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To my wife, who never stopped believing.
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CHAPTER ONE

Autumn breathed fire over the trees.  Their leaves were an 

explosion of vibrant orange and yellow.  In the cool morning, a breeze 

cut through the limbs and swept over the little valley in northern 

Montana with a subtle crispness that reminded the people in Ashbridge 

City of the coming winter.

The weather forecasters claimed, according to the farmer's 

almanac, that it would be an exceptionally cold one.  All of the adults 

were making a big fuss about it.  Ethan couldn't quite understand how 

someone's bones would warn anyone about the weather, especially since 

they were just bones after all.  His weren't anything special, and he 

imagined that it would take someone with a particularly special skeletal 

system to predict a season before it even arrived.

It didn't mean that there wasn't any such thing as super powers, 

however.  Being a young man who has been on the earth for twelve long 

years meant that he had picked up a thing or two about how things work.  

The stars, for instance, winked at him from the heavens by pure magic.  

It was a magic that only someone with extraordinary abilities could 

perceive.  Another example would be how Clayton Wareing, the 
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Montana Grizzlies prize pitcher, always seemed to throw a breaking ball 

that moved just inches beyond a bat's reach.  The poster of Clayton on 

his bedroom wall served as a reminder of how Ethan would one day be 

able to throw just like him.

"Don't wander too far.”  His mother broke his concentration.  She 

sat on the wooden bench typing nimbly on a smartphone.  Her blonde 

hair was pulled in a tight ponytail that dangled just above her burgundy 

turtleneck.  "I'm not going to be late chasing you all over the station 

again."

“Mom." Ethan rolled his eyes.  "That was, like, three years ago."

Crisp leaves skittered along the sidewalk.  The air nipped at his 

cheeks.  When her liquid green eyes turned from the little screen to give 

him a pointed look, he could have sworn that the temperature dropped 

another ten degrees.  

"Okay, okay.”  He took a step back.  "You won't be late because of 

me, I promise."  

Seemingly satisfied with the response, she returned her attention to 

the little screen.  

Ethan tightened his jean jacket before tossing the baseball into his 

leathery glove.  The most surprising super power, he thought while 

balancing himself on the edge of the sidewalk, was his mother's ability to 

pay him any attention at all.

It wasn't long before the smartphone vibrated in her hands, and she 
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was talking embarrassingly loud into the receiver.  Ethan took the 

opportunity to move into a more open area; a patch of cobblestone that 

led to a marble fountain.  There weren't a lot of people at the station 

today; only a couple who lingered near the fountain.  

Across the way, towards the parking lot, he could just make out the 

frosty haze that had followed them to the station.  He stood there for a 

moment, watching people spring into existence from the fog, before 

throwing the ball as high as he could.  It spiraled into the air and was 

almost invisible against the bleak backdrop of clouds.

"Pop fly!" he yelled while racing to position himself underneath it.  

The ball slammed into his worn glove, stinging his hand.  "Another 

expert catch by Ethan Winfield," he proclaimed to the cascading waters.  

"I'll tell ya', that kid is going places."

***

Sandra Winfield watched the bus burst through the curling fog.  

She had heard its distant approach long before making a grand 

appearance through the winding gash in the woods surrounding Harris 

Station.  It rumbled along toward her, an old beast that creaked and 

squealed in dismay as it slowed to a stop.

"What?"  She raised her voice to a yell and pressed a hand over the 

ear that didn't have a phone against it.  "No, the bus just got here.  Yeah, 

I'll call you back.  Oh, don't worry.  You'll hear all about it."

She tapped the end button before stuffing the phone into the 
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cavernous confines of her purse.  Finally, she stood up and turned 

around in a full circle.

"Ethan?  Come on, honey.  You promised you wouldn't do this to 

me."

The doors to the bus slid open.  Around twenty people spilled out 

and made their way across the courtyard.  Some wrinkled their brows at 

her when they strode past, as though sensing that something was wrong.

"Ethan!?"  

She quickened her pace along the sidewalk in the direction of the 

fountain.  Several people had stopped there, and some were even settling 

into a scatter of wooden benches.

"Shit!"  She cupped her hands over her mouth.  "Ethan!"

A heavy set woman with a bright blue scarf half walked, half ran to 

her side.  "Is everything okay, miss?"

"My son..." she said, but the words caught in her throat.  On the 

other side of the fountain, she could just make out a brown baseball 

glove.  Her heart beat so hard that she felt as though it were about to 

explode through her ribcage.

She didn't remember running to the fountain.  She didn't even feel 

the cold spray from the water.  When she snatched up the glove, noticing 

the baseball cradled inside, her legs turned to putty and the world around 

her began to spin into darkness.
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CHAPTER TWO

Selena Marrenger quickened her pace on the treadmill.  The view 

outside the double windows of the apartment overlooked a sprawl of 

buildings in the downtown area of Ashbridge.  Rain spattered the glass, 

and she could see the hazy glow of headlights making their way along the 

streets below.

A steady beat of Trance music pounded through the headphones of 

her iPod.  Sweat beaded her brow.  The morning jog was a ritual that she 

couldn't imagine doing without.  The routine began immediately after 

sliding out of bed, and deliberately before her first cup of coffee.

Her life was made up of routines.  They were, in her opinion, 

healthy ones at least.  The apartment was immaculate, a characteristic 

trait she had adopted from her mother.  Of course, that was partly due to 

her line of work as a detective in the homicide division.  Injecting a little 

order in an otherwise chaotic world would help her to function in it on a 

daily basis.  If something was out of place, it could threaten the way that 

her entire day went.

That's why she ignored the towers of boxes stacked up against the 

walls.  It had taken nearly a month for her to pack and label each and 
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every one.  When the movers came, they would be provided with specific 

instructions about the positioning of her belongings inside the truck.  She 

imagined that it would be the best way possible to avoid a box filled with 

books to come crashing down upon her mother's china.

The rain fell harder outside.  It pelted the windows and blurred the 

view.  The city lights bloomed through the haze; a dazzling display of 

vibrant color.  After glancing down at the timer, she slowed the treadmill 

and immediately felt her muscles ease at the new pace.  

A shadow detached itself from the wall out of the corner of her eye.  

Her heart skipped a beat.  She jerked her head around in time to see a 

broad woman standing in the light of her kitchen.

"Jesus," she yelled while pulling the earbuds down around her neck.  

"If you're going to show up unannounced, the least you can do is brew a 

pot of coffee for me."

"Don't get pushy with me," the woman said in a high pitched tone.  

"I knocked.  You didn't answer."

Selena stepped off the treadmill and wiped the sweat from her 

brow.  "You know Kat, I gave you a key to my place in case I misplaced 

mine, not so you can just parade around in my apartment whenever you 

want."

"My partner doesn't answer her phone," Kat said while stuffing a 

bagel into her mouth, "or her door, then I start to worry."

Kathryn Lincoln wore a gray trench coat over her mildly 
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overweight frame.  When she moved, Selena caught a glimpse of a green 

sweater.  Auburn hair draped her shoulders, and the corners of her eyes 

were marked with crows feet, an unspoken result of stress from working 

in homicide.

“Aw." Selena placed a hand over her chest.  "It warms my heart to 

have someone look after me.  Are you going to pack me a lunch for 

school?"

"I'll pack my foot up your ass," Kathryn said more curtly.  She 

moved to the coffee pot and began scooping spoonfuls from a container 

into the filter.  

Selena set the iPod onto the kitchen counter.  "Too kinky for me."  

The air became fragrant from the coffee beans.  "But you brew a girl a 

cup of coffee, woo her with enticing conversation, who knows what can 

happen?"

"I hate to burst your little lesbian day dream, but I'm not here to 

sweet talk you."  Kathryn poured a cup for herself and another for Selena. 

"You mean that I don't get to hear another speech about how I 

should stay?  That the department is family, and I'd be breaking up a 

happy home?"  Selena spooned a bit of sugar into her mug before taking 

a sip. 

