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To Serve

 

By Andrew Grey

A Carlisle K-9 Novel

 

Marty Waters is a computer support specialist and history buff whose main hobby is working at the local historical society. When a boy goes missing, Marty offers his tech skills to aid the police in finding him.

Enter Officer Hottie and his K-9 partner, Dexter. Grant Webster works as a K-9 officer with the Carlisle PD, and he’s been assigned to the recent kidnapping case. He could do without the assistance of the computer geek who insists on helping, though, no matter how cute he is.

 

It turns out, Marty's historical knowledge and research skills are more useful than Grant expected, and together they’re able to recognize the kidnapper’s pattern, but the long hours bring an intense attraction neither of them has ever experienced. Is the interest real or just a reaction to the excitement and danger? As more children are taken, they will have to set aside their attraction and rely on each other, and Dexter, to find the kids in time.


Chapter 1

 

 

MARTY WATERS looked up from his desk in the front room of his home on the south side of Carlisle, wondering what was going on outside with all the noise and flashes. His work involved maintaining systems for an old company that had been around for decades. But unfortunately they had lost the skill sets to maintain their old systems, so they paid him and his company to keep them running for them. This was just one of his clients, and Marty was knee-deep in an issue in a part of the code that hadn’t been touched in twenty years. This was his gift, or at least people often told him that. Not that it particularly mattered what his gifts were. This work paid the bills and had made him a sought-after resource.

He returned to his code, found the issue, and began working through how to repair it without breaking something else. By the time he figured it out and made the change necessary, more lights flashed outside his window. He sent a notification to the company that a new revision of the code was ready and that they should test it completely before implementing the new version.

Unable to contain his curiosity any longer, he went downstairs and outside, joining where a few of his neighbors had gathered. “What’s going on?”

“We aren’t sure,” Andrea answered as she scowled at the house near the end of the block. Every neighborhood had one, and this was theirs. The owner of the property had died some ten years ago, and then the person she had willed it to apparently died shortly afterward, so it was owned by someone in Virginia who had no real interest in the property at all. It had basically sat empty for the last decade, which made it a real eyesore to everyone else who worked hard to maintain their yards and homes.

“Did part of the house collapse?” Marty asked. He had always thought the place would one day just give up the ghost and fall in on itself from sheer exhaustion.

“No. The police are looking for something or someone, I think,” Valerie, another neighbor, told him. “We aren’t sure, and they aren’t telling us anything.”

“They probably wouldn’t,” Marty offered up and wandered closer to the activity because he couldn’t help it. His mother had often told him that his curiosity was going to get him into trouble. Still, no one stopped him, so he continued down the sidewalk, staying on the far side of the street from the building in question, wondering what the hell was going on in their quiet neighborhood.

“Please stay back,” an officer told him, and Marty nodded, remaining where he was.

“Why are you here? This place hasn’t had anyone living in it in a long time. We all sort of watch the place to make sure no one tries to get in or stuff. Did someone try to break in again?” That had happened a few months ago, but they’d reported it and everything had been quiet since.

“I’m not at liberty to say,” the officer told him, and Marty nodded, just watching as a few officers came and went from inside. Others wandered through the overgrown yard and the old garage and carport area. They were looking for something or someone, and Marty’s curiosity continued pinging. “Have you seen anyone coming or going from the property?”

Marty shook his head. “No. It’s been quiet. But I’d ask the ladies down there. One of them might have seen something.”

“I did a while ago,” he said. “Now excuse me a minute… and please don’t get any closer.” His voice held a sharpness that rankled Marty, but he did as he was asked and didn’t go any nearer. The officers continued to look for whatever they were hoping to find but seemed to be coming up empty. Marty was losing interest himself, but then another vehicle pulled up. As he watched, an officer got out and opened the back hatch, releasing a German shepherd.

“All right, Dexter, let’s go to work,” he said in a deep, resonant voice that vibrated all through Marty. The dog sat and waited, tongue out as he panted. The dog was handsome and well cared for, but Marty barely noticed him as the officer closed the door. Damn, he was built to be looked at and admired, that was for sure.

Marty wandered back to where the others were standing, still a little breathless.

“I see you met Officer Hottie.” Andrea grinned a little.

“Excuse me?” Marty asked, trying to keep a lid on the fact that all he wanted to do was follow the man with his eyes.

