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Danger in Deer Ridge

A Blackthorne, Inc. Novel

 

Terry Odell

 

To everyone in our mountain town, for making us welcome.


Chapter 1

“Don’t worry, Mom. We’ll be safe here. Grace said so. And so did Miri. Can we live here forever?”

Elizabeth squeezed her son’s shoulder. There’s no such thing as forever, she wanted to say.

Will turned away from the window. “They’ll come back, won’t they?”

At least his tone had changed. His somber mood had lifted when they’d passed fields with horses and cows alongside the road as they drove to their new home. And ever since he’d seen the herd of deer walk through the yard, he’d stopped complaining about leaving Grace’s house.

Pointedly avoiding his first question, she nodded. “The town is called Deer Ridge, so I’m sure there are lots of deer around. I think they have favorite places. If our yard is one of theirs, I’m sure they’ll come again. But probably not right away. They have things to do. And so do we.”

Will’s brown-eyed gaze, so like the puppy’s he’d had to leave behind, captured her heart. How could someone so young be so solemn? And so blasted perceptive.

She ran her fingers over his recently shorn hair, missing the blond curls. Will seemed to accept the changes their new lives required, but could he maintain the façade? She understood the constant effort it took to avoid anything someone might recognize as Julie Ann.

Starting with the name. Damn, she had to stop thinking of herself as Julie Ann Vaughn. Thanks to Grace’s magic, Julie Ann Vaughn was dead. Elizabeth had read the online article about the memorial service, complete with pictures of a grieving husband. The man could play a damn good role, right down to the crocodile tears.

For a short time, when she’d first run, she’d been Jillian, but now she was Elizabeth. Plain, boring Elizabeth. Elizabeth Parker.

Ignoring the chill that shuddered through her, she found a grin for Will. “Right as rain, buster. Now go put your things away. If you do it yourself, you’ll know where everything is.”

With Will busy in his room, Elizabeth started dinner preparations. For their first night in their new home, she’d let Will pick the menu. Hot dogs, macaroni and cheese, and, because she’d insisted on something green, string beans. And it did seem to be the sort of meal Elizabeth Parker would cook for her eight-year-old son.

She’d stopped at a Walmart the day before, on the drive from San Francisco to Colorado, and bought enough basics to get them started. They might not have much, but at least she had a pot to cook in. Groceries, she’d bought today, at a Safeway about an hour away. She remembered the clerk trying to convince her to get the discount card, and how he’d raised his eyebrows when she’d refused. Had that been a mistake? Would she be more memorable for refusing?

Didn’t matter, she reminded herself. No paper trail. No computer trail.

She filled the pot with water, then set it on the burner. Checking the unfamiliar gas range, she matched the knob with the appropriate burner and twisted it. Nothing. She waited. Tried again. Was she supposed to light the burner with a match? Where was the instruction book? She yanked open drawers hoping to find one. Nothing.

Taking a calming breath, she twisted the knob again, leaning forward to listen for the hiss of gas. Still nothing. She sniffed. Nope.

Great. Grace’s Realtor had promised the rented house was move-in ready. Elizabeth ran the water in the sink. After several minutes, it hadn’t warmed.

Stop. Think. Lights work. Refrigerator works. Those were electric. The stove was gas, and she suspected the water heater was as well. Heat? The sun streamed in, and she hadn’t noticed a chill in the place. But if the heat wasn’t working, it would get cold once the sun went down. The Colorado mountains weren’t known for sultry nights in June.

Biting back a curse, she dried her hands and went to the car for her rudimentary tool kit. She’d picked up a few skills helping Miri keep Galloway House running, but she was more of a tool passer than a Ms. Fixit. Would she know a gas line if she tripped over it?

Become more self-sufficient. Another thing to add to her growing “To Do” list.

She popped the trunk and reached in for the red metal case. The sound of footfalls behind her had her jerking upward, slamming her head into the edge of the trunk. She forced herself to move slowly.

Ignore the pain. Keep both hands free. Did she have time to open the chest and grab something heavy? Wasn’t there one of those tire-changing things lying in the trunk? Trying not to be obvious, she groped along the carpet-lined space.

“Ms. Parker?” A deep male voice conjured images of a linebacker-sized hit man. But why would a hit man use her new name? Her mind whirled. The voice wasn’t Victor’s. If Victor sent some thug, wouldn’t he be asking for Julie Ann? Who other than Grace and a Realtor she’d never met face-to-face knew she was here? The Realtor was a woman. Should she admit to being Elizabeth Parker?

And then a thought surpassed all others.

Will’s alone in the house.

Her fingers wrapped around cool metal. Barely registering its four-sided shape, she hefted it. Heavy enough to do some damage. Awkward to conceal. She half-turned, keeping her head down.

He cleared his throat. “Sorry I’m late. I’m here to turn on the gas.”

Relief supplanted some of the fear. Warily, her makeshift weapon at her side, she searched for a gas company vehicle. She saw a pickup at the far end of her steep, winding driveway, but she couldn’t make out a company logo. Was he blocking her in? If he was from the gas company, where was his toolbox? She hated this life, having to be your-life-might-be-at-stake careful instead of the normal-woman-alone careful.

“Got a flat?” the man asked.

She dared to look at him directly. Not a linebacker. Baseball player, maybe, although the dirt-streaked blue coverall he wore hid his shape. But there was no denying the underlying muscular build. A rugged face, jaws shadowed with stubble. Snapping her gaze from his face, she looked more closely at his uniform, seeking some gas company identification. Instead, a red-and-yellow embroidered patch with a helicopter and “Life Flight” stood out against the dark fabric. Beneath it was a small green cartoon logo, but she wouldn’t step close enough to see exactly what—or be caught staring. He kept looking up the driveway toward his truck, then back at her, his expression more questioning than menacing. Did he have a partner there? Was he signaling him?

He cleared his throat. “I can change your tire if you need it.”

“What?” she said.

“A flat.” He tilted his chin toward her arm. “You’re holding a lug wrench. Assumed you needed to change a tire.”

His expression said he knew damn well what she’d planned to use it for.

“Lug wrench. Right. Um … no. I was getting the tool kit. To fix the gas. But if you’re here to do that—”

“I am.” He reached into a deep pocket of his coveralls. Her heart fluttered. Her grip on the wrench tightened as he brought his hand forward. Did he have a gun? No, not a gun. A wrench.

He cast another quick glance toward his truck. “Rhonda Simmons sent me. Mountain Realty?”

Rhonda the Realtor. Right. Another layer of wariness peeled away. He must have caught her staring at his chest. He craned his neck toward his truck again, then patted the patch. “Oh, this. Yeah, I’m a backup pilot for Life Flight. We had a rescue, which is why I couldn’t get here when I was supposed to. I hope you haven’t been inconvenienced.”