Kathryn pursed her lips as though assessing her partner's mood.  

"None of that, at least right now."  She sighed, drooping her shoulders.  

"It's about a case."
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Selena put the mug down on the counter and raised both of her 

hands into the air.  "Oh, no.  I already told the captain that these last two 

weeks are my time.  Literally, my vacation time.  I'm supposed to be 

unwinding before I have to move out of here!" 

"I know.” Kathryn took a short sip from her mug.  "He wanted me 

to tell you that it isn't an option.  The mother of a missing little boy 

requested you, specifically."

"Right," Selena sighed.  "This wouldn't have happened if Channel 

Two News hadn't plastered my face on everyone's television screen."

"What can I say?  You're a local hero.  You've closed more cases 

than anyone else in the department."  Kathryn let a smile slip over her 

face.  "Of course, you didn't do it all by yourself."

"That's right.” Selena returned the grin.  "If it weren't for all those 

hard workers at Starbucks, I wouldn't have had the energy to chase down 

any of the bad guys."  She watched her partner's smile dissipate before 

continuing.  "Besides, we're homicide, unless the Captain has forgotten.  

Someone lost track of their kid at the grocery store, it needs to be moved 

to missing persons."

Kathryn shook her head.  "Nope.  Big boss man wants to dump it in 

our lap, then that's just the way it is.  He wanted to know if this was going 

to be a problem.  Said that he would turn that glowing recommendation 

he faxed to D.C. into your worst nightmare."

"You know," Selena said while turning to face the falling rain.  “It 
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figures that he would try to pull something like this.  Think that he's 

bitter about me joining the bureau?"

Kathryn thought for a moment before responding.  "You 

remember the fable about the lion and the mouse?  It's pretty much 

about mutual dependence, no matter how great the person is."

"Yeah," Selena said without breaking her gaze from the window.  

"My dad used to read me Aesop's fables before bed.  I always imagined 

that thorn being so painful."

“Well." Kathryn took another sip of her coffee.  "Think of how the 

lion would have felt if the mouse hadn't kept up his end of the bargain?"  

She narrowed her eyes.  "You're the department's star detective.  He 

depends on you, and he will, all the way up until the day that he can't."
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CHAPTER THREE

A steady drumming of rain accompanied them on the road, the 

windshield wipers squeaking at full speed.  Daylight splintered between 

stacks of heavy clouds.  Selena cast a sideways glance at her partner and 

said, "What is it?"

"Hmm?"

"You got a look on your face.  Like you just thought of something."

Kathryn shrugged.  "It could be nothing.  It could be something, I 

don't know."

"Out with it, already."  Selena's tone was sharp.

"The bus station where the boy went missing?  The kids at the 

elementary school call the buses there 'the runaway trains.'"  Kathryn 

squinted out the window.  "It's where a lot of locals slip away from their 

parents with a suitcase packed with comic books and defiant 

determination."

Selena glanced in the rearview mirror, noticing that she had 

applied a little too much mascara around her emerald colored eyes.  

"Hardly makes sense," she said while dabbing at the makeup with a finger.  

"It's a bus, not a train."
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"It's an urban myth," Kathryn told her.  "When do those ever make 

any sense?  Besides, there's only a couple of actual cases of a minor 

running away from home that involve Harris Station."

Selena stared fixedly at the crowning streetlights passing by.  Her 

dark hair fell down over the sides of her face, a shadowy curtain that 

blocked the stage of her stark expression.  "It's a good thing that we don't 

deal in myths," she said.  "The Amber Alert issued this morning is very 

real.  The first twenty-four hours of a disappearance are vital.  After that, 

we are going to have a much harder time piecing together what 

happened."

"I got someone at the station checking on the security cameras in 

the area."  Kathryn frowned when they turned onto a two lane road that 

eventually gave way to barbed wire fences and tobacco fields.  

"Good.  When I got out of the shower, I called to send a uniform 

down there to try and get some statements.  If there were any witnesses, 

they're most likely long gone by now.  You never know, though.  

Someone might just come forward."  She wheeled the police cruiser onto 

a gravel driveway on the outskirts of town.  A trailer with pink flamingos 

keeping watch in the yard greeted them.  "But that's not where little 

Ethan's story began.  Maybe his mom can help us out with that."
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CHAPTER FOUR

The place smelled like coffee and cigarettes.  It was modestly 

decorated, and a few knickknacks accompanied photographs of Ethan 

along the side table in the living room.  The young boy smiled through 

the years at Selena, and she smiled back.

Sunlight knifed through the partly closed curtains and shot a 

narrow beam across the carpet.  "Has Ethan ever run away before?"  She 

took out a pen and a little notepad from the inside of her jacket

"He didn't run away.”  There was a quaver in Sandra Winfield's 

voice.  She wore a black wool sweater, and her eyeliner was smeared.  

Her smooth green eyes moved from Selena to Kathryn and back to 

Selena.  "My son has no reason to do that."

"You're wasting time," the boy’s father, Stan Winfield, said.  He 

didn't sound like a man who was grieving the loss of his son.  He sounded 

more like a father who would do anything in his power to find the boy.  

"Shouldn't you be out there looking for him instead of in here on my 

damn sofa?"

Kathryn raised her eyebrows.  "We're trying to make this as easy 

for you as possible, Mr. Winfield.  In order to best help find Ethan, we're 
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going to need to know a little more information."

"They're just trying to do their job, Stan."  Sandra dabbed at her 

eyes with a tissue and shifted her legs underneath her on the love seat 

facing the detectives.  "Let them do it."

"I'll handle this, dear," Stan said and looked directly at Selena.  He 

had a scar etched into the side of a his cheek, and neatly combed hair 

that had been moussed.  He wore a navy colored suit jacket with a deep 

blue tie smeared at the edge with ash.  "This is intolerable!"

Although he raised his voice, Stan's facial expression didn't change 

at all.  

That alone made Selena wonder about the sincerity behind his 

words.  "I worked a case once where a father had lost track of his 

daughter at the zoo," she said.  "They were at the monkey exhibit when 

he bent down to light a cigarette; it was a windy day.  He let go of her 

hand.  When he looked up again, she was gone.  It took nearly three 

weeks to find her body underneath a park bench a mile away.  She was 

found clutching his pack of cigarettes."

"What the hell is your point?"  Stan blinked.

"The girl wanted more than anything for her daddy to stop 

smoking," Selena continued, "a detail that he neglected to share with the 

authorities.  He didn't even report that the pack was missing around the 

same time that his daughter vanished, because he was too hard pressed to 

skip most of our questions.  Instead, we were led to believe that the child 
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had been abducted by her mother.  They were divorced, you see, and 

engaged in a fierce custody battle."

Kathryn cleared her throat loudly.  "Is that coffee I smell?"

Stan's eyes dropped to his shoes.  "It's just that... I don't like all of 

these questions.”  His expression had finally been broken.  It was the 

moment that Selena had hoped she would achieve. 

"Me either," she said.  "So, there's no need to drag this out.  It's okay 

to be upset, angry even.  Just don't misplace it when we're only trying to 

help."

Stan rose from his seat and wiped his eyes with the back of his 

hand.  "I'll get the coffee." 

***

The turbulent mood had settled into a gentle sway that went back 

and forth between the investigators and Ethan's parents.  The four of 

them talked for the next half hour, and a broader picture of Ethan began 

to appear.  He loved baseball, he attended Church every Sunday and 

Wednesday, he read fantasy books and played video games.  Ethan didn't 

have a lot of friends because he was a bit shy-always had been due to a 

speech delay earlier in life.  

With deliberate slowness, Selena leaned forward on the sofa and 

took a long drink from her mug.  She kept her gaze locked onto Stan, 

whose eyes flitted about the room with nervous anticipation.

