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      I heard her well before I saw her. The clicking noise from her heeled shoes echoed across the interior of the building. The Upstate Investigation and Executive Protection’s building was small on the outside, but the interior was a whole other story. There were still nooks and crannies everywhere you looked, but this woman didn’t seem deterred from her mission.

      “I’m looking for a Mr. Jam Woodrow?” she called out.

      I had been sitting behind my desk, working on the usual mundane paperwork, not really paying attention. The woman stopped at my coworker’s desk and read the nameplate: "Bills Rockefeller."

      “Excuse me. I’m looking for Jam Woodrow?” she asked in an almost panicked voice.

      Bills, being his usual self, didn’t look up from his desk or say anything. I quickly looked up to see what was going on, and that’s when I saw him point in my direction.

      “Thank you,” the woman said to him.

      She walked toward my desk with her shoes still making the only noise in the building.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, slowly taking her in.

      “My son has been kidnapped,” she said in a quieter voice.

      There were no discernible features about this woman; her eyes were a muddy hazel color, and her hair was almost the same color as mud. If you had put her in a suspect lineup, I wouldn’t have ever been able to pick her out.

      “How old is your son?” I asked, paying a bit more attention.

      “Eighteen,”

      “How long has he been missing?” I asked.

      “About eight hours. I’ve already tried to file a missing person’s report, but I was told that it has to be at least forty-eight hours before an official report can be put into the system.”

      “That’s true. Why were you looking for me?”

      “My husband and I want to hire you to find our son. He would never miss football. You see, he has a full-ride scholarship to the university in the state. He’s really a good kid, but if it got out that he was suspected in the involvement in any criminal activity, the scholarship would vanish,” she said.

      Mulling over the information that she presented, I wasn’t sure I really wanted to take on her case. My specialty typically involved missing persons and kidnapping cases. This seemed like an overprotective parent jumping to conclusions. I looked into her eyes and saw the panic that dwelt there.

      “Well, after hearing your case, I’ve decided to go ahead and take you on as a client. You’ll just need to sign some legal contracts and also the privacy paperwork that the agency requires…”

      “Fine, whatever it takes. My husband and I want to make sure you are personally on the case, or it's nothing.”

      Bills must have been eavesdropping because one of the secretaries from the financial department stopped by just in time.

      “Once the contracts have been drawn up and signed, someone from the intake department will start to build a case, and then I will personally handle it from there,” I said as the woman walked away from my desk.

      Once the echoing of the woman's heels faded down the hall, Bills had gotten up from his chair and walked over to my desk.

      “Yes?” I questioned without looking away from my paperwork.

      “You might want to do the intake details on the case for this one. I’ve got a funny feeling,”

      “You mean to tell me that Bills Rockefeller doesn’t think this will be an open and shut case?” I mused.

      “The usual boy who turns eighteen is out partying with his friends or chasing skirts in some other town. That doesn’t feel like this,”

      I sat back in my chair and thought about what he said. The mother was quite adamant about what her son was involved in and always seemed to know where he was. I wonder if the boy had done something to enrage his parents and put a tracker on him?

      “It will be a while before the contract will be drawn up, so you might want to go grab lunch and then later on head over to their place,” he said as he began to walk back to his own desk.

      “Do you know something that I don’t?” I questioned.

      “No, Boss, I know just as much as you,” he smiled.

      I had this sinking suspicion that Bills knew more than he was letting on. Fuck me, I had this feeling that I was about to be dragged into something deeper. Bills always knew how to get under my skin.

      I dropped the pen, which I hadn’t realized I had been bending almost to its breaking point. Quickly closing the case files I had been working on, I decided to take Bills’ advice and head out to grab a quick bite to eat.

      I walked out of the building, which was now much quieter than it had been just a few moments ago. I walked over to my clunky sedan and manually unlocked the door. I hated new technology, and that included new phones and anything else that the government could use to spy on you. I had fortified my vehicle multiple times to withstand the situations I was placed in on a week-by-week basis. I also had several weapons in hidden compartments within the interior.

