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      Thrower looked at his watch. It was a few minutes after the scheduled meeting time. His phone was sitting on the table next to his meal. He double-checked to make sure he hadn’t missed a text or call. There was nothing there. He took a glance around the restaurant to see if anyone was walking toward his table. There was nobody walking other than the servers.

      He wasn’t worried yet. He didn’t have anything else pressing, so he could give it some extra time. Besides, the person on the phone made it sound like a real emergency.

      Thrower took a bite of his hamburger, then picked up his phone and started scrolling through some pictures. He didn’t have too many on there. Considering he spent most of his life wandering from job to job and didn’t have many close friends, he usually didn’t have time for pictures. Other than special cases.

      He looked at the woman’s face, and a smile formed on Thrower’s lips. He did miss her. And part of him wondered if he had made a mistake in leaving her behind. He stared at St. James’ picture for a minute, completely oblivious to the person creeping up on him.

      Finally, Thrower noticed someone out of the corner of his eye. The person didn’t appear to be moving. Thrower slowly turned his head to look at the person. The man appeared to be around thirty, average height, weight, and appearance. There was nothing especially remarkable about him. Just a regular-looking guy. Beside him was a woman. She was around the same age. Also average in her appearance.

      “Something I can help you with?”

      The man cleared his throat. “Uh, Mr. Thrower?”

      “Depends who’s asking.”

      “Um, I’m Jasper Brink. This is my girlfriend Faith.”

      “You the one I talked to on the phone?”

      “Yeah, that’s right.”

      Thrower could see the look of fear on their faces. Or maybe it was just nervousness. He had a tendency to do that to people when he first met them. Thrower stuck his hand out.

      “Have a seat.”

      “Thanks for coming out to meet us and all,” Brink said. “I hope we didn’t pull you away from anything else.”

      Thrower slightly moved his hands up. “So what’s this about?”

      Brink cleared his throat and looked at his girlfriend before starting. He rubbed his hands together in a nervous kind of way. Thrower could see that he was anxious. What the man was about to tell him was either very upsetting or extremely embarrassing.

      Brink put his hand on the table and started tapping it as he began. “Someone’s out to get me for some reason. I don’t know who or why. Um, I just don’t know.”

      “Tell me what’s been going on.”

      Brink continued fiddling with his hands as he explained. “I think I told you a little over the phone. But a few more things have happened since then.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, I told you about my tires being slashed. And the phone calls with no one on the other end.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Two days ago our house was broken into. Yesterday a window to my car was smashed.”

      “Even on the way here, we felt like we were being followed,” Faith said, taking a look behind them.

      Thrower glanced around the room, looking for a sign that trouble was about to hit. He hadn’t noticed anything so far.

      “Let’s start off with the burglary.”

      “I wouldn’t really call it that,” Brink said. “Nothing was taken.”

      “Nothing was taken?”

      Brink shook his head. “Not that we can tell. We’ve gone over everything in the house, and we can’t find anything that’s missing.”

      “Not a single thing?” Thrower asked. “Money, jewelry, nothing?”

      “Everything’s there.”

      “They sure made a mess of the place, though,” Faith said.

      “They were looking for something,” Thrower replied.

      “We can’t understand what. We’re not wealthy people. We don’t have much.”

      “Burglars aren’t always looking for money.”

      “What else could it be?” Brink asked.

      “Made any enemies lately?”

      Brink looked at his girlfriend, and they both shook their heads in unison.

      “Not that we know of,” he said. “We’re just normal, everyday people. We try to get along with everyone.”

      “You told me you’re a photographer, right?” Thrower asked. He looked at Brink’s girlfriend. “What do you do?”

      “I work at a daycare. I handle a dozen three-year-olds all day.”

      “No run-ins with parents lately?”

      Faith shook her head. “No. All the parents I’ve dealt with are super nice. Very friendly. I get along with all of them. And I adore their children.”

      “Now you two are not married, right?”

      “No, but we have our wedding planned for next year. We just bought our house about six months ago.”

      Thrower rubbed his chin as his eyes scanned the restaurant again. Still no trouble in sight that he could see.

      “What about this feeling of being followed?”

