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Some cakewalk. A routine mission turned into a straight-to-video movie. To Ryan Harper, it smelled rotten—even more rotten than the garbage piled in the alleyway they'd trekked through to get here.
Senses on alert, Ryan cast a furtive glance over his shoulder. He waited beside Alvarez while the wizened man unlocked the warehouse door. Alvarez clicked on a light. Two feral cats yowled and hissed, then bolted outside.
Ryan stepped into the hot, stuffy room. Grime covered the sealed windows, and the ammonia stench of cat piss filled his nostrils. Why didn't any of his assignments include rooms with air conditioning? Instead, they sent him to a deserted neighborhood in Panama—one the jungle desperately wanted to reclaim. "Where are the files, Señor Alvarez?"
"Here," Alvarez said around the cigar stub that seemed permanently clamped between his teeth. He closed the door behind them. "I show you everything. You have the money?"
"After I see the files."
Outside, a generator hummed. Three cats peered warily around upended tables and a maze of cardboard cartons. Avoiding broken glass, rubber tubing, and other assorted debris, he followed Alvarez across the room. A rusty gas stove stood at the far end next to a small refrigerator, and a Formica-topped table. In a blur, the cats disappeared behind the stove. Opposite, two file cabinets flanked a beat-up wooden desk, and a cracked vinyl armchair. Like an alien presence, a flat-screen computer monitor sat atop the desk.
"One moment." When Alvarez reached under the desk, Ryan grabbed for his weapon. A button clicked and a hard drive whirred. Ryan exhaled. Maybe this was a cakewalk after all.
The door slammed against the wall. Flash-bang grenades hit the floor. "Get down!" he shouted at Alvarez, who still fumbled with the computer. Covering his ears and squeezing his eyes shut Ryan scrambled for cover behind the desk as the room filled with brilliant light and an ear-splitting report.
Deaf and half-blind from the blast, Ryan pointed his Glock near the doorway. Gunfire sprayed the room. Alvarez gasped. Blood flowed from his chest. He turned and pressed a metal tube into Ryan's hand. The ringing in his ears muffled the man's words, but Ryan watched his lips. "Importante." Alvarez clawed his way to the desktop. The computer exploded. Ryan’s body slammed backward. Alvarez sagged to the floor, half his face blown off.
Shit. First Colombia, and now this. Ryan jammed the tube into a pocket of his cargo pants. Blinking to clear his vision, he turned to engage his assailants. Three of them---one of him. Some fucking cakewalk.
The desk and file cabinets provided cover, giving Ryan the advantage. He fired. Two shots to the body, one to the head. Repeat as needed. Two men down.
The third guy, built like a grizzly, bared his teeth in a malicious grin. "You are mine, señor."
"Sorry. You're not my type." Ryan pulled the trigger twice. His assailant fell backward, his weapon firing in a broad arc. A searing pain ripped through Ryan's shoulder. His arm jerked and his gun clattered to the floor, skittering between the file cabinets behind him. He fumbled for the knife strapped to his ankle. Blood, hot and sticky, ran down his arm, and his fingers slipped on the knife's hilt. He duck-walked backward for the file cabinets to retrieve his Glock.
He groped for the pistol. The man on the floor struggled to his feet. Body armor. Crap. Ryan's gun hand was all but useless. The angle sucked. Holding the Glock in his off hand, he took a head shot. The man twitched, swinging his arm. He went down.
Ryan's satisfaction shriveled when the grenade rolled across the room, stopping under the stove.
"Fuck." Ryan burst through the door and dove for cover. He grimaced with pain from landing on his knee as the warehouse exploded in flames.
Dazed, he moved into the jungle. When he didn't check in on schedule, an extraction team would rendezvous according to plan—three days from now. No sweat. Couldn't be any worse than survival training hell.
It was. In survival training, no one shot you, and then infected you with some nasty jungle bug. His meager rations were useless—he could barely keep water down. His knee looked more like a melon than a joint. His shoulder screamed and his teeth chattered despite the jungle heat. Hiding by day, traveling by night, Ryan reached the extraction point and waited. He wouldn't be left behind. He only hoped he'd be alive when the chopper showed up.
The appointed time came and went. He fought to stay conscious. Ten minutes. Another five. He could hold on for one more. And one after that. The world faded in and out. Then from above, the welcome whup-whup of a helicopter sounded. Praying he wasn't suffering from fever-induced hallucinations, he crawled out of his hiding place to the tiny clearing. He squinted into the darkness at the hovering helo and flashed his light in the prearranged pattern. He'd never make it up a rope ladder. He had to.
The ladder dropped. A body scrambled down. Someone—a face he should recognize despite the camo paint—put a hand on his shoulder.
"Your limo's here, Harper." Someone lifted him onto a stretcher. "Relax and enjoy the ride."
A burst of fire shot through his shoulder as someone ripped his shirt open, then a sting in his arm.
And then nothing.
*****
"Enter."
It was a command, not an invitation.
Ryan propped his cane against the outside of the jamb. He steeled himself and opened the door.
Squaring his shoulders, he did his damnedest not to favor his injured knee when he stepped into Horace Blackthorne's private office. The sleek, modern public reception areas downstairs contrasted with this room, a time-warp from the fifties. The old-fashioned Venetian blinds were lowered against the late afternoon sun, blocking the view of the distant Golden Gate Bridge. Ryan squinted into the glare sneaking through the cracks. Although his boss didn't smoke, the office always smelled of pipe tobacco. He cleared his throat, surprised at its dryness.
"You asked to see me, sir?"
Blackthorne looked up from the sheet of paper he'd been reading. No pleasantries, not that Ryan expected any. When the man didn't gesture toward one of the two utilitarian chairs fronting the steel desk, Ryan held himself erect, squelching the urge to grab the back of one for support. He waited while the man placed the paper into a file folder, gave it a tap, then set it in the wire basket on the corner of the desk.
Blackthorne removed his half-frame reading glasses, snapped them into a leather case, and slipped them inside his jacket pocket. He pushed away from his desk and levered himself to his full height.
At six-three, Ryan usually looked down on people, but he adjusted his gaze upward to lock eyes with his superior. Blackthorne disguised his emotions well, but over the last ten years Ryan learned to eke out the subtlest signals. A shift in the eyes, the twitch of a jaw muscle, a minuscule shoulder shrug—these were flashing neon signs. Today, the man stood stock-still, like the bronze statue of General Whatshisname in front of City Hall back home.
Ryan waited out the silence, his eyes moving up Blackthorne's furrowed brow to the salt-and-pepper hair, neatly parted, still thick. He resisted the urge to run his fingers through his own hair, hanging in unruly tendrils over his collar.
"You met Alvarez." A statement, not a question. "Where are the files?" Blackthorne leaned forward. His gaze bored into Ryan's. Did he detect a glint of eagerness in his boss' eyes?
Uncertainty spread outward from Ryan's middle like ripples on a pond. Two weeks in the hospital kept him out of the loop, but not so far he didn't know about the rumors---all blaming him for the screw-ups. That a leak existed at Blackthorne, Inc., and he was suspect number one.
He balled his fists, keeping his hands away from the flash drive in his pocket. The intel. Mr. Alvarez's list of stolen artworks. Nothing worth killing for. But a sleazebag like Alvarez might be dealing in more than smuggled art. Was there a connection between Alvarez and the failed Forcada mission in Colombia? Ryan had to find the leak, and he'd do whatever it took to prove his innocence, even if it meant investigating Horace Blackthorne himself.
He kept his gaze steady. "The grenade destroyed the computer, sir. Along with the entire building."
Blackthorne hesitated. Cleared his throat. Nodded, the barest twitch of his chin. "Finish your rehab, take some extra leave."
"I'm fine, sir. Give me the weekend. I'll be ready for a new assignment on Monday."
"Two fouled missions. You're no good to me, the firm, or yourself now. I read your medical reports. I spoke with your doctors. We're not negotiating, Harper. Six weeks personal leave while you finish your rehab, plus any vacation time you've accrued, if you need it. Three months on security detail, and then we'll discuss your future as a field agent."
Security detail. A Blackthorne euphemism for chaperoning spoiled offspring of arrogant aristocrats or media hot-shots. Why not say, "You're fired." His gut clenched. That's precisely what his boss had in mind.
Ryan reached for his wallet. He pulled out his ID. Ryan Harper. Six-three, brown eyes, two hundred pounds. Not much had changed. True, he was thinner since his illness. He focused on the photo. The face of a younger man, fresh and optimistic, stared at him.
The soft click of the laminated card landing on the scarred steel desk echoed through the room.
Ignoring the card, Blackthorne sat down and reached for the file folder on his desk.
Ryan pivoted, disregarding the pain in his knee. The one in his gut hurt worse. He retrieved his cane on the way to the elevator. On the ride down, he flipped open his cell phone. If there was anyone left he could trust, it would be Dalton. His ex-partner was out of the country on assignment, but even on his voice-mail recording, the Texan's easy drawl loosened some of the knots in Ryan’s belly.
He waited out the message, concentrating on keeping his voice steady when he spoke. "It's Harper. Call when you can."
The elevator doors opened. He snapped the phone shut. Outside, sunlight bounced off the buildings, but its warmth eluded him. In the building's grassy courtyard, a group of young children chased around an abstract sculpture, one that always reminded him of a bunch of asparagus. He hated asparagus. He tuned out the giggles, but he couldn't turn off the image of Carmelita. His fingers ached, and he released his death-grip on the cane. On the way to the parking garage, he passed a wire trash bin. Without missing a step, he flung the cane inside.
Ryan sat behind the wheel, his mind replaying the afternoon in the warehouse, pieces falling into place. The smells he'd attributed to the cats. The clutter on the floor. At the time, he'd disregarded the Spanish writing on the cartons. He remembered one now, tilted on its side. Éter. Ether. An abandoned meth lab. With a sense of purpose, he put his Mustang into gear.
*****
Ryan crammed his clothes into an oversize duffel and his other essentials into his backpack. He'd taken great pains to make sure he wasn't followed to the bank after he left Blackthorne's office. If someone at Blackthorne wanted him gone, he'd disappear—but on his own terms.
His laptop signaled it had finished burning the CD. He ejected the disc, slipped it into a jewel case and after wiping any trace of the file from his hard drive, shut down the machine. He scraped most of his scrambled eggs and toast supper into the garbage disposal and hit the switch. He walked through the apartment one last time, mechanically turning off lights and closing curtains as he'd done before countless missions. Duffel over his shoulder, pack on his back, he locked the door behind him, void of feeling. Nothing about this place had ever said home.
*****
Ryan stood on the ranch house porch, rubbing his shoulder. An owl hooted in the distance, and something rustled in the trees. The night air smelled of pine and damp earth, layered over the smell of horses and manure. The familiar scent carried a tangle of emotions he couldn't take time to sort. He turned his gaze upward. Clouds blanketed the stars, but even so, the glow of the full moon cast everything in pewter.
He shifted his weight to his right leg, trying to ease the ache in his left knee. He should have traded in his manual transmission for an automatic, but that would have meant giving up his Mustang and admitting his knee wasn't ever going to be one hundred percent. Damn, letting a car shift whenever it felt like it wasn't driving.
He grazed his knuckles against the wooden door. Waited. Tapped again, harder. He counted to ten before lifting his hand again. This time he knocked, loud and clear. A shuffle of footsteps approached from inside.
Wrapped in a flannel robe, Pop appeared leaner in the legs, and thicker in the chest. He had the same full head of hair, the red Ryan remembered faded to a dull orange. The chest hair peeking out from the V of the robe was pure white.
"You coming in?" Not so much as a lifted eyebrow. As if showing up after being gone for more than ten years was a normal, everyday occurrence.
Pop's voice hadn't changed either. Not much, anyway. Maybe more gravel to it. Or maybe Ryan had gotten him out of bed. He looked at his watch. Twenty-one-thirty. Not that late. Shit. He'd forgotten the time zone switch between California and Montana. It was twenty-two-thirty here. Make that ten-thirty. He was a civilian for now.
"Sorry if I woke you, Pop." He took a step into the room. Instead of Rusty, the familiar Irish setter at Pop's side, a large German shepherd curled its lip and growled. Ryan froze.
"He's okay, boy," his father said. "Friend."
The dog lifted his eyes. A slow wag of his tail said, If you say so, but I have my doubts.
Ryan extended his hand, knuckles up, to the dog's muzzle. A sniff, a lick, and an energized tail wag followed.
"Wolf," his father said. He scratched the dog's head. "You gonna stay awhile?"
"I've got some things to work out. Taking a little time off, you know. It's kind of complicated. I don't want to bother you. The getaway cabin? Is it…still Josh's? I mean, if he's using it, I could…but he's away a lot." Shit. His voice was cracking.
With a plaintive whine, Wolf came over and nudged his muzzle under Ryan's hand. Reflexively, he rubbed the dog's ruff.
"Your brother is on a shoot somewhere in one of those countries that needs to buy a few vowels. Keys are on the hook by the kitchen door."
"Thanks, Pop. I really appreciate—"
"It's after eleven. Tomorrow's soon enough. Your old room's always made up. Might as well use it. I'll see you at breakfast." His father scuffed toward the stairs. Wolf didn't move, except to lick Ryan's hand.
He poured himself a whisky and sat in the dark, waiting for the alcohol to take the edge off frazzled nerves. Wolf sat at his feet, watching. He'd braced himself for his father's anger, or at least resentment. Not this time warp, like he'd come home from the prom, late, but forgiven. Only the dog was different. Once Ryan thought he could sleep, he hoisted himself to his feet.
Boots in one hand, he pulled himself up the stairs, avoiding the third one from the top that always squeaked. After ten years, he needed no lights to find his way, although moonlight filtered through the window at the end of the hall.
Pausing outside the door to his father's bedroom, he heard Pop snoring—the lullaby of Ryan's youth. He crept down the hall to his old room, Wolf at his heels.
He gave the dog a pat. "Go to bed, boy." The dog whined, cocked his head, then gave it a shake.
Ryan urged the dog to the door. "Go on." With apparent reluctance, the dog left his side for the hallway. Ryan heard his toenails click down the stairs and shut the bedroom door. Pop had redecorated his room, an obvious guest room now, but a familiar comfort eked out. He stared out the window and the years peeled away. Like his father, the oak tree outside hadn't changed much. Leaving the curtains open, he sat on the edge of the bed and stripped to his briefs.
He pulled back the comforter, turned off the lamp and lay on his back, hands clasped behind his head, and watched the shadows from the oak tree pirouette on the ceiling. The smell of clean sheets carried him back to a time when geometry theorems and getting up the nerve to ask Pammi Calder on a date were his biggest challenges, and he drifted off.
Even in sleep, hairs prickled on his neck and the nightmare returned. Icy fingers reached inside his chest and grabbed his heart.
He hid behind the couch in the Forcada's living room, the little girl trembling beneath him.
"Shh, Carmelita. It'll be okay," he said, knowing damn well it was anything but okay.
She looked at him with huge brown eyes. Trusting brown eyes. "Si. Okay."
He peered underneath the couch into the room. Boots. Too many boots. Gunfire filled his ears. Smoke assaulted his nostrils. If he fired, he'd give away his position. Someone tipped the couch forward. A faceless man with a gun.
He tried to move. Tried to fire. When the faceless man pointed the gun at him, he tried to scream, but no sound would come.