"Is there anyone that you know of that might want to hurt Ethan?"  
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The question came from Kathryn, who sat up straight with her hands 

folded in her lap.  

Sandra looked teary-eyed.  "No.  Nobody."

"You said that he didn't have many friends," Selena said, "Can you 

tell us if Ethan had a girlfriend?  Anyone that he might have been 

interested in?"

Sandra didn't say anything.  The two parents suddenly looked 

uncomfortable.  Kathryn raised her eyebrows in curiosity.  Selena 

scribbled in her little notepad.

"There was someone.” Stan broke the tension.  "Last summer, a girl 

named Vanessa.  Ethan met her at a church summer camp.  Every letter 

that he wrote home, he talked about her.  By the time camp was over, he 

was devastated.  I had never seen him so upset before."

"Can you tell me the name of her parents?"  Kathryn said.  

Stan shook his head.  "Nah, I have no idea.  That camp is huge.  

Kids from all over the county gather there.  Her full name is Vanessa 

Finch, that much I do remember on account of all those letters."

"How upset was Ethan?"  Selena startled them with the question, 

and it hung in the air like a vapor.

"When Ethan came home," Stan said, "he wasn't the same, at least 

for a while.  He kept shutting himself up in his room.  One day we found 

him on the bathroom floor."

"Stan!"  Sandra's eyes were wide, pleading.  "Don't."
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"He had gotten into Sandra's bottle of antidepressants, prescription 

stuff, you know?  I don't remember how much he took, but he knew that 

it helped mommy feel better when she needed to, so... anyway, he had to 

have his stomach pumped and everything.  It was pretty bad."

"It's hard for me to say without knowing him better," Selena said, 

"but it could have been a cry out for help.  I don't think that he knew the 

risks he was taking either when he found the bottle.  A twelve year old 

boy experiencing these emotions for the first time-it can be hard, and 

maybe he didn't know how to address them."  She paused, narrowing her 

eyes in thought.  "What's the name of the church that Ethan attends?"

Sandra cleared her throat loudly.  "Calvary Baptist," she sniffed.  

"It's out there off of Cedar Grove drive."  Those green eyes darkened for a 

split second, but it didn't escape Selena's notice.  "I don't see how any of 

this will help find our boy."

"Maybe it will," Selena said, "maybe it won't.  But it's a start."
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CHAPTER FIVE

The rain made tiny white explosions on the pavement.  It 

drummed against Selena's umbrella in a symphony of rhythm.  When 

she looked up at her partner and noticed the rivulets running down her 

own tortoise shaped umbrella, she couldn't help but smile.

"My dad always used to say that the weather never does what you 

want it to do."

Kathryn shrugged while lifting her eyes to the bulging clouds.  "In 

that case, I don't want it to be a bright and sunshiny day."

"It senses your sarcasm," Selena said while moving towards the 

water fountain at Henry Station.  She took careful note of the distance 

between the bench where Sandra was seated and the fountain.  "And it 

doesn't approve."

"It was worth a shot," Kathryn said.  She stood perfectly still, 

watching her partner.  "Hey, I wanted to ask you.  That story you told 

back there to Stan, the one about the little girl and the pack of cigarettes?"

Selena slid a gloved hand across the stone face of the fountain.  

"What about it?"

"Did that really happen, or were you just trying to get to him.  You 
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know, because he was being such an ass."

"It really happened.  Two years ago.  Before we were working 

together."  She knelt down onto the pavement as though she were 

examining the puddles of water.

"So the girl," Kathryn continued, "how did she die?"

Selena turned her studied gaze towards the side of the station 

building.  "There are places that you go to sometimes, places that the job 

takes you, that you'd rather not go back to.  Some things you just can't 

unsee.  Does that make sense?"

“Yeah." Kathryn sagged her shoulders.  "I understand, my bad."

"Call the station, ask them about that security footage."  Selena 

stood up and watched the water crashing into the fountain.  "You said 

that the glove was here.”  She motioned to the edge.  “With the ball 

inside?"

Kathryn pulled her cell phone out of her jacket pocket and 

examined its glowing surface.  "Yeah, it was."

"And the mother was on the phone.” Selena narrowed her eyes in 

thought.  "Still, someone would have heard or seen a twelve year old boy 

in distress.  I'd imagine that he could put up quite a bit of a struggle."

"Don't tell me that you're buying into the whole runaway train 

theory.  I told you that was just an urban myth."

"Ethan loves baseball.  He would have taken the glove with him, 

and I'd like to think that he would at least take some clothes along.  Plus, 
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his mom was right over there for god's sake.  No, he wouldn't run away."

Kathryn held the phone up to her ear, waiting for the station desk 

to answer.  "So, he was kidnapped."

"By someone that he knew really well."  Selena examined the 

stonework and followed it to the other side of the fountain.  "Someone 

that he trusted."  She peered around the side at the lonely bench across 

the way.  "Ethan most likely went willingly."

"You think our guy asked Ethan to leave his glove?"  Kathryn held 

up a hand abruptly, before Selena could respond, and began speaking 

loudly into her phone.  "Hey, Bailey.  Yeah, did you guys look into that 

surveillance?  What?  Perfect.  Just perfect."

"What is it?" Selena watched her partner stuff the phone back into 

her pocket. 

"There's no surveillance tape," Kathryn said and pointed to the 

cameras on the side of the building.  "City funding isn't what it used to be.  

They're fake."

Selena felt disappointment bubble up inside her.  "Anything to save 

a buck.”  She frowned.
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CHAPTER SIX

It had stopped raining by the time they reached the church.  

Sunlight broke through the clouds and splashed golden radiance against 

the side of the steeple.  It reminded Selena of something out of a movie, 

the way the light danced and sparkled along the huge metal cross, but the 

ethereal sight was made stark by the backdrop of clouds.  It appeared the 

looming threat wasn't quite gone after all.

"You know," Kathryn said while climbing out the passenger side.  

"When I was a kid, we went to a little country church on a hill.  Everyone 

would dress up, and everybody knew one another."  She paused and 

swept an arm outward.  "You get places like this that are so huge, and I 

don't get how anyone can develop a personal fellowship with anyone.  

Does that make sense?"

"Of course.” Selena shrugged while following her partner through 

the parking lot towards the massive church building.  "My dad was a 

Methodist, and he took us to church every Sunday.  It wasn't a big place.  

Couldn't have been more than fifty people in attendance at a time."

Kathryn grimaced.  "See, that's what I'm talking about.  The smaller 

it is, the more personable the experience.  It's not a circus, or a pep rally."  
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They made their way underneath an awning.  "Here we are," she said 

before pulling open the door.  "Please silence all cellphones and swear 

words."

The inside of the building was much less majestic.  It looked more 

like an office building with winding corridors and closed doorways.  

Occasional paintings hung solemnly on the white walls, depicting Biblical 

events, but to Selena, they felt oddly out of place.  Her shoes clacked 

loudly along the tile floor until she stopped at a directory.

"It says that we passed the office already.” She sighed.

“Wonderful." Kathryn laughed.

"Can I help you?"  The voice startled both of the investigators.  It 

boomed down the vacant hallways with authority, as though they were 

trespassers in a private realm.  

Kathryn spun around on her heel to see a middle aged man with 

thinning hair and thick glasses approach.  "We're looking for whoever is 

in charge of organizing the youth camp in the summer," she said in a 

squeaky voice.

"That's Pastor Rob," the man said with raised eyebrows.  "He's also 

the director of our youth meetings here on Wednesdays, but he hasn't 

been around lately."  Behind the thick glasses, his almond colored eyes 

narrowed.  "I'm sorry.  Maybe there's something that I can help you with.  

My name's Larry Rainer, and you are?"

Selena moved her jacket aside to show the badge on her belt.  "Does 
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this Pastor Rob have a last name?"

"Well," Larry placed his hands on his hips.  "Yes, of course.  Is he in 

some sort of trouble?"

