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Dedication




This Demented Souls book, like all the Souls books, is dedicated to my dad, Wilmer ‘Billy’ Stephens.


When I started the series I used him as a major resource, as he’d been a police officer, machinist, gun smith, Harley rider, mechanic and so much more.


Now that he’s gone, I write them in his memory.


Thanks Dad. 


While I was growing up, my father had two of the best friends I’ve ever known of. They are the ones who taught me that family is more than just who you’re related to. As I was working on Maverick we lost the last of them. Now that all three are gone, I miss the others nearly as much as I miss Dad. 


From here on out, the Demented Souls books are dedicated to the men who taught me all about brothers by choice. 


Frank Edwards (1950-2006)


Wilmer Stephens (Dad) (1952-2017)


George Claridge (1955-2022)
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“You have the most amazing legs,” Sackett said to the woman who’d come into Drifters and ordered a drink. From the halter top that barely covered her tits and the tiny shorts she wore, he guessed she was looking for a ride, and he wouldn’t mind getting his dick wet. “Mind if I see how they fit?” 

“Fit?” She looked at him like he’d lost his mind, and maybe he had, but he was committed now. He couldn’t give up. “Where do you want to see if they fit?” 

“Around my head. I bet they’d make amazing earmuffs.” He grinned, hoping she wouldn’t be pissed enough that she threw her drink in his face. It wouldn’t be the first time, but the whisky she was drinking burned if it got in your eyes. He knew from experience. 

Her mouth felt open, and she stared at him as if he’d grown another head. 

“Do stupid lines like that work for you?” 

Her disbelief was clear, but she hadn’t gotten up or walked away yet, so he might as well keep going. Right now, he figured he had a fifty/fifty shot, which was better than if he gave up.

“More often than not, or I wouldn’t keep using them. And yes, I know how bad they are. Sometimes, that’s the appeal. I’ve had more than one person tell me they were turned on by the confidence it took to say something like that with a straight face.” 

She blinked several times, then shook her head. “I will never stop being surprised by some people’s choices.” She leaned back and took him in, her eyes raking down his body, pausing here and there before coming back up to his face. “You look like you might be at least a halfway decent ride. Let’s see how I feel about it once I finish my drink.” She turned back to face the bar, picked up her glass, and took a sip. 

She seemed to be in no hurry. He didn’t mind, he could watch her for a bit, and enjoy it, whether or not things went any farther, he’d enjoy that. 

His phone vibrated in his kutte pocket. Pulling it out, he saw it was Savage. 

“Hey, brother, what’s up?” Sackett said as he answered the phone. 

“I need some help.” 

“Sure. If I can do it, you got it. What do you need?” 

Savage sighed, the sound carrying across the line. “I need you to go with Donna to the attorney’s office. It’s the only appointment time she could get, and I can’t take her, not right then.” 

“Sure, but are you sure you don’t want me to take your place doing whatever else instead?” 

“I wish. It’s something I have to do. The visit to the attorney shouldn’t be much. We’ve met with her several times already, but Donna needs to go in and sign some paperwork so the attorney can deliver it in person to the judge next week. It shouldn’t take more than a half hour or so and shouldn’t be bad.” 

“No problem. When’s the appointment?” 

The line went silent for a couple of heartbeats. 

“In an hour and a half, sorry. I planned to go, but I got hung up with something for the club.” 

“Which is why you can’t make it. I get it.” He looked down at the half full bottle in his hand and pushed it away. It was a good thing this was his first. He signaled the bartender and mouthed water at her. “Where’s Donna? I assume I need to pick her up?” 

“She’s at our place. And yes, I planned on picking her up before the appointment.” 

“All right. I’ll go pick her up. Just don’t make a habit of it.”

“I didn’t plan on it this time, but hopefully this should be over sooner rather than later, then it won’t be a concern any longer.” 

Sackett could only hope. Savage promised to text him the address to the attorney’s office, then they rang off. The bartender handed him a bottle of water. Sackett twisted the top off and drained it in a few long swallows, recapping the empty bottle and putting it beside his discarded beer before turning to the girl beside him. 

“Sorry, sweetheart, something’s come up and I’ve got to run. Maybe I’ll see you again and you’ll be up to letting me try that fit.” He gave her a smile that had half the women he used it on dropping their panties faster than he could say whiplash, as he slid off the stool and headed for the door without waiting for her reply. 

He winced as the heat slapped him in the face as soon as he stepped outside, but went to his bike anyway. He wanted to get this job done as quickly as possible, but he wasn’t going to attempt to put one of his brothers’ women on the back of his bike, so he headed to the clubhouse first. 

Twenty minutes later, he pulled his truck up at the small house Savage had rented shortly after he’d arrived in Tucson, and had moved Donna into it when they’d gotten back from Wyoming a few weeks ago. He had barely made it around the front of the truck when the tiny woman Savage had picked up on the ride north stepped out the front door, one strap on a backpack hanging off one shoulder as she turned around and locked the door, then turned to face him. 

“Thanks for this,” Donna said with a small smile. “I told him I could go on my own, but he said he’d make sure I wasn’t alone.” She lifted her shoulders and let them drop, as if she didn’t know what else to do. 

“No need for you to go alone. Savage has your back, so all the Souls have your back.” 

Sackett might not know all the details about what Donna had been through, but he knew he enough to know he wouldn’t have left her to deal with it all on her own either. Though he couldn’t say he would have gone to quite the extent that Savage had. Moving her to Tucson and in with him, on top of taking care of all the details of getting her divorced so she was free to stay with him or move on as she chose, Sackett wasn’t sure he’d do all that. 

He helped Donna into the truck, then hurried around to the driver’s side. The sooner he got this done, the sooner he could move on to something he wanted to do. Maybe the hot chick would still be at the bar when he got back.
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“Brant, can you bring in my next appointment?” Selena said, then released the intercom button and reached for the packet of papers she’d prepared. Divorce wasn’t an uncommon thing for her, but one for an only possible, common-law marriage in another state? That was a bit different. Still, it was better to file and be told there was no marriage to dissolve than to assume there was nothing and find out later they were wrong. At least that was the position of her client and the man who had brought her in. 

“Right this way.” Brant’s voice, as he opened her office door, had her standing to meet the client that was stepping into the room. Donna, she recognized but the man with her wasn’t the one she’d brough with her the last several times they’d met. Still, it wasn’t Selena’s place to judge, so she plastered on her professional smile, met them halfway across the room and shook their hands, Donna first since she was the client. 

“This is Sackett, Savage couldn’t make it, so he arranged for a friend to bring me,” Donna introduced the tall man with longer, lighter colored hair than she remembered her client’s partner having, though they wore what appeared to be the same leather vest. “I hope that’s okay?” 

“This is your case. Anyone you feel the need to bring is up to you. I just take care of the paperwork and fight for you in the court.” She invited them to have a seat, then went back around her desk and resumed her seat. “I know we went over this once, but I want to make sure you completely understand the plan. We’ve searched the online records and can find no record of your supposed marriage anywhere in the state of Colorado. That’s good, but to make sure all our bases are covered, we’re going to fill out all the paperwork to file, and I’ll take it up to Fort Collins and meet with a judge in person. I’ll explain everything that’s going on and see what he says. If he says file them, I will. If he says there is no marriage, and no need to file, I’ll get that in writing and come back, and we’ll be done. Does that sound like what we discussed before?” She did her best to keep her gaze on Donna, though her escort had a commanding presence and Selena found it difficult to keep from at least glancing at him now and then. 

“That sounds right. If he says to file, how long will it take? Until it’s all final?” Donna’s voice was soft, but there was backbone there. 

“That’s hard to say. If Mr. Harrison doesn’t contest anything, and there’s nothing in here that he should contest, then Colorado state law says ninety-one days. If he does contest, for whatever reason, longer. He could drag it out indefinitely unless the judge decides enough is enough and just orders the divorce. But let’s not borrow trouble until it gets here. Let’s hope the judge says there is no marriage, hence no need to file for a divorce.” Selena fought to keep her eyes on Donna. She found the man sitting beside her client intriguing, but she had to maintain professionalism. 

“All right, so I sign all this, and wait to hear from you?” Donna scooted forward to the edge of her chair, as if she was eager to get this done so she could move on. 

“Exactly. I’ve marked each spot for a signature here, so it shouldn’t take long.” 

She flipped through the pages, indicating each place her client needed to sign or initial, and waited while she did it before moving on to the next. In under five minutes they’d finished with the signatures. She’d managed to keep her eyes either on the page or on her client. Selena stacked the pages together and hit the end on her desktop to align them before adding the binder clip. 

“All set. Any other questions today?” She looked back and forth between Donna and her escort, Sackett, she’d said. Selena wanted to let her gaze linger on him but refused the weakness. 

“No. I’m good. Thank you again for taking care of all this for me,” Donna said, standing. 

Sackett stood beside her and stepped toward the door, as if waiting for her to be ready before opening it for her. She’d noticed that Savage did the same thing, as if it was second nature for these men do to everything they could to take care of their women. Their women, where had that thought came from? Women weren’t property, she’d been fighting against that concept as long as she could remember. 

Selena had to wonder for a moment how it would feel to be able to let someone do small things like that for you. Not that she could. No. She couldn’t afford to let anyone, especially not anyone she dated, feel like she was anything less than the strong, take-charge woman she put out there. Softness would be seen as weakness and that was something she couldn’t afford, not if she wanted to be one of the premier divorce attorneys in the state. And that was her goal. To work for the downtrodden and suppressed and get them what they deserved out of lopsided, oppressive marriages when they were ready to escape. 

That was part of what had attracted her to Donna’s case. The woman had been victim to an abusive boyfriend who claimed after she’d gotten the courage to leave, that they were legally married, and he would get her back one way or another. Hearing the other woman’s story had lit a fire deep in Selena that made her even more determined to make sure that Donna was freed from this man. 

And Selena didn’t accept losing. One way or another she would make sure Donna didn’t have to worry about him coming after her again. 
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Sackett helped Donna back into his truck, determined to take her home and be done with this. He hoped Savage didn’t need last minute help again. Though he wouldn’t turn him down if he did. 

Especially if it meant seeing that hot attorney again. He wasn’t sure which appealed to him more, the thick rimmed glasses or her almost uptight skirt suit.

He’d always been intrigued by the idea of the uptight librarian turned sexy seductress by the right guy, but never thought he would ever encounter one. And while she might be an attorney instead of a librarian, the way she kept her hair pulled back in a severe updo made him ache to be the reason it fell loose. He wanted to know how long it was. He needed to see if it was curly or straight. Something in him wanted to see how it framed her face. He’d done his best to keep from staring, but he’d been able to watch her as she’d explained to Donna what she was signing. He would swear her makeup was designed to make her look less attractive instead of more. What woman would do that? 

He didn’t think he had ever known a single woman who would make herself less attractive, especially on purpose and for work. Though now that he thought about it, he knew being an attorney could be a cutthroat business, and not the easiest career choice for a women, much less an attractive woman. Society had such a habit of portraying beautiful women as idiots. Maybe that had something to do with it. Did she feel like she had to make herself less attractive to be taken seriously? The idea made him want to break a few faces, and hers was definitely not one of them. 

Sackett took Donna home, making sure she made it inside safe, and that she didn’t need anything else before he left. A glance at his watch told him it was still early, barely four thirty, he could go back to Drifters and see if the chick he’d been hitting on was still there. But the idea didn’t appeal to him anymore. Yes, she’d been hot, and he was always willing to get laid any time he could, he didn’t think she would be worth the work. Oddly, he had the idea of stripping a certain hot lawyer down and finding out what she kept hidden by that dark pencil skirt and those glasses. 

He suspected that if he could get past the layers of protection she’d put up, he would find she burned hotter than most. Turning the truck back to the clubhouse, he found himself wondering if Ms. Leighty knew how she’d intrigued him. 

How would she have reacted if he’d said the same thing to her that he’d said to the chick in the bar? Somehow, he didn’t think she would slap him, and he’d been slapped more than a few times for saying something before he thought better of it. 

No, somehow, he thought the proper little attorney would put him in his place just as efficiently, but she would use her words to cut him down and tell him what she thought of his mouth. The idea made him shift in his seat as his jeans grew tight at just the thought of her tearing a strip off him for proposition her. 

Sackett pulled the truck into his usual spot in the clubhouse parking lot and sat there a moment, despite the heat, as he imagined burying his hand in her hair, knocking that prim little style loose until her hair fell loose around her face and knotted around his fingers. He could picture the way her eyes would dilate and those plump lips parting. Silently begging for his kiss. 

What the hell was he doing? This was not someone he could screw with and not someone who would likely screw with him. If he decided he really wanted to see if she could be all he imagined, then he at least needed to wait until Donna’s court trouble was over. The last thing he wanted was to have her refuse to continue the case because she was pissed at him. No, he owed his brother better than that. But after it was all final, he might see what he could talk her into. The idea had made him quirk one side of his mouth and shake his head as he made his way inside. 

“Thought you were spending the day away from here,” Maverick said as Sackett stepped in out of the sun. 

Sackett paused a moment, blinking several times as he waited for his eyes to adjust to the light inside, then scanned the room. There were more of his brothers here than he’d expected. 

“I planned to, but Savage asked me to help him out and I was bringing my truck back, so decided to come on in.” There was no reason to spend the day away from the clubhouse, other than he spent more free time here than at home and had been looking for a change. 

He'd spent all of two hours at home, done way too many chores and found himself bored and searching his bookshelves for something new to read. That was not the place to look for something new, and he knew it. Still wanting something new, he’d hit the used bookstore, then stopped at Drifters and that was where he’d been when Savage had called. At least there he’d been closer to the compound and his truck than at home. He’d only been in the place a few weeks and hadn’t gotten in the habit of parking his truck there yet. He’d kept it here while he lived in the apartment complex, because they had a one vehicle policy, and he’d rather have his bike there than the truck. 

Sackett was still unpacking things and getting settled in, but he’d have to get one of his brothers to drive his truck over to the new place so he could free up the space here soon. 

“You busy?” he asked Maverick as he joined his brother at the bar. He waved at Demon, who was cleaning up behind the bar, to bring him a beer, then turned his attention back to Maverick. 

“Waiting for Dana, then going to take her out tonight, why?” 

“I’ve decided it’s time to stop monopolizing too many spaces here, but I could use someone to drive my pickup to my place.” 

Maverick stared at him for a moment, as if debating whether or not to say how stupid he thought Sackett was. 

“I did think about loading the bike into the truck, but finding a ramp, loading and all that seemed a lot more trouble than asking for help.” 

Maverick bobbed his head from side to side for a moment. “Now I’m trying to decide if you’re smarter than I am or just not as hardheaded.” 