This time, in the shadows, a man, tall and broad, broke through the dream and knelt at his side, pushing the hair away from his sweat-soaked forehead.
"It's all right," a familiar voice said. "You're safe, son."
For the first time since the incident, the terror faded, and instead of waking with a pounding heart, Ryan slipped back into sleep.
Sunlight streamed in the window. From the foot of the bed, Wolf looked up at him. Ryan squinted and rubbed his eyes, staring at the closed bedroom door then back at the dog. A lump formed in his throat.
Thanks, Pop.
Frankie Castor adjusted the bustier under her blouse and threw her stilettos into her tote. Not telling anyone where she was going wasn't the same as lying, was it?
"Are you going out again, Mommy?" Molly peeked into the room. "You said we would be together a lot when we came to Gramma's."
Frankie's heart tugged at the look of betrayal in her five-year-old's face. "I know, Peanut. And we will. It'll be spring break tomorrow, and we'll have lots of time together. Be good for Gramma, and I'll kiss you when I get home."
"Can you make macaroni and cheese?"
Frankie glanced at her watch, weighing the tradeoff of a speeding ticket versus being late again. Neither option was acceptable. She leaned down and kissed Molly's cheek. "I have to go. I promise we'll have lots of fun starting tomorrow. Why don't you get a story to read with Gramma? You can ask her about macaroni and cheese."
Molly stormed in and out of her bedroom, closing the door loud enough to voice her displeasure, but not hard enough to earn a reprimand for slamming, before her footsteps clattered down the stairs.
Frankie raced downstairs, across the porch and into the old Chevy Cavalier waiting in the driveway.
"Come on, baby. Start for me." She patted the dash with one hand and turned the key with the other. As the car wheezed into compliance, she longed for the company BMW she'd had to relinquish when she'd left Boston. Not to mention her office with a view of the Commons. But family came first.
Guilt followed her down the highway, out of Broken Bow, Montana, toward Stanton. Not that anyone in the Broken Bow PTA would come into a honky-tonk like the Three Elks, but her day job as an elementary school art teacher would be over if the parents found out she worked there.
She swung into a parking slot in the alley behind the Three Elks, grabbed her tote from the backseat and raced inside.
"I'm here, Mr. Stubbs."
Mr. Stubbs, owner and bartender made a point of looking at both his watch and the clock over the bar. "I can see that."
Drained from a day spent helping third and fourth graders create a collage, she was already counting the minutes until her shift ended. She squirmed into her skimpy uniform. It's temporary, she reminded herself while she fussed with foundation and blush, with bright red lipstick and black eyeliner. But the money was good. She was already thinking of a new furnace instead of a repair job. Soon she'd have to tell Mom what she was doing, but not until she figured out how to talk about the budget.
She pulled her shoes from her tote and rubbed her feet. Mr. Stubbs, always looking for a gimmick, insisted the wait staff spend twenty minutes of each hour dancing with the patrons. It wouldn't be half-bad if he didn't insist on stilettos. She slipped into her shoes and took a few warm-up steps. Before unlocking the door, she pinned on her Gladys nametag. Satisfied, she opened the door and headed for the bar, strutting the way Mr. Stubbs liked.
"Right on time, Mr. Stubbs," she said.
"I told you, call me Stubby. Everyone else does."
Tall and lean, if ever there was a man who didn't live up to his name, it had to be Clarence Stubbs.
"Right. Stubby. Anything on special tonight?" She grabbed an order pad from below the marble-topped bar and hoped he hadn't come up with another gimmick. Last week's Chinese tacos had been a disaster.
"Two-for-one margaritas until seven," he said. Frankie gave a hello smile to red-headed Belle, who pulled beers at the taps. Patti, the other server, wasn't due in until eight, which meant more tables—and more tips—until then.
"You like to cut it close, don't you?" Belle asked. She glanced in Mr. Stubbs' direction, then touched Frankie's wrist. "How's your mom?"
Frankie gave a noncommittal shrug. "About the same."
Belle leaned forward, her D-cups swelling over the low-cut uniform blouse, and lowered her voice. "Look, it can be tough. I've been there. But sometimes a nursing home is the best, you know? Like, it's better than them forgetting to turn off the stove and burning the house down. Think about it."
"Mom's nothing like that. Just a little absent-minded."
"But you're at work all day, and here three nights a week. What if something happens? You've got a kid."
Guilt rose again, and she tamped it down. "Brenda's there. Mom cut back her rent so she helps around the house and babysits."
Belle shrugged. "If you say so. She's still a grad student. My money says either school or guys are her top priorities."
"She's practically family," Frankie said. "Molly loves her."
Mr. Stubbs coughed. "Take table seven, Gladys. You've got section three tonight."
She looked up. Table seven held a party of six—three couples, wearing clothes that said they worked in an upscale office. The promise of decent tips lightened her step as she began her evening. "Hi, I'm Gladys. What can I get you?"
At nine, ready for a break, Frankie filled a mug with coffee and ducked behind the bar, her back to the customers. The antique gold-flecked mirror reflected distorted images, giving the room an underwater feel.
Belle's stage whisper penetrated the background noise. "Oh, great. Mr. Tall, Dark and Grouchy's here early."
It didn't take long to see who Belle was talking about. Over six feet tall, the man radiated a presence that said, "Hands off." He trudged to the far corner booth and slid into its darkness like a bear into its cave.
"What do you know about him?" Frankie asked.
"Nothing," Belle said. "He's been coming in almost every night, after your shift. Has a drink, messes around with a computer, has another drink, then leaves. Always alone. Pays cash. Reasonable tips. He's not looking for action, that's for sure."
The computers had been another one of Mr. Stubbs' gimmicks, less than successful. Why he thought anyone would come to a tavern to work was beyond her. The few who used them tended to nurse drinks and leave lousy tips.
The man glanced in the direction of the bar. Patti sighed and reached for her order pad.
"Wait," Belle said. "Give him to Gladys—five bucks says even she can't get him to smile."
Frankie took a last sip of coffee and adjusted her Gladys nametag, her own gimmick. Who'd want to hit on someone named Gladys? Just about anyone, she discovered her first night.
She watched the man, slumped in the corner as if the world sat on his shoulders. "A smile?" she said. "I'll take that bet." She pulled a five out of her tip pouch and set it under her coffee mug. Giving her uniform skirt a quick tug, she stepped across the floor, forgetting her aching feet.
"What'll you have, sir?" She leaned forward to light the candle in the red jar on the table, displaying her chest the way Mr. Stubbs insisted. Not that she had a lot to display, despite the bustier. Belle got the big tips.
"Don't," he said, his voice a harsh bark.
Frankie straightened, and in the match's glow, gave her customer a closer look. Long, wavy brown hair mingled with a full, scruffy beard that said he didn't bother to shave. He kept his gaze low, his eyes shadowed behind half-lowered lids. Nostrils flared on a nose that looked as if it had been broken at least once.
She fanned out the match. There might be a chip the size of a redwood tree on his shoulder, but there was a pain in his eyes that reminded her of Buddy, an abandoned stray she'd tried to befriend as a child. "Things are always better in the light. What can I get you?" Besides a shoulder to cry on. Nobody should hurt that much. His eyebrows moved up a few millimeters, as if he expected her to know his usual drink.
"Jack."
She flashed him her friendliest smile. "Hello, Jack. I'm Gladys."
The eyebrows went up an inch this time, but his mouth was set. "Daniels."
She tried again. "Sorry. Mr. Daniels."
He glowered. "Jack Daniels. As in whiskey. Neat."
"Sure thing, Jack. Coming up."
She stepped back to the bar. Aware Mr. Stubbs was watching, she widened her smile and shifted her gait to the hip-rolling strut he preferred. "Knob Creek," she said. "Neat."
Mr. Stubb's eyes snapped up from her hips, back to her face, where they belonged. "He order that?"
"I'm sure that's what he said, Mr. Stubbs. If you want, I can go back and ask again."
He waved off her comment. "One Knob Creek coming up." He poured the drink and slapped the glass onto the counter. Frankie picked up a round tray and added the drink and a bowl of peanuts. She glanced back at Jack's table. He fingered the unlit candle, as if the solution to all of life's problems could be found encoded in the plastic mesh covering the jar. When Mr. Stubbs turned to take another order, Frankie sneaked a basket of chips and a dish of salsa, and strutted back to the booth, using enough hip-wiggle to get Mr. Stubbs off her case for a while.
"Here you go, Jack," she said and placed the glass and snacks in front of him. "You want to run a tab?"
He grunted and pounded back half his drink. His eyes widened. "This isn't Jack. I'm not paying extra."
"Smile for me and it'll be covered. You don't even have to leave a tip."
This time, he looked her dead in the eyes. "Tell you what, lady. You leave me the hell alone, I pay for the premium stuff and leave a little extra for you." He wrapped both hands around the glass and stared into its amber depths.
His voice was quiet, his tone even, but it said he was used to giving orders, and having them followed without question.
She felt Belle and Patti's eyes boring into her from opposite ends of the bar. The band segued into the opening strands of Take it to the Limit. She reached for Jack's hand. "Please. You've got to rescue me."
His back stiffened. "What?"
She took his hand. "I'll explain. Dance with me. Hurry. I won't bite." She tugged and he slithered out of the booth. Wriggling into the middle of the crowd, she turned and lifted her right hand.
Eyebrows raised, Jack assumed the dance stance, his hand at her back a feather touch, with a good six-inch gap between them. "Okay, lady. I'm here. Mind explaining why?"
He moved with the waltz rhythm.
"I'm avoiding one of the customers. My feet can't take another attack of his waltzing. He can handle two-two and four-four all right, but the man can't seem to count to three."
"And you assumed I could?" One corner of his mouth turned up.
Almost a smile. Another minute and she'd have Belle's five. "I figured I'd chance it. I'm very good at reading people, you know."
He drew her closer and she smelled soap and an underlying outdoors scent above the room's beer background. No cloying aftershave. Jack's graceful movements belied the way he'd stumbled into the bar as he led her around the floor. His hand at her back was warm through her thin blouse. The bet forgotten, she caught herself before she rested her cheek on his chest.
"What?" he said.
"I didn't say anything."
"You didn't have to. You're surprised I can dance. I'm not so bad at reading people myself."
Her face grew warm, and she gave thanks for the dim lighting. He couldn't have read all her thoughts, could he? How, despite her aching feet, she wanted the dance to go on longer? How she wanted to make the pain in his eyes go away?
"It's not that—really. I mean, most of the guys can handle a two-step, but they don't seem to do anything different when it's a waltz. Thank goodness the band doesn't play many. But you know what you're doing, and it's nice not to have to dodge feet and knees."
His eyes crinkled at the edges. "I'll take that as a compliment." As if teaching her not to jump to conclusions, he led her in a series of perfectly executed pivot turns.
When he settled into a basic waltz step, the gap between them was a lot less than six inches. A long-forgotten tingling surprised her. She licked her lips and swallowed. "So, where did you learn to dance?"
"Part of my job," he said, and his face clouded. The music stopped. He dropped her hand and disappeared from the dance floor.
"Thanks," she whispered after him. She adjusted her skirt and went back to the bar, her heart beating faster than a waltz warranted.
"He danced with you. Did he talk?" Belle asked. "Said more than, 'Jack'? That's all anyone here has ever heard him say." She fished a bill from her tips. "That's worth a five, even if he didn't smile."
"Sometimes people need a friendly face," Frankie said. She snatched her own five from under her mug, and tucked it along with Belle's into her apron pocket.
A throat-clearing sound from Mr. Stubbs squelched the rest of the conversation. "Someone's cell phone is ringing in the back room. Anyone here willing to risk her job to take a personal call at work?"
Frankie edged toward the storeroom until she made out the distinctive ring tone of "The Entertainer." Her pulse jumped. She reserved that tone for family.
Heart in her throat, she hastened to the door.
Ryan parked his Mustang behind Josh's place, where it couldn't be seen from the road. He retrieved his Glock from the glove compartment and shoved it into the waistband of his jeans. Circling the cabin, he checked for signs of any disturbance.
Visions of tonight's blonde waitress interfered with his routine checks. None of the others ever looked at him. They slapped down his drinks and left him alone, which is what he wanted. She—Gladys, he recalled—had not only looked at him, she'd been so damn…perky. Smiled. Talked. Teased. Called him Jack, for God's sake, although she had to know it wasn't his name. And that, "Rescue me," had scared the shit out of him for a minute. He half expected terrorists to crash through the plate glass window, AK-47's spraying.
He snorted. If she only knew. Rescuing fair maidens from clumsy dancers wasn't exactly one of Blackthorne's top objectives, although he had learned to dance as part of the requisite bodyguard duty camouflage. But dancing with an ambassador's snooty daughter didn't feel anything like dancing with Gladys.
Her heavy makeup and severe hairstyle, like she was playing dress-up, clashed with the fresh, young scent that floated up when she'd bent over to light the candle. He'd actually responded with half his blood supply shooting south. And why not? She was a woman, her breasts were practically in his face, and he hadn't been with anyone in a very long time.
When they'd danced, there was another essence in her scent. He hadn't recognized it at the time, but now it came through, clear as the night air. Elmer's glue.
For a moment, he'd considered spending the rest of the night dancing with her, even after that stupid show-off pivot turn had his knee complaining. And then she'd vanished into the back, come out, said something to Stubby, and disappeared. Good riddance. He damn well didn't need perky. Another image flashed in front of him. Of the frightened expression on her face when she'd talked to Stubby.
Shit, what was going on? He never got involved with women. He forced his attention to making sure everything was secure. Wolf trotted beside him. Wolf spent more time with him than he did with Pop now, but the man didn't seem to begrudge his companion's shift in loyalty.
Wolf growled. Ryan went still. He pulled his gun from his waistband. "Stay."
Wolf obeyed, but quivered in anticipation. After several long moments, a mother raccoon with three youngsters trailing behind her scuttled across the clearing toward the creek.
Wolf gazed up at him, begging to be allowed to give chase. He reached down and grabbed Wolf's ruff. "Sorry, fella. Not tonight." He scratched the dog behind the ears. "It's late. Let's go in."
Wolf whined and strained to get away from Ryan's grasp.
"No chasing coons. They can carry rabies. I'm tired, and I need to piss." The supplies he'd bought to repair and refinish Josh's front porch could wait in the Mustang's trunk until morning. Ryan started for the cabin. Wolf stood at attention a little longer, then shot past him.
Before Ryan got to the steps, Wolf danced at the door, tail wagging.
"Hungry, are you? Give me a minute." He grabbed the rail and put one foot on the bottom step.
With an excited yelp, Wolf nosed the door. When it creaked open and Wolf bounded inside, Ryan raised his weapon. His heart thudded against his ribs as he climbed the remaining stairs and stood off to the side of the now-open doorway, peering into the shadowy interior of the cabin.
Someone sat up on the couch. "No need for that. Thought we should talk is all."
*****
Frankie raced into the emergency room, her eyes sweeping the rows of chairs, searching for her mother. Instead, she saw Bob Dwyer, her mother's current—whatever you called it at their age. Beau? Boyfriend? Leech? He rose from a chair in the corner, adjusted his navy blue sport coat and approached her, every strand of his silver hair in place.
"Bob," Frankie said, finally able to take a breath. "How's Mom? Where's Molly?"
"Relax. All's well. We didn't know how long it would take in the emergency room, so Brenda stayed with Molly, and I brought Anna. The doctor's with her now."