"You said that he hasn't shown up for services in a while?"  Kathryn 

asked.  "When was the last time you saw him?"

"He's missed two Wednesday services," Larry said, appearing 

genuinely concerned.  "It's been a real pain having to cover for him, 

especially since I already preach Sunday mornings and evenings.  What's 

this about?"

Kathryn pulled a photograph out of the inside of her coat and held 

it up to the man.  "Do you recognize this kid?"

Larry pushed the thick frames up on his nose and peered at the 

photo.  "Yes, of course.  That's Ethan Winfield.  I heard that he has been 

reported missing, that poor boy.  He's a real good kid, sharp as a whip."  

He paused.  "You don't think that Robert has something to do with his 

disappearance, do you?"

"Right now, we need some information," Selena said matter-of-

factly.  "Can you get us the registration records for this past summer 

camp?"

"Of course," Larry said with unmasked surprise transforming his 

peaceful expression.  "Oh, his name is Robert Hindle."  He motioned for 

them to follow as he shuffled along the hallway towards the office.  "I can 

get you his address too, if you'd like.  We've been really worried about 
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him.  One of our members stopped by his home yesterday, but nobody 

came to the door.  We figured that he was just sick.” He fumbled with a 

tiny key before turning the handle and pushing the door inward.  

"Something has been going around, you know."

"Apparently," Selena said.  “Could you tell me if Vanessa Finch 

attends this church?”

For a split second, Selena thought that she saw panic flash across 

the old pastor’s eyes.

“No.”  He flicked on a light in the small office.  “Can’t say that I have 

ever heard that name before.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Clouds stretched over the sky like a winter blanket.  Shafts of 

sunlight lanced onto the road as though guiding the two detectives along 

their path.  The sight felt more bittersweet than ominous.  After spending 

all of her life living in Montana, Selena knew the weather patterns that 

fell in line with the change of seasons.  Today felt different, however.  It 

was like the city itself was just as unsettled as she was about leaving.

After her mother's death, she had fought tooth and nail to stay in 

her hometown.  Even if that meant losing touch with her father when he 

moved off the ranch, all the way to Greybrook, N.C..  It was her older 

brother, Adrian, who vowed to keep an eye on her.  

It was a family business, hard work, but the young man seemed 

more than capable of running things.  Adrian was pure cowboy, with 

mud caked boots, ten gallon hat, and a belt buckle that looked like 

something out of a John Wayne film. There were a few setbacks due to 

the shadow of a gambling addiction, but Selena helped out as much as 

possible until he could stand on his own two feet.  Of course, their father 

knew none of this, and it remained unspoken between the siblings over 

the years. Until, that is, she called Adrian up out of the blue to tell him 
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that she was moving to D.C.  

At first, he was strictly opposed to the idea of taking any time off 

from mucking out the stables and separating the cattle just so that he 

could haul his little sister's belongings across the country.  All it took was 

one mention, one reminder that he was successful only because of what 

she had done for him, and he made the call to the moving company the 

same day.

Now that she had built a life in Montana, she felt guilty for leaving.  

It wasn't the people or the job that made her feel this way.  It was the fact 

that she had thrown her relationship with her father right out the 

window because of her teenage defiance.  A part of her wanted to call 

him to catch up on old times, maybe to mend the gap that years had 

placed between them, but that was a conversation she didn't know how to 

start.

"She's not on the registry anywhere.” Kathryn's voice startled her 

away from her thoughts.  "Unless there's another file that I'm missing."

"Vanessa Finch never went to that camp," Selena said while 

stopping at a red light.  "Or she doesn't even exist."

"Ethan's dad was pretty adamant that his kid was upset.  Maybe he 

was mistaken, or isn't remembering the name right?"

"Something is going on here.  It's right in front of our faces.  All the 

pieces are there, but they just aren't making sense yet."

Kathryn closed the file and stared out the window at the passing 
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traffic.  "Let's stop at this Pastor Rob's house.  It's obvious that people are 

concerned about him, so I'd say that a wellness check is in order."

There was silence for a moment.  The two of them sat in the quiet 

cruiser waiting for the light to change.  Selena watched a scatter of leaves 

glide along the sidewalk.  Maybe when this was over, she'd give her old 

man a call.  A wellness check didn't seem like a bad idea after all.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Selena Marrenger wheeled the police cruiser underneath the paved 

carport next to Robert Hindle's blue colored Saab.  It was getting late in 

the day, and the sun was slowly making a descent behind mountains that 

would soon be tinted with deep purples and brilliant reds.  The rolling 

clouds were making a swift retreat to the northeast, allowing for a 

welcoming spread of blue not unlike the pastor's car. 

Selena and Kathryn didn't speak on their way across the concrete 

flagstones leading to the front door.  The suggestion that a youth 

minister could be involved in the disappearance of Ethan was unsettling, 

and hard for either detective to believe.  They approached the door, 

Kathryn giving it a swift pounding with the bottom of her fist, and Selena 

turned her gaze out across the numerous acres of land owned by the 

pastor.  

"It's so beautiful up here," she said, lost in admiration.  

"You've been out here before, haven't you?"  Kathryn followed her 

eyes across the grassy fields.  "It's not like you haven't."

Selena muttered something in reply that her partner couldn't hear.  

She didn't want the moment to pass, needing to hold on to the memories 
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of Montana for as long as she possibly could.  "In the summertime," she 

said softly, "I used to run as far out from the ranch house as I could.  Me 

and my brother used to kick a ball around and play tag until the lightning 

bugs came out."  She lowered her eyes then.  "That was before the 

summers spent in Greybrook.  It's weird to think about that, seems so 

long ago.  Maybe too long."

Kathryn peered at the adjacent window before knocking again.  

"You couldn't move to North Carolina.  It wasn't your fault, right?  I don't 

know how anyone could expect someone to just uproot their life and 

plant it someplace else."

"Apparently, it's not that hard to imagine."

“Ah." Kathryn nodded.  "I see what you mean.  You miss him, don't 

you?  Your dad?  Why don't you drop in on your way to D.C.?"

Selena raised her eyebrows in surprise.  "And say what?  I know that 

we haven't spoken to each other in ten years, but please let me back into 

your life?"

"Why not?"

"There's more to the story than that," Selena said sharply.  

"Something happened in Greybrook that put a wedge between us."

A shuffling sound from behind the door made them both stare at it 

in anticipation.  It was followed by heavy footsteps trailing in the 

opposite direction.  Without hesitation, Selena headed towards the back 

of the house.  As she turned the corner, she saw weathered patio 
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furniture with chipped paint and loose threads.  Sitting at the table was a 

young boy with blonde hair sipping a glass of lemonade and kicking his 

feet.

Slowly, cautiously, she held out her hand and made her way 

towards the table.  "Ethan?"

The boy looked up suddenly, noticing her for the first time, and 

drew in a quick breath.  

"No, no, it's okay.”  She glanced at the back door.  "I'm not going to 

hurt you."
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CHAPTER NINE

When he stood, the motion was so abrupt that her heart skipped a 

beat.  It felt as though a cold wind would sweep the moment across the 

patio and into the cool October sky, it was so fragile.

"It's okay," Selena said while taking a step forward.  "I'm here to 

help."

The boy took a step back.  "I don't need any help."  

She let a small smile sneak past the worry.  "Your mom sure does 

miss you."

The boy watched her as if she had materialized out of thin air and 

planned to eat him alive.  "No, she doesn't."

Those frightful blue eyes were unwavering, but Selena managed to 

hold them.  "Don't say that.  She's been worried sick about you.  Why 

don't you just come over here with me and I'll take you to her."

Ethan shook his head, staring at the detective with disbelief.  "Stay 

away from me," he muttered.