Sackett was willing to say not has hardheaded, because if anyone knew where his thoughts had been before walking in here, they’d be ready to send him for an IQ test to see just how stupid he was. But he didn’t say any of that. Instead, he waited and watched, hoping his friend would give him an answer, even if it wasn’t today or was just no. At least with a no he could go find someone else. 

“Do you want it done right now or just soon?” Maverick asked after a moment. 

“No, no hurry. It occurred to me as I pulled in to get my bike that there’s no reason I can’t take the truck home now. When I came in, I thought to ask if you can help.” He was only fudging the timing a little and there was no way he was going to admit to what he was really thinking about when he’d pulled in. “It can wait a few days if we need to.” 

Maverick looked up at the clock on the wall over the bar. “Dana’s due in the next little bit or I’d say let’s do it now.” 

Sackett lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “No big deal. It’s been here this long. A few more days won’t hurt.” 

Demon brought Sackett his drink and paused long enough to ask if either of them wanted anything else. Maverick shook his head. Sackett considered it for a moment. It was late enough he could get dinner, then not have to deal with it later, but while Demon wasn’t as bad as Puck in the kitchen, Sackett wasn’t in the mood for something barely edible, even if it meant having to cook for himself later. 

“Something special with Dana tonight?” Sackett asked after waving Demon off. 

“Not yet, but I have high hopes,” Maverick said. 

“What? Are you planning to propose?” Sackett threw out the most far-fetched thing he could think of. When Maverick only blinked and stared at him, it took Sackett a moment to realize that was exactly what his brother had planned. “No shit?” Sackett’s mouth fell open and his eyebrows tried to hide in his hair line while he tried to regain his composure. “Wow.” 

His brain scrambled for something more to say. Congratulations was out, at least until she said yes, and Sackett assumed Maverick thought she would, otherwise why ask? Good luck made it seem like he thought his brother would need it. 

“That’s great. You already have a ring, or you plan to let her pick one out?” 

“I have one. I enlisted her friend Sean to help me find one she’ll love.” 

“That’s great. We’ll have to celebrate.” 

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. She has to say yes first.” Maverick rubbed one hand against the right side of his chest. Sackett suspected that was where he’d hidden the ring, in the inside pocket of his kutte. 

The door opened, drawing both of their attention. Dana stepped inside and paused to scan the room, obviously looking for someone. The way her face lit up when she found Maverick gave Sackett no doubt what her answer would be later that evening. 

“That’s my signal.” Maverick tilted back the mug he’d been drinking from and drained it before setting it down on the back side of the bar and sliding off the stool. Sackett watched as he went to Dana, hooked an arm around her waist and tugged her close for a kiss. The two of them seemed lost in their own world for a moment, then they broke apart, smiled at each other, and went upstairs. 

Sackett shook his head and wondered what it would take to make him trust someone like that. Well, someone other than his brothers. He’d learned a long time ago that the people you were supposed to be able to trust were often the ones who let you down the hardest. It had taken a lot for him to learn to trust his brothers, first in the military, then here with the Souls. He still had his moments but nothing like he’d once had. 

He picked at the label on the bottle Demon brought him and found his mind turning back to the attorney. He wondered what she would taste like. What was she like away from the office, or courtroom, where she had to be professional and strong. Was she soft? Was she a ball buster? Sackett shook his head and pushed the ridiculous thoughts from his mind. He’d likely never see her again, so there was no point in wondering. 
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Selena finished preparing the packet to take to the judge in Fort Collins and put it into her briefcase with the other paperwork she would need for this trip. As much as she sympathized with Donna and her possibly being tied to the piece of scum ex, that alone wasn’t the reason for her trip. If it were just the one case, she wouldn’t be going to Colorado next week. 

She had a case in court in Boulder starting on Wednesday. Since Fort Collins was only an hour away, she, Donna, and Savage had decided it was worth the time to go speak with the judge in person. She had explained that it may or may not save them the time and hassle, not to mention expense, of the whole divorce process. Especially if Mr. Harrison were to fight it. From what they’d told her about him, it seemed likely. Which meant this case could drag on for years. As much as she might make off something like that, she hated putting most of her clients through it. 

As she finished the last of her paperwork for the day, packed her bag and cleared off her desk, she found herself thinking about her evening ahead and wishing she had more to go home to than a frozen dinner and another Gossip Girl marathon. 

Selena wished sometimes that she had a more interesting life, something someone might find entertaining enough to be on one of those shows. But since her last date had been more than a year ago, and even longer since she’d gotten laid, she had little hope of that. 

The only places she went where she might meet someone were work, and dating a client was out, and the courthouse which had its own pitfalls. Partly because she’d sworn off dating attorneys, and this time she was determined it would stick. She’d made the decision the first time nearly four years ago, after breaking up with Erik. And had decided she might have been hasty twice since, but knew now for sure that she wouldn’t end up with another lawyer, even if it meant she lived alone with a dozen cats. But that would mean getting even one cat first and she didn’t have the heart to adopt an animal when she was home so little. 

She shook her head, picked up her briefcase and headed for her car, the debacle with Erik running on repeat in her brain, driving home why she couldn’t make that mistake again. 

Selena wished she could fall into something easy and happy, but Erik had broken her trust too badly for her to ever trust another attorney with her heart and that softer side of herself. Now, it was easier, and safer to keep that side locked up at home, where no one but her saw it. 

She spent the whole drive home thinking about how things had been going so well, then he’d been hired by the husband of one of her clients to represent the douche canoe in the divorce and keep her from finding out about all his assets and financials. Selena had discovered a long trail of deceit. The man had been having a long-term affair with another woman, and supporting her and their shared ten-year-old child. When things had started, the wife had wanted to get what was promised in the pre-nup, that was all, even though he'd broken his part of the agreement, and she was entitled to much more. 

It wasn’t until Erik tried to use their personal relationship against her in the mediation that things got bad. When Selena’s client realized what was going on, she was done and had finally given Selena permission to go for everything they could. In the end, Selena and her client won. As soon as the verdict was over Selena had told Erik they were through and swore off seeing other lawyers.  That had lasted about a year. 

Then she’d been lonely and agreed to go out with another attorney, this time she thought she was being smart by refusing anyone who practiced in the same branch of law. If she never had to go against them on a case, they couldn’t use personal information against her the same way. 

That hadn’t worked either. She thought the first time was a fluke, so she’d tried a second time and eventually realized she just couldn’t trust them with her private self, and being ‘on’ all the time was exhausting. Thankfully, things had never gotten past the occasional night here or there. She’d never tried to live with them, forcing herself to be her professional self all the time. 

As she let herself into her apartment, she told herself there was no point in dwelling on the past. It wasn’t going to change and all she could do was learn from it and move on. 

Selena pushed all thoughts of Erik and the rest of the losers who had found nothing but flaws with her out of her mind. She put her briefcase away then went into the bedroom to change out of suit and heels. She would need to pack this weekend because she was leaving Monday morning for Colorado. She’d considered taking the weekend and driving up on her personal time, but it was hard to justify fourteen hours in the car, even just so she would have her own car and not a rental, when the flight was only two hours. 

She pulled out her oversized hoodie and fuzzy pants, then spotted her ereader on the nightstand and remembered her best friend, Bella had sent her a book that she swore Selena would love. Lounging in the tub with a hot, steamy read sounded much better than another evening on the couch. 

She took her phone and reader into the bathroom, set them on the counter then started the water running, adjusting the temperature and adding bubble bath before she went to pour a glass of wine to enjoy while she read. When she returned, the tub was almost half full, though the bubbles mounded higher than the rim. She stepped out of her underwear and into the steaming water, letting out a small hiss at the heat, but sinking down into and closing her eyes anyway. It might sting at first but it the heat would soak into her muscles and help her to relax. And after this week, she needed to unwind. 

Not that today had been all that difficult, but it had been a long one, and if she had any hope of relaxing over the weekend, she needed to start now. She picked up the reader, leaned back and opened the book, ready to enjoy her softly scented bubbles as she lost herself in the world unfolding in her mind. 

Later, she wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but a shiver pulled her from the story. She realized that not only had the water grown cold, but she’d forgotten her wine and now it sat lonely on the edge of the tub, half drunk. She shook her head and set the reader and wine glass out of the way, pulled the plug and stood. A quick hot shower would warm her up again, then she could put on her pajamas and depending on the time, maybe read a little more. She wanted to get to bed at a reasonable time, not because she had to be to the office tomorrow but because she’d worked hard to establish a healthy sleep pattern, and she didn’t want to throw it all away. 

Two hours later, Selena set her reader down beside her, yawned and stretched. Despite her intentions not to stay up too later, she was later than she’d planned but the book Bella had sent over was too good to put down. It wasn’t until she finished it that she realized it was only the first in a series. Now she wanted to start the next one, because she cared about the characters and couldn’t wait to see what happened next. But she wouldn’t. Not tonight. She’d bought the next book in the series so she wouldn’t forget it, but starting it would have to wait until tomorrow, or maybe the next day, depending on how things went. Now though, she needed to put together a list of what she needed to take to Colorado with her, so she didn’t forget anything she needed for the two cases while she was there. 
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Sackett moved from one end of the bar to the other, serving drinks, taking orders and disposing of empties as several of his brothers sat in different places around the room. It was an average Saturday afternoon at Drifter’s except that Sackett was covering an extra shift as the usual bartender for someone who’d needed the afternoon off at the last minute. 

Tending bar wasn’t the worst job he’d had, nor was it the best. But it was flexible enough he could take whatever time he needed for the Souls or wanted for anything else. That was why when there had been an opening at Drifter’s he’d jumped at the chance. Working for the club treasurer was both good and bad, because his brother was also his boss, but there was more good to it than not.  Besides, Ruger didn’t do much of the day to day running of the place. Krissi handled most of it, though these days she often had the baby in the back room with her while she took care of things. 

It sometimes meant he did a few things for her so she could take care of the little one. He didn’t mind the extra chores like inventory or letting her know when they needed to order things. It made things easier for her when she was taking care of the baby. Not that he wasn’t willing to help with Amber. He did, he just wanted to make sure Krissi was comfortable with it. She was, most of the time. But he was careful, at least while she was this small with how much he did with her. Both Ruger and Krissi were protective of their little girl. Not that Sackett could blame them. Not with what had happened to Krissi shortly after she’d arrived in Tucson, and at her father’s order. Or at least that was how he’d heard it. He hadn’t been part of the Souls yet then, not even as a prospect. 

The bell over the door rang, catching Sackett’s attention. He glanced in that direction to see Savage and Donna come in. He waved as he moved to the far end of the bar to deliver the beer he’d just poured. 

“Hey, didn’t expect to see you two in here today. What can I get for you?” Sackett said as he moved to where they’d taken seats at the bar. 

They placed their orders, then continued while he prepared their drinks. “We came in to say thanks again for taking Donna to the lawyer’s office yesterday. I appreciate it,” Savage said, one hand holding on to Donna’s where it lay on the bar between them. 

“No problem. I don’t mind. Now, when Krissi asks me to watch the baby?” He let an exaggerated shudder pass through him for effect, then laughed as he wasn’t completely serious. 

“Don’t like kids?” Donna asked, tilting her head to one side. 

“Kids I’m good with. Babies though? They’re too small, too fragile. I wouldn’t know what to do with them.” Sackett gave them their drinks then kept his hands busy, drying the glasses he’d washed a few minutes ago and putting them away before wiping down the counter. Moving down the bar to help another patron as the two talked to each other. 

Saturday afternoons weren’t very busy, but they weren’t dead either. He could take his time and talk to people, and had plenty of time to visit some, but he also needed to make sure everyone was taken care of. He liked that Krissi and Ruger trusted him enough to leave him on his own, not even another bartender working with him on slow shift, and they took his word for it if he said it was busy enough to call someone in. Now, it wasn’t but it probably would be later, thankfully unless the evening staff called in, he wouldn’t be working that. Not that he wouldn’t work busy shifts, but today had been his day off and he’d been planning to go for a ride. He still could, it would just be later than planned. 

After the three-day ride back from Wyoming, he’d been glad to not have a ride of more than a half hour for a while but that had been a few weeks ago and now he itched to get on the road again. Not for days at a time, like that trip, but an hour or two would go a long way toward lifting the darkness from his psyche. 

A glance at his watch told him he had another hour. He could do another hour. He just hoped the night staff was on time so he could get out of here. 

He drifted back to where Savage and Donna sat, checking to make sure they didn’t need anything more.

“I got the impression that your ex is making things difficult for you?”  He glanced at Donna, not sure why he was bringing it up but curious just the same. 

“No more than he did before we came home. In fact, I haven’t even heard from him since then. But I want to be free of him.” 

“I want to make sure there’s no way he can come after her. No chance he can pressure her into anything she doesn’t want.” Savage wrapped an arm around her shoulder and gave her an affectionate hug, resting his cheek on top of her head as she leaned into him. 

Sackett didn’t know why, but it seemed these two were meant for each other. There was something soft, almost innocent about her. Something that stirred even his instinct to protect her, and that almost never happened, at least not with grown people. He’d gotten used to it when he saw children being mistreated or abused. But given his own childhood, that made perfect sense, at least to him. 

“I’m surprised you could get something done this quickly,” he said. He’d never had to be divorced, but he’d known a couple of men who had while he’d been active. It had never been fast or pleasant. 

“Ms. Leighty wanted to wait a bit before filing, but after I explained the situation, she said she had a trip up there this week anyway.” Donna kept her eyes on the glass of soda she was drinking, slowly spinning it with her fingers. “She came up with the idea to prepare the paperwork, then speak with a judge to see if we even needed to file it. It would be too easy if the judge says there’s no marriage and no need to file, I’m not holding my breath.” 

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.” Sackett liked Donna, even if she was the reason he didn’t get to spend as much time with his brother as he was used to. She was sweet and brought out something in Savage that Sackett hadn’t noticed was missing until she’d come along but fit the other man well. She seemed to complete him in a way Sackett didn’t think even Savage had realized he needed. 

The door behind the bar opened and Marge stepped in. She was his relief. He glanced up at the clock and realized he only had about ten minutes left. The last hour had gone by amazingly fast. He spent the end of his shift counting out the drawer and updating her on what she needed to know about the open tabs, there were only two, before he turned the bar over to her.

He said good night to the people he knew then headed outside. He was looking forward to a couple of hours on the back of his bike. 

An hour later he rode north along Kinney Road and noticed how the parking lot to the old west movie set turned tourist attraction was packed. He shook his head as he passed by. That was something he’d never understood. The draw of playing tourist in a place that while it might look like it was straight out of the old west was purely fake. 

Sure, he liked a good western movie as much as the next guy, but why go pretend you were walking among them? He understood the men playing gunfighter out there a little better, not the play-acting or the gunfighter element. But he’d heard they picked up a lot of women in that gig. That was the part that made it even semi-appealing to him. Not that he had any trouble finding pussy when he wanted it, but to have it chase you instead? It had been a while since he’d had that, not since he'd left the Teams. But even before then the frog hogs had gotten old. 