He gripped her hands. His were warm, soft, and smooth. Hers were icy and trembling. He guided her to a chair. "Sit. Relax."
She perched on the edge of the plastic seat. "What happened?"
"She was climbing the stairs," Bob said, still holding Frankie's hands. "She said she got lightheaded, and the next thing she knew, she was on the floor."
"Oh my God. Oh my God. Did she break anything else? Her hip?" Mom had a broken wrist—part of the reason Frankie had moved home. She felt the blood drain from her face. "Her back? Oh, not her neck?"
"Hey there. No—she was on the third step. Her head collided with the newel post. But we thought it best to bring her here."
"Molly. Did she see it? How is she handling this?"
Bob squeezed her hands. "Molly was already in bed. Your mom was out for a moment or two. She swore she was fine. It was all we could do to convince her to get checked out. She refused an ambulance, so I drove her. And you'd better take some deep breaths, or they'll be picking you up off the floor next."
Frankie managed a smile. "Sorry. I've been doing the worst case scenario playback in my head since I got the phone call. The cell reception was terrible, and I couldn't understand anything but 'Mom' and 'emergency room.'"
"Anna was adamant about that, too. She preferred that we not ruin your evening, so I told Brenda to call you after we left."
"Thanks. That sounds like Mom."
Now that her heartbeat had approached normal, she wondered why Bob would have been at the house so late, and if he'd been on the stairs when Mom fell. She was about to ask when she noticed Bob's gaze slide up and down her body. Good grief, she'd dashed out so fast she hadn't changed her clothes, and she was sitting in the ER looking like—like what she was tonight. A one-step-from-stripper cocktail waitress. She tugged on her skirt and gave the quickest glance possible around the room, praying that none of her students had come down with a bug. All she needed was to be caught in this outfit, and her teaching job was over. Only a few of the chairs were filled, and she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw nobody she recognized.
"Bob, you've got to promise you won't tell anyone, especially Mom. I've been moonlighting at the Three Elks in Stanton. If anyone finds out, I'm finished."
He opened his mouth, as if he were going to tell her what she already knew, but instead, he nodded. "If that's what you want." He pulled a topcoat from the chair beside him and wrapped it around her. "If tonight is like any other ER visit, she'll be awhile. Why don't you go home? There's nothing you can do, and I'll be here."
She shook her head. "I'll be back right after I change, and then you can go. Thanks for bringing Mom in." Burrowing into Bob's coat, her head down, Frankie tried to keep a sedate pace out the door.
At home, Frankie hung Bob's coat on the hall tree and dashed for the stairs. Brenda appeared from the den, running her hands through her dark brown curls.
"How's your mother?"
"The doctor's with her." The thought swimming through her head surfaced now that she'd had time to think. First a broken wrist, and now this. Both times when Mom was with Bob. She remembered what her sister had said a month ago, when she'd called and dropped the bomb.
"James has a great job offer. But it's in London. Someone has to help Mom. And keep an eye on Bob. He creeps me out."
"Brenda, did you see Mom fall? Was Bob with her?"
Brenda tilted her head, squinted her green eyes as if replaying the event. "I'm not sure. They were in the den. I was in my room, working on my paper, and then I heard your mom fall. Bob was with her when I got there."
Why would Bob want to hurt Mom? And if he did, why would he have stayed at the emergency room? It didn't make sense. He'd looked genuinely concerned. But, if he was up to something shady, wouldn't he try to be the nice guy?
She couldn't deal with it now. "How's Molly doing?"
"She's been asleep the whole time. I hope it's okay that I used your computer. I showed Molly a game earlier, and I've been working in the den so I could hear her if she woke up."
"That's fine. I'm going to change and get back to the ER."
Brenda's raised eyebrows said she'd noticed Frankie's unorthodox attire. What the heck. Bob knew. Better to tell the truth than have Brenda speculate and say anything to Mom. When she explained her moonlighting job, Brenda promised to keep her secret.
"Oh, and thanks for staying up," Frankie said.
"No problem. I have to finish two chapters before I leave. I've got an early flight, so I'll be gone before you're awake."
Frankie headed for the stairs. Halfway there, she turned. "Brenda? That computer game. Molly wasn't blowing things up, was she?"
Brenda laughed. "No. It was a Barbie game. Totally non-violent."
"Good. Thanks again."
Upstairs, Frankie peeked into Molly's room. Her daughter's hair splayed over the pillow, shining red-gold in the glow of the night light. As always, Mr. Snuggles, a once-white stuffed dog, lay in the crook of Molly's arm. Frankie tiptoed across the room and stroked Molly's cheek. "Sleep well."
Across the hall in her own bedroom, Frankie kicked off her shoes and stepped into the bathroom to scrub off her makeup. The mirror reflected stress, but all in all, she looked better than she felt. The internal flip-flops hadn't made it to her face yet. She unpinned her chignon, shook her hair loose and jumped into jeans and a sweatshirt—inconspicuous Broken Bow attire.
The shrill ring of the phone made her jump. Frankie rushed to the nightstand and grabbed the receiver. "Yes?"
"It's Bob. They're going to keep your mother overnight. They're doing a CAT scan, and want to check a little heart arrhythmia."
New worries surged through Frankie. She glanced at the clock. Eleven. "I'll be right there."
"There's not really any point. She's going to sleep through the night, and I'll bring her home in the morning. I think you'd be doing the most good by getting some sleep, and being there for your little girl. Keep things routine."
Frankie sank to the bed. "Can I talk to her?"
"She's still in the ER, but they're going to take her to a room soon." He cleared his throat. "She asked you to stay home. I'll be here with her."
"Yeah. Sure. Okay. Thanks." She set the phone in the cradle. Her mother wanted Bob, not her. Frankie tried to digest that one. She looked at the phone. Mom said to stay home. Or had Bob? Frankie grabbed her purse.
*****
"Pop. Shit, you could have…I might have…" Ryan slid his Glock into his waistband and waited for his pulse to slow. Damn, he was losing it. Blackthorne had been right. He had no business in the field. "How did you get here?"
"The usual way. I walked. Needed some exercise. Left you some grub in the fridge."
"Thanks. I've eaten." He went to the kitchen and flipped on the light. "You want a drink? Coffee?"
"Whatever you're having's fine."
He poured two glasses of whiskey and brought them to the couch. "Be right back." He stumbled into the bedroom, emptied his pockets onto the nightstand, put his gun in the drawer, then stepped into the bathroom and relieved himself. At the same time, apprehension curled into his belly. Pop wouldn't have hiked two miles in the middle of the night simply to say hello. The man hadn't come by in the two weeks since Ryan had been here. He zipped up, then rubbed his tense neck muscles.
Standing at the sink washing his hands, he stared into the mirror. He'd looked worse, but there had always been reasons for it—like being on a two-week mission in some undeveloped countryside. Somehow, not sleeping on assignment wasn't as exhausting as not sleeping in his own bed. He grabbed his brush and ran it through his hair, wet a washcloth with cold water and pressed it against his red-rimmed eyes for a moment, bracing himself for whatever Pop wanted.
His father sat in the corner of the couch, leg crossed over knee, his cowboy boots worn and dusty. Wolf lay at his feet. Ryan chose one of the wing chairs. "What do you want to talk about?"
His father downed half his drink, then set the glass on the table. "I'm getting old. I put the ranch on the market."
Ryan reached for his own drink. "The ranch? That's crazy, Pop. Why?"
"Not much family interest, I'd say. Lindy moved away when she got married. Was damn clear you and your brother didn't like the life."
"We were kids. It wasn't the work as much as the lack of choice. You assumed we'd follow along, mucking stalls, leading tourists on trips through the mountains four times a day when you stopped raising livestock. We wanted more. Maybe if things had been different, we'd have come back."
"Maybe so. But you didn't, did you?"
Damn. The boulder that materialized in his belly hadn't gotten smaller. "What do you want me to say?"
"Well, maybe it's my turn to go." Pop's chin jutted out and his eyes narrowed.
"Where would you go? What would you do?"
"Thought I might like to go somewhere warmer. Arizona, maybe. Or New Mexico. Hear Albuquerque's nice."
Ryan got up and paced the room, which seemed much too small to handle his energy. "Why didn't you say that before, when I first got here? Why wait until now?"
"You didn't seem to want much company." His father stood and went to the kitchen to refill his glass. "Besides. Didn't think you'd want the place. Didn't think I needed to ask permission."
"No, of course you don't need to ask. But it might have been nice to tell me."
"Doing that now, ain't I?"
"Shit, Pop, I'm not ready to absorb this. It's late, I'm buzzed and—" He tugged on his hair. Wolf pricked up his ears, shifting his gaze from one man to the other, whimpering softly.
Ryan's voice was hoarse. "I know it's not my call. But damn it to hell, the timing sucks."
"Why?" His father raised his tone to a volume Ryan rarely heard him use. "You all but disappear for ten years, send a few Christmas cards, make a few phone calls, then come strolling back and everything's supposed to be like nothing happened? Life don't work that way."
"Don't I know it? But what the hell. It worked for you, didn't it? Mom dies and it's like she never existed. Nothing that was hers in the house, not even a goddamn picture!" Now he was shouting too. "Everything else I had is gone, why should I be surprised to find out home—the one thing I thought would always be there—is being yanked out from under me?" He scrubbed his hands over his eyes.
"Who'd you lose, son? How?" His father's tone shifted to gentle. The voice from his nightmare. With a hand on Ryan's shoulder, Pop led him to the couch and sat next to him. "Ain't right to hurt so bad." He handed him the glass of whiskey he'd refilled.
Ryan took a slow sip. Then another, and another. When he thought he could talk, he spoke into the glass.
"My job with Blackthorne—sometimes things got messy."
"I kinda figured there was more going on than playing babysitter for rich folks."
Blackthorne's private side was one he didn't think his father had known.
"What makes you think that?" Ryan asked.
Pop gave him the same look he'd used whenever he or his brother had been caught in a lie. He shrugged. "No reason to shun family if all you were doing was hand-holding, or some detective work. Didn't figure you 'd work the wrong side of the law. Covert operations made the most sense. Josh hinted a little, too—his path skirted yours a couple of times." He gave a little snort. "Besides. Can't see you wasting all that damn Navy SEAL time to baby-sit."
He gulped his drink and tried to absorb what his father had said. He'd known what Ryan did, and accepted it. Even Josh had figured it out. Ryan's world shifted on its axis. "After the way you reacted when I joined the Navy, I didn't think you approved of my job."
"Approval wasn't my call. Disagreed maybe, but when you break a stallion to ride, you gotta do it without breaking his spirit. You knew what you wanted. I hoped it was what you needed."
"I thought I could do some good." Ryan sighed, his head hanging almost to his knees.
"I'll wager you did plenty." His father kneaded Ryan's shoulder. "Talk it out, son."
He stared at the floor. "We were in—well, I can't tell you that. But a family—mom, dad, and two little kids—needed to leave. You were right. Blackthorne goes places where it would be…inappropriate…for our government to be involved. Three of us were sent to get them out. New identities, new lives. Totally top secret." The detachment that served him in his job returned, and he found he could relate the incident as if it had happened to someone else. Or was it the strength from his father's touch?
"Bushwhacked," his father said, his tone as detached as Ryan's.
"Yeah. It was ugly. The family died, and so did my team.
"A week later, they needed me again. This one was supposed to be a cakewalk. Turned into a total clusterfuck. I got out and waited for a chopper to yank me out of the jungle." No need to mention the three days of hell, or how he'd been sick enough to wish they'd never rescued him. Or that he had the intel he'd been sent to get.
His father leaned back. Nodded. Waited.
Ryan scratched his beard. "But nobody's talking about the leaks. Since I'm the only survivor in both places, I look like the obvious suspect."
"You gonna find who did it?" It was more statement than question.
He sighed. "I'm trying. It's tricky, because I don't know what sort of red flags I'll send up if I start digging." Unable to sit, he stood and refilled his glass. "My ex-boss might be involved. One friend I trust is digging through the places I can't go. But he's not in the country much. I'm looking for anything that will connect the two cases. I've been using the computers at the Three Elks. That way, there's no tracing anything back to me."
Pop gave a slow nod. "Didn't figure you for a melancholy drunk."
"You're something else, Pop. I know I shouldn't have stayed away so long, but it was easier than lying to you about what I did, or why I'd have to disappear with no explanation."
"Maybe so." Pop stood and clapped him on the shoulder. "You feeling better?"
"Yeah. I am. Thanks."
When his father grinned, he felt like an idiot. "You're not really selling the place, are you?"
"Nope. Why would I do a fool thing like that? It's home. Gives the kids around here a place to work. Keeps me young. I can always go to Albuquerque for a vacation if the yearning strikes."
"So why come out here in the middle of the night to piss me off?"
"Had to get you riled enough so you'd talk. You always did bottle everything up. Needed some pressure to pop the cork."
"Dammit, Pop, I—"
Pop took the whiskey glasses to the kitchen and set them by the sink. "Good night, son."
"You're not going to walk home at this hour, and I'm too buzzed to drive. Take the bed. I'll sleep on the couch."
"I ain't too buzzed. Give me the keys to that flashy Mustang. You can pick her up tomorrow. Walk'll do you good."
After his father left, Ryan stripped to his shorts and flopped onto the bed. He was no closer to knowing what had happened than when he'd walked out of Blackthorne's office, but he didn't feel alone anymore. He closed his eyes and relished the quiet drift toward sleep.
Within moments, the crack of an explosion jerked him awake. Not a nightmare this time. He leaped up and had his jeans and boots on in seconds. Wolf barked at the door, and as soon as Ryan yanked it open, the dog raced down the trail. Ryan followed, punching 911 into his cell phone, praying for a signal. The sky glowed red. Smoke filled the air. And he saw his Mustang, engulfed in flames, wrapped around a pine tree.
"Pop!" Ryan's cry tore his throat.
Frankie followed the directions the ER receptionist gave her. Glued to the winding green stripe on the floor as if it were a lifeline, she found the lobby of the hospital that served Broken Bow and the surrounding communities. A tired looking man in a gray jacket and red and white striped bow tie squinted up from behind the counter when she entered. His face was creased like a piece of crumpled tissue paper.
Head high, she marched past him, toward the elevator as if it were the middle of visiting hours, not the middle of the night. At the third floor nurse's station a heavy-set woman, her head bent over paperwork, didn't look up. Frankie located her mother's room and peeked through the view pane. Her mother lay in the bed, eyes closed, an IV drip in her uncasted arm. Relieved when there didn't seem to be any indications of a new injury, she pushed the door open and stepped inside.
She glanced around the room and into the small bathroom, but there was no sign of Bob. Not sure if she was glad he was gone, or angry that he'd deserted her mother, she sat in the bedside chair and touched her mother's hand. In sleep, Mom's face seemed less lined than at home, and Frankie realized the pain she must carry from her arthritis. She'd have to talk to Dr. Sedgewick about adjusting her medication. Beside the bed, a monitor bleeped steadily.
"I'm here, Mom."
Her mother's eyes fluttered open. Frankie watched her become aware of her surroundings.
"Frankie? What are you doing here?"
"You're my mother. Why wouldn't I be here?"
Mom shifted her position, her movements hampered by the IV and her broken wrist. "May I have some water? My mouth is so dry."