Selena, who had tightened her jaw, blinked a couple of times as 

though her internal computer were rebooting.  "Okay," she said.  "I won't 

take you to her, but you still have to come with me, Ethan."  Her whole 
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demeanor had changed.  The tone now had a bit of an edge to it.  

His words were still processing in the back of her mind when the 

door burst open and a tall man with thinning hair snatched Ethan up into 

his arms.  "You get the hell away from him!"  

Selena snapped her weapon from its holster.  "There's only one 

good way out of this, Robert.  Put the kid down."

"No!"  His voice boomed in the small space between them.  "You 

can't take him, you can't!"

"I'm trying to play nice here," Selena said while lowering her 

weapon slightly.  "Do us all a favor, will ya?  Just let him go.  Nothing bad 

has to happen here."

The man's muscular frame bent forward as he set Ethan down, but 

his hands kept a firm grip on the boy's shoulders.  "Don't take my son," he 

said.  "You don't understand what that woman is capable of.  You don't 

know how dangerous she is."

"Your son?"  Selena raised her eyebrows.  "Look, why don't we just 

go down to the station and figure all of this out, okay?  Can you please 

step away from him?"

"We had an affair," he continued without missing a beat.  "Stan 

thinks that this beautiful boy belongs to him, but he doesn't.  Get a DNA 

test, if you'd like."

Selena shook her head.  "Save it for Maury," she said.  

"Shut up!"  Robert knelt on the ground and wrapped his arms 
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around Ethan's wiry frame.  "I would have fought, you know, for custody, 

before I knew what she was into.  What her and Stan were doing.  When I 

found out..."  He began to tremble with sobs.  "...I had to get him away 

from there."

In the shadows, Kathryn crept along the side of the house with her 

weapon drawn.

"What were they into, Robert?"  Selena breathed in through her 

nose and out her mouth.  "Tell me what you are talking about."

The minister's eyes began to mist.  "You don't get it, do you?  You 

guys really don't know anything?"

"It depends, Robert.  Why don't you tell me and I'll let you know."

When he spoke again, the words shot bolts of lightning down her 

spine.  He looked up at her as though all the hope in the world had 

already faded.  "There are other children."
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CHAPTER TEN

Selena drove with her window down, the air blowing back her dark 

hair.  The wind felt icy on her face, much colder than it was when they 

left the pastor's house only moments ago.  She didn't want to roll it up 

and Kathryn didn't ask.  It wasn't that she was too warm.  Temperature 

had nothing to do with it.  The simple fact was that she wanted to remain 

alert, focused.

Already, the sun was making its way down over the distant hills.  

The golden light had shifted, throwing long shadows in the 

neighborhood yards.  Streetlights blinked to life, and she trailed along 

underneath them while going over Robert's last words before the 

uniforms had showed up.  They took the pastor and Ethan away, 

although Selena gave them stern orders that the child was to be held at 

the station to be picked up by his mother.  

On the corner, a lonely bus stop caught her eye.  Unlike at the 

station, this one was covered.  It had been painted haphazardly in a green 

tint that was bold underneath the crowning streetlight.  The weather had 

frayed some of the paint from the edges, and several posters and 

advertisements were taped to the side.  
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"The bus from Harris Station runs all the way out here?"  Her voice 

was slow, thoughtful.

"Of course," Kathryn said while folding her arms tightly about her.  

"That place has a pretty good reach."  Without mentioning the cold, she 

flipped on the heat.  It poured out from the dash and she held her hands 

over it as though the vents were some sort of fireplace.  "Listen, if you 

could drop me off at my house, that would be great.  I'll take care of all 

the paperwork.  You got enough to worry about with moving this 

weekend.  It was really cool of you to take on this last assignment, by the 

way."  She paused.  "I'm going to miss having you hang around all my 

cases.”

"Yeah," Selena said absentmindedly.  She steered along a curb 

before merging onto a road that would take them back into town.

"It's really weird, what that pastor was going on about.  He was 

probably just bullshitting.  Just like that wild goose chase getting us to 

track down some girl named Vanessa. Perps always say the most far out 

things, anything that would give us pause before arresting them.  Friggin' 

low lifes, am I right?"

"Yeah," Selena said.  

Kathryn released a long sigh.  "You aren't dropping me off at my 

place, are you?"

"Nope."
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Selena parked the cruiser in the gravel driveway.  There were no 

lights in the windows of the Winfield's trailer.  With Kathryn at her side, 

they crept up the walkway and noticed that this time there weren't any 

pink flamingos perched in the yard.  Selena rapped on the door, but she 

knew that nobody would answer.

"Guess they ain't home," Kathryn grimaced.

"Something's not right here," Selena said while pulling open the 

screen door.  She turned the knob to the front door and pushed it 

inward.  It swung open with a gentle creak, revealing darkness in the 

space beyond.

"What the hell are you doing?"  Kathryn put her hands on her hips.  

"You can't just stroll into someone's residence, girl.  The captain will have 

your ass."

"It's not my fault," Selena grinned slyly.  "I opened the screen and 

knocked, and the door just opened right up."

She stepped through the threshold.  The darkness was immediate, 

enormous.  There weren't any sounds that she could detect.  After a 

moment, she reached into her coat pocket and flicked on a penlight.  The 
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narrow beam sliced into the black and revealed empty walls and barren 

floors.

"Oh hell no," Kathryn said from behind.  Her own flashlight blinked 

to life, and its radiance glided across the blank walls slowly.  "Whatever 

happened here, looks like we missed it."

After checking the rest of the trailer's rooms, the two detectives 

made their way out the back door.  A sprawl of trees opened up a path in 

the woods ahead, and when Selena shined her light at the ground she 

noticed thick tire marks in the mud.

"Good thing we've been getting so much rain lately," she said while 

aiming the penlight along the path.  

Kathryn took a step towards the tracks and immediately her shoe 

sank into the mud.  “Ugh.”  She scowled.  "Yeah, this is going to be real 

fun."
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CHAPTER TWELVE

A slight incline along the path slowed their pace.  The ground 

ahead was uneven, dappled with shadows and holes.  Kathryn stumbled 

more than once, and would have fallen face first into the mud if Selena 

hadn't caught her by the arm.   

Before long, a yellow light blinked at them from between the trees.  

They stopped behind a massive trunk just before the open grassy area 

around a cabin.

"Turn your light off," Selena said while stuffing the penlight back 

into her pocket. 

The cabin was much smaller than the trailer.  Its log siding and 

metal roof were splashed with the yellow light of two kerosene lanterns 

hanging from the porch.  There were a couple windows on either side, 

both with the shades drawn, but there was silhouetted movement behind 

them.

A large U-haul truck was parked in the drive.  

Selena felt a chill prickling up the back of her neck.  With careful 

awareness, she started to make her way around the tree and into the 

bubble of light from the lanterns when she heard the front door bang 
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open.  Immediately, she ducked back into the darkness behind the tree.

"This is taking longer than I expected," Stan's gruff voice 

announced.  He lit a cigarette and took a long, deep drag.

"None of this was expected," a female replied.  The investigators 

recognized Sandra's voice instantly.  "We're still making good time, 

though.  Once we get em' cleaned up and shuffled into the truck, I'd 

imagine that we can make it to the storehouse before the auction." 

"If we don't, we'd look like fools," Stan said.  

Sandra sighed.  "The other option is we could just kill em'.  Be done 

with it.  We can always start again someplace else."

"Are you kidding me?  Is that supposed to be a joke?  The damn 

police could be on their way up here right now.  We'd get pinned for 

kidnapping, sure, but it's better than murder."  He paused while blowing 

out a stream of smoke.  "Nah, we need to just calm down.  Moving them 

is the best option.  It ain't going to be as easy as drugging them and taking 

em' to the buyers from that damn bus station, either.”

“Speaking of buyers, you were an idiot for mentioning that Finch 

girl to the cops.”  She gave him a pointed look.  “That was dangerous.”

