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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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“Shut that thing off!” a growling voice stirred Colt from a sound sleep.  

Before he could wake enough to figure out what Steel was talking about, a balled-up sock, dirty from the smell of it, hit him in the face. He blinked a couple of times then realized the twenty year old rock song playing was the ringtone on his phone. He snagged it from the shelf next to his bed where he kept it at night.

“What?” He knew it wasn’t the most friendly way to answer but it wasn’t even two A.M., what did whoever was on the other end expect? 

“Colt?” a woman’s tremulous voice asked. 

“Who is this?” 

“Becky.” 

The voice was soft, as if she was afraid of being overheard. But the name didn’t mean anything to him. 

“Becky Pearson. No. I mean Wiggins. You’ll remember me as Becky Wiggins, if you remember me at all.” 

That name did mean something. He hadn’t seen her in years, how many had it been? Seven, eight? No, closer to ten. He’d heard she’d gotten married but not who or anything more after that.  

“I remember you.” He didn’t know what else to say. 

Why would she be calling him out of the blue, so many years later? he pulled his phone from his ear and checked the time. 1:37A.M. he rolled out of bed, ignoring the cold floors against his bare feet and made his way from the room. Steele was already pissed at him, he didn’t need to make it worse by having what could be a lengthy conversation. 

“Oh, thank God.” 

A relieved sigh echoed across the line as he shuffled into the main room of the bunkhouse. He headed for the kitchen and hit the power switch on the coffee pot. A pot that big would take a while to brew, but he had no doubt he’d be needing it. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know who else to call. No one else will help us.” 

“What’s going on, Becky?” 

“We have to get away. If we don’t, I’m afraid he’ll kill us.” 

Desperation was clear in her voice, but Colt had no idea where it was coming from. Still, this sounded urgent. But why wasn’t she going to her husband? Unless he was the one she was afraid of? 

“Hang on a second. I need to know a few things.” 

“What?” 

“First, where are you?” 

“I’m hiding in the bathroom. Jacob is asleep, but if he wakes up and realizes I’m gone and I don’t come back soon… Well, let’s just say it won’t go well.”

“Jacob is your husband and he’s the one you’re afraid of?” 

“Yes.” 

The single word was barely more than a whisper, but he heard it. His chest ached at the fear in her voice. He might not have seen her since their high school graduation, because he’d left town the next day, enlisting in the Navy, partly to get away from her and the reminder that he couldn’t have her. But even passing time hadn’t been enough to keep him from hoping she was happy and safe. From the sound of her voice and the timing of her call, he guessed that hope hadn’t come true. 

“Are you still on the compound or did you marry out of it?” 

“On the compound.” 

Shit. He’d need help to get her out of there, if that’s what he decided to do. Who was he kidding? Becky had been the first, and only woman, he’d fallen in love with, and that had been when they were both still kids, well, nearly. Did fifteen still count as kids? 

“You said we. Who else are you worried about?” He needed to know how many, not just so he would know how many of his brothers to enlist, but also what kind of vehicle to take, and possibly how many supplies he would need, in case they were injured. 

“My children. I have an infant boy and a three-year-old girl. I’m afraid he’ll turn his anger on them, and I couldn’t live with that.” 

A red haze descended over Colt’s vision. “Is he hurting you?” 

She let out a low, humorless chuckle. “That’s nothing new. But he’s starting to turn his anger on Rachel. It’s just yelling so far but I can’t risk that he’ll hit her. He could kill her without meaning to.” 

Colt clenched his teeth to keep from letting out the curse sitting on the tip of his tongue. He didn’t want Becky to worry that he’d take any anger out on her. He didn’t want her to worry that she’d called the wrong person for help. He took several deep breaths and forced himself to let them out slowly as he tried to regain control. 

“Does your husband work in the compound or does he have an outside job?” Colt’s mind spun. If he left now he could be there by six, but he wouldn’t be prepared. He would be alone and he couldn’t protect her or the kids well alone. He needed help. There was no doubt his brothers would help him, but he needed to know as much as he could before he went to them. 

“Outside. He works in Fort Collins.” 

“Okay, good. Does he work tomorrow?” 

“Yes. His shift starts at nine.” 

Colt fell silent for a moment, thinking. A dozen possibilities flicked through his mind, and he dismissed each in turn, for various reasons. 

“Is he violent before work, after, or all the time?” 