Frankie held the plastic container with its flexible straw to her mother's mouth. She brushed a stray lock of hair out of the way. Why hadn't she noticed how it had faded from blonde to white? She swallowed past a lump in her throat. Mom was getting older.
"Better," Mom said. "I don't know why they wouldn't let me go home. I got a little dizzy, that's all. It's happened before, and it passes right away."
Frankie almost tipped the water container. "It's happened before? When? Does Dr. Sedgewick know?"
"I don't bother him with little things like that. At my age, if I complained about every little thing, I'd spend half my time in the doctor's office."
"Mom, Bob said they did a CAT scan. Are you okay?"
"Just fine. They didn't find anything." She laughed. "Your father always said I had a head full of empty."
"You're smart as a whip and Daddy knew it." Frankie set the cup on the bedside table. "Seriously, Mom. They're monitoring your heart. You have to tell the doctors when things don't seem right."
"My heart is perfectly healthy. I'm sure that's exactly what all this monitoring will show, and I'll be out in the morning."
"Bob said he was staying with you tonight." She hesitated, then decided not to mention that Bob said Mom hadn't wanted her around.
"I sent him away. The same way I'm going to send you away. What time is it, anyway?"
Frankie looked at her wrist. In her haste, she hadn't put on a watch. She found the clock on the wall. "Eleven forty-five."
"Well, you go home now and get some sleep. You have to work tomorrow. It's not good for a substitute to need a substitute, especially when you've only been working a few weeks."
"Tomorrow's Saturday, Mom. And the start of Spring Break, remember?"
Mom blinked. "Of course—whatever they put in this IV has made my mind all fuzzy."
"Molly and I will be here as soon as you're released."
"Molly doesn't need to be here. I'm sure the hospital will scare her unnecessarily. Bob will pick me up." Her tone had taken on its school principal quality.
Frankie gave her mother's hand a squeeze. "He seems to care about you."
She settled into her pillow and smiled. "Yes, he does. Does that bother you?"
Of course it did, but she'd analyze her feelings later. Forcing a smile, she said, "Not if you're happy. Get some sleep." She kissed her mother's forehead and straightened her blanket. Before leaving the room, she listened to the bleeps from the monitor, comforted by their regular pattern. If there were heart problems, wouldn't they be erratic?
In the hall, the nurse glanced up as Frankie passed, but didn't ask questions. Frankie leaned against the wall while she waited for the elevator. By the time it arrived, an elephant had levitated off her shoulders. On the ground floor, she found the green stripe and retraced her steps.
As she rounded the last corner, boots clumped, rubber soles squeaked, and people shouted medical terms she didn't comprehend. Paramedics rushed alongside a gurney, doctors and nurses materialized from double doors, and the smell of smoke mingled with the antiseptic perfume of the room. A man, wrapped in a blanket, stood with his back to her, trying to hold the blanket around his shoulders and gesticulate to one of the doctors at the same time. She couldn't hear what he said, but there was a lot of head shaking, followed by some reluctant nodding. He leaned over the gurney, spoke to the man lying there, and then the doctors wheeled the gurney behind a curtain.
Curious, Frankie watched as the man spoke to the receptionist at the desk. There was another bunch of head shaking, but the clerk shrugged and clicked at her keyboard. The man leaned his arms against the counter for a moment, his head bowed into his hands. He signed some papers, turned, and her breath hitched. It was Jack, or whatever his name really was, from the bar. His face was smeared with soot, giving his beard a piebald appearance. Someone spoke to him, nodded, then turned and disappeared behind a curtain. Silence filled the now-empty room.
Jack stared after the doctor for a moment, then slumped and sank into the nearest chair. His eyes caught hers, although she didn't think he was aware she was standing there. His world didn't seem to exist beyond whoever he'd brought to the ER.
Without hesitating, she crossed the waiting room and lowered herself into the chair beside him. He smelled of smoke, pine, and gasoline. His feet tapped the floor in a rapid staccato, seemingly out of his control. His fingers shook as he clutched the blanket around his bare chest.
"Do you want me to call the doctor back for you?" Frankie asked.
Still gazing at the floor, he shook his head. "No," he croaked. "I'm fine."
"I'm no doctor, but it's obvious that you're not. Can I get you some water, Jack?"
This time he looked up, and she knew those eyes, bloodshot and full of anguish, recognized her. In the harsh emergency room lighting, she saw they were the color of the whiskey he drank.
"Gladys?"
"Frances, actually. Frankie. Gladys is my bar name. What happened?"
"Car crash. My father."
He shuddered, and beneath the soot stains, his face faded to the color of parchment. Before she could call out, he clutched her forearm. Despite his condition, his grip was strong. She pried his fingers loose, but held on to his hand. It was frigid, and she cradled it, rubbing gently to transfer some of her warmth. He seemed oblivious to her touch.
"Well, then can I call someone for you? Your mother—does she know about the accident?"
With an uneven breath, he sat up straight. "She's dead."
"Oh, my. In the crash? I'm so sorry. I didn't think."
Shaking his head, he said, "No, she died years ago." He stared into space with hollow eyes.
"Let me get someone to help."
"No. No doctor. Need to catch my breath is all."
Still holding his hand, which she noted was warming slightly, she talked to him as if he were one of the stray pets she used to rescue. The words didn't matter, it was all in the tone. "My dad died when I was a kid, too. Somehow, we think they'll live forever, and then something happens and you realize you'll be alone some day. But you still refuse to believe it, don't you? My mom was admitted tonight, but I know she's going to be fine. Same with your father. No way would they both leave us, right?"
Color returned to his face. He gave her a wry grin.
"Yeah. Pop's too stubborn to die. Not like this, anyway."
From the counter, the receptionist called Jack's name. He jumped to his feet, letting the blanket fall to the chair. Without giving Frankie a glance, he strode to the desk. Back straight, shoulders squared, probably unaware he wasn't wearing a shirt. Braced for the worst, Frankie thought.
Moments later, a woman in a white coat approached. She smiled, said something, and Jack lifted his head toward the ceiling. For several minutes they spoke in quiet murmurs Frankie couldn't understand. He shook the woman's hand, and she raised an index finger before pivoting and leaving the counter. Jack glanced downward, then leaned against the counter, and Frankie saw the deep breaths he was taking. The woman returned with a green scrub shirt and handed it to Jack. He shrugged into it and shook her hand once again.
When he turned toward Frankie, there was no disguising the relief in his eyes.
She smiled. "I told you he'd be all right."
"The doctor said it didn't look too bad, but they're going to keep him a day or two to make sure. Nothing I can do, and I need to get out of this place." He swayed and grabbed the back of the chair.
Frankie took his elbow. "You're still shaky. I think you should stick around here, where someone can keep an eye on you."
His mouth narrowed. "No, I need to get away. It's complicated, but I don't want anyone to know I'm here." He stared over he shoulder for a moment, as if it took a long time for the words to line up before he spoke. "Can I impose on you for a lift to a motel? I'd like to be nearby." He lifted his arms shoulder height, palms upward, then did a slow pivot. "I'm not armed. And I don't bite. Promise. In a few minutes I'll be out of your hair."
Logic said to give him cab fare. She checked her wallet, and didn't think three dollars would get him anywhere. She remembered his gentle touch on the dance floor. At the moment, he was in no condition to do anything to hurt her, and she'd have him at a motel in a few minutes. Instinct trumped logic. "My car's outside. Can you walk?"
"Thanks. I really appreciate it." He stood, swayed, and she reached for his elbow again. He backed away. "I'm fine."
"Right," she muttered. "Follow me."
What on earth was she doing, agreeing to give a lift to a man she'd met a few hours ago? She pulled her keys out of her purse. Then again, this wasn't Boston. This was Broken Bow, Montana, where people left their doors unlocked. Nothing exciting ever happened in Broken Bow.
She headed for the cluster of motels beside the highway. At the Holiday Inn half a mile from the hospital, "No Vacancy" flashed in red neon above a "Welcome, ASM" sign.
"Looks like there's no room there," she said. "Let's check the next one."
Her passenger shifted in his seat and patted his pockets. "Problem," he said. "I seem to have rushed out without my wallet." He raked his fingers through his hair, looked at them, and wiped them on his jeans. "I know we just met, but if you could lend me enough to cover a night, I'll pay it back."
"I can't. I mean, I would, but I've only got a few dollars with me. Do you live far?"
He nodded. "In the mountains. Outside of Stanton. Little over an hour." One corner of his mouth twitched, but there was no humor in it. "Unless you've got lights and sirens."
"I'm about fifteen minutes away." What was it about him that had words falling out of her mouth before her brain kicked in? Must be his eyes. Like Rascal, the mutt she'd almost convinced Mom to keep.
"Thanks. I promise, I'm no bother. I'll wait outside if it'll make you comfortable."
"You're not a deadly killer, are you?"
It took him a beat to respond, a beat that sent a shiver down her spine. Then his expression softened and she saw raw honesty behind the pain.
"You're safe with me, Frankie. I need some sleep." He crossed his arms across his chest, leaned against the window and closed his eyes.
"You got it." Besides, he had no way of knowing there wasn't a big, burly man in the house. Or a hundred-pound Rottweiler. With added confidence, she pointed the Cavalier toward home.
*****
Aware of someone chattering beside him, Ryan clawed his way out of a nightmare. The lights he thought were explosions transformed into streetlights and car headlights. Bathed in sweat, he wiped his face with the back of his arm.
Damn, he'd been through a hell of a lot worse than this and hadn't come apart. Losing someone who was like family didn't come close to almost losing someone who was family. The memory of seeing the crash, thinking his father had died, made him shake again. The chattering continued, and he focused his attention on Frankie.
She glanced in his direction. "You're awake. I've got the heat on, but it's not very effective. Are you cold?"
"A little." He rubbed his hands together. "I left the blanket in the waiting room. No big deal—it belongs to the paramedics anyway."
"We're almost at my place." She chewed on her lower lip. "You like the Three Elks? They say you're in there every night."
"Passes the time."
"What do you do?"
Small talk. Cover stories. Keep it simple. "Between jobs at the moment." He watched as they navigated through Broken Bow's town center, past a park, and through a residential neighborhood.
Frankie pulled into a driveway and yanked on the parking brake. "We're here," she said.
His knee protested his earlier run down the mountain as he slid out of the car. He shivered. The Cavalier's heater had done little to dispel the chill that had tunneled into his bones when he'd seen his Mustang in flames. He stared at the large wooden house with its sagging porch. The weathered Victorian huddled under the oak trees didn't match the effervescent Frankie. "This is your place?"
"The old family homestead. Dad got a good deal on it right after Claire was born. She's my older sister. Anyway, it's been home ever since. Except I was living in Boston until Claire said Mom needed me, and she and James—that's her husband—moved to London so she couldn't live here anymore."
"Frankie."
"What?"
"You're babbling."
"Sorry. I do that when I'm nervous."
"There's no need to be nervous. I can sleep in the car. Or on the porch."
"No, that's stupid. You're shivering, and it's warmer inside. Come on." She trotted up the steps.
Inside, she pointed up a wooden staircase. "Up there. End of the hall on the left."
He hauled himself up the stairs with Frankie a safe distance behind him. He smiled. All she'd need to do was touch his screaming knee and he'd be at her mercy.
At the end of the hall, she moved ahead of him and opened the door. "Here you go." After flipping on the light, she crossed to the bed and shifted throw pillows to one side before folding back a floral comforter.
He zeroed in on an easy chair in the corner, sat and bent to unlace his boots. Without lifting his head, he pried them off, waiting for the wave of pain to pass.
"You need anything else?" she asked.
"A couple of aspirin would be nice, if you've got them."
"I'll be right back," Frankie said. "Bathroom's through there, and there's an extra blanket in the bottom drawer of the dresser."
She disappeared and he limped across the room to the bed, punching Dalton's number into his cell. His only coherent thought was someone had found him and sabotaged his Mustang. His best bet was for whoever did this to think they'd succeeded. For now, he was dead.
He hoped the medical staff would play along with his request to keep his father's accident off the radar. The clerk had been willing to register Pop as John Daniels, as long as the insurance information was right. Daniels. That name had come out of the blue when the paramedics and cops had arrived. He thought about Frankie. Maybe not totally out of the blue.
Ryan explained the situation, told Dalt where he was.
"Your daddy okay?" Dalton's easy drawl calmed him.
"Concussion. Cracked ribs. I told them to keep him an extra day, while I regroup. Dammit, Dalt. It might not have been an accident. In which case, it should be me in the hospital. Or worse." A shadow moved across the hall. "Gotta go."
"Hang tight. Lay low. I'll be there in the morning."
Ryan set the phone on the night table. Frankie came in carrying a glass of water. She handed him the water and dropped two blue capsules into his hand.
"I asked for aspirin. What are these?"
"Drugstore sleeping pills. Mom says one knocks her out. You're twice her size, so you get two."
"I don't need sleeping pills. Aspirin will be fine."
"You don't understand. I'll sleep better if I know you're sleeping."
"I'm not going to hurt you Frankie. If you thought I would, I'd still be at the hospital."
She looked at him, chewing her lower lip. Then she sat in the chair and crossed her arms. "Sometimes I act before I think things all the way through. You looked like you needed a friend. But I don't really know anything about you, except you care about your father and you're a good dancer. And your name's not Jack Daniels."
He set the pills on the table. "You're right. But my knee is killing me, and my head aches. I'm going to get into bed, if that's all right with you. Then we can talk."
When he pulled himself to his feet and reached for the button of his jeans, she locked eyes with him, as if she knew he was testing her. "You mind?" He twirled a forefinger in the air.
Instead of turning, she flicked off the light, leaving her backlit in the dim glow from the hallway. He shrugged and turned around, grabbing the bed post for support. With his jeans on the floor, he slipped between the sheets. They were cool against his skin, and he glanced at the pills. Maybe a night of oblivion was what he needed. Then again, he had no idea what kind of pills they were. He let them lie beside his phone.
Frankie's voice came from the shadows. "You said you learned to dance for work. Are you a dance instructor?"
He laughed. "No. Navy man. Or I used to be."
"A dancing sailor." He could hear the smile in her voice. "Not a lot of call for that in Broken Bow. Or Stanton, for that matter."
"Nope. I came back to visit my father. I grew up on a ranch in the mountains."
She yawned, and he couldn't help but yawn in response. The post-adrenaline crash rolled over him like a tidal wave. The mattress seemed to envelop him. His eyes felt like they were filled with sandpaper.
He blinked. "You're tired. I'm tired. We could both use some sleep, and I'll be gone in the morning." He blinked again, but his eyes didn't reopen.
"You're right. Pleasant dreams, Jack."
He heard the door close and relaxed into the mattress. "It's Ryan," he whispered. Sleep drew him in.
Until the nightmare came after him like a twenty-five-ton Bradley fighting vehicle. Ryan fought toward the surface of the terror, to wake up and end it, but the images wouldn't release him. In the swirling darkness, a tiny angel appeared, backlit by an amber glow. He knew he was dying. Or had the angel come for Pop? He tried to cry out.
Something tickled his nose. The angel spoke. "Here. Mr. Snuggles will make the bad dreams go away." The angel kissed him, a feather-soft brush on his cheek.
The aroma of fresh coffee trickled through Ryan's consciousness. Sunlight filtered behind his eyelids. Last night burst through the cocoon of sleep and he jerked awake, fumbling for his cell phone. He squinted at the display. No messages, no new calls. He punched Dalton's number. "Talk to me."
