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SUMMARY:

Danica and Rikki have missed their plane, which
couldn’t be worse news because now they might just
miss their own wedding. When a pilot of a small plane
offers to fly them there himself, they jump at the chance;
after all, the man swears he has one short stop to
deliver supplies to a ranger station in Cache la Poudre,
then it’s clear skies all the way.

The only trouble is, the stop along the way turns into
a destination all of its own, when the pilot, telling the
women they’re his cargo, delivers them into the hands of
an armed man. They’re needed for a babysitting job,
whatever that means, but job or not, being kidnapped is
not on Danica and Rikki’s itinerary. They have a
wedding to get to, and a honeymoon, and being chased
through the wilderness, while a great bonding exercise,
is not the romantic getaway they were expecting.

Then there’s the ‘babysitting’. Even if they get away
from the kidnappers, dare they leave without checking
first that there’s not a baby there somewhere?
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Jarvis
”Your Honor—“ the defense attorney began,
pushing herself up from the massive mahogany table. “I
move that the charges against my client be dropped
immediately.”

Judge Brian Cunningham peered over his glasses at
the Jarvis, her long blond hair framing round wirerimmed glasses.

The prosecutor straightened in his chair,
incredulous. “Your Honor,” the prosecutor spoke
pompously. “It’s a trifle late to be—“

The judge stilled him with an upraised hand, and
turned to defense counsel. “Ms. Jarvis, on what
grounds?”

“Illegal search and seizure.” The statement came
accompanied by a somber expression, not at all haughty
or smug, as one would expect from an attorney about to
get her client freed. “The police officers, in their zeal to
apprehend my client, bypassed the proper channels, and
the warrant was not signed until after the search. I have
documentation of this, Your Honor.”

The judge removed his glasses. “Approach the
bench.” Both attorneys moved forward and waited
while Judge Cunningham examined the document with
somber eyes, his demeanor hardening as he read through
the material. Cunningham was a card-carrying liberal,
but also steadfast in his pursuit of justice; especially
when it meant that guilty men might go free. But the law
was the law, and Cunningham placed it above all else.
The judge pulled his reading glasses off and tossed
them down, handing the documents to the prosecutor,
whose hand came to his forehead in dismay and anger
as he read through the information. The prosecutor
turned to glare at the clump of arresting officers seated
behind the prosecution table in various poses of guilty
defeat.

A short time later, Ms. Jarvis and her client parted
on the front steps of the courthouse.

“Nice job, Jarvis. Illegal search and seizure. I’ll
remember you next time I’m in a squeeze.”

Jarvis’ face was tight. “The wheels of justice will
grind you up sooner or later, Gleason. I suggest you
steer clear of ‘squeezes’ from now on. And you’re still
on parole—remember that.”

Gleason only laughed and pinched Jarvis roughly on
the cheek. “Right.”

She leaned away. “Don’t ever put your hands on me
again, Gleason.”

Gleason just laughed once more, unabashed by the
veiled threat, and she watched the big man walk away,
her victory in court that day a bitter one. She knew
Gleason would be back before long, only next time, she
intended to be practicing the law of prosecution. She
had had her fill of defense.
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Rikki
Strapped into the Cessna, their churlish pilot fired
up the engine and did the pre-flight check.

Danica whispered, “You okay with this?”

“Better than having to drive all the way, I suppose,”
Rikki answered.

The puddle-jumper would take them all the way to
Ft. Collins, where they would catch their connecting
flight. The two were on their way to Canada, where
they could become legally married, and then celebrate
their union in a quaint cabin by the Nova Scotia sea. But
the inevitable delays and obstacles that always
magically appeared before a trip, resulted in missing
their flight at Glenwood Springs airport. Their luggage
had been checked and was on its way to their
destination without them, and there were no more flights
available that day. Frustrated and stymied, Danica and
Rikki seemed doomed to miss their reservation at the
cabin.

Overhearing their discussion, a man approached
them with a solution. He was a charter pilot, and would
be happy to take them to Ft. Collins for a nominal fee,
since he was headed that direction, anyway. Pushing
stubby fingers through hair that appeared to have been
untouched by any cleansing agent, ever, the pilot had
said, “I’m delivering supplies to some park rangers in
Cache La Poudre.”

Their puzzled expressions made him elaborate.

“In the Roosevelt National Forest. If you don’t mind
a small delay while the supplies are unloaded, I can get
you to Ft. Collins in an hour or so.”

Though Gleason was a large man with greasy hair,
bad teeth and horrid breath, Danica just wanted their
trip to go on as planned, and felt he might be a blessing
in disguise. Rikki commented that his disguise was way
too convincing. Rikki was hesitant to accept the offer,
and Danica had pulled her aside, cajoling her into
agreement, wanting only for their life together to
officially begin.

They exchanged glances and Rikki shrugged. Danica
nodded at the man. “Sounds good.”

Danica asked him how much, and he waved her
away.

“You can pay me when we get there.”

Danica gave Rikki a self-satisfied smile, and Rikki
took the gloating, but rolled her eyes.

The big man’s grin tried not to be a snarl, as he held
out a beefy hand to Danica. “Name’s Gleason.”

“Danica.” She shook his hand. “This is Rikki.”

He moistened his lips and let his gaze linger a bit
too long on Rikki. Danica frowned and took a deep
breath, reassessing her former opinion.

But Gleason obligingly picked up their carry-on
bags and started for the tarmac door, so they followed.

Now, in the rear seats of the Cessna, Danica
gathered Rikki’s hand and leaned back into her seat,
hoping to avoid further conversation with the man.

“Oh…” he said, looking back at their joined hands.
“You two are…uh… together?”

“That’s right,” Danica repositioned herself. “Do you
have a problem with that?”

“Nah. To each his own. Or her own. Live long and
prosper.” His salacious smile raked over Rikki.

Danica’s stare bore into him. “Maybe we could get
going.”

“Absolutely.” Gleason turned to put the headset on,
and started flipping switches on the ceiling of the plane.