Andrea snickered. “His name is Officer Webster, but all the ladies down at the community pool were talking about him the other day. Apparently they’re all interested in giving him a test drive.” She laughed a little nervously. “But apparently none of the ladies at the pool were able to capture his interest, so we’re all thinking that he bats for your team. We’re not really sure.” All of them turned as Officer Hottie led the dog he was with inside the house.

They came out maybe ten minutes later and then went around the back. “What is the dog going to do?”

Andrea and the others shrugged, and eventually Dexter was returned to the back of the car. Officer Hottie got in as well, and off they went. It was kind of disappointing and most definitely anticlimactic. Just as Marty wished the officer would come back, his phone chimed with a message, and he excused himself to head inside to fix another issue.

The problem turned out to be data corruption, and after stripping out the affected record, the company was able to restart the program and run it successfully. Marty sent the information to his contact so they could investigate the source of the bad data, but at least they would be able to continue processing.

Marty pushed the curtains aside from the window behind his desk and peered out and down the street. The police were still there and appeared to be closing up the house. Sure enough, the ones remaining got in their cars and one by one pulled away. Marty shrugged to himself and checked on the rest of his clients to make sure their processing was progressing properly. He was sure he would get another notification fairly soon, but he took a second to go to the kitchen to get a cup of coffee, while fantasies of a certain police officer played in his head.

 

 

MARTY DIDN’T give the whole incident down the street too much thought after that. He was always working, and sometimes days melded into one another. He was busy, the people who worked for him were busy, and the business prospered. Marty did good work and kept his customers happy and their legacy processing systems running. So when he was interrupted by sirens once more, he checked the view from his window and headed outside into the chilly morning air.

“What’s going on?” Marty asked as he pulled his sweatshirt closer around him. Spring in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, could vary from shivery cold to summery warmth, and this morning it was definitely the former. The police had been to the abandoned house just a few days earlier, and their return meant that something was definitely wrong. The neighborhood usually resembled snoresville, so with the police showing up a second time, there had to be something stirring.

The police officer in charge pretty much ignored his question, but one of the others responded. “There’s a six-year-old boy who’s been missing for three days.”

Marty nodded. “I heard about him. It’s been on the local internet news sites. And you’re looking for him here? Is that why they searched the house a few days ago?” He glanced around, secretly hoping that Officer Hottie would show up again. Not that Marty would do anything about it if he did. Marty was good with computers, and he could make them do whatever he needed them to, but when it came to people, especially hot guys, he usually retreated behind his glasses and unruly hair, ending up on the periphery.

“We got a report that he was seen around this house before he disappeared, and he hasn’t been seen anywhere since. So we’re searching the place again, and we’re bringing back a dog to go over the place once more.” And just on cue, a K-9 SUV pulled up on his side of the road, and Officer Hottie got the dog out of the back.

“Do the usual sweep?” he asked in his “voice of god.”

“Yes. Check the garage and back of the house first,” the officer in charge ordered.

“Officer,” Marty said, finding his voice and his courage to approach Officer Hottie. “Have you checked to see if the house has one of those old cisterns?”

Officer Hottie paused. “What are you talking about?”

“Well, this house is about as old as mine, and I have a cistern under the floor of my dining area in the kitchen. There’s a rug over the access panel in the floor, so no one would know it’s there. But I’m wondering if this house has one.”

“Show me where it might be,” he said. The officer in charge raised his eyebrows, but Officer Hottie simply smiled. “We’ve been through this house before and all over the back. If the kid is here, then we have to find him now. Letting him take a look isn’t going to hurt.” He turned back to Marty, who swallowed hard under the intense gaze of the man who filled out his blue uniform in all the best ways.

“All right,” the officer in charge allowed. “But be careful and don’t touch anything.”

Marty nodded and followed the officer and dog down the walk. “This is Dexter. While he’s working, please don’t try to pet him or anything.”

“I won’t,” Marty promised, his gaze settling on the world’s most perfect backside encased in tight blue fabric. He shook his head. “I’m Marty, by the way.”

“Grant Webster,” he said as he pulled open the door. Marty went inside, his nose wrinkling at the smell. Clearly this place had been closed up for a long time, and at some point some animal must have died in there.