"I'm outside Missoula. Should be at your door in under an hour. Any word on your daddy?"
"No, but the hospital would have called if anything happened. I need to check on him."
"Understood. We'll take care of everything."
Ryan's protesting bladder insisted on being the next order of business, and he stepped into the bathroom. One look in the mirror explained Frankie's insistence on the sleeping pills. Covered in blood and soot, he was a scary sight. Last night, he must have looked ten times as frightening. Surprised she'd taken him in at all, he turned on the water for a quick shower.
Although he was stuck with his dirty jeans, he found a clean t-shirt folded at the foot of his bed. Pulling it on, he followed his nose to the kitchen.
Frankie had her back to him at the stove. Her hair, the color of summer honey, hung loose to her shoulders. He took a moment to admire the way her jeans hugged the curves of her rump before he surveyed the room. The kitchen was large and homey, with yellow walls bordered in floral wallpaper, and a pine table with six chairs. Fabric cushions tied to each seat matched the wallpaper.
From one chair, a young girl, her strawberry-blonde hair pulled into two ribboned pigtails, turned huge blue eyes toward him. For an instant, she wasn't fair-haired, but dark, and her blue eyes were deep chocolate. Carmelita Forcada's face blurred in front of him. He shook it off.
When he smiled at her, the requisite facial muscles felt stiff from lack of use. He cleared his throat. "Good morning, Angel. I think this might be yours." He held out the stuffed dog he'd been embracing when he woke up.
"I'm Molly, not Angel," the girl said. "And that's Mr. Snuggles." She gave him a serious stare, her eyes narrowing. "He makes my bad dreams go away. Did he work for you?"
"He did. Thank you." He put the dog in her pudgy hands.
"Molly," Frankie said. "I told you to stay in bed."
"But I had to go potty, and I heard the man having bad dreams, so I gave him my nightlight and I let Mr. Snuggles sleep with him." She turned those cobalt blue magnets back at him. "I'm five, so I don't need him every single night. Besides, I got to sleep with Mommy."
Frankie turned back to the stove, but not before a pink tinge flushed her cheeks. Hell, she shouldn't be embarrassed. Smart thing to do with a total stranger in the house. She probably had a baseball bat by the bed, too. He glanced at the table again. Three place settings. Her mother was in the hospital. No father? No husband? He glanced at her left hand. No wedding band. He tried to remember what she'd said about her family last night, but it was like trying to hold onto smoke.
He forced himself to focus on the child. "Well, I feel a lot better now. Thank you again."
She gave him a solemn smile, then began a mumbled conversation with the dog.
Ryan stepped toward Frankie and lowered his voice. "Don't be ashamed of protecting your daughter."
She shrugged. "I've always trusted my instincts. They're usually right."
He couldn't help but notice the way her eyes darted to the large chef's knife on the cutting board. He smiled. "Well, I'm relieved to know I wasn't so pathetic that you gave me a nightlight and a dog to hug. If you'll tell me where your washing machine is, I'll deal with my sheets. They're kind of grimy."
"Forget it. Sorry about the shirt, but it was my only one in your size. They gave everyone extra-large after the race."
Ryan glanced down. He'd pulled it on without paying attention, pleased that it fit. A deep pink ribbon with "Run for the Cure" printed below covered the front of the pale pink shirt.
"Nothing to apologize for. I should have one myself. That was how my mother died." Fifteen years and the words still didn't come easy.
She must have sensed his discomfort. "Umm…how about some coffee?"
"Coffee would be great. Black is fine." He found a mug at a place setting on the table and brought it to the coffee maker. Frankie was pouring when the child spoke.
"Mommy, is fuckit a bad word?"
Frankie stopped mid pour. Her eyes snapped across the room to her daughter. "It most certainly is, young lady. Where did you hear that?"
"The man said it in the night." She held her hand out, palm up, smiling in apparent anticipation.
Shit, what did he know about kids? "Um…I'm sorry. Yes, it's a bad word. I was having a nightmare and it must have slipped out."
"You have to give me a quarter." She looked at her mother. "Or is fuckit a dollar word?"
"Oh, it's definitely a dollar word. But our guest didn't bring his money to breakfast. I'll get you a dollar later. It's time to eat."
The youngster smiled at him. "Mommy's making me happy pancakes."
Ryan, who was comfortable hiding in the jungle, trekking across the desert, or scaling a mountain, had never felt more out of his element than right now in this Mayberry kitchen. He turned, expecting Aunt Bea to wander in with a basket of fresh eggs.
"Sit down, please," Frankie said. "Juice is on the table."
Ryan pulled out his chair and sat. His orders were to stay low. Dalton was on his way. Meanwhile, he was starved, and when in Mayberry.…
Frankie opened the oven door, and using mitts shaped like chickens, pulled out a platter of pancakes. She set it on a padded mat, then slid into her seat at the other end of the table. She forked two pancakes onto her daughter's plate.
"Why don't you pass me your plate," she said to Ryan. "The platter is hot."
Ryan did as she asked, then gazed at three pancakes, each with two round eyes and a curved grin, staring up at him from his plate. His amusement must have shown, because Frankie laughed.
"Happy pancakes. It's one of my few specialties. All you do is start the eyes and mouth and let them brown a bit before you pour the rest of the batter. I'm not much of a cook."
The child was busy eating, with obvious gusto. For about five seconds, Ryan thought of what it might be like to have a family. He quashed the idea. These homespun moments were few and far between to begin with, and too many people he cared about were gone.
"These are good," he said around a mouthful of hot pancakes drenched in maple syrup. "Although I'm not used to my food staring at me."
Frankie chuckled. "I usually turn mine over before I eat them."
Molly pushed her empty plate to the center of the table. "I'm done. Can I watch cartoons?"
"After you brush your teeth. But only for a little while. We have to get Gramma soon."
Stuffed dog under her arm, she skipped out of the room.
Ryan turned the coffee mug in his fingers. "Thank you for last night."
"No problem." Frankie got up and cleared the dishes from the table.
When Frankie bent over to put the plates in the dishwasher, Ryan let his gaze linger on her round behind again. One look, he told himself. In a little while, he'd be out of here. No getting her involved.
The doorbell chimed. Frankie glanced at her wrist, a questioning expression on her face.
"That's probably my ride," he said. "I'll be out of your hair soon." He followed Frankie to the living room, feeling lighter than he had in weeks.
While she peered through the viewing pane, Ryan lifted a corner of the living room curtains. "That's him," he said.
Frankie nodded, and opened the door. He stepped out onto the porch, half-closing the door behind him. Dalton, wearing his standard off-duty attire of jeans, plaid wool shirt over a black turtleneck, and lightweight hiking boots, stood there, and Ryan felt a piece of his universe fit back into place. "Am I glad to see you."
Dalton clapped Ryan on the shoulder, then shook his head, grinned, and pulled him into a bear hug.
"You do have a way of getting into things, don’t you, pardner?"
Unexpectedly swamped by the concern in Dalton's drawl and the warmth of his embrace, it took Ryan a moment to find his voice. When he did, the words came out in a rush.
"Before anything else, I need to know about Pop. Can you get into the hospital, check on him? I don't think anyone knows I'm here, and the doctor last night said he didn't think it was serious, but—"
"But he's your daddy. I know. Calm down, and let's talk for a minute, okay?"
Frankie's footsteps approached. Ryan turned, wondering why he felt so protected now that she'd joined them. "Frankie, this is Dalton. He's come to take me off your hands. Thanks again for everything."
"Will you have a cup of coffee, Dalton?" she asked.
"That would be right kind, ma'am. Thanks. Black."
Ryan wasn't sure how to interpret the flop in his belly at Dalton's acceptance. Was it anxiety at the delay, or the way Dalton's eyes had raked up and down Frankie's body?
"I'll be right back." Frankie popped inside like a woodchuck into its hole.
"What was that about?" Ryan demanded. "We need to get moving. This isn't a coffee klatch."
"Cool your jets, Harper. Is the lady in danger here?"
"No. Last night's accident was a fluke. Anyone following my routine wouldn't expect me to be driving until tonight. Otherwise, they would have come for me at the hospital." Ryan raked his fingers through his hair. "And it's Daniels, not Harper. Better for her not to know who I am."
"Daniels? Don't tell me. Jack."
He nodded. "That's what she called me. She knows it's not my name, but she seems willing to play along. At least, she hasn't asked any questions."
"Shadows in the night, like always. But I notice you gave her my name."
"Only half of it." Ryan grinned and punched Dalton's bicep. "Man, I've been going fucking nuts."
"That's another dollar, Jack." Frankie came out onto the porch, carrying a tray of coffee cups.
Ryan glanced through the doorway, but no blue-eyed strawberry-blonde appeared with her hand out. "Crap. I forgot. Sorry."
"That one's only a quarter."
"Pay the lady, Dalt." He shook his head at Dalton's quizzical expression. "House rules. There's a kid."
Dalton nodded. He pulled out his wallet and handed Frankie a ten. "I'm not sure we're going to be able to break old habits, ma'am. Consider this a retainer. Or maybe we should be going."
"Sit," Frankie said. She put the tray on the porch rail.
Dalton reached over, took a cup and settled onto a wooden bench. "Thank you." He took a sip, smiled at Frankie and balanced the cup on his thigh. "If you don't want anyone calling your daddy's room, we need to wait for morning rounds to be over before we check on him."
Ryan raised his eyebrows. Dalton was an expert at going anywhere, anytime, unnoticed. "I figured you'd put on some scrubs and blend right in."
Frankie said, "Mr. Dalton's right. This isn't a big city hospital. Everyone knows everyone else. A new doctor, or even an unfamiliar orderly would set off warning bells to the staff. Once the morning routine is over, you'll have a better chance of blending in as a visitor."
Dalton raised his coffee cup. "Score one for the little lady."
Ryan decided he did not like the way Frankie blushed with obvious pleasure as she returned Dalton's toast. "All right. You win. But we still need to find out what room Pop's in."
"Why can't you ask admitting?" Frankie said.
"I told them he was avoiding a vindictive ex-wife, not to put any calls through or give out his room. Of course, that includes me. I guess my brain stopped a few floors short of the penthouse last night."
Frankie looked from Dalton to him. Her eyes crinkled around the edges and one corner of her mouth turned up. "I might have an idea."
Frankie watched Dalton cross the hospital parking lot toward her car, his long stride deliberate. Her nerves kicked into overdrive. She took a deep breath and tightened her ponytail.
Dalton tapped on the window. "You're up, little lady. It's carnations, with red and white heart balloons. You remember what to say?"
As if she hadn't been rehearsing it for the last twenty minutes. "Got it." She opened the car door and slipped out. "Come on, Molly. Remember, quiet—"
"As a mouse. I know, I know. No running, inside voices." She climbed out of the car, Mr. Snuggles tucked under one arm. "Can I bring my book?"
"Sure. Maybe Gramma wants to hear it." For the ten millionth time.
"Piece of cake, right?" Dalton raised his fist, and Frankie tapped her knuckles against his.
"Piece of cake," Molly echoed.
Dalton smiled and tweaked Molly's nose before heading to his car, where Ryan waited.
Inside the hospital, Frankie, Molly dutifully in tow, went to the third floor and pushed open the door to her mother's room.
Molly darted inside, then stopped, apparently remembering the ground rules. "Hi, Gramma. Are you all better?"
"I am, Peanut. Come give me a kiss."
Molly tiptoed to the side of the bed and clutched the bedrail. "I brought Green Eggs and Ham."
"That's good. Did you bring me clean clothes?"
"Mommy has them."
Frankie leaned over and kissed her mother's cheek. "And your toothbrush. The doctor said you can go home, but he wants you to follow up with Dr. Sedgewick as soon as possible. He'll have your test results sent over."
"Such a fuss over nothing." Her mother peeked into the plastic bag Frankie handed her. She pulled out the red polar fleece blazer, then frowned. "Where's the elephant pin? I know I always leave it on the lapel."
"That's the way it was in the closet. You probably took it off when you had it cleaned and forgot to put it back."
She shrugged. "Maybe you're right. Maybe my head is full of empty after all."
"I'm sure it'll be on your dresser, or in your jewelry box," Frankie said. She looked toward the door. "I'll be back in a couple of minutes, Mom. I think I saw the mother of one of my kids down the hall. I should say hello. Molly, you stay with Gramma, okay?"
Her mother frowned. "I told you Bob was coming to get me."
"Why don't you call Bob and tell him not to bother? I'm here, and no need for him to make an extra trip." Not waiting for an answer, Frankie walked down the corridor, keeping her stride as purposeful as she could. At each door, she paused and peeked through the viewing pane.
Near the end of the hall, she found what she was looking for. The huge floral arrangement, topped with big red and white heart-shaped balloons. She couldn't remember which television show she'd seen the ploy on, but Dalton had gone to the gift shop and bought the arrangement, asking the hospital to deliver it to Mr. Daniels. She inched the door open and edged inside.
A man, his skin creased with years of exposure to the sun, sat up in bed watching television. White hair tousled in a serious case of bed-head lent him an endearing quality, and Frankie saw a little of Jack around the eyes. She closed the door and crossed to his bed.
"Mornin'," he said. "You don't look like you're going to poke me, or is the no-uniform look supposed to catch me off guard?"
"No, I'm not a nurse or anything like that. Are you Mr. Daniels?"
The man studied her for a moment. "Might be. Who wants to know?"
"Your son. You were in a car crash, right?"
He eyed her, still wary. "How about you tell me who you are, and why you're here, first?"
She nodded. Jack had made it very clear what she was supposed to say. "My name's Frankie. Your son, who's calling himself Jack Daniels at the moment, came with you last night. There was a car crash, an explosion. He can't come up himself because someone might think it was him in the crash, and he'd like them to go on thinking that. The ER doctor said he'd go along with it, which is why you're supposed to be Mr. Daniels." The man's expression didn't change. She recited her final line. "He said to tell you he's glad you're not moving to Albuquerque."
Concern replaced wariness. "How is he?"
"He's fine. Worried, though. My mom's being discharged this morning, and I said I'd check on you while I was here."
"Tell him I'm all right. It takes more than a bump on my head to put me down." He tapped his forehead and grinned. "Hard as a rock."
"He'll be relieved. Do you need him to send someone for you?"
"I'm here one more day, they said, and no. I got along without him for ten years. I can swing another day or two. Got plenty of my own friends."
"I'm glad you're all right, sir. I'll tell…Jack."
He looked at her for half a moment, then back at the television.
Frankie stepped into the hall and turned on her cell phone to call Dalton. She frowned at the display when there was no signal. Well, she'd be downstairs in a few minutes. Jack could wait a little longer for his good news. She put the phone back in her purse.
As she walked back to her mother's room, she wondered what would have kept Jack from his father for ten years. But then, she'd hardly seen her mother since leaving Broken Bow for college. Frankie shook off the old memories. She'd done what needed to be done, gotten her degree, a job, and the best daughter on the planet.
By the time she got back to her mother's room, Mom was dressed, sitting on the bed with Mr. Snuggles in her lap, listening to Molly read Green Eggs and Ham. Bob sat in the visitor's chair, a bouquet of flowers across his thighs.
"Good morning, Frankie," he said. "I can take it from here. We're waiting for the official wheelchair escort."
*****
Crouched low in Dalton's car in the hospital parking lot, Ryan struggled to control his anxiety about his father. He checked his watch. Had Dalton only been gone seventeen minutes?