Rikki patted Danica’s arm soothingly, with only a
smidgen of amusement. Danica was well-trained in
mixed martial arts, and Rikki didn’t want this to turn
into a cage fighting match, with the cockpit of a small
plane serving as the cage. Danica was a stand-and-fight
kind of girl, and Rikki was a run-away-quick-and shootfrom-cover kind. If they could just get to the Fort
Collins/Loveland airport without confrontation with this
greasy man, they would be on their way to Canada, and
eventually that lovely seaside cabin in Nova Scotia
they’d rented for their honeymoon.

Gleason told them to buckle up, and the two
fastened their belts beneath their kangaroo pouches, as
he levered up the engine and began to taxi the runway,
communicating some unintelligible gibberish with the
air traffic control tower.

The take-off was bumpy enough to cause some tense
moments, Danica’s knuckles white, as she gripped the
small window ledge. Once they reached cruising
altitude, the Cessna smoothed out, and the temperature
dropped a bit. They zipped up their matching fleecelined leather coats, and spent the next 45 minutes
sluicing through the clouds over the typographic scenery
of Northern Colorado.

Danica once said that Rikki bore a striking
resemblance to Ashley Judd, but Rikki suspected it was
just a line. Danica had sworn her sincerity, and
countered with, “Who do you think I look like?”

“Hulk Hogan.” Rikki smirked.

While Danica’s frame was muscular and thick,
Rikki’s was willowy and fragile-looking. Rikki often
compared herself to a chimpanzee, all cute and gangly
and cuddly, but able to rip your arm right out of its
socket if crossed. But Rikki knew that Danica had her
soft side. Especially when Danica almost cried after the
Hulk Hogan comment. Danica wasn’t butch. But she
wasn’t dainty, either. Though not overweight, she was
big-boned and large-muscled. Orientation and the
expression of it was highly subjective. And relative,
and also often arbitrary, Rikki thought. Still, Danica had
plenty of feminine qualities, with just the right amount
of toughness to make Rikki feel safe.

Be that as it may, Rikki was no shrinking violet; no
damsel in distress who needed rescuing. She could lift
heavy furniture, chop wood, shoot ducks out of the sky,
and bring an elk down to the ground with a single bullet.
But Rikki had grown up with that life, her father treating
her like the son he never had.

Rikki also loved cooking and keeping house,
complete with a frilly apron, and flour on her face.
Except for when she was killing and gutting an elk.
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Danica
From each of their windows, they watched the
Cessna glide over a river with serpentine curves that
sliced through forests and cliff-faces below. Gleason
picked up the hand mic on the short wave radio mounted
on the console amid a menagerie of buttons and gauges.
“Cessna one to Hatch. Meet me at the airstrip. Precious
cargo on board.” He turned to wink at the two of them.

Danica gave him a wry smile, and then made a
derogatory pumping gesture with her hand. Rikki
pressed her lips together and tried not to laugh.

The plane slowed for descent, and Danica took a
calming breath, swallowing the baseball-sized
heaviness that lurched up her throat, and leaned
forward. She could just make out the bare swath of
ground between the trees below them. It was something
her eyes needed to see. Ground. Firm ground.

Over his shoulder, Gleason said, “About to land at
my delivery location. You two just sit tight.”

Danica sat back again, taking Rikki’s hand and
kissing it, even though all she wanted to do was open a
window and hurl.

The approach to the airstrip brought a hot pulsing to
Danica’s throat. It didn’t seem wide enough for the
plane. But as they drew nearer, Danica admitted to
herself that perspective was everything.

The wheels touched down with a jolt, bounced up
and touched down again, and Gleason drew back the
lever that controlled the engine speed, as they slowed to
a stop between two yellow flags.

From the windows of the small plane, the Danica
and Rikki watched a man emerge from the trees and join
Gleason on the airstrip in front of them. The man
seemed normal enough.

Except for the machine gun strapped over his
shoulder.

“What the fuck?” Danica breathed.

She saw Rikki focusing on the gun as well. “Why
does he need to be so heavily armed?”

“I don’t know,” Danica whispered. “But I don’t like
this.” She unfastened her safety belt, sensing that she
needed to be free to move. At that point, if she had
known how to pilot an aircraft, she would have been
jumping into the front seat and revving the engines.

Through the small front window of the craft, they
watched Gleason crook a thumb their direction. The
man looked over Gleason’s shoulder at them, nodded,
and headed for the plane.

The door on Rikki’s side opened. “Out,” he said.

A thrumming fear flooded Danica’s chest, and she
saw Rikki clenching her jaw.

They climbed out, and Rikki asked the man, “What’s
with the fire-power?”

“For protection,” he answered cryptically.

“Protection from what?” Rikki prodded.

Gleason was on his way over, moving up behind the
man holding the M-16.

As he approached, Danica asked him, “What’s going
on, Gleason?”

“Change of plans,” he answered.

It wasn’t like this was a remote landing strip in El
Salvador. Danica shook her head slightly. “What does
that mean?”

“It means we need you to babysit for a little while.”

Danica was thinking the same thing Rikki said out
loud, which was, “What the hell are you talking about?”
Except in Danica’s thought, she used a more colorful
couple of words.

“Just go with Mr. Hatch, here, and he’ll explain
everything.”

Danica shook her head, her shoulders going back,
one foot almost imperceptibly moving backward for
center of balance. “We’re not going anywhere. You
finish your business and we’ll wait in the plane.”
Danica took Rikki’s elbow to coax her back.

Gleason spoke to the armed man. “Hatch—” he said.

The man grabbed Rikki and jerked her forward, and
Danica’s hand darted out to clutch her, pull her back.

Hatch brought the muzzle of the machine gun down
with a smack on Danica’s forearm to break her hold,
and for a moment, Danica had a sick image of a jagged
white bone sticking out of her skin. She blocked out the
pain, as her brain immediately shifted to primal.

Her martial arts training taking over, Danica took
one step, used her left hand to pull Rikki across to her
other side. A distraction, and for safety. Her roundhouse
kick struck Hatch’s temple.

He stumbled sideways, falling to one knee, stunned.
Gleason came into view behind him.

He produced a pistol from his back waistband, a
blur of dark metal, rising to zero in on Danica.

Repeating the roundhouse kick, Danica sent the gun
spinning onto the packed dirt of the runway.