“I don’t give a damn who he is,” he said between puffs from the 

cigarette.  “Or who he sells our product to.  He don’t own us.  What 

matters to me is that we get paid.  Plus, I just wanted to get those two 

detectives to sniff around someplace else.  I ain’t going to jail for 

nobody.” 
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There was a shudder in Sandra's voice when she spoke again. "You 

think that Ethan will be alright?"

"What do we care?  Let that damn preacher have him, he wants the 

boy so bad.  That was your mistake, not mine.  You're lucky that we're 

getting outta here before the bastard talks."

"He wouldn't do that," Sandra snapped.  "I know him, and he 

wouldn't say a word.  He cares too much about me."

"Seems to me that he cared so much that he took a big risk 

snatching Ethan up like that.  I should've put a bullet in that preacher 

when I first found out about Ethan.  I should've known that there would 

be trouble."

"He was only trying to look out for him.  It's probably best."

Stan stomped out the cigarette on the wood steps.  "You're getting 

sloppy," he said in a low voice.  "Let's finish up with these brats, and get 

the hell out of here."

Crouched behind the tree, Selena watched the two disappear into 

the cabin.  "Trafficking," she whispered to her partner.  "Still think that 

runaway train stuff is an urban myth?"
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Beads of sweat dappled Selena's brow.  She motioned for Kathryn 

to move to the other side of the cabin, keeping out of the lantern’s reach, 

while she moved along the side of the U-haul truck.  The air pricking her 

face smelled like burning wood.  

She crept into the circular space of light, and up to the porch.  The 

curtains were drawn together, prohibiting her from seeing what was 

going on inside.  From the darkness on the opposite end, Kathryn 

emerged with her weapon drawn.

Selena breathed in the stinging night air and held it.  Then she 

kicked the door, putting her weight into it, and it burst inward with a 

bang.  The inside of the cabin was barren with the exception of a folding 

table and a few chairs.  She slipped along the wall, keeping her weapon 

steady, when the sound of footsteps thundered from the adjacent room.

Much faster than she had anticipated, Stan turned the corner and 

slammed a forearm down onto her hands.  The impact sent her gun 

skittering across the wood floors.  Before she could react, he grabbed the 

front of her coat and lifted her into the air.  His face was so close that she 

could smell the smoke on his breath.
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"You bitch," he seethed.  "Come to tell me another story?  You never 

did finish the other one.  How did that little girl die, huh?"  He thrust her 

against the wall, forcing the air from her lungs.  "What was she doing 

under that bench?"

A single gunshot filled the space around them.  A spatter of blood 

exploded against Selena's face.  Stan dropped awkwardly against the 

floor, his hands losing their grip.  She looked up to find Kathryn still 

pointing the gun at the man who's life's blood was rapidly expanding 

underneath him.  

"Stan!"  Sandra rushed from around the corner.  She fell to her 

knees and placed a trembling hand over her mouth.  "Oh my God, Stan!  

Stan, honey, get up!"

Kathryn stepped forward, and Selena could see the glint of 

handcuffs being pulled from her belt.  "Sandra Winfield," she announced 

over the woman's shrieks, "you have the right to remain silent.  You have 

the right to an attorney.  If you do not have an attorney, one will be 

appointed to you."

Selena wiped the hot blood from her face with the back of her 

sleeve before snatching her weapon from the floor.  She hoped that the 

expression on her face didn't betray her struggle to maintain an 

appearance of calm.  It was bad enough that her hands were trembling, 

no doubt from the impact of Stan's muscular forearm, but she had to stay 

in control.  
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After giving her partner a knowing glance, she began to move 

around the corner and down a short hallway.  It was dark, but an orange 

light shined from underneath a closed door at the end.  Her heart was 

racing and a terrible sinking feeling began to form in her stomach.  

Slowly, she turned the knob.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

It was a much smaller room than the one she had just left.  A 

fireplace spit and cracked at a handful of logs from the far corner.  There 

was a metal bucket with soapy water inside, and several overturned bags 

of make-up.  Lipstick and eyeliner and blush strewn over the floor gave 

her the impression that someone was in a rush to apply them.

She didn't even notice them at first.  The only light came from the 

fireplace, and it threw long shadows over the walls, hiding them.  An 

ashen face peered at her from behind one of the curtains, and another 

wearing nothing but underwear pressed herself against the wall as though 

it would absorb her.  Two boys crouched in a corner, naked and dripping 

wet from being scrubbed down, shivered and watched her with sunken 

eyes.

"Jesus," Selena whispered.  She holstered her weapon and stretched 

a hand out to one of the boys.  He gasped and retreated deeper into the 

shadows.  "It's okay," she said with tears spilling down her cheeks.  "It's 

over now.  You're safe."
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It was midday when Selena finally stepped onto the bus at Harris 

Station.  There weren't many people, just an older man with gray hair 

holding a newspaper close to his face, and a few women poking at their 

smartphones.  For some reason, it brought her a bit of comfort when she 

noticed that she didn't recognize any of them.  Maybe it was because she 

had lived in Montana for so long, and knew so many people, that she 

wouldn't be able to face them if someone she knew was traveling with 

her.  There were too many memories.

The sun was bright and welcoming.  It poured through the 

windows and splashed against the seats.  She stuffed a single suitcase in 

the compartment above before sliding into a seat of her own.  Nobody 

looked up at her.  

The bus jerked and hissed before rumbling forward.  She watched 

the fountain as the bus retreated from the station, and then she leaned 

back against the rubbery seat and closed her eyes.  When her cellphone 

blared abruptly inside her coat, she snapped to and answered it.

"Marrenger," she said in a tired tone.

"It's me again," Kathryn said.  The sound of her partner's voice 
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caused a smile to slip across her lips.  

"Hey, I'm actually on the bus heading to Billings.  This is really 

happening."

"What time does your flight leave?"

"I've got plenty of time," she said.  "I left a little early so that I could 

see Adrian off with the truck.  So, what's going on?  Don't tell me you 

miss me already."

"Are you kidding?  I'll finally get some work done around here.  

Don't forget that you left me with all that damn paperwork.  Now that 

child services is involved, there's so many forms to fill out it would send 

most people to the hills screaming."

There was a long pause before Selena responded.  "What's going to 

happen to Ethan?"

"Well, I don't think that a judge is going to appoint custody to 

Sandra.  Especially since she obviously seems unfit to raise a child.  Blood 

work came back positive for Robert, so he will most likely be taking care 

of Ethan from now on.  It's such a good thing too, I mean, he'll be in 

much better hands.  Did I tell you that Pastor Robert is actually no longer 

the youth minister?"

Selena raised her brow.  "No.  Why is that?"

"Apparently, Larry Rainer decided to give up the ministry.  Robert 

took his place, and he couldn't be more proud.  I'm glad, too.  It certainly 

will look good in front of a judge when it comes time to place Ethan."  
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"I wonder why Rainer stepped down."

"Who knows.  Pastor Rob says that the old guy actually lived in his 

neighborhood, can you believe that?  Guess all of those church people 

keep things close knit."

A sudden image flashed in Selena's mind of the green painted bus 

stop they had seen after arresting Robert.  "That...is weird.  Why don’t 

you follow up on him?”

"That old guy?"  Kathryn laughed, a high pitched chime.  "Give me 

a break.  I hear that he is just retiring, probably moving down to Florida 

or something.”

“It might still be worth your time.  The church would have been 

the perfect front for an operation.  He had the trust of the community.  

What if he hired Stan and Sandra to do all the physical work?”  

There was a pause on the other line before Kathryn spoke again.  

“You think he used those summer camps to scout for potential kids from 

all over the county.  Maybe Ethan saw something there that made him so 

upset he took those pills.”