“It’s good to meet you,” Marty said before stifling a sneeze. “Sorry.” He went through toward the back of the house to the kitchen and checked the floors. “Mine is under this area of the house.” They both looked around. “It’s likely the flooring would have been laid over the door, so there would be lines.” The place was filthy, with bits of litter all over. Marty checked out back and found an old broom. He slowly swept the center of the floor but found nothing. “I’m sorry. But there isn’t one here.” Marty looked out the window and followed a line of sight from the back of the garage area to the other corner of the house. He went through the hall and opened the door to what was probably a pantry.

“Let Dexter check first,” Grant said, and Marty stepped aside, but it was clear that someone had been there before.

“Did you check in here the last time you were here?”

Grant shook his head. “The door was open, and Dexter peered inside but moved on.” He paused. “Dexter’s main function is to find the dead.” Marty nodded and bent down. Dust and crap floated in the air, but he pointed to a scrape on the flooring. It might have been made by a small foot. Marty got down on his knees in his excitement and tapped the floor.

“It’s hollow.” He brushed the area and found a line before stepping back. “There’s a door.”

“Dexter, sit,” Grant said, and the dog sat on command, his eyes bright and mouth open. Grant didn’t find a handle, but he pulled a screwdriver from his belt and wedged it under one side. He managed to pry up the door and grabbed his flashlight, shining it down. “Stay here,” Grant said firmly and lowered himself downward.

“I found him,” Grant said into his radio. “Back corner of the house across from the kitchen. A cistern in the floor.” Marty held his breath. “He’s alive, but very weak. Call for medical assistance, and we’ll need a ladder.”

Marty peered over the side to see Grant gently checking the little boy over. “Is he okay? Do you need anything?”

“Water,” Grant said, and Marty went outside. He was no longer needed.

“Grant says he needs water and that the boy is alone,” he told the officer in charge as sirens approached.

“Thank you for all your help. We would never have known about the cistern if it wasn’t for you.” The officer in charge actually gave him a smile. Marty stepped out of the road and onto the sidewalk as an ambulance pulled up. They grabbed a backboard and hurried inside. Apparently the boy was responding, and his parents had been called. Just about the time they arrived, the EMTs emerged from the empty house with the boy on a stretcher, an IV in his arm.

A man and woman who had to be the boy’s parents hurried up to him, and Marty saw the boy take his mother’s hand. She got into the ambulance with him, and the father hurried back the way he came, probably to follow them in their car.

Finally the police officers began to pack up, and Grant came out of the house with Dexter, leading him toward their vehicle.

“Is he going to be okay?” Marty asked him.

He put Dexter in the back of the car, where he lay down, and Grant closed the door. “Yes. By some miracle we got to him in time. He hasn’t eaten or had anything to drink in days and he was pretty dirty, but the boy was already starting to come around once they got fluids in him.”

“That’s good. What happened? Do you know?” Marty asked.

“As near as we can tell, he got into the house and found the entrance to the cistern. Somehow he must have gotten it open, and then we believe he fell in and the door slammed shut.”

One of the officers was pulling the front door to the house closed before walking around the side. “That’s not possible,” Marty told him. “Grant, there is no way that could happen.” He walked toward the house with Grant striding right behind him.

“Don’t go in there,” Grant said, but Marty ignored him and followed the other officer around to the back where the door stood open. Marty passed him and hurried inside. “You need to stop.” The voice was commanding.

“No. You need to listen,” Marty said as he whirled around. “I’m not going to touch anything, but you need to see what I have to show you.” He hurried to the pantry and stopped in the doorway. The cistern door had been closed. “Look.” He pointed at the door. “If what you told me had been true, then you would have found him two days ago because that’s what the floor would have looked like.” There was small pile of debris running along the hinge to the cistern door. “No way would any of you miss that.” He turned to Grant, whose mouth hung open.

“Holy shit,” he said under his breath.

“Exactly.” The implications of what he had just brought to light hit him full force. “Someone placed that little boy in the cistern and then closed the door on him. Afterward, they scattered debris and dust on the floor to cover up the door so even if you did go in there, you wouldn’t know the boy was here. And the door must be nearly airtight. I suppose the only reason he’s alive at all is because just enough air was trickling in for him to survive.”

“Yeah. But what I want to know is why Dexter didn’t smell him. I mean, the stench that come out of that cistern when we opened it was enough to alert anyone that there was something here.”