She twisted again, and came round with her left
heel, striking just below his ear in a spinning back kick.
A crunch of bone against jaw, the weight of him jarring
her leg all the way to her hip.

The entire exchange took less than ten seconds.
Muscles sucking adrenaline, Danica crouched,
watching.

Gleason was on his hands and knees, blinking like a
blind man. Danica glanced behind her at Hatch, who
planted a foot to push himself up, one hand on the M-16.

Danica put him down with another spinning back
kick. He fell to his side on the hard-packed dirt, and
rolled to his back, half on top of the M-16, one arm
flopping uselessly to the side. He was still, eyes closed.

Danica pressed her right arm close to her chest, and
grabbed Rikki’s hand with her left.

They fled.

The tree line into the forest was only fifty yards
away. But that half a football-field size seemed more
like the distance from here to Canada. Danica might
have been the only one with martial arts training, but
Rikki could run like a cheetah. Danica pushed herself to
stay on her heels.

They reached the grove of trees, flinching at the
loud, spitting reports from behind them. Bullets found
purchase in the ground, and sang off the Aspen trees.

The two women let the forest swallow them.

Ducking pine limbs, dodging rocks, sliding on the
wet mulch of the forest, the red patches of clay, they
ran. Around a rocky ledge, perilously close to tumbling,
their feet spit rocks down the hillside, as they dashed
into more trees, both slapped by a spruce limb, but
continuing on. Rikki planted a foot on a fat rock and
sprang over it, as Danica leaped right over it behind
her.

More pine limb-dodging, past a grove of Aspens,
through a clearing punctuated with sage brush that gave
them numerous chances to practice their hurdling skills.
Into the canopy of trees again, where some unidentified
furry woodland creature darted out of the way, and
startled birds exploded into the air, they ran.

In a second clearing, Rikki slid and went down,
Danica stumbled over her, rolling onto the ground and
landing nearby. They heaved the sharpness of cold air
in and out of their lungs. Lying on their backs, they
huffed, sucking moisture from their drying tongues, as
they regained control of breath.

They listened.

“I don’t hear them following,” Danica said through
gasping breaths.

“Probably…because at least one of them…is still
unconscious, baby.” Rikki punctuated her words with a
rasping grunt, her hand on her chest. “That was quite a
demonstration.”

Danica sat up, leaning back on her hands, drawing
more precious oxygen into her lungs. “I’ve only used
that in sparring…never as an actual defense…I’m just
glad it worked.” She pulled her injured wrist close to
her chest, holding it with her other hand. The barrel of
the M-16 had left her arm throbbing, and the spot was
alive now, like a branding iron against her skin.

Rikki checked behind them, listening for a moment,
then touched Danica’s elbow. “Let me see,” she said,
still trying to catch her breath.

Danica pulled her sleeve up to reveal the angry
bruising forming around the red mark.

“It’s not broken, is it?”

Danica flexed her fingers, grunting. “I don’t think so.
Just hurts like hell.”

Carefully lifting Danica’s arm, Rikki unzipped
Danica’s jacket halfway, and guided her hand inside, so
it could rest in the right position, keeping her arm
immobile against her chest.

“Thanks,” Danica said.

“We’ll do a proper sling as soon as we can get
somewhere safe. Just try not to use it for now.”

Danica pressed the wrist of her injured arm against
her chest with her other hand. “Okay. Damn, I wish we
had our luggage.” She peered around at the forest.

“Yeah, well, we have our pouches.” Rikki indicated
the kangaroo pouches clipped around their waists.

“Not so sure that our driver’s licenses and lip balm
are going to save us.” Danica plucked out her cell
phone, wincing as the muscle of her forearm moved
under the injury. “And of course, no signal at all out
here.” She moved the cell phone around in the air, but
no bars appeared and the no signal message remained.
She put it back in the pouch and hugged her arm again,
releasing a held breath. “Now what do we do?”

Rikki looked back toward the airstrip. “I haven’t the
faintest idea.” She reached behind her and produced the
pistol. “But I do have this.”

Danica’s eyes went wide. “How—?”

“I picked it up after you kicked it out of his hand.”
She displayed it like a dancing puppet. “It’s a Glock 17.
I have one just like it at home.” She ran her fingers over
the top of the gun. “I hated the idea of going so far away
from home without any protection. That’s one reason I
wanted us to drive.”

“We talked about that, Rikki. It would have been
four days of driving, if we factored in a couple of
stops.”

“Yes, but it would have been a big adventure.”

Danica cocked an eyebrow at her. “We’re having
one of those at the moment. Happy now?”

Rikki rolled her eyes. “The wrong kind of
adventure, though.”

“But this—” Rikki said, holding up the Glock again.
“This is a thing of beauty…”

Rikki often demonstrated guns for Danica, giving
her a play-by-play commentary, because she wanted
Danica to know a bit about them. She was about to do
that now.

Thumbing the release on the Glock, the magazine
dropped out in Rikki’s hand. “Full magazine.” She
pulled the slide back to check the chamber. “Empty
chamber.” Replacing the magazine, she released the
slide again. “Cocked and loaded.” Checking the trigger,
she said, “Safety trigger mechanism engaged.” She
shoved the Glock back in her waistband.

Danica stared at her. “That’s so hot.” She leaned
over and kissed her gun-toting girlfriend.

Danica was well aware of Rikki’s love of guns.
Rikki’s father, Chuck, knew that his diminutive daughter
would grow up in a world of bigger, stronger men who
would harm women without a second thought. He
wanted her to have every fighting chance to survive, and
so he groomed her to defend herself in the most
practical ways, which necessarily included firearms.
Danica knew this, because she’d had that conversation
with him. He let Rikki think it was his way of having the
son he’d always wanted. But it had never been about
that. He just wanted his little girl to be safe.

“Now what?” Rikki asked on a sigh.

“Well, we’ll think it over while we keep going. I
want to put some distance between us and them.”

Rikki nodded and the two of them trotted deeper
into the forest, the sunshine blocked by thick groves of
Aspen and pine, making the forest cooler.

