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Dedication
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I have many close friends and family members who deserve to be on the dedication page of this book and all of my books to come. However I would like to keep my personal life private, so for now, to everyone who knows me personally. Whether we are close or not that close. I want you to know, that after you read this story, I’m okay.
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​(Epigraph)

––––––––
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"It is impossible to say how first the idea entered my brain; but once conceived, it haunted me day and night." 

~ Edgar Allan Poe ~
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Chapter 1. Bad Habit

“Fuckin piece’a shit!” I shriek as the coffee burns the roof of my mouth. Always a victim of a heat-preserving capped thermos, maybe I should ice my coffee from now on. 

Oh great, Andrew is glaring at me. His raised eye brows and elevated forehead creases leading up to what isn’t his hairline anymore don’t give me a good feeling. 

Andrew’s lips are moving, “It’s just coffee, Hothead.” 

This fuckin guy, it’s too early for this. “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I say. 

Andrew shifts his gaze back to the files on the conference table, “Cream and sugar can help cool that off.” He says. 

I smirk, “How many years with the bureau, and cussing is what bothers you?” 

He chuckles before steering the conversation back to a more professional discussion, “Let’s get back on track, Miss Shannon. Take me through this guy’s stats again.” 

“For fuck sakes, again?” I protest. 

Andrew doesn’t even raise his gaze to meet mine. He inhales and exhales. “Don’t argue, let’s go.” He says. 

I pull my bunched-up skirt back to my knees under the dark oak table we’re sitting at. I focus on the notes I jotted down from yesterday. Usually, we are assigned to handle serial cases. Whether it be kidnapping, theft, vandalism, or homicide. Local law enforcement can’t crack this single missing persons case, so it was passed up the chain to us. We believe this case could cross state lines, making it more complicated to search for Isaac. 

From a jurisdictional standpoint, anyway. Oh shit, I was supposed to read that outloud. No, wait, Andrew wants me to go over Isaac’s physical attributes. Uh, where did I, oh, I wrote it at the bottom down here. 

A heavy sigh escapes my lips, and I begin reading aloud, “In his early forties, caucasian, five feet nine inches tall, long messy black hair, full head of hair, but has a patchy-unkempt beard, brown eyes, depressed, and last heard of from his girlfriend.” 

Andrew leans back into his chair, interlocking his fingers over his torso. “Don’t sound so emotionally attached, Agent.” He says.

I roll my eyes, doing the best I can to suppress my smile, “What more do you want, Baldy?” Andrew does his best to contain a smile. As professional as he is, he loves to banter. That’s something he and I do constantly. It eases the tension that comes with the headaches of working cases like this one. The cases where evidence doesn’t add up. 

“Could you tell me anything else about his hair?” He asks with a mischievous grin on his face. 

It’s way too early in the day for this. “Well, what more do you want? I read the notes.” I ask. 

Andrew forces his smile into a blank expression, “You missed some details, key details.” 

As much as Andrew likes to banter and joke around, he is very serious. Makes me kind of irritated, “Like what?” I ask. 

Andrew keeps his fingers interlocked as he places his hands behind his head before solidifying his point. “Like divorced, was in the navy, has a muscular, bulky physique, but isn’t ripped, suffers from PTSD. And currently works as a security guard for the largest tobacco company in the country, Pinewood Tobacco Corporation.” 

“Uhhh.” I groan aloud, unable to contain my frustration. 

Andrew gazes at the ceiling, “Yes, I know I’m an asshole.” 

He always uses that as a means to soften the atmosphere. And by atmosphere, I mean my frustration. Giving me a false sense of justification. Even though I’m wrong for having the attitude of a moody high school girl. What pisses me off is that it actually works, calms me down. 

Wanting to reason with him, I express my thoughts. “You know you’re not an asshole. I just don’t get why you had me re-read his stuff to you if you already knew the information? We’ve been over this.” I say. Andrew purses his lips, pausing for merely a second before gently bringing his arms back down to the table. 

Wow, Andrew turned his chair to position his body to face me. He hardly ever does that unless he has something important to say. He’s adjusting his suit pants legs, “I’m going to be selfish, then honest because I care! You ready?” 

He’s not yelling at me, just speaking in a louder and more stern tone than usual. It must be the Italian in him; a lot of Italian men seem to do this. 

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little nervous. Regardless, I would never admit to being nervous; it’s a sign of weakness.  

Andrew begins waving his arms around, making hand gestures in a synchronized manner with his words. “I know we don’t always see eye to eye. But trust me when I say I’m your superior and I care about your development. I care. It’s important to retrace his steps, because it’s the best way to understand him. Everything about how we can find him.”  