      Brink cleared his throat again. “Um, we kept looking in our rearview mirror and seeing the same car.”

      “Was it directly behind you or a few cars behind?”

      “It was a few cars behind. But every time we turned, it turned with us.”

      “And how long did this go on?” Thrower asked.

      “Probably about half an hour.”

      “And how far away is this place from your house?”

      “About half an hour,” Brink answered.

      “And that’s where you came from?”

      “Yes.”

      Now Thrower was the one tapping the table, some of his thoughts about the case becoming clearer. He noticed Faith nudge her boyfriend on the arm as if spurring him on to say something.

      Brink coughed, though it sounded like a fake one. Probably trying to figure out what he was about to say.

      “Uh, I guess I should mention that… um, well, when we looked you up on the internet, we couldn’t find any information about how much you cost.”

      Thrower smirked. “I don’t like to advertise it.”

      “Um, yeah, well, we did some digging and saw you have a pretty big reputation. And we assume a big reputation comes with a big price tag.”

      “Not in all cases.”

      “Yeah, well, we have a little bit of money saved up,” Brink said. “It’s not much. But we can give you a thousand dollars up front.”

      Faith also spoke up. “And if you’re willing to work with us on a payment plan, we can give you the rest over time.”

      “It’s not about the money,” Thrower said.

      “How much do you usually charge for something like this?”

      “There are a lot of variables that I put into it. Length of time, type of trouble, the clients; it all factors in.”

      “How do we factor in?” Brink asked.

      “My last job I charged about twenty thousand.”

      Thrower couldn’t help but smile as he looked at the faces of his two guests. It looked like their eyes were about to jump out of their heads.

      Brink put his fingers on his lips, looking like he was having second thoughts. “Twenty thousand, huh?”

      A lump went down Faith’s throat. “Well, um, that’s a lot. But we do need the help. Are you willing to work with us on a plan?”

      “I think we can work something out,” Thrower replied.

      “When will you be able to get started?”

      “I’m already here, aren’t I?”

      “Oh. I thought maybe you’d have to go home and pack.”

      “I don’t necessarily have a home,” Thrower said. “I just travel job to job. I’m usually not in any one spot for more than a week at a time. I pack light.”

      “That must be tough,” Faith said.

      Thrower grinned. “At times. I’m just saving up enough money to retire at a beach house someday.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      “How much money do you need for a down payment?” Brink asked.

      “Depends,” Thrower answered. “How much money do you have in your bank account?”

      Faith looked at her boyfriend. “About fifteen hundred.”

      “Well, then you’re in luck. I’m running a zero money down payment plan at the moment.”

      “I guess we have to ask… how long you think something like this might take?” Brink asked.

      “Well, that entirely depends on what we’re actually dealing with. If anything.”

      “I guess I’m asking because… well, if this goes on for weeks and weeks, I don’t know if we’ll be able to afford you for that long.”

      Thrower tried to set their minds at ease. He could see the dollar signs spinning in their minds. “I don’t want you worrying about the money. The people who get charged twenty or thirty thousand dollars are the people who can afford it. Your bill won’t be anywhere near that. And it won’t have anything to do with how long I’m here. I promise.”

      “Thank you,” Faith said. “That does put my mind a little more at ease.”

      “What do you think this is all about? It can’t all be a coincidence,” Brink asked.

      “No, it’s definitely not. One thing, maybe two. But not more than that. You stepped across someone sideways. Now we just have to figure out who it is.”

      “So what do we do now?” Faith asked.

      “Well, I require one thing out of my clients.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That they listen to me. I’ve been doing this a long time. And I know what I’m doing. If I ask you to do something, it’s because I think it’s best for your safety.”

      “We understand.”

      “I’m gonna put that to the test right now,” Thrower said.

      “Oh? In what way?”

      “I need you to not go to work.”

      “What?” Faith said.

      “You two have different jobs. I can’t protect the both of you in different spots. I need you to stay together until we figure out what’s going on. Can you do that?”

      Brink and Faith looked at each other. They both agreed.

      “We understand,” Faith said. “It’s just gonna be hard on our finances.”

      “I’ll try to make it as short and painless as possible.” Thrower looked at Brink. “Do you have any jobs coming up?”