After a few minutes, Danica slowed to a walk
again. “I knew we should have slept longer last night…
my energy level sucks right now.” Danica mashed her
feet on soft, sodden April leaves. “I wonder how cold it
gets here at night…”

“I think it might be close to freezing.”

“We’ve got to find some shelter then. Make a fire.”

“With what?” Rikki asked.

“I have a lighter.”

Rikki stopped, hands on hips. “Dani…” she
reprimanded. “You told me you quit smoking.”

“I did. But the lighter doesn’t disappear when you
quit.”

Rikki dropped her hands to her sides, and examined
the woods. Everything looked the same. Trees,
boulders, spots of open ground. She started walking
again, and Danica followed her lead. “We’ll have to be
careful about making a fire. Don’t want it to just be a
beacon so they can find us.”

Danica hugged her aching arm. “Speaking of finding
us…do we even know where we are?”

Rikki pulled at the cool needles of a Bristlecone
pine as they passed. “Gleason said he was delivering
supplies to Roosevelt National Forest. Cache La
Poudre. I assume that landing strip is near there.”

“Good. That means there will be campers or forest
rangers or hikers or someone we can get to for help.”

“Not necessarily.”

“What do you mean?”

“Cache La Poudre is a wilderness area,” Rikki said.
“We could walk around for days and never see a soul.”

“Well fucking fantastic. Our day just keeps getting
better.”

Rikki stopped walking and turned back toward the
way they had come.

Danica halted and watched her. “What?”

“Now that this situation has percolated a bit…I’m
thinking we should double back and find that airstrip.”

“Why the hell would we do that?” Danica shoved
her cold hands in her jacket pockets.

“Because that might be our only way out of here.
And they must have a camp nearby, and we’re going to
need some things, if we want to survive.” She folded
her hands under her arms to warm them.

“Survival means getting the hell out of here as soon
as possible.”

“It’s not that simple, Dani. We have to consider
things like weather and food and water…”

“Can’t we just head for civilization and get there
before that becomes an issue?”

“You have to remember the Rule of Threes…you
can survive for three minutes without air, three hours
without shelter, three days without water, three weeks
without food.”

“Did your dad teach you that?”

“Actually, I learned that when I wrote the
documentation for a survival manual.”

Rikki was a freelance technical writer, and because
of that, she was a font of information. Sometimes
Danica liked that, and sometimes it just made her feel
stupid. “That particular job came in handy, then.”

“And what was that babysitting comment all about?”

Danica reached back into her memory, to Gleason’s
explanation at the plane, for why they were needed.
Danica liked being needed, but not by those thugs. “Oh,
yeah. That was weird. Why would they need a
babysitter out here?”

“I don’t know. Euphemism, maybe. But I do know
we have to get some supplies if we have any hope of
surviving out here until we can find a way out.”

Danica had long ago understood that Rikki was the
brains, and she, the brawn in this relationship. It would
serve her well to do what Rikki thought was best.
Especially since she had not been keen on this transport
offer from Gleason to begin with, and Danica had
dismissed her concerns. “I already fucked it up once, so
I’ll do whatever you think is best.”

Rikki gave her a kiss and they started back, veering
to an angle, so they wouldn’t simply retrace their steps
and get caught, if either or both of those men were
following them.

Halfway back, the inevitable call of nature had
Danica stopping near an outcropping of boulders.
“Look, a toilet.”

Rikki grinned, as Danica went to the other side of
the big round rock. Danica had never liked to pee with
an audience, and even closed the bathroom door at
home when she had to go. Some boundaries are
necessary, she felt.

Danica had this trick she used when relieving
herself in the great outdoors. She hated the squatting that
women had to do; the inevitable splattering of socks,
not to mention playing dodge-the-French-ticklers with
whatever wispy plant might be below her exposed rear
end. So she developed a different method.

Shucking her jeans down, she would lean her bare
behind on the side of a boulder (or any upright rock-like
object) and relieve herself. The pee would drip down
the rock onto the ground without much fuss, and very
little splatter. It was much easier than squatting. Danica
resented the fact that men had handy little tubes to pee
out of and didn’t have to deal with these anatomical
deficiencies, nor did they have to make contact with any
nasty bathroom fixtures. They could do everything with
one hand to hold the hose, and a foot to lift and kick
down the seat.

In fact, Danica had an almost pathological fear of
making contact with any public toilet, so on a whim, and
mostly as a joke, Rikki fashioned a tube out of stapled
cardboard once, and gave it to Danica. She had been
thrilled to relieve herself standing up for the first time.
The Tee-Tee Tube, as Rikki called it, came in handy
when they had to use public restrooms, since it avoided
any contact with surfaces, and could be easily
discarded after use. They usually carried a couple of
Tee-Tee Tubes with them at all times, and there were
always a few in the glove box of each of their cars.

Now, Danica emerged from behind the boulder,
grinning, and Rikki took her turn. Afterward, they
continued their trek, and within an hour, the two of them
reached the airstrip.

Hunkered down in the brush, they watched from a
position farther down the landing strip. They could
almost see both sides of the plane, as an unfamiliar man
loaded cargo from the plane into a cart with large
bicycle sized wheels, and long poles like a rickshaw,
attached to a dark brown horse.

“Fuck,” Danica said, watching the men headed into
the far side of the tree line by the airstrip. “I bet our
carry-on bags are in there.”

“How many of these guys are out here?” Rikki said,
ever the one to cut right to the point. “We should follow
him.”

Danica frowned over at her. “Are you sure?”

Eyeing the descending sun, Rikki sniffed, a cool
breeze ruffling through her hair. “They’re holed up
somewhere out there, and eventually, they’ll have to go
to sleep. Maybe we can get what we need then.”

“Rikki, I hate to point out the obvious, but they have
guns.”

“I know, Dani. And I have a gun, too. Those are
pretty good odds. Other than this Glock, though, we
have nothing. Glocks don’t taste good, they leave a
rather metallic taste in your mouth, and have no
nutritional value.”

Danica snorted and grinned. Point taken.

“We need some survival gear. And I’d like to get
our bags.” Rikki continued, “They’ll have food and
water we can take. If we play our cards right, we might
find a map out of here, too.”