“Or maybe the lid was sealed tight. You had to work in order to get it off. Did you take Dexter into the basement?”

“I did the other day, but not today. Why?”

Marty’s mind flew through possibilities. “Maybe he wasn’t getting air through the top, but from a crack in the side wall. And there’s another possibility. He could have been put in there after you searched the house.”

“Okay. You come with me. I’m going to get you out of here, and then Dexter and I will check out the basement.” He led the way out of the house and to the sidewalk. Marty stayed where he was. Grant returned to the back, and after less than five minutes he and Dexter returned.

“As soon as we got down there, Dexter led me to the cistern and sat right near a crack in the wall. That was how the boy was getting air. Shit. We were so close to finding him then. But….”

“Exactly. You have someone who took that little boy and put him in the cistern to die. Quite possibly after you searched the house, which means there was nothing to find then. He, or she, probably meant for him to have suffocated pretty quickly, but by some miracle the crack in the basement wall allowed him to get air.” Marty felt his entire body go cold. “I hate to say this, but I have to. There are cisterns in houses all over town. A lot of them are hidden and forgotten.”

Grant paled, his chiseled features going white. “I sure as hell hope you’re wrong.”

“I do too.” He hoped that he had spent way too many hours watching cop shows on television, but the implications of what he was saying were difficult for him to get out of his mind. “I’m going to leave this with you and the police. I’m glad I could help, but now I think I’m going to go home and try to put it out of my head… if that’s possible.” He took a final look at stunningly hot Grant before striding home and locking the door behind him with a shiver.


Chapter 2

 

 

“YOU KNOW serial killers have to kill more than one person,” Atlas teased as they sat in the exercise yard, letting Dexter and Evie have some play time. He and Atlas had gone through training together. Grant had been paired with Dexter, an excellent dog who had already been trained in search-and-rescue, while Atlas had gotten Evie and trained her himself. Both dogs were amazing.

“I know you think you’re funny. But the implications are striking. What if we have someone in town playing out some power fantasy by locking people in cisterns and just leaving them?” Okay, maybe he was getting ahead of himself. And god knows they couldn’t go into every house in town to find out if they had a cistern and then check the damned thing out. There was the possibility that many current owners weren’t even aware those cisterns were there.

“I get your concern,” Atlas said as a spring breeze rustled the leaves overhead. It was a beautiful day, and Grant was happy to have a few minutes to sit with a cup of coffee. “Have you checked on missing child cases that are still open?”

“Yeah, I did. There aren’t many, thank god, and I suspect most of them are in divorced households where the kids were taken overseas by a parent. But there are two that I’m going to take another look at. I need to talk to Wes about them, but he’s out on a call. As soon as he returns, I can get his input on the situation.”

“You know this isn’t what we usually do,” Atlas told him. “We usually support other officers rather than lead cases.” They were typically called in to assist with investigations because of the dogs.

“I know, but I can’t seem to let this go.” Nor could he get the image of a certain cute, rather geeky guy out of his mind. He didn’t even know if the guy was gay, but the belly flutters he got when he was with him told Grant that there was a pretty good chance. “I keep thinking of Bobby in that cistern, alone and scared in the dark for days.”

“Is he okay?” Atlas asked.

“Yes. I spoke to his parents this morning. He’s eating a little and recovering from severe dehydration. Apparently we found him just in time, because his systems were beginning to shut down. But he’s going to be okay. I’m going to take Dexter up to see him after I talk to Wes.” He’d really wanted to be able to question Bobby about how long he had been in the cistern, but that had already been done with the help of a psychologist. They had been able to determine that Bobby was most likely placed in the cistern after they conducted the first search, because Bobby remembered being tied to a bed for a while by a man, but that he had had to go to the bathroom, and when he couldn’t hold it anymore, he had been taken away and placed in the dark. Reading the report had damned near brought tears to Grant’s eyes. He could feel the fear radiating off the page like a black cloud that threatened to overtake him.

“You know you shouldn’t try to talk to him about what happened,” Atlas told him.

“I’m not going up there for that. I’m going because I want to see that he’s okay. I need to actually see him.” The sight of that little boy curled against the side of the cistern had hit him like a ton of bricks. Grant stood and called Dexter over, and he came right away. Grant put his halter and leash on him, signaling that it was time for them to go back to work. “I’ll see you later.”

