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CHAPTER 1

 


Jordy Simpson sighed as his eyelids opened
to the sliver of sunlight that had just touched them. Every morning
that the sun shone brightly and the small level of rays slipped
through the boarded-up window to the right of his bed, he was
reminded of days gone by.

As always at that time of day, he lay in his
bed, unmoving. His body told him it was time to fully wake up and
go to the bathroom. He fought the urge. First thing in the morning
was the only time of true peace in his life now. Not even a
demanding bladder would make him want to ruin or rush that.

Despite all that he'd
lived through, he'd managed to stay alive for 67 years. He wouldn't
say that he felt old, exactly, but he certainly felt time passing.
One day soon would likely be his last in this world. Was he sad
about that? It was hard to say, given his current circumstances.
Normally, he didn't believe in giving up on life. No matter what
life had thrown at him, he'd fought and done whatever he'd had to
in order to stay alive. He didn't regard life as fickle and
something to throw away. As a general rule, he wanted to live.
He'd always wanted
to live. Some mornings now, he wondered if living was even a choice
for him.

He turned his head away
from the rays of sunlight. To the left of him, in the next bed
over, was George Jones. It had taken a long time to get used to
sleeping so close to old George. Jordy wasn't unfamiliar with
sharing sleeping quarters with others. Hell, when he was in the
military, he'd slept in one room with twenty or so guys on
exercises away from the base. No, it wasn't the sharing that had
taken time to get used to; it was the snoring. Even that, Jordy was
used to, to a degree, but if ever there was some kind of record to
be awarded for snoring volume, surely George Jones should be
the selected winner for that!

As the sounds coming from
George grew even higher in volume, the variety of the grunts that
were intermingled with more traditional snoring sounds made Jordy
smile. It wasn't really funny, having so many sleepless nights, but
he knew it was good to seize an opportunity to find a little joy in
something. Each day, each month, each year, it got harder and harder to
smile. It wasn't how he'd thought his life would turn out when he'd
lived almost 70 years.

Had he even expected to live as long as he
had? He took a moment to play that question over in his mind as his
eyes automatically shifted to the sunlight again. He didn't think
he'd ever had any such expectations. There had been a short time
when he'd been on the frontline in a war zone. He hadn't expected
to die during that time but it had certainly been a time when he'd
considered that he might not return home. Soldiers died every day,
somewhere in the world. He'd not liked his odds on that mission,
but something had been on his side and protected him. He'd made it
home safely that time, and the next, and the one after that.

The first time he'd returned home, it had
been to a bachelor pad. In his twenties, the thought of getting
married, having kids and committing to a mortgage that would have
him tied to one place forever, just hadn't seemed like any kind of
a good time to him. After he'd been on a second mission, what he'd
seen and experienced had changed his thinking somewhat. That had
opened up his mind to the possibility that it might be nice to have
someone to come home to after all.

He hadn't gone out of his way to meet
someone. It had been fate that had stepped in and made that
decision for him in the end. Two weeks home from his second away
mission and he'd run into a young woman at the supermarket -
literally.

He smiled as he remembered that first
moment. He'd only needed cigarettes. It had been a habit back then,
and a bad one. Now, whenever he thought about smoking, it didn't
invoke any desire to buy a pack of cigarettes. Instead, it invoked
a feeling of nausea. He could still remember the taste, and that
wasn't a good memory. So many years on, he didn't even know why
he'd indulged in it for so long, but it had calmed his nerves when
he'd needed that most.

The day he'd run into Missy Hargest as he
rounded the corner by the confectionery aisle in the grocery store,
he would never have guessed he'd ever give up his bad habit. He'd
been smoking since he was in high school. Almost all of his friends
had done it then. Almost all of his colleagues had done it
throughout his time in the military. That was long before the days
of discouragement for it as a habit, and giving up was definitely
something he just never gave any thought to.

Once he'd recovered from the surprise of the
large brown eyes he was looking into at that moment in the
supermarket, he'd was a goner, that was for sure. Those big brown
eyes looked startled as the young woman comprehended what had
happened. Then she'd giggled. Oh, what a beautiful sound that had
been. After the horrors and noises of war, there had been nothing
so sweet as the giggle of Missy. Whenever she got something in her
head that she found funny, she could giggle for a good thirty
minutes. Not only that but when she did it, everyone around her
would start too.