Guilty of ignoring Rikki’s reasoning once before,
Danica could only nod.
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Hatch
Back at the plane, the two men were recovering
from Danica’s attack, though Hatch was still on his
knees, grunting with pain, one hand to his temple.
“Goddammit! That bitch has some skills.”

Lenny Gleason dusted the soil from his pants, and
rubbed his jaw, moving the joint around, staring into the
tree line where the two had disappeared. “They won’t
last long out there. They don’t have any supplies.”
Gleason cast his eyes around on the ground. “Fuck! She
took my gun.”

Hatch lifted one eyebrow. “So they have no
supplies, but they do have your gun.”

Gleason glared at him, until Hatch thought it best to
look away. He adjusted the strap on the M-16 and
pushed himself off the ground while Gleason went to the
plane to lean in the cockpit and grab his things.

Gleason stopped beside Hatch. “Horses?”

Hatch pointed to the trees opposite the escape route
of the two women. Gleason started that direction and
Hatch followed, still rubbing his temple. The headache
was pulsing tiny bits of fire around his skull, and he felt
a little dizzy. Damn. He hoped he didn’t have a
concussion.

Inside the canopy of trees they untied the
Appaloosas, and both mounted, Gleason instructing
Hatch, “Find them. Bring them to camp. We need them
to take care of that damn baby.”

Who’s fault is that? Hatch thought.“You’re the one
who thought the age was six years, not 6 months.”

Gleason withdrew the rifle from the scabbard on the
saddle, and set it across his lap, reining his mount
around to face Hatch. “Do I need to remind you who’s in
charge, here?”

Yeah, yeah, I know you’re the boss, you dense
cretin. “Take it easy, Lenny. I was just pointing out a
hole in the plan.”

“I’m gonna point out a hole in your head in a
minute,” he said, his fingers tightening on the Browning
T-bolt.

Hatch looked down at the rifle and up at Gleason. If
I thought you were really going to try, I’d put a bullet
in your head. “These two may be more trouble than
they’re worth,” Hatch said, one thumb pressing the
space between his brows.

“Just do it. I’ll have Virgil come back and unload.”
Gleason reined his mount into the forest as Hatch rode
back across the airstrip after the women.

Patience, Hatched coached himself. It’s almost
over. Guiding the Appaloosa deeper into the forest,
Hatch took a breath, releasing the anger that was sure to
overwhelm his good sense. It was a temporary set-up.
Lenny was in charge. That much was true. The plan had
been his idea. But Lenny Gleason wasn’t exactly the
sharpest knife in the drawer. Lenny, with his powerplays, and his drugs. Hatch didn’t miss the irony of their
location. Cache La Poudre, which meant hide the
powder. Lenny had plenty of it hidden around here. And
a cache was also a place to hide something, or the thing
to be hidden, and there was definitely a lot of that going
on. They were hiding captives, and hiding themselves.
But at some point, a guy like Lenny would get them
caught. He made mistakes. He didn’t think things through
well enough, and he didn’t notice the details.

For instance, he had misunderstood the age of the
second kid. When they snatched them, expecting a 16
and 6 year old, they ended up with a teenager and a
baby. They hadn’t planned on having to care for an
infant. You couldn’t just serve them a plate of beans for
dinner. They had to have a bottle and formula. And
someone had to change diapers. I t is damn-well not
going to be me, who does the honors. I did not sign up
to be a nanny.

It was certainly not going to be Virgil who did it,
either. That numbskull brother of Lenny’s was a liability
Hatch didn’t need, but the man-child was like some
insipid sidekick. Lenny had to cart him along on every
job, even though he was dumber than a box of rocks. It
would not have been sarcasm to say that Lenny got the
brains in the family. What little brains there were,
certainly went to him, because Virgil was a ree-tard.

But after this job, Hatch was done with Lenny
Gleason and his imbecile brother, Virgil. He’d have
enough money to retire. He would be out of the lawless
lifestyle, still a free man, on a flight to Washington,
where he would then ride the ferry to Lummi Island. His
Uncle Harry, a lifelong fisherman, had died and left him
a small bungalow there. It was the least Harry could do,
since he was responsible for getting him on the wrong
side of the law to begin with. Lummi was part of the
San Juan islands, remote enough to be safe, and near
enough to Seattle and Vancouver to serve as the perfect
retirement village for an ex-con who wanted to be left
alone.

Just a few more days of tolerating Lenny and Virgil,
and he would finally have his life back.
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Virgil
From the back opening of his middle tent, Virgil
Gleason watched Lenny leave just before dawn, riding
the horse down the trail into the forest, with Hatch
following him. Supply run. Virgil hoped they brought
back some Spam. He wanted some meat. Virgil wasn’t
sure why Lenny liked Hatch better than his own brother.
Why Virgil had to stay behind and do women’s work.
He’d washed the dishes, skinned another rabbit, and tied
the trash up high in the trees, like Lenny said, so the
bears wouldn’t come after it. Virgil wanted to see a
bear, but he didn’t want to fight one.

He stole one of Hatch’s cigarettes and smoked it at
the edge of the trees, so Lenny wouldn’t smell it when
he got back. Virgil wasn’t as smart as Lenny, but he
knew enough to hide when he did something wrong. He
finished the smoke, and stomped it out, digging a tiny
grave in the dirt with his finger, and pushing the spent
cigarette inside, covering it up. From behind him, he
heard whimpering.

He wandered over to the crudely constructed cage
to study his prize. His prize, only because Lenny wasn’t
around. The prize looked at him and was scared, and he
liked that. He never seen fear in Lenny’s eyes, and
secretly Virgil wished he could see what a scared
Lenny looked like.

He reached between the wooden slats, and grabbed
a leg. The prize whimpered and moved away, and he
laughed. She was all of 16, blonde hair wet and stuck
around her dirty face, her makeup now dark circles
under her puffy red eyes. Girls wore makeup too young,
Virgil thought. They looked like sluts. They wanted to
be sluts. But tomorrow, the girl would be gone, and he
would miss his chance. As he studied her, he liked the
idea of making the slut beg him to stop.