It was her turn to be silent, though not for long. “Usually after. But he does sometimes get bad before when he’s working nights.” 

“When does he go on nights?” 

“He just came off them. That might be part of this, but it’s gone too far. I can’t put the children at risk any longer.” 

He wanted to ask a dozen more questions, to get all the details so he knew exactly what was going on, but he couldn’t help being acutely aware of the time and that her husband could wake and find out what she was doing at any minute. He needed to let her get off the phone. 

“Only a few more questions, when does he get off work and what time does he normally get home?” 

“He gets off at six, he’s usually home between six twenty and six thirty.” 

“Good to know. Is there any way you can get off the compound? Load both kids in the car and tell everyone you’re going to go get groceries or take one of the kids to the doctor? It would be easier if we don’t have to find you on the compound.” 

Her voice, even as soft as it was, shook as she spoke again. “I—I don’t know. I can try.” 

“Is this your cell phone?” 

“Kind of. It’s one of those cheap ones you can get at the store. I have to keep it hidden and off so Jacob doesn’t find it.” 

“No problem. My goal is to be in the area by noon, once you are off the compound and it’s safe, give me a call and we’ll figure out where to meet. We’ll get you out of there, then we’ll figure out what to do from there.” 

“I won’t be able to bring much. I couldn’t fit much in the car anyway, but someone will call Jacob and tell him if they see me loading a bunch of things in the car.” 

“That’s okay. Take what you would for a normal outing. We’ll figure out the rest once I’ve got you.” 

“Thank you. I didn’t know who else to turn to.” 

“Save your thanks until you’re all safe. In the meantime, do what you have to, get through the next few hours and I’ll see you soon.” 

“Okay, I’ll see you later.” 

His phone beeped as the call disconnected. He set it on the counter, then braced his hands on either side of his body and let his head hang. He couldn’t leave her, much less her kids, in danger. He checked the coffee pot and it wasn’t quite done yet. He slipped into the bedroom, found his jeans, boots and a clean shirt and carried them back into the other room. He had to go talk to Lurch. He wouldn’t be happy about being woken, but Colt couldn’t waste time. He had to get to Becky and get her and the kids away from that fucker she’d married. 
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Becky’s hands shook as she held the power button to shut off the phone, then tucked it back in the box of menstrual pads where she’d hidden it from Jacob. She turned on the water and washed her hands, just in case he’d woken enough to realize she was gone. She didn’t want him to think she was doing anything but using the restroom.  

Letting herself out of the bathroom she gingerly padded barefoot back into the bedroom, moving carefully so the bruises he’d given her just a few hours before weren’t so painful she made noise. Experience told her that would wake Jacob up, that would not be good. If she woke him before he had to get up, things were usually worse than before he’d gone to bed and she wasn’t sure she would survive another beating so soon. She was the only thing standing between Jacob and her children, she would not let her children down. 

She slipped between the sheets, then lay very still, hoping for a smooth, easy morning. She lay there for hours, planning out every move, every word, hoping to keep from betraying her secret until after Jacob had left for work. It was her only hope. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Becky held her breath every time Jacob spoke to her all morning. She was afraid he’d come across the phone. Terrified that he’d found out she had called Colt. Petrified that he’d find a reason not to go to work, rare but it happened. Then she wouldn’t be able to get the kids out and meet Colt. And she had to meet Colt. She couldn’t help but thank goodness that he hadn’t changed his phone number in all these years. How would she handle seeing him again? Would he be mad about what she did to him?  

She had a hard time keeping Colt and her escape from her thoughts, thankfully, Jacob didn’t seem to notice anything was off and acted as though he hadn’t left her so bruised she could barely move without pain. He said goodbye, reminded her that he wanted stroganoff for dinner tonight and left. She listened for his truck to start and leave, doing her best to keep Rachel occupied and clean while she fed Elijah. As soon as she had him fed and settled she would double-check she had everything they would need, along with as many extra clothes as she could jam into the diaper bag, retrieve her phone and leave. She wished she could take more, but you never knew when the guard at the gate would insist on checking the trunk so she would have to do with what she could fit in bags she normally took with her. She was within thirty minutes of getting out of here. She just had to get through it. 
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After far more talk than Colt thought was necessary, enough that he’d been dangerously close to planting his fist in Steele’s face, five of them  were on the road and headed south by half past seven. He’d wanted to get out earlier. Colt drove a truck so he would have enough room for car seats and whatever else she was able to bring. The others were on their bikes, in front of him. To anyone watching them, it would look like a group of friend out for a ride with a tail truck just in case.  