Jordy laughed softly to himself. Tears
threatened as he thought about his past. Part of him wanted to hold
onto those memories. Part of him wished his mind would give up
being so clear and let the memories fade. There was joy in the
past. Remembering it had the potential to pour over him incredible
sadness. The comparison of his life then to what it had become in
recent years was unbearable at times.

As he rubbed his eyes in an effort to keep
the tears at bay, he let his mind jump back into the memory again.
It wasn't easy but as much as he wished he didn't feel the sadness
that came from thinking about his earlier years, he equally
couldn't let the images of joyful moments leave his mind. Not yet
anyway.

That day, after the initial surprise about
what had happened, Jordy had almost let Missy walk out of the
supermarket doors and out of his life forever. Almost. They'd both
moved on and done whatever shopping they were there to do. They'd
both gone through checkout, paid for their purchases and left
through the large exit door. By that time, Jordy had suspected that
the young woman wouldn't be giving him another thought. It was
purely unintentional that when he walked around the exterior corner
of the large building, he walked into her a second time.

It was a small thing but it felt like a
sign. He was already taken by those big brown eyes and that
delightful sound of laughter she gave off. Running into her twice -
literally - left no doubt. He was meant to act, so act he did.

She hadn't looked surprised at all by his
question when she'd said yes to the two of them going to grab a
bite to eat at the diner down the street. Not much had been said
between them as they'd walked, but it hadn't felt uncomfortable.
Jordy knew it was corny to say that it had felt like he'd known her
for years, but that was exactly as he'd felt on that day.

Once they'd sat and begun talking, something
magical had happened. He knew that he only had a couple of hours
before he had to be back on base and report for duty that day. He'd
extended that time out to the absolute final minute he could, not
wanting to leave. Their parting on that first day had ended with a
promise to meet up again the next day. The next day had ended with
a further promise to meet up the day after that.

Those first few weeks had comprised only
meeting and talking. Jordy had received news that he would be going
away again on another war bound mission. He knew from the stories
he heard among the men that it was pretty usual for them to use
going to war as a reason to bed young women. He wasn't interested
in that. It was something more than a physical attraction that kept
him intrigued and interested in Missy. He liked her and he
respected her. As his respect for her only grew stronger, he was
resolved that it wouldn't be right to make any promises to her
before he left. He wouldn't do anything that might affect her
future in any way. He was heading to a dangerous part of the world.
A future was something he could promise nobody.

As he lay in his bed, his mind awash with
the few select but happy memories, he felt a chill come over him.
He knew that feeling. Although he had long ago stopped knowing what
day it was, or how many days were passing, when the coolness came,
soon would follow the shadows on the walls. When he'd first
experienced them, he'd dismissed the shadows as nothing to fear. It
hadn't taken him long to understand that the shadows that came to
him and the others who lived alongside him, should never be
dismissed.

Never be dismissed,
and always be
feared.


CHAPTER 2

 


"Moore!" Special Agent Tim Moore heard his
supervisor call out to him as he walked down the sterile white
corridor in their headquarters.

Immediately he turned around and walked back
to look into the office where Sarah Johnson sat.

"Hey, boss," he said to her, attempting to
smile at her even though he knew the only look he ever received
from her was as cold and sterile as the corridors outside her
office.

"I have a case for you and your partner,"
Sarah said as she nodded at him. "Where's Power right now?"

Tim held back from shrugging his shoulders,
even though that was his instant response. He hadn't touched base
with his partner, Special Agent Ashley Power, for a few days. That
wasn't unusual for them. They worked well together on cases but
they certainly weren't joined at the hip when cases had been solved
and there was a little downtime.

"I am not sure," he replied. "Do you want me
to summon her here?"

The look he received from his supervisor was
one he was well used to. Even without words spoken, it clearly said
a very sarcastic, 'Yeah, I want you to summon her here!'

"On it," Tim said, not waiting for any
verbal confirmation. One look was quite enough.

As he walked out of the office, he pulled
out his mobile. He wasn't sure Ashley would answer. Whenever they
finished a case, she liked to go into hiding for at least a few
days before interacting with anybody again. Tim didn't completely
understand it but he'd come to respect it. Ashley was a good agent.
She had what almost seemed like a sixth sense at times. That had
come in handy on many a case they'd solved together.