Turning a key in the padlock, he reached inside the
cage and pulled the girl out, dragging her by the blonde
hair up the path to his tent, while she squealed like a
stuck piglet. He smiled. I will stick the piglet. He
would show her who the big man was, and put her back
in the cage, and Lenny wouldn’t even know. At least
he’d have some fun before Lenny gave her back to her
richer-than-God parents. That’s what Lenny called them.
Richer-than-God. Virgil didn’t know how rich God was,
but it must be pretty rich.

Shoving the girl into the tent, he unfastened his belt
and pulled his zipper down, watching her hug herself
against the bunk, her legs folded up under her, all
begging eyes and tears. “Don’t worry, girlie. Virgil
Gleason’s gonna teach you a couple things…”

He liked being the teacher. He didn’t get to do it
much.

He stepped toward her as she tried to make herself
smaller. Like a piglet.

{6} 

Danica
Creeping over to the plane, Rikki told Danica to
keep watch while she checked to make sure there was
nothing of use to them inside. Posted by the wing tip,
Danica surveyed the area. No sign of anyone.

Raising the sleeve of her shirt, Danica checked on
her injury. A large knot of red, inflamed skin rested
over the bone. She wasn’t sure if there was a fracture of
any kind, or not, but the condition of the skin made her
wonder.

Rikki poked her head out the door. “How is it?”
“I think it’s okay. Just sore.” Danica pulled her
sleeve back down. Trying to ignore the pain, she
considered their situation, and the forest perimeter at
the far side of the airstrip. The other man had
disappeared there with the cargo.

She watched her wife-to-be through the window,
rummaging in the plane, and thought about how close
they came to being killed. Rikki often said that she
wasn’t physically tough enough to defend herself like
Danica could, so she had to have a weapon. Danica
understood what Rikki’s father was trying to do, raising
her the way he did. Chuck Hudson loved his daughter
and wanted her to be safe. So did Danica. Rikki
embraced those teachings, and had quite a collection of
guns, and Danica always felt she could go to sleep at
night without worrying too much about feeling safe,
though she’d never say that out loud.

Danica also knew that Chuck was more than happy
to give Danica his blessing to marry Rikki. She asked
him after Chuck saw Danica compete in a martial arts
match. It was only a little manipulative, but Danica
knew Chuck wanted his daughter to be safe, and he
could see that Danica was capable of keeping her that
way. So Rikki’s father knew about the proposal before
Rikki did. Chuck even suggested the location for
popping the question: the shooting range.

Now, it looked like they wouldn’t make it to the
magistrate for the ceremony. No one knew where they
were, or even that anything was wrong. If Chuck knew,
he’d be the first one out here searching for them. But this
time, they were on their own. And she had to make good
on that promise to Chuck. Danica would do whatever
she had to, to keep Rikki safe, and get her home again.

Danica heard Rikki climbing out of the plane, and
turned around. She came toward her, holding a peanut
package in one hand and two wool blankets in the other.

“Anything?”
“Not much.” She handed Danica the packet of
peanuts. “The peanuts and the blankets.”

“That’s it?”

“Unless I can interest you in a speaklessly filthy
magazine or a cigar.”

“A cigar?” Danica asked forlornly.

“Dani—”

“Sorry. It just seems that every time I quit smoking,
something stressful happens and it makes me want a
cigarette. So maybe if I keep smoking the stressful crap
won’t happen.”

“That’s crap, all by itself, and you know it.” Rikki
continued, “We’ll have to find out where they went.
They must have a camp somewhere nearby.”

Danica opened the package of peanuts and poured
out a handful, handing the remaining ones to Rikki.
“Let’s get going then. I don’t like being out here in the
open.”

As they started toward the trees where the man with
the cart had gone, Danica swallowed the last of the nuts.
“Hey…don’t pilots file flight plans?”

“Yes, but maybe no one knew we were on that
plane.” Rikki tossed a few peanuts in her mouth,
crunching, wiping excess salt on her jeans. “He can
return to wherever he’s supposed to and no one would
know about us.”

So much for that bright idea, Danica thought.
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Lenny
The tent flap slapped aside, and Lenny Gleason’s
bulk filled the opening. Seeing Virgil straddling the girl,
struggling to hold her down, he took a few steps and
delivered a swift kick to the man’s ribs.

Breath gone, Virgil scrambled to his feet and moved
away from the girl. “Lenny, I was just—”

“I know what you were doing, you stupid fuck. What
did I tell you? Never damage the merchandise unless I
tell you to. This ain’t about your dick, Virgil. It’s about
money. We don’t get any unless we deliver her back
safe and sound, got it?”

“Yeah, yeah…” Virgil sighed.

“Now tuck your sausage back in, and take her back
to the cage.”

Virgil looked at the girl as if she was a deluxe
cheeseburger after his three-day fast.

“Now!” Gleason shouted.

Virgil put himself together, and grabbed the
whimpering girl, hauling her roughly out of the tent.

“Stupid fuck,” Gleason muttered. Lenny snapped a
ten round magazine into the well of his M-16, and
smacked the bolt release with the heel of his hand,
moving a round into the chamber. He was a man who
liked to be in control at all times, and there was no
better way to maintain control than with a 5.56
millimeter bullet. Although, a knife often did the trick
just fine.
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Rikki
The rain didn’t begin with a flirty sprinkle, but came
crashing out of the ebon clouds in a burst of fat droplets
that slapped against the tree leaves and peppered the
already-sodden ground.

Still searching for the camp, darkness had crept in,
slowing their progress. They sought shelter beneath a
cluster of Aspens, half the rain still finding them as they
waited for it to ease. Their leather jackets kept them
mostly dry, but their heads were getting soaked.

Rikki watched the ground drink up the water from
beneath the meager shelter. She twisted the gold infinity
band on her left hand. The one matching Danica’s that
they had bought as engagement rings. They wouldn’t be
getting married anytime soon. And maybe not at all, if
they didn’t find a way out of this mess. They were far
from civilization, and without many options.