Atlas nodded. “Give me a call if you need anything.” Grant nodded and led Dexter into the station. He checked Wes’s desk and was a little surprised to find him already on duty.

“Paperwork, paperwork,” Wes groused as Grant took a seat and Dexter lay at his feet. “What’s up?”

“These two cases,” Grant said, giving Wes printouts of the first page of the files.

Wes sighed. “I knew those two would come back to haunt me again and again.” Wes pointed to a board on his wall. “Those two right there. I’ve had their pictures on the wall for a year. In both cases, we got a call from the parents that their child was missing. Cameras at the school show the boy, Cameron, leaving the building, and between there and his foster home, he disappeared. The girl, Melissa, disappeared from her grandmother’s house while she was playing. I always suspected that Melissa was taken by her father, because he returned to Mexico a week later and I figured that she was with him, but I didn’t have the resources to conduct an international search.”

Well, at least that explained one of the cases, and Grant set it aside. “Tell me more about Cameron.”

“Why? Do you think you have a lead?” Wes’s eyes brightened and his voice held excitement.

“Maybe. I don’t know. But what happened to him sounds a lot like what we can piece together about Bobby’s disappearance—the boy we recovered the other day. I was wondering if it could be possible the cases might be related. There are some similarities.”

Wes looked over the details of both cases. “I will agree to that. But a lot of child abduction cases have certain similarities. Kids taken from school or from their backyards while they were playing. It doesn’t mean one perpetrator; it means these are places where kids are. What makes this case so striking is where you found him. I mean, there has to be a reason why someone would take a child. At least, there usually is. If there are foster parents, see if someone was trying to get leverage. Look into their backgrounds, just like we would with any other case, if for no other reason than to rule them out. Check on the owner of the house or past owners. It wasn’t like the house had a sign that there was a cistern, so our perpetrator had to know it was there.”

“I’m doing all that,” Grant said. “And maybe I’m being unreasonable, but this seems particularly evil. Why take a kid, keep him tied up, and then once he makes a mess, like kids will because he’s six, they toss him into a cistern as though he were trash?”

“That is something you’ll need to figure out. But there’s a saying: don’t look for a zebra in a horse barn.”

Grant shook his head. “Huh?”

“Look for the horses first. Look for that most basic motivations for the crime. Those are the ones that usually bear fruit. Don’t look for the zebra first. It’s like if you go to the doctor sneezing and coughing with a stuffy head. The first thing the doctor doesn’t do is run a test for malaria. He diagnoses that you have the cold that he’s already seen twelve times. Once you’ve ruled out the horses, then you go looking for the zebra. With these missing child cases, it’s easy to get wrapped up in them emotionally.” He gazed at the board. “Lord knows I have.”

He turned back to Grant, who could only nod. The guys he worked with didn’t know his past, and he wanted to keep it that way. They didn’t need to, and it was something he didn’t talk about with anyone.

“Thanks,” Grant said, standing up. Dexter did as well, and they left Wes’s desk, heading out of the station.

The trip to the hospital didn’t take long. Dexter stayed by his side and was as well behaved as he always was. He and Dexter were a team, and they depended on each other. His dog was also his best friend, and he was almost always with him.

He checked in at the desk, and after finding out which room Bobby was in, took the elevator to Pediatrics and then went down the brightly painted halls to Bobby’s room, where the little boy sat up in bed, his mother in a chair nearby. “Hello, I’m Officer Grant, and I brought a friend.” He waited as Bobby broke into a grin. “This is Dexter.”

“Is he nice?” Bobby asked.

“Oh yes.” He turned to Dexter. “Free.” Dexter went right up to the bed and put his head on it. Bobby began petting him, and of course Dexter was in heaven.

“Can I get a dog like Dexter?” Bobby asked.

“Sweetheart, when you’re all better and ready to go home, you can get a dog.” The mother looked up at him with a combination of relief and residual fear.

“There’s a great dog rescue west of town. The man who runs it is a vet, and he has some great dogs. Not all of them are as big as Dexter.” He smiled slightly and watched Bobby as he petted Dexter and even got a kiss, which made him giggle. That was unusual behavior for him. Dexter was not a licker, but he must have known that Bobby needed some loving. Dexter was an amazing dog and incredibly intuitive in so many ways.