Sure, he liked pussy, but he also wanted to be more than a trident and a dick. Even if it was only there for the night. He made a point of finding out the woman’s name and using it. He knew what it felt like to be nameless and faceless to whomever was using you and while he slept around, he didn’t use women. Sackett was always honest from the very beginning. He wasn’t looking for anything more than a night of fun. They’d both end up happy and could walk away tomorrow, and they shouldn’t come looking because he wouldn’t be back. 

He pushed those thoughts from his mind and turned his thoughts back to the road, unrolling before him. Sackett took a deep breath, enjoying the familiar tang of creosote on the hot air as it blasted across his face. As his tires ate up the miles, he let the vibration of the bike, and the peaceful evening, carry away all his worries and stresses. All the things haunting his mind. 

As he passed the Sonora Desert Museum and made the turn that would take him out to the Ironwood National Monument, he found his mind drifting. First to his brothers, how they all seemed to be falling victim to romance and their hearts. It was something he didn’t understand, but they all seemed so happy, he couldn’t begrudge them that. For a moment he wished he could be as happy as they seemed, but didn’t know if he had what it took to do what they had done.

He knew he was a closed off son of a bitch. He hated having to trust people, especially women, though he couldn’t say why. Was it because his mother had left when he was a child, leaving him behind with his alcoholic, abusive father? The way his parents had fought, even before that? He didn’t know and he wasn’t going back there long enough to look too closely at it. He’d survived, he’d gotten out, that was all that mattered. 

Sackett pushed thoughts of his past and things that didn’t matter anymore from his mind and turned his attention back to the road. He loved the sense of freedom, the wide-open spaces riding out like this, though he should have let someone know where he was going just in case something happened. But today he’d been in too much of a hurry to get out on the road and it had slipped his mind. He’d needed to feel the road and the wind more than he’d realized until he got out here. 

He focused on clearing his mind, thinking about nothing but the road unrolling in front of him. It worked for a while but soon he found his thoughts drifting again. Since it hadn’t gone back to the dark memories or turned morbid, he let it go where it wanted. 

It wasn’t until he found himself wondering about the curvy little attorney that he realized where his thoughts were going and that maybe he should curb them a little more. He found himself hoping she was successful in Colorado, especially the part about not having to file divorce paperwork for Donna. And as selfish as it was, it was only partly for Donna and Savage’s benefit. The other part was that the sooner she was done with Donna’s case, the sooner he could pursue her. And something about the woman made him want her in a way he didn’t want to examine. 

He shifted on the seat of his bike, hoping to ease where his jeans had grown tight as he thought of her and all the things he’d like to do to her. He couldn’t help but wonder how that prim, pink, little mouth tasted. As well as parts farther south. 

There was no point in letting his thoughts wander like this, he reminded himself, but that didn’t stop his brain from conjuring images of her bent over her desk while he tasted and touched every inch of her. 

Damn. He needed to get laid. 
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Selena picked up her list and doubled checked that she’d packed everything on it, either in her suitcase or in her backpack. When she was certain everything on the list was in one of the two bags, she searched her mind, trying to recall if there was anything that hadn’t made the list. 

She’d learned long ago that lists were the key to making sure she got everything done. She was too scatterbrained to remember everything if she didn’t put it on a list. She hadn’t gotten bad enough that she needed lists of her lists, but she feared she wasn’t too far away. 

Knowing she was running out of time, Selena turned her attention back to the task at hand. She had a sinking feeling she was forgetting something, but she couldn’t figure out what it was. Letting her gaze play over the open suitcase in front of her, she compared it to her list, marking them off as she went. Clothes, shoes, toiletries, makeup, emergency power cords in case the ones in her briefcase died. It all seemed to be there. Next, she went to her briefcase and repeated the process, making sure she had all her paperwork, electronics and anything else she could think of. It wasn’t until she closed them both and set them next to the door to grab when her uber arrived that it hit her. 

She’d forgotten her reader. She retrieved it and tucked it into her briefcase as she mentally reviewed everything she had to do. She had a little paperwork to finish and could do that on the plane, but she hated to pull out client paperwork if she had seat neighbors. Too much risk of someone seeing confidential information. No, unless she was in a row alone, almost unheard of these days, she preferred to do something innocuous like read fiction while on the plane. She’d have time in her hotel room tonight to finish up any lingering paperwork, review files and that kind of thing. 

Tomorrow morning she would meet with her client for the hearing in Boulder on Wednesday. She wanted to make sure there were no last-minute surprises then in the afternoon she had an appointment with the judge for Larimar County, to discuss the issue of whether or not Ms. McKenney needed to pursuit divorce. If it turned out that Ms. McKenney, no she’d asked Selena to call her Donna, needed to file, Selena would either do that tomorrow afternoon, if she had time before the courthouse closed or she’d do it first thing Tuesday morning before preparing for the hearing the next morning. 

Selena took a deep breath and checked her watch. The Uber would be here any minute. She was as ready as she was going to get. And if she decided she’d forgotten something it wasn’t like Boulder was the ends of the earth. She could find a target and get whatever she needed. 

Her phone beeped, alerting her that her ride had arrived. She was out of time to delay, not that she had any reason to. She sent the driver a message that she was on her way, gathered her bags and left. It wasn’t supposed to be a long trip, and she had long ago mastered traveling with her briefcase and a carryon, so she didn’t have to struggle to get everything down to street level and to the waiting car. 

The driver made small talk on the trip to the airport. Selena took advantage of the distraction. It kept her mind from playing her plans for the week, or even just the steps she needed to take to get on the plane, on an endless loop. She’d flown more times than she could count. There was no reason to think there would be any trouble, yet her mind insisted on showing her every possible thing that could go wrong. She’d dealt with this before, so many times she was practiced at pushing it away. But sometimes it was harder than others. She didn’t know why, and she didn’t have the time, nor the energy to try and figure out why. 

Arriving at the airport, she thanked her driver, squared her shoulders and headed inside. She had things that needed to get done and she was going to make sure they did. 

A little over six hours later, Selena stepped into her hotel room, set her briefcase on the table, and went to the large glass wall that took up one end of the sitting room. The view was stunning, she had to admit. She could even admit she wished she had a little more time to explore some of the mountains she saw. But from her research on the plane, even her trip to Fort Collins tomorrow would skirt the mountains, not take her into them. 

Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she’d been on the plane at lunchtime, and the small cookie they’d served on the two-hour flight wasn’t enough for a small child, much less an adult. After checking the drawers of the desk, she found a binder that contained the menu for the restaurant downstairs. A quick scan told her it would do, but she wanted to unpack a little before going down. At least hang up her suit so she looked professional when she needed to. 

As she worked, she found her mind drifting. Not for the first time, the bearded man who had accompanied Ms. McKenney to her office a couple of days before popped into her head. The deep rumble of his voice had made things low in her body warm, even though he hadn’t said much, she’d heard enough to know she wanted to hear more. 

She shook her head and turned back to her tasks, determined to get this done and go get food. 

On the elevator, headed to the restaurant, she tilted her head back against the wall as she waited and an image appeared in her head, the light gold eyes of the same man, a light in them she didn’t recognize but wanted to. Was it laughter and humor or something more visceral? More carnal.

Heat pooled low in her belly as she tried to turn her mind to something more appropriate but somehow, she couldn’t banish the image her mind had conjured. The elevator door opened, and she stepped out, doing her best to ignore the image she couldn’t push away as she went in search of food. That was it, she was hungry. Her mind would settle once she’d eaten. She hoped. 
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Monday Sackett turned up at the clubhouse, checking in with Tuck, Sadist and the rest of the officers on anything the Souls needed done. At the moment, there was nothing, although they told him there would be things coming up, but they were still a few weeks out. Too far out to worry about details, yet. 

Satisfied he wasn’t needed for anything there, he signaled to Puck, today’s bartender for a drink then sat down and got comfortable at one of the tables where he could see the TVs so he could watch the news scroll across the bottom of the screen as he let his mind wander. 

It hadn’t gone far when Puck appeared with a cup of coffee, Sackett’s standard before noon. 

“You want something to eat too?” the prospect asked. 

Sackett turned to look up at the kid, blinking as he considered it. “Do we have any sausage biscuits or burritos in there?” 

“Not premade, but I can make a breakfast burrito, if you’d like.” 

Sackett tried not to grimace. “Are you any better with eggs than with other things?” 

Puck lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “I never had to do more than breakfast, but I can cook eggs and a few other things.” 

“Good to know.” He watched the other man for a moment then decided why not? He didn’t want to go hunting for food if he didn’t have to. “Sure. Why not?” If nothing else it would give the prospect practice and if it was truly horrible, he had room for improvement, right? Maybe Sackett should give the kid a couple of lessons. When he looked up to offer, the prospect was gone, probably having headed into the kitchen to get started cooking. Sackett shrugged. He’d see how the prospect did with a breakfast burrito, then he’d have an idea where to start with those lessons, because he already knew he needed them for burgers and more. 

He was still waiting for his food when the door that led outside opened and Savage and Donna came in, hand in hand. 

“Hey,” Sackett said as they approached his table. “I didn’t expect to see you here this morning.” He motioned with one hand for them to have a seat. 

“We weren’t planning to come in, but decided we need a distraction,” Savage said, pulling out a chair for Donna, and making sure she was comfortable before pulling out the chair beside her and sitting himself. 

“A distraction?” Sackett asked, glancing back and forth between the two of them. 

“Today’s when Ms. Leighty sees the judge to see if we actually need to file the paperwork for the divorce or if I’m free of him,” Donna said with a wry smile. 

She didn’t need to say who she meant by him. Even if Sackett didn’t know all the details of her relationship with the ex, he knew who she meant and that the man was more than an ass. Sackett had been there when the fuckwad had shown up on the ranch to try and take her back with him. He’d helped with the show of force that had gotten her ex and the minion he’d brought with him to back off. 

“Do you know when she is scheduled to see the judge?” he asked. 

“Not exactly, only that it was this morning. I have no doubt she’ll let us know what she finds out as soon as the meeting is over, but the suspense is…” Savage trailed off, as if he wasn’t sure what he wanted to say. 

“Tense.” Donna didn’t seem to have a problem saying how she felt about the waiting. 

“That’s one word for it,” Savage agreed with a nod. 

“So you’re here, looking for something else to think about.” Sackett nodded, glancing around the room, and noticing that other than the three of them and Puck, the room was empty, at least of people. It still held the usual tables scattered through one side of the room, pool table to one side and the couches surrounding the corner where the TV’s were mounted on either side of the stripper pole that saw far less action now than it had when Sackett had prospected. 

“You got it,” Savage said. “So what are you doing today?”

Sackett shrugged. “Nothing. At least I’ve got nothing planned so far. Drifter’s is closed so I’m off today. I came in to check in and see if anything needed to be done, then decided I didn’t want to cook, so Puck’s making me a burrito.” 

“You must have been desperate.” Savage winced. 

Sackett gave one shoulder a dismissive lift. “He says he does a decent job of breakfast. I figured I could try it and see for myself. I also considered giving him a lesson or two in the kitchen. He can’t get any better if no one shows him how to do it right.” 

“Who showed you?” Donna asked, tilting her head to one side as she watched him.

“I learned to cook when I was a kid.” He didn’t tell her he’d learned by trial and error out of self-defense. It was either learn or eat shit cold out of the can, when his dad bothered to get groceries. More often it was whatever piece of ass he’d brought home this week, if she stuck around for more than a night or two. And if they stuck around long, they figured out that while his father might tolerate them getting groceries, and even pay for them, he wasn’t willing to give up enough of their attention to let them waste time cooking for the useless brat his whore mother had saddled him with. Those were his father’s words, he’d heard them often enough he not only remembered them word for word but could also hear the derisive tone the old man had snarled them in.

Sackett realized he was staring into space toward the TVs again. He turned back to Savage and Donna and found Savage watching the TVs as if trying to figure out what Sackett had been seeing, but Donna watched Sackett, as if she could see past what he was saying, if only to see that there was more that he wasn’t saying. He was saved from her seeing more or asking questions he didn’t want to answer by Puck’s appearance. He carried a plate in from the kitchen, set it in front of Sackett then turned to Savage and Donna and asked what he could get them. 

Thankfully, when Puck left to retrieve their drinks, the moment had been broken. Sackett picked up the burrito, noticed it was well rolled and didn’t appear as if it would fall apart after the first bite. That gave him some hope that it might at least be edible. You didn’t have to know how to cook to be able to roll a tortilla, but it took a little practice. Sackett could only hope that practice meant more than a little manual dexterity. 

The first bite told him that his hope hadn’t been misplaced. It wasn’t the best food he’d ever had, hell, it wasn’t as good as what he made, but it was better than anything else he’d tasted that Puck had made. He was about halfway through the burrito when Puck came back, two coffee mugs looped over the fingers of one hand that also carried a water bottle, the coffee carafe in this other. 

Puck didn’t even fumble as he set down the water, then the cups, and filled all three cups before turning to Sackett, one brow lifted as if asking what he thought. 

“You’re right. It is better. If you want to get better, to be able to make more than the occasional breakfast that doesn’t send someone to the ER, I’d be happy to show you a few things.” 

From the way the kid’s face lit up, Sackett guessed that no one had ever offered to teach him, at least not to cook. He wasn’t going to ask, at least not now. This wasn’t the time or place, especially for something that could likely get personal. He wouldn’t want to get into such a personal discussion in a public atmosphere where anyone could walk in. Maybe during a lesson, when it was just the two of them in the kitchen, and only then if the kid was open to it. 

He didn’t plan on sharing his own upbringing, so he wouldn’t push anyone else to either. 

“I’d appreciate it, when you have time.” 

“No problem. Maybe in a bit, or in a couple of days. It will depend on what’s going on and when we both have time. We might take a morning when Demon is covering the bar or an afternoon when we’re both off.” Sackett took another bite of the burrito and waited while the kid nodded. 

“Sounds great. Let me see if I can find the schedule and I’ll let you know.”  Puck hurried off, leaving the three of them sitting at the table. 

Savage watched him all the way back to the kitchen then turned to Sackett, “You’re getting soft. Taking mercy on the kid like that.” 

Savage shook his head as if he was disappointed in Sackett, but Sackett saw the humor in his eyes. His brother was screwing with him for being willing to help another brother, or at least brother-to-be. They wouldn’t be sure until Puck survived the prospect period and was voted in as a full member, but so far, there wasn’t any sign he wouldn’t made it.  

“Someone has to, and I’d rather have options when I don’t want to cook than just tease and poke fun at him.” He finished the food, used the napkin Puck had brought with the plate, then pushed the plate to the center of the table. When he leaned back and took a deep breath. He noticed Donna watching him again. This time when he looked at Savage, he found the other man watching Donna, a look of tenderness and something else, something Sackett couldn’t name, on his face. 