Dialing her number, he wondered what level
of solitude she was currently in. If still needing absolute removal
from everyone, he suspected she wouldn't answer her phone. If she
was coming out of that need for solitude, she might answer the
phone. If she was ready to come back to work, she could possibly
already be putting on her work clothes.

He let the call ring three times. The game
he played in such times was that he'd let it ring five times and
then he'd hang up. He knew she'd see the missed call. If she wanted
to talk to him when she saw that, all good. If not, that was fine
too.

The fourth ring passed. One more to go and
then he'd hang up…

Behind him, he heard the distinct ring tone.
Not a usual or common choice, the musical jingle was apparently
from an old Atari game Ashley had played with her father when she
was a kid. In Tim's opinion, the jingle was annoying as hell, but
he couldn't deny that it was certainly recognizable.

As he turned and saw her walking toward him,
he hung up the call.

"Looking for me?" Ashley asked as she
approached him. That her partner had called her mobile just as she
was making her way to talk to her supervisor didn't surprise her as
much as it might have someone else. In their time as partners,
slightly weird coincidences had become a little bit normal. Weird,
but true.

Tim stood still and waited for her to reach
him.

"The boss is," he said, grinning at her. "I
think she wants to fire us," he went on to tease. "Too good, I
reckon."

Ashley couldn't help but
roll her eyes and then smile. Tim thought he was funny. Even though
he so often wasn't, she couldn't help but find amusement in his
efforts, and the belief he had that he was funny.

"Best we go and face the news then," she
said as they began walking together. It felt good to be back in the
workplace again. It had now become a pattern with her, to avoid
everyone after a case ended. She didn't know why she needed it. She
just did. It had become such a routine now that everyone expected
it and left her to it … until the next case came in, that was.

As the two of them entered the office of
their supervisor, silently they were directed to sit down.

"I have a case for the two of you," Sarah
said. "Now, this one might not turn out to be anything, but I've
said we'll see what we can find out, at the very least."

Ashley and Tim both nodded, patiently
waiting for details to be provided. They watched as Sarah lifted a
plain buff-colored manila folder and pushed it across the desk
toward them.

"It's a missing person
case," Sarah continued as she watched Ashley pick up the file.
"This isn't the usual type for us to take on but, hey, I've been
asked to look into it so now I'm asking you two to look into it."

As Ashley opened the folder and began
speed-reading the first page, she leaned closer to Tim, allowing
him to look and read too. It was a familiar pose.

The two partners browsed the initial pages
before Tim looked at Sarah.

"Is there anything more that we know about
the disappearance of Mr Simpson before we head to the airport?"

Sarah scoffed. "No airport today, Moore,"
she said. "You two are driving to Compton."

Tim, being the one never too afraid to
express whatever he was feeling, showed surprise on his face.

"That's a good six hours away by car," he
said. Although he didn't expect his boss to show any sympathy or
change her mind about any such trivial matters, he never failed to
enjoy trying to get a response.

"Yep," Sarah said as she nodded. She didn't
smile, but she didn't mind Special Agent Tim Moore trying to sway
her in decisions. She refused to show it, but inside she might have
been smiling … a little bit. "Get yourselves sorted and get going,"
she continued as she handed them a travel folder with a map and
motel details. "I told them you'll be there tonight."

Ashley looked at Tim. Already she could see
his usual excitement. It always began at the same time on any case.
The moment they were told they were off to solve something …
anything … his countenance took on a level of anticipation that was
infectious.

"On it," Ashley said, turning to face Sarah
again. "We'll touch base when we're there and know more about
what's going on."

Sarah nodded but didn't reply. She sat
quietly as she watched the agents stand, look at one another, then
negotiate who was going to walk through the doorway first. That was
always a fun thing to watch. Tim Moore was a bit of a player when
it came to women but he knew all about chivalry. He would always
try and hold back and allow a woman to pass through a doorway
first.

In contrast, Ashley Power was a strong,
independent woman. Although she dressed femininely and took pride
in her grooming and presentation, she emanated a strong
determination to always be treated like an equal to anybody,
regardless of gender. There was a staunchness about her that
demanded respect. Watching Tim react to Ashley sometimes made for
very interesting viewing indeed.

Today, Ashley allowed Tim to be a gentleman
and let her go first. Sarah smiled and shook her head before the
agents left her office completely.


