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      I remember what it was like to express love and to show care toward others. I remember how liberating it felt to put others before myself. Despite how fresh on my mind those great feelings of sharing and caring for others were, though, I couldn’t bring myself to reunite with them. I believed for so long that the world was a cold place that taught some chilling lessons, especially to the weak, sensitive man. Maybe that’s why I have become cold, cantankerous, and maybe even a little lonely. Maybe this is what the world and life have molded me into. Looking around, I haven’t seen many males I would consider real men, role models, or heroes. Even reading the news, I can’t find any great examples of men. Particularly men with brown skin like mine; they typically only become negative headlines. They say if you want to see more love in the world, you have to show more love to others. I agree with this concept, but most of the time I’m not able to apply it.

      On this day, I did what I do every morning after contemplating those various thoughts. I got up from my bed, laced my fingers together, and pushed my palms up to the ceiling to stretch my body while yawning. I then made my way to the bathroom to wash my face and looked myself in the mirror, asking myself, “Do I really have to go through another day?” After covering my tank top and boxer briefs with my workout clothes, I made my way downstairs to my gym in the basement.

      My house was a nice size—two floors and a basement. Very well kept and clean, and very quiet and empty. I flipped on the light switch in the gym. I could see the small dust particles hit the light. It was an early sign that the gym would soon need to be cleaned. The smell of sweat, musk, and hard work filled the air. I glanced around and saw my punching bags, weights, treadmill, Jiu-Jitsu and Wing Chun dummies, and my meditation area where I reluctantly practiced yoga and various internal martial arts. My weapons rack was just as I had left it: filled with swords, staffs, daggers, you name it. I had just about every weapon you could name except guns, but I had gotten enough practice with those back in my Special Forces days. I breathed in the heavy air. “Shall we dance?” I said aloud, and began my stretching and warm-up exercises.

      After gulping down a bottle of water, I took a shower. I put on some clothes and made my way downstairs to the kitchen for a cup of coffee. Sometimes I have tea, but today I was craving a cup of coffee for some reason. I looked inside the dark but organized cabinet and found the coffee container. I grabbed it and shook it about. It felt light in my hand and when I took a look inside, it was empty. Not one coffee bean. Great. I was really not in the mood to go outside before having my liquid elixir, plus I didn’t like dealing with people so early in the morning. I set the coffee container down on the countertop with the rhetorical question, “How does an empty coffee tin spawn all of these emotions?”

      I then walked out of the kitchen, through the living room, and to the front door. I grabbed my wallet and keys from the console table next to the door and placed them in my pants and coat pockets. I picked up my cell phone which was charging on the console table and unlocked it to check for any missed calls or messages, which I rarely had. “Well, what do you know? No missed messages.” I then unplugged it and started to put it in my coat pocket. Well, I don’t have many people contacting me, and I don’t think I would like it if I did… I sarcastically thought to myself. I laid the phone back on the console table and walked out the door.

      Outside, darkness covered the clear sky and morning dew coated the grass. The smell of the air was refreshing. I really liked the early mornings. It was quiet and peaceful with hardly any people outside. There was not another single individual I could see from my driveway. It was great. The solitude has to be the reason I like the early mornings so much. My car was parked in the garage, but since the coffee shop was just a few blocks from my house I figured I’d walk there. Just as I was about to turn onto the sidewalk I heard a noise. It was comparable to what you would hear from someone when they’re jogging—a light pant. I looked towards the sound. Across the street, I saw a young girl on the sidewalk running in the opposite direction which I was heading. She was wearing dark loose clothing which looked like pajamas and she steadily looked back over her shoulder as if someone was pursuing her. I looked up the sidewalk and didn’t see anyone. Not a person, animal, car… not squat. It was hard to make out whether the girl was black or white. She actually appeared to be a mix between the two. She never even glanced in my direction as she continued to make her way up the sidewalk. I just watched as she passed by.

      Hmm, she can’t be more than twelve or thirteen years old, and it’s a bit too early in the morning for her to be heading to school… I shrugged and continued walking. After all, it wasn’t my problem. The little brat didn’t belong to me.

      I made it to the coffee shop, a medium-sized building on the corner. Centered above the front door was a large sign that read Don’s Coffee. I’ve never met the owner but I may have seen him once. There was a time, maybe a couple months back, when a gentleman pulled up in a nice limo—a limo like the ones celebrities pull up in for their red carpet moment. The gentleman was Hispanic, dressed in a nice and what appeared to be expensive dark blue suit. Between the suit, the shiny gold watch, the fancy sunglasses, and the dark oak-colored shoes, I’d say he was wearing about five thousand dollars. I remember this gentleman entered the coffee shop in a hurry, headed to the back, returned with a pouch and stack of papers, and exited the coffee shop just as fast as he had come in. I assumed he was the owner because I heard one of the coffee shop employees say, “Bye, Don.” I remember that the experience made me wonder how a coffee shop owner could afford all that, especially considering that Don’s Coffee had only one establishment; but I didn’t know his business and didn’t care to learn, so I just ignored the incident. The coffee and food were good, and that’s all I cared about.

      I walked toward the door of the coffee shop. Just before I entered, I took a peek through the foggy glass and noticed there were a number of people inside. Why are so many people up this early? I grumbled to myself. As I stepped into the coffee shop, the aroma of coffee and pastries hit my senses. There were three baristas working: one was on the register, the other two were fashioning the drinks. The barista closest to the door noticed me.

      “Good morning, sir,” he greeted.

      I just nodded in recognition and made my way to the end of the line. There were about seven people sitting around with their drinks and food, having conversations, and all had their cell phones out and were checking them every fifteen seconds or so. It always makes me wonder how two people can truly have a face-to-face conversation while constantly staring at their screens… I quickly evicted the thought from my mind.

      In the line there were three people before me. The first two appeared to be a Middle Eastern couple who were ordering together, then there was a white guy in front of me with a nice-looking but cheap suit; two ladies walked in behind me. So altogether there were six of us. Everyone in line, with the exception of me, had their cell phones in hand too, not allowing half a minute to elapse before kissing the screens. The guy in front of me kept brushing the front of his suit off like every ten seconds. There’s nothing on your suit, dude. I don’t even see any dust particles floating around. I mean, this guy kept looking down at his phone then up and around the coffee shop over and over again, as if he were on a stage and all eyes were on him. Then he would look down at his suit and brush it off just before burying his head back in his phone. I just shook my head.

      The couple at the front of the line completed their order, and the suit guy moved up to the register. The two ladies behind me looked to be in their mid- to late twenties. One was black and the other was white. Both were nicely dressed and fairly attractive. I would’ve probably been interested in them if they weren’t so loud and vain. All I could hear was, “I went to buy this here, and I plan to go here, and you won’t believe this, and I saw her here, and him there.” The two were typing on and showing each other their phones, just yakking and yapping back and forth. It was like they were competing against each other. I stepped up then slightly out of the line to put some distance between me and them and to give my ears a break from the ringing.

      I placed my order. It was a medium black coffee, no cream or sugar. I got my coffee and quickly pressed for the front door of the shop. As I was exiting, I nearly bumped shoulders with a guy who was entering. He was white, black-haired with a fit build. He was wearing a black suit and a black shirt which was unbuttoned at the top. We locked eyes as he entered and I exited. There was something cold but familiar in his eyes. Accompanying him was an Asian man, about the same build and dressed in similar attire. Outside, I paused and gazed back through the misty glass door. I noticed the Asian guy starting to talk to one of the baristas. After a few seconds the barista rushed to the back of the shop. I just sort of grinned and decided to ignore it. As I began to walk, a vehicle across the street that wasn’t there when I’d gone in caught my eye. It was a black van with lightly tinted windows. It looked like a surveillance van. It reminded me of the van from that show The A-Team. There was a white man in the driver’s seat with his eyes fixed on the front entrance of the coffee shop. I thought the whole thing was a bit strange but didn’t feel it was my problem, so I blew it off and continued walking home. The roads were still pretty empty, not a single other person walking outside.

      I made it to the street where I lived before I heard the light rev of a vehicle coming up behind me. I glanced over my right shoulder, and there was the same black van I saw parked outside of Don’s Coffee. The van passed by me slowly. I could see the driver, and in the passenger seat appeared to be the black-haired white guy from the coffee shop, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. The two were surveying the area as if they had lost something. I didn’t seem to catch their eyes or make them curious, so I just watched as the van hitched past me and continued down the street. When they were about twenty yards ahead of me, I heard the engine go into a high rev. The tires screeched and the van darted full speed down the street and made a right turn, nearly jumping the curb. Whoa… why are those guys in such a hurry? I thought to myself. Just as the van made the turn I could hear the echo of sirens behind me. I looked over my right shoulder and saw flashing red and blue lights. There were at least six police squad cars. It appeared they were in pursuit of the black van, but they all stopped where I was. Three of the cars formed a half circle around me as I stood still on the sidewalk, and the other three staggered in around the first three. Police officers exited the cars quickly with guns drawn. I dropped the cup of coffee in panic and raised my hands.

      “What in the—” I shouted.

      “STOP!”

      “FREEZE!”

      “HANDS UP!”

      “DON’T MOVE!”

      “GET DOWN ON THE GROUND!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      If I didn’t know the drill I probably would’ve gotten shot because there were so many commands howled my way at once. I had missed my window of opportunity to escape. Actually I probably could’ve still run, but I didn’t see a reason to since I had done nothing wrong. So I just slowly got on my knees and carefully put my hands behind my head. The price of being a black man while walking outside early in the morning, I thought. Two officers from the seeming army approached me. One of them kept his firearm trained on me. The other holstered his firearm and then removed his handcuffs from the case on his belt. He cuffed my hands behind my back and then frisked me, taking my wallet and keys and then helping me to my feet. The second officer then holstered his gun and approached.

      “This doesn’t seem like standard procedure. Can you please tell me what I’m being charged with?” I asked the officers.

      Neither responded to me. They just started walking me towards the squad car, one on either side of me. They set me in the back of the car, then closed the door. I glanced out the window and saw an unmarked black car pull up. Out of the driver’s side stepped a black man. He was tall, somewhat muscularly developed, and dressed in a dark suit. He had a mean look on his face. Meanwhile, from the passenger side of the car exited a female. She appeared to be white or maybe Asian. She was clothed in a nice, slightly loose-fitting pantsuit. She walked towards the two officers who had escorted me to the squad car. I could tell by the way she walked that she was the one in charge. She and the officers exchanged some words, then I saw the officer hand her my keys and wallet.

      “Yeah, this will be a long day,” I sighed. I knew this was a big deal. I just didn’t know what it was or how I fit into all of it.

      The lady nodded to the officers and briefly pointed to the squad car where I was sitting as she began to walk back to the unmarked car. It was clearly a gesture signaling to the officers that they had their marching orders and she would see them later. The two officers came up to the car and got in the front. They buckled up and we pulled off.

      “So is there any chance you guys are going to tell me what’s going on?” I asked.

      Not a word or reaction from either officer.