He was thankful to have Ghost, Malice, Talon, and Steele at his back, yes, even after nearly hitting him while they’d talked out possibilities until he was ready to throw fists.

In his mind, the closer to when that shithead left for work that they could arrange to meet with Becky, the better. He wanted as much of a head start as he could get. Two small children would make the trip take longer, and he wanted as much distance between them and the shit stain as they could before he realized they were gone and tried to go after them. 

Colt didn’t delude himself. The dumbfuck wouldn’t let them walk away. He would chase them. If only so he didn’t look weak to the rest of the men in the compound. Colt may have been away for the better part of the last ten years, but he would bet that little had changed, at least there. 

As much as he’d wanted to be on his bike for this trip, he needed somewhere for the kids, so he’d borrowed the newest of the club trucks. It was a king cab, so they would have plenty of room for everyone and anything Becky managed to bring for them. 

Before leaving, London had pointed out that if there were kids, they would need car seats. That had sent Colt into a panic for a moment, he knew nothing about car seats. How did someone buy one when they knew nothing. Not about seats nor about the kids he was buying them for. Becky had said an infant and a three-year-old, but he’d seen three-year-olds who were so small he had thought they were barely a year old and others that looked like five-year-olds. 

Then he’d remembered that she would be meeting him away from the compound, or at least that was the hope. He could take whatever seats the kids had from the car she’s driving and put them in the truck. If that failed, he had no issue buying whatever they needed, whether it be seats, clothes, food or whatever, but he needed help knowing exactly what to get. 

He had time to think on the drive. Too much if you asked him. He was barely past Douglas when he started wondering why him. It had been more than ten years since he’d seen her, since they’d broken up because he wasn’t part of the commune and her father wouldn’t let her see him any longer. Mr. Wiggins told her it was time to leave behind childish endeavors and start looking toward her future, that would be on the compound, and since Colt had already flat out refused to buy into the bullshit that ‘brother’ Harper preached, he was no longer acceptable for her to see. 

At the time, Colt hadn’t had a way to support Becky, even if he had been able to convince her to leave her family. At the time, that had been a longshot at best. Instead, he’d done the best he could to nurse his broken heart until he could get out of the area where he ran the risk of seeing her every day. 

Once he was at bootcamp, he was too busy to think about her much. He’d been so exhausted that he would fall into his bunk at night and sleep, usually without moving or dreaming, until Reveille played the next morning. 

That didn’t mean he’d forgotten about her, just that he’d worked hard to move on and how frequently he thought about her had diminished over the years, but he had always wished her well and hoped her happy, when thoughts or memories of her had popped up. Now, he couldn’t help the ache in his chest that had come with the knowledge that she’d had neither.

But he couldn’t do anything about that now, at least not more than he was already doing. He had to get there and get them safe before he could make sure the fucknut who had hurt them could never do that again. He would prefer a permanent solution, but knew none of his brothers would go for it, not unless it was the only choice. He got it. He would feel the same way, if it wasn’t Becky and her children he was going after. 

As he rode over the gentle ups and downs of the road over a stretch of prairie, he hit the touch screen in the dash and told his phone to dial Gizmo. Colt had never met the man in person, but he was a brother. He might not be from the same chapter, but he was still a brother and the best one to call for what Colt had in mind. 








  
  
4




It took a little longer than she’d planned, as she’d ended up having to change Elijah. He had a diaper blow out bad enough it was easier just to bathe him and redress him. She didn’t know where Colt would be coming from and wondered if maybe he was already waiting for her call. It was nearly nine thirty before she managed to get both kids loaded into the car and pull out. She slowed at the gate where there was a young man she only vaguely recognized. She thought he’d joined the compound recently, but she couldn’t be sure since she didn’t have much to do with the men other than Jacob and her father. Either way, the man who’s name she couldn’t recall waved at her to stop.  

“Where you headed?” he looked into the back seat at the kids in their seats. 

“Elijah has a cough. I’m taking him to the doctor.” She held on to the steering wheel and hoped he wouldn’t notice her knuckles were white with tension. 

“No one said anything to me.” 