CHAPTER 3

 


"Must be my turn to drive
today," Tim said, knowing full well what Ashley's response would
be. While he suspected that one day she would let him be the driver, and
he did enjoy
pretending he wanted to be, deep inside he was just teasing her.
Truth be told, he didn't mind at all being able to sit back and
read case notes while Ashley drove when they had to travel long
distances on the road.

"In your dreams, Special Agent Timothy
Moore," Ashley quipped back, making Tim chuckle. When he looked at
her, he saw her grin at him in response. The same back and forth
banter was just one of their well-established routines. "Go home,
get ready and I'll pick you up in forty minutes."

Tim nodded as he pushed open the outer door
of the large building. No more words needed to be said. Towards the
east side of the large carpark, Ashley walked, while he headed
toward the west side. While walking, his mind did a double check of
everything he'd need. He knew it wasn't required. He kept a bag
packed and ready to go for last-minute trips all the time.
Regardless, it was always good to do one last inventory check, even
if only in his head whilst he was driving home.

Ashley made her way home, her mind already
processing the little information she'd managed to read in the
office. She'd had five days of solitude since she and Tim had
finished their last case. She was now ready to work again. Being
assigned to a case at almost the very moment that she'd walked into
the office was a bonus. She loved her job and, despite her need for
calm, peace and solitude between cases, she loved being busy. There
was nothing in her life that caused her grief or heartbreak but
when she was on a case, life seemed infinitely more thrilling.

Once at her apartment, she raced inside,
grabbed her toiletries, extra warm jacket and pre-packed overnight
bag. All she knew about the case was that they were going to
investigate the disappearance of a man who would now be in his late
sixties. 'Would' now be. The wording had stuck with Ashley and
confused her a little. She hadn't asked her supervisor for
clarification about anything in the folder. With a six-hour drive
ahead of them, she knew Tim would do his usual brilliant
interpreting of whatever was in the file and relaying of that to
Ashley as she drove.

That was one of the things she loved about
having him as her partner on the job. They were in sync. No matter
what kind of case they were working on, they did work together
well. She was well aware that Tim's light-hearted nature evened out
her more serious one. His attention to detail evened out her
occasional over-excitement to get to the end. Then there was his
ability to draw in women and men towards him. Ashley never tired of
seeing that, or watching the way that Tim used that to his
advantage to get whatever information he needed.

Jumping back in her car and securing her
seatbelt, she smiled. She'd had her few days of calm. Now she was
on with another case. That was always something to be appreciative
and happy about.


CHAPTER 4

 


As always, Tim was ready
and standing at the edge of the road outside his apartment building
when Ashley arrived. They had so many well-tuned routines that had
developed over time. One was the way he could jump into her car
almost without her stopping it. He sometimes wondered if she liked
that particular game a little too
much. He was happy to see that she at least
stopped the car completely to let him in this time.

"All set?" Ashley asked him as he threw his
overnight bag in the back seat then climbed into the passenger
seat.

"Yep," Tim replied, buckling up and getting
comfortable for the journey.

"You got the file?" Ashley asked. She didn't
need to, and she knew it. Still, it did no harm to
double-check.

She watched as he pulled the pages from
inside his jacket pocket. The sight made her roll her eyes once
again. The pages had seemed so pristine less than an hour ago, when
they'd first been handed over. How her partner could get paper into
such a state as quickly as he did always surprised her. It also
amused her so she'd given up scolding him for it many cases
earlier.

Once sure they were ready, Ashley pulled out
and psyched herself up for the long drive. It wasn't unusual for
them to drive to their destinations but even she had to admit, six
hours was pushing the limits a little. Three or four hours might be
normal. Six hours? Not so much. Over that duration, she might even
have to hand over control for a while and actually let Tim
drive.

Glancing over at Tim, she saw him reading
the contents of the file. There was no hurry to hear or learn what
they were. Letting him just read and process, she used the time to
calm her mind, clearing it so that when Tim began to share details
with her, she would be ready to receive and really hear them.

After a lengthy wait, finally Tim spoke.

"So, the person we are going to try and find
is Mr Jordan Simpson," he said. "The age he would be right now is
sixty-seven…"

"What's with the 'would be'?" Ashley asked.
"There's something there I don't understand."