“Not really. Not yet. We just got here today.” She felt like a fool holding the lug wrench, so she set it in the trunk. But didn’t close it. “Are you also with the gas company?”

“No, but I live down the road, and I do a lot of handy work in the area, so Rhonda called me. Won’t take more than a few minutes. Or, if you’re worried, you can call the gas company directly, but it’s Friday. They probably won’t get here until Monday at the earliest. And they’ll charge you twenty bucks. Your call.” He gave her a friendly enough grin, but there was something half-hearted about it.

Her brain seemed to have come to a screeching halt after the tangle of thoughts that had been racing through it. “Um…Can you wait here one minute?”

“No problem. I have to check something. Only be a second.” He started up the driveway.

“Wait,” she called after him. “Your name?”

He grinned again. This one seemed for real. She avoided thinking how his mouth turned up more on one side than the other, and raised her gaze to his eyes. Which, she’d already noted, were a greenish-gold with a dark ring around the iris. And why had she noticed that? Dropping her gaze to his chest didn’t work either.

“Mark Grinciewicz,” he said. “Folks call me Grinch.”

She wasn’t going to. Although she wasn’t sure she’d be able to repeat Grinciewicz without practicing. She slammed the car trunk closed. “Thanks.” She darted for the house. Grinch. That was the green thing on his coveralls. Well, he sure as heck wasn’t going to steal anything from her or Will.

She opened the side door to the kitchen, calling for her son.

“Almost done,” Will shouted from his room.

Hearing his upbeat voice calmed her. She found Rhonda’s business card in her wallet and punched in the number. While the phone rang, she peered out the window, watching the mysterious Grinch loped up the driveway toward his truck. Grace’s words played over and over in her head.

The secret is becoming the part you’re playing. But remember, other people play parts as well. Don’t take things at face value.

Grace hadn’t seen Grinch’s face. Not gorgeous, to be sure. Well-worn. Lived in. Caring. She’d already been fooled by superficial good looks with Victor. If Grinch rescued people, he had to be safe, didn’t he? But he seemed nervous, distracted. The way she felt every time she met someone new, hoping they couldn’t see through her lies. Was he lying?

She peeked through the kitchen window. He was heading back down her driveway, tapping the wrench against his palm. Warming up? She gripped the phone. Come on, Rhonda. Pick up.

Will bounded into the kitchen. “I’m done, Mom. Want to check?”

Grinch was walking around her car, running his hand along the hood. More thoughts buzzed through her head. Checking her plates? Planting a bug? Too much television, she told herself. She managed to keep the anxiety out of her tone when she answered Will. “As soon as I’m off the phone. Do me a favor and wait for me in your room, okay?”

*****

Grinch peeked through the passenger window of his pickup, reassuring himself that Dylan would stay asleep for the few moments it would take to get the gas flowing. The bumpy ride down the steep, pothole-filled driveway would have woken him up for sure. Besides, Chester was with him, and nobody would approach the truck with that mutt standing guard. He gave the window a soft pat, then headed toward the house.

It had been obvious that he’d frightened the Parker woman, and not by showing up unannounced. She had that trapped-animal demeanor. What’s her story? He wandered around her car. Layers of road dirt. California plates. Tires in decent shape, but if this was her only vehicle, she was going to have some trouble once the snows hit. Sooner if she didn’t get the driveway repaired and graded.

He checked the pickup again, Dylan’s red hair clearly visible against the passenger side window. Was he moving? Waking up? Damn, what was taking that woman so long? He needed to get Dylan home. Hell, he could have had the line opened and been gone by now.

He eyed the house. The front door opened, and the Parker woman trotted down the porch steps. At last. He strode toward her, trying to replace his impatience with a reassuring smile.

“I’m sorry to keep you waiting,” she said. “I verified that Rhonda sent you. Thanks for stopping by.”

“Understood, ma’am,” he said. “This day and age, it pays to be careful. Although you’ll find most folks around here are friendly.”

“Will it take long?” she asked.

“Not at all. I’ll open the main line to the house, then make sure everything works for you.”

“I’ll leave you to it.” She disappeared into the house like a prairie dog into its den.

He opened the line, then jogged toward her door. She must have been watching, because the door opened when he hit the first wooden porch step.

“You’re finished?” she asked. He noticed her round, blue eyes. Eyes that kept darting glances toward the house. “So we’ll have hot water and heat?”

“Show me to the furnace and water heater, and I’ll fire them up for you.”

“Um…I’m not sure where they are. Basement, I guess.”

He forced a smile. “Either that or the garage. I’ll find ’em.”

“Can I try the stove?”

“Sure. Give it a shot.”

She stepped in that direction, then stopped. “Um … it’s not going to explode, is it?”

He restrained himself from pushing past her. “Shouldn’t. Here, let me.” He twisted the knobs, hearing the pop as the ignition system kicked in. Seconds later, blue flames flickered below each burner.

He was about to check the oven when the sound of a dog’s frantic barking chilled his blood.

Chester. He whirled and raced to the door, flinging it open. The spotted mutt raced circles around Dylan, who was stumbling down the drive.

“Dylan!” Grinch leaped off the porch and sprinted across the gravel, dodging potholes. “I told you to stay in the truck.” He grabbed the child.

Dylan sniffled. “I’m sorry. But I—” Then he threw up what appeared to be three times the volume of what his little stomach could hold. What had Mrs. Bridger fed him? She had a reputation as a reliable sitter, and Grinch had been grateful she’d agreed to take Dylan at the last minute, but maybe it hadn’t been a smart move.

“It’s all right, Dyl. It’s all right. You’ll be okay,” Grinch said, ignoring the stench and the mess. He rubbed the boy’s back and held his head.

“I’m sorry, I tried to be good.” His tears returned, along with shuddering sobs. “I sicked in the truck too.”

“What’s going on?”

Grinch turned to see the Parker woman, hands on her hips, a scowl on her face. He sat on the ground, pulling Dylan into his lap. “Sorry. Dylan—I thought he’d be okay for a few minutes—your place was on the way—Rhonda said it was a rush job—I didn’t—”

The woman crouched by his side, running her fingers through Dylan’s sweat-soaked hair, touching his forehead. “My God, he’s burning up. What kind of a person are you, leaving a child alone in the first place, not to mention a sick one.”

“Dylan was asleep. I didn’t know he was sick. And Chester was with him,” Grinch said, the words not out of his mouth before he realized how stupid they sounded.

“Chester?” She whirled her head around, fingers curled into fists.

“Dog,” he said.

She scanned the yard where Chester was now performing the obligatory sniffing routine. Apparently satisfied there was no additional threat, her posture relaxed. “You might as well come in and get cleaned up. Should you call your pediatrician?”