Andrew lowers and softens his voice, “I guess I was honest, then selfish, huh?” He asks. 

I blink a couple of times, maintaining as calm a demeanor as I can. I don’t understand how any of what he said was selfish, but I’ll let him have his moment.

“You’re right,” I say. 

As we hold eye contact, Andrew squints, “give me a plan, Agent.” 

My throat is dry, so I take a sip of my not-so-hot coffee. I clear my throat and speak, “We talk to the girlfriend. She was the last to interact with him, as far as we know.” 

Andrew stands up abruptly, “Maybe you should be the superior. Miss smarty pants. Speaking of, you should pro-” 

I stand up following Andrew’s lead before cutting him off, “Probably ditch the skirt and put some pants on?” I ask. 

Andrew laughs, collecting his notes, “Meet me at your car.” I nod, collecting my notes before heading to the locker room. We always take my car. Every team of partners with the bureau uses the agent’s vehicle, who has less superiority than the other one. 

It didn’t take me long to change into some pants. My car isn’t that far of a stroll. A brisk fifty-three-second walk once I scan out of this last checkpoint. Oh fuck, phew, there’s my badge. This missing persons case feels different than the rest. Perhaps I’m being superstitious, paranoid even. I think it bothers me because if a guy like Isaac can be abducted against his will. Well then, it can happen to anybody. 

If Isaac was abducted? He probably went missing voluntarily. I think his military background has given him the training to go off the grid.  

I put my badge in my suit jacket pocket, the left interior one, instead of in my left pants pocket like usual. It’s because I feel rushed, Andrew is most likely waiting on me. Not a cloud in sight, and the sun shines so bright. Dammit, I hate when I think in the form of poems. So cliché, if I heard someone else make a fruitcake statement aloud like that, I’d be itching to punch them in the throat. 

I should calm my nerves; it’s not very ladylike of me to have such thoughts. But fuck being ladylike, it’s gonna be a long day, a long couple of days more than likely. And this Wednesday feels like a Monday. 

Before turning the corner of the outside of the building, I stop walking and reach into the interior right pocket of my suit jacket. I pull out my cigarette and lighter. I inhale as I light the tip. It’s only one cigarette. The pack stays in the car. Spend too much time in that building, and you’ll see a handful of agents burn through a couple packs a day. 

I usually burn through one pack per week. Two to three cigarettes per day is my maximum. I don’t want it to become a habit; I only do it on the job when my nerves feel like hot coals. 

My fiance has no idea I smoke, and I’d like to keep it that way. I love Isabelle, and I know she loves me too, but I don’t wanna risk everything we have over cigarettes. Every night, she always has a story to tell. She makes it seem like her marketing job is a lot more stressful than it really is. But I pretend to be entertained. 

Isabelle has no idea what stress is, and I’d never want her to. When she asks, I make it seem like my job is mundane. It’s mostly just numbers, is what I tell her.

There’s my dark grey sedan, and there’s Andrew; he didn’t know I smoked until now. I don’t really care that he knows; I just never advertised it to him. Andrew is leaning up against the shotgun passenger door with his hands in his pockets, staring at me. We hold eye contact as I walk around the back of my car. Well, the car the bureau provided for me, my SUV is at home. 

I unlock the car and get in. Andrew follows my lead. My eyes lock onto the ignition slot on the base behind the steering wheel. As soon as I slip the key into the ignition and turn the car on, I immediately gaze to my left, looking at the buttons on the driver’s door, and roll down the windows. A tingling sensation runs up my spine. 

The back of my neck is tingling. I can sense that someone is watching me. But from where, I didn’t see anybody else when I walked up to the car. With one hand on the steering wheel and the other on the gear selector, I pick my head up and shift into reverse. The car glides back a couple of feet before I hastily stomp on the brakes. 

The car rocks, causing me to jolt, but I manage to keep my fingers pressed around my cigarette. Andrew had been staring at me the whole time. His eyes locked onto my face, accompanied by his stern, emotionless expression. It has to be the cigarette, that’s why he’s doing this. 

I grit my teeth and snarl, “What?”

Andrew raises his eyebrows nonchalantly and shifts his gaze forward, towards the windshield. He speaks in his soft voice, “A young lady like you shouldn’t be indulging in such a bad habit.” 

The tension leaves my jaw muscles. It’s good that he’s not taking it seriously. I’ll joke back with him. With a smile on my face, I ask, “You wanna be my daddy now?” 

Andrew chuckles, “Not in your wildest dreams, Kiddo.” 

My foot stays on the brake as I shift into reverse again. Then into drive, navigating the streets of Portland, Oregon, as he gives me directions. Andrew is fifty-two, old enough to be my dad. Although I think of him more as an older brother. Even though I’m twenty-nine, he doesn’t belittle me. We’ve worked together for three years now. 