Tim grinned at her. "Patience, Power.
Patience! I'm going to tell you everything that's in here so
shush."

Ashley chuckled but nodded and waited.

"Mr Simpson was last seen about a decade
ago," Tim continued. "The person looking for him is actually his
granddaughter - Kate Simpson. All that's on the file, that she's
been able to say, is that family members have told her he was a war
vet and after his wife died, he went to live on the streets in
Compton."

When he stopped talking, Ashley processed
the small amount of information he'd provided.

"Did anyone stay in touch with him? I mean,
how do they know he lived on the streets?" she asked.

"That is part of what we have to find out
from the granddaughter when we meet with her," Tim replied. "We've
got Mr Simpson's war records here. Looks like he was quite a hero
in serving our country."

Ashley shook her head. "War vets living on
the streets is something that I don't understand. Even if they want
to do it, why do we let them?"

"You don't think they've earned the right to
live however they want to? The ones who do want to live like that,
I mean," Tim asked.

"Yeah, I guess," Ashley replied. "It's just
so sad, but I know you are right. Some live like that because they
have no choice but others we've talked to over the years seemed to
gain a sense of comfort from it. Even having heard some of those
guys talk about it, I never quite got it," she said and paused.
"But let's focus just on this one person. It's been over a decade
since anyone saw him?"

Tim nodded. "Yep," he said. "File suggests
someone saw him around ten years ago, living among a cluster of
about fifteen homeless people on the streets. By the time someone
next went to check on him, not only had he gone but so had the
entire cluster. There was nobody to ask anything else, it
seemed."

"So that was it?" Ashley asked and saw Tim
nod. "Well, where did the other homeless people go? The ones from
the same cluster?"

Tim shrugged his shoulders. "There's nothing
about that in here. I guess that's what we'll be asking."

Ashley let the small details sink in. They
didn't always get a lot to go on when starting a case but usually
there was much more that Tim could extract from a file. It seemed
so little to begin with, but that only provided more of a
challenge.

Hearing the silence that ensued with her and
Tim both considering the case they were embarking on, Ashley
relaxed back. It was going to be a long drive but she knew Tim
liked to get on with a case just as she did.

As she steered the car onto the busy
highway, she eased her foot down on the accelerator. She didn't
mind driving but she certainly liked it more when she could be on
an open road and get some serious speed going.

Beside her, she saw Tim's head turn and face
her just as Ashley made sure there were no other cars too close in
front. When it seemed they were alone on the open road, her foot
was planted. That Tim had already been prepared for it was
something she found amusing enough to make her laugh out loud.

Tim looked at her but couldn't help but
smile. She was a crazy driver when she could be, but a likable
one.


CHAPTER 5



Five hours later, as they veered off the
highway once again, Ashley slowed right down. It wasn't exactly a
sprawling metropolis that they'd entered. From where they'd gained
a view of the town of Compton, they could see it was big enough to
possibly be considered a city, but only a small one. It was already
close to 8pm. So far, they'd seen nobody even strolling along a
footpath.

"I see now why there might not be an
airport," she said as she pulled over and checked her GPS unit. "We
have Kate's address and we have the hotel address."

"Sarah said they are expecting us tonight,"
Tim said.

"Kate's place first then," Ashley said as
she nodded and started moving the car again. "Is there nothing else
in there that we need to know before we see her?"

Tim shook his head. "No, most of this file
is about Mr Simpson. More specifically, it seems to mostly be about
his life in the military. There's not a lot about or from Kate,
except that she wants to find out what happened to him."

"Hmm. Does it seem strange to you that we're
investigating this?" Ashley asked. She knew it was a pointless
question. They'd worked on a few cases that she was pretty sure the
Bureau wouldn't normally take on.

"It does," Tim agreed, nodding. "Someone at
the top likes giving us these ones though."

Ashley grinned and nodded. She couldn't
complain. She enjoyed the diverse range of cases she and Tim seemed
to be assigned. Each one was just a little bit more unique than the
last. That fed her analytical mind and her determination to not let
anything - or anyone - beat her in figuring out what had
happened.

As they pulled up to the small apartment
complex the GPS had directed them to, Tim turned and looked at
her.

"Let's do this," he said simply before
opening the door and climbing out. It wasn't the best level of
preparation that they'd had before meeting with anyone associated
with a case. That was okay. Between the two of them, he and Ashley
always got to the bottom of whatever they'd been assigned to figure
out.