Last night, Wolf had found Pop, unconscious, a good twenty feet from the car. In that frantic eternity while he had waited for the paramedics, his father drifting in and out of consciousness, his training had kicked in. He told the cops his father had swerved to avoid a deer, and about the flammables in the trunk. They'd filed their report, and arranged for the wreckage to be towed to Josh's place. Wolf, he'd ordered home. The dog had refused to leave, staying at Pop's side until both men were loaded into the ambulance. Then he'd seen him trotting toward the ranch, where Ryan knew he would find food and water.
He'd done everything by the book last night. Talking to Pop, keeping him calm had been the glue that held him together. Until they got to the hospital and the doctors took charge, when every iota of control shattered, and he'd been at the mercy of a cocktail waitress with hair the color of honey and a smile that almost made the world right.
The way Dalton grinned at Frankie sent his hackles up. He reminded himself that Dalton's charm was an ingrained part of his personality, and the way he made people feel at ease was an asset to the team. He was this nice to everyone. Which didn't make him feel better. Neither did the knuckle tap Dalton and Frankie had exchanged before she and her daughter headed toward the hospital entrance.
He trained his eye on the hospital entrance, watching for Dalton's return. When he spied his friend's easy stride, he itched to meet him halfway and pump him for information. Instead, he waited for Dalton to join him. As if the car would be too confining, Dalton crossed to the far side of the vehicle and leaned against the fender.
Ryan opened the passenger door and slid out. With the door between them, he searched Dalton's face. "Any news?"
"Hang on. She and the kid are probably just getting upstairs now. We had to wait until they made a delivery run from the gift shop."
Ryan dragged his hands through his hair. "Right. It's—"
Dalton twisted to face him. "Tell me what happened. I've gotta say, I've seen you lookin' better on a six day surveillance in the jungle."
"I'm fine. Tired is all. You tell me what's going on."
Dalton didn't press. He never did. Instead, he looked at you, his eyes boring into your skull until you told him everything. How you ate simply out of habit, food turning to dry cardboard which didn't always stay down. How you wandered through the forest, staring at leaves swirling down the current of a half-frozen stream. Or how you sat on the porch at night, counting the stars, afraid to go to bed and face your nightmares, until a dog grabbed your pants leg and pulled you inside.
Somehow, Ryan resisted.
Dalton spoke, his drawl barely evident. "It's touchy. Nobody really believed you'd sabotage a mission, much less two, without a damn good reason."
"You're using the past tense. They believe it now?"
Dalton lowered his head, scuffed his boots along a stripe of the parking slot. "I don't know. But you walked out of there, and Blackie didn't stop you. In the business, it's—let's say that everyone's been tempted, and everyone knows that they'd never sell out, but they're willing to believe anyone else would."
Rage burned in Ryan's chest. "I worked with those people for years. Covered their sixes, trusted them with mine. How can they believe—?"
"Until we show them what happened, it's easier to believe that someone did, especially when that someone isn't around to defend himself."
Ryan didn't miss the "we" and allowed himself a flicker of hope. "What about Blackthorne?" Only Dalton called him Blackie.
For the first week, he expected a call from his boss telling him this was merely another covert assignment, and that he was supposed to be ferreting out the real leak. When the call never came, Ryan figured he was the scapegoat Blackthorne needed to keep his company's image secure. He could hear him talking to potential clients.
Oh, we had a small problem, but it's taken care of now. You can be assured we're one hundred percent reliable.
He cast a glance over his shoulder toward the hospital. No sign of Frankie. He looked at his watch. He checked his cell phone before remembering they told her to use Dalton's number.
"What's taking so long?" Panic surged again. Had someone been waiting by his father's room and grabbed her? Was his father in the midst of a medical emergency? Ryan had tried to explain the need for subterfuge to Pop, but he wasn't sure how much his father had absorbed. He hoped Pop would remember he was supposed to be John Daniels.
"Check your phone, Dalt. You forget to charge it?"
"Cool it. Most of the job is waiting. You know that." Dalton's expression shifted. He reached for his pocket. After looking at the display on his cell, Dalton brought it to his ear.
Ryan's heart stopped while he tried to read Dalton's expression. Damn, the man had the best poker face on the team.
*****
Frankie gave Bob a mechanical smile. "I know Mom said you could pick her up, but I think I should drive her home. I'm already here, and Molly wants to spend some time with her grandmother."
"Actually, dear, Bob and I are going to Lolo Hot Springs for a few days. We'd already made plans before this little setback. You dashed out so fast I didn't have a chance to tell you."
Frankie swallowed, trying to keep any look of shock off her face. "Um…are you sure that's wise, considering? What if something else happens?"
Bob crossed to the bed and took her mother's hand. "Then I'll make sure she gets help. It's not like we're going camping in the wilderness." Bob's tone was firm. Frankie looked at him, and he winked. "She'll be in good hands with me. Nothing to worry about."
In good hands. Frankie tried not to let her mind go there.
"That's right, dear," her mother said. "I've already asked the doctor, and he said fine. I can't see Dr. Sedgewick until next week, anyway. I made reservations at a nice little Bed and Breakfast, and we can enjoy the springs. Trust me, we won't be roughing it."
"But your wrist?" Frankie protested. "You'll get it wet in the springs."
"There's a clever invention called a plastic bag. I've been managing to bathe at home. Why should it be different?"
Because at home Brenda or I help you. Not Bob. And who's footing the bill for this little getaway?
Frankie vowed to look at the bank account again as soon as she got home. She studied Bob. Well-groomed, a decent haircut, but the clothes were probably discount-store issue. His trousers were a little threadbare around the cuffs, and she could see the worn crease in the collar of his polo.
Good grief. Three quarters of the people in Broken Bow dressed like that, especially on a Saturday. Comfort over style. Idle speculation was not going to get her anywhere.
Bob cleared his throat. "Tell you what, Frankie. If it'll make you feel better, why don't you and Molly take Anna home? You can help her pack, and I'll come by a little later." He stroked her mother's cheek. He spoke softly, but didn't seem to care that Frankie heard. "I'll stop and get some candles and a bottle of wine, my little Anna Banana."
"I guess that's the plan, then," Frankie said. Anna Banana? Mom was sixty-eight.
An orderly appeared, pushing a wheelchair. "Mrs. Castor? Time to get you out of here."
She gathered her mother's things. "I'll pull the car around, and Molly and I will meet you out front." She leaned down and kissed her. "See you in a little bit."
Molly dashed ahead and pressed the down button on the elevator. Frankie sorted through her thoughts while they waited. She thought back to her sister's warning before she'd left for London. Keep an eye on Bob. For what? Claire never could be direct. She must have missed the geometry class that said the shortest distance between two points was a straight line.
Okay, her mother was dating. Beyond dinner-and-a-movie. She pushed the images as far out of her head as she could. Could that be why Claire didn't trust Bob? Not because he was a shady character, out to exploit Mom, but because he was getting too close to her? Twelve years older than Frankie, Claire had known their dad a lot longer than she had. Maybe Claire felt betrayed. She couldn't imagine Claire coming out and saying she thought Mom was having an affair. Not Claire. Claire had trouble buying tampons without blushing.
Enough. In the lobby, Frankie brought up Dalton's number on her phone again. With one eye on the signal strength, she walked toward the exit, and as soon as she saw three bars, she pushed the button.
Dalton picked up after the third ring.
"He's fine," she said. Molly ran ahead to activate the automatic doors. "I'm on my way to my car."
"I see you. Hang on. I'll let you talk to—Jack."
With one hand, Frankie fished through her purse for her keys while waiting for Jack to come on line.
"I can unlock the door, Mommy." Molly snatched the keys from her hand and darted toward the Cavalier.
"Wait, Molly."
Jack's voice interrupted. "Did you talk to him? Is he all right?"
"Fine and feisty. Molly, slow down."
Molly skipped toward the Cavalier. A green car barreled through the parking lot, coming straight at her.
"Molly! Stop!" Frankie yelled.
She ran, flailing her arms to get the driver's attention, but the driver didn't slow. Molly kept skipping.
In a split-second that lasted an eternity, brakes squealed, tires skidded, and Dalton appeared, tucking Molly under his arm like a football. The green car sped off toward the emergency room entrance.
Frankie closed the distance to Molly at a dead run. She grabbed Molly to her. Trembling, she raised her gaze to Dalton's. "Thank you."
"She's fine." He set Molly down and patted her head. "Next time, sugar, you don't go into a street without a grownup."
"But it's not a street," Molly said, her voice petulant. "I know how to cross a street."
"Mr. Dalton's right," Frankie said. "Parking lots are like streets, only worse, because you never know which way to look. You should always hold someone's hand."
Molly pouted. "I had Mr. Snuggles."
"Mr. Snuggles is not a grownup," Frankie said. "You hold my hand now. Let's go say good-bye to Mr. Daniels." She half-dragged a reluctant Molly to Dalton's car.
Ryan leaned against the hood of the car, rubbing his knee. Ignoring the scowl on his face, she marched up to him. "Good bye, Jack. I'm glad your father's all right."
"Hang on." Reaching over his head, he pulled off the t-shirt she'd given him. "Here you go. Thanks."
Frankie didn't know where to look. His whiskey eyes were troubled, which triggered her maternal instincts. But when she lowered her gaze to avoid them, she saw his chest, dusted with light brown hair that didn't hide a well-developed six-pack, which triggered entirely different instincts.
"Please. Keep it. Consider it a gift—to remember your mother."
"I'll get my own," he said, his voice husky. He dropped it into her arms and got in the car.
Dalton slid past her into the driver's seat and started the engine. He tapped his fingers to an imaginary hat brim. "Take it easy, little ladies."
She watched the two men drive away, and thought about next Tuesday, when she'd be at the Three Elks again. Would Jack show up?
So what if he did? Men like Jack didn't want a women with a kid. She'd learned that long ago. And she didn't need a man, unless that man wanted to be Molly's father. She and Molly had been on their own from day one, and were doing fine.
"Let's go, Mommy."
"Right, Molly."
Waiting at the hospital's patient pickup point, Frankie watched the orderly push her mother's wheelchair. Bob rested a hand on her mother's shoulder, and her good hand covered it. She was smiling up at him.
Bob pulled the passenger door open and helped her mother into the car. He leaned across and fastened her seatbelt. Frankie stared straight ahead.
"I'll see you in about an hour," Bob said.
Frankie twisted the key in the ignition, and the engine squealed.
"Can we go on a picnic, Gramma? Mommy said I could pick something special to do on vacation."
"Not today. But when we get home, you can help me pack my overnight bag."
"Are you going on a sleepover? I went on a sleepover to Katie Sue's house in Boston. We made popcorn and hot chocolate."
Frankie wheeled out of the parking lot, trying to think of popcorn and hot chocolate instead of candles and wine. Or whiskey colored eyes filled with pain.
Ryan waited while Dalton dug through the trunk and emerged with a Longhorns sweatshirt. He tossed it across the seat.
"Thanks." Ryan pulled it on, only then aware he'd been cold.
"I kinda liked you in pink," Dalton said with a grin.
Dalton started the car. Ryan's heart still flapped against his ribcage like a pheasant caught in a snare. He'd seen Molly darting across the parking lot, and his damn knee had given out before he could get around the car. If it hadn't been for Dalton…damn kids. Always doing the unexpected. Hell, keeping people safe was part of their job, and in a split second, in a hospital parking lot, for God's sake, they could have lost another innocent life. They had gotten complacent because they weren't on assignment in the middle of nowhere.
Dalton's expression said he was thinking the same thing. "You're not going to charge me a buck if I swear, are you?"
Ryan shook his head.
"Crap. I can't believe she nearly got hit. Cute little critter, seemed too savvy to pull a stunt like that."
"I should have gotten to her," Ryan said, trying not to see Carmelita in Colombia. "Damn knee couldn't take the torque when I tried to get around the car." He rubbed the offending joint.
"Maybe we both had something else on our minds. Civilization makes you drop your guard."
"After last night, I don't think we can take that risk. Consider this an eye opener."
Dalton drove to the end of the parking lot. "Where to?"
"Left," Ryan said. "Then onto the highway. I want to take a closer look at the crash site."
"You have any idea who wants you dead? Assuming it wasn't an accident."
Ryan shook his head. "I was hoping you might shed some light on that one. Hell, I'm assuming it was one of those last two missions, but I don't know which one. My guess—it's a drug connection."
"Why?"
"The warehouse in Panama was probably a meth lab. But nobody'd used it in a long time. Still, it's a possible link between Alvarez and drugs, which might hook him to the Colombians. You get anything on the leaks?"
"I'm clueless. I did a little surreptitious digging, but there's nothing. Yet."
"So where are we?" Ryan asked.
"From where I stand, it looks like the tangos got what they wanted in both cases. Nobody alive, and the intel was destroyed." Dalton gave Ryan a piercing glare. "It was destroyed, right?"
Ryan couldn't see why terrorists would want a list of sources of missing art and artifacts, but he'd long since decided if it had been worth killing for, then the fewer people who knew it existed the better. Including Dalton.
"Alvarez blew up his computer. The grenade took care of the rest. The whole place was one big fireball. Who really gives a shit about smuggled art?" Before he'd come to Montana, Ryan had peeked at the files, and they appeared to be exactly what the informant had said they were. Names, addresses, and pictures of works of art. He rubbed his temples. Nightly searches using computers at the Three Elks hadn't shown anything otherwise.
"Headache? You still look like shit," Dalton said. "I got some aspirin in my pack in the trunk. I can pull over."
"I'm okay. Trying to sort things out." He made sure his voice would remain steady before he spoke again. "I'm glad you're here."
"After the last gig, I've got a few days."
"How'd it go?" Ryan wouldn't ask for details.
"Not bad. Sneak in, charm the natives, and wham, bam, thank you, ma'am. Everyone's home safe and sound."
Ryan doubted it had been quite that easy. He missed the days when he and Dalt were on the same team, but separating them had created two almost invincible teams. Almost. Shit. "Rumors?" he asked.
"Some rumblings that the Phantom might be back."
"You're kidding." Ryan sat up straight and turned to Dalton. "I know I pissed him off in Saudi, but I didn't think he'd hold a grudge. It's been, what? Four years?"
"Can't say what makes him tick. You cost him plenty when you squelched his arms deal."
Ryan shrugged. "It's not like he intended to pay for the damn things. You think it's personal?"
"Who knows? For now, it's only a rumor that he's back. Nobody knows who he really is, so he gets credit when things go wrong. Or should I say, he gets the blame? If we listened to the scuttlebutt, he'd been in six places at once."
"Still, you think he's moving his operations to the other side of the world?"
"Hell, for all I know, he could be flipping burgers at a Mickey D's in Duluth. But I've got my ears open." He flipped open the console between the seats and pulled out a plastic bag. "Want one?"
Ryan smiled when he saw the familiar package, and extracted a butterscotch candy. The simple act of unwrapping the yellow cellophane brought a smile to his face. He popped the sweet in his mouth and a mental montage of interminable hours of waiting during assignments whipped through his brain.
"Thanks," Ryan said. "Haven't had one of these in awhile."
The two settled into the comfortable silence of people who had worked together until they knew each other's thoughts, and Dalton apparently sensed Ryan wanted to be alone with his.
About a hundred yards from the place where Ryan had found his Mustang wrapped around a tree, he told Dalton to stop the car. "Pull into that clearing, leave the car behind those trees. We can walk from here."