      “Am I under arrest? Because I don’t think I was ever read my rights.”

      The officer in the front passenger seat shook his head and kind of chuckled. The one driving looked at me through the rearview mirror. “You’re not arrested,” he said.

      I looked back at the rearview mirror. “Well, can you tell me why I’m in custody?”

      The officer in the front passenger seat turned over his left shoulder towards me. “Sit back and shut up now!” he said.

      There was a fierce, rapid rush of energy that shot through me as I looked that officer straight in the eyes. If I wasn’t in these cuffs I would literally knock your head off your body. The officer slowly turned back to face the front, as if he had read my thoughts through my eyes. I kept my gaze fixed on him, almost in a raging trance, but I snapped out of it as I felt my eyes blink. I knew this wasn’t good. I was in custody when I had done nothing wrong and I knew if I didn’t get answers soon I could go off the rails.

      We turned into the parking lot of the police station and parked in the officers-only yard in the back. The officer sitting on the passenger side leaned in towards the other.

      “Hey Pete, are we going to take him to booking?” he whispered.

      “No, she told us not to process him yet, remember?” Pete replied.

      The one on the passenger side responded with a nod.

      Pete stepped out of the car then opened the back door to help me out. The second officer came over to the driver’s side with his hand close to his firearm and grabbed my arm as Pete held my other one. We entered the station through a side door and were hit by the station’s very distinct stench; it smelled like coffee mixed with over-worn gear that needed to be washed. There was a lady sitting at a desk about three yards from the door we entered. She looked Hispanic, maybe in her mid-fifties. She saw us and stood up from her desk.

      “Good morning, Pete and Chris,” she said.

      “Hey, Maria,” the two said in sync.

      Maria leaned forward over her desk. “Who do you guys have there?”

      Pete and Chris scooted down the hall, ignoring her question. As I was pushed along I looked over both shoulders and commented, “You two are a pair of rude rascals, I see.”

      Chris didn’t respond.

      Pete slightly extended the arm he was holding me with forward. “Just keep walking, please,” he said.

      We arrived outside the door of an interrogation room. The door was open. Inside the room sat a small table with four chairs, two on each side. The table was oriented parallel to the doorway. There was a two-way mirror in the room, positioned on the right wall. Officers Pete and Chris walked me inside the room. Pete removed the keys for the handcuffs from his pocket and began to undo my cuffs. When the right one popped open I balled my fist and twisted my wrists from side to side.

      “Thank you. My wrists were becoming uncomfortable,” I said.

      Pete moved my left hand in front of me. “Not too fast.”

      He then cuffed my hands in front of me. I looked down at the cold jewelry around my wrists.

      This is really starting to get annoying.

      Chris pulled one of the chairs out. It was on the side of the table opposite the door. Pete put his hand on my left shoulder and guided me into the chair.

      “Have a seat,” he said.

      I settled in the chair. Pete and Chris both walked back towards the doorway and stopped to whisper to each other. It was hard to make out what they were saying. Pete looked over at me briefly, and after a few more seconds they both nodded. It was a nod of agreement. Chris walked out of the room and Pete followed, looking back at me.

      “Hold tight,” he said.

      I looked at him and sarcastically raised my cuffed hands to about chest height. Pete closed the door behind him.

      I sat in the interrogation room alone, thinking. I looked around the room until my gaze fixed on the two-way mirror. I lightly huffed with grim humor and shook my head. I then turned my attention towards the direction of the door and got lost in my thoughts. After some time, Pete re-entered the interrogation room. Just a few steps behind him followed the woman from the unmarked car and the tall, fit guy who had been driving her—her partner, I assumed. Pete walked closer to the wall on my left side to give the other two room as they entered. He gestured in the direction of the partners.

      “This is Special Agent Rose Lee and Special Agent Ben Davis. They have some—” He was cut off as Rose stepped forward.

      “That’ll be all, Daniels, we appreciate you and Williams bringing in the suspect.”

      I automatically started to put information together in my head. Pete Daniels and Chris Williams. Of course, I’d already known their last names, since they were written on their brass nameplates after their first initials. Now I had Agents Lee and Davis. I smiled because I knew they were with some intelligence organization. Rose had just said that I was a suspect. That was news to me, and it didn’t make me happy.

      Rose glared at me. “We can take it from here, Daniels,” she repeated.

      Daniels cleared his throat then walked around her. He closed the door behind him.

      Rose kept her gaze on me. She pulled out a chair opposite to me and sat in it. She was a very attractive woman with beautiful clear skin and shoulder-length jet black hair. Not to mention her voice. It only made her more attractive: It was very soft and alluring, but I could hear an unequivocal strength resound from it as well.

      Davis remained standing with his arms folded.

      Rose continued to stare at me. I stared back. She leaned in closer towards me from across the table.

      “So let’s get to know each other. You heard our names and who we are. Why don’t you tell us your name and who you are?” she said.

      This wasn’t my first rodeo, so I just continued to stare at her. I wanted them to give me more information before I spoke, especially since I was considered a suspect.

      Rose leaned back in her chair.

      “Hey Davis,” she said. “Looks like we have the strong, silent type.”

      Davis grinned slightly. “That’s my favorite type.”

      Rose smiled and leaned forward again. “I’ve seen the worst of the worst, so you can cut the tough guy act. All we need is for you to tell us what you know.”

      I didn’t feel they had anything on me so I thought it was time I played along. Plus, I could feel myself starting to get agitated with this whole situation for wasting my time. I smiled, then for a few seconds fiddled with the cuffs I was wearing.

      “You seem to be an educated woman, so you should know my name. It’s written on my license that Daniels handed to you. In regard to who I am… I figure you already know, since you’ve been observing me from the other side of this two-way mirror since I got here. Something else I know is I’m tired and I’m being illegally held for something I know nothing about nor care to get involved with. I know you have nothing on me and you’re just questioning me to cover all of your bases. I know there’s more to you than just a pretty face and you know I’m not the man you’re looking for,” I said.

      Rose was tough as nails. I knew I struck a nerve with her because of her micro expressions, but she had a great poker face. Despite how tough she was, we both knew she had nothing on me.

      She smiled then leaned back. “So you think I’m pretty?”

      I smiled back. “No. I believe I said I know.”

      We smiled at each other for a moment.

      Rose looked over at Davis. “Please give Mr. Black his keys and wallet. We don’t want him to think he’s being held here involuntarily.”

      I looked at her. “See, you do know my name.”

      Davis walked over, reached in his pocket, and pulled out a small key.

      “That doesn’t look like my keys,” I said.

      Davis grunted as he unlocked my handcuffs. After placing the cuffs on the table he reached into his pockets and pulled out my keys and wallet. I reached out my hand to accept my personal items. Instead, he lightly dropped my things on the table and walked back towards the door while I picked them up.

      “Smart-mouth punk,” he grumbled.

      I stood up and walked directly towards the door without saying a word or making any gestures. Just as I reached for the door handle, I heard Rose’s voice echo over my back.

      “We’ll see you around, Mr. Orlando James Black.”

      I really didn’t like it when people used my full name like that, but I didn’t mind hearing her say it. With my back still turned to her I smiled and slightly shook my head then walked out of the room. Outside Daniels stood waiting for me.

      “Hey, Mr. Black, I can give you a ride back to your place,” he said.

      I thought about it for a couple seconds. I didn’t want to be bothered with anyone else and had no desire to make small talk during the drive.

      “Thanks for the offer, Daniels, but I think I can find my way.”

      He responded with a semi-surprised look on his face. “Your call. I’ll at least walk you out.”

      He directed me toward the same way we came in.

      “Officer Pete!” Maria shouted from her desk ahead.

      Both Daniels and I stopped, and Maria walked to us quickly.

      “Do you know where Officer Chris is?” she asked.

      Daniels shook his head. “I haven’t seen him since I went into the observation room with Agents Lee and Davis. That was about forty-five minutes or an hour ago.”

      Maria nodded. “Okay, well we have a tip about those missing girls.”

      Daniels realized I was listening and raised both his hands up to silence Maria. “Okay, thanks, Maria. Fill me in with the details when I come back.”

      I thought to myself for a second. Missing girls? I wonder if this has anything to do with that little brat I saw earlier. I gathered my thoughts. “Hey, Daniels, you know what?”

      Daniels looked over at me.

      “I think I’ll take you up on that offer for a ride.”

      Daniels nodded at me then turned his attention back to Maria and whispered with her. I really didn’t want to get involved, but I thought it wouldn’t hurt to pick Daniels’ brain for more information about the whole situation. After a few seconds, Maria started to walk back over to her desk. Daniels led me down the hall.

      “The car is out here, Mr. Black,” he said.

      We headed for the door. “You know you don’t have to call me ‘mister’?” I replied.

      Outside, day had fully broken. It was still early morning and I took a moment to breathe in the fresh air. This was something I have been taught to be mindful of. It’s good for the body and mind, especially if you have a temper with the occasional tendency toward rage. We walked over to the same squad car I had been hauled to the station in. I went to the back door of the car.

      “Mr. Black… I mean Black, sit up here in the front,” Daniels offered.

      I shrugged. “Okay.”

      I walked around to the front passenger door and as I opened it, I noticed Williams about twenty yards away, exiting another parked squad car. He rushed towards the station. There were quite a number of squad cars in the parking lot, so Daniels didn’t notice him. I just kept it to myself and jumped in the car. The front felt much more comfortable than the back. Daniels put the car in reverse and streamed out of the parking lot. For the first minute or two of the drive, there was a bout of silence. I really was not good at small talk, and Daniels was focused on driving. It was as if he was trying to get me home quickly so he could get back to work. I guess he had the tip on his mind that Maria had mentioned.

      “Hey, Daniels, seems like you’re in a bit of a rush,” I said.

      He looked at me briefly before turning his attention back to the road. “No, I just have some work I need to get back to.”

      I thought I might as well ask him straight. “Does it have anything to do with the tip Maria was telling you about?”

      He glanced at me again, slightly shook his head, and lightly exhaled as if he was amused. “So you overheard her?”

      “Maria is not exactly the inconspicuous type.”

      We both lightly chuckled.

      “But to answer your question, Black, yes, I want to follow up on that tip.”

      “Why not just get your partner Williams to do it?”

      “Williams is not my partner. I don’t have a partner right now,” he said with hesitation in his voice.

      I guess that’s what I get for assuming, I thought.

      I took a look in the side mirror and saw a black van tailing us. It looked exactly like the black van I saw earlier at Don’s Coffee. I didn’t make any alarm. I just calmly continued my conversation with Daniels.

      “If Williams is not your partner why were you two driving in the same squad car?”

      “We were both at the station, I got a tip from a source on a case I was working, and we needed some extra bodies, so Williams tagged along. He’s only been with the station for about two months or so. I try not to deal with him too much because he has his own stuff going on. I believe he’s in the middle of a divorce. His wife cheated or something.”

      I could still see the van tailing us. I decided to have Daniels drop me off at the Epic Center. The Epic Center was in uptown and had a lot of foot traffic that time of morning. I wasn’t afraid but wanted to be careful. I needed to know whether the van was following me or Daniels.