      “Uh, yeah, a couple this week.”

      “What are they?”

      “I have a family portrait scheduled for tomorrow. And then some pictures for a couple in a park in a couple of days.”

      “Any chance you can reschedule?” Thrower asked.

      “I really shouldn’t. If Faith doesn’t work for a week, we’ll really be up against it. We need some money coming in.”

      Thrower understood their predicament. “I get it. I’ll just have to make sure you’re protected there.”

      “Do you really think our lives could be in danger? I mean, we haven’t received any threats. And nothing has been done to us physically.”

      “Yet, Mr. Brink. Yet. That could all change at a moment’s notice. Usually in cases like this, all that other stuff is just a precursor to what’s about to come. And in this case, I think it likely is coming. And coming hard.”
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      Brink and Faith had something to eat, while they talked more in depth with Thrower about what was going on. They wound up staying there for another hour. Once they were done, Thrower paid for the meal.

      “Oh, you really didn’t have to pay for it,” Faith said. “I mean, thank you, but you didn’t have to pay for us.”

      “It’s no problem,” Thrower said with a grin. “Business expense.”

      Thrower glanced to his right, over at the window. It was on the other side of the restaurant. He saw a man looking in. Thrower quickly took his eyes away from it and back to his new clients.

      “So, you guys ready to leave?”

      “What do we do next?” Brink asked.

      “First, let’s go back to your place. I’ll take a look around for myself, see what’s up. Then we’ll take things from there. I’ve got a rental. I’ll follow you.”

      They all stood up, with Thrower glancing at the window again. He saw the same man peeking in. Thrower looked at his clients and smiled, not wanting to alarm them. He believed the man at the window was the one following them, though. At least one of them.

      “Oh, one thing before we go. Did you happen to get a look inside the car that was following you? Like, how many people were in there?”

      Brink and Faith looked at each other.

      “We really didn’t notice,” Brink said. “We were honestly a little startled at that point. Is it important?”

      Thrower smiled, seeming not to have a care in the world. He especially didn’t appear concerned that there was possibly trouble waiting for them once they stepped outside.

      “Well, not really, I guess.”

      As they walked toward the entrance, Thrower’s eyes kept glancing at the window. He noticed the man moving, walking toward the front as well. Once they were outside, Thrower looked to both sides of them, sizing up the situation. He noticed two tough-looking men. They were both leaning up against the side of the building. Neither had anything in their hands. They were just looking straight ahead.

      It was an alarm in Thrower’s mind. The one to the right was the one who kept looking in the window. The one to his left must’ve been the man’s partner. Thrower was always wary of people who were nearby and didn’t seem to be doing anything or have any purpose for being there.

      “You guys go to your car and sit there till I give you the word,” Thrower said.

      “What?” Brink replied. “Why? What’s going on?”

      Thrower looked at the street. There was a line of cars parked along the curb. “Which one’s yours?”

      Brink pointed to it. “That blue Honda down there.” Brink hit the unlock button on his key fob so the lights would blink.

      “And what color was the car that you think was following you?”

      “Looked like a tan or beige car.”

      Thrower looked further down the street. About ten cars behind Brinks’ was a beige-colored car. “Sedan?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is there something wrong?” Faith asked.

      Thrower looked at her and smiled. “Not a thing. I got your number. Just sit in your car and wait for me to call. Don’t do anything else.”

      “Uh, OK.”

      As Brink and Faith went to their car, Thrower crossed the street. Once on the other side, he took a peek back and saw the two men going back to their car too. Thrower jogged down the sidewalk. It was getting busy, with a lot of people walking around, not to mention cars zooming past on the road. Within seconds, he lost sight of the two men. But that meant they lost sight of him too.

      Once down the street a bit, Thrower crossed the road again. There was a large box truck parked along the curb, and he stood behind the back of it for a second, waiting for his cue. He had the beige car in his sights, just a few cars ahead of the truck. He saw the lights blink to indicate it was now unlocked. That was his cue.

      Thrower jumped out from behind the truck and briskly walked toward the beige car. The two men were getting in. Just as their doors closed, Thrower put his hand on the back door on the passenger side and opened it. He quickly got in, sliding to the middle, between the two front seats. Both men looked back at him.