      Shoving that aside, I climbed into the driver's seat, turned the engine over, and slowly pulled out of my parking space.

      There weren’t any assigned spaces, but everybody knew that it was mine. I tried to think of something quick to eat, but nothing appeared to appease my appetite, so I pulled into a local Mom and Pop shrimp place just down the street.

      I pulled into the parking lot, and it seemed there were more people in the lot than usual. I didn’t allow that to deter me, so I got up and headed inside.

      “Hi, Jam, go ahead and find a place to sit, and I’ll be with you shortly,” Joann said as she carried a tray full of food to a table.

      I did as she said and found a single seat near the back; the only problem was that there was a large booth with several teenagers seated right beside me. They were being loud and obnoxious, but I tried to ignore them.

      “Anybody have the scoop on what actually happened to Neo?” a girl with a high-pitched voice asked.

      I hadn’t gotten the name of the missing teen yet, but since there were only a couple of local schools around, I figured they had to be talking about the case I was soon to be involved in. I tried earnestly not to look interested, but I wanted to know what they did, so I kept quiet and did my best to sit still. Patience was never my forte.

      “I heard he ran off with that girl from the rival school, ya’know, trying to get into her pants and get the plays from the football team. She is, after all, the head cheerleader,” a male voice replied.

      “No way!” two girls said in unison.

      “What do you think happened?” the same male voice asked.

      “Oh, Johnny, you can’t ever think outside the gutter, can you?” another feminine voice asked innocently.

      A menu was placed on my table, drawing me from the conversation.

      “What will it be, Jam?” she asked, slightly irritated.

      “Sorry, Joann. I’ll take a beer and my usual,” I replied, trying to get back to the conversation.

      “Are you on the job?” she asked.

      I didn’t reply, but she nodded and then vanished just as fast, taking my order with her. Typically, I paid closer attention to my surroundings, but it was difficult with all the chatter from the teens.

      “I heard that he sold some stuff to the wrong person, if you know what I mean…” a male voice said quietly.

      “You mean drugs?” gasped a feminine voice.

      “I don’t know what it was, but I don’t think it was good stuff he was into. I mean, after all, how did a geek like him make it onto the varsity football team?” the male asked as he got up from the large booth.

      The others also got up and headed for the door. I glanced over and each of them had left the bill money on the table.

      Joann brought me my meal along with my beer and a water too.

      “That fast?” I asked, shocked.

      “Today it was. The cook has been cranking out orders all day,” Joann replied as she walked away to greet more guests.

      I tried to see which school the teens were from, but they had already left the building before I could size up any of them. I wondered if the boy’s parents knew of any activity that involved their son?

      I pulled my thoughts away from them briefly and quickly ate my meal. I paid the amount and left a tip on the table too. I checked my watch and saw that I had been gone for about thirty minutes, so I decided to head back to the parking lot to stew over a few things. I didn’t have a case file to go over, but that didn’t stop the whirling thoughts that had intruded into my brain space.

      My pager beeped, and I checked the number, and it was the office. I decided to head back in before someone would have a conniption. Just a few short minutes ticked by when I strolled through the front door of the building, and Bills was standing and waiting for me.

      “Did you get my page?” he asked.

      “Yes, that’s why I headed back in.”

      “The contracts have been signed. You’ve got a case and they want you to start it now.”

      “Ok, are they in the briefing room?”

      “No, they are at their home. Waiting to show you everything,”

      “Odd, although I’ve seen weirder. Are you going with me?” I asked.

      “Yes, let's take my car since it’s newer,” Bills said, taking the lead.

      “What's wrong with my car?” I asked as I caught up with him.

      “It’s just a bit outdated, that’s all,” he laughed.

      “You just have no appreciation for the classics,” I chimed in.