“I ... we…don’t have one. I didn’t know Dylan was sick.”

She was already marching toward the house. Grinch scooped up Dylan and followed. Damn, the kid was burning up. Some father he was turning out to be.

At the door, Grinch stopped. “Let me get these coveralls off. No point in messing up your house.”

Without asking permission, she took charge of Dylan. “We’ll be in the bathroom.” She mumbled something and they disappeared. Momentarily stunned, he stood on the porch. His brain kicked in at last, and he unzipped the vomit-soaked coveralls and stepped out of them, shuddering as the cool air surrounded his skin. At least he had cargo shorts and a tee underneath. They seemed to have escaped harm. Leaving his coveralls and boots in a heap by the door, he went inside in search of his son.

The sound of water led him to the bathroom, where Dylan perched on the vanity, letting the Parker woman strip off his soiled shirt. Grinch paused in the doorway. Dylan had stopped crying. She wiped his face with a wet cloth, then ran it down his arms and over his thin chest. The boy had the fair skin that went with his red hair, but it was deathly pale now. His freckles stood out in stark contrast. Over the running water Grinch heard her saying those soothing things that women seemed born knowing. Dylan’s green eyes glistened with fever as they stared at her.

Grinch cleared his throat. “Thanks, ma’am. I can take over.”

She snapped her head around and glared at him. “Why don’t you go do whatever you have to so we can get some hot water? You are capable of that, aren’t you?”

Inwardly, he winced. There was no denying the unspoken words: Since you’re obviously clueless about taking care of a child.

Which was God’s honest truth.

“You okay, sport?” Grinch asked Dylan. The boy nodded, fixated on his new caretaker. Great. He’d been replaced. On his way out of the bathroom, he almost collided with another child. A boy, a few years older than Dylan, Grinch estimated. “Sorry.”

The boy tilted his head up. “Are you Dylan’s dad?”

“Yeah.”

The boy eyed him warily. “Mom’s good at taking care of people. She took good care of me when I was sick. I had an operation. My heart leaked. But I’m fine now.”

The boy had solemn brown eyes that twisted something inside Grinch. “That’s good to know.”

“These are mine, but Dylan can borrow them. I wore them when I was sick.” The boy held up some faded blue pajamas with superheroes flying about. “They’re … comforting.”

Christ, was everyone a better parent than he was? He swallowed to keep his throat open. “Thanks. I’ll go fix your furnace and water heater.”

He wandered through the living area, empty except for a faded green sofa and an assortment of Walmart bags on the floor. He found the stairs, trotted down to what was a partially finished basement. One big space, shabby brown carpet, three doors. He opened the first. Sink, toilet, and a Lilliputian shower stall. The next door led to the garage. He flipped on the light. No second vehicle. Nothing but cold air and a musty smell.

Opening the last door, he found what he needed. He fired up the water heater before tackling the furnace. Dust covered the outside. The filter was well overdue for a change. He crouched, checked the fittings, and turned it on. The Parker woman had better have it serviced it if she wanted an efficient heating system come fall.

Maybe he’d come by in a few days and take care of it. Fair enough, since she was tending to Dylan. Or maybe she’d already made the arrangements. It was her first day here, and her furniture hadn’t been delivered yet. Maybe her husband was on his way.

What difference did it make? And why did he care? He had enough on his plate right now.

He straightened from his crouch, wiped his hands on his shorts. He’d thank the woman, take Dylan, and get on with straightening out his life.

Gentle footfalls thumped on the stairs. Dylan? Grinch rushed to the base of the staircase. The Parker kid stopped midway down. “Mom wants you.”


Chapter 2

Elizabeth gripped the knife she was using to trim the green beans when Grinch appeared at the top of the stairs. The panic on his face eased some of her fear.

“Dylan? Is he—?” Grinch’s gaze shot around the room.

“He’s asleep,” she said. “In Will’s room. It’s probably better if you let him rest for a bit. Until we know he isn’t going to throw up again.”

“I threw up seven times once,” Will said, in a tone that was neither boasting nor complaining.

Grinch glanced toward the couch where Will sat, hunched over a drawing tablet.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll go sit with Dylan,” Grinch said to Elizabeth.

She nodded toward the hall. “On the left. There’s a bowl by the bed in case he throws up.”

Once he’d gone, she returned to her cooking. Not long ago, she’d trusted everyone to be as honest as she was. Okay, maybe Victor wasn’t honest, but at least she knew what to expect from him. Could she go through life not trusting anyone? Surely the man wouldn’t have brought a child with him if he was going to hurt her.

He might be checking you out. Reporting your whereabouts to Victor. What if he set your water heater or furnace to blow up in the middle of the night?

Somehow, that didn’t ring true. For now, she’d take the man at face value. Someone who’d done a stupid thing and seemed to regret it.

And if she was going to live here, she might as well start working on creating the right image. A single mother, neighborly, but not too outgoing. An image absolutely nothing like the one she’d projected as Julie Ann. Or even Jillian. Grace and Miri had both stressed how important it was. Elizabeth fingered her plain, do-it-yourself dyed boring brown hair, growing out into a plain non-style.

It’s more than changing your appearance. Find new hobbies. Cultivate new interests.

Not that Victor knew much about her interests. He’d always dictated what she could or couldn’t do. He’d assumed she enjoyed entertaining his friends, going to parties. Playing bridge with the wives while the men played poker. Schmoozing at the country club, playing tennis or golf. If that’s where he’d be looking, he’d have a hard time finding her.

No, Victor couldn’t have sent this guy. It was too soon. Things had been quiet while she was staying with Grace, and Elizabeth trusted that the former intelligence agent would have known if her and Will’s cover had been blown. The arrangements for this house had been made after Grace had procured Elizabeth’s new identity documentation. Elizabeth never asked how she got the paperwork, and frankly, she didn’t want to know.

The sound of the pot lid jiggling focused her attention where it needed to be. On being a mom, cooking dinner. She sighed. Victor had let her take cooking classes. She’d miss those. She’d have to settle for expanding her culinary horizons via television and cookbooks.

She removed the lid and poured the macaroni into the rapidly boiling water, giving it a stir and adjusting the gas. Which seemed to be working perfectly. Her confidence in her assessment of Grinch rose a notch.

Once the green beans were simmering, she figured she might as well start working on that neighborly image. After setting the timer, she dried her hands and headed for Will’s room.

Sounds of retching and coughing floated down the hall. She quickened her pace. Dylan’s head hovered over the bowl. Grinch’s large hand braced the boy’s head, and he uttered reassurances as Dylan brought up whatever was left in his stomach.

She hurried to the hall bathroom and dampened a washcloth. When she returned, the retching had stopped, but the boy sobbed. He hid his face from his father, more fear than misery in his expression. As if he was afraid of being punished. The same look she’d seen too often in Will’s eyes when he was trying so hard to please Victor. The look that had been the final straw, giving her the nerve to pick up and run.

