was driving to meet someone for a potential deal.”

      “And you think his death is suspicious?”

      “Well, yes. Especially after the last couple weeks.”

      “What’s that mean? Did something happen?”

      “As I said, we deal with certain items. Buying and selling. In the last couple of weeks, we’ve been getting strange phone calls, asking about if we’d gotten our hands on any particular types of books lately. We have several in our collection, but they seemed to be asking about one book in particular, though they never really came out and said it.”

      “What were they asking?”

      “If we’d gotten our hands on any books or documents in relation to international espionage on incidents that happened within the last fifty years.”

      “And you think they were asking about the book you’re talking about?”

      The man shrugged. “It’s the only logical conclusion we could come up with. First it was the phone calls. Then we started to think we were being followed. We have a small storefront, and we thought we detected cars sitting out front, or a man that seemed to be stationed there from time to time.”

      “If they were asking about this book, and you had it, why not sell it to them?”

      “At first, we weren’t sure what the book even was. Still don’t, really. But then the abundance of calls about it started to unnerve us. We were getting four or five calls a day. Sometimes there wouldn’t even be a voice on the line. We started to worry about what we were dealing with. We just kind of wanted it to go away, to be honest.”

      Bridge came back into the room and sat down next to his girlfriend.

      “Why not go to the police?” he asked.

      “We did. They took a statement, then shrugged it off. We had no proof of anything, and really couldn’t even say what it was that was wrong. It’s more of a feeling than knowing something. It felt like something was off. Have you had those feelings before? Where you know something is wrong, but you just can’t say why it is? Or how you know?”

      “I think we’ve been there before.”

      “How long have you had this book?” Nicole asked.

      “Only about three weeks,” the man answered.

      “How did you acquire it?”

      “By pure
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