Savage seemed to feel Sackett’s gaze on him, the look disappeared, and his brother turned to face him. “What did Tuck say?” 

Sackett frowned and it took him a moment to realize what he meant. He’d come in this morning to check in with the ones in charge and had said as much, when they’d come in.

“Oh, nothing. No one’s here. At least not that I’ve seen.”

“No one?” Savage asked with lifted brows. 

“Only people I’ve seen today is Puck and you two.”

“Did you ask him?” The way Savage tilted the top of his head toward the kitchen told Sackett he was talking about Puck. 

“Not yet.” He’d been thinking about it, but hadn’t gotten around to it yet. He was having a lazy day and didn’t see a reason to change that before he had to. 

Savage watched him for a moment, as if waiting for him to say something more to reveal some bit of ancient wisdom, Sackett didn’t know what. After several heartbeats Savage looked away. Sackett couldn’t help but wonder what the other man was thinking, but he wouldn’t ask. Unless the other man volunteered, and Sackett knew he wouldn’t then it was his business, not Sackett’s. 

They all jumped as a phone rang. Donna’s awkward smile told him it was hers, even as it registered that it wasn’t his ring tone. He couldn’t help but wonder why he was as jumpy as they were. Their nerves he understood, just not his own. 

Donna checked the screen then flashed it at Savage before answering the call. 

“The lawyer,” Savage’s voice held relief. 

Sackett glanced back to Donna and instantly knew something was wrong. Her face had lost all color, and she seemed to have stopped breathing, though he knew that couldn’t be true. As he watched, her gaze flicked to his face, then to Savage. It was clear that whatever the attorney was saying on the other end of the line wasn’t either of the things she’d been expecting to hear. 

After what seemed like way too long, she pulled the phone away from her ear without ever saying a word and stared at the screen. Sackett couldn’t see what she was looking at. 

“What’s wrong, babe? What did the judge say?” Savage asked. 

“I don’t know. That wasn’t Selena.” Her voice shook, even as it had gone soft. Selena must be the attorney’s first name. He hadn’t caught it before but thought it fit. 

Sackett scowled. Who had the attorney’s phone and would call Donna? She hadn’t struck him as the kind of person who would let anyone borrow her phone, not to make a call that was obviously distressing. That meant something had gone wrong. A weight settled in his stomach as he waited to hear the rest. 

“Who was it?” Savage’s voice took on a hard edge he almost never used when talking to Donna. 

“Noah.” The single word was barely more than a whisper. 

Noah was Donna’s ex, the one who claimed they were married, and the reason Selena had been meeting with the judge. This could not be good. 

“Son of a bitch.” Savage closed his eyes and took several deep, slow breaths. “I take it he has the attorney?” 

The weight in Sackett’s stomach turned to anger. He thought they’d scared the little shithead off when he’d tried to take Donna from the ranch. Apparently, they’d been wrong. 

Donna nodded. She swallowed several times then picked up the bottle of water and took a sip. 

“Her for me. Front gate of the compound. We have twenty-four hours.” She spoke in short sentences, taking a breath between each as if she’d just run a mile and was struggling to breathe. 

“What happens after twenty-four hours?” Sackett asked, the anger turning to a ball of dread, and worse. He wanted to yell at Donna to spit it out, but he held back because he knew it would do no good and you don’t beat up on the already abused, and that’s what Donna had been when Savage had found her. Abused by the same fuckwad who’d taken Selena. Now that he knew her first name, it was the only way he could think of her. 

“He said they’ll start cutting pieces off to show us they’re serious. Oh,” Donna said this as if an afterthought or she just remembered it, “and if we contact the police, they’ll kill her, and her body will never be found.” She rolled her lips inward and bit them. 

Sackett suspected it was an attempt to keep from crying. He’d barely met the woman, and he wanted to rip this asshole’s head off personally. Why was he reacting so strongly?  

“What are we going to do?” He looked at Savage, knowing they would do something. It wouldn’t be turning Donna over to them. That he was sure of. The rage he saw in Savage’s eyes did nothing to calm the burning in his own gut.

“Call Tuck and the others. We need to figure this out now.” Savage turned his attention to Donna and did his best to reassure her while Sackett started making calls. 
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Her stomach churning was the first thing Selina became aware of. She kept her eyes closed, trying to remember where she was. Something jostled her, then there was a series of thumps under her left ear. That’s when she realized she was moving and lying down. 

She might have fallen asleep in a car, but not lying on her side like this. How had she gotten here? She tried to keep her body as relaxed as she could because she had no idea if anyone was watching her, but at the same time searched her memory. What was the last thing she remembered? Her head hurt as she tried to recall what she’d been doing today, but she pushed past it. She had to know. 

She’d met with Judge Harris. They had discussed Ms. McKinney’s situation. What had he told her? She couldn’t remember that right away, but she did remember leaving his office and the courthouse. The walk from the courthouse to her rental was clear, but as hard as she tried, she couldn’t recall getting into her car, nor driving back to Boulder. 

Struggling to push through the pain throbbing in the back of her head she tried to recall step by step. She’d left the courthouse and walked across the street to the parking garage. She remembered considering stopping at the Thai place for something to eat, but deciding to find something in Boulder when she realized they weren’t yet open. She’d gone to the elevator and stepped inside. The door had almost closed before someone hurried up and triggered the door to open. She tried to remember who had joined her on the elevator, but for some reason the face kept coming up blank. 

What had happened after the elevator door closed? She couldn’t recall. She could see the elevator doors closing, she saw the hand reach out and hesitate when he noticed the button for the top floor had already been pushed, but then nothing. She didn’t remember being hit, though that might explain why her head hurt so badly. 

Slowly, she became aware of voices, muffled, as if through a wall or something else. The more she pushed, the more aware of her surroundings she became. Her body ached, not just her head, though that was worse than the rest of her. she lay on her side, but curled in a tighter ball than she normally would lie. She preferred to stretch out a little more. The roughness against her cheek was odd, but it was the chemical scent, with odd hints of rubber now and then that made it really strange. 

She still hadn’t figured out where she was or what had happened when darkness swam up and engulfed her once more. 
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Worry sat like a lead weight in Sackett’s stomach. He was acutely aware that every moment that ticked by was one moment closer to when Donna’s ex and the crazy group she’d once been mixed up with got closer to their deadline. Whether or not they would actually cut pieces off Selena he didn’t know. He wasn’t willing to find out. 

Forty-five minutes after he’d started making calls, Savage, Sackett, and the club leadership, along with Krissi and Gizmo, sat in the locked back room of the clubhouse. There hadn’t been time for more to get to the clubhouse, but unless they were needed for something specific, they weren’t need anyway. They’d managed to distract Donna by asking her to keep an eye on Amber, Ruger and Krissi’s baby. She was somewhere around six months old, small enough that Sackett didn’t want to have to pick her up. She looked too small and fragile. He didn’t want to accidentally hurt her. 

“Driving up will take too long. It’s more than half the time limit, leaving us little time for recon and planning. We’re going to need to fly at least one person up,” Tuck said, scanning the table. “I’m torn. I don’t want to send Donna. I don’t want her that close to this group of nut jobs. I also think Savage should stay with Donna if we can manage it, but we need at least one person who this attorney has met. Someone she’ll recognize, so she doesn’t fight the rescue.”

“I’ve met her,” Sackett spoke up. He didn’t say he wanted to be there. He wanted to beat the ever-loving shit out of this son of a bitch. He didn’t have to. 

Tuck watched him long enough he fought the urge to shift in his seat, but he managed to meet the president’s gaze without flinching, or hopefully, revealing what he was thinking. 

“All right. We’ll send you. Who else can go from here?” He glanced at Ruger and Sadist, but didn’t wait for an answer. “I’m also going to call Lurch and have him send some men down from the ranch. Depending on when the next flight is, they can likely make it down before you’ll get there. That way we won’t need to worry about weapons, either getting them on the plane or acquiring some once you land.” 

Sackett wanted to insist that he be one of the ones to go, but held his silence. He didn’t know if anyone else, other than Savage and Donna, knew Selena. If not, then he would be on the list by default, without having to fight for it, or reveal how strongly he felt about going. About her, though he couldn’t say why. Since he couldn’t explain it, even to himself, there was no way he was ready to tell anyone else about it, even his brothers. 

Krissi tapped away at the laptop on the table in front of her. 

“How many are we sending up from here?” she asked, looking up from her laptop and over at Tuck, both brows lifted as she waited. 

“I’m not sure yet.” He glanced around the table. “Has anyone other than the three already named met Ms. Leighty?”

Sackett kept his mouth shut and looked around the table. He wanted to say something. He wanted to insist that he be included, but since they’d already said that Savage and Donna would be staying, it meant through process of elimination that he would likely be going, even if he wasn’t the only one. He could live with that. 

“Not that I know of,” Savage said. “She was recommended to us by Gizmo,” he turned to where Giz stood in the open door to the command center that stayed locked whenever this room was open. “How did you know the attorney?” 

“I don’t.” Gizmo didn’t bother turning around as he answered Savage. “Jill has a friend who’s a criminal attorney, she asked her to recommend a family law attorney licensed both here and in Colorado. She gave us Leighty’s name. I’ve never met either woman.” 

“Shit,” Tuck said with feeling. He took a deep breath, held it a moment, then let it out, his eyes scanning the room. “That makes it both easier and more difficult. Sackett will go, but I don’t want to send him up alone. Who else can go? I want a fully patched brother, not a prospect and at least one more, if not two. We can’t expect Gillette to do all the heavy lifting for our chapter.” 

Krissi tapped a few more times. 

“We need to decide quickly. The next non-stop flights leave in,” she checked her watch, “just over three hours. Those will arrive in Denver at 5 p.m. local time. There are other flights, but they either have lay overs or leave later and won’t get you there until after eight or later.” She looked up at Sackett, then Tuck. “I don’t think you want to wait that long, right?” 

Sackett fisted his hands in his lap, hoping the table would hide them as he fought to keep from saying fuck no, they didn’t want to wait. He wanted to slide his driver’s license and credit card across the table, tell her to book the flight, then grab his go bag and leave. 

But he couldn’t. He had to wait for the command from his president. And he would need to take a couple of things out of his go bag. Things that wouldn’t be allowed through TSA. He made himself keep his breathing even and his expression clear as he turned to Tuck and waited to hear what he had to say. 

“Gizmo, reach out to Maverick, Snake and Bubba, see which and how many of them can make the trip. I know it’s short notice, but we’ll send what we can.” He turned back to Krissi. “Get the flights booked. Start with Sackett, as we know for sure he’s going. Use club funds. This is a club issue, the club foots the bill.” 

Gizmo reached for his phone, using his free hand to start closing up the secure room that held most of the electronics and specialized tools that would give their club away as being more than they appeared. 

Sackett had no doubt he’d be back in there later, but they had to close that room up before they could open the other door and let people out of here. 

Sackett saw Krissi nod out of the corner of his eye. 

“I need your info for the ticket,” she said. 

He was already pulling out his wallet and retrieving his license. “As soon as we get out of here, I’ll clean out my go bag and I’ll hit the road as soon as I can.” He’d end up waiting at the airport, but he wanted to be sure he didn’t miss the flight. The last thing he wanted was more delay. 

“Clean out?” Sadist asked, one brow lifted.

“There are a couple things in there that won’t make it through airport security. I’ll take the time to clean it out now, so I don’t get delayed there.” 

The VP didn’t say anything more, just nodded and turned back to Tuck. 

“Get him booked and we’ll let him go,” Tuck said. “As someone agrees to go, have them text you a picture of their ID so we have all the information for the tickets.” He turned his gaze from Gizmo to Sackett. “What else do you need?” 

“As much information as we can get about the compound, and the people there. Who, how many, what kind of training they have. Everything we can get. You said Gillette will bring weapons, that’s good. I’ll text Jake with a list of things I specifically want.” 

“They may not have it all.” 

“That’s okay. They can bring what they have, and I’ll make do.” 

Tuck nodded then turned to Sadist who had his phone out and was busy typing on the screen. Sackett didn’t know if he was taking notes or texting someone, but did it matter? He knew his role here. On top of that he knew better than to tell others how to do theirs. 

“Here’s your ID back. I just emailed you a copy of the receipt with all the flight info, confirmation and that kind of thing. Let me know if you need anything else and I’ll do my best to arrange it.” Krissi handed him back his driver’s license. 

He had a moment to wonder how she’d gotten his email but before he could ask, Tuck tipped his head toward the door leading to the rest of the clubhouse, telling him to go. 

Sackett didn’t waste any time. He got up and left, leaving the others to figure out who would go with him and make sure they got there. 


      [image: ]Sackett sat in the hard plastic seat at the airport gate, elbows on his knees as he typed out a text to Jake, listing the equipment he wanted, if they had it. The backpack he used as a go bag sitting between his feet. He put the last few things on the list that he could think of then checked the time as he leaned back in the seat and looked around the room for the first time since sitting down. 

He'd deliberately chosen a seat where his back was to the wall, and while he’d been aware of movement around him and people coming and going, he’d been focused on the importance of getting the list to Jake as quickly as he could so they could gather what they had and hit the road. He didn’t know how long it would take them to get to Fort Collins, but he suspected that if they didn’t get out soon, it would be after he did. 

A few minutes after arriving at the airport he’d gotten another email from Krissi, this one with the information for a rental car reservation. He was glad she’d thought about it. He hadn’t gotten that far in his plans. He’d thought about getting up there, but not past the flight. Armament and gear had been his first focus. If he’d gotten up there with no reservation, he would have rented whatever they had and used his own card, but knowing there was a vehicle waiting was one less worry and let him focus on other things. He pushed his reluctance to fly out of his mind, concentrating instead on what he was here to do and why. There was no time for him to drive. If he was going, he had to fly and there was no point in worrying about it. 

As he scanned the room and didn’t see any of his brothers, he wondered who would end up going with him, and if any of them would. It was last-minute notice and how many of them would be able to drop everything and make it to the airport on time? Especially the three that Tuck had named. They all had women, who likely wouldn’t want them to drop everything to run to the aid of some woman they didn’t know. Whether each of the men would let that sway them, he didn’t know. He was torn. He wouldn’t turn down help, back up you could trust was always welcome in a bad situation. And he had the feeling this wouldn’t be a good one. But at the same time, he didn’t want other men around Selena. 

He forced himself not to think about what they might be doing to her. Dwelling on how they could be hurting her wouldn’t help anything and it could hurt. All he could do was get there and get her out as soon as possible. 

Sackett tried not to watch the minutes that seemed to crawl by as he waited for the flight to board but found it difficult to distract himself. He’d about given up on any of his local brothers making the trip with him when Maverick showed up. 

“Hey,” Maverick said, sitting in the chair beside Sackett. “I only got the basics before I packed and ran, so you’ll have to fill me in. I was afraid I wouldn’t make it on time.” 