Rikki thought about those people back home who
might miss them. Her father, and Danica’s mother. Both
of them had lost a parent when they were young, and it
was part of what bonded them. As for friends, none of
their friends expected to hear from them for two weeks.
Even if one of those people suspected something was
wrong, they wouldn’t know who to call. A police search
would have no beginning point other than the Glenwood
Springs airport. No one was around to witness their
invitation from Gleason. For all intents and purposes,
she and Danica were ghosts.

Both 27, they had grown up together as
neighborhood playmates in Glenwood Springs,
Colorado. Inseparable throughout childhood, maturity
revealed the romance waiting for them, after Rikki
finally realized that she could indeed have those kinds
of feelings for someone of the same gender. Once she
figured that out, it was on. There was no one else.
Danica was the only one she could see herself sharing a
life and home with.

To that end, they’d bought a small fixer-upper
outside Glenwood Springs. Danica had been doing well
at the landscaping company, and enjoyed bringing her
work home with her. She loved working in the yard and
garden.

Taking her lover’s cold hand, Rikki thought about
how Danica had been her friend for so long; in and out
of semi-serious relationships, Danica always kept
herself available to Rikki, somehow.

Danica had waited patiently, if not longingly, until
as Rikki was finally aware of her—the best friend, the
tomboy-next-door; suddenly awakened to the fact that
she had loved Danica all along; she had been searching
for something she could have found in Dani from the
beginning. Sometimes it’s right there in front of you.

All along, Rikki hoped for that special person who
would take away her fear of marriage and lifetime
commitments. It had been easy to hide behind the gaymarriage issue. No commitments possible, because they
weren’t legal. But now, in many places, it was legal for
same-sex couples to marry. That’s what this trip was
supposed to be about. Going to Canada to tie the knot.
Make it official. When had Rikki stopped being afraid?

Danica had always been protective of her—like the
time in their childhood when the swarm of hornets had
been angered by the squirt-gun of a neighbor boy, and
had come after her in an angry buzz; Danica had
shielded her and let herself be stung horribly in the face.
Almost sightless, Dani had taken the time to chase the
boy, punch him in the nose, and take Rikki home before
allowing her mother to drive her to the emergency
room…so protective of her. But it took years for those
events to gel and take away her fear.

Regardless, she was afraid now, for entirely
different reasons. Who would have imagined that the
anticipated bliss would turn into this nightmare?
Stranded in the Colorado wilderness amid men with
guns and a shady agenda. Dani had again saved her,
using her martial arts skills to allow them to escape.
Rikki would have to do her part now, use the good
sense and intelligence she possessed to figure a way out
of this. She couldn’t always expect Danica to do
everything. This was supposed to be a partnership.

Now, with no sign of the rain letting up any time
soon, Rikki snuggled close to Danica, shivering.
Another memory unfurled. She recalled the unpleasant
episode a few years ago at a party. She had been on the
back deck of the bar, waiting for Danica to join her with
drinks. That awful young man had approached her, his
dingy brown eyes menacing. She had immediately
become wary of his every move.

He had stepped closer to her, suggesting they get to
know one another, and Rikki had moved away only to
pin herself against the railing, his large, bulky frame
blocking her escape.

She could smell the liquor on his breath. Before she
had regained her composure from his lewd proposals,
he had crushed her against him, holding her prisoner
with huge, log-like arms.

She had struggled desperately, soon discovering she
was very much at his mercy, her mind screaming for
Danica to come rescue her from this horrible man.
Danica had not let her down.

“Take your filthy hands off her,” Danica had said,
an ominous edge in her voice. The burly plebian had
turned, a meaty hand still clutching Rikki’s wrist in a
viselike grip. He had only smiled, as if discovering new
possibilities to a game often played. “Maybe I could get
just about 15 minutes—” he said to Danica, a sinister
grin on his lips.

“You get zero, jackass. Let her go.”
Rikki had trembled at the barely-contained anger in
Danica’s eyes, wondering what she planned to do
besides get herself hurt. Rikki could have solved the
problem on her own, if only she could cart a gun
around. But it wasn’t feasible to be armed at all times.
So she let Danica help her.

The burly young man had not moved a muscle,
obviously interested in finding a way to include Danica
in his game. Rikki had felt his massive arm pull her
roughly against his side in a show of defiance.

Danica had stepped forward, a new glimmer of
emotion in her eyes, very close to rage, she thought.
When the man lifted a hand to push Danica away, Dani
had simply folded the guy’s finger between two of her
own, and squeezed. The guy loosened his grip on Rikki
in surprise, and Danica pressed the thumb of her other
hand into the pressure-point of the man’s shoulder,
causing him to fall to one knee.

Rikki wiggled away to stand behind Danica. “You
get within twenty feet of her again, I’ll make you cry like
a baby,” Danica had growled.

Danica released her grip on his finger and backed
away as the man got to his feet again.

A crowd had gathered, and the young man’s face
flushed red. He took a step back, and then suddenly
swung a huge fist at Danica. She leaned away, pushing
the man’s arm to the side, and drove her foot into the
man’s knee, sliding it down to stomp his foot.

The big man fell to the deck, holding his leg. “You
bitch!” he shouted.

“Don’t make me tell you again,” Danica said softly.
She turned and led Rikki away, and when she looked
back, the big man was scowling, still sitting on the
deck, the other party-goers watching with a mixture of
satisfaction and surprise.

A falling pine cone brought Rikki’s attention back.
She snuggled closer to Dani under the trees, swiping at
the drizzle of rain down the side of her face. Coyotes
howled from the hills. Why didn’t people like Gleason
get eaten by coyotes? Rikki chastised herself for the
ripple of satisfaction that fluttered through her at the
thought of such poetic justice. Nothing like being eaten
by your own kind.

Rikki looked over at Danica, who had closed her
eyes. She let her enjoy the micro-nap. It might be a
while before either of them could rest easy.

Danica opened her eyes, and leaned back to study
Rikki. “What have you been thinking about, Rik?”

Her eyebrows dipped down.

“By your expression, I’d say it was not good.”

“Sorta yes, sorta no. A little bit of everything.
Mostly about you, and how you’re always protecting
me.”

Danica pulled her closer. “That bothers you?”

“No. It’s nice to have someone who cares that
much.”