      “Yo, man, what the hell are you doing?” the driver asked.

      He was the one spying on them through the window. Thrower was sure he recognized him by now.

      “Oh, I was just seeing what you guys wanted.”

      “Get out of here before you get your ass beat.”

      “Now look. You guys seem like you’re nice, intelligent, upstanding citizens. Why don’t you tell me who you are, why you’re following them, and who you’re working for? And then we don’t have to worry about any hospital trips for you guys.”

      The driver snickered and looked at his partner. “You believe this guy? Look, man, you’re lucky you’re still breathing right now. Just get out of my car and walk away before you get seriously hurt. I’m not gonna tell you again.”

      “I tell you what. They just hired me because they saw you two gorillas following them. Now, if you make me a better offer, I might be persuaded to walk away from this thing. What do you say?”

      “Beat it!”

      “You don’t wanna call your boss and check?” Thrower asked. “I mean, this might be his last chance before it all comes crumbling down.”

      “Dude, just get out of the car. If I count to five and you’re still here, you’re gonna be in a world of hurt.”

      “That almost sounds like a threat.”

      “It is!”

      “Uh, before you count to five, can you tell me what you want with those nice people?” Thrower asked. “I mean, if you tell me, maybe I can convince them to just hand whatever you want over to you. Is it money? A secret stamp collection? Valuable bobbleheads? What?”

      “Here’s what I’ll tell you. Get out of the car and don’t stick your nose into this. Because if we see you again after this, we’re gonna kill you. How’s that?”

      Thrower frowned, though he wasn’t the least bit surprised by the ultimatum. And he wasn’t the least bit worried.

      “That doesn’t sound too hospitable.”

      “Out!”

      “I thought you were giving me to five?”

      The driver started counting. “One. Two. Three—”

      Thrower didn’t let him finish. He couldn’t believe how gullible the man was. Especially for as tough as he looked. He was bald with a beard and probably around three hundred pounds, though most of that appeared to be in his stomach. Not much muscle to him.

      In any case, Thrower immediately pounded him with a right hand, catching the man flush on his nose. The man was thrown back against his window. As he yelled out and held his nose, Thrower started pounding away on the other guy’s face. He started drilling the man with lefts, then leaned forward between the seats and grabbed hold of the man’s head. Thrower took the man’s face and rammed it into the dash in front of him.

      Thrower looked back at the driver and noticed him starting to lunge at him. Thrower quickly stopped that, nailing the man with his elbow. Stunned again, Thrower turned around and started unleashing some thunderous right hands on the man’s face. After a minute, Thrower took turns, alternating his punches between the two faces.

      The whole thing was over in a matter of minutes. Both men were out of commission. To cap things over, Thrower took the driver’s head and rammed it into the steering wheel, making the horn beep.

      After he was done, Thrower stepped back, looking at the damage he’d just caused. Both men were battered and bruised, and their faces were covered in blood. But they weren’t unconscious. They were, however, both moaning about the pain they were in. They were both completely handled and never even got a punch in. It was the first time they’d ever been in a fight, and they’d been in more than a few, that they’d been taken care of so easily. Before he left them, Thrower wanted to leave them with a few parting thoughts.

      “Now, since we’re all so well acquainted, let me give you guys some advice. If I ever see you guys hanging around again, I’m not gonna give you the benefit of a warmup like I did here. Think of this as a practice bout.” Thrower looked down at his arms. “I didn’t even work up a sweat. But if I see you near those people again, I’m gonna assume you want a rematch. And I won’t take it easy on you like I did today. OK? Remember that.”

      The driver moaned, holding his face. “Oh, we’ll remember.”

      “Whatever the issue is, back off. That’s my final warning.”

      Thrower exited the car, then started walking to his rental. Instead, he turned around and walked past the beige car and to the blue Honda. Once there, he tapped on the passenger side window, startling Faith. She jumped, then rolled her window down.

      “Is everything OK?” Brink asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Thrower replied, a hint of a smile. “Everything’s great.”

      Faith looked down at his hands, noticing spots of red on them. “Um, what’s wrong with your hands?”