      “Make a right at the next intersection,” I said.

      “That’s not the way to your house.”

      “I know. I want to go to the Epic Center.”

      He looked at me and shrugged. “Okay, it’s up to you.”

      Daniels wasn’t very easy to read at the time, but I felt he knew I had nothing to do with whatever this mess was, and I figured they had pulled at least part of my file, so he knew that I had served our country. This made me believe he saw me as more of an ally than anything else. So I thought I would just ask him what I had on my mind.

      “Daniels,” I began, “I also overheard Maria mention missing girls. Is that what this whole thing is about?”

      Daniels took the right I asked him to make before he spoke. “Here’s the story. I’ve been working on this case for over two months now. Last month two young ladies went missing. One was eighteen, the other twenty-one. This month two more went missing, one nineteen and the other twenty. All the incidents seem to be related due to the age of the victims and the victims’ day-to-day activities. That’s it. That’s all to the story so far.”

      I could tell he was trying to stop me from asking him any more questions, but I knew there had to be more. Why were Rose and Agent Davis involved? Why didn’t Daniels have a partner? Why would someone who’s essentially a patrol officer be working a missing persons case? I took a peek in the passenger side mirror. The black van was still behind us. And who are these clowns that are following us?

      But none of this involved me. The little girl I saw earlier was younger than the missing girls Daniels described, so why should I be bothered with any of this? I figured I would get Daniels’ contact information just in case the guys in the van were after me, which wouldn’t bode well for them—but if they were after him, I would let him handle it himself.

      “Hey, Daniels, I know you’re tired of me asking you questions,” I continued.

      Daniels kept his eyes on the road.

      “But I have one more question.”

      “And what might that be, Black?”

      “Can you give me your contact information just in case something comes up? I mean, you guys took me in custody around where I live, so I’m guessing there is a possibility that something of significance could present itself around there.”

      Daniels pulled over at the curb. The car was situated so that the passenger side was right in front of the steps that led to the Epic Center. In front of us was a bus station with the light rail train tracks above it. There were many people milling around the area, just as I expected. Daniels reached in his shirt pocket and pulled out his card.

      “If anything comes up, you see or hear anything, call me first,” he said, handing it to me.

      I glanced in the mirror again and caught sight of the van parked about fifteen yards back at a curb perpendicular to us. I put Daniels’ card in my pocket. “Well, hopefully I won’t have to,” I said as I opened the door.

      I stepped onto the curb.

      Daniels threw his hand up to signal he was leaving.

      I gave him a half salute to gesture the same. I walked across the wide sidewalk towards the steps which led up to the Epic Center, keeping my eyes on the black van until I saw it pulling off after Daniels. I felt relieved and a smile began to form on my face; in that moment I believed it was all Daniels’ problem.

      Out the corner of my eye I caught the van stopping. Two men jumped out and started making their way in my direction. One man was black and the other white, and both were dressed in black suits with dark shirts and ties. The smile on my face faded, and I felt some anger rise inside me.

      The van then continued behind Daniels.

      I continued walking as if I was unaware of the two men. This is not a good morning for me, but it’s going to be an even worse morning for them.

      Shall we dance?
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      I made my way up the stairs to the Epic Center. There were a good number of people strolling around the area; most of them were going to and from the restaurants and coffee shops. I started to wonder whether it was better or worse with so many others around.

      I noticed a shop window that showed a very clear reflection of me. On either side of the shop’s entrance stood two arborvitae-type trees. I slowed my stride just a little so that the two men could get a bit closer, then I peeked in the reflection again and noticed that both were carrying guns in shoulder holsters inside their blazers. They appeared to be some type of Beretta M9s. Now I had to assume this was a hit on me, considering the way the men were dressed and the firearms they were carrying.

      My mind wanted to try and reason out a peaceful resolution. I thought briefly that it might be some of Rose’s people, but I didn’t want to take the chance. So I brushed the idea off and continued to assume the men were out to kill me. I had mixed feelings about it. On the one hand I was mad, because I wasn’t sure how I was involved in all of this, or what this even was. On the other hand, I was excited to see just how good these guys were. I stopped right in between the arborvitaes and waited for the men to make a move. From the corner of my eye I caught a group of people approaching me from the right. They appeared to be shoppers about to make their way through the door I was currently standing in front of. I also saw there were a few people inside about to exit. I glanced in the reflection again and saw one of the men look around, then give a nod to the other man as if to communicate that the coast was clear. The man on the receiving end of the nod slowly approached me from behind. Still acting as though I was window shopping but with my eyes fixed on his reflection, I caught him reaching into his blazer on the side where his gun was holstered. The guy came within ten feet of me, then eight, then six… I waited until he was about five feet from me, then took a couple steps forward and reached for the door as the shoppers inside were leaving. I could see the guy take his hand from inside his blazer. I opened the door and the shoppers came out. I looked in the reflection and saw both guys turn their attention away from me briefly. That was my opening. I vanished behind the arborvitae tree to my right and got lost in the group of people who were approaching from my right. I moved quickly but quietly, and the two guys didn’t see me.

      I kept my eyes on both of them as I absconded through the crowd of people in the Epic Center. I slipped inside one of the shops so I could see them but they couldn’t easily spot me. I looked out the shop window and saw them looking around, clearly perplexed. I had completely disappeared. I sighed, very unimpressed. Below-average operatives. They lingered, looking around and exchanging words with one another, until one of them pointed back towards the stairs we had used to come in. The other man nodded and walked in that direction while the one who had pointed began to circle around the Epic Center in search of me. I exited the shop after he passed then quietly and covertly started tailing him. He stopped under a canopy next to a restaurant, where there was a bench.

      I looked around briefly to make sure I had at least a five-second window of unobserved action. He didn’t sense me until I had made it less than a foot behind him, and by that time it was too late for him. I had already elbowed him with my right elbow to the carotid artery on the right side of his neck and hit him in his suprasternal notch in the front of his neck with the joining valley of my left hand—that’s the groove between the thumb and index finger. I didn’t hit him hard enough to kill him, but enough to knock him out. I patted him down quickly, took his wallet, and stuffed it in my side coat pocket. I sat him down on the bench, then carefully took his gun and hid it in my coat. I set him upright on the bench the best I could, gave him a salute, and then made my way towards the stairs in pursuit of the other man. I noticed two garbage cans on my way to the stairs. I made sure no one was watching, quickly confirmed the gun’s safety was on, and then removed the magazine. I carefully dropped it in the first garbage can I passed and tossed the magazine in the second.

      I pushed quickly down the concrete stairway. I decelerated just as I came down to the sidewalk, surveying the area. There was a decent crowd of people hiking the sidewalk, and car traffic on the street was picking up. I glanced to my right and noticed the second man about ten yards off, close to the bus station and swiveling left and right in his hunt for me. I stepped onto the sidewalk positioned so that I could see him in my peripheral vision. I didn’t want him to know I was aware of his presence. A few seconds went by before he spotted me—I could tell from the gesture he made. It was the gesture people make when they find a friend they were looking for in a public place. But he made it without drawing too much attention to himself.

      I pretended to take in the sights until he was about five yards away from me. I pivoted to my left and began walking in that direction, swiftly dodging oblivious pedestrians. About ten feet ahead on my left there was an entrance to a parking garage. I walked as if I intended to continue up the sidewalk past it, but at the last second quickly diverted into it. I ducked under the gate for the parking ticket machine, and then hopped over the trunks of a couple cars. I waited, crouched behind the second car on the passenger side. The garage was mostly empty and slightly dark: perfect. I peeped over the hood of a car to see the man enter the parking garage, gun drawn. This guy moves kind of slow. He made his way straight down the row, checking the cars on both sides. As he approached, I quietly made my way around the front of the car to the driver side, which he had already checked. He continued his hunt down the row. Still crouched, I slowly continued to move around the car toward the trunk on the driver side. I saw the man gingerly making his way straight ahead, checking to the right and left. I gently crept behind him.

      He caught sight of me out of the corner of his eye and swung around to his right with both hands on his gun.

      I was able to gain control of the gun with my right hand while stabbing my left elbow into his throat. I immediately followed with a left kick to his shin and a second elbow to his temple.

      As he was falling, I won complete control of the gun with both hands. I had the gun aimed directly at him as he wormed on the ground, holding his shin in disbelief. I couldn’t blame him. It had all happened really fast.

      “Okay,” I said. “You’re going to tell me who you are, who you work for, and why you’re following me.”

      He gazed at me, confused. I could see he was still surprised that I’d been able to get the drop on him.

      “Hey hey hey, focus. I asked who are you, who do you work for, and why are you following me?”

      The man lowered his head, coughed, and then held his throat as he looked up at me. He cleared his airway. “I followed you because my employer gave me orders to capture and transport you back to base,” he responded hoarsely. He gazed down again and hacked in an attempt to clear his throat.

      I kicked his foot to get his attention and to remind him I was the one holding the gun. “So who is your employer and what do they want with me?”

      He looked at me and I could see the annoyance in his eyes. “I don’t know, and I don’t know,” he replied.

      I knew he was lying and I wanted answers to why my morning had turned into a troubled mess. So I thought I would be a little more persuasive. I started to move closer to him. As I took the first step I saw his hand sliding down his shin towards his foot. I knew it had to be an ankle piece and he was masking his efforts to reach for it by rubbing his shin. I figured it wasn’t worth the risk and cracked him on the side of his skull with the gun. The impact knocked him out cold.

      “Nighty night,” I whispered.

      I stooped and pulled up his right pants leg to expose his ankle. There I found a holstered Glock 43. I removed the gun and placed it in my back pants pocket. I searched him for a wallet but couldn’t find one. I dragged his heavy body to the closest corner in the garage. It was dark enough that no one would easily spot him. I decided to take the exit opposite to the side I had entered the garage. I flipped the Beretta’s safety lock on and removed the magazine, just as I had done with the last gun. I then trashed the gun and magazine in the garbage bin near the exit.

      None of this is making sense, I thought as I walked towards the bus station. I really didn’t know what to think; many questions flooded my mind. I wasn’t sure how I was involved in all of it. My mind pieced together some ideas and scenarios quickly, but I wanted to be sure. I felt that I could trust Daniels with some of my thoughts, so I reached into my pants pocket to pull out his card. Then I sighed, remembering I had left my cell phone on the console table at my house. One of the few times it would be helpful.

      Daniels’ card stayed in my pocket as I continued walking. Then I remembered something else. I could feel my eyes widen and a small shot of adrenaline spread through my body. Before I knew it I was jogging, then running and dodging people on the sidewalk. I’d remembered that the black van was tailing Daniels’ car. I split through a line of people at the bus station and continued sprinting down the sidewalk. I travelled the route I felt Daniels would’ve taken back to the station, bending a left at a small government building and flying across the active street, barely missing traffic. I continued dashing over the sidewalk for about twenty yards. To my left was the indoor Epic Arena. I quickly glanced at it as I danced my way through a crowd. I raced through another couple of blocks then arrived at the main street to an urban neighborhood. There were a few shops on the street. Just a little ways up the sidewalk, parked in a side alley the front of the black van was inconspicuously protruding.