Wordlessly, she stepped to the bedside and wiped Dylan’s forehead. She hadn’t noticed any evidence of physical abuse when she’d changed him into Will’s pajamas, but you didn’t have to hit a kid to hurt him. “Not much fun being sick, is it? But it happens to everyone. Nothing you can do about it.”

Grinch stood and took the bowl out of the room. The toilet flushed, water ran. He reappeared with the empty bowl.

“My mouth tastes ucky,” Dylan said. “Can I have some Coke?”

“Not yet, sport,” Grinch said.

The boy’s face fell. “Mom gave me Coke.”

Elizabeth wiped Dylan’s mouth with the cloth. “Tell you what. In a bit, I’ll get you some water, but you have to spit it out. It’s not good to add anything to an upset tummy right away, or it might get sick again.” She didn’t mention that there wasn’t a soft drink of any sort in the house.

“Okay,” Dylan said, settling down and closing his eyes.

Grinch handed Elizabeth the bowl. His lips flattened. “Dylan said he was sick in the truck. I’d better go clean it up. And check on Chester. We’ll be out of your hair soon.”

Dylan’s quivering chin melted her heart. She couldn’t turn him over to Grinch yet. “There’s no hurry. Dylan should rest. I was going to ask you to stay for dinner. That is, if you can tolerate hot dogs and mac and cheese. Will’s menu.”

He gave a noncommittal shrug and tromped out of the room.

She perched on the edge of the bed and stroked Dylan’s hair. From the kitchen, the timer dinged. “You rest, slugger. I have to check on dinner, but I’ll be right back.”

His eyes popped open and he grabbed her hand.

“You want me to stay until your dad gets here?”

He nodded. She trickled her fingertips across his forehead. It felt cooler, but was that because she’d rubbed him down? “Will,” she called. “Please turn off the macaroni. But be careful.”

Her son’s upbeat voice carried down the hall. “Sure, Mom.”

Seconds later, he called out again. “I don’t know how.”

She weighed the options. Gummy macaroni or a frightened child? No brainer. Will could sit with Dylan, but why expose him to whatever bug Dylan carried? Then again, he’d already been exposed, and if she caught it, he was bound to get it from her anyway. “It’s okay, Will. Come in here for a sec.”

She squeezed Dylan’s hand. “Will’s going to sit with you. I won’t be long. Promise.”

In the kitchen, she tested the macaroni, which was bubbling away, but not near done. It should be tender by now, not crunchy-chewy. She raised the heat a bit, stirred it, set the timer for two more minutes and went to check on Dylan.

“He’s asleep,” Will whispered. “He didn’t throw up again.”

“That’s good. Now go wash your hands,” she said. “Then go back to the couch.”

He scooted past her, and she watched with pride at the way he’d shown himself to be a helpful, compassionate kid. Growing up. She sighed. Leaving the door open, she went to the kitchen.

Dinner was not going well. The pasta wasn’t done, and the green beans weren’t tender either. She sliced the hot dogs, ready to add to the macaroni once it made up its mind to cooperate. She inhaled the smoky scent, reminiscent of budget meals at the Galloway House Shelter. Where she’d turned her life around.

There was a quick rap on the door. Grinch came in, arms raised in an apologetic gesture. “I’m ripe,” he said. “Mind if I clean up?”

“Go right ahead. Dinner’s taking a little longer than I expected.”

“Altitude,” he said, flashing that crooked grin. A much more relaxed smile. And much more disarming. She tried to ignore the way the t-shirt hugged his chest, and the shape of his muscular legs below his black cargo shorts.

She scraped the sliced hot dogs into a neat array on the cutting board. “What does that have to do with making a box of macaroni and cheese?”

“The water boils at a lower temperature. So things take longer to cook.”

“You cook?”

His smile widened. “Survival only.”

Was that why Dylan was so skinny? “Your wife doesn’t cook?”

He shook his head. “It’s just me and Dylan.”

She dropped it. If she asked too many questions, he’d expect answers from her in return.

Eventually, the meal was ready. As she portioned out the food, barely crossing into edible territory, she thought of the gourmet meals she’d served as Julie Ann, and heat rushed to her face. She made a mental note to buy a cookbook with recipes designed for eight thousand feet.

A few moments later, Grinch returned, smelling like bathroom hand soap instead of sweat and vomit. “Dylan’s sleeping. Can I help?”

She spread a blanket on the living room floor. “It’ll have to be picnic style until I get more furniture.”

Edible or not, Grinch didn’t seem to notice. He shoveled food into his mouth as if he hadn’t eaten in days. Will ate without complaint or comment, peering up from his plate at their guest from time to time. What was he thinking? They’d had conversations about why Victor couldn’t be part of their lives. Will had never said anything about wanting to go home, or missing his father, but did he miss having a male around? She hadn’t dated since she’d run away. Hadn’t even considered expanding her family to include a man. But was she hurting Will?

This was not the time to worry about it. He’d start school in the fall, and they’d have an expanded social life. But if he was going to eye every male they met as potential father material, she’d have to put a stop to that. Disarming grin or not, Grinch definitely had serious shortcomings in that department.

After throwing his plastic plate into the trash—real dishes were on her list—Grinch smiled. “Thanks for everything. I think Dylan’s okay to travel. We’re only about fifteen minutes away.”

She couldn’t find a reason to object. She had no cause to keep the boy here—not without his father staying, and that was out of the question. She nodded her agreement. “I can give you a plastic bag—you know, in case he gets sick again.”

Will jumped up and went to the drawer. “I’ve got it.” He handed it to Grinch with a grin. Then he raced over to his drawing pad and tore off a sheet of paper. “Here. I drew this for Dylan.”

Grinch’s eyebrows lifted. “You drew this?”

Will nodded. “Yes.”

“It’s very good.”

Will beamed. “Those are the deer we saw this afternoon. Maybe when Dylan’s better he can come see them. Mom said if this was a favorite place, they’d come again.”

“He’d like that,” Grinch said, but his tone said he wasn’t exactly excited about the idea.

Neither was she. Although she’d be happy to host Dylan. Alone. Give the kid some quality attention.

Grinch went to the bedroom and returned with a sleepy Dylan cradled in his arms.

“Wait,” Elizabeth said, plucking their makeshift table from the floor. “Take the blanket. You can leave it by the door the next time you’re by.”

“Thanks again, Ms. Parker. We do appreciate it.”

She draped the blanket over the child. “It’s Elizabeth.”

“Elizabeth.” He smiled at her.

Why did she feel like she’d just been stripped naked?