One thing that I like about Andrew is that he’s always very courteous and respectful. The man doesn’t care if you’re different. As long as you respect him and do your job, he treats you like a human being.

If it weren’t for these tinted windows being rolled down, no one would have any idea that I’m smoking a cigarette. I normally don’t care what people think, but sometimes my mind wanders. Like, I bet people think Andrew and I are a couple and that I’m the breadwinner because I’m driving. Or maybe they think, wow what a lucky guy to be with a young, attractive woman. But it’s not like that with Andrew. 

If I were into men, I would shoot my shot with him. He’s smart, muscular, and has a good jawline, but his thick beard covers it up. 

Sometimes I get a little self-conscious about how I look. Everyone tells me I’m attractive, but I don’t always think so. Spending a lot of time in the mirror makes me second-guess myself a lot. But spending time in this bland, two thousand and twelve sedan makes me feel a lot better about my physical appearance. 

Sure, it’s just a car, but the FBI should be able to do better than this. It doesn’t even turn smooth, always choppy. The two cup holders by the gear selector and console aren’t a good fit for the coffee cups. My coffee always wobbles when I drive. At least the seats are heated, and the airconditioning works when I need it to.  

Oddly enough, Isaac’s condo is only fifteen minutes from the bureau. Usually, we have to drive out of state for these types of things. We fly across the country often. Andrew points to the right as I pull into the condo parking lot. 

“Pull over there,” he says. 

I do as he says, parking in a spot that butts up against the sidewalk and turning off the ignition. There is a row of Condos in front of us. 

“How do we know which one is his? What’s his address?” I ask. 

Andrew raises his eyebrows and leans towards me. “Google Maps. We’re right in front of it.” He says in a quiet tone. 

My gaze shifts downward, “I feel stupid for asking.” I say. 

Andrew opens his door, “There’s no such thing as a stupid question. Besides a stupid question.” He gets out and shuts his door, leaving me no chance to respond. 

I don’t have a comeback for his remark. What will happen is I’ll think of the right thing to say just before I fall asleep tonight. That’s usually how that goes, at least for me.

Two rectangular buildings, both two stories tall. The one to my far left is a bright, ugly yellow. The one we are approaching is a dull reddish color. Sort of a bizarre color scheme. All the apartments have exterior doors. The apartments on the second story have stairs and a little front porch in front of the doors. 

Each door on the first and second floors has a big square window to its right. If you are looking at it like I am. Technically or architecturally, I guess the window is to the left of each door. 

The siding is very ugly, seems cracked and worn out in many places. Looks like it could be polyester siding, but I don’t know building materials very well. Learning a lot of useless facts and then mixing them up over time is one of the many perks of being a federal agent. 

So many different cases and variables have made me not care if I mix up a word or mispronounce something. When I’m working a case, I take extreme diligence, focus in on every detail, especially the little ones. It’s the facts or details from old, closed cases that numb my mind.

Andrew leads me up the flight of stairs, towards Isaac’s front door. Every other step creaks. What if the whole thing gives way? 

The closer we get to the top, the more the tingling sensation grows in the back of my neck. My hand is close to my holstered sidearm. Ready to draw in the blink of an eye, but hopefully that won’t be necessary. 

Andrew reaches the porch first. The curtains mask the front window from the inside; we can’t see a glimpse of anything in the apartment. As my feet follow behind Andrew’s, I can’t help but glance down. Down through the crevices of the wooden porch, a sturdy yet cheap design. 

Good thing I’m not wearing a skirt anymore. I feel exposed; this must be what little fish in a tank feel like. Something is watching us. 

Andrew pauses, tilts his head, and glances over his left shoulder at me. I nod, giving him the go-ahead. I just want to get inside, out from the wide open. Andrew turns his head back towards the door. With his left hand, he knocks gently and firmly three times. His arm lowers. It seems like he’s clasping his left hand over his right, but I can’t see from back here. 

That’s Andrew’s go-to hand position. It’s mine too, how we were trained. Having my firearm on my right hip makes it convenient for my right hand to grasp the magazine well, draw my weapon, and fire. My left hand can act as a defensive tool, ready to subdue the threat in front of me, if the threat is close. 

In this case, my left hand will serve as a support for my firearm if I need it to. Still no answer at Isaac’s door. Maybe the girlfriend isn’t home. Or, can’t come to the door because she’s naked. Maybe she’s not answering the door because she’s guilty, on the run. A slight breeze from the Portland air caresses my left ear lobe. My feet stay planted, and I turn my upper body. 

Looking to my left over out at the
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