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      We climbed into the company car that we were supposed to use on business trips, and I waited for him to adjust the GPS to our destination. It took us about twenty minutes to drive there. I personally thought I could have done better, but decided to keep my mouth shut.

      “You’re awfully quiet?” Bills asked.

      “Just trying to prepare myself, I haven’t done a case intake in a few years.”

      “Just like riding a bike,” he laughed.

      We got out of the car and walked up to the front door. The house looked just like everything else in the neighborhood. There was nothing to distinguish this place of living other than the two pink flamingos in the front yard.

      I knocked on the door and was immediately met by a man whom I presumed was the father. He didn’t say anything as he let us in, but I could hear the mother talking angrily to someone else. Bills followed close behind, but was never too close for comfort. I began to walk toward the yelling, which had just started, and saw that she was on the phone. She quickly hung up and looked at us with unexpected anger.

      “It's about time you got here. I spent two hours filling out the stupid paperwork in your office, my son has now been missing for ten hours,” she said angrily.

      “Still no word, I take it?” I asked as I looked around the room, unsure if her time management skills were accurate.

      “If there was, do you think that you would be standing in my living room?” she spat.

      I didn’t reply, but began to slowly walk around the room to take in everything. There were family pictures spanning all the years of Neo's growing up. There were awards from his growing years and several small achievements hanging in frames. From what I was able to gather, he was an only child, and his parents, or at least his mother, seemed to worship him in a sense.

      “May I see his room?” I asked.

      “Right this way,” the father said.

      He led me down the hall, and I saw more pictures leading back to when he was a child. I took a mental note of what the possible state of mind Neo could have been in when he went missing. Neo’s door was untouched by any of the usual teenage garb and plain to the naked eye. His father opened the door, and what I would have guessed would have been a typical teenager’s room to be messy and smelly wasn’t the case. The bed was made in almost military fashion, and there wasn’t a mess in sight.

      “Did Neo always keep his room so tidy?” I asked.

      Bills must have crept down the hall because he was now standing in the doorframe, peeking in.

      “Not until a year ago. He was the typical teenager, but something within him had changed. I couldn’t tell you what, though. He became super secretive and began to stay locked in his room for hours.” he paused and peeked at the doorway for a moment. “You see, my wife has fawned over our son since the day he was born. I tell her that there are too many pictures of the past hanging about. Some have memories that are too difficult to look at. My wife insists on keeping all of the pictures out as remembrances of those we have lost. I wouldn’t blame Neo if he ran away. My wife began to push him harder and harder, thus pushing him away at times,”

      “Interesting,” I replied.

      Bills walked around me and headed straight for the laptop. “Do you mind if I take a look at this?”

      The father shook his head, and Bills booted up the laptop. There was a lock screen immediately upon turning it on. Bills looked back at the father, and he hung his head as though he didn’t know anything to help with their current situation.

      “I’ll need to take this back to the agency and work with some of our techies to see if they can get in,” Bills said.

      “It shouldn’t be that hard, he was a teenager after all,” the father added sadly.

      Everything I saw in the room was anything but ordinary for an eighteen-year-old. There wasn’t any dust coating the shelves or any of the sports trophies that seemed to take up every space available.

      “This place is immaculate,” I said under my breath.

      “My wife is kind of a clean freak at times,” the father admitted. “I’ll be honest with you, I’ve been working more hours, trying to put money up for college, and I personally haven’t seen Neo for almost a week.

      Suddenly, the father perked up his head as though he had heard something and left us without saying a word. I opened the dresser drawers and found the clothes neatly folded. Upon looking in the closet, there was a duffel bag that seemed to be used frequently, but it was full of football gear. Interesting.

      I looked around the room to see if I could find anything else that might seem out of place, but there was nothing that jumped out at me.

      “I’ll sweep the room for any hidden compartments,” Bills said as he was packing the laptop into an evidence bag.

      I sauntered out of the room and headed back to the living room. The house was set in an unusual silence. I saw the parents arguing in hushed, whispered tones.