*****

Grinch settled Dylan into bed, then poured Chester’s dinner into his bowl in the mudroom. The dog gave him a “took you long enough” stare before digging in. After making sure Chester’s water dish was filled, Grinch went to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of beer. He cracked the top and let the sip of the cool liquid trickle down his throat. He took off his boots, sank onto the couch and stretched his legs out in front of him. He should never have stopped at the Parker house. Should have told Rhonda to find someone else.

He stretched aching muscles. After a day and a half on a mountain rescue, what he needed was a steaming hot shower, something more substantial than the pseudo-meal Elizabeth had fixed, and about twelve hours of rack time. Whimpering from the bedroom put a damper on all three. He scraped his hands across his eyes. He left the beer on the end table. Remembering what had happened at the Parker house, he grabbed a bowl from a kitchen cabinet before rushing to see what Dylan was crying about. Again.

Have a little sympathy. The kid’s sick. And he didn’t ask for any of this either.

Grinch stopped in the doorway, letting his eyes adjust to the dim light. In lieu of a night light, he’d left the bathroom door ajar. Dylan tossed restlessly, eyes closed. Grinch crept into the room and sat on the edge of Dylan’s twin bed. He set the bowl on the floor and stroked Dylan’s head. Dry and warm, not hot. Maybe this was going to be a quick bug. One he hoped he wouldn’t catch too.

“Hey, Dylan,” he whispered. “I’m here.”

The boy’s eyes didn’t open, but a hand snaked out from under the covers. Grinch took it in his, and something inside turned to mush. He pulled the child onto his lap and rocked him, not sure who was comforting whom.

Dylan’s eyes opened, blinked, then shut. He rested his head against Grinch’s chest. “Spaghetti?”

“You want spaghetti? I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“No. Sing,” Dylan mumbled.

“You want me to sing?”

Grinch felt the nod. Good Lord, had the kid remembered? Grinch hadn’t been much at lullabies, and the only kid song he’d known when Dylan was an infant was “On Top of Spaghetti.” But he hadn’t seen Dylan since he was eighteen months old. Had he remembered?

Christ, his tongue thickened. Whispering was a remote possibility. Forget singing. He cleared his throat. Dylan snuggled closer. Grinch hummed at first, then slowly the words returned, as if it had been a day, not five years.

He felt the boy go dead weight in his arms. Singing softly, Grinch carried him down the hall to his own bedroom. He laid Dylan on the king-sized bed, rumpled from when he’d been called out on the rescue two days ago. He flopped down beside him, drew him close, and was out.

 

An ear-splitting tone ratcheted his heart rate. He leaped from the bed and grabbed the phone, leaving Dylan to sleep—he hoped.

“‘Lo,” he mumbled into the phone.

“Busy night? Hope she was worth it.”

It took a moment to place the voice. Not Life Flight’s dispatcher, which was a good thing. Jinx. Blackthorne’s controller. What the—? Grinch squinted at daylight. Seven? He flopped onto the couch. “What do you want? I’m on leave. Indefinite leave, remember?” He gave an involuntary glance toward his bedroom, the reason for that leave.

“You don’t check your messages?” Jinx asked, less jocularity in his tone. “If you’re not living in cell phone territory, you gotta check the machine once in a while.”

Grinch got up and went to the answering machine where the red numeral seven flashed. “Sorry. I haven’t been here for a couple of days. Got called out on a rescue. What’s up?” Grinch’s first thought was that a Blackthorne op had gone south. Blackthorne, Inc. handled investigations publicly, but they also went where Uncle Sam wouldn’t—or couldn’t. Those ops were under the radar. It hadn’t been that long ago when Grinch had been the victim of one of those mishaps, and he owed his life to the Blackthorne doctrine that no man would ever be left behind.

“Nothing big, but there’s an eyes-on job. Woman moved into your neck of the woods. Has a kid. She was in a Blackthorne safe house while they created her identity, got her set up. The boss wants someone to make sure she’s blending in, and your number came up, given the proximity. All on the Q.T. Shouldn’t interfere with your indefinite leave, and might pad your bankroll a bit at the same time.”

Grinch’s stomach lurched. “Her name wouldn’t be Elizabeth Parker, would it?”

“Man, don’t tell me she’s why you didn’t answer your phone.”

Grinch paused. “Not exactly. But we’ve met. I’m not sure I’m on her top-ten friends list. Why does Blackthorne care?”

“Grace Ellsworth—she provides occasional … relocation services for the company—said she’s worried the Parker woman might not be ready to handle her new identity. Like I said, she wants someone to help her blend in.”

“I need more, Jinx.”

“Wish I had more. For now, all I’m supposed to do is give you the assignment.” His voice lowered. “I’m thinking the boss is doing this more for Grace Ellsworth than for the Parker woman. I think they have … connections. But damned if I’m going there.”

The stiff, stern, unflappable Horace Blackthorne and a woman? That image had never crossed Grinch’s mind. And he didn’t want one to form now. He shook off the pictures sneaking into his head.

Quiet footfalls padded behind him. “Gotta go. Send everything you have to my email. We’ll talk later.”

“But—”

Grinch hung up and smiled at a sleepy-eyed Dylan, his teddy bear hanging by his side. “Hi, sport. You feeling better?”

A tentative nod, followed by downcast eyes and bare toes scuffling circles along the floor. Grinch stepped over and rested his hand on Dylan’s forehead. Warm, but nothing like yesterday. He made a mental note to buy a thermometer.

Grinch racked his brain for the proper care and feeding of a five-year-old with a stomach bug. Damn, his medical training for Blackthorne was basic first aid. He was the pilot, not the medic. He tried to remember sick days when he was a child and drew a blank. “Do you want something to eat?”

Dylan’s “Okay” was mumbled to the floor.

“What did your mom give you? Besides Coke?”

A shrug. More toe circles.

Grinch kept the irritation out of his tone as he did a mental inventory of his food supply. “Feel like some toast?”

“Okay.” Dylan didn’t look up.

One more shot. “It’s Saturday. I’ll bet there are cartoons on TV we could watch.”

“You too?” Dylan’s voice was tentative, tinged with fear.

Grinch squeezed the boy’s shoulder. “Of course, me too.”

That brought a smile. Not a big one, but it warmed Grinch as much as a Caribbean sunrise.

“You get the quilt from the bed. I’ll make the toast.” Dylan shuffled off, and Grinch put in a couple of calls. Not likely he’d find a pediatrician at this hour on Saturday morning, and he didn’t think Dylan needed an emergency room visit, but Hotshot, the Blackthorne medic, ought to know something. And so should Harper, another one of Blackthorne’s agents. He’d recently hooked up with a woman with a five-year-old.

Two hours later, the television turned low, Dylan slept, clinging to Grinch like a limpet mine on the hull of a battleship. He’d kept two pieces of honeyed toast down, along with several glasses of Gatorade, and had even explained some of the nuances of cartoons Grinch had never heard of.