“I’m glad you did.” Sackett glanced around, trying to gauge who was close and how much he could say without being overheard, possibly by people who they didn’t want to know their business. “What did they tell you?” 

“Only that some woman was taken, they want Donna, and we have—” he checked his watch, “twenty one hours until they start removing pieces to prove they mean business.” 

“That’s it in a nutshell.” 

“Who’s the woman?” 

“Donna’s attorney. She was in Colorado for some case and while she was there, she had an appointment with a judge to discuss whether or not Donna needs to file for divorce. I don’t know if that meeting happened or not.”

“I take it the ex that she’s not sure if she has to divorce is behind this?”  

“Since he’s the one who contacted Donna, from the attorney’s cell phone, I’m going to say yes. But he’s not alone.” Sackett turned and looked at Maverick. “How much have you heard about how Savage found her? I mean, you were there of course, but did you hear why she was in Casper?” 

“She was on the run from her ex, wasn’t she?” Maverick looked confused. As if that was all there was to the story. It was probably all he knew about it.

Sackett debated for a moment how much to share. It was Donna’s story, not his, but if Maverick was going to go in beside him to help get Selena back, he needed to know. 

“Yes, but there’s more to it.” Sackett didn’t know if he knew more because he and Savage were closer, because they had the bond of having been prospects together, because they’d roomed together for the trip north or what, but he’d known there was more to Donna’s story from the very beginning. Well, most of it. He suspected there was more even that he didn’t know, or Savage wouldn’t be quite so protective of her, but he didn’t insist on every detail. He’d back Savage in anything. 

“Wow. Just wow.” Maverick shook his head in disbelief when Sackett had finished filling him in. “I don’t know how people keep falling for that shit, but they do.” 

“I don’t either. Looking at Donna, I can kind of see it. She was young, naïve, idealistic. That seems to be the type that fall for that kind of shit. At least among the women. Men? I think that’s a different story, but we don’t have time to get into it.” 

Boarding was called for their flight. They got in line and onto the plane, because of the last-minute nature of their trip, their seats weren’t near each other. Sackett wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. They couldn’t have talked about what they were doing on the trip, not on the plane where people would overhear, but having someone to talk to about something else, nearly anything else, would have been a welcome distraction. Instead, he tilted his head back and closed his eyes. He likely wouldn’t get any sleep tonight as they made and executed plans, so he’d get some rest while he could. He had no doubt he would need it. 
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Her whole body hurt. She wasn’t sure if it was something they’d give to her or something they’d done to her. She wasn’t sure it even mattered. Now, as she lay curled on her side on a hard cot covered only by a thin mattress, Selena couldn’t help but wonder what they had planned and why her? Realizing her shoes were missing, she couldn't help but be thankful she'd worn a pant suit today instead of her usual skirt. 

Who were they? She didn’t think Fort Collins, Colorado was a hot spot for human trafficking, but she couldn’t think of any other reason to have kidnapped her like this. Were they going to sell her and ship her out of the country? Was she going to stay in the US? That last thought gave her a bit of hope. If she was to stay in the states, then there was hope that she could escape. 

She wasn’t naïve. She worked in law, she knew human trafficking and slavery were still around, and as big as ever, even if it had moved to more of an underground movement because of the laws. It had never occurred to her that she would be on this side of it though. 

Depression and defeat overwhelmed her for several minutes as she lay tied hand and foot, barely able to move. But she could only feel sorry for herself for so long before her own stubbornness kicked in. She knew she had to push the defeatist thinking from her mind, she had to figure out where she was, what they were going to do with her and how she could escape. First things first, she needed a plan. 

There were some things she needed to figure out, but she could do some planning without them. Like how to get out of this room. She struggled a bit, but finally managed to sit up. With that accomplished she looked around the room, trying to find anything that could be used as a tool, first to get the tape off her wrists and ankles, then to get out of the room. But would they have bothered to lock the door after leaving her bound like this? The idea had merit, but she had to get free before she could try the door and find out.

Selena still sat on the edge of the bed, blinking and trying to move past the pain in her head when a creak made her look up. The knob on the door turned. Then it opened and swung into the room. She had enough time to wish the door swung the other way so she could see who it was, then they appeared, and she was left as confused as she’d started out. She didn’t know this man.  

“I’m glad to see you’re awake,” the man said. He was dressed in jeans, a simple button-down chambray shirt and hiking boots. Nothing that told her who he was or why she was here. 

“Why am I here?” She also wondered who he was, but maybe finding out why she was here would tell her who he was, if not, she could always ask later. 

“You’re calmer than I expected. Most girls in your situation are hysterical, crying and begging not to be hurt.” 

“You kidnap a lot of women?” Selena didn’t bother pointing out that she was a woman, not a girl. She also knew that she did herself no good by giving in to hysterics. She needed to keep a level head if she was going to find a way out of here. 

The stranger shrugged, he tilted his head and watched her, as if he found her interesting in some way. She didn’t like the attention. She couldn’t say why but it made her want to lie back down and pull a blanket up over her body, then her head, just so he couldn’t see her anymore. Selena refused to let him make her hide. Instead, she looked up at him, meeting his gaze and doing her best to be strong, if not outright defiant. After all, he hadn’t told her to do anything, only made her want to. 

“You’re here as leverage. If we get what we want, then we’ll let you go, no worse for wear.” Something about his manner, she wasn’t sure if it was the way he moved or the way he spoke, struck her as smarmy. 

“And if whoever you are after doesn’t do what you want?” 

“Then we’ll have to show them we’re serious.” The stranger lifted one shoulder and let it fall as if he didn’t care one way or the other. He watched her a moment longer then started slowly pacing in front of her. 

“How?” Selena narrowed her eyes at him, suspecting there was more to their proof of seriousness than met the eye. 

“We told her we’d start cutting parts off you, but I’m not sure that’s our best option. No worries though. We have a bit of time to come up with a better plan.” Mr. Smarmy stopped pacing, turned and watched her, as if trying to gauge her reaction to his words. 

She blinked as she stared up at him, giving him her best courtroom face. The one that let no surprise, no horror, no fear show. She didn’t know if he was trying to get her to react, but she wouldn’t give it to him. Her mind spun. He’d said her. The only current female client in or from this area was Donna.  Was she here because of the case she had only spoken with the judge over so far? 

Selena wondered for a moment if he was going to have a classic villain monologue moment. She hoped not, and could only hope that if he didn’t get the reactions he wanted from her that he’d leave her alone again. Then she’d work on getting out of this tape and trying to get out of here. She had to get out of here. Then she’d worry about figuring out where she was and how to get back to her life. 
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Picking up the rental car went easier than Sackett had anticipated. He’d debated driving himself, then there would be at least one thing in his control, but in the end, handed the keys to Maverick. 

“You drive. I want to go over the information Giz sent. Head for Fort Collins. I’ll refine the directions once I have more.” He headed for the passenger’s side, pulling out his phone so he could check messages, there were several waiting for him, if the number of notifications that had come in when he’d turned on his phone after landing was any indication. 

After buckling in, he pulled up the first of several messages waiting in his secure email box. One by one, he went through them, reading through everything they’d been able to find out on one Noah Harrison. In a second email he found files on three of Harrison’s associates, a William Chandler, a Jacob Pearson, and a Jonah Harper, who from the files Gizmo had sent was the leader of the commune-turned-cult that Donna had been escaping when she’d met Savage. 

Sackett didn’t pay any attention to the road or where they were going as he read, taking time out only to call Jake.

“This is Jake.” 

“You with the group coming down?” 

“I am. There’s me and three others.” 

“Good. How close are you to Fort Collins?” 

“Maybe half an hour, but we’re not headed to Fort Collins. Gizmo called me in the air, he got the exact location of the compound from Donna. The closest map dot is a tiny, almost community called Ted’s Place. That’s where we’re headed.” There was a pause. “We’re about fifteen minutes out. I’m not sure what all is there, but the compound is not in the community but closer. We’ll scout the immediate area and I’ll be in touch about where to meet up.” 

“Sounds good. I’ll alter our route and let you know how long until we arrive.” 

They rang off. Sackett used the on-screen map between him and Maverick to update their route then texted Jake with their ETA. Their brother wouldn’t see it until he stopped but since they were still nearly an hour out, it wouldn’t matter much. With the GPS leading them where they needed to be, he went back to the file and tried to get an idea what they were walking into. 


      [image: ]When they pulled into the large parking lot in front of a tiny gas station, Sackett couldn’t help but wonder if they were in the right place. There was almost nothing here. But the four motorcycles parked just north of the small grassy area surrounded by a split rail fence, and the men standing near the bikes, told him they were where they were supposed to be. 

Maverick must have seen them too, because he pulled the SUV that had been reserved for them when they’d reached Denver into the lot and parked beside the bikes. 

It took a few minutes to exchange greetings, even though it had only been a few weeks since they’d last seen each other, when they’d moved Tuck back to Tucson from the ranch. 

“I’m surprised you brought Colt,” Sackett said to Ghost as they walked together, the others already gathering around one of the two picnic tables in the fenced in area. There were a few other cars in the lot, but they were clustered around the gas pump and small store attached. Unless someone had specialized equipment, there was little chance they would be overheard. And in the middle of the clearing, they’d see if anyone approached. “Tuck sent Maverick because he was the only one who could make the short timeline and wasn’t a prospect.” 

“We didn’t plan on bringing him, but Jake wanted him. Apparently, the kid actually grew up around here. He not only knows the area, but he’s also been to the compound. It’s been a few years, but he dated a girl out there for a couple of weeks when he was in high school.” 

Sackett could only blink and stare at Ghost for a moment as he let the information sink in. How had they gotten so lucky? Between the kid and information from Donna, they had a better chance of being able to find Selena before these goatfucker idiots did anything to hurt her too badly. 

“Okay, this is what we know.” Jake bent over the table a tablet already laying in front of him and a legal pad next to it. Sackett didn’t know what the pad was for but as long as they got her out safely, he wouldn’t complain. “Here’s the satellite view of the compound. It’s off public access internet but Donna confirms that it looks accurate, at least up until she left a month ago.” He used the back end of a pen to tap the screen. “There’s a fence all the way around. It’s chain link but only six feet tall without any security measures on top or camera’s as far as she knows.” He went on to point out where Donna said it was most likely Selena would be held, as well as a couple of alternatives. He covered numbers, hazards and things Donna said to watch out for, then looked up at the rest of them, as if wanting to hear what they had to say. 

“Most of the compound is open spaces, except for the buildings, and it’s edged by trees about three quarters around. We should wait until after dark to go in. Yes, it will be a little more difficult for us to get around, but we’ve all trained for that.” 

Sackett looked around at the faces watching him. 

“The difficulty is more than compensated by the camouflage darkness will give us.”

“Agreed,” Ghost said. “How long do we have until dark?” 

“This time of year, full dark will hit somewhere between eight thirty and nine,” Colt put in. 

“That gives us a little over two hours,” Malice said after checking his watch. “We need to fuel up.”

Several frowns were exchanged around the table. 

“Food. We need food before we go in there. Not just because I haven’t eaten since breakfast, but if we do this right, we’ll hit the road right afterwards and it will be late. Too late to eat afterwards.” Malice rolled his eyes and shook his head. 

“There’s nothing between here and the compound. Unless you want gas station food, we’ll have to go toward Fort Collins,” Colt said. 

It was Sackett’s turn to shake his head. The only place he was going was to the compound to get Selena. 

“I’ll go,” Malice said after a moment. “I can go get something and bring it back for everyone. What does everyone want?” 

“There’s a restaurant about five minutes away or just a little farther is a grocery store. They’ll probably have a deli or a least sandwiches.” Colt gave him directions back to town. Maverick handed over the keys to their SUV. The bigger vehicle with its cargo space would be better for food and drinks for six than a motorcycle. Sackett didn’t care. All he cared about was working out the plan, as best they could, then getting Selena out of there and making sure she was safe. 
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The throbbing in her head had eased slightly as Selena had tried to figure out how to free her hands and feet. It had taken her several minutes to calm down in order to remember that she’d seen a video online while doomscrolling videos on social media one night. It had shown what it had called a foolproof way to get your hands free if they were taped together in front of you. 

It had taken her several minutes of trying to remember exactly how to do it and several tries after that, but she had managed to get her arms free. Once she'd freed her hands, it only took her a few seconds to free her feet. She wondered for a moment how difficult it would be to get away with no shoes. But pushed the thought away. She had to figure out how to get out of this room first. 

When she was no longer bound, the first thing Selena did was check the door, she was wrong, it had been locked. Next Selena searched the room for anything she could use as a weapon or something that could be used as a tool to escape the room. 

Her initial search found nothing she could use. There was the bunk she’d woken up on, a table against one wall that was so heavy she couldn’t move it no matter how hard she pulled, a porcelain commercial style toilet in one corner, the kind with no tank, only a lever to flush with, and a window above the table that was so tiny she would never be able to squeeze through it. Frustrated, she sat back down on the bed to consider what to do next. She didn't know how long she'd been sitting there when a click drew her attention and then the door opened.

A man stepped in. It only took her a minute to recognize him as the man she called Mr. Smarmy, at least in her own head. Upon spotting her sitting on the bed unbound he lifted a brow and watched her with an intrigued look.

“You're not what I expected, Ms. Leighty,” Mr. Smarmy said.

“I don't know what you expected.” Selena did her best to use the blank face she used in court.

“Not someone who would manage to get herself free and look for a way to get out of the room.” He looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. “Did you really think we'd leave something here you could use against us?” He slowly walked back and forth from one end of the room to the other, pacing as though waiting for her, an answer from her.

“It was worth a try,” she said. “It would have been pretty stupid not to look and have something here that would have helped me.” 

She watched him but wouldn't meet his gaze. It wasn't that she was afraid of him, but having him think she was afraid could only help her. What she was doing was watching his body language, trying to get a feel of how he felt about the situation.

“It's been several hours, and we have not yet heard from Mrs. Harrison. I'm wondering if they're just gonna give you up or if they're just gonna wait for us to chop you up and send you back to them in little bits.” He stopped and turned to face her, obviously watching to see if she had any reaction to his words. “What do you think, girl? Are they gonna give you up for their own safety? For their own comfort?”

She fought the urge to glare up at him. To yell at him that she was a woman, not a girl. She wanted to jump up and slap him. But forced herself to sit quietly. To pretend to be the terrified little girl he expected her to be. The longer he saw the scared little girl he wanted to see, the more likely she was to be able to find a way out of here.

“How can I guess how they will act. I don't know who you're talking about. You never told me why you took me.”

“Don't lie to me, little girl. You know we took you so that Donna will come back.”

Selena shook her head. “I don't know how long I've been here, but unless it's been a day, at least, she hasn't had time to get up here. The drive from where Donna is to here is fourteen hours with no stops.” She glanced up at him, trying to figure out what he was thinking. 