      “Something you wish to tell me?” I asked, breaking up the argument.

      Neither of them spoke.

      “How did you know your son was missing? From what I can tell, his football gear is still in the closet, as though he didn’t take it to school today.”

      “It’s spring break, and he was supposed to have all day training with a paid personal trainer,” the father said.

      “The trainer called us saying that Neo didn’t show up for their sessions. I checked the room, and his gear was still there. I put a tracker in his bag, and I knew something was wrong. I tried to see if maybe he forgot and just was hanging around town with some of his friends, but there hasn’t been any word from any of them,” the mother said.

      “Why a tracker?” I asked.

      She didn’t say another word. One way or another, I was going to find out what she was trying to hide. Bills came from the back of the house, and he nodded that he was finished with his task. I didn’t say anything and left the house, heading back to the car we had taken.

      “They’re hiding something,” I said more to myself.

      “There wasn’t anything in the kids’ room. Maybe something on his laptop will give us clues,”

      I checked the clock and knew I wouldn’t have time to continue working on this at the office, so I decided that when we got back, I would head home for the night, taking my work home with me once again.
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      I walked into my home when my three-year-old daughter rushed me.

      “Bailey!” Trisha shouted to try to get my toddlers' attention. “She never listens once you're at home. I did the usual and straightened up the house, then ran some errands. I also did some light grocery shopping for you. I left the receipts in the envelopes where you usually keep them. If you don’t need anything else, I’ll be on my way.”

      “Off so early?” I asked her as I carried Bailey away from the front door.

      “Yes, I have plans. You know to go out with others my age,” Trisha said.

      “Fuck that,” I said to her.

      Bailey stuck her tongue out at her sitter.

      “Jam! Language, you are holding a toddler after all,” Trisha chastised me.

      “Again, fuck that!” I said, walking toward the fridge.

      Trisha waved goodbye and shut the door behind her, and I carefully navigated the living room full of discarded toys. It looked more like a battle had taken place rather than a toddler playing with her dolls. I reached out with one hand, grabbed a beer from the fridge, opened it precariously, and attempted to take a swig until Bailey started to wriggle from my grasp.

      “What do you think, Bailey? Do you think we should go hang out with people our own age?” I asked her.

      She stuck her tongue out at me and didn’t say anything. For a toddler, she was well advanced, and she normally talked to me about several things; however, she was rather quiet right now.

      “Is there something you want to talk about?” I asked her.

      She ignored me and went back to her battlefield of toys, and began to play by herself. I didn’t realize that my work bag was still draped over my shoulder. I tossed it on the island and heard the contents shuffle around deep inside. I always carried a Smith and Wesson 1911 as my sidearm and an SP101 in my right boot. I walked to the front door to ensure it was locked, so Bailey wouldn’t try to escape, then headed to my bedroom to put away my weapons in the gun safe.

      I had been typing the code in and gently placing them deep inside when Bailey ran from the living room into my room.

      “Pizza,” she demanded.

      I smiled at her because she knew that was my favorite food in the entire world. Before I could answer her, she quickly disappeared and then reappeared with the coupons.

      “How did you get a hold of those?” I asked.

      “I climbed,” she answered.

      “For fuck’s sake you can climb now?” I asked, bewildered.

      “Daddy, that's a bad word.”

      I sighed, knowing she was right. I curbed my usual language down quite a bit, but it was still hard not to say those things in front of her.

      “Alright. How about I go ahead and put a movie on for you, and then I’ll order the pizza and take a quick shower?” I asked.

      “Mermaid!” she demanded.

      I sighed, knowing we had watched this movie at least a thousand times, and I would need to ensure our monthly subscription was paid for. I quickly got the TV ready and then ordered the pizza.

      While waiting for dinner, I opened the work bag and set out the file that I had been working on earlier. I hated computers and any technology, but I needed to see if anything had progressed. I opened the company laptop and logged in to my email.