Walking up to the apartment door, both
noticed a curtain move aside just enough so that someone could peer
out. Before Ashley could knock, the door opened.

"Hi, I'm Kate," the young woman said as she
held out her hand to each agent. "Please come in."

Ashley and Tim greeted her and walked into
the small apartment, immediately finding themselves in a tiny
living area.

"Please sit down," Kate continued, pointing
to a small sofa.

"Thank you," Tim said as he watched her sit
down in a seat opposite them.

"You are here to find my grandfather," Kate
said, her words tailing up partially to indicate a slight question
in her voice.

Ashley nodded. "Yes," she said. "Can you
tell us about the situation with him? Whatever you can share would
be helpful to us."

Kate nodded. "I only have the little that I
have managed to find out," she began. "My grandparents were in my
life when I was little. I remember going to their house to visit.
Granddad Jordy was never a very happy man but he always put on a
cheerful face for us…"

"Us?" Tim asked.

"Oh, my mother and me," Kate replied.

"Your mother is…"

"Yes," Kate replied to the unspoken question
as she nodded. "Granddad Jordy was my mother's father," she said.
"When my mother was alive, the two of them seemed to get on well,
as far as I could see. We used to see Granddad Jordy and Grandma
Missy most weekends." She paused for a long while. "When Grandma
Missy became sick, the small amount of happiness that my
grandfather seemed to have been able to summon before that, just
disappeared."

"How old were you then?" Ashley asked.

Kate shrugged her shoulders. "I think I was
about 13 or maybe 14," she replied. "Granddad Jordy stopped coming
to see us but my mom would drive us over to their house every
weekend then." She paused as both agents saw her rub her eyes, as
if to stop a threatening tear. "One weekend we went over there and
he was gone. Nothing looked like it had been disturbed. It looked
like he'd just gone out, but we sat outside for hours. He didn't
come back that whole day. My mom drove over there again the next
day and the day after that. He never returned. After a while, my
mom stopped driving over."

"Your mom didn't contact the authorities and
register him as a missing person?" Tim asked.

"No," Kate replied. "She seemed to think
that he'd gone on holiday."

"And had he?" Ashley questioned.

Kate shook her head. "No," she said. "One
day a man called our house and told my mom that he'd seen my
grandfather living in a cardboard box over on 22nd Street. We went
over there. At that time, there had been … oh, more than a dozen,
I'd guess … homeless people living like that. They were all clumped
together in the same spot." She paused. "We found him pretty
quickly. My mom tried to convince him to come back to our home with
us if he didn't want to be alone at his place. He didn't want to.
Said he just wanted to be among his own people, whatever that
meant."

Tim watched the young woman's face as she
spoke. There was emotion there but so far Tim wasn't sure why
they'd been assigned to investigate the man's disappearance.

"Anyway, we kept going back there now and
then but my mom started to distance herself. Kept saying there was
no point in going to see him anymore because he didn't seem to want
us there," Kate continued after a long pause. "When I was old
enough to be able to go on my own, I went to find him. He was there
a few times but then I went to college and, well, when I next went
they were gone."

"They?" Ashley asked.

Kate nodded as she looked
at Ashley. "Homeless people. It wasn't just my grandfather who'd
gone. They all had."

"Gone to a homeless shelter?" Tim asked
quietly.

"No," Kate replied as she shook her head. "I
went around all of the shelters in the city. Granddad Jordy wasn't
in any of them. What was even weirder was that they weren't even
full, those places. Most of them were almost empty."

"Hmm," Ashley said as she pondered what she
was hearing. "Did the city set up some kind of new service,
catering to the homeless?"

"Not that I ever found out," Kate said.

"Sorry, Miss Simpson…" Tim started to say
before his words were cut short.

"Please call me Kate."

"Kate," Tim said, nodding. "Just how long
ago are you talking about?" Tim asked, curious.

When Kate looked at him, her face revealed
sadness.

"Almost ten years now," she replied. "I
looked for him for months and then let the years pass in case he
came to find me. Finally, not having heard anything for the last
decade, I decided to let someone know that I … I'm seriously
worried, not only about him but also the others. I mean, where did
they all go?"