Mr. Smarmy narrowed his eyes at her, watching as if trying to figure out if she was lying to him. She kept an innocent look on her face. She wasn't lying and there was no reason for him to think she was.

“There's nowhere in Colorado that takes that long to get here.”

“I never said she was in Colorado.”

“Nice try, Miss Leighty. You are an attorney, that means you are licensed. If you are practice law in Colorado, you are from Colorado.”

Selena fought the urge to laugh at how stupid these people were. They had to have gone through her briefcase to find her name, if they hadn’t known it beforehand, but they didn’t snoop enough to find the paperwork that listed her office address. And they obviously hadn’t looked her up on the internet either, because her office address came up in the top three results when you did. That wasn’t an accident. 

“I am licensed to practice in several states. Colorado is one of them, but my practice is in Arizona. It’s a long drive to get here from Arizona.” 

Mr. Smarmy watched her a moment longer then turned away and went back to pacing. 

“Perhaps you are right. That doesn’t mean we’ll change the deadline. Or that we won’t hurt you if they fail to meet it. But in the hope that they do care about you, at least enough to keep you alive, we’ll do the same.” He went to the door and opened it. 

A woman in a plain, long-sleeved dress that went almost to her feet came in carrying a tray with a plastic bowl and a bottle of water. She set the tray on the heavy table on one side of the room that Selena hadn’t been able to move, no matter how hard she’d pulled on it, then moved the bowl, the bottle of water and something Selena couldn’t see well from this angle off the tray, then left, taking the tray with her. 

“Your dinner.” Mr. Smarmy left Selena alone, closing and locking the door behind him. 

Selena stared at the door for several seconds, then turned and looked toward the bowl they’d left. Was it safe? Had they put something in it to make her sleep so she wouldn’t try to escape? Her stomach rumbled as the tantalizing aroma reached her, but did she dare risk it? 

She stood and padded her way over to the table. Standing next to it she found the bowl filled with what looked like some kind of chunky stew, and the thing she hadn’t been able to identify was a plastic spoon. Not even metal or even wood. They had obviously thought about her using it as a weapon. Picking up the bottle, she inspected it and only after determining the seal was still intact, did she open it and take a sip. She stared at the bowl of soup for a long moment, then took the bottle of water back to the cot and sat down to try and figure out what to do next. 
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Sackett sat at the picnic table listening to the plans being made. Not that he wasn’t participating, but he wanted to get on with it. He wanted to get Selena out of there and make sure she was safe. Had they already hurt her? 

He had to push that line of thinking out of his head. He took a deep breath and turned back to the table where Ghost, Maverick and the others continued to discuss the mission. 

“We need to split up, search the buildings two at a time. We’ll find her faster, but still have someone to cover our backs.” Ghost glanced around the table. 

“But how will we know if the other group found her or gets caught?” Maverick asked. 

“We brought comms,” Jake put in. 

Maverick nodded and turned his attention back to the table and the items spread out in front of them. 

“Teams will be me, Colt and Maverick on team one, Sackett, Jake and Malice on team two.” 

Sackett didn’t know if Ghost had taken the prospect himself because he wanted to keep an eye on the boy or if he had some other reason. It didn’t matter. He had two men at his back, and that was what mattered. Sackett knew that Ghost and Malice were close and usually worked together, he appreciated that he’d been assigned someone Ghost liked to keep on his own team, when possible. 

“Team one will hit this building first,” Ghost used the back of a pen to point at the screen where the building Donna said was most likely where they’d keep Selena. “While team two hits this one.” He indicated another at the far end of the compound. “Once each building is cleared, if the hostage isn’t located, we move on to the next building, working our way toward each other, and clearing each one until we find her.” Ghost looked up and met the gaze of each of the men around the table in turn, as if making sure they were all listening and paying attention.  

“Once she’s found, we extract. Priority is getting the hostage out, no matter what. Understood?” Again, Ghost checked with each man, waiting until they nodded their understanding before moving on to the next. 

Sackett nodded, but didn’t bother saying if she was hurt there would be hell to pay. Whether it was now or later, he’d make sure that these assholes suffered at the very least every injury they gave her. 

They covered ingress, egress, escape routes, where to go if they got boxed in, as well as rendezvous points for once they were out. Ghost had just finished letting them know where they would leave the vehicles and go the rest of the way on foot when the rental Sackett and Maverick had picked up at the airport pulled back into the parking lot, parking where Maverick had put it earlier. 

Ghost pointed at Jake and Colt, then jerked a thumb toward the SUV. Neither said a word, just took off toward the vehicle. A couple of minutes later, the three returned carrying several grocery store bags and a case of water.

“Geeze Malice, did you think we needed the whole store?” Maverick asked. 

“I thought we needed fuel. We need to not have to worry about things for several hours. And the water can be divided up between our bikes, so we have something for the ride home. Especially if we head out tonight, at least for a few hours,” Malice said as he started unloading things from bags and handing out sandwiches. 

“Plus, I got a few basic first aid supplies. We don’t know what kind of shape we’ll find her in, and it will be too late to go buy anything very close. If we don’t need them, all the better they can stock some first aid kit.” 

Sackett took the sandwich Malice handed him but didn’t unroll it right away. He didn’t like the thought that Selena could be hurt, that she could be hurting now and there was nothing they could do about it. He disliked even more that Malice had thought about taking care of any wounds she might have before he had. It was stupid, and he knew it. That was only part of what made him keep his mouth shut. Another part was that he had no right to feel this way. He had no claim on her. Fuck, he’d only met her once. Why did he feel so protective, so possessive about her? 

He pushed the unhelpful thoughts from his mind. They weren’t what he needed to focus on now. Getting her out of there safe was. And in order to do that he needed to make sure he was fueled and ready. 

Glancing around to see if anyone had noticed his delay, he found everyone busy eating their own food, and no one watching him. With a deep breath, Sackett unrolled his sandwich, pulled a bag of chips from the multi flavor bag Malice had bought and listened as Ghost outlined what they’d been over while Malice was gone for him. 

“Donna told us lights out is at 9 p.m., so we’ll wait until ten to go in,” Jake said between bites. “That gives most of the place a chance to be asleep. Hopefully, if we’re quiet, they’ll only discover we were there in the morning when they find her gone.” 

“Don’t count on being that lucky. If they’ve got half a brain, they’ll have some kind of guard on her,” Malice said. “I take it our goal is non-lethal if possible?” He glanced at Sackett, then to Ghost. 

“Non-lethal for as long as we can. We don’t need to get into legal trouble over this. If we can avoid killing anyone then it’s just trespassing, possibly assault, if this ever reaches the authorities.” He made it sound like if they did things right, the police would never find out. 

Sackett wasn’t so sure. Selena was a lawyer. She would want to file charges, wouldn’t she? Would they be able to talk her out of it? Did they even want to? 

None of that would matter if they didn’t get her out. If these goatfuckers did what they were threatening to do. Sackett had no intention of letting them do it. 

The planning had subsided as the men ate. Sackett took his sandwich and walked away. The waiting was getting on his nerves. He understood it, but he itched to get her out of there. Now. 
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Not knowing when she might get more to drink, and not trusting the food, Selena rationed her bottle of water. She didn’t know how long she sat on the bed staring at the bowl on the table before her nerves made her want to start screaming and never stop. 

To keep from doing what she knew wouldn’t help and might get her hurt. Or worse, tied up and gagged, she got up and started to pace the room, much like Mr. Smarmy had earlier. She pushed that thought from her head as she walked back and forth, then in circles around the room, dodging the table and the small hard cot in her rounds. She used the repetitive movement to let her mind wander. Not in any direction but focused on how to get out of here. The table was so heavy she couldn’t move it. It was too far away from the door for her to be able to climb on it then jump down on someone coming into the room, trying to knock them out or hurt them. They’d see her long before they got close enough for her to do anything to them. 

She ignored how cold the floor was beneath her feet, with only her hose to protect them from what felt like icy cement. There was nothing she could do about it, so it wasn’t important. On her next circuit of the room, her gaze landed on the cot. It wasn’t a cot really, but that was the only name she had for it. It was essentially a large metal shelf protruding from the wall with a thin mattress on top. What it most reminded her of was the prison beds you saw on TV. 

Desperate to find something she could use as a weapon or a tool of any kind she pulled the mattress off, and ran her hands over every surface. There was nothing loose, nothing sharp, nothing that she could even wedge her fingers, or anything else behind, to pry it loose from the wall. 

Giving up, she went back to pacing. As her body moved, she let her mind start to wander. Did anyone realize she was missing yet? How long would that take? 

No. 

Someone knew. 

Mr. Smarmy said they’d contacted Donna and told her they would make a trade. Selena hated that idea. She’d heard enough about Donna’s wannabe husband to know she didn’t want the woman back in the hands of this group. And she refused to be the reason that asshole would get his hands on her client again. 

A thought popped into her head. She moved the bowl of soup to one edge of the table, where it would be out of the way, then climbed up on the table. She went to the window and looked out. 

It was grimy and caked with dirt, but in the dim light of the setting sun she was able to see a couple of buildings and trees beyond them. Where the hell was she? Where had they taken her? 

She didn’t think she was too far from Fort Collins. From the way Mr. Smarmy had talked she hadn’t been out long, and it had seemed like a long time since she’d woken. But even if she had been out for a couple of hours, they would have had to get her in a car, transport her, then into the building. That, along with the terrain, traffic and what she could see out the window, limited where she could be. 

But what did where she was matter if she couldn’t get out of this room? The sparse surroundings outside meant she wasn’t likely to draw the attention of some passerby for help. Or if she did, they likely wouldn’t be someone to help. It looked like Mr. Smarmy had taken her back to what Donna had called the compound. The grounds where the commune she and Mr. Harrison had been a part of lived. 

Did everyone here know what a few men were doing or was it all of them? Did they all know? Did she dare try to get someone’s attention, assuming she saw anyone, to try and enlist their help? 

If she did and they were part of what was happening to her, what would they do to her? The possibilities raced through her mind, from nothing, to coming in and laughing at her to much worse. 

So far, other than the kidnapping and whatever they’d done that made her head hurt so bad, they hadn’t done anything more than threaten her. But if they caught her trying to escape, they could carry out those threats. They could do far more than hurt her. 

She climbed down off the table and went back to pacing the room. She needed to find a way out of this room. 

She didn’t know how long she’d walked in circles when the click of the lock drew her attention. She froze, staring at the door until it opened. Mr. Smarmy stepped in, his gaze going first to the bed, then sweeping the room until he found her standing in the corner on the other side of the room, near the toilet. She hoped he would assume she was there to use it. Though why she didn’t want him to know she’d been circling the room, she didn’t know. 

“I’m glad to see you’re up, Ms. Leighty. I was afraid for a bit about the side effects of the sedative.” He glanced at the table and the bowl still full and pushed to the side of the table and frowned. 

The same woman who’d brought the food returned, tray in hand. She didn’t say a word as she went to the table, left another bottle of water, picked up the untouched food and the spoon, put them on the tray and left. 

“We still haven’t heard from Donna. Hopefully she shows up in time. I would hate to hurt you, but we will do it to get what we need.” He watched her face for several seconds. 

Selena thought he was trying to get her to react, but she wouldn’t let him see her fear. Yes, she was afraid, but she wasn’t going to let him see it. 

“You are uncommonly brave. We shall see if that lasts. Lights out in ten minutes. I suggest you do whatever you need to before then, as the lights will not be turned back on until six a.m.” He turned and left. She heard the lock click into place. 

Selena forced herself to stand still and take several deep breaths before using the facilities, taking the fresh bottle of water to her bed where she finished the first bottle, then laid down. Only then did she allow herself to think. 

She still needed to get out of here, but didn’t know if no lights would help her or hurt. Probably the latter, but she couldn’t figure out how to do anything anyway. When the lights went off, she lay still, thinking about what Mr. Smarmy had said. They would hurt her to get what they wanted. What did they mean by hurt?

It wasn’t that she worried they’d kill her. No, then they would lose the leverage they thought they had. What she was afraid of was them making her wish she was dead. And there were so many more ways to do that. 
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“We need to get out of here,” Ghost said a little before sunset. “Find somewhere else to be until it’s time to head out.” 

Sackett frowned. He didn’t want to be any farther away than they had to be. The last thing he wanted to do was backtrack. Especially when he didn’t understand his need to get Selena out of there ASAP. Only that his gut told him they needed to. 

“There’s a parking area, with restrooms and access to the river a couple miles up this road,” Colt said. “It’s the other side of the turn off to the compound but a little closer than here. It’s not manned, so no one would notice if we hung around there for a few hours, especially not this time of night.” 

“That sounds like a good place. We’ve been here too long. We’re starting to attract attention.” Ghost glanced toward the gas station. 

Sackett had noticed the cashier had come outside several times since they’d arrived and had watched them off and on. He’d been ready to say they were taking a bit of a break on a long ride, if the man had approached, but he hadn’t. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t remember them. Who knew if he’d say anything should the raid they were planning to leave on in a couple of hours was reported to the police or made it to be public knowledge. None of them were wearing their Kuttes, but that didn’t matter if there were cameras. One decent image and they could be identified by the plates off one of the bikes or a decent photo of someone’s face to run though facial recognition software. 

It only took them a few minutes to load up and hit the road, Colt in the lead to show them where they were going. Sackett sat in the passenger seat of the rented SUV wishing they’d had time to drive up. He would have given a lot for the free feeling of being on his bike right now, even if it was only for a few minutes. But the rented car would be better once they had Selena. He had no way of knowing what kind of shape she was in, and if they’d hurt her, it might be difficult for her to stay on the back of a bike. 

Sackett had to push that line of thinking from his head because just thinking about them hurting her had him wanting to smash something, preferably someone’s face. If it could be the person who’d hurt her, even better but he didn’t care who at the moment. And he didn’t even know if she was hurt. No, it was better if he didn’t dwell on that thought. 

They pulled in the parking lot of the rest area and while Maverick parked, Sackett looked around. The area was beautiful. Enough that he wished they were here on something other than a rescue mission. He’d like to have the time to enjoy the little picnic area, and the river, as it deserved. 

As he marveled at how spectacular the place was, he couldn’t help but wonder what Selena would think of it. Would she think it was as amazing as he did?  

Around him, his brothers from Gillette got off their bikes and made their way over to one of several tables. Maverick got out and joined them. Sackett didn’t know if his brother had noticed anything off about Sackett’s mood or just chosen not to say anything. Not that it mattered. All that mattered was that they got in, got out and were successful. 

Failure was not an option. But then, that was the attitude that all his brothers had, so while doubt might creep into Sackett’s mind, he knew without a doubt that they’d get the job done. That was all he needed to know, and all he needed to plan for. The rest, he and his brothers would deal with when the time came. 