When the phone rang, Dylan’s eyes shot open wide. His grip on Grinch’s arm threatened to cut off the blood flow. “No!”


Chapter 3

“That bitch. That sneaky, no-good bitch.” Victor Vaughn slammed his fist on his desk. Clawing his fingers through his hair, he stormed out of his office.

“Marie!”

His secretary jerked up, startled, even fearful. “Sir?”

Victor smoothed his tone. “Sorry to snap. It’s nothing you did. What’s my afternoon like?”

She clicked her mouse. “Lunch at Duplex with the Preservation Committee at one, then at three you have a dental appointment. Nothing after that, sir.” She smiled in knowing expectation.

He worked to return an apologetic smile. “I’m going to need you to cancel lunch, reschedule the dentist, and I’m sorry, but I’ll be tied up the rest of the day.”

Disappointment clouded her elfin features for a moment, quickly replaced with a professional expression. “I understand.” She reached for the phone.

He intercepted her hand, brushed it with his lips. “I’ll make it up to you. Get us dinner reservations at the Biltmore Bistro Saturday. And find something at that lingerie shop on Second Street. We’ll make a night of it.”

She brightened, her pale blue eyes sparkling. Damn, the care and feeding of a secretary-mistress was getting out of hand. It was one thing when he’d been married, but now that Julie Ann was out of the picture, Marie had started hinting at a more socially acceptable relationship. He’d worry later about which of her two functions best served his present needs. Or if it was time to move on. Right now, he had more serious matters at hand.

He leaned forward and stroked her cheek. “After you deal with my schedule changes, why don’t you take the rest of today off?”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind staying. I can catch up on filing, mind the phones.”

“Positive. What I have to do won’t require your expert assistance.” He smiled. “I even know how to set the phones to roll right to voicemail.”

“Will you be in the office, then?”

And why should she care? He’d given her the rest of the day off. “For a bit.” He smiled again, although his face hurt from the effort. “I know how to lock up, too.”

Her giggle transformed her from efficient secretary to vixen. Right now, he wanted her out of here. He turned and strode to his office, leaving the door open. He slid the paperwork on his desk into a drawer and listened while Marie made her calls. He pretended to be working on his computer, mindlessly typing the bitch’s name over and over. Marie never left without telling him, and he was supposed to be busy. From the way his keyboard clattered, the illusion was there.

After what seemed like eons, she appeared at his door, reciting her ritual refrain. “Is there anything you need before I go?” Her modest black jacket hung draped over her arm, and the lace of her silky red camisole strained across her breasts. She’d dressed for their now-cancelled assignation, and was clearly letting him see what he was missing.

He closed the document and ambled around the desk. His fingertip traced the edge of the lace. “You know there always is. But it’s going to have to wait.”

He allowed a brief kiss. He made sure to avoid body contact so Marie wouldn’t notice his lack of response. His mind was trying to figure out what he was going to do about his new problem, and even Marie’s heady perfume, delectable lips, and lush breasts couldn’t get a rise out of him.

He pulled away. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“If you need anything—”

He walked her the two short steps to the door. Hand on the small of her back, he maneuvered her to the other side of the jamb. She smiled, gave him a finger-wave. He waited, keeping a smile on his face, until he heard the outer office door close. Not sure why, he crept out to make sure she hadn’t stayed behind.

Only her perfume remained. He locked the door.

Pacing his office, he ran through his options, which weren’t many. He couldn’t go to the police. He couldn’t use his previous investigators. He’d gone through those motions when the bitch had first disappeared. Hard enough to spin that scenario, that he was the distraught husband whose wife and son had gone to visit relatives and disappeared. That they must have met with some tragedy, making him the sympathetic one. That had played out well enough, especially when she and the kid actually had turned up dead.

No, now he needed someone not connected to the firm, to him, or to anything that could be traced to him. Someone whose discretion was impeccable. Someone who would keep his mouth shut if the money was right. Because he knew this one would carry a hefty price tag.

Damn. He racked his brain. Someone, somewhere, had been talking about a no-questions-asked PI company.

Damn, who was it?

Damn. He sat at his desk, head bowed into his hands, trying to conjure up the hazy memory.

He went to his credenza and slid open the panel that concealed his mini-fridge. A short one, he told himself as he poured the chilled vodka into a cut-crystal tumbler. To clear his head. Take the edge off.

Images of a tennis tournament at the country club. Milling around at a post-award ceremony cocktail party. A guest of a casual acquaintance. Talking to a group of friends of that casual acquaintance. Victor mingling, not part of the conversation. The only reason he remembered anything at all was the conversation had triggered a brief thought that he was glad the bitch was too stupid to hire anyone to have him followed.

Who was it? What had he said?

Victor poured another drink, trying to clarify the memories. He swallowed half the vodka, searching for more, then finished his drink and set the glass on his desk. He closed his eyes, seeking images. Slowly they coalesced. A short, stocky man. Carrying a trophy. Not first prize, but if he’d won anything, the club should have records.

He devised his cover story as he dialed the tennis pro shop.


Chapter 4

After rubbing some tinted moisturizer over her face and daubing clear gloss on her lips to ward off the drying effects of Colorado’s climate, Elizabeth gathered her hair atop her head and crammed a ball cap over it. If nothing else, the new persona she was projecting saved a lot of prep time. She studied her image in the mirror. The glamorous façade Victor had insisted on had disappeared. Her confidence that nobody would give her a second glance hovered at the eighty percent mark. Victor might recognize her, but if he’d sent anyone, they’d have to be going by photos, and she sure as hell had never been photographed looking so … frumpy.

Which is what she’d looked like yesterday when Grinch had shown up. Frumpy and dirty from unpacking.

And why did she care? She slipped the tube of gloss into the vanity drawer. “Will. Get your jacket—and cap. We have to run errands.”

Will appeared in the doorway. “Can I get more drawing paper? Please? I’m out. And some new colored pencils?”

“I don’t know if there’s an art supply store in town.”

His face fell. Her heart squeezed. He’d accepted being yanked away from home and his friends, then from Galloway House, and then from Grace’s safe house. Drawing was his special pleasure, and he had talent. Victor knew that. But he’d thought it was wussy, had never shown any pride in Will’s creations. Instead, he’d tried to get Will to play football, but he’d never been able to quench Will’s need to put pencil to paper.

A chill trickled down her spine. Could Victor find them through Will’s hobby? She shook it off. Because she’d shopped at art supply stores in her old life didn’t mean she had to do it now. It wasn’t like Will needed any exotic supplies that only found at specialty sources. No way anyone could trace things like tablets of paper or colored pencils, especially if she bought them at the big discount shops. She smiled and tugged his cap lower on his head. “But we’ll look.”