"You sure?"
Ryan caught Dalton's glance at his knee. "Walking will loosen it." He opened his car door and started walking as if to prove it, although he bit back a curse as he tried to avoid limping.
He looked over his shoulder. Dalton had the trunk open and was rummaging around. When he caught up with Ryan, he had a pack on his back, a Winchester rifle over his shoulder, and a collapsible hiking stick in his hand.
He offered the stick to Ryan. "Team's only as strong as its weakest link, and you need to give that joint time to heal. Cut out on rehab, didn't you?"
Ryan didn't bother to answer as he extended the metal stick and let it take some of his weight. After about twenty paces, the knee felt better, and the knot in Ryan's stomach loosened. Maybe he hadn't damaged the knee further after all. But Dalton was right—he needed to follow up with rehab if he was going to heal, and he had to stop being so stubborn about it. His attitude that rehab was for wimps, not ex-SEALs who had worked in black ops for the past seven years wasn't going to cut it if he wanted full use of his leg.
To do what? Would Blackthorne take him back if he cleared his name, assuming he'd even want to go there? He refused the thought, filing it away to be dealt with once he solved his current problem.
"Tell me what happened." Dalton's voice cut through Ryan's pity party.
"I heard the explosion and ran. By the time I got here, I was too busy looking for Pop and taking care of him to examine the car. They towed it to my place, but I wanted to see if there was anything that might give us a clue as to who did this."
By now, they'd reached the site. A maze of tire tracks from the police, paramedics, and fire crew had obliterated anything that might have been on the ground. He strolled to the tree that his father had hit, noticing the bloodstains on the bark. Seeing the scene in daylight, Ryan's stomach lurched when he realized how close his father had come to serious injury—or death. He'd been hurled against the tree, but considering he missed a jagged boulder by mere inches on one side, and a forty-foot drop on the other, the tree had probably saved his life.
"Pop said the steering gave, and he jumped before the car went into the ravine."
Ryan scoured the ground where the Mustang must have swerved, and tried to backtrack along its logical trajectory. A glimmer of metal, half buried in the ground caught his eye, and he bent to pick it up, ignoring the protest from his knee.
"Whatcha got?" Dalton asked.
"Metal scraps. And a nut of some kind. Can't be sure if it came from the Mustang, or has been here longer." He handed the bits to Dalton.
Dalton studied the pieces of metal. "Can't tell. The nut might have come from a tie rod." He slipped everything into his pocket. "You said the car's at your place?"
Ryan nodded. "I couldn't see much last night. But there was a gallon of turpentine, some wood stain and linseed oil in the trunk. Wouldn't have taken that much to set it off. A piece of metal dragging against the rocks could have sparked."
"You think that's what happened?"
Ryan lowered himself to a boulder by the side of the road. "I don't know. My mind was mush last night."
"Understandable," Dalton said.
"Like hell. We go into firefights all the time. We rescue civilians, wipe out tangos, and God only knows what can and does go wrong. I've never lost it like that."
"It's never been your daddy," Dalton said softly. "And I reckon you weren't in the greatest place mentally to begin with. Losing kids is tough."
"Shouldn't matter."
"Rehab's for more than busted joints, pard. You gotta deal with the demons."
A hunk of granite filled his throat. He choked out the name. "Carmelita. She had huge brown eyes. Wrapped her arms around me. Scared to death, but I could see the faith she put in me. And I couldn't do a damn thing for her. Same age as Molly."
Dalton rested a hand on Ryan's shoulder. "Don't think of them by name. You know better. Keep 'em anonymous. You can't save them all."
Ryan knew detachment kept him from coming apart. But it hadn't worked with the Forcadas. And when he'd watched Molly—no, not Molly—the kid—racing across the parking lot, and he knew he couldn't get to her in time, a knife had sliced a jagged hole in his belly.
He swallowed hard. That was over. She was safe. Thanks to Dalton, not him.
"Let's get to it." He got up and wandered along the path the Mustang would have taken last night. The packed earth left few distinguishable tire marks, but as far as he could tell, there was nothing to indicate Pop had been driving erratically. He'd had one drink last night, and a short one at that. And he knew this road well enough to drive it blind.
"Let's go," he called to Dalton. "I want to look at the car."
"Um…I think I've got a little problem here." Dalton's voice was low and even. Ryan turned and hastened toward the sound of his voice. That Dalton had spoken told him whatever the problem was, stealth wasn't necessary. Still, he regretted that his Glock was in his nightstand drawer.
*****
Frankie's mother looked up from her dressing table when Frankie entered the bedroom. "Do you think Molly might have been playing dress-up with my jewelry?" she asked. "I can't find my elephant pin, and I know she likes it. Your father gave it to me for our tenth anniversary, and aside from its sentimental value, the stones are real. It's not a plaything."
"Molly doesn't take things that don't belong to her," Frankie bristled. I'll call the cleaners." How dare her mother accuse Molly of going through her personal belongings. Realizing she was upset about Bob, she took a breath and smoothed her tone. "I'll ask Molly about the pin. What else do you need for your…getaway?"
"This is making you uncomfortable, isn't it?" Her mother stopped rummaging through her jewelry box and turned to face Frankie. "Would you rather I stayed home?"
"Of course not. I need to get used to the idea, that's all. When I was home, you were Mom, and the elementary school principal. Then I went away, you retired, and I guess I never made the transition from you being Mom to you being a single woman who deserves to be happy."
"Thanks for understanding. When your father died, I buried myself in you, Claire, and my work. But it's been a long time, and—"
"No need to say anything else." Frankie closed the small suitcase and lowered it from the bed to the floor. "How long have you known Bob?"
"About three months—but it seems longer. We seem to complement each other. He's more…adventurous than I am. He makes me look at things with some reckless abandon. Yet he's sensible, too."
Frankie eyed her mother's wrist cast. "Yeah, like ice skating. I can't remember you ever skating when we were kids."
"And I never did. But Bob convinced me to give it a try. He felt terrible when I fell—stuck with me all the way to the hospital, waited forever while the doctors did their thing. Like he did last night. He came by every day—helped me cut through lots of red tape with the insurance. And he convinced me to use on-line banking. James was already overseas, you were at work, and Claire was bustling around in twelve directions, getting ready to move."
"I thought James took care of the books."
"He offered to, but there was no reason to turn things over to him. I think Claire had him thinking no woman could manage a budget—she always was a bit of a flibbertigibbet when it came to finances. And, as Bob pointed out, with the on-line system, I didn't need to sign checks, so my broken wrist was no problem."
The doorbell interrupted before Frankie could ask any of the million questions that had formed. She pushed them aside for now. Next week, they'd sit down and go over everything. She realized she'd been acting as badly as James, assuming Mom and Claire were equally challenged in the financial department.
Bob ambled into the bedroom. "There you are. Ready?" He bent down and kissed her mother's forehead.
Mom stoked his cheek. "Almost. Why don't you wait downstairs? I'll be down in a minute. My bag's packed."
Bob picked up the suitcase and left the room.
"He walks into your bedroom?"
"Why not? He rang the bell, after all. Molly probably let him in."
She'd have to talk to Molly about that, too.
Her mother patted her hair. "Since you seem to be in the mood for interrogations, Molly tells me you had company last night." Spock-like, her mother raised one eyebrow, a gesture Frankie had spent hours trying to mimic, to no avail. Her brows were inseparable.
"He was at the hospital. His father had been in a car accident, and he needed a place to stay. He's gone now."
"You let a stranger spend the night? In my house? With my granddaughter here? Frances Marie Castor, whatever were you thinking?"
All three names. Ouch. "He was very polite. Even offered to wash the sheets."
Another eyebrow lift. Heat rose to Frankie's face.
"Nothing like that. Honest. He slept in the guest room. Molly slept in my bed. With me. I made pancakes. He left."
Her mother turned back to her jewelry box, and Frankie knew she was checking her prized pieces.
"Mom, your pin was missing before Jack showed up. He's not that kind of guy." She caught herself before she turned things around and accused Bob of taking it.
Her mother's school principal glare reflected from the mirror. "And you know this because?"
"Because I do. Kind of like the way you knew Bob was special, I guess."
"Oh, so this stranger is special?"
How had the conversation taken this twist? "No, not like that. He's…trustworthy, I guess. He was in the Navy. Polite, and…and I don't know. But I know he didn't take anything."
"Be careful." She closed her jewelry box, patted her hair into place, and stood. "You know what can happen."
Frankie recognized her mother's look reflected in the mirror. You've got one daughter without a father.
*****
"Don't shoot," Ryan called to Dalton. "Wolf, it's okay. Friend."
The dog stood his ground, ears back, Dalton's rifle pointed at him.
"Lower the rifle, Dalt. Slow and easy." Ryan moved toward the dog, his voice calm, muttering reassurances that Dalton was no threat.
Dalton let the rifle barrel drop, then crouched and set the weapon on the ground. "Hey there, boy. I'm a friend. Wolf, is it?"
Ryan grabbed Wolf's ruff. "It's okay. Dalton's okay. Friend."
Wolf whimpered and pricked up his ears, the only sign he was willing to give Dalton the benefit of the doubt.
Dalton extended his hand. Wolf gave it a perfunctory sniff, then pressed against Ryan's leg.
"I guess he's still upset after last night," Ryan said.
"I gotta tell you, he came out of nowhere and took ten years off my life. I might have pissed him off with the rifle, but it was pure reflex."
"He more or less latched onto me when I got here—guess he knows what a pathetic mess I am."
"Nothing wrong with having eighty pounds of muscle on your side." Wolf begrudgingly allowed Dalton to scratch his ears. "You about ready to check out the car?"
"I take it you didn't find anything significant here."
Dalton shook his head. "Rescue operations destroyed the scene."
Together, the men walked back to Dalton's car. Wolf insinuated himself between them, but wouldn't get in the car.
"Suit yourself, boy," Ryan said to the dog. "Why don't you go home? I'm sure Rosa will be in today, stocking the kitchen for Pop's homecoming. You might luck out and get something better than kibble."
"You talk to that beast like he understands."
Ryan looked into Wolf's deep brown eyes. "Sometimes I'm sure he does. Let's go."
As they settled into the car, Dalton turned to Ryan. "Would that Rosa you mentioned happen to be the Rosa you talked about while we were living on lizards and snakes in Yucatan? The one who made chocolate cake to die for?"
"The same," Ryan said. "She doesn't live in anymore. Comes by a few times a week to cook and clean. Her pot roast is fit for a king." Ryan's mouth watered at the memory, his first recollection of wanting food in a long time. Or had sitting around a kitchen table eating pancakes with smiley faces broken the barrier and pointed him down recovery road?
From the side mirror, Ryan watched Wolf stare after the car as he and Dalton drove off. They rounded a turn, and the dog disappeared from sight. As they approached Josh's house, anxiety snaked beneath his skin like a downed power wire.
Seeing the charred remains of the Mustang brought back last night's panic. Not until he felt Dalton's hand on his shoulder did he realize he was gasping for air. He jerked away, half-stumbling toward the car and leaned on what was left of the hood. The stench of smoke, gasoline and turpentine filled his nostrils. The way it still did after missions, nausea threatened to overwhelm him. He took a deep breath, scrubbed his face with his hands and straightened.
Dalton leaned against a nearby tree, studying his fingernails. Waiting, as he always did, for Ryan to pull it together. He glanced up. "You ready to do this?"
"Yeah," Ryan said. As quickly as his panic had appeared, it dissipated, replaced by a numbness and detachment—not the exhilaration of a mission, but a hell of a lot easier to cope with.
"You take the back, I'll start in front," Dalton said. "This baby isn't designed for mountain roads. You sure it was sabotage? Might have snagged on a root or a rock."
"I've thought of that. I'd like to think I'd have noticed, but I was…preoccupied." He paused, waiting for Dalton to look up from the depths of the engine. "If someone rigged an explosive, I can't see them waiting around all night to detonate it in case I drove away. If they were studying me, they'd know I wouldn't leave until the next day, so a timer set for the middle of the night makes no sense."
"You think the explosion was a lucky side-effect?"
"That seems logical, but who knows? There wasn't much time between me getting home and Pop driving off. Given the nature of these roads, messing with the brakes or steering would be enough. Not a bomb."
"Guess we need to have a look-see."
What seemed like an hour later, Dalton crawled out from under the wreckage, tossing bits and pieces from hand to hand. "Between the fire, the water, and the crash, it's plumb impossible to tell what happened. But, far as I can tell, there's nothing here to indicate sabotage. You notice anything suspicious?"
"No. I've been here a couple of weeks, and nothing unusual's gone on."
"All the years in our line of work, we forget that accidents do happen, and these roads could shake something loose. How 'bout I take these parts back and use some of Blackthorne's high-priced techno-wizardry to check 'em out? Debbie owes me a favor." He winked. "Or maybe I owe her one. Either way, she ain't gonna talk. She might scream my name, but she ain't gonna talk."
Ryan rubbed his nose. "You ever think about settling down?"
"Like, with one woman? Forever?" He looked heavenward for a moment, as if the skies held the answer. For a moment, his face clouded. Then he grinned. "Nope. Can't see it. Too many fillies out there."
Circling his stiff neck, Ryan couldn't help but grin. Dalton assumed women would do his bidding—and they usually did.
"Tell me why the Phantom has the rumor mill grinding."
"Wish I could, pard. A couple of deals seemed to have his M.O. on them. But like I said before, that's an easy out. Unless he's got a clone or two."
Ryan mulled that one over for a few minutes. "Or he's recruiting? Training others in his methods?"
"Now that's a scary thought." Dalton stretched. "You got anything to drink inside? This is thirsty work."
They went inside, and Ryan opened the refrigerator. "You're in luck, Dalt. Pop delivered a care package the other night." He pulled out a six-pack of Heineken and set it on the counter. "Hungry? How does a turkey sandwich sound?"
"Almost as good as leftover pot roast, I guess."
"Help yourself to a beer." Ryan set to work slicing some turkey and assembling sandwiches.
Dalton hitched a hip onto the corner of the table. "You're lookin' better, man." He popped open two beers and handed one to Ryan. He raised his. "To answers."
Ryan tapped his bottle against Dalton's. "To answers." Despite the cold brew, he felt a warm glow diffuse through him.
"So, tell me," Ryan said around a mouthful of turkey. "If the Phantom isn't the likely suspect, what connects the two assignments? What does a high ranking government official's family in Colombia have in common with art smuggling?"
In Colombia, the Forcadas had been threatened into cooperating with Rafael, a sleazebag drug lord. Uncle Sam had been reluctant to get involved. Ryan comprehended the ways of the drug lords, and understood how those cases could escalate into areas the government didn't want to enter. And how Rafael would want very much to create an example so others wouldn't try to cross him. When everything went south, Ryan had been pissed, but that was always a possibility, no matter what the mission. It was losing the ones they'd been sent to protect that hurt.
But he wondered—not for the first time—or the hundredth—if he'd been too lax on his next assignment, thinking that the mission was trivial, that Blackthorne had given him a trivial op, getting him back on the horse. Stolen paintings and antiquities seemed small potatoes given the global threats of terrorism.
"Talk to me, pard," Dalton said.