“It’s not a scheduled visit. He was up most of the night and I want to get him seen before he gets any worse. I’m taking him to the walk-in clinic.” 

The kid at the gate watched her for a few seconds, as if he was trying to see through her. As if even his harshest glare was anything compared to Jacob’s. Becky stared back at him. Yes she was nervous, but she’d just told him her baby was sick, what mother wouldn’t be at least a little nervous?

After what felt like a century, he nodded, stepped back and waved her through the gate. She pulled the car through and out onto the highway wondering again why things had changed. 

Something had happened several months earlier, a few days after one of the women disappeared. Becky had known better than to ask what has happened to Donna, but she’d overheard a couple of women talking a few weeks after she’d disappeared. They said they’d heard she’d been murdered, but that was just gossip. Was it true? As close as Becky could remember it had been right around the time so much had changed at the compound. 

Now they had men with rifles patrolling the fence line and the front gate was manned twenty-four/seven. They stopped not just people going in, but the ones going out too. She had asked Jacob what was up, but he’d been in a mood that day. He’d backhanded her and told her to mind her own business. She knew better than to ask again. 

Becky shook her head and turned her attention back to the road. When she reached the highway intersection that would lead her either into Fort Collins or north toward Wyoming, she pulled into the little gas station and up to the pump. She didn’t plan on buying fuel, but it was something that if she was seen, it would look normal. She put the nozzle in the tank without activating the pump, then opened the car door like she was checking on the kids and powered up the phone. 

Once it had booted, she dialed the same number she had roughly eight hours earlier. It rang once then a rough voice, one not quite the same as she remembered from years before but still somehow the same answered. 

“Hello?” 

“Colt?” 

“It’s me.” 

“I’m out. Are you close?” Her voice shook but she couldn’t stop it so she ignored. 

“I’m on my way, but I’m still a couple of hours away. Can you get to Cheyenne? Do you trust your car to get you that far? Do you think there’s any tracking on it?”

“I—I don’t think so. He’s never questioned where I went before, at least not like he already knew where I was and was trying to catch me in a lie. And the car should make it, it’s not that far and I’ve not had any trouble with it.” 

Jacob had questioned her, but he’d always seemed satisfied with her answers, whether she was honest or not. 

“When’s the last time you were in Cheyenne?” 

“A couple years, I think. Why?” 

“Do you know where the base is off I25?” 

“Vaguely.” 

“Just follow I-25 north, you can’t miss it. Anyway, take that exit. Across the interstate from the base is a hotel and gas station. I’ll meet you at that gas station.” 

“Okay. Any idea how long?” 

“I should get there about the same time as you. If anything happens, and I mean anything, call. I’m not there yet, but I’ve still got a few contacts in the area. I want to keep them clear of this if I can, but if I need to, I’ll get you help before I can get to you. You’re away from him. It should be safe to keep your phone on. Don’t shut it off and keep it on your body, not in a bag.”

Becky frowned and wondered why that was so important. She didn’t know but she’d do it because she trusted him. He was coming to save her and her kids just because she’d asked.  

“All right.” She tried to remember how much gas she had and remembered seeing the gauge at half a tank more than enough to get her to Cheyenne. “I guess I’ll see you soon then.” 

“I’ll see you soon.” 

She disconnected the call and shoved the phone in her pocket. She put the gas nozzle away, checked on the kids one more time, then slid in behind the wheel. Nerves made her hands shake, but for the first time in longer than she could remember she also had hope. She had help, someone she trusted to keep her safe. 

Why did she trust Colt so much? She hadn’t seen him since graduation and before her call this morning, she hadn’t spoken to him in years before that. She pulled out on the highway and headed for Cheyenne, her mind still on why she trusted Colt. 

She couldn’t explain it, even to herself, but Colt had always made her feel safe. Even back in school. He hadn’t tried to push her past where she was comfortable. He had stepped between her and any threat, even when he could have been seriously hurt. 

The more she thought back about their time together, the more she remembered how he’d made her feel treasured. He had always treated her like she was special in some way. She wondered if he still would.
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Colt scrubbed one hand over his face but kept one hand on the wheel and one eye on the road. He needed more caffeine and to piss but he hated to stop. Still, he knew he couldn’t make it all the way to Cheyenne. He pulled off in Glendo, hit the gas station next to the interstate, checked in with the rest of the guys, then got back on the road.  