“Are you the officer who found Bobby?” his mother asked softly.

Grant nodded. “It was one of the neighbors who had the real idea. His name was Marty, and he told me that his house had a cistern, so we went inside the other house to look for one.”

“Were you talking about me?” Marty asked as he came into the room holding a stuffed penguin.

“Mr. Marty, you came back,” Bobby said with a grin.

“I stopped in yesterday, and Bobby and I had a good talk about penguins, so I brought this for him.” He handed it to Bobby, who hugged it, then placed the toy right next to him before going back to petting Dexter, who stood hind legs on the floor, front feet on one of the bed rails, and head in Bobby’s lap.

“So you both helped find him?” Bobby’s mother asked.

Marty nodded. “Grant was great. I found the door, and he got it open and got Bobby out. I have one of the same sort of cisterns under my kitchen, so….” He smiled at Grant, whose belly did a little flip.

“It was very much a team effort,” Grant said.

“Are you a police officer too?” she asked, settling in her chair. She looked shaken, and Grant had little doubt that she was probably ready to collapse after everything.

“No. I live down the street. I maintain computer systems and stuff like that. I happened to see what was going on, and Grant was willing to listen to what I had to say.” And because of the two of them, they were visiting Bobby in the hospital, and he was looking so much better than when Grant found him. He tried not to think about what might have happened if Marty hadn’t offered his suggestion. Though Grant liked to think that when he and Dexter searched the basement the second time, they would have found Bobby. Still, this was a great moment.

“I wanted to stop up and see how you were doing.” Grant rested his hand on Bobby’s small shoulder. “You be good for your mom.”

“Does Dexter have to go?” Bobby asked, his lower lip pooching out. It was hard for Grant to not smile. “Just five more minutes?”

Grant nodded. “We have to go back to work, trying to keep everyone safe,” he explained, giving Bobby and Dexter a few more minutes. When he had to leave, he called Dexter and headed for the door. Bobby’s mother got to her feet and came right up to give him a firm hug.

“Thank you for bringing him back to us,” she said softly and then stepped back, wiping her eyes.

“You’re very welcome. I’m just glad that Marty and I were able to help.” He smiled as she approached him and hugged Marty as well.

“Do you need to go too?” Bobby asked Marty.

“I do. But you have your mom, and she’ll make sure you’re safe. Okay?” Marty and Bobby did a fist bump, and then he followed Grant out of the room. “It’s so good to see him awake and doing so well.”

“Yeah, it is,” Grant agreed. He shivered uncontrollably, and Dexter whined at his feet. He strode down to the elevator and pushed the call button as the hall began to swim a little.

“Hey. What’s going on? Do you need something to eat?” The elevator doors opened, and Marty ushered him inside and pressed a button. When the doors opened again, he and Dexter guided him down a hall to the cafeteria and got him to sit down. Grant forced his mind to the present and away from the darkness that threatened to engulf him.

“Drink this,” Marty said and shoved a bottle of cold juice into his hand. Grant downed some of the juice and sat back, closing his eyes, willing the past to stay the fuck where it belonged. “Are you feeling better?”

The heavy feeling in his chest dissipated, and when he opened his eyes, the room felt more normal. “Yeah. Thanks.”

“Are you diabetic or something?” Marty asked. “My cousin was, and we always gave him juice when he got a little spacey.” At least that explained Marty’s actions.

“No. It’s not that. It was a damned panic attack, and I haven’t had one in years.” He took a deep breath and another gulp of juice. “When I was seven, I got separated from my parents in the grocery store. So I went to wait by the car because I couldn’t find them. A man saw me alone in the parking lot, grabbed me, and put me in his car. He told me he would hurt my mom and dad if I did anything, so I sat there as he drove.”

Grant hadn’t told anyone this story since he was a kid. It was one of those things that he kept locked away. But it seemed that was no longer possible. “I was frightened and I didn’t know what to do. So I waited until he stopped, and then he got me out of the car. He told me to be quiet and that he wanted me to take off my pants. My grandma had told me that only a bad man would do that, so when he crouched down to get close to me, I kicked him in the nuts really hard, because that was what Grandma told me to do. He fell forward, and I kicked him again and then ran away as fast as I could. There was a house, and I ran there. I told them what happened, and they called the police and my mom and dad for me. Mama made sure I knew her phone number.” He released a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. “Mama and Daddy came and got me, and the police caught the man.”