      I swiftly took cover behind the side wall of the shop on my left. Around the corner and about fifteen yards up on the other side of the street, I spotted Daniels’ squad car parked in front of a shop. The shop, funnily enough, was a popular donut shop called The Donut Basement. “Must you play into the stereotype?” I quietly chuckled. I settled where I was for a few moments to think about how I wanted to approach the situation. It would’ve been hard to slip into the donut shop unnoticed, but if I blended into the crowd maybe I’d be able to pull it off. I took off my coat and carefully replaced the Glock from my back pants pocket in the inside pocket of my coat. I then folded the coat over my right arm.

      After waiting for a group of people to cross the street from my side and another group that was coming up the street towards the donut shop on the other side, I joined the first group and then the second, flowing like a leaf with the current of water. I ducked into the donut shop. To my left was Daniels at the register. He had three boxes of donuts in his hand. I walked over to him.

      “Hi, Daniels. You may not want to go outside until we talk.”

      Daniels looked at me with bewilderment, “Black, what… why… what…?” he stuttered.

      “Calm down. I’ll explain. Let’s grab a seat.”

      We walked close to the back of the shop, towards a booth that had blinds over the windows. I carefully set my coat in the booth seat and sat down with my back to the door. Daniels laid the boxes of donuts on the table and sat down across from me, still wearing that look of bewilderment.

      “So Black, wh— what’s going on?”

      “Someone has been tailing us since we left the station.”

      I could see a wrinkle of concern appear on Daniels’ face. “You knew all this time? Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

      I could hear the waitress approaching us from behind. I held up my index finger to Daniels, indicating for him to hold his thought. The waitress stood next to our booth. She appeared to be in her early twenties and had beautiful brown skin with a lovely natural hairdo.

      “How are you gentlemen doing? Are you ready to order?” she asked.

      Daniels remained fixated on me. “No, thank you, we’re good ma’am,” he said.

      I hadn’t eaten all day, so I thought it would be a good time to fill up. “Actually, Mrs., I’ll order. I’ll have a cup of black coffee, a glass of water, and a sausage, egg, and cheese biscuit. Oh, and can you bring me a steak knife too?” I said.

      The waitress smiled then wrote down my order. “Thank you, sir. I’ll get this in. And it’s Miss,” she said. She continued to smile at me as she walked away. Her smile brought a momentary one to my own face.

      But then I brought my attention back to Daniels and the problem at hand.

      Daniels leaned over the table towards me. “Alright, tell me now, what’s going on?”

      I opened a slight crack in the blinds and turned my head in the direction of the black van. It was still parked in the same place. “Now, I don’t know what this whole thing is all about yet, but I noticed we were being followed after leaving the station. It was a black van, and that same black van is now parked about ten yards down on the other side of the street in an alley.”

      Daniels cracked open the blinds to confirm my story.

      “That’s why I wanted you to drop me off at the Epic Center. I wasn’t sure who these guys were, and I didn’t want them knowing where I live. But I’m beginning to think it won’t be too difficult for them to figure that out. To make a long story short, when you dropped me off at the Epic Center, two guys exited the van and followed me upstairs. The van then followed you.”

      Daniels nodded and continued to listen.

      The waitress came back, dropped off my coffee and glass of water, and left.

      I continued my story. “I took care of the two guys, then made my way here to you.”

      Daniels gave me a side look. “What do you mean, you took care of them?”

      “I mean I knocked them out. They should be waking up in a little while.”

      Daniels’s gaze fell down to the table and he palmed his forehead. There was silence in the booth for a few moments. I was able to get through most of my coffee.

      “Hey, Daniels, we have more to talk about but right now we have some unknown people—well, at least unknown to me—following us. We need to make a move.”

      Daniels sat up straight in the chair. “Well, I’m the law. Why don’t I just go out there and arrest them? I mean, you laid two of them out… how dangerous could they be?”

      I sarcastically grinned and looked directly into Daniels’ eyes sharply. “That’s not a good idea. You could really get hurt.”

      He saw the seriousness in my eyes then released a faint sigh. “Okay, Black… what do you recommend?”

      “I don’t want to raise any suspicion, so I recommend you take the boxes of donuts out to the car, and then pretend you forgot something back in the shop. When you come back into the shop, we’ll discuss the plan. While you’re running out to the car I’ll enjoy my breakfast.”

      The waitress came to the table and placed a plate with my sausage, egg, and cheese biscuit and the steak knife on the table.

      “Do you need anything else?” she smiled.

      “No, I think I have everything, thanks,” I replied.

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” she added just before walking away.

      Daniels stood up from the table, grabbed the boxes of donuts, and directed himself towards the door. He was only gone for a few moments, but I finished half of my biscuit and about half of my glass of water before he returned. I needed to fuel up and was happy the shop served more than donuts. Daniels rushed back into the shop and planted himself in front of me. My mouth was full so I just briefly eyed him and nodded. Daniels was a bit jumpy and out of breath.

      “Okay, Black, I think I’ll radio in for backup. It shouldn’t take long for another unit to get here.”

      Daniels was the law, so he was trying to take control of the situation, but I’ve been in some situations where being the law didn’t mean squat. I swallowed my food then flushed it down with a few sips of water.

      “That may not be the best idea. These guys are dangerous, and they’re not exactly amateurs. They’ll sense backup coming from a mile away.” I thought carefully before continuing my thought. “Plus, I’m not sure that, if you did call, we’d receive the backup we want.”

      Daniels’ forehead wrinkled. “What’s that supposed to mean, Black?”

      I wiped my mouth with a napkin and leaned towards him across my plate. “That means I’m not sure who to trust right now.”

      We were both quiet for a few seconds. In those few seconds I felt a peculiar stillness in the shop. The air thinned and a wave of uncertainty blanketed both Daniels and me. We were both struck by the possibility that we could be into something deep. But I don’t like speculation; I like information. So I blew off those feelings quickly.

      “We just need to play it cool for now, Daniels, but I have a plan that will buy us some time away from the mob squad.”

      He leaned in and I described my plan and what I needed from him.

      Both of us stood up from the booth. I threw money on the table to pay for my meal and a tip. Daniels headed for the door as I put on my coat. He nodded at me just before walking out the door. I nodded back. I then picked up the steak knife from the table and concealed it behind my forearm in my coat sleeve.

      A couple minutes went by before I could hear the sirens blazing on Daniels’ squad car. I walked to the door of the shop and then onto the sidewalk outside. I looked back towards where the van was parked. I could see Daniels’ car roughly five yards behind from the van. I was able to get a good look at the driver—it was the same man I had seen parked outside of Don’s Coffee earlier. I didn’t see anyone else in the vehicle. The sirens from the squad car were creating a scene; pedestrians and drivers alike were looking toward it. Meanwhile, I was more concerned about it distracting whoever was in the van.

      Daniels exited the car while the sirens were still rolling. I observed the attention of the van driver direct towards the squad car.

      I ran across the street, behind the shops, and through the back alley. I had to jump a gate to make it to the back of the parked van. I stooped stealthily and with the steak knife punched a hole in the driver’s side rear tire and then the passenger’s side tire as well. I could faintly hear the air seeping from the tires. It sounded like a light but long passing of gas. One of those quiet but extended farts. I was surprised I could hear anything at all over the sound of the earsplitting sirens. I placed the knife in my coat pocket then with haste I hopped back over the gate and sprinted back through the alley and across the street. The attention of the van driver remained centered on Daniels.

      Daniels was looking under the hood of the car with the sirens roaring, just as we had planned. As he glanced around the hood of the car and spotted me back in front of the donut shop, he took a double take, as though he didn’t expect me to be there so soon. I nodded, signaling I was done, and he nodded back to signal he understood. He shut the hood of the car then got in. The sirens died instantly, but the attention they had created had a much slower death.

      Daniels made a U-turn and drove up to where I stood at the curb. Watching the van driver turning his ignition in response to Daniels’ movement, I opened the front passenger door and slid into the squad car. Daniels greeted me with a smile.

      “Buckle up, Mr. Black,” he joked.

      I responded with a slight grin then shook my head and buckled up. Daniels peeled out down the street. I scanned the rearview mirror and saw the black van pull out after us. After a few moments, it slowed down and seconds after that, it completely stopped. Daniels continued accelerating down the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      “I think we lost them. Did that driver look familiar to you?” I said.

      Daniels shook his head. “No, I’ve never seen him before.”

      “Did you notice anyone else in the van?”

      Once again he shook his head.

      I didn’t feel I had his full attention, so I decided to throw out a random question. “Are you married, Daniels? You have any kids?”

      He turned his eyes from the windshield briefly. “What? No… Why do you ask?”

      “Ah, I was just making sure you were here with me. But that’s a good thing, at least for the present. It keeps things simple.”

      Daniels glanced between me and the windshield for a few seconds before moving on. “Let’s start with everything you know so far about this, Black.”

      I cleared my throat. “You know just about everything I know.”

      He kept his eyes on the road and shrugged. “Remind me.”

      “Sure,” I replied. “And afterward I want to hear more about your case and the tip you and Maria were talking about.”

      “Deal. I want to know what’s going on here.”

      That made two of us, though really, I just wanted to go back home and continue my day like none of this had ever happened. I told Daniels about the van and its driver being parked outside of Don’s Coffee that morning and how the same van had appeared to be running from the cops before I was brought into custody.

      Daniels just nodded.

      I told him specifics about the guys at the Epic Center, including that they were carrying Berettas. I didn’t think it would be a good idea to tell him about the running girl I saw—one, I didn’t trust him enough, and two, I wanted to know more about what he knew first. I had a few hunches but felt it wasn’t a good idea to share them with anyone at that point.

      Daniels became a bit excited. I could tell he found some parts of my story hard to believe. He turned his head briefly, regarding me intently. He had a huge smile on his face.

      “What are you, like an ex-military kung fu ninja?”

      I gave him a stoic look. “Yep.”

      “Wow, I’m in the car with a ninja, commando, and secret agent all in one,” he joked.

      “You can drop me off at my house,” I said. “Just make a right at this next light.”

      He nodded.

      “Okay, Daniels, your turn,” I said.

      He focused on the road again and adjusted himself in his seat. Gripping the steering wheel with his left hand, he shrugged with his right hand in the air, palm facing up, as if to gesture that he had already told me everything. “It’s like I said earlier. I’ve been working a case for two months…”

      I stopped him with another question because I didn’t want to waste any of my time. “So how are Agents Lee and Davis involved in this?”

      “I guess they were sent here to babysit the police department. The FBI is always in our business. I really wish they weren’t involved. I want to finish this case on my own.”

      “Well, this must be a pretty high-profile case,” I said, “with the FBI involvement and all. When did they get involved?”

      Daniels kept his eyes on the road then sighed, “About a few weeks ago.”