By the time he reached Cheyenne, Colt was almost vibrating from too much caffeine and not enough real food. A glance at the clock told him it was approaching noon. He didn’t know when or what Becky or the kids had eaten. It would be a good idea to take them to eat, even if it was just fast food. Plus, it would give his brothers a chance to get rid of her car. 

He pulled up her number as he steered the truck off the interstate in Cheyenne and hit dial. Becky picked up on the first ring. 

“Hello?” 

“You at the gas station?” 

“Yeah. I got here about five minutes ago. We used the restroom and I was about to call you.” 

“Is anything wrong or were you just going to let me know you’ve arrived?” 

“Let you know we’re here. I was considering getting something to eat, but I don’t have any cash, and I wasn’t sure if I should use my debit card.” 

“Don’t use the card. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes I’m at the light on the other side of the interstate. Hold tight, we’ll get you and the kids moved into my truck, then we’ll go get something to eat.” 

“Thank you.” Her voice held more than gratitude. “We’ll be here waiting.” She disconnected the call and he thought about what and how she’d said it. He could hear the stress in her voice and wanted to take that from her to bear all the worries, the fear she must feel, for her. He wondered for a moment if she still felt anything for him. Was that part of what had made her call him after so long? Or was she just looking for someone who could help her?

It had been too long since he’d known her for Colt to even guess, so he didn’t even try. Instead, he steered the truck into the gas station and parked in front of the building, next to a sedan that looked to be in decent shape, though it was several years old. But it was the woman in a long-sleeved dress that went almost to her ankles, standing in front of the car a baby that didn’t look to be more than six months or so in her arms as she bobbed back and forth. His brothers pulled in behind him, pulling into the pumps as they had to gas up more frequently than he did. They’d have his back, even from a couple dozen feet away. 

It might have been ten years since he’d seen her but there was no way he would ever forget her face. He’d seen it frequently in his dreams. His stomach churned at how Becky might react when she spotted him. Then he reminded himself that this wasn’t a chance encounter. She had called him and she needed his help. Colt pushed away his doubts and got out of the truck. He slowed as he rounded the front end, not wanting to scare her in case she didn’t recognize him. He’d put on some muscle, not to mention he’d aged. 

As he approached, she stared at him with wide eyes, fear evident in them. He slowed a little more and spoke. 

“Becky? It’s me.” 

“I know,” she said. “I just didn’t know…” She trailed off as he gaze flicked down to his body then back to his face. 

Colt looked down at himself, wondering what had set her on edge. 

“This?” He gripped one lapel on his kutte, then scrubbed one hand across the neatly trimmed beard that he kept about an inch long. “Or this?”

She nodded wordlessly, still shifting from one leg to the other as if she knew if she stopped moving the baby would start screaming. 

“I didn’t even think about it. It was automatic to put it on when I got up. And the beard is defense against the cold and sun when working outside.” 

“Are they with you?” Her voice had dropped to little more than a whisper as she glanced toward the pumps and his brothers. 

“Yeah. They are. They’re all here to make sure we get you out of here safe. They won’t hurt you or the kids. I promise, sugar.” He held his arms open wide, hoping she would assume it meant he was unarmed and safe. He wasn’t. At least not to anyone who might threaten or hurt her. But he would never hurt her.

He wasn’t prepared when she stepped close enough to touch then pressed herself against his chest, the baby trapped between them, though that didn’t bother him. She had said the baby was a boy, hadn’t she?

Not sure what else to do, he went with his instinct and wrapped his arms around both of them. 

“You said you have two kids, where’s your daughter?” He kept his voice gentle so he wouldn’t scare her, even as he hugged her against him. He inhaled and caught the scents of baby powder and something he couldn’t place, but then there was a third scent, faint but there. The light scent of cherries. That particular fragrance had always reminded him of her. He never knew if it was a perfume, shampoo, or something else but she’d always smelled like cherries to him. 

“Is this her car?” Steele's voice next to him drew Colt's mind back to what they were doing.

“It is, but give me a second.” Colt looked down at Becky. “Is this your son?”

Becky nodded and pulled away from him.  As soon as she stood on her own, she started bobbing back and forth again.  “This is Elijah. In the car is Rachel.” 

“Good to know. Will one of my brothers opening the door scare her?”

Becky frowned. “It shouldn't. Why will they get into the car?”