      [image: ]Sackett crept between buildings in the bent knees walk he’d learned in the Navy. He was in the lead, with Jake right behind them and Malice covering their tail. Pistols in hand, they made their way to the building they had been assigned to search, each of them keeping an eagle eye out for anyone who might call out an alarm. He could only be grateful for the nearly full moon overhead that cast enough light he had little difficulty seeing where he was going. 

He listened for any sound that might mean he and his brothers weren’t the only ones out there. The comm in his right ear clicked, indicating that the other trio had made it to the building where they were set to search for Selena. When they reached the building, Sackett used his right hand to trigger the comm button mounted to the front of his flak vest in the center of his chest so he could press it without having to release his weapon, letting the others know they’d made it to the building just as Ghost had done earlier. 

From there being no lights on in the building, and that the door they’d come in hadn’t been locked, Sackett didn’t think they’d find Selena in this building, but they had to check it to be sure. 

Sackett took the rooms on the right side of the hall, Jake the ones on the left while Malice covered their backs by watching the hallway in both directions. Jake had cleared three rooms and Sackett two, when they reached the third door on the right side of the hall, it was only the second closed door they’d encountered, but the first that was locked. 

He motioned for the others to cover him, holstered his pistol, then pulled out the thin leather kit from one of the pockets on his tactical pants and went to work on the lock. In under thirty seconds, though it felt like a lot longer, he’d unlocked the door. After pocketing the tools, he stood and drew his pistol before he made sure his brothers were at his back before quietly turning the knob and easing the door open. The room was almost completely dark, only a single tiny window letting in a sliver of light to come in and hit the bare cement floor. 

It took a moment for him to scan the room and see that there was nearly no furniture inside. A table, a toilet, a bench on one wall with an odd lump on it. He advanced into the room to investigate and quickly realized it was a person. As he got closer, he could tell it was a woman. His heart sped. What were they chances they were holding more than one woman captive? They were here for Selena but if he could help it, he wouldn’t leave anyone imprisoned like this.  

He holstered his pistol then fished in his pocket for a small amber light and used it to illuminate her face. The uncommon color had been chosen to preserve their night vision, as well as show the least glow that might be spotted from afar. 

His heart seemed to stop for a moment as he recognized Selena’s face despite the odd color of the light. He triggered the comms with the button in the middle of his chest with the code they’d established to let the others know he’d found her. The dark fringe of her lashes that feathered across her cheeks twitched then fluttered open. He quickly covered her mouth with one hand to keep her from crying out and letting anyone know they were there. They hadn’t encountered anyone, but he’d hate to have someone under the window just as she cried out.  

 Selena’s eyes went wide as he placed his hand over her mouth, and she started to claw at his arm as he leaned down and spoke in a voice that was barely more than the sound of his breathing. 

“You’re safe, Selena. It’s Sackett, we’re here to get you out.” He backed off, but kept his hand over her mouth, while he waited for his words to register. 

Her hand on his loosened, she looked up and met his gaze. 

He bent close to whisper to her again. “Can you walk?” 

She nodded. Sackett loosened his hand over her mouth then held it out flat so she could take it as she sat up, then stood, if she needed to. 

“Building’s clear.” Malice’s voice, just barely louder than his own had been to Selena came over the comm in his ear. 

“Coast is clear, you can speak softly if you need to but keep it to a minimum until we’re in the clear and out of here,” he whispered, leaning close so she would hear him. 

She nodded, letting him know she heard and understood, then he made sure she was steady on her feet and not having any trouble moving as he guided her out into the hall to join Jake and Malice. 
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Selena’s heart still thundered in her ears. She’d been terrified when she’d woken to find a huge man hovering above her. And it had only gotten worse when he’d covered her mouth. She was embarrassed by how long it had taken for her mind to clear and his words to sink in. 

That he was here for her. To get her out of here. Relief made her knees weak. If she’d been standing, she likely would have fallen. Only then did the name he’d given her register. 

Sackett. 

Donna and Savage hadn’t given into this madman’s demands. She wasn’t sure which made her feel better, that she was getting out of here or that by doing so, she wasn’t dooming the sweet girl who only wanted to be free of the abuse she’d suffered here. 

He'd helped her to her feet, letting her choose if she needed help or not. When he told her they could whisper but only when necessary, she’d nodded because she had nothing that had to be said. 

Sackett followed her out of the room where she’d been held into a hallway that could have been in any home or office at least from what she could see in the dim light. The flooring changed from bare cement to low pile carpet. From the way it felt on her stocking feet, she would guess it was industrial carpet like was found in most office buildings but since she didn’t wander around without her shoes at work, she wasn’t certain. 

Once out of the room she’d been in, Sackett motioned for her to follow one of two men they found in the hall. From the way he reacted, she assumed they were with him. As they passed several rooms, she spotted her briefcase sitting on a chair in one room. The sight made her stop cold. 

If her briefcase was there, maybe her shoes would be too? Either way she needed her briefcase. It had her id, her phone, if they hadn’t gotten rid of it, her room key, as well as her rental car key. Her entire life was in that thing. 

Sackett’s hand on her back urged her forward, but she turned and detoured into the room. It wasn’t until she’d grabbed the bag and turned for the door that she realized he’d followed her. And that he held a gun. Her eyes went wide, but she didn’t say anything as she went back out into the hall and fell into place behind the other two men.

Now that she’d seen Sackett’s gun, it seemed obvious that the other two, the men she didn’t know were carrying them too. The way they moved reminded her of people she’d seen on TV, but she pushed the thought away as she hugged her bag to her chest and followed them. None of this mattered as long as they got out of here. 

They reached a door, and everyone stopped. Selena stood, still holding her briefcase as they waited. For what, she didn’t know. 

After what seemed like an eon but was really no more than twenty or thirty seconds, the man in front turned and nodded at Sackett, who stood behind her. Then he, whoever he was, led them all down out of the building. 

Selena didn’t hesitate to follow him. Even as she stepped out onto the rough ground and the stones of the gravel under foot cut into her feet. She didn’t care. She had to get out of there. 

She didn’t know how far they’d gone, one man in front, a second coming up beside her and Sackett behind her, when another group of men joined them. Sackett seemed to know them, he kept on hand on her lower back and urged her forward. She kept going. She kept her mouth shut and kept moving, desperate to get away from there and to be safe. 

They walked for what seemed like forever, the only sounds she heard was the wind through trees she could barely see the outline of on either side of the clearing that housed the building she’d been held in along with several others. Selena did her best to hurry, as she got the feeling the men had slowed their pace for her, but the farther they went, the harder it was to keep ignoring the sharp ache and throb in her feet. 

She knew without looking that her hose were little more than shreds, and she didn’t want to think about what the bottoms of her feet must look like. No, it didn’t matter as long as she got out of here. 

When the men in front of her led them to the edge of the road, then off into the dirt and grass she was grateful. The gravel hurt. She was still clutching her briefcase against her chest when Sackett urged her toward a fence she hadn’t noticed until she was almost to it. There two men holding the sides apart so she could go through a hole that had been cut. 

Selena had to shift her briefcase and step through carefully to fit between the stretched wires. But she did it, then got out of the way so Sackett and the man behind him could come through. She was still waiting for everyone to come through so they could start moving again when Sackett bent and spoke, his words louder than they’d been inside the building. 

“Where the hell are your shoes?” 

“I don’t know.” Selena shrugged, her briefcase once more hugged against her chest. She didn’t bother to say she’d woken up without them. 

“Why didn’t you say something?” 

“I wasn’t going to delay us. I wanted out of there more than I cared about finding my shoes.”

He shook his head. “Here, let me have this.” He took her briefcase. “Maverick, can you carry this?” 

She watched as he handed it off, wondering what he was doing. Then before she had a chance to ask, Sackett swung her up into his arms cradling her like a child. 

She bit back the squeak of surprise that almost escaped her, as well as her urge to tell him to put her down. Her feet hurt and she didn’t mind not having to walk on them. Besides, by the time she’d gotten past the surprise of his picking her up, they were moving again and faster than she’d been able to manage. Selena wrapped her arms around his neck and held on, not wanting to slow them down any more than she already had.  

As he carried her, Selena couldn’t help but wonder who all these men were. How had they found her? What would happen now? 

Before her mind had a chance to go too far down the rabbit hole of her thoughts, they slowed, Sackett opened the door to a dark SUV set her inside then slid in beside her as one of the other men got into the driver’s seat and they left, the sound of several loud engines starting around them made her jump as she slid to the far side of the car and reached for the seatbelt. She didn’t know where they were going or how this guy drove. She needed to be belted in. 

“It’s all right. We’re going to stop in a few minutes so I can take a look at your feet. Why didn’t you say something?” Sackett picked up one of her feet and lifted it to his lap. She sat still, trying to let the events of the evening soak in. But she couldn’t be silent, her nature just wouldn’t let her. 

“How did you find me? Who are all these guys?” She glanced toward the driver then focused on Sackett in the dim light inside the vehicle. 

“We found you because they called Donna. We knew who they were and that gave us a good idea where to look for you.” He glanced up from where he was using a small yellowish light to look at the bottom of her foot. “These guys are my brothers.” 

Before she had a chance to figure out what to ask next, the car pulled off the road and into a small parking lot with trees along one side. They parked next to a small building, but it was impossible to tell what it was without more light than the moon cast on the area. 

“Where are we?” 

“It’s a picnic area. I want Colt to look at your feet before they leave. Do you have a hotel room? I assume the bag you grabbed has your things?” 

Selena shook her head then blinked several times as the interior light came on, blinding her for a moment. 

“Hang on. Who’s Colt? And why do you want him to look at my feet?”

The door beside her opened, making her jump. She leaned toward Sackett as she tried to see who was standing so close in the dark. 

“Colt is one of my brothers. He’s an EMT and was a corpsman. He’s got the most medical training and will get you taken care of or tell us if you need to go to the emergency room.” Sackett put the foot he’d had in his lap down onto the floor, hit the button to release her seat belt then patted the seat beside himself. “Slide over here and let him see how bad you’re hurt.” 

She turned and frowned at Sackett before sliding in his direction and lifting her legs up onto the seat so the guy who’d startled her could see the bottoms of her feet. She wished for a moment she’d had time to get a pedicure before leaving for this trip. She shook her head at how stupid that thought was. She didn’t know him, why did she care what he thought of her feet? 

Selena couldn’t help feeling a little off kilter. Nothing since walking out of the courthouse had felt right. When was that? Today? Yesterday? Longer? Had they drugged her and more time than she thought had passed? 

“What is today?” She winced as Colt brushed something from her feet, she didn’t want to ask what. She had to fight not to flinch when he used some spray on them, it was cold and stung after a moment, but she’d been through worse. She would probably have been going through worse very soon if they hadn’t rescued her. 

“It’s just after midnight on Tuesday. When were you captured?” Sackett’s voice behind her distracted her from the gentle but firm hands on her feet. 

Selena had to blink several times. First her brain doing the math, then registering his words, that he’d asked a question and how to answer it. 

“Monday morning. From the garage at the courthouse.” She frowned, there was something she was missing. “How did you get here so fast?” She looked around. The car could have been rented, but the bikes had to be theirs. There had barely been enough time to drive up here, much less get in and rescue her. 

“Only Maverick and I came from Tucson. We flew.” 

“Maverick?” She frowned but didn’t twist around to look at Sackett because that would move her feet, and she didn’t want to make Colt’s job of looking at them harder by making them a moving target. 

A man she only vaguely recognized ducked his head in the open driver’s door. 

“That’s me, ma’am. I’m Maverick.” 

She stared at him a moment, trying to remember if she’d seen him before tonight, but came up blank. “Do I know you?” 

“We’ve never met. But I think you know Dana? She’s the one who gave Donna your name.” 

“Dana Locke? From the cupcake shop?” 

“Yep, that’s my girl,” he said with a grin, making it clear he was proud of her.  

Selena blinked again and tried to remember if Donna had said where she’d gotten her name. She only remembered the small, innocent seeming woman saying she’d gotten her name from a friend. 

She tilted her head backwards, trying to see Sackett behind her without moving too much. 

“If only the two of you came up from Tucson, who are the rest of them?” She lowered her head to watch the man using tweezers and a flashlight to clean bits of debris from her feet. “Where are you from?” 

He glanced up at her then past her to Sackett, but didn’t say anything. 

“Colt and the others came down from Gillette. How much of her story did Donna tell you?” Sackett moved behind her. 

She felt the heat of his body and knew he’d gotten closer. She wanted to lean back to let him support her through this but had to stay strong. 

“She said she’d been in Wyoming before coming to Arizona, but I didn’t realize she’d been up there with Savage.” She realized now she should have gotten more information. But did she really need to? She still thought she knew all she’d needed to about Donna. Her client had told her she’d come from a cult-like commune. And that they’d gone as far as northern Wyoming looking for her, trying to force her to go back to them. It had been Selena who failed to consider that they might go after her in an effort to get Donna back. 

“How did they know I was here for Donna’s case? How did they know she’d care about me?” she asked the question as it came to her. 

“We’re not a hundred percent sure yet. We suspect someone in the judge’s office tipped them off who you were and what you were there to discuss with him. You had to give that information to get the appointment, didn’t you?” 

She thought back, trying to remember what information she’d given when she’d scheduled the appointment. Of course she’d spoken with the judge’s secretary, not the judge himself about that. She was almost certain she hadn’t given Donna’s name. What had she said? Then she remembered. 

“I told the secretary I was there to discuss an issue concerning common law marriage and the commune. I didn’t give specific names. I try not to unless I have a specific case to reference and since I hadn’t filed papers yet, names would only muddy the issue.” 

“Makes sense.” Sackett’s voice was still behind her but off to one side. She turned her head and could see him, not straight on, but at least better than from the corner of her eye, or upside down as she’d tried earlier. “Did they take you before or after the meeting?” 

“After.” The triumph she’d felt walking from the courthouse came back, if a little subdued. She wanted to share the good news but held back. That was something she needed to tell her client, not her client’s friend. 

“Whoever their inside man in the courthouse is, probably sent them either your description or a photo so they’d get the right person. The wrong person wouldn’t draw Donna back here. Did you notice anyone taking pictures in the courthouse? Even if they didn’t appear to be taking them of you?” 

Selena tilted her head and tried to remember. Had she seen anyone with a camera or phone that looked like they were taking photos? Would she have even noticed? She’d been trying to find her way around the unfamiliar courthouse, not people watching. 

“I don’t know. I don’t recall anyone but that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen or that they didn’t manage to get a photo covertly. I should have been more careful. I knew these guys were a little off.” 

“A little off?” Sackett chuckled. “That’s one way to put it.” 

“Not what you would say?” 

“Not exactly.” 

“How would you put it?” She knew he was distracting her from the occasional pinch and tug at her feet, but she didn’t want to watch what Colt was doing or know what he was pulling out. 

“Totally bug nuts works for me.” 