“It may sound like a long shot, but it makes sense.  Ethan could’ve 

seen Stan or Sandra drugging one of the campers.  We know they used 

the bus system to transport them.  Nobody would suspect much on the 

bus.  All they would see is a really sleepy kid.”  She released a frustrated 

sigh.  “If you send a forensic team to sweep Larry’s house, I bet that you’ll 

come across something.”  The bus rocked to a stop outside the airport.  
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Selena grabbed her suitcase and made her way up the aisle.  "Hey, listen, I 

got to go.  Thanks for putting up with me, and for doing that paperwork.  

I'll call you as soon as I get to D.C. Okay?"  

"Fine," Kathryn feigned agitation.  "Don't talk to me.  I'm 

completely disposable."

"You know it's not like that.” Selena smiled.  "I'll call you later, 

promise."  She pressed the end button while stepping off the bus and 

making her way towards the airport entrance.  

A tall man, with a shaved head, wearing a gray hoodie, raised a little 

cardboard sign into the air as the passengers climbed off the bus.  The 

letters spelled Marrenger, and Selena furrowed her brow in confusion 

before approaching.  

"I'm Marrenger," she said flatly.  

“Oh.”  He moved the sign aside and stretched out his hand.  "Hey, 

my name's Jameson.  The bureau sent me out here to meet you for an 

assignment.  Apparently, it isn’t too far from your hometown.”  She met 

his hand with a nervous shake.  "Aw, Montana, don't be like that.  It's cool.  

I don't bite." 

Selena eyed him suspiciously.  "Did you just call me Montana?"

He grabbed the suitcase from her other hand and started towards 

the entrance.  "Yeah, my bad."

"No," she said while following closely behind.  "I don't mind at all.  I 

kinda like it."
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The sun was hot.  He told the waiter to lift the umbrella at the table. 

The sunglasses he bought from a local gas station gave the impression 

that he was a tourist, not to mention the Hawaiian shirt he picked up 

from the same place, but that didn't matter to him.  All that mattered was 

the rush of the sea and the taste of salt on the warm wind.

"So," Pastor Arnold told him from across the little table.  "It's great 

to have another believer on board with your extensive background.  The 

thing that I want to know is what else do you plan to bring to the table?  

And can you handle it?"

He took a sip from the tall, sweating glass of iced tea before 

responding.  "Of course I can handle it," he said with a stiffness to his 

voice.  "If God is standing with me, who will stand against?  Besides, I'll 

need His help given my old age."

Arnold cracked a smile.  "Now, Larry, you know that you won't be 

alone at our church.  All of us work together, like a family."

Larry Rainer nodded and stirred the cubes of ice around with a 

straw.  "Of course, of course.  As far as what services I can provide, what 

do you think of a youth camp this summer?  If you could give me a little 
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bit of time, and introduce me to your previous youth minister, I'm sure 

that I can work something out."

"Yes," Arnold nodded and grinned.  "The kids will love it!  What a 

great idea." 

Larry raised his glass as though he were about to propose a toast.  

"Isn't it, though?”

Behind the wheel of an SUV, Kathryn watched from across the 

street.  “You’re doing good,” she said through a little microphone.  “Keep 

him talking.”

A voice boomed through her radio so suddenly that she nearly 

jumped out of her skin.  “Alpha team is ready when you are.”

“Not yet.”  Although she was operating outside of her jurisdiction, 

the Plant City Police Department was glad to assist her in finally bringing 

Rainer down.  “All units, please stand by.”  

Kathryn turned the radio volume low and focused all her attention 

on the ministers across the street.  She wanted to see Rainer’s face, his 

reaction.  She wanted him to understand that he didn’t get away with his 

dirty little secret.  Not this time.  

“Arnold, ask him if he’s ever heard of a girl named Vanessa Finch.”  

She listened intently, her lips slowly curling into a satisfied smile.  “Now!  

We’ve got him!”
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Thanks For Reading!

I really hope you enjoyed my little tale.  Don’t forget to leave a review, even if it’s just a 

couple of lines.  Reviews are vitally important for indie authors.  They give us the 

opportunity to spread the word about our stories!

Best,

M.W. Griffith 
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CHAPTER ONE

1998
Pier Point, Oregon

It had just started to snow.  The forecast only predicted a fifty 

percent chance.  Now, in the early evening hours, while the bustling 

town came alive with lights, it fell like a hazy white blanket over the 

building just off of Main Street.

The building was a wide, four story construction site that had 

been abandoned because of the impending weather.  A lone dump 

truck sat solemnly on the gravel to the left, gradually accumulating 

large white flakes.  Behind it stood a long trailer without any lights 

and a sign that read ‘office’ on the door.

There was never really any difficulty for the boy to crawl 

underneath the chain link fence surrounding the site.  His coat 

snagged on the metal, but otherwise he emerged on the other side 

without a scratch.  He had found the spot two weeks ago while 

walking home from his best friend, Jamie’s house.  The place was a 

mystery, even to his parents who, when driving by, would often 

speculate about what was moving in.  
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Unfinished corridors, metal and wooden frames, welcomed him 

like an old friend.  Up a haunting stairwell and into a large open 

room on the top floor, he would sometimes sit with his feet 

dangling out a rectangular area where a window would one day be.  

The wind howled through the empty spaces, whispered in the 

corners, and sprayed his coat with snowfall.

He liked it that nobody knew what would move into the building.  

Since it had no official identity, he imagined it belonged to him.  A 

club house on the grandest of scales, and with only one member.  

That’s the way he liked it.

 It was a place he could retreat to when things were bad at home.  

Lately, things had been really bad.  He told Jamie that he thought 

his parents were going to get a divorce.  Somehow, it felt like his 

fault.  If his grades were better, maybe they wouldn’t argue so 

much.  His mom was always fussing at him about cleaning his 

room.  Maybe he would do that tomorrow, before either of them 

came home from work.  Wouldn’t that be a surprise?  

The evening deepened and the shadows became encompassing.  

Headlights from cars blinked between the antique storefronts that 

lined the downtown area.  They were moving slowly, cautiously 
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along the slick roads.  

Teeth chattering, and no longer able to keep from shivering, the 

boy stood.  From this height, standing with his feet together on the 

edge, he entertained the notion that he could fly.  Soaring over the 

rooftops, through the drifting snowflakes, and beyond the reach of 

the world below.

Another gust of wind splashed against him, stinging his face and 

making his eyes water.  He breathed it in until his lungs were full 

and his chest was puffed out.  Then he released it with a long sigh 

and sagged his shoulders. 

Dinner would be ready soon.
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CHAPTER TWO

December 21, 2010
7:00 p.m.
Seattle, WA

The only sounds on the cliff were of his boots crunching in the 

snow, and the endless spray of water against the rocks underneath.  

The outcropping was cordoned off by yellow police tape.  Glancing 

back over his shoulder, he saw the flashing lights of several police 

cruisers lancing through the darkness.  The first responder, a 

uniform named Bradley, told him that it looked like a suicide.  

Given the pistol still clutched in the old man’s hands and the gaping 

hole in the side of his head, Detective Samuel Dupont could see 

why Bradley made the assumption.  

Cold wind lashed against him, making him shiver inside the 

leather jacket.  When he knelt next to the body, his badge swung 

forward from the lanyard around his neck.  The vic had skin that 

reminded Dupont of sandpaper, rough and tanned.  His hands and 

fingernails appeared healthy, with no sign of defensive wounds.  In 

fact, there wasn’t any indication that the old timer had come in 

contact with anyone up on the cliff.
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It seemed that the victim had come here to die.

Snapping on a pair of gloves, he turned the old man’s head from 

left to right, examining the wound.  Then he rose and stepped 

closer to the edge of the cliff.  Although he couldn’t see the water, he 

could hear it crashing and receding in a hypnotic rhythm.  

“Detective.”  It was the voice of Bradley Oldman, the cop who 

arrived first on the scene.  “Coroner can’t make it up here on 

account of the weather.  We’ve got an ambulance en route, though.”