"I don't know a lot—and I had no reason not to trust Blackthorne. I was supposed to go to Panama, waltz into this guy's living room, he'd hand over some computer files that would provide information about missing art. For a modest price, of course. Said he'd spent the last twenty years compiling lists—people, places, stuff. You know—crap from the pyramids, paintings the Nazis stole, smuggled pre-Colombian artifacts. Lists of forgeries hanging in museums while the originals are in basements of collectors. Low priority for Uncle Sam's finest, but a nice plug for Blackthorne, Inc.
"At the last minute, the contact calls me and says he has to move the meet. Like who the fuck is going to give a shit about him? But he insists on changing the time and place."
"Know the breed. Pains in the asses, all of them."
"So cliché, it would have been funny, but we go to this abandoned warehouse."
Ryan shuddered at the memory. The man's eyes, so dark his irises almost disappeared into his pupils. The tobacco-stained teeth and fingertips. A thick brush of a moustache. The ever-present cigar tubes in his breast pocket. His breath, a mixture of cigars and stale beer.
"And then it was FUBAR. Door slams open. Flash-bangs. I can't see, can't hear. I duck for cover and wait it out."
"Longest ten seconds of your life. Been there."
"Yeah. My contact is screaming, messing with the computers. The intruders are spreading gunfire. I don't give a shit who they are, I shoot back. Got two of them." Ryan rubbed his shoulder. "Third one took a little extra."
He looked up. Dalton took another swig of his beer, waiting. Ryan exhaled and went on.
"Compared to the Colombia gig, this wasn't much."
"Hell it wasn't. You were alone. Why no backup?"
Ryan snorted. "My idea. It was supposed to be a simple transaction. After losing my last team, I insisted on doing it alone. In and out. Like you said, wham, bam, thank you, ma'am. Then, when it went south, extraction was…delayed. Took three days.
"After I left Blackthorne, I tried to connect Alvarez to Rafael. I know I wasn't the leak." He stared at his Heineken. "I thought I could clear my name if I could find a connection between the two. But it's a stretch. Rafael's into cocaine, and Alvarez was using an old meth lab. I haven't found anything to hook Alvarez to any kind of drugs."
"Covered your tracks?"
"Of course. Used the public computers at the Three Elks. Downloaded files to my flash so anything I did here wasn't on line." He noted Dalton's quizzical expression. "And, yes, I have virus protection, and yes, I still have Blackthorne's magic program, although the best anyone could do would be to trace the searches to the bar." Ryan drained the bottle and set it down. "So, does anyone know what Alvarez's files were supposed to be if they're not smuggled art?"
"If anyone does, they're not talking. But I agree, knowing who's hiding some trinkets doesn't seem worth diddly in the grand scheme of things. Not that folks don't kill for less. Too bad the files were destroyed, ain't it? We had them, we might figure it out."
"Yeah. Too bad." Ryan stared at the ceiling for a while, not exactly sure why he didn't tell Dalton the truth. It could wait. "The good news is that they don't have them, either. Pass me another beer."
At some point, the beer changed to whiskey. Dalton kept the refills coming, reminiscences flowed with them, and Ryan remembered little else until sunlight pierced his eyelids and a cold nose poked his neck. "Go away, dog."
Ryan groped for his watch. Twelve-twenty, and unless he'd been transported above the Arctic Circle, it was noon, not midnight. He'd slept—damn, he didn't know how long he'd slept. At least twelve hours. His head felt thick, but blessedly, no hangover symptoms.
He picked through the tangle in his brain for the memories. He and Dalton, out on the porch, watching the sunset. Being helped into bed. No nightmares.
He stumbled into the shower. Revived, he got dressed and wandered through the living room. Everything was immaculate.
"Dalt?" In the kitchen, it was the same. As if Dalton had never been here. He caught the note propped up against the coffee pot.
Hope you slept well. You needed it. Got a 911 page about 2. Wheels up at 8. Had to dash. Will be in touch. D.
"You almost ready, Molly?" Frankie took mental inventory of the picnic supplies and added a roll of paper towels, wet naps and a box of band-aids to a canvas tote. "Don't forget your jacket. And your red cap. It's cold up in the mountains."
After seeing her mother and Bob off yesterday, finishing the laundry, and trying to get a handle on the budget based on the few bits and pieces she found in Mom's desk, Frankie had convinced Molly to settle for pizza and The Little Mermaid on video, with the promise that she could pick whatever she wanted to do on Sunday.
When Molly had proposed a picnic, Frankie jumped at the suggestion.
She ran her fingers along the pebbled metal of the camera she'd rediscovered in the attic while searching for the picnic basket. Surprised at how familiar it felt, how it seemed to mold to her grip as if she'd used it last week instead of years ago, she thought of her photos on the living room wall. She knew exactly where she and Molly would go.
"Ready, Mommy. Can Mr. Snuggles come, too? He said he likes picnics."
"Of course. Can you carry this for me?" Frankie handed Molly the tote. "Why don't you let Mr. Snuggles ride inside? Then you have both hands to carry it."
Molly nodded and arranged Mr. Snuggles so that his head and forepaws hung over the top of the tote. "Let's go."
With their supplies in the trunk, Molly secure in back, and the camera bag up front, Frankie headed out of town, past Stanton, and into the mountains where she'd taken her award winning photos. Okay, so maybe they were high school awards, but all that meant was that she could do better now.
Before they left Broken Bow, she stopped and picked up a supply of film. Black and white, although the clerk had to hunt for it. Digital might be the current trend, but Frankie couldn't separate the photography from the picture-making process. For her, manipulating images on a computer would never compare to watching an image appear, as if by magic, onto a blank sheet of paper immersed in the developer tray. She could almost smell the tang of the chemicals. She wondered if Mr. Anisman still taught at the high school, and if he'd let her use the darkroom. On impulse, she bought two disposable cameras for Molly.
By late afternoon, Frankie was comfortably tired. Their picnic had become secondary to the picture-taking. Molly was enthralled with having her own camera, and learned that being quiet was rewarded with glimpses of wildlife, although Frankie thought Mr. Snuggles would be the focal point of most of Molly's photos.
"I'm all done, Mommy." Molly handed over her second camera. Her nose and cheeks were flushed pink with the cold. Frankie tugged Molly's knit cap lower, covering her ears.
"Almost time to go, Peanut. You've done a great job. I'll bet you have some wonderful pictures in here." Frankie slipped the camera into her jacket pocket and looked up.
Black and gray clouds billowed above, glowing with reflections that preceded sunset. Below, a stream, swollen with spring rains, twisted and turned its way down the mountain. A photo screamed out to her.
"Mommy's going to take a few pictures, and then I'll be done, too. Why don't you sit on that log, and be very, very quiet. Maybe the deer will come by again."
Frankie grinned as Molly did her best stealth tiptoe and settled onto a fallen log by the stream.
Finding a vantage point higher up the bank, Frankie screwed her camera into the tripod and attached the cable release. She stomped her feet and rubbed her hands against the calendar-defying cold. She'd forgotten what spring in Montana was like. Sun one day, snow the next, especially in the mountains. She tucked her hair into the hood of her parka and pulled the drawstring tight against the rising wind.
After snapping a couple of shots that would freeze the action of the water, mirroring the clouds above, she took a meter reading and adjusted the aperture and shutter speed for a long exposure. The rushing stream below would be transformed into a frothy blur, looking more like whipped cream than water.
Her eyes glued to the viewfinder, she composed the shot, framing the image with the overhanging branches above and a boulder below, and waited for the precise moment when the clouds and sun combined to give her perfect lighting.
A high-pitched shriek pierced her tranquil concentration. Molly! In Frankie's panic, the sound seemed to come from everywhere. Frankie whipped her head around, searching out the last place she'd seen Molly, but her child wasn't on the log.
"Molly!" Her heart hammered hard enough to escape her rib cage. "Where are you?"
"Mr. Snuggles fell in! Mommy! Help!" The sound moved away, carried by the wind.
Cursing the stuffed dog, Frankie raced toward her daughter's screams. She caught a glimpse of Molly's red jacket being propelled downstream. With Molly inside.
"Grab something! Hold on! I'm coming!"
Frankie scrambled down the bank, slipping and sliding until she reached the stream bed. The surging current, fed by the runoff of melting snow, no longer looked like the peaceful scene she'd framed with her camera lens. The water roared, or was it the blood pounding in her ears? She raced downstream, trying to get ahead of Molly.
"Hang on, please, hang on." Stumbling, trying to keep her footing on the slippery ground, a flash of brown fur bounded past her, sending her to her knees.
Oh, God. A bear? No, a wolf. It chased after Molly.
"No!"
She groped along the ground, seeking a rock, a stick, anything to keep the mad creature away from her child.
"Wolf!" A male voice cried out.
"I know. My daughter. Help me, please!" Her voice trembled, pitched two octaves higher than normal. Her fingers found a rock, and she clutched it in her fist, her arm poised to hurl it at the beast. Someone gripped her wrist and pried it loose.
Without turning, she screamed, "Give me that! What are you doing? That beast is going to kill my daughter!"
The man shoved her aside and raced past her. She scrambled to her feet and followed his hooded green parka.
Around a bend, her heart stopped when she saw Molly's red knit cap swirling in an eddy. Forcing her eyes to look beyond it, she saw Molly clutching a snagged branch.
"Hold on, Molly. I'm coming."
She plunged into the icy water. The current threatened to yank her feet out from under her. Submerged rocks and branches threatened what little footing she could maintain. She reached for an overhanging branch to steady herself. When she looked back at the stream, Molly was gone.
"Molly!" Her heart pounded in her ears. "Molly!"
She struggled back to the bank where she could move faster. Beyond the next curve, she spied the beast with Molly's jacket in its teeth, Molly in the jacket, the man close behind.
"Do something. Stop him," Frankie cried.
"Stay back." The man stood on a flat rock near the edge of the stream. "Wolf. Good boy. Bring her here."
Transfixed, Frankie watched the beast, not a wolf but a German shepherd, keep Molly's head above water as it fought the current and dragged her toward the man.
"Good boy. A little more. Come on." The wind caught most of his voice, but she heard the calm confidence in his tone.
Once Molly was close enough, he stepped into the stream and plucked her into his arms. "Okay, little one. You're okay."
Frankie splashed out of the water and up the bank where the man had placed Molly on her side. Molly choked, coughed up half the stream, and burst into tears.
"Peanut, you're okay. Mommy's here." Frankie knelt at Molly's side, clutched her to her chest and stroked her face. "You're safe now."
"Looks like she's all right," the man said.
Momentarily startled by his voice, Frankie's universe expanded enough to include the stranger. "You saved her life. I don't know how to thank you."
She gazed up into the man's face for the first time. In the dimming light, his face was cast in shadows. The cloud cover broke for a moment, and his whiskey colored eyes caught hers. She squinted at him.
"Jack?"
Recognition flashed across his face. "Frankie?" He looked down. "Hello, angel."
Molly's sobs subsided into hiccups. "Molly, not Angel."
Frankie swallowed. "You shaved. What are you doing here? Never mind. I'm so glad you were." She looked for the dog, but it was nowhere in sight. "Was that your dog? I thought it was a wolf. I thought it was going to attack Molly. I thought she was going to drown, or be eaten or—"
Strong hands gripped her shoulders. "Shh. She's okay. But we need to get her—and you—into warm clothes. Where's your car?"
Frankie whirled her head around, trying to get her bearings. "Off the main road. By the equestrian crossing." Her teeth chattered.
Jack removed his parka and wrapped it around Molly, who all but disappeared inside. "You have a change of clothes?"
Frankie shook her head. "Swimming wasn't part of the plan."
"My place isn't far. You can dry off there." He started walking. Frankie noticed he limped.
"I can carry her," she said. She reached for Molly, needing to touch her, to feel her breathing. To know she was safe.
"Faster if I do. Hypothermia can be a problem." He glanced over his shoulder. "You okay to walk?"
"I'm fine. Is Molly really all right?"
"She's shivering. Good sign."
Frankie jogged to keep up with Jack's stride as he traveled through the trees.
"Where are we going? The road's back that way, isn't it? Or did I really get turned around?"
"Shorter this way."
"She's going to be okay, isn't she? Do you think she needs to go to the hospital? I meant to give her swimming lessons in Boston, but I was so busy with work, and—"
"Frankie."
"What?"
"Save your breath."
"Sorry. But I tend to—"
"Babble. I know."
Despite the cold, her face burned. She clenched her teeth to stop the chattering—both kinds—and tried to keep Jack in sight as he set a brisk pace through the woods.
*****
Ryan hoisted his shivering bundle over his shoulder and opened the front door. He'd sensed Frankie behind him as he'd hiked, and he trusted she'd keep up. She was freaked out enough without him adding his concerns that the child's tiny size had made her vulnerability to hypothermia a serious issue. Despite his attempts to engage the child in conversation, the most he'd been able to get out of her was an occasional head-shake. She wasn't crying, but neither was she the outgoing child of their prior meeting.
She'll be fine. This is nothing like the Forcada mission.
Inside, he flipped the switch for the heat lamp in the bathroom and began peeling off her wet clothes.
"Hey. I'll bet you're cold, aren't you?"
She nodded.
Damn, he wasn't the team medic, although everyone first aid training. Only problem was, he'd been in nothing but hot climates for the past five years. Knowing how to treat heat stroke wasn't worth squat right now. He racked his brain for what he'd learned about hypothermia.
Warm her. Get her dry. That much was obvious. More filtered through. Check speech and motor functions.
"Can you talk to me?"
She gave a violent head shake and looked over his shoulder. He turned. Frankie stood in the bathroom doorway, breathing hard.
"Is she okay?"
"I think so. Bedroom's over there." He pointed with his chin, gently rubbing the child with a towel. "Find me a sweatshirt—anything warm for her."
He heard drawers opening and closing in the bedroom. "Second drawer," he shouted.
Frankie returned, stepping into the now crowded bathroom, ready to pull a sweatshirt over her daughter's head.
"Wait," Ryan said. He crouched in front of the child, her blue eyes contrasted against her pale skin. Full of trust. Like Carmelita. "Go get the shirt from your mom for me, please."
Exhaling when she walked across the room on steady legs, he pulled himself to his feet.
"You're hurt," Frankie said.
She must have seen the wince. "Just a sore knee. Nothing serious. But Molly's got good motor functions. If she'd talk, I'd bet her speech is normal, too."
He leaned down, his hands on his thighs. "Would you like some soup?" She nodded. Ryan cocked head at Frankie. "She doesn't seem to want to talk to me today."
"Molly, Mr. Daniels asked you a question. What do you say?" Frankie said.
"Yes, please." The words were tiny, but not slurred.
Ryan tousled the child's hair. "Hair dryer's under the sink. Get her settled, and then, I think you should go find some dry clothes for yourself. Help yourself to a hot shower."
"Jack, I can't begin to thank you. If you hadn't come along—Molly's everything—I'm a good mom—she was sitting right there, and then she was—I only took my eyes off her for an instant."
"Drop it. I did come along. Give me your car keys. I'll get your car. Take anything in the kitchen, but get something warm inside both of you as soon as possible. It's probably a good idea if she walks around some, too."
Frankie stuck her hands into her jacket pockets, frowned, and dug through her jeans. "Rats. They're in my camera bag." Her eyes widened. "My camera. Oh, my. All my shots. I totally forgot. They can't be ruined. I need them. It'll be dark soon, and what if it rains? Or snows?"
"Slow down again. Where's the camera bag?"
"With the camera. Near where Molly fell into the stream."
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