      I deduced that this topic brought passion and sorrow to Daniels. His expressions made his face droop, and his breathing was weighed down. I knew it would help him to talk about it, but ultimately I wanted to save my own skin and I needed more details, so I took a chance on a hunch I had.

      “So, Daniels, why were you demoted from detective to patrolman?”

      Daniels turned his attention on me in surprise. He shook his head and lightly chuckled for a moment. “You know, you’re a pretty sharp guy, Black,” he said simply.

      I agreed with him, but it just didn’t make sense that a patrol officer would be working a missing persons case. Plus, why would the FBI have to babysit if the investigation was going well?

      As Daniels’ eyes rolled between me and the road, I caught a glimpse of the pain hidden in them.

      “As I mentioned before, I was working this case for about two months, but what I didn’t mention is I had a partner working it with me. His name was Frank Burns, a fine detective, the best I’ve ever worked with. It all happened before the second pair of girls went missing. Frank got a lead on the case and went to go check it out. He left early that morning and he has been missing ever since.”

      “What? You mean missing in the same way the girls are missing?”

      Daniels nodded. “Yes. No one has heard from him. The other part to this story is that on the same morning he went missing, two hundred and thirty-four thousand dollars from a drug bust in Evidence went missing as well. You know they don’t pay us much in law enforcement, so a lot of people think Frank took the money then up and ran. I know Frank. He’s a dedicated cop. He wanted to find the girls and nail whoever was behind their disappearance. None of it makes any sense. The next thing I know, there was some guy with the FBI at the police station, I was back on patrol duty, and there were two more missing girls.”

      “Some guy with the FBI? You mean Agent Ben Davis?” I asked.

      Daniels shook his head. “Uh-uh, some other guy. He was white, I don’t remember his name and I only saw him that one time. Lee and Davis came in the next day and have been the only agents I’ve worked with on this case… well, unofficially worked with on the case. I’m not supposed to be working the case at all.”

      “Do you know what lead Burns was following up on?”

      Daniels gave me a half head shake. “Frank and I were partners, but he didn’t like telling anyone anything until he was pretty certain. I know he mentioned he was going to look into something down in Charleston. I asked if he needed backup, but he told me no and to stay in Charlotte just in case any other leads came in.”

      We were approaching my street.

      “So what about that tip Maria was talking about?” I asked.

      Daniels smiled, “Maybe next time.”

      “Oh that’s too bad. I was thinking how nice it’d be for us to partner up on this.” I didn’t actually want to partner up with anyone, though. I just wanted to clear myself and be done with all of it.

      “Like I told you, I already have a partner, and if I didn’t, I don’t think I would want another one. Can’t handle another going missing on my watch.”

      Daniels veered onto my street. I had him park near the sidewalk a little ways from my house. The whole situation was still foggy to me, but I did have some hunches. I thought I’d share something to help Daniels feel better. I unbuckled my seat belt.

      “Hey, Daniels, you know the FBI was looking into this case before Burns or the money went missing.”

      Daniels turned towards me. “How can you be so sure, Black?”

      I opened the car door. “Just call it a hunch.” I jumped out of the car and onto the sidewalk. I then leaned into the squad car window. “Keep your head down and be careful, Daniels.”

      “You do the same, Black, and remember you have my card. Call if anything pops up.”

      I nodded, then stood straight and tapped the roof of the car twice, signaling my goodbye.

      Daniels pulled off down the deserted street as I stepped onto the sidewalk. I looked up at the sky in a moment of quiescence. The sun was gleaming gorgeously, accompanied only by a few light clouds in the sky. My face was hit by a gentle crisp breeze. I embraced the opportunity to savor the few moments of peace I was having, especially considering the circumstances. I’d been running around all morning and still I wasn’t completely sure why. My street was pretty empty. Most everyone who lived on my street was already at work in a cubicle or punched in on someone’s clock. The neighborhood was typically quiet most of the time—that’s one reason why I liked it.

      When I arrived at my driveway, I thought I’d better survey around the house, just in case I may have had any unexpected guests. I circled around my place, checking the driveway, doors, windows, and lawn for anything out of place. I didn’t find a thing. I’ve had my fair share of unwanted guests, and have been an unwanted guest a few times myself. Due to this experience, I can tell whether someone has been in my house, and I can do it without going inside the house to check. I unlocked my front door and then entered the house. As I expected, everything was just as I had left it.

      Being the cautious man I am, I went down to the gym in the basement. Again, everything was just as I left it, but I needed to reassure myself. Behind the meditation area in my gym was a false wall, behind which there was a door with a combination lock, which when opened exposed yet another door with a key lock. I put in the combination to open the first door, then opened the second door before putting my keys back in my pocket. Behind the door was a small closet. This closet contained a large sum of cash, a little gold and silver, a box of tools, a few articles of clothing, some identification and travel documents, and a number of hand-to-hand weapons. Although I knew my way around many different firearms, I didn’t like keeping them in the house. Guns always seem to raise eyebrows and suspicion.

      The main reason I opened the closet was to take a look at my surveillance system. I had six cameras around the house. Three were outside covering the front of the house, the back of the house, and the driveway. The other three were inside, covering the main living quarters, the gym in the basement, and the garage. I rewound the footage and watched it up until I saw myself circling around the house performing my inspection for unwanted visitors. The footage revealed nothing to suggest anyone had been to my house, never mind in my house. I configured the surveillance system to continue recording, then closed and locked the closet just as it had been—but not before grabbing four knives. These knives were of medium size, good for fighting but also small enough to throw. I grabbed two ankle holsters for the knives. Each could hold two knives apiece. I marched back upstairs to the living room then placed the knives and the ankle holsters on the living room coffee table. I reached into my coat pocket and removed the steak knife I had taken, or rather borrowed, from The Donut Basement and placed it on the coffee table. Before I planted myself in my chair, I withdrew the Glock from my inside coat pocket, charily stationed it on the coffee table, and leaned back in the chair with both my hands laced behind my head.

      “Why is it I always find myself in situations like this?” I whispered to myself.

      I tilted forward in the chair and put my hands back into my coat pockets. I felt the wallet of the guy from the Epic Center in the side pocket. I snatched the wallet then unfolded it. What do we have here?

      I fingered through the wallet and found a North Carolina driver’s license. The name on it was Jeff Ireland. My eyes studied the address. It was an Asheville address, which I found interesting. I fixed on his picture and confirmed that it was the same guy at the Epic Center. He was white and about five-ten with dirty blond hair. I also noticed the wallet had a few crisp one hundred dollar bills in it. Hmm… This guy Ireland has to be new to this type of work. Why else would he be running around armed with his identification on him?

      I folded the wallet and placed it back into my pocket. I then picked up the Glock from the coffee table and ejected the magazine. There were six bullets in it and none in the chamber. I replaced the magazine and settled the gun in my inside coat pocket. I put the knives into the ankle holsters, two knives in each, then lifted up the bottoms of my pants legs and wrapped the holsters around my lower legs, making sure my pants legs would conceal the holsters when rolled them down. I stood up from the chair and walked one lap around the coffee table. The holsters felt very comfortable—I could barely tell I was wearing them. I walked over the hardwood floor to the console table, picked up my cell phone, and dropped it in my inside coat pocket. After I double-checked that the front door was locked, I walked across the living room area to the garage door. I opened the door, entered into the garage, flipped on the light switch, and then locked the garage door behind me.

      The garage was clean and organized. Various tools and gadgets were hanging on the walls to the left and right of me, and on the opposite end of the garage was the outside door. In the center stood the most marvelous appearance of mechanical perfection you’d want to see. It was my Viper GTS. It was all black: the paint, the rims, and the tinted windows. This darling had six hundred and forty horses under its hood. I had made some slight custom modifications which made it a bit lighter than manufactured with really good gas mileage. The L-word is not a word I use a lot, but if I did use it, it would be in the same sentence as this car. The front of the car was facing the street… I liked to back my car into the garage, just in case I ever had to leave in a hurry for some reason. Being cautious, I walked a circuit around the car, inspecting it. It was clean. I opened the driver’s side door and slid into the driver’s seat. Shutting the door behind me, I leaned over to open the glove compartment. I then emptied my coat pockets of Ireland’s wallet and the Glock into the glove compartment. I reached up to the sun visor, where the garage door opener was clipped, and opened the door. The light from the sun beamed into the garage. It was like watching the sunrise in the morning. I removed the key from my pocket then fired up the car. It roared and then purred down. The purrs were being drowned out by the sound of drums and saxophones from the radio. Jazz-funk with no lyrics is my type of music. I don’t care to hear other people talking to the music. I prefer to listen to my own thoughts while the music plays. I put the car in gear and rolled out just clear of the garage door, then pressed the remote to close the door. I eased down the driveway and bent a right onto the street.

      I slowly cruised down the street for a couple of minutes. I went past Don’s Coffee, which was pretty packed. I never noticed how busy it was… Maybe because I don’t usually drink coffee this late in the morning. I drove for about ten minutes, but due to traffic I found myself only about three miles outside of my neighborhood. I decided to ride towards midtown. I knew a tranquil park I could go to. I like going to the park when I have a lot wafting around in my head because the atmosphere feels appropriate for thinking. As I approached the shops and restaurants of midtown, the activity on the streets and sidewalks increased. It was nearing noon and individuals were out getting lunch. Everyone was moving around, much like insects in a colony. They all were nicely dressed, and from the way they carried themselves I could tell they were making every attempt to express their uniqueness. However, ninety-eight percent of them looked to be doing the same things. They took little care to the person right next to them or the number of cars and doors they almost ran in to as they walked along with their noses to their phones. To me, they all looked exactly, completely, totally the same, despite how unique they thought they were or were trying to become. On the road cars were cutting each other off and horns were blaring off every moment. This is freedom? I shrugged and promptly directed my thoughts to the mission at hand.

      The mission was simple: Reach the park, clear my thoughts, parse through what information I had, and develop a plan. I arrived at the park. The parking lot was nearly empty. I slid out of the car and locked the door. There were multiple fields where people would usually play football, soccer, and even baseball. There was a nice playground area for the kids and a few picnic shelters. I began my stroll into the park. I crossed a small bridge which rose over a narrow canal. There were a few trees and a trail that ran through the woods and down beside a stream which led to a walkway back into midtown. At the center of the park was a small lake where ducks and fish swam. Around the lake circled a walkway that was maybe half a mile in distance. It was populated with a couple walking, a few joggers, and one guy riding a bike. There were trees, large stones, tables, benches, and a bicycle rack scattered around the park. It was serene, quiet, and peaceful. I journeyed a half lap around the walkway before spotting a bench and planting myself on it. I leaned back slightly, stretched my arms out the entire length of the bench, gazed across the lake, and thought.

      I gave a lot of thought to what it was I could possibly be missing. I mean, there were missing girls, missing money, and a missing detective, but what was missing for me was the connection between the three. I sat on the bench for some time running different scenarios in my head. I had a few hunches and possibilities. I rehearsed what hand I would play in every situation.