Ashley turned and looked at Tim. There was
far more to the request for finding Kate's grandfather than they'd
realized.

"You're not just looking for your
grandfather?" Ashley asked.

"I am wanting to find out what happened
to him," Kate replied. "Since beginning to look for him, though, it
seems like other homeless people have disappeared too," she said
and paused. "I mean, aren't there other families who want to know
what happened to their loved ones?"

Tim had been wondering the same thing. "Do
you know if anyone else has been trying to find any of the other
homeless people who were in the same cluster as your grandfather
back then?"

"I looked into it," Kate
said as she nodded. "But nobody seems to have filed any missing
persons reports in this area. Nobody knows who was
in that
cluster."

"And you've searched for clusters of
homeless people elsewhere?" Ashley asked for clarification.

"Yes! I searched the city and surrounding
area. Then I went out and visited three neighboring towns. The same
thing was there," Kate replied.

"The same thing?" Tim asked and saw Kate
focus on him.

"In the three nearby towns
I visited, there were no homeless people," Kate said.
"None!"

Even allowing for towns
and cities stepping up and somehow incorporating new offers of
assistance for those living on the streets, Ashley had to concede
that it was odd that no homeless people were to be found anywhere.

"Very well," Ashley said finally. "Is there
any other information you can tell us for now?"

She and Tim watched Kate as she reached down
to the coffee table between them and lifted a large wire-bound
notebook.

"Once I began to notice that my grandfather
wasn't the only person who wasn't around still, I started to write
down my movements in trying to find him and then trying to find any
homeless people," she said as she passed the notebook to Ashley.
"Everything I did to search for them is in there."

Ashley flicked through the pages. "You have
been very thorough in your documentation," she said before looking
up at Kate. "Are you still hoping to find your grandfather
alive?"

Kate shook her head a
little before replying. "I am prepared for the likelihood that he
might not be, but if he vanished, there is still a chance. If he
can be found, I have to at least try and find him. I know there's a
chance that even if he is alive, maybe something has happened to
his body or his mind. He may not know who I am. He might not even
know who he is.
But I need to at least know that I exhausted every possible avenue
in an effort to find out what happened, not just to him but also to
the others. I have no idea who they are or if they have family
looking for them, but something happened to everyone living on the
streets, and I don't remember anything being reported on
that."

Tim nodded. Silently, he agreed. In any
small town or large city, there were usually at least a few people
who chose to live rough each night. To not see any homeless people
over four adjoining towns wasn't normal.

"Well, we will build on what you've already
done and see if we can work this out," Ashley said as she stood.
"Can we take this to read through?"

Kate stood and nodded eagerly. "Yes, please!
I remember everywhere I went during that time. If there is
something in there that can help you, please use it however you
want to."

As Tim and Ashley reached the apartment
doorway, Kate made her final plea to them.

"Please find Granddad
Jordy," she said one more time. "But also please find
all of them."

Tim and Ashley nodded.

"We'll contact you again when we have
something to report," Ashley said before they walked out into the
dark.

Once settled into her car, Tim turned to
face her.

"This case could be an
interesting ride," he said as Ashley started the engine. "Do you
think there is a
case here?"

Ashley nodded. "Oh, yeah," she said as she
moved the car in reverse to leave the carpark. "Whole clusters of
homeless people going missing? There has to be something to that. I
mean, maybe it will turn out to be a good Samaritan thing, like
someone offering these people a place to live, but why wouldn't
that be reported on?"

"Well, we don't know that
it wasn't yet," Tim said. "Kate said she didn't see any report like that. It doesn't
mean it wasn't reported on. Don't forget that she was full-on
looking into the disappearance of her grandfather ten years ago. Wondering
about other homeless people seems to be something that happened
much later."

"That's true," Ashley replied, glancing at
the GPS on the dashboard. "Well, our motel should be right about
here," she said just as the full length of the two-story structure
came into view. "Let's call it a night and start looking into this
first thing."

Tim nodded before climbing out as the car
halted. "What about the notebook?" he asked, grabbing his overnight
bag. "Do you want it, or you want me to read through it?"

Ashley grinned at him as she grabbed her bag
and locked the car. "Are you itching to read through it?" she
asked.

While they entered the motel office, Tim
didn't reply. Once sorted with their keys, they walked to their
adjoining rooms.