“They need to move the car seats. Is Elijah fussy for some reason?”

“He's hungry. I didn't want to be busy feeding him and miss you.”

Colt nodded. “That's not an issue now. Will you let me feed him or do you want to get in the truck and do it yourself?”

She gave him a wry smile. “I wish I could let you, but I'm nursing.”

Colt frowned, not sure what she meant. Apparently his confusion was obvious. 

“I’m breast feeding, Colt.”

“Ah. Then in that case, why don't you introduce me to Rachel, then I can keep her occupied while you feed him and Steele and Malice get the seats moved. When you're finished we'll find somewhere we can get something to eat while my brothers take car off your car. We can talk then okay?”

She stared at him for a moment, Colt wished he knew what she was thinking.  

“Can I meet your brothers first?”

Colt started realizing he probably should have done that first.  

“Of course.” Colt beckoned his brothers closer and when they had all joined them, he made the introductions. “Becky, this is Steele, Malice, Ghost and Talon.” He pointed to each man in turn.  “Guys, this is Becky and Elijah. In the car is Rachel.” One by one his brothers dipped their heads in greeting. 

“Good to meet you all,” Becky said, looking from face to face. 

“Would you like me to take Elijah while you get her out of the car and let her meet everyone?” Colt held open his hands, ready to accept the baby if she would hand him over. 

“If he’ll go to you, sure. He can be a bit clingy sometimes.” She shifted him and held him toward Colt. Colt tucked his hands under the baby’s arms and lifted him from Becky’s hands. 

Confident his brothers would keep an eye on Becky, Colt turned his attention to the little boy. 

“Hi there, I’m Colt, how are you doing?” he said as he turned the boy and settled him against his chest. 

The boy looked up at him with wide eyes. Colt looked down at him and wondered how old he actually was. He tried to remember if Becky had told him how old the baby was, but all he could remember was that she’d called him an infant. Elijah wasn’t new, he could hold his head up and even likely sit up on his own, but he didn’t think the baby was big enough to be walking. He didn’t know why but that was his guess as he made sure he had a snug hold on Elijah then looked up to where Becky had lifted a little girl with the same pale gold eyes he’d fallen in love with so many years ago, into her arms. 

She spoke to the little girl for a moment, but she kept her voice toned softly enough he couldn’t hear her, even from only a few feet way. After a few seconds she looked up and stepped closer to his brothers. 

“These are some new friends.” She turned and pointed to Colt. “The one holding your brother is Colt. He’s an old friend of Mommy’s.” Then she turned to face his brothers. “These are friends of his. They’re here to make sure we stay safe, okay? I’m not sure I’ll get their names right, so I’ll let them tell you, okay?” She took the little girl, one by one, to each of the men. Colt watched as each of them told the little girl their name, and either offered to shake her hand or nodded. Malice ruffled her hair and made her giggle, drawing a smile from Rachel and Becky both, though Becky’s was more strained than the girl’s happy, carefree laughter.

Once she’d met all four men, Becky carried her back to where Colt stood watching. 

“What now?” she asked. 

“Now you hop into the cab of the truck and feed this one.” He lifted Elijah with a lift of one shoulder. Becky stared up at him with wide eyes, then glanced at the others where they were already working on pulling the car seats out of her car. “They won’t bother you. They won’t stare or even look if that’s what you’re worried about.” 

She watched him a moment longer then nodded. Colt led her to the passenger’s side and opened the door for her. She stood staring at it for a moment. 

“What about Rachel?” she asked. 

“You can keep her with you, let here play in the front seat if you want, or I can take her, it’s up to you.” 

“She’s a little more reserved than Elijah. It’s probably best if she stays with me.” She stepped forward and set the girl on the seat. “Scoot over so there’s room for me, sweetheart.” 

Rachel scooted across the seat, making room for her mama. Colt watched as Becky climbed into the seat, wishing he had an extra hand so he could help her up, then once she was situated and comfortable, he handed her Elijah. 

“You want the door open or closed?” 

“If you close it, I can rest one arm against it and help support him. He’s a little chunk and he gets heavy fast.” 

“No problem, take care of him and when you’re done, we’ll go find somewhere for the rest of us to eat.” He didn’t wait for her to protest, but closed the door, leaving her to feed Elijah. 
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Becky sat in the front of the unfamiliar pickup, Elijah happily nursing in her lap while Rachel pretended to drive as she twisted the steering wheel back and forth in the next seat.  