      There was an update from the tech team regarding the laptop that Bills and I had found. There were highly suspicious files that were encrypted, but once they hacked their way in, they discovered some incredibly valuable information.

      I stopped reading the email, opened the file, and began reviewing the notes I had taken. There was a reason I was the specialist in missing persons. I’m able to put together the clues that the agency gathers, like nobody else. The pieces of the puzzle go together in my mind faster than anybody else’s. I usually worked alone and am fine with that, but every now and then, the agency would stick me with a partner. I’m glad they didn’t this time.

      Time ticked on, and as I had engrossed myself in the usual banter of work, the doorbell rang.

      “PIZZA!” Bailey shouted.

      “Don’t you dare go for that door,” I said, grabbing my wallet from my back pocket.

      I opened the door, and Bailey surged from the couch, trying to intercept me. I used my body to block hers.

      “Daddy!” she wailed.

      “Uh….. I have an order for…Woodrow?” the delivery boy said.

      When he looked up, his demeanor shifted, and he began to tremble slightly.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      “No… sir…,” he said as he looked away.

      I gave him the total plus a tip, and he ran away like he had committed a crime. It was an odd occurrence, but I brushed it off. I stepped over Bailey and set the pizza boxes on the island so I could divvy them out.

      “PIZZA!” she screamed with excitement.

      “It’s hot, Bailey. Don’t touch it yet,” I said to her.

      She pouted for a second until she remembered her mermaid movie was on, and then rushed back to the couch. I grabbed her a slice and a juice to drink and set her up a dinner tray so she could eat and watch her movie.

      I went back to my own food and began to eat out of the box. I stared at this kid's picture for probably ten minutes before Bailey shouted for more. I gave her another piece, and she devoured it as her movie was coming to an end. I looked at the clock and knew she would soon be getting tired.

      “Bailey, why don’t you go and get cleaned up for bed?” I asked.

      She didn’t answer, only huffed as she walked toward the bathroom.

      “Do you want any help?” I called out with a mouth full of pizza.

      “No!” she shouted back.

      I knew she was only three, but she was so independent, like her mother. Our marriage had been a happy one, except for the fact that once Bailey was born, she wanted nothing to do with her. It was the day I was supposed to pick Sarah and Bailey up from the hospital. I was about to head out the door when I got a call from the office about a case they needed help with. I told them that I was busy and they would just have to deal without me for a few days. When I opened the door, there was a baby in a basket, and a car speeding away.

      I shut my flip phone and picked up the baby and the note that was attached.

      
      
        
        Jam,

        I’m sorry it has come to this. I don’t want any part of being a mother. I relinquish all my parental rights, and I will be filing for divorce in the morning.

        I did love you.

        -Sarah

      

      

      
      That was the day I became a single father, and I never looked back. I never looked forward either because I wasn’t looking for anyone to be in a relationship with.

      I watched Bailey run from the bathroom in her pajamas and knew she was ready to be tucked in. I finished my pizza and washed my hands, then headed to her room. When I walked in, her unicorn night light was already on, and her light was out, which was unusual. She was rolled over and not looking at me.

      I sat on her bed and waited to see if she was going to pay me any attention, when soft little snores suddenly came from her still frame. I got up, shut the door quietly, and tried to think of something I did to make her mad.

      I went to put away the leftover pizza and the wings I hadn’t touched, and then decided to wash away the day’s grime. I went into the master bathroom that was directly off my room. I looked in the mirror and my image hadn’t changed. I considered myself a ruggedly handsome man, just worn around the edges slightly. My style might still be from the 1990s, but my head was shaved, and I had a thick beard. Both of my arms are completely tattooed in sleeves, but I usually wear long-sleeve flannels, high-waisted jeans, and my regular pair of combat boots. I was still fit from my younger years of working on the streets, and it showed tremendously. Although I still worked out a few times a week, just to keep in shape.

      I turned on the shower and allowed the water to warm up, and once it was ready, I stepped in. The warmth allowed for the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.