      After some time I stood up from the bench and completed my lap around the walkway, which led me back over the small bridge and into the parking lot. I passed back through midtown and drove for a little while, then shot by Don’s Coffee and into my neighborhood. I stopped a couple of car lengths beyond my driveway so I could survey the house before parking. Everything seemed normal, so I put my beast of a machine in reverse and revved up the driveway. A silhouette through the windshield caught my attention.

      I quickly put the car in park and opened the glove compartment just in case I needed the Glock while my mind continued to interpret the silhouette. It was an unmarked car that pulled up in front of me. I had seen this ride before.

      “Great, these guys again,” I whispered.

      I immediately shut the glove compartment, turned off the engine, and sprang out of the car. I stepped to the front, folded my arms, and lightly leaned against the hood. Out of the driver side of the car climbed Agent Davis and walking from around the passenger side was Rose. Both had sunglasses on. Davis had that same mean look on his face and Rose had a beautiful penetrating smile. Their visit was bittersweet for me. I really didn’t want to be bothered with what was going on, but the mere sight of Rose made it easier. Davis approached me and stood to my right. He didn’t say anything or make any gestures, just faced towards me and kind of checked out the car. Rose followed a few steps behind Davis and came up on my left. She smiled and I smiled back.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Black, do you have a minute?” she said.

      “It depends. Are there any handcuffs involved this time?” I asked.

      She grinned and lightly chuckled. “Well, that all depends. Look, Black, we were wondering if you could come to headquarters.”

      I shrugged. “So I’m a suspect?”

      Davis lightly exhaled. “No one is saying that.”

      Rose took a step closer to me with her hand out, gesturing for me not to worry. She had a distinct coffee aroma coming off her.

      “No, we just think you may know more than you think you know.”

      You don’t know the half of it. I know more than I want or care to know, I thought.

      I unfolded my arms then palmed the hood of my car. “So what will I be doing at headquarters?”

      “We just need to ask you a few questions and maybe have you take a look at a few pictures,” Rose answered.

      “So you drove way over here to invite me back to headquarters to look at a few pictures and answer a few questions? I feel so special,” I said.

      “When can you come down?”

      “When do you need me there?”

      “The sooner the better.”

      “Okay, how about I follow you guys there now?”

      Rose hit me with a flirtatious smile and we stared at one another for a moment. I observed Davis in my peripheral vision looking at the two of us. He shook his head and eyed my car.

      “What are we waiting for then? Let’s go,” Rose said.

      “Let’s go,” I repeated.

      “Oh,” she added while she reached in her pocket. “Just in case we get separated, here’s my card.”

      She handed me her business card. I put it in my pocket with Daniels’ card. Rose started making her way down the driveway to the unmarked car.

      “Nice car. Is it a GTS?” Davis asked.

      I rubbed the hood. “Yes, it is.”

      Davis looked at me, nodded, and grinned, “Nice.”

      He then trailed behind Rose down the driveway. I quickly jumped into the GTS. I unstrapped the knife holsters from around my legs and placed them in the glove compartment.

      I fired up the car, rolled down the driveway, and turned left to tail after them. I followed onto the highway. We drove about five miles before exiting the highway onto a road which led into a commercial district. There were office buildings on both sides of the four-lane road. We traveled a mile before making a left turn. Just before turning, I saw a large building of a very renowned telecom company to my right, and on my left I saw a big building of a very well-known software company sitting in the back of the commercial park. We coasted into the commercial park area then bent another left. Davis slowed down at a gate. I read the sign on the building behind the gate: “FBI Headquarters South Charlotte Division.” The building was surrounded by a barbed wire fence that stood about twelve feet high. Davis started rolling down his window at the same time a guard came stumbling out of the guardhouse at the gate. The guard was armed with an MP10 rifle and a side piece that appeared to be a Glock 22. He met Davis at the car window. The two exchanged a few words before the guard stepped away from the car and nodded towards Davis, then back towards the guardhouse. The two tall barbed wire sliding gates opened. The guard walked back into the guardhouse. Davis pulled up a few yards past the gate. The guard strolled back out of the guardhouse with a mirror inspector in his hand. He waved me forward, so I pulled forward and stopped. When he signaled me to roll down my window, I did so halfway. He looked around inside my car.

      “Hi, sir, I’m going to just take a look around your car, okay?”

      I nodded.

      He walked a full circle around my car with the inspection mirror.

      “Nice car, sir,” he said.

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “You can pull forward, sir.”

      I rolled my car window up and pulled into the headquarters parking lot.
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      I looked into the rearview mirror and saw the two sliding gates closing. Davis rolled up to the front side of the headquarters building and parked, then he sprang from the car and walked back toward me. He motioned for me to crack my window, so I did and he pointed towards another parking area.

      “Hey, Black, park over there in the visitors’ parking. We’ll meet you in the reception area.”

      Once inside the building, I emptied my pockets and took off my belt to get through the metal detector. On the other side of the detector I replenished my pockets with their original contents and put my belt back on. The difference between the outside and the inside of the building was like the difference between field rations and a prime steak dinner. Like most agency buildings I’ve been in, the inside was very flamboyant and eye-catching. The first floor had a higher than average ceiling and there were a number of pictures and plaques adorning the walls and support columns. The center of the floor was inlaid with a grand-sized FBI logo—the circular one that has stars orbiting around a shield with a balance at the top. The receptionist desk was positioned closer to the left side of the building, while the right side was more open. On the far right wall was a small café populated by a few workers drinking coffee and eating food. There was also a small Statue of Liberty replica in the center of that area and a number of tables, chairs, and benches. I made it about five feet away from the desk before I caught Rose and Davis strolling my way. I was momentarily paralyzed by Rose’s magnetic, dazzling, beautiful brown eyes. Davis’s stern, grouchy eyes quickly shook me out of my temporary paralysis.

      Rose walked directly over to me and said, “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      Davis stopped over at the desk while Rose cracked a playful smile. “Follow us.”

      They escorted me over to the elevators and up to the third floor. We stepped out of the elevator and immediately stepped into a neat office area with a number of cubicles in the center. The cubicles were filled with what I assumed to be agents. A few of them glanced up at me briefly then focused back on their work. Encompassing the cubicle area in a square shape were offices with glass doors.

      “I’ll go get the files,” Davis quietly said. “Are we going to do this in the Lincoln Room?”

      Rose nodded, and Davis disappeared into the forest of cubicles.

      Rose guided me to the door of one of the glass offices which had a sign to its right reading “Lincoln Room.” The office had a small oval table in the center, another table holding a coffee machine, and a water dispenser. There were a few pictures of Abraham Lincoln hanging on the side and back walls. Rose walked over the carpet to the glass windows and closed the blinds, concealing the room from the outside office.

      Rose pointed towards the table in the room. “There’s coffee and water over there. Make yourself comfortable and have a seat. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I saluted.

      She smiled and left the room.

      I found a seat in a chair opposite the door and the blinded windows. I sat thinking for a couple minutes. I was thinking about how Rose and Davis appeared pretty square and that they were slowly inching into my trust zone, especially Rose. I was snapped out of my thoughts by the sound of the door opening. Rose entered wearing that beautiful smile of hers and Davis followed, shutting the door behind him. They both had notepads and pens in their hands. Davis was carrying a few files and a folder under his arm. They placed themselves in chairs across from me at the oval table. Davis laid the files and folder on the table.

      Rose sighed, “Okay, Black, we never got your story. Walk us through everything you did earlier this morning up until your interaction with the police.”

      “Interaction,” I said. “That’s a nice way of putting it. I didn’t do much. Not sure what you could ask me now that you couldn’t have earlier at the police station.”

      Rose quietly sighed again then slowly blinked. “Look, Black, we’ll level with you. We stopped by Don’s Coffee to follow up on a lead before dropping by your house just now. We have reason to believe you may have witnessed something that could help us,” she said.

      “So I’m an eyewitness now?” I replied.

      Davis blew out a sarcastic chuckle, the rapid one-breath kind. “More or less,” he said.

      Rose cut her eyes towards Davis then back to me, “Yes, at this point you are only a potential eyewitness.”

      “Okay.”

      I told them about how I woke up and worked out, and how after my shower I wanted coffee but I was out. I told them about my walk to the coffee shop, what I ordered, and the van that was parked outside of the coffee shop. I told them about how the van high-tailed it down the road just before the police stopped and took me into custody. I told them everything except about the girl I saw. I gave them the abbreviated version. I didn’t go into too many details. They were writing notes down the entire time I was talking.

      “Can you tell us what the guy in the van looked like?” Rose asked.

      “I don’t know. He was a little ways off… Your typical white guy, I suppose. He didn’t look fit, but he didn’t look scrawny either. Just normal build with brown hair,” I responded.

      Both Rose and Davis looked at each other and nodded. It was a nod that gave me the impression they knew who I was describing.

      “Did you see anyone else?” Rose asked.

      I thought for a second. The van driver was the only person I could link with certainty fleeing the police. Not to mention I identified him tailing Daniels and me.

      “I don’t believe so,” I answered.

      “C’mon, Black,” Rose said. “I know you’re pretty observant. You didn’t notice anything else strange?”

      “‘Strange,’” I repeated. “I guess it depends on your definition of ‘strange.’ I mean, everyone in the coffee shop had their faces stuck to their cell phones. That was strange to me. There was a guy in front of me brushing air off of his suit. That too was strange to me. There were also two ladies behind me who didn’t really like each other pretending to be friends, which I’d also call strange.”

      Rose reclined in her chair, briefly closed her eyes, smiled, and then exhaled. “Did you notice anyone else who was with the driver or who could’ve been with the driver, is what I meant.”

      “Well, I can’t be one hundred percent certain. What is this all about, anyway?”

      “Well, can you give us ninety percent?” Davis grumbled.

      “I don’t like doing that. I’ve seen where that ten percent of uncertainty can cause a lot of problems.”

      Davis muttered, “Well, let’s try this.”

      He slid the notebook binder in front of me. He turned the binder so it faced me right side up. He used his huge hand to peel it open.

      “See if anyone in these pictures looks familiar to you.”

      The binder had six pages of pictures only on the front side of the pages so it didn’t take long to go through. Each page had four photos.

      “Look,” I said. “I’m giving you guys a lot of information, so can you tell me what’s going on here? What have I gotten myself into?”

      “We can’t give you specific details, Black,” Rose answered.

      “How about names? If I see someone in these photos that looks familiar, I want to know their name. I feel I’m putting my neck on the line, so I want to know at least some names.”

      Davis glanced over at Rose and shrugged his shoulders. Rose met his glance, rolled her eyes, exhaled, and then put her attention on me.

      “O— okay, but only names,” she said.

      I quickly flipped through the binder. I’d already memorized most of the faces. I noticed four familiar faces. I started by pointing at the guy I identified as the van driver.

      “That’s Brad Evans,” Rose said.

      I nodded. I saw the second guy at the Epic Center, the one I didn’t have a name for. I made a confused look to play it off. “Who’s this guy?” I asked.

      Davis sighed, “Craig Smith.”

      Next I tapped my index finger on some person’s picture whom I’d never seen.