Selena laughed. She couldn’t help it. The description wasn’t wrong. She wasn’t sure it was entirely accurate, at least not from a clinical or legal perspective, but it surprised her enough she didn’t bother to try to hold back her laughter. 
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Sackett found himself watching her as she laughed at his remark. He didn’t mean it, at least not entirely. The people in the commune might not be the savviest or world wise people around, but they weren’t all crazy. 

But Donna’s ex, Noah, and the man she called Brother Jonah, who she said was in charge of the place, they were either smarter than the average person, and forward thinking, well planning conmen, which Sackett didn’t believe for even a moment. Or they were bug nuts. That he did believe. Even the bug nuts could be charismatic and well liked. It had happened so many times, and not even all that long ago. 

He glanced up at Colt, wondering what was taking so long with getting her feet bandaged. The Corpsman met his gaze, mouthed the word glass then went back to work. Sackett went back to talking to Selena. He did his best to keep her distracted, but every now and then she’d flinch, as if something Colt was doing hurt. But she didn’t look at him. She carefully kept her gaze on Sackett, as if she didn’t want to know how bad her feet were or see what the kid was doing to them. 

“Ok, so they took you from the parking garage. I wonder if your rental is still there.” 

“I don’t know.” She reached for the bag she’d found in the building where she’d been held but stopped. “Can you hand me my bag. I don’t want to move too much.” 

Sackett pulled the bag from where Maverick had put it, the passenger’s seat, and handed it to her. She stuck her hand in one pocket and pulled out a single key on a coated cable ring, much like the one still in the ignition of the SUV they sat in. 

“If they took it, they put the key back.” She looked up and met his gaze. 

Sackett didn’t know if it was hope or what, but there was some glitter in her eye that hadn’t been there a moment before. 

“Do you want to check and make sure everything else is in there?” He nodded to the bag. “I assume you’ve got a hotel room. Is the key still there? And I know they had your phone. That’s how they called Donna.” He didn’t tell her that he knew because he’d been sitting next to her client at the time. 

She dug around in the bag for a moment, checking all the pockets, then going back and starting again, as if she thought she might have missed it the first time. 

“Everything seems to be here, except my phone.” She took a deep breath. “Of all the things they could have taken, that’s actually the easiest to replace. I keep everything backed up, so all I need to do is get a new device and I can restore it.”

Sackett watched her, wondering what was going through her head. She was oddly calm. Was she in shock or was she just uncommonly cool under stress? Would she break down later or manage to hold it together always? He usually hated to see women cry but something inside ached at the thought that she might not be comfortable showing them how she felt. That she probably wouldn’t even let him see. 

He wanted to be her safe space, the place she went when she needed to be taken care of. 

Sackett blinked and did his best to keep the surprise washing through him off his face. Where the fuck had that thought come from? 

“We’ll worry about replacing your phone in the morning. What hotel are you staying at? We need to see if we can get a room for the rest of tonight. We can worry about going home tomorrow.” 

She told him the hotel, he glanced at Maverick who nodded then stepped away from the vehicle. He knew his brother would be investigating the place, possibly getting a reservation so Gizmo or Krissi could hack the system and put them in a room as close as possible to Selena. 

“Going home? I can’t go back yet.” She scowled at him. 

Sackett wanted to smooth the crease from her brow and tell her it would be okay. He would take care of everything, but he could tell she wouldn’t take that well. 

Selena was fiercely independent. He liked that about her but at the same time, it was also immensely frustrating. 

“Why not? We need to make sure you’re safe and that they can’t come after you again,” Sackett said, unable to keep the frown from his own face. 

“I have things I have to do.” She shook her head then continued. “I have to meet with a client tomorrow, or rather, later today. Then I have court on Wednesday. I can’t go home. But the upside is that they have no way of knowing where I’m staying and that visit to the judge was the only thing I had in Fort Collins.” She looked up and gave him a small smile. “There’s no reason to think they’ll still be after me, much less that they could find me, even if they tried.” She let her gaze drop back to the bag that still sat in her lap. “No. I have business here and I’ve got to see it through. I’m here and I’ll get the job done.” 

“Can’t you get an extension on the court?” He thought that was the right word, but honestly, he wasn’t sure. 

“I might be able to get a continuance, if I told the judge exactly what happened and why I want it. But I would need to report all of this, and I got the impression that wouldn’t be the best idea.” She looked up at him as if wanting confirmation. 

“We were trespassing, yes. And that could go bad for us if we’d done anything other than rescue you. But we didn’t cause any damage, we didn’t hurt anyone. We can show that we had cause to believe you were in there.” He didn’t tell her that Gizmo had hacked the phone company to track her phone or that they’d have to go through some back channels to get out of any issues, if any arose. That was more than she needed to know. “I don’t want to have to deal with the authorities if we don’t have to. But we knew we might have to. We knew that going in and were willing to risk it.” He didn’t tell her that they’d also been prepared to take her to the emergency room, should that have been needed, and that would have meant telling everything, or nearly everything, to the police. 

She looked back up at him and frowned again. “You’re willing to talk to the police?” 

Sackett didn’t know if he should be worried or offended because she thought they wouldn’t be willing to deal with the authorities. What kind of people was she used to dealing with? 

“We are.” He watched her for a moment longer, then continued. “It might be better if we do anyway, even if they don’t end up filing charges of any kind. It will at least be proof of their behavior. Which can only be more in Donna’s column in the divorce.” He had no doubt she was done with this group. The only question was how long it would take for her to be free of them legally. That would depend on what Selena had learned yesterday, and on the assholes that had taken her if they had to go through with the divorce. She’d already evaded the question once, and he even understood it. It wasn’t his business, it was Donna and Savage’s, though Sackett wasn’t sure Selena would agree on the latter. 

Selena looked up at him. He wasn’t sure if he was watching for some reaction or thinking, either way, her gaze didn’t move for several seconds. 

The sound of something spraying had him looking up. Colt had a can of something, Sackett couldn’t tell what and was spraying it at the bottoms of Selena’s feet. 

“I think I got all the glass. Let’s give that a moment to dry then I’ll do another coat for more protection,” Colt said without looking away from where he was working. When he deemed the first coat dry enough, he sprayed it again, then held out the can to Sackett. “Do one more coat on the way to town, but after that she should be good. Check it after she’s walked and after her shower. If there is more glass, you’ll have to peel the bandage off before you can dig out the glass. If something happens and she ends up in the emergency room, let them know she’s got a liquid bandage on her feet.” 

Sackett took the can and tucked it into the calf pocket on his pants so he wouldn’t lose it. 

“Thanks.” 

“Do you hurt anywhere else?” Colt’s attention turned back to Selena. 

“No. My head hurt when I first woke up, but they gave me a couple bottles of water and it’s better now.” 

Alarm flashed through him. “Are you sure there wasn’t anything in the water? That they didn’t drug you somehow?” 

“The idea occurred to me, and I didn’t eat the food they brought for that reason, but the water was sealed. I even put pressure on the bottle to make sure there wasn’t a pinhole where they’d punctured it.” 

“Good thinking.” He didn’t tell her there were ways to re-seal a bottle after a pin hole. She didn’t seem drugged, but he’d keep an eye on her for a while to be sure, besides, it was done now and there was no reason to worry her when there was nothing she could do anyway. 

Colt backed away. Sackett was aware of the others moving around, getting ready to mount up and leave. 

“How are you doing?” he asked Selena, trying to gauge her state of mind. 

“Better. My feet don’t hurt so bad. But I’m tired and hungry.” 

“Not sure what we can do about hungry quite yet, but we’ll see if we can find something on the way back to the hotel.” He took the bag from where it sat on her lap, her hands resting on top of it and moved it to the floorboard. “You should be good to put your feet down if you’d like, otherwise just pull them in so we can close the door.” 

She blinked at him a moment, then shook her head. 

“Oh!” she said, then twisted so her feet went to the floorboard, before sliding back to the seat where she’d been earlier, next to the door and putting her seatbelt back on. 
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Selena buckled her seatbelt and looked around again. Wondering how these men knew what was going on and how they’d found her so quickly. How they’d rescued her so easily, or it seemed that way at least. 

Voices around her told her they were talking but she didn’t have what it took to pay attention and figure it out. A voice in the back of her mind told her she was in shock, and that it would be okay. But right now, she wasn’t sure she believed it. 

It was all she could do to focus on the now. What was happening at this moment and in the next. She knew she should shake this off and figure out what would happen next, but her mind felt like there was something thick and sticky stuck in the gears she imagined kept her brain moving.

She wanted nothing more than to get back to her hotel room and to take a shower, though the thought of how the hot water would sting her feet made her wish she could skip it. But she knew if she tried, she’d never be able to sleep, and she needed to get some sleep before the meeting with her client tomorrow. No that was later today.  

When the vehicle started moving again, Selena looked up, hoping she didn’t look as pathetic and panicked as she felt. She was still in the SUV, though she knew that part. It was once more just her, Sackett and the man who had introduced himself as Maverick. 

She found herself watching what little she could see of his face in the rearview mirror. How had she not known this was Dana’s boyfriend? She knew her friend, well, friend was a bit more than what they were, friendly acquaintances? Yeah, that was more accurate. Had she even known Dana had a boyfriend? She tilted her head, still watching him, as she thought about it. Yeah, she knew. She thought she might have seen him before, in the shop, but there was a difference in seeing someone in the daytime in a cupcake shop at home and hundreds of miles away, at night and staging her rescue. 

Her rescue. Had she really had to be rescued like some weak damsel in distress? Just the idea made her want to hang her head. She should have been able to save herself like the kick ass strong woman she tried to be. She had to be. 

“Selena?” Sackett’s voice registered, but his tone let her know he may have said her name more than once before he’d caught her attention. 

“Yes?” she said, shaking her head as she tried to focus. 

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Just thinking.” She didn’t want to tell him all the directions her mind had gone. Or that it felt like she was struggling to put words together, at least words she would say out loud. 

“I don’t know if you heard, but Maverick said we couldn’t get a room at your hotel tonight. Apparently, there’s some conference in town and they’re booked.” 

She blinked at him, not sure why that mattered. They could just stay somewhere else, right?

He seemed to realize she wasn’t connecting the dots. 

“Selena, we can’t be sure these nut bunnies don’t know where you’re staying and won’t try to take you again. You can’t stay alone. We can either find another hotel and get us all a room there or we can stay in your room with you. How many beds do you have?” 

“One,” she said with a frown. “But it’s a suite. There’s a sofa in the other room. A chair too, I think.” Did they really think the people she’d just gotten away from, that they’d rescued her from, would come after her again? 

She tried to remember what Mr. Smarmy had said. Something about people not getting away from them and that they’d find a way to get Donna back. 

A shiver went through her as she thought about it. Yeah, she’d feel better if she wasn’t alone, at least for tonight. She’d worry about tomorrow after a little sleep. 

“We’ll figure it out,” Sackett said, drawing her attention back to him. 

She needed to get out of her head. She watched him, not seeing much more than his outline reflected in the moonlight but it was enough to distract her. 

She kept watching him as they made it into town. There were more lights, and she caught flashes of his face. Sometimes she caught him looking toward her, but mostly he seemed to be looking ahead of them or even behind them. What was he watching for? Was he making sure her absence hadn’t been discovered or that they weren’t being followed? 

Where were the guys on motorcycles? 

“Where is everyone?” she asked. “There’s no way you will all fit in my room, even if people sleep on the floor.” 

“They left,” Maverick said.

She looked at him in the mirror again. 

“Left? But it’s late, where will they sleep?” 

“They’ll go north, find a place to get some sleep on the other side of the state line. Probably around Cheyenne.” 

Selena nodded, wondering how far that was and if they’d have any trouble getting there. She couldn’t help but wonder again why they would drop everything and come help her, especially since she was a stranger to them all. 

Was their bond to Donna that strong? She didn’t think even Donna knew them that well, but there had to be some reason. A reason she didn’t yet understand and wasn’t sure she ever would. 

“What size shoes do you wear?” Maverick asked, as he turned off the road into the parking lot of an all-night drug store. 

She told him. He pulled into a parking space and got out. She frowned and looked at Sackett. “What’s that all about?” 

“He’s finding something for you to wear, at least into the hotel. I assume you’ve got more shoes there?” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter, if you need to, we can get you more shoes tomorrow, and you can do your own shopping.” 

“Oh.” Why hadn’t she thought about not having shoes, about having to walk into the hotel barefooted? 

In what seemed like no time, Maverick was back, a plastic bag dangling off one hand. He got back into the car and passed the bag backwards. 

“It’s not much but they’ll get you into the hotel.” He started the car, and she opened the bag as he backed out of space and got back on the road. 

In the bag she found a pair of black canvas shoes, like she’d worn as a teenager, and a package of thick fuzzy socks. They weren’t socks she normally would have worn with shoes, or at least shoes where they would be seen, but they were thick and would be soft against her sore feet. She couldn’t help but smile at how thoughtful he’d been as she pulled everything out, setting the shoes on the seat beside her. She fumbled for a moment with the socks, trying to figure out how to get them apart. 

A click caught her attention. She looked up to find Sackett cutting the connector holding the shoes together with a knife he’d obviously pulled from one of his many pockets. When he’d finished, he offered her the knife, handle first. 

“Careful, it’s sharp.”

She looked at the knife, then down at where her hands still trembled. Without a word she just handed him the socks. 

He cut the little plastic bits then handed them back. Selena shook her head and wondered what was wrong with her, but picked up one foot and gently pulled a sock on, then the thin shoes, glad it was too dark to see how bad the damage was and that she had the extra layer of the fluffy socks to walk on. 

“Where’s your room key?” Sackett said, once she’d gotten both shoes on, drawing her attention again as he put her briefcase into the seat beside her. She dug into the pocket where she’d put it this morning, then replaced it after confirming it was there and hadn’t been taken or moved while they were working on her feet. 

The SUV slowed and turned. She looked up and realized they’d reached the hotel. 

“I’m on the fourth floor.” 

“I know,” Sackett said. 

She frowned at him wondering how he could know that. 

“You gave us the room number earlier.” 

Of course, how had she forgotten that? No, she pushed the self-recrimination out of her head. She had a lot going on tonight and she was still not quite as with it as she’d prefer. 

“Ready?” Maverick asked, looking in the mirror, Selena wasn’t sure if he was asking her or Sackett, but did it matter? She was more than ready to go up to her room where she could try to figure out what to do next. 
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Sackett helped Selena out of the car while Maverick grabbed their bags from the back. They were on their way to the door when Maverick handed him his bag. He swung it over one shoulder and let it settle onto his back while still moving. 









OEBPS/images/ee6a390b-7af8-4bfd-a0bb-834d3948810c.png





OEBPS/images/22beb667-f1a8-4238-b11b-f66bab57976e.png
TNT PUBLICATIONS LLC