“You think we’ll get home before the deer come again?”

She picked up her purse. “I don’t know if they have a set schedule. We’ll get back when we’re done.” At his resigned sigh, she added, “Maybe we’ll stop for lunch.”

Not exactly a bribe, because her errands would probably stretch into lunchtime.

She steered her car over the red dirt roads, dust flying up behind her, gravel ticking against the undercarriage. A dust-covered SUV followed, closer than she liked. She slowed, inching toward the shoulder, refusing to go beyond her comfort level on the unfamiliar, winding hills. Go around, buster. When he didn’t, her pulse jumped. She continued, watching the rearview mirror.

Ahead, the road straightened and he zoomed past her, kicking up more red dust. Of course. He’d waited until there was enough visibility to make passing safe. She chided herself for overreacting. Exhaling a long, slow breath, she ran the windshield washer, making a mental note to buy more fluid. Lots more fluid.

First stop, the post office. Elizabeth hoped the clerk didn’t notice the way her hand shook when she presented her driver’s license. Grace had assured her the identity would hold up to any scrutiny, but Grace wasn’t the one handing over the falsified license. She imagined the clerk confiscating it, the way an ATM swallowed bad debit cards.

“Here you go, Ms. Parker,” the clerk said, handing her the precious laminated card, along with a little blue envelope. “Keys are in here, and where to find your mailbox. Your mail delivery will start tomorrow.”

Elizabeth gave a quick smile. “Thanks.” She recalled passing banks of mailboxes on the drive to town. So, no mail carriers would show up at her door. One more layer of anonymity.

By the time Elizabeth had taken care of the requisite face-to-face bureaucratic necessities, she breathed easier. No one had given her a second glance.

But these were clerks. What would happen when the paperwork got processed? Would red flags go up? Alarms ring out from computers? Someone show up at her doorstep, dragging her off to wherever they dragged people who used fake IDs?

“Mom? Mom!” Will tugged on her sleeve, forcing her to deal with the here and now. “I’m hungry.”

“You’ve been great. How about lunch, then the store, then home?”

“Burger King? I saw one yesterday.”

“If you’ll eat a big helping of vegetables with dinner.”

He rolled his eyes, but agreed.

After an unmemorable meal, she’d wound her way through the aisles of Walmart, filling yet another shopping cart. As she transferred items to the belt, Will tugged on her sleeve again.

“Isn’t that the same man again? From Burger King?”

She jerked her attention to Will, who was pointing somewhere behind them. She grabbed his arm. “What man?” She caught herself before she turned around.

Stay calm. Act normal. Mom in the checkout line.

Surreptitiously—she hoped—she peeked behind her while she hoisted a bag of apples onto the belt. She couldn’t tell who Will had seen.

“He came in right after we did,” Will said. “He had a big red truck. It was cool. I saw him at the post office, too. He was coming in when we were leaving.”

With another internal admonition to stay calm, Elizabeth tried to picture the truck. She drew a blank. She’d been paying more attention to putting the mailbox key into her purse. The burger she’d had for lunch sat like an iron weight in her stomach. She reminded herself that no matter what, this life was better than the one she’d had with Victor. It would take some adjustment, that’s all.

She moved Will through the line in front of her. “You’re sure?”

He nodded. “I remember because he was wearing a red cap. Like I had when we went to the snow.” He tilted his head. “Can I get another one? You said it snows here.”

“Sure. For winter.” Her stomach relaxed a bit. A bright red cap would stand out. Not something someone would wear if he were trying to be inconspicuous. Or had he thought the same thing? That if he stood out, nobody would think he was after something.

Enough.

Burger King was only a couple of blocks away. Lots of people would shop after lunch. And the post office seemed another logical stop. There had been at least half a dozen people going in and out, checking their PO boxes. She tried to picture them, but they were a blur. Jeans, windbreakers, clunky shoes—almost androgynous. She added “Be more observant” to her “To Do” list.

Sneaking glances for the man in the red cap, she paid for her purchases, using the cash Grace had given her. She tucked the receipt into the envelope in her purse where she kept track of her expenses. She’d reimburse Grace once she got her finances in order.

“Open bank account” joined her “To Do” list.

After stowing her bags in the car, she climbed behind the wheel. “Buckle up,” she said automatically, listening for the click of Will’s belt.

“Mom! Isn’t that Chester?”

“Who?”

“You know. The dog. Dylan’s dog. From last night.”

She scanned the parking lot, spying a spotted dog sitting beneath a clump of trees along the border. “I don’t know, Will. A lot of dogs look alike.”

“But maybe he ran away. Dylan must be worried.”

Will missed Reggie, she knew. Elizabeth took off her cap and shook out her hair. She didn’t need to play mother hen to a dog. Bad enough Grinch didn’t know how to take care of his kid. Now he couldn’t keep his dog home.

But it was nine miles from her house to this shopping center. Hadn’t Grinch said he lived farther up the road? Surely the dog hadn’t come that far. She tried to remember what kind of truck Grinch had, wondering if poor Dylan was left inside alone. Again.

Will popped out of the car. “Chester!”

“Will, get in your seat. Now.” The dog had pricked up his ears. But it hadn’t moved from its spot. “If it is Chester, we’ll drive over and see if he’s okay. Do you remember what Dylan’s dad’s truck looks like?”

“I didn’t see it,”

She had to start paying more attention. She tried to remember what she’d seen of the pickup yesterday. It had been at the top of the driveway. A dark color, she thought. But dusty. Like almost every vehicle in the parking lot, hers included. Glancing around, she saw pickups, pickups, and more pickups. And SUVs. Lots of SUVs. Her little sedan was the outsider. She’d have to think about replacing it. Another time. She steered through the rows of vehicles, searching for a pickup truck holding a redheaded little boy.

When she didn’t find one, she swung around to the edge of the lot where the dog sat. He did look a lot like the one she’d seen yesterday. She pulled into a slot. Will buzzed down the window. “Chester?”

The dog responded with a whine. “See, Mom. He knows his name. That’s Chester, all right.”

Elizabeth realized the dog was leashed to a tree, but his water dish was out of reach. Reluctantly, she got out of the car to move the dish closer, Will at her heels.

“Why is he tied up like that?” Will asked.

“Because it’s against the law to let a dog roam free down here.”

Elizabeth spun at the deep male voice behind her. Grinch stood there, a collection of plastic Walmart bags in one hand. Dylan stood at his side, holding the other.

She sucked in a breath. The man moved like a phantom.

Grinch set the bags down and went to the dog. “What did you do, boy? Run around the tree? Not smart. Sit.” Grinch unclipped the leash from Chester’s collar. After unwinding it from the tree, he secured the dog again, then returned to Dylan, who grabbed his hand.