“Looks like you were right.”  Dupont turned to face the younger 

officer.  “It’s a suicide.  Was there a note, or anything like that?”

“No, sir.”  The cop folded and unfolded his arms from the cold.  

“We didn’t even find a wallet on the guy.”

“Well, we’re going to have to ask around down the hill.  He has to 

live someplace.  Somebody knows who this guy is.”

***

Detective Dupont made his way through the house carefully.  A 

large bass hung on the wall with a small golden plate underneath.  It 

was blank.  Moving past it, into another room, a grandfather clock 

stood like a ticking sentinel in a corner.  There was a mahogany 

desk, and when he ran a finger across its surface, he didn’t find a 
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speck of dust.  He checked the drawers until he came across a 

manila envelope.  He looked over its contents before moving 

through the rest of the house.

The kitchen was small with a little round table already set for a 

meal.  There were no dishes in the sink.  His boots squeaked on the 

tile floors.  Officer Oldman was leaning against the doorframe that 

led to the living room where a brown carpet stretched all the way to 

a wall of books.  A leather sofa and matching recliner sat opposite 

each other with several more books decorating the table between 

them.

“Lady at the hardware store said that his name is Alex Keaton.  

She’s the one that told me he lived out here, which is just under a 

mile from the cliff.”  Oldman watched the detective like a puppy 

waiting for a treat.

“Found his social security card and I.D. in the office,” Dupont 

declared while holding up the envelope as though it were a trophy.  

“No suicide note, though.”  He sighed.  “I’ll try to track down his 

relatives.  This part of the job really sucks.”



 / THE RUNAWAY TRAIN / 62

CHAPTER THREE

December 22, 2010
4:00 p.m.
Pier Point, Oregon

Detective Dupont watched as the logs on the fire cracked and 

popped when Jack Keaton turned them with a tong.  There was a 

ceiling fan creaking above, pushing the hot air down and making 

beads of sweat slide down the detective’s back.  He was already 

uncomfortable, and hoped that it was something that escaped the 

notice of the only relatives that he could find for Alex. 

It was a tricky situation, especially considering that the 

information provided in the database proved to be wrong.  Mr. And 

Mrs. Keaton were entirely too young to be Alex’s parents, although 

they had been listed as such in the reports.  It was a mistake that he 

wouldn’t mention, considering the circumstances.  He imagined 

that they were most likely the victim’s grandchildren, and that 

finding out about the man’s death would be enough trouble for one 

day.

Natasha Keaton wore a gray blouse with designer jeans and had 

blonde hair balanced high on her head.  Oddly enough, it reminded 
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Dupont of the pictures in National Geographic of women who were 

carrying baskets of fruit.  When she offered him a cup of coffee, he 

waved a hand in the air indicating that he shouldn’t, and dabbed at 

his forehead with a handkerchief instead.

“You said that you had some news for us.”  Mr. Keaton wore a 

white button down shirt with black slacks.  His expression was tight, 

serious.  “About Alex.”

Detective Dupont cleared his throat while sliding out of his 

leather jacket.  He draped it over the arm of the chair and focused 

his attention on Mrs. Keaton sitting on the couch opposite him.  

“Yes, sir.  I felt that I should be the one to come down here and tell 

you in person.  Late yesterday evening—” He steepled his fingers in 

an attempt to steady himself from the impact of his words. “—we 

found the remains of a person we believe to be Alex on an outcrop 

overlooking the ocean, a mile off of highway twelve.”

A sound came from Mrs. Keaton, one that she silenced by placing 

her hands over her face.  

“My god,” her husband said.  “I don’t believe it.  After all this 

time.”  He moved to the sofa and cradled his wife.  “Oh my god.”

Dupont pulled the photo I.D. from his jacket pocket and held it 
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out to the couple.    “It would be easier, I think, for you to identify 

him from here.  I know that this is hard.”

Mrs. Keaton wiped her eyes and furrowed her brow at the card.  

“Who are we looking at?”

“That’s, uh, Alex.”  Dupont glanced between them at a steady 

flame burning from a candle across the room.  “It was located in a 

desk at his residence.”

“No.”  Mr. Keaton rose to his feet. 

Dupont tucked the identification back into his pocket.  “You don’t 

recognize the man in the photo?”

“Whoever he is, that isn’t our son.  Are you serious?  That guy 

looks like he’s sixty years old!”

“Your son…”  Dupont rubbed his face before slipping back into 

his jacket.  A sudden chill found it’s way up his neck.  “And how old 

is your son?”

“He was fourteen when he went missing.”  Mr. Keaton’s eyes were 

like burning coals.  “Twelve years ago.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

1998
Pier Point, Oregon

He moved the brush slowly across the canvass.  Purple swirls and 

deep blues.  There was an ocean darkening just before sunset in his 

mind’s eye, and it glided over the cotton surface with purpose.  

After several minutes he frowned at the palette and set it on the 

table next to the easel.

“Mom.”  His voice felt small.  “I need more black paint.”

His mother thundered into the room with reddened eyes.  “Alex, 

baby, I’m on the phone.  What have I told you about interrupting 

when I’m on the phone?”

“You promised that you’d pick some up.”

She covered the receiver and lowered her voice to a whisper.  

“Just make it stretch.”

Alex folded his arms.  “I already did.”

“Then use another color!”  She snapped around on her heel and 

said “yeah, sorry.  No, he’s fine, it’s you that’s the problem.”

Alex turned back to the canvas, his voice barely audible.  “Black 

isn’t a color.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE

December 23, 2010
4:45 p.m.
Seattle, WA

Special Agent Selena Marrenger slipped into the conference 

room and sat at an empty chair in the back.  The police captain 

paced at the front.  He motioned to the pictures of an elderly man 

and a young boy taped to the whiteboard.  The boy’s name was Alex 

Keaton, as indicated in black marker, and the title given to the old 

man was a simple John Doe in quotations. 

“It’s a twelve year old unsolved case.”  The captain had dark 

circles around his eyes.  A small brown coffee stain could be seen on 

the paunch of his midsection, but otherwise he was impeccably 

dressed in a suit with a navy blue tie.  “Which is why we’ve enlisted 

the help of the FBI on this.”

Several heads turned to the back of the room.  Selena kept her 

eyes forward, focused on the whiteboard.

“There’s no way that we’re going to turn this into a media frenzy,” 

the captain continued.  “I want all of you to do what you do quietly.  

Alex’s family has been through enough trauma to last a lifetime.  
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We don’t need to shine the spotlight on them again.  What needs to 

happen instead is a serious focus on finding out who our John is.  

There’s a reason that he has the kid’s social security card.  Think 

about that.  If any of you have questions, now’s the time to ask.”

The room was quiet.  

“Alright, then.  Let’s get to work.”

The staff rose and shuffled towards the door.  Some gave a nod to 

Selena, while others scowled at the FBI tag pinned to her gray 

colored blazer.  It didn’t matter what they thought about her.  Her 

only focus was the task at hand.  There wasn’t time for anything 

else.

“Not you.”  The captain pointed to a tall man in a leather jacket.  

He had a sharp jawline that was painted with a five o’ clock shadow, 

and a uncomfortable expression that didn’t match his tough 

exterior.  “You’re going to stick with the FBI.  Maybe you’ll learn 

something.”

“That won’t be necessary.”  Selena stood and smoothed out her 

white blouse.  “My partner should be here in the morning.  He’s 

taking the red eye from Tennessee.”

The captain clicked his pen as though he were agitated.  “Now, 
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now, ma’am.  This here is the detective originally assigned to the 

case.  His name’s Sam Dupont.”  He could see that she was going to 

object, but he cut her off sharply.  “I insist.”

“Fine,” Selena relented.  “You’re the one that wanted our help.  

Just do me a favor.  Don’t call me ma’am.”

Detective Dupont stretched out his hand while eyeing her tag.  

“Nice to meet you, Agent Marrenger.”

-End Of Sample-
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