      Thrower brought his hands up and looked at them. “Oh, this? It’s nothing. Just happened to run into something back there. No biggie. You guys are good to go now. I’ll follow you back to the house.”

      As Thrower walked away, Faith watched him go through the side mirror.

      “What is going on here?”

      “I dunno,” Brink replied. “But whatever it is, I’m glad that guy’s on our side.”

      Thrower walked past the beige car and took a look inside, with both men still looking like a battered UFC fighter after being knocked out. Instead of letting it go, Thrower couldn’t resist one more dig at them. He went over to the window and tapped on it. The passenger reluctantly rolled the window down.

      Thrower pointed at him. “Remember what I said. Choose your next move carefully.”

      “Just beat it.”

      Thrower drilled the man with another right hand, sending the guy sprawling across the front seat, over the middle console. Thrower figured his work there was done for the moment. He then walked back to his car, looking like nothing had ever happened.

      “Sure is something going on here,” he said to himself. “Stepped into something. Wonder what it is?”
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      Thrower followed Brink and Faith back to their house without any further incident. Thrower kept an eye out for any other cars that looked like they might be tagging along without an invitation. Thankfully, he didn’t see any. But he assumed they hadn’t seen the last of his burly friends from the car. Or at least associates of theirs.

      As Brink and Faith pulled into their driveway, Thrower was only a little further down the street. He passed several cars parked along the curb in front of their properties. All were vacant. All except for one.

      Thrower noticed two men sitting inside one of them about four or five houses down. Both appeared to be on the bigger side. Though Thrower didn’t get a good look at their faces, neither man was slouching down in their seats, and their heads were up near the roof of the vehicle, indicating they were not small.

      Once Thrower parked in the driveway and got out of his car, Brink and Faith came over to greet him. He quickly alerted them to the danger.

      “Get inside.”

      “What?” Brink replied.

      Thrower had his head turned, looking down the street at the car in question. Brink and Faith looked in that direction too.

      “Just get inside,” Thrower calmly said.

      Thrower waited until his clients were completely inside their house before he made a move. He started walking down the street on the sidewalk, getting closer to the car. He didn’t get very far, though. The occupants of the car, though they didn’t know what had happened to Thrower’s earlier opponents inside a car, knew he was walking to them. Unlike his other foes, these guys had no interest in hanging around and getting to know him. They immediately started the car and sped out of the area.

      Thrower stood there for a few moments, watching as the car drove out of sight. Once it was gone, he turned around and walked back to the house. When he reached the door, he heard the door unlock and saw Faith looking out the window.

      “What was that about?” Brink asked.

      “Looks like they were keeping an eye on you,” Thrower answered.

      “What happened back at the restaurant?”

      “There was another car there, too. Two guys.”

      “What happened to them?”

      Thrower grinned and brought his hands up, rubbing them. “They, uh, they ran into a bit of a problem.”

      Faith came over, looking at his hands. “Do you need ice?”

      “Oh, no, thanks. I’m good.”

      “You should at least wash them off. You have a bit of blood on them.”

      “Oh, yeah. Mind if I come in?”

      “Oh, sure,” Brink said, shaking his head like he was absent-minded. “Come on in.”

      Thrower walked in, and Faith immediately showed him where the bathroom was. After he washed and dried his hands, Thrower came out and got the house tour. The last place he saw was the garage. It was being converted into a photo studio. It wasn’t quite ready yet.

      “Tell the police what happened?” Thrower asked.

      “Yeah, they were here,” Brink answered. “Didn’t do much good. All they could do was take a report. No witnesses or clues left or anything.”

      “We cleaned up all the mess they made,” Faith said. “Took a while.”

      Thrower continued to look around. “Did it seem to be concentrated in any one area?”

      “Didn’t seem like it,” Brink said. “They went through the studio here pretty bad.”

      “And the closets,” Faith replied. “And every drawer in the house, it seems.”

      Thrower was silent for a few minutes, going back through the house, trying to get a clearer picture in his mind. He had the couple show him everything that was out of place from the break-in. After they’d gone through the house a couple of times, he’d seen everything.

      “So that’s it,” Faith said. “That’s everything.”