“Thanks for your concern,” Grinch said. “I’ll bet Chester thought he could catch a squirrel and got tangled up.”

Avoiding his gaze, she said, “See, Will. Everything’s all right. We’d better get going.”

*****

Grinch recognized the frightened-rabbit look in Elizabeth’s eyes. After Jinx’s call last night, her reactions when he’d shown up made more sense. He gave her his best “everything’s fine” smile—the one he used when he was rescuing a hostage on a Blackthorne op. Not that he had much practice. More often than not, he was making sure the helo was ready to take off at a moment’s notice. Dalton and Hotshot—they were the up-close-and-personal guys.

Elizabeth hadn’t met his eyes. She took her son’s arm and tried to sidestep around him. He faked one of those “trying to get around you, but we keep moving the same way” dance jigs and smiled again. “Sorry. I wanted to thank you for what you did for Dylan yesterday.”

Now she met his eyes, and he almost felt the daggers she shot at him. “Any mother would have done it.” Her expression softened a little and she lowered her gaze to Dylan. She brushed her fingertips across his forehead. “How are you feeling, slugger?”

Grinch expected Dylan to hide his face, but he gave Elizabeth a shy smile. “Better. Not all better yet, but mostly better.”

Elizabeth’s kid had gone straight to Chester. He knelt beside the dog, rubbing his ears. Chester quivered, focused on Grinch.

“Okay, boy. Good dog,” Grinch said. “Clear.”

With the release command, Chester jumped up and licked Will’s face. Will giggled, Chester rolled over for a belly rub, and Dylan gazed up at Grinch as if he, too, needed a release command. Grinch patted the boy’s rump. “Go on.”

“Boys and dogs,” he said to Elizabeth.

She looked over her shoulder at the three of them. When she turned to him, her expression was bordering on friendly. The border was as wide as the Rio Grande, but the open hostility was gone. As was the fear. Wary yes, but no longer frightened.

“Has Dylan stopped vomiting?” she asked.

Grinch nodded. He lifted his shopping bags. “Thermometer, Gatorade, honey, bread.” He paused, and she gave an approving nod. “And of course, the biggie. Chicken soup. Plain, with rice, with noodles—every shape known to man, including alphabet.”

“That should fix him right up.” She rewarded him with half a smile.

If he was supposed to keep eyes on the Parkers, he’d better start climbing out of the pit he’d dug himself into yesterday. “I took his temp in the store. It was under a hundred. That’s good—I mean, better than yesterday—isn’t it? Should I give him some aspirin? Or Tylenol? There were too many choices. I bought a bottle of each, just to be sure.”

Her smile widened a notch. “I’d say you’ve covered all the bases. Fever is nature’s way of fighting infection. Helps cook the bugs. Plus, since his stomach was upset, it was smart that you didn’t give him anything.”

“You saying I wasted my money?”

“Probably not. Better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it.”

She scanned the parking lot, glanced toward the boys again, then shook her head. Although she was following the conversation, there was a distracted air about her. Like a rabbit, making sure there were no coyotes around. Her gaze darted back and forth. Boys, him, parking lot.

Grinch’s stomach clenched when he saw the way Dylan had situated himself, barely within petting distance of Chester. Dylan’s attention seemed torn between Will, Chester, and Grinch, making sure he was still there.

Take it easy. These things take time. And the kid doesn’t feel a hundred percent.

Will giggled, and Elizabeth’s attention snapped that way. “Will, don’t get rough.”

“Aw, Mom. We’re having fun. Chester wants to play.”

A red Ford F-250 pickup slowed as it drove by, and Elizabeth followed it with her gaze. She stiffened. Her lips flattened. “We have to get the groceries home. And Dylan probably needs to rest.” The latter was delivered with a semi-accusatory glance Grinch’s way.

He swallowed a retort. He’d spent the morning coddling the child, who’d freaked every time the phone rang. Hell, Grinch had hardly been able to hit the head, much less check his email. Hotshot was on an op, but Harper had given him some tips on kid-care. However, any lengthy conversations with Jinx about Grinch’s new “assignment” would have to wait.

Right now, playing with Will and Chester was the first time there’d been more than six inches between himself and Dylan in a day. He’d needed supplies, but he’d waited until he was sure the boy felt well enough for a quick trip to the store, and yet he sensed she thought he was screwing up again.

“You’re right.” He motioned to his son. “Dylan, let’s go home.”

The boy leaped to his feet and rushed to Grinch’s side. Did he think he’d be left behind? Grinch scooped him up, stroking his hair. “I’ll wash the pajamas and drop them and the blanket off tomorrow,” he said to Elizabeth.

“No hurry.” He felt her gaze as he buckled Dylan into his seat. He shifted his eyes in her direction. She averted her face, but not before he saw a light flush rise to her cheeks.

“Buckle up, Will,” she said, perhaps louder than necessary.

Damn, he needed more from Jinx. Had Elizabeth been given a new life because someone had called in a favor from Horace Blackthorne, or was there more to it? Was she in danger? Or her son? Or both?

All Jinx had made clear in his abbreviated call was that Grinch couldn’t play his hand—not yet. If Elizabeth thought she was being watched, she’d bolt, and it was easier to keep eyes on targets if they stayed put. And from what he’d seen of her behavior so far, she was definitely the bolting type. He waited until she pulled out, then slid his pickup in behind her.

“Did you have fun with Will?” he asked Dylan, hoping to draw the boy out a little more. Kids were resilient, everyone said. He’d screwed up by leaving him with a sitter—how could a scared five-year-old understand that Grinch had been called out to extract a victim of a rockslide? Especially if he’d been coming down with the bug.

What’s done is done. Move on.

He reached over and patted Dylan’s leg. “You decided what kind of soup you want? How about alphabet? Or stars? You’re my star, you know.”

Dylan’s “okay” was delivered with a noncommittal shrug.

“Then we’ll go with the stars.”

Ahead, Elizabeth’s sedan hugged the curves. Great for summer driving, but she’d need something better equipped to handle the mountains in winter—unless she didn’t mind staying home for days on end. With a kid, she’d want to be mobile.

His eyes flicked toward his rearview mirror. The red F-250. The same one that had triggered Elizabeth’s tension in the Walmart parking lot. He tried to catch the plate, but red mud obscured it. Convenient? Or normal? What with water restrictions making it illegal to wash your car at home, dusty and muddy cars were the norm.

He studied the plate and made a mental note of the best approximation of the plate. He hadn’t been on an op for a while, but taking precautions was like riding a bike. He thought about teaching them to Elizabeth. Discreetly. Maybe as a game to play with Will.

They approached Elizabeth’s house. She turned into her drive. Will stuck his hand out the window and waved. Dylan waved back. And smiled.

The red F-250 stayed with Grinch as he drove past.
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