"Okay, I'll take it," he finally said,
making Ashley laugh. He was a good agent. He was a good partner. He
was also highly predictable.

She took her time to pass the notebook to
him, enjoying seeing the eagerness in his eyes.

"Just remember to sleep tonight," she teased
him. Usually, the teasing went in the other direction. She did
enjoy it when she could turn it around.

Tim grinned as he accepted the notebook and
put his key into the slot in the door.

"I promise," he said. "What time do you want
to start in the morning?"

"Meet up at six-thirty for breakfast?"
Ashley asked and saw him nod. "Alright. Sleep well."

Tim smiled then entered his room, closing
and securing the door behind him. Setting his overnight bag on the
bed, he placed the notebook on the small round table in the corner
of the room and made his way to the bathroom. He was going to read
that entire book as quickly as he could to find out as much as he
could. First, though, a long hot shower was needed to relax him and
get him into the right headspace.

Next door, Ashley dumped her bag, dumped her
clothing and then climbed into the large bed. It wasn't the most
comfortable she'd ever been in but it would suffice. For a long
while, she let her mind mull over what she'd learned about the case
so far. She still wasn't sure it was going to turn into something
that needed involvement from law enforcement, but her curiosity was
certainly heightened. Wherever it was going to take them, she
suspected it was going to be an enjoyable and intriguing route they
were embarking on.

That thought present in the forefront of her
mind, it wasn't long before Special Agent Ashley Power fell into a
deep slumber, her mind and body eagerly preparing for a long day to
come.


CHAPTER 6

 


As if like clockwork on a mutual scale,
Ashley wasn't surprised when she opened her motel door the next
morning and saw Tim doing the same thing at just that same
moment.

"Good morning," Tim said as he locked his
door and waited for her to do the same.

"Hey, how was your reading last night?"
Ashley asked when she approached him.

"That notebook has been written with amazing
care," Tim replied as they started walking toward the car. "She's
certainly done some serious investigating, and a really good job of
writing it all down."

"Yeah? Is there anything that will be of use
to us?"

Tim nodded. "Lots. She's been pretty
thorough, but I think we just need to focus on figuring things out
and referring to that when we need to."

"Okay," Ashley said as they climbed into her
car. "Did you learn anything that we should remember and focus on
first thing?"

"You mean after breakfast?" Tim asked,
making Ashley chuckle.

"Yes, Special Agent Timothy Moore," she
replied, starting the engine. "Let's go and get you fed first, then
we'll get into the case."

Tim loved how she always
placed emphasis on his appetite, as though she rarely ate. He'd seen her consume
meals many times and she was hardly one for pecking at food. She
could shovel it away at the same rate he could … but he was too
much of a gentleman to point that out at that moment.

Once settled at a small dining table with
coffee and food in front of them, Tim began to speak.

"So, ten years ago, Ms Simpson began
seriously trying to find her grandfather," he said. "Back then, she
tried to speak to people in the general neighborhoods around where
she knew he'd been living on the street."

"And nothing came of that?" Ashley
asked.

Tim shook his head. "No. According to her
notes, nobody could remember who was in that cluster, and they
didn't know what had happened to it. People didn't even
particularly remember that there had been homeless people living
there."

"Oh? Could Kate have been mistaken in the
location she'd thought her grandfather was in?"

"I don't think so," Tim replied. "I think
that is the first thing we need to ascertain but it really does
seem like there was a homeless presence that did somehow
disappear."

"But nobody else reported anyone from their
family missing, right?" Ashley asked.

"As far as Kate has indicated, that is
true," Tim replied.

"Okay, let's just begin at the local police
precinct," Ashley said, gulping down the last mouthful of her
second cup of coffee and standing up. "Ready?"

Tim laughed at her. "Eager?" he asked. "Sit
down, Power. I'm still eating and it's not even seven yet. I think
we have enough time for me to finish this off."

Ashley was about to bite and demand action
on his part. That was until she saw his amusement. It helped her to
relax. As she sat down once again, she smiled at him. It was always
the same with the two of them. She could get ahead of herself. He
was good for keeping her still when she needed to just stop and
breathe.

"Okay," she said quietly, indicating to the
waitress to bring her another cup of coffee.


CHAPTER 7

 


After walking into the local police station
and introducing themselves, Ashley and Tim were shown into a small
office.
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