She tried not to think about the men working behind her to secure her children’s seats. Or how much Colt had changed since she’d seen him last. She’d had no clue that a mustache and beard changed someone’s looks so much.

“Both seats go in rear-facing, right?” one man asked behind her. 

She didn’t know who and wasn’t going to turn around to look, not right now. “Yes, please.” 

“No problem. Just wanted to be sure so we don’t have to redo one.” 

They fell quiet again. A few minutes later, she turned Elijah over and closed the flap on her bra on the side he’d finished on. It didn’t take long until he was done and sleepy. She finished covering up and held him cradled in her arm. She was about to open the door so she could get out and put him in his seat when she turned to find Colt standing on the other side. 

Becky couldn’t help jumping as his presence startled her, but once she’d seen him, he opened the door, a careful smile on his face. 

“Didn’t mean to scare you. I just thought I’d offer to put Elijah in his seat. Can Rachel get into hers on her own?” 

“She can, but you have to double check that she gets everything buckled right.” 

“Can do. Hey, little bug, now that your brother’s had his lunch, it’s time for us to go get ours, but we need you in your seat so we can go. Can you climb over the seat to get there or do you need help?” 

Rachel looked at him for a moment, her eyes wide. Becky knew the girl was surprised he was talking to her. Jacob barely acknowledged her, unless it was to tell her to go away or to yell at her for something. The way her daughter’s gaze flicked to her for reassurance reinforced that Becky had made the right decision to get out of there, to get her children away from Jacob now, before he could do any more to damage them. Becky nodded, letting Rachel know she could do as Colt had asked then she turned back to him and handed over Elijah. 

“You know how to work the car seats?”

Colt didn’t say anything, just looked at her for a moment with one brow lifted then moved to the rear door and opened it. It only took him a moment or two, then he spoke. “You can double check him if you want. I won’t be upset or offended that you’re making sure the kids are safe,” he said. 

Becky twisted around in her seat to find him watching her. 

“You can either get out and check or turn around and look over the seat.” 

She didn’t say anything but moved until she was on her knees facing the rear of the pickup and looking over the back of the seat. Colt closed the door next to Elijah. Becky double checked the straps were tight enough and latched, then that the chest clip was secure and in the right place. She was about to reach over and double check Rachel’s when the door beside her little girl opened. 

“I need to make sure you’ve got everything latched right, little bug. I promise I won’t hurt you, okay?” He waited until Rachel nodded before he gently tugged at her straps and adjusted the clip in the middle, even squeezing it together. A soft snick told them that Rachel hadn’t managed to secure it, but it was done now. “All good over there?” He looked up and met Becky’s gaze. 

She nodded. 

He closed the door, and she turned around in the seat, sliding down so she sat on her rear in the seat and reaching for her seatbelt at as Colt opened his door and stepped up into the cab.

He started the engine and backed out of the space. She watched as one of the men slid into the driver’s seat of her car and started it. 

“What will they do with my car?” 

“Leave it at the airport. We have a few choices on where to eat. We can hit McDonalds so Rachel can play, there’s a pizza place nearby or we can find a Denny’s or something similar. What would you prefer?” 

She blinked and looked at him for a moment. “I’d like to say you don’t have to spend money on us, but I have nothing. Let’s go with whatever’s cheapest.” 

Colt looked at her for a moment then pulled out onto the road. He didn’t say anything more, but turned his attention to the road and traffic. They weren’t in the car long before he pulled into the parking lot of a Village Inn and parked. 

Becky frowned. She looked at the building then at him. 

“Are you sure this is the cheapest?” 

“Don’t care what it cost, sugar. It’s got the better food, both in taste and nutrition. We’ll find something to entertain Rachel since we’ll be here for a little while.” 

She frowned again. Not sur why they would be here a while. Were they waiting for someone? Had he decided she and two kids were too much trouble and contacted Jacob? He heart seemed to pound as images of what Jacob would do to her for trying to leave him. 

A hand covered hers and squeezed. Colt was talking to her, but the sound of her own heart drowned him out. She didn’t know how long they sat there, his soft voice beside her but not registering as she stared at the building and tried to regain control of her terror. She needed to get out of her head. She had to take the children and get as far away from Jacob as she could. 
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