      “Gina Barnes?” they both said with a smile and chuckle, as though they were certain I hadn’t seen her.

      I circumspectly observed a picture of a man I assumed to be the owner of Don’s Coffee. I jabbed his photo with my index finger.

      “This guy looks familiar.”

      Rose leaned in, arching downward towards the binder. “Donald Felix,” she said.

      “Oh, I think I may have seen him around the coffee shop, but not this morning. He’s the owner, I believe,” I said.

      Both Rose and Davis responded with a slight nod.

      What does he have to do with all of this? I asked myself. Lastly, I pointed at Ireland. I wanted to make sure they were giving me correct names.

      “Jeff Ireland,” Rose said. “Did you see him there?”

      I paused momentarily and pretended to give considerable thought to Ireland’s picture. “Nah, I didn’t see him there,” I said, which was the truth, because I only saw him at the Epic Center. I gently nudged the binder towards Rose and Davis then leaned back in my chair.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I can’t positively place anyone in these pictures there, except maybe this Evans guy. Maybe I could be more help if you guys told me a bit more about what’s going on.” I was digging.

      Davis folded his arms and sunk his weight into the back of his chair. From his body language I knew he wasn’t going to tell me anything at that time. Rose shut the binder and whisked it over towards Davis.

      “Don’t be sorry,” she said. “You were more helpful than you think.”

      “So what’s going on… are these guys dangerous?” I continued to dig.

      “Don’t tell me you’re scared, Black,” Davis chuckled.

      Rose gave me a sorrowful gander. I could tell she was concerned for me and wanted to reassure me that I was safe. I knew I’d be safe either way but it was nice to see her commiseration towards me. “Don’t worry, you’ll be okay. There’s nothing for you to worry about, okay?”

      I smiled slightly. “Thank you.”

      The three of us stood from the table. Rose extended her hand toward me. “Thank you, Mr. Black, for all of your help.”

      My hand met hers. “My pleasure.”

      I shook Davis’ hand as well.

      “Follow us,” Rose said. “We’ll walk you out.”

      Davis picked up the files and binder and I followed them out of the Lincoln Room, around the cubicle area, and then towards the elevators. Rose poked the “down” arrow on the console.

      Davis held the files and binders in his hand. “Let me go put these back,” he said to Rose.

      “Okay, I can walk Black out myself. I’ll just see you back up here.”

      Davis nodded and vanished into the midst of the cubicles. Rose and I stood there waiting for the elevator. I could hear it grazing up to our floor. Rose peeked back at me. I saw her and smiled. She smiled back. The elevator stopped on our floor and the doors opened just as Rose started to ask me a question.

      “So, Mr. Black… what are your plans for the rest of the day?”

      I was still smiling at that moment but felt my smile slowly melt when I saw three men come out of the elevator. I had seen one of them before. He was the same white black-haired man I had seen when I was exiting Don’s Coffee—but he was not with the Asian man I saw him with earlier. The two men with him were dressed in nice suits, but I didn’t recognize them. They appeared to be in a hurry, passing by and practically ignoring Rose and me. I tried to force my straight face back into a smile before Rose saw my expression. She had looked down briefly when she had posed the question, so I managed to reestablish a smile at the same moment her eyes fixed back on my face.

      “I don’t know… Do you have anything else exciting and dangerous you want to get me involved with?”

      Rose blushed as her eyes wandered around. She was trying to avoid making eye contact with me. “C’mon, our ride is here,” she said.

      Who’s that guy? I was wondering.
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      We were the only two in the elevator. We didn’t look at one another; we just faced the doors. There was a silent flirtatious vibe in the atmosphere. I had a playful smile on my face. I wasn’t looking at her directly but I could feel the wave of her smile crashing into the side of my face. The elevator finally shrieked to a halt and the doors split apart. Rose stepped out first. We were heading into the main lobby before I stopped.

      “Hey, Rose,” I said. “Did you notice who exited the elevator before we entered?”

      Rose stared at me, her eyes slightly widened. “I did. What? Does he look familiar?”

      I felt she knew something but needed me to validate my interest in him. “He must be pretty important, right?” I asked, to avoid answering her question. “He had a couple of guys with him.”

      “Oh,” she responded. “Yes, he’s the director for the Office of Private Sectors.”

      I nodded.

      She took a step back towards me and scanned my face. “Black, are you sure he doesn’t look familiar?” she asked again.

      “I mean, maybe, what’s his name?”

      Rose released a light sigh. “Alex Bennett.”

      I shook my head. “I think I just want to go home and enjoy what’s left of my day. I know you have to get back to work, so I can see myself out from here.”

      Rose steadied on me. The look she gave me revealed her concern. I walked past her and towards the main lobby. From behind I could feel her turn towards me.

      “Black,” she said with care in her voice, “you have my card. If anything comes up or you remember anything, don’t hesitate to call, okay?”

      I stopped walking and threw my hand up to show that I had heard her. I then continued to the main entrance of the building. During the ride back home, I thought about a lot. I had a feeling that I was in the middle of something big, and the only way out was through it. I was amazed at how, in just a matter of hours, I had gotten almost knee deep into something that could become very dangerous. I figured maybe my new approach should be to aid Daniels and Rose in solving all of this mess. Not for some heroic or chivalrous motive, but for the purpose of getting back to my quiet, secluded life.

      I had a few questions to ask Daniels, so at the next red light I prodded in my pocket for his card. It showed both his office and mobile numbers. I took out my phone and jabbed in the digits for his office, then settled both the card and my phone in the passenger seat. Through the hands-free function in my car I heard the phone ring with a rapid ten-pulse tempo. It rang twice more while I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel in anticipation. I pondered which would happen first—the light changing or Daniels answering the phone. The light won. My foot sank into the gas pedal and I sailed across the blacktop. The call went to voicemail. I heard a proud, strong voice say, “This is Detective Daniels. I’m not at my desk but please leave your name, phone number, and, if you have it, your case number, and I’ll return your call as soon as I can.” I ended the call. I don’t like to leave voice messages.

      I lifted Daniels’ card from the passenger seat again. I maintained awareness of the road while committing his mobile number to memory, then dropped the card back in the seat. Since I was so close to the house, I decided to wait until I got home before trying him on his mobile.

      By the time I arrived home, it was late afternoon. I nosed the car a few yards past my driveway and then backed in and parked outside the garage. Before I exited the car I put my phone and Daniels’ card back in my pockets. I leaned over to open the glove compartment, removing the Glock and placing it in my coat pocket. I strolled around the outside of the house, checked the inside, and even reviewed my camera footage again. There was nothing alarming at all. I sat in my chair, propped my feet up on the coffee table, and inhaled a long breath before exhaling a breath that was just as long. I removed my cell phone from my pocket and tapped Daniels’ mobile number. I placed my feet on the floor and sat up straighter in the chair. The phone rang three times before Daniels answered.

      “Hello? Hello,” he said, sounding a bit frantic. I could hear the shortness in his breath.

      “This is Black,” I said. “I need to ask you some questions about a few things.”

      “What? Did you come across something else?”

      “Not really sure, but wanted to ask you⁠—”

      Background noise from Daniels’ side pushed through the phone. It was hard to make out but it sounded like someone was paging a doctor. “Where are you, at the hospital?”

      “I can’t really talk right now, Black, let me call you back.”

      “Sure,” I responded, but I was certain he didn’t hear me because the busy tone tickled my ear before I could finish uttering that one syllable. I dismissed it. Whatever. Maybe I don’t have to get involved any further. I had told both Daniels and the FBI just about everything I knew. But then I remembered what Smith had said at the Epic Center, that he had orders to capture me and take me back to base. I should find out who this employer is and where their base is, I thought. In any case, I’m in this.

      I just wasn’t sure what this was. I removed the Glock from my pocket and placed it on the coffee table. I relaxed back in the chair, in the stillness and hush of my home. The light from the sun penetrated the house, bringing a level of brightness with it. I dozed off and when I opened my eyes again the light was absent, and darkness had overtaken its space. I quickly grabbed the Glock from the coffee table and made a circuit around the house, checking for anything unusual. Everything was okay inside. I remembered that I had left the car parked in the driveway. I glanced out the window next to the front door. I could see the car—no problem, it was good. What wasn’t good was the dark, unmarked car I saw parked across the street from my house.

      I thought I should maybe go introduce myself. Before I could devise a plan, another unmarked car pulled up behind the first one. Rose hopped out of the driver’s side. She walked up to the driver’s window of the first car. I could see the face of the driver. He appeared to be Hispanic. I’d never seen him before. Rose and the man had a brief conversation. Rose then walked across the street and up my driveway. I backed away from the window and hid the Glock in the drawer of the console table. I could hear the scuff of her shoes grazing the surface of the concrete just right outside my front door. A few seconds later, the five-thump cadence of her first knock resonated throughout the front of the house. I let her knock again before answering.

      “Coming,” I said. I opened the door and there she was, just as beautiful as she had been earlier. If I didn’t know any better I would’ve never guessed she worked all day. “Special Agent Lee, what a pleasant surprise,” I said.

      “Evening, Mr. Black,” she said. “May I come in?”

      Absolutely! I thought. I stepped back, waved her in, and closed the door. Rose took about five paces into the house. She then turned back towards me with that beautiful smile and a flirtatious eyebrow gesture.

      “You keep a really neat home, Black,” she said.

      “And what’s that supposed to mean, Mrs. Lee?” “Actually, if you’re going to use my last name it’s just Miss Lee. And all I’m saying is it’s not what I expected, that’s all.”

      “So, Miss Lee, why don’t you share with me what you were expecting? Oh, and where is Davis, by the way?”

      Rose tilted her head and poked her lips out in a playful manner. I made my way past her and towards the kitchen. Rose twisted around then followed my steps.

      “Davis is currently looking into something for work.”

      “Oh, I see,” I said, directing her towards the kitchen. “Would you like something to drink?”

      She fluttered her hand. “Oh no, I can’t stay long.”

      “Okay,” I replied. “So what brings you here?”

      “I just wanted to let you know that as a precaution we’re setting a couple of agents outside your home.”

      “Whoa, I thought you said I wasn’t a suspect.”

      “You… You’re not. It’s just a precaution. We’ll also have a police squad car patrolling your neighborhood tonight as well.”

      “Sounds pretty serious,” I said. I saw the worry dripping down her face like runny mascara. I knew she had a new development that prompted her visit, and I knew she was concerned about me. I also knew I was the last person she needed to worry about. “But I know everything will be fine. Everything will work out,” I said. I could see some of the worry shed from her face.

      She nodded. “I have to get back to it, Black. The agents are named Garcia and Hogan. They’ll be here until early morning.”

      I nodded. “Who from the PD will be patrolling?” I asked.

      “Oh, whoever is on shift in this area. I can’t remember his name.”

      “Oh, so you checked him out?”

      “Of course, I like to know everything.”

      “Is it that Williams guy?”

      “Nope.” She carefully studied my face before turning towards the door.

      “One more question before you leave,” I said. “Have you talked to Daniels in the last few hours?”