      They stood in the living room, but Thrower’s head was turning in every direction. It appeared he had something on his mind.

      “You got something?” Brink asked.

      “They were looking for something small,” Thrower replied. “Something that could be hidden in a drawer.”

      Brink threw his hands up. “We don’t know what that is. They didn’t take any jewelry.”

      “No, they were looking for something specific. Something they knew you had.”

      Brink let out a laugh as he looked at his girlfriend. “But we don’t have anything else.”

      “You do. You just don’t know it yet.”

      “Mr. Thrower—”

      “Call me Nate. The only people who call me Mr. Thrower are my enemies.”

      “Nate. We’re just normal everyday people. We’re not hiding anything.”

      “I believe you don’t think you’re hiding something,” Thrower said. “But you’ve got something. And I’m betting it’s got something to do with you.”

      Brink looked surprised, taking a step back, looking at his girlfriend. “Me?”

      “You’re a photographer, right?”

      “Yeah?”

      “From what you’ve told me, most of the mess happened in the garage, right? Where the studio is?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What have you taken pictures of lately?” Thrower asked.

      “Nothing, really.”

      “I need you to think. And I need you to work with me. If you want my help, and you wanna get through this, you gotta be honest. What have you worked on lately?”

      “Not much, really,” Brink answered. “I was hired for a wedding a couple of weeks ago. I’ve just had some small jobs since then. Portraits, mostly. A couple of headshots for people. That’s about it.”

      “What about personal? Ever walk around, just take pictures?”

      “Sure. Yeah, I do that from time to time. Buildings, nature, people, animals, landscape, things like that.”

      “What are you getting at?” Faith asked. “Do you know what this is about?”

      “Well, I suspect that your Jasper took a picture of something he wasn’t supposed to.”

      “What does that even mean?” Brink asked.

      “I’m inclined to think you took a picture of something that incriminates someone of a crime. Or maybe a compromising position. Something like that.”

      “But that’s impossible. I haven’t.”

      “You just don’t know it. But somebody thinks you have. And we need to find out who.”

      “This is crazy.”

      “It’s really the only thing that makes sense,” Thrower said. “If you think about it, you’ll agree.”

      “If that’s true, then where do we start?” Faith asked. “How do we know who’s behind this, and how do we stop it?”

      “First thing is figuring out who this is and what they want. The stopping it part… well, that’s my job. Let’s head into the studio and look at all the pictures you’ve taken recently. Do you print them all out, or keep them on a computer?”

      “Well, I do both, actually,” Brink answered. “Right now I’m keeping some of my stuff at the other studio.”

      “Other studio? What other studio?”

      “Well, before I started moving my stuff in here, I had another studio. Wasn’t much, really. Just a small place. Basically just kept equipment and stuff in there.”

      “Has that been broken into, too?” Thrower asked.

      “Uh, I don’t know, actually. I haven’t been there since this all started.”

      “Why not?”

      “Just been busy with everything.”

      “Let’s head over there now and see.”

      They all got into the same car, with Thrower in the back seat. He wasn’t sure the exact specifics of what was going on yet, but he thought he had a general idea. And he wanted Brink and Faith close to him at all times. Whoever was after them had two separate tails on them: one at the restaurant, and one at the house. He didn’t want his clients to be in a different vehicle in case they ever got cut off. He’d been in that situation before.

      He let Brink do the driving, with Thrower figuring he could keep a good eye on what was happening from the back seat. He didn’t think they were being followed, but if they were, he’d direct Brink to pull over so Thrower could get behind the wheel. Right now, it didn’t seem necessary. By now, he hoped whoever was behind this had now gotten word of his arrival. That would spur them to think things through and perhaps come up with a different plan.

      As they drove along, Faith turned around, wanting to get to know their new bodyguard a little better.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Fire away,” Thrower replied. “I’m an open book.”

      “How do you get into something like this? I mean, you’re not quite what I thought you were gonna be. I mean, physically you are, but… personality-wise, you’re… different.”

      “You mean being a bodyguard?”

      “Yeah.”

      Thrower shrugged. “Got out of the military, was looking for jobs, just happened to stumble into security

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