“What happened to him?” Marty asked gently. “Did he get punished?”

“Yes. There were witnesses to him taking me, and when the police found him, he was still on the ground. Mom told me years later that I ruptured his balls and that he wasn’t all man after that.” At least he was able to smile. “God, I haven’t told anyone that in so long.” And he had no idea why he had told Marty, other than the fact that he probably needed to get it off his chest.

“Do they know at work?” Marty asked.

Grant shook his head. “It was in Kansas when Dad was stationed there. We moved away not long after that.” It felt like a lifetime ago, and in a way it was.

“Your secret is safe with me,” Marty said. “This sort of thing is yours to tell and no one else’s.

“Thanks. I’m glad you were here.” He wanted to die of embarrassment. He was a cop, someone who was paid to help others and to handle dangerous situations, and yet he had a panic attack after visiting a six-year-old boy. It was rather pathetic.

“Stop,” Marty said from across the table. “I can almost see you berating yourself. It’s not necessary and it’s counterproductive. You didn’t have anything to do with what happened to you back then, and it was a traumatic experience, especially given your current profession where you are fully aware of the ramifications. You may not have been then, but you are now, and that’s getting all mixed up in your head.”

Damn, he had Grant pegged to a tee, and under normal circumstances that would freak him out a little. But it didn’t with Marty, and he sort of wondered why. He knew he was a classic commitment-phobe. He didn’t tend to let a lot of people get close to him. So his usual operation would be to back away. But he didn’t want to at the moment. “I haven’t thought about what happened to me in years, until this happened.”

“Yeah. But it hit you when you were with Bobby, and it took you by surprise. It’s understandable, and I’m willing to bet that it won’t happen again.”

Grant intended to make sure it didn’t. The last thing he wanted was for the guys at the station to see him break down like that. There were certain expectations when you were a police officer, and one of them was to stay cool under pressure, because the lives of the other officers depended on it. The last thing anyone wanted was to have to rely on someone they didn’t trust or who they thought would wither under the stress. “It can’t happen.”

Marty shrugged his shoulders and continued watching him. “Like I said, it isn’t likely because you’re aware of it now. You’ll be ready for it, and it won’t be able to sneak up on you now. That’s the thing about old horrors—they lie dormant until you’re tired or vulnerable, and then they sneak through the cracks and try to overwhelm you.” He tapped the bottle, and Grant drank the rest of the juice.

“Sounds like you’re speaking from experience,” Grant said as his police officer curiosity kicked in. “There’s a story there.”

Marty’s lips curled into an enigmatic smile. “Maybe.”

“I told you mine, so you tell me yours.” Grant actually found himself smiling a little as the heaviness inside him truly lifted away. He had told someone what happened to him, revealing one of his darkest secrets, and Marty had been supportive and helped him.

“Don’t you need to get back to the station?” Marty asked, and Grant checked the time. He really did need to return, but his curiosity was piqued.

“Yes, I do. So maybe you can tell me your story over a beer, another time?”

Marty seemed rather surprised. “Yeah. Um, sure. Well, the beer part, anyway. The storytelling, that’s still up in the air.” Marty handed him a business card from his wallet. “You can call me if you want.” The touch of indecision in his voice made Grant wonder. Marty had been strong and even steamrolled over him when they had been looking for Bobby. Not many people would do that with a police officer. That took courage and conviction, and yet Marty seemed almost insecure and shy now. In a way it was cute, but like other things with this man, it pinged his brain and made him want to know more.


Chapter 3

 

 

AFTER HE left the hospital cafeteria, Marty honestly didn’t expect to hear from Grant again. He’d driven home expecting that Grant, given what he had told him about his childhood abduction, would simply keep his distance. But it seemed that wasn’t the case, because he had called him the following day and asked him for a beer at Whiskey Rebellion downtown. Marty had almost been too surprised to answer, but managed to make his mouth work and accept. Here he was, dressed nicely in black jeans and a light blue shirt, walking downtown to the lounge inside the Comfort Suites. It wouldn’t have been his first choice, but they had a good bar with people who knew how to make amazing cocktails.
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