      She turned toward me and squinted her eyes. “Was I supposed to talk to Daniels, Black?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “You two are on the same side of the law, and the PD is patrolling, so I figured you two may have communicated sometime recently.”

      “Black, what is it you know?”

      “I’m sure it’s less than what you know.”

      “I told you, I like to know everything, so help me with something, Black. We pulled your file and certain parts are locked. What do you know about that?”

      “That’s weird. Why are people’s files usually locked?”

      She laughed, quietly and sarcastically. “Listen, Black, I like you, but if I find out you’re not straight with me I’ll have to spank that cute backside of yours.”

      I smiled. “So you noticed.”

      She smiled back while opening the door. “Have a great night, Mr. Black.”

      “You too, Mrs. … Miss Lee.”

      Rose held her smile and eyed me as she stepped outside and closed the door. I exhaled then dashed to the window to watch her as she slid into her car and raced off. I went outside and backed my car into the garage. I then went to the kitchen and heated up some leftovers to eat. Next I showered and remembered to retrieve the Glock from the console table drawer. I put the pistol in the nightstand drawer next to my bed and went to sleep.

      I woke up early the next morning, grabbed my cell phone, and raced to the front window to check whether the unmarked car was still outside. It was. It sat idle on the deserted street in the stillness of the morning darkness. My cell phone was still over ninety percent charged, but I decided to plug it into the charger on the console table anyway. I marched downstairs to my gym to perform my workout and practice. Afterwards, I drank some water, took a shower, and threw on some clothes. For breakfast I settled on fruit and toast. After eating, I grabbed my keys and wallet off of the nightstand next to my bed and placed them in my pockets. Rose’s and Daniels’ cards were sitting there as well. I had already memorized Daniels’ numbers and decided to do the same for Rose’s numbers before putting both cards into the nightstand drawer. I removed the Glock and placed it inside my coat pocket.

      My next stop was the garage, but I unplugged and snatched my cell phone off the console table first. In the garage I hid the Glock in the glove compartment of my car, where I had hidden the knife holsters. After I strapped the holsters around my legs, I climbed into the car, opened the garage door, and fired up the car. As I pulled out onto the driveway, I jabbed the remote and watched the sunlight reflect off the early morning dew as the garage door fastened shut behind me. I saw agents Garcia and Hogan reclined in the unmarked car. The windshield of their car was covered with spots of dew, but I could see them and they could see me. I gave them a nod then swung a right and jetted down the street. I flew past Don’s Coffee, which had a line outside the door.

      I cruised in the direction of the police station. I hadn’t received a call back from Daniels. I figured he was busy, so I thought I would just surprise him. Plus, if he wasn’t at the station I was sure I could get someone to tell me where he was. I knew he had some new information, and I wanted to know what it was. I whipped into the station parking lot and found a spot near the front entrance. I hopped out of the car and strolled right inside.

      Seated behind the semi-circular reception desk was Maria. She had her eyes locked on me and smiled as I approached.

      “How may I help you, Mr. Black? …It is Mr. Black, right?”

      I leaned my elbow on her desk, smiled, and nodded. “That’s right, Mrs. Maria.”

      “Oh, it’s Miss,” she replied.

      “I’ve been hearing that a lot lately from beautiful women, I’m sorry—Miss Maria.”

      “I bet you have,” she grinned. “No need to be sorry, Señor Black. It’s a long story. I used to be a Mrs., but not anymore. I don’t have much luck with men.”

      “Well, I find that extremely hard to believe,” I whispered.

      “Oh stop it,” she giggled.

      “So have you seen Daniels around here today?”

      “No, I haven’t seen him yet but when he comes I can tell him you stopped by.”

      I heard the door open.

      “Speak of the devil,” Maria said.

      I turned towards the door and saw Daniels, out of uniform and with fatigue hued on his face. He shuffled over to Maria and me.

      “Good morning, Miss Maria,” he muttered.

      “Hola, Officer Daniels,” Maria replied.

      “Black, whatcha doing here?”

      “We need to talk,” I said.

      “Okay, just follow me. Maria, Black is going in with me.”

      “No problem,” she said. “Later, Señor Black.” She smiled and waved at me.

      I waved back then followed Daniels down the hall to a door. Daniels swiped his badge and the door clicked open.

      “I think she likes you, Black,” he said.

      “Who? Mrs. Maria?”

      Daniels chuckled. “You mean Miss Maria.”

      I grinned and waved away his joke. He walked me across the floor and invited me to sit down in the guest chair of his tiny cubicle. He sat behind the desk. His desk had a computer monitor and a laptop with a docking station. There were also the other things you would expect to see on a typical office desk—a keyboard and mouse, pencil and pen holders, folder holders, sticky notes, and pictures.

      “So what do you want to talk about, Black?”

      “Lots,” I replied. “I think it may be a good idea for us to… exchange knowledge on what we know about this situation.”

      “That may be a good idea, but I got a lot going on at the present.”

      “I know and that’s my point. It may all be related. Did you check out that tip Maria mentioned yesterday?”

      “I don’t know, Black… I didn’t even have a chance to. Something came up,” he groaned.

      “So what was it that came up?” I inquired.

      Daniels stared at me for a moment, then he rolled his head back and exhaled. He was about to speak but Williams popped into the cubicle, eyeing me as though he was surprised to see me.

      “Hey, Daniels, the chief wants to see you,” he said.

      “Oh goody,” Daniels exhaled. “Black, I’ll be right back. Hang tight.”

      He then stood from his desk and slid past Williams on his way out of the cubicle. I leaned back in my chair. Williams remained in the doorway, thumbs stuck in his belt with fingers dangling out over the front. Reminded me of a Western movie scene where the cowboy prepares for the first shot in a duel.

      Unconcerned, I just sat and watched him.

      “So, Mr. Black, is there anything I can help you with?” he asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Okay, I’m just trying to be helpful. I figure since Daniels may be a while I can help you and get you on your way. I know you don’t want to waste any more time here since you had to come here yesterday and all.”

      I remained quiet and continued to glare at him and beyond him.

      “Most guys come here wishing they could leave but can’t. I would hate for that to happen to you, Mr. Black,” he sneered.

      Anger began to swell inside of me and blackness shuttered my vision. This white boy has no idea what I’ll do… Stay calm… I don’t like him. I know he has something to do with this, and before all this is over I’m going to have fun with him… Snap out of it, I thought. The blackness faded, and my eyes focused on Williams’ face. I could see fear larded onto his face and a bit of worry in his eyes. We were both quiet for a while, which gave me the time to regroup and turn Williams’ poor attempt at a threat into something that could actually benefit me.

      I smiled. “Daniels was a detective. Were you ever a detective?”

      Williams shook his head in the negative. I could smell his aura. He was intimidated. What he saw in my eyes was like a truth serum. He couldn’t help but tell me the truth.

      “So how long have you been stationed here?” I asked.

      “A— around two months now,” he reluctantly stuttered.

      “Interesting, where were you before here?”

      “In Asheville, at Chief Arya’s precinct… I got to get back to work,” he grumbled.

      As he stumped down the aisle I could hear his boots scuff against the floor. I looked at Daniels’ desk and noticed a picture of a younger Daniels in uniform. He had a proud look on his face. The uniform was nice and neat and he had a charming smile, the kind that sparkled with innocence and integrity. There was a picture of him with a white gentleman and a black woman. The gentleman had a low haircut and looked pretty tough. He must be ex-military. The lady had a very nice figure and a pretty face, and her skin was a beautiful, smooth tone of brown. They were at a bar or something. The three of them were smiling and seemed to be close friends. There was another picture lying face down on Daniels’ desk. I reached for it, but Daniels called my name before I could touch it. He was standing at the entrance of the cubicle with aggravation splashing off of his face.

      “Black, let’s get out of here.”

      There was something going on with him. I could tell that something had happened in his meeting with the chief. I rose from the chair and followed him back across the floor, and then out the same door we had entered. We continued down the hall to the front entrance. Maria waved and we waved back as we exited the station. Daniels paced about four steps before tilting his head back in annoyance and releasing a heavy sigh.

      “I forgot my car is at home, and I don’t feel like driving the squad car.”

      “No worries,” I said. “I owe you a ride, remember?”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      “Remember too, we have some things we should discuss.”

      “Okay, give me a few minutes to put my squad car in the yard. I’ll be back.”

      Daniels dashed through the parking lot, jumped into the car, and drove it to the back. I waited for him at the front entrance of the station. I slightly nodded in acknowledgment to a couple of officers who walked by me. To stretch my legs and help me think, I strolled along the sidewalk towards the side of the building opposite the officers’ parking yard. I found an area at the end of the building where there were a few picnic benches and a couple of vending machines. The area reeked of cigarette smoke. I could hear some talking, so I stopped.

      I glanced around the corner and spotted Williams talking to a middle-aged, heavy-set, bald white man. The bald man was puffing on a cigarette. I wasn’t close enough to hear what they were saying, but based on the hand gestures and facial expressions they were sharing, they appeared a little spooked about something.

      I hiked up the sidewalk back to the front entrance of the station. Daniels came out the front door with a duffel bag.

      “Moving out?” I asked.

      “Kinda. I was asked to take some time off. Where are you parked?”

      I pointed in the direction of my car. “Over here.”

      Daniels hoisted the duffel bag up on his shoulder. I was parked one row back from the front of the station. When we got to the car, he dropped his bag to knee height, his expression like that of a little boy in a toy store.

      “Whoa, nice wheels, Black.”

      “Thanks… It’s a beauty,” I responded. I unlocked the door and he threw his duffel bag in the back seat, then we both ducked into the car. Our doors were shut and our seat belts were on. He was inspecting the car in amazement. I flipped the ignition on.

      “Daniels,” I said. “The chief of police here, is he a bald heavy-set white guy who smokes?”

      The smile on Daniels’ face slowly dissolved. “Yeah, that’s him, Chief Day… Richard Day.”

      “You two don’t seem to get along very well.”

      “Nope, not at all. Around the time Frank went missing and I got my unceremonious demotion, he told me to stay off the missing girls’ case. I asked him what about Frank? He said there were other detectives and FBI agents working on that case.”

      I nodded. “But of course you didn’t let that stop you from working the case.”

      Daniels grinned. “Not a chance, but I was being careful and made sure I didn’t raise any suspicion. But something happened yesterday, Black…”

      I was in suspense. “Yeah, what was it?”

      “Someone broke into Frank’s house early yesterday morning. I didn’t hear about it until I got back to the station yesterday after dropping you off.”

      I shook my head in confusion. “Okay, so someone broke into a missing man’s house.”

      “There’s more to it than that,” Daniels whimpered. “Frank’s wife is in the hospital and his daughter is missing.”

      “What!”

      Daniels nodded.

      “So that’s where you were last night, at the hospital. We have to get to Frank’s house.”

      “I don’t know, Black. It’s an active crime scene being worked by the feds.”

      “Look, Daniels, all of this connects somehow. We need to get to his house. You have a key, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Okay, tell me how to get there.”
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