Danica put her arm around Rikki. “I’ll always be
there for you, Rik…me Tarzan, you Jane—”

Without missing a beat, she added, “I wanna be
Tarzan this time,” and smiled.
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Virgil
Virgil circled the perimeter of the camp and crept
into the back door of the third tent.

There she was.

If Lenny wouldn’t let him have the young girl, he’d
take his prize with this one. It was her job, anyway.
Only Lenny acted like she belonged to him, and Virgil
didn’t think that was fair.

Shuffling over to the corner where the woman was
shackled to a tree at the edge of the tent, Virgil grabbed
the baby basket and slid it out of the way. The brat
started caterwauling, but he stopped listening.

He grabbed a fistful of the woman’s hair and bent
her head back. She got all stiff and her eyes rolled over
him like a carp in water. He pushed her over. “Be a
dog,” he said. She frowned at him, like she didn’t know
what he wanted. “Be a dog!” he said again, shoving her
onto her hands and knees.

She remained in that position, as he kneeled behind
her. He pushed up her skirt and got her panties out of the
way, so he could take care of his boner.

After a while, he heard Lenny calling him. Fuck. He
wasn’t even done, yet. He pulled out, and stood up. With
his boot, he knocked the woman down to her side,
jerked his pants up quickly, and stepped out the back.

Gathering a few sticks of wood, he started back
around toward the fire. Lenny would think he was
gathering wood. Virgil Gleason could be clever. Even
if Lenny didn’t think so.

By the fire, Lenny was pouring fresh-brewed coffee
from the tin pot.

“Hey, Lenny,” he said. “Where’s Hatch?” Virgil
glanced at the big tent.

“Don’t worry about it. Go hitch up the horse with
the cart and unload the plane.”

Virgil wanted coffee too, but knew better. He had to
take orders from Lenny. Lenny was the boss.

Virgil moved off toward the horses.

After Virgil unloaded all the supplies from the
plane, he squatted by the rabbit cage, petting one of the
furry varmints. He had it on the end of his catch pole.
As the rabbit wiggled in the noose at the end of the
stick, Virgil smiled, and stroked its soft fur. He wished
he had a pillow made of rabbit. And then he wondered
if you could fuck one.

A boot came down on the rabbit, trapping its head
on the ground. Virgil looked up at Lenny, as the rabbit
struggled under his brother’s foot. Lenny leaned down
and stuck a knife into the rabbit’s stomach. The rabbit
squealed and then was still as Lenny turned the knife.

Then Lenny wiped the knife blade on Virgil’s shirt.
It was his last clean shirt.

Lenny said, “That’s my dinner. Get to it.”

Virgil watched Lenny walk away, and he looked
down at the dead rabbit. He picked it up by its hind legs
and took out his hunting knife.

He was glad he didn’t have to kill another one for
Hatch. Hatch liked beef stew and ravioli from a can,
and Virgil liked that too, plus beans. Beans and white
bread. The bread they brought back from the supply run
didn’t get molded before they could eat it. So it was
okay. And Vienna sausages. Virgil liked those. Even
though they looked like baby dicks.
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Lenny

In the third tent, Lenny zipped up his pants and
crossed to the table.

The woman sat chained in the corner, her hands on
the floor, watching him nervously. “Lenny…” she
began, cautious. “Have you got any stuff? I really…it’s
been—”

“Shut up.” Lenny reached inside his shirt pocket and
pulled out a small leather case. He crossed to the table
and removed the contents: a small mirror, a razor blade,
a small brown bottle, and a short straw.

She licked her chapped lips. “Oh, Lenny, please. I
need some more—”

“What are you, Oliver Twist? Shut the fuck up!” He
threw an empty tin cup at her, then bent to tap the white
powder from the bottle onto the mirror, using the razor
to dice the snowy peaks into fine lines. “You think you
earned extra?”

“I tried, Lenny, please—”

It was so close; almost within reach, and he could
see the lust for it was building inside her.

“I did everything you asked…”

It wasn’t hard to find a willing participant in his
carnal desires. You just had to drive to any street corner
in the poor parts of town, and offer money to the women
trolling the curb with their short skirts and gaudy
makeup. All he had to do to get Marie in his car, was
dangle a tiny baggy of white powder. He had the good
stuff, and she probably never got to have that, her usual
fare being crack rocks or meth.

Marie tried to collect herself. Her blouse was
ripped apart at the front, her panties had been torn off
her as well, and discarded. He watched her touching the
bruises at her thighs. Her lips were probably numb from
having cocaine in her mouth along with him. Marie
reached up and rubbed it into her gums more thoroughly,
new tears falling down her cheeks. And still, he knew
she’d want more of the drug. And he would let her earn
it again. Same song, different verse. She chose her life,
and he chose his.

Lenny considered the chocolate-skinned Marie with
an emotionless stare. He leaned over the table and
snorted the remainder of the cocaine, put the kit away
and went over to her, grabbing her hair and forcing her
head back. “Had to work hard for this one, didn’t you?
Had to put your mouth on me, just to get that great snow
off, huh, girl?” His cold laughter bounced back from the
sides of the tent. “You got two kinds of White Heaven at
once, didn’t you, Marie?” She shivered and he shook his
head, released her to crumple to the ground like a rag
doll.

He lit a cigar, drawing deeply on it and feeling
refreshed after being serviced, and then giving the good
stuff to her. Marie quelled his lust somewhat, but he
would not rest until he had the new one. Rikki. “You
need practice. I may have to give you a few more
rehearsals before you get it right.” He dropped into a
chair and poured whiskey in a tin cup, downing half of
it in one gulp.

Marie’s face went dark. “Is that what you sent your
brother in here, for? Practice?”

Lenny felt his salacious grin contort into a grimace.
“The fuck are you talkin’ about?”

“Your brother gets what he wants and he doesn’t
give me anything in return. Doesn’t seem fair
somehow…”

He stood up and the chair fell over. “My brother?”

She dragged the blanket over and struggled it around
her, the shackles in the way. “He was in here warming
me up just before you came in for your sloppy seconds.”

Lenny felt his face get hot.

“Now can I have a drink please?” Marie said softly.
“I’m so thirsty…”

He stepped closer to her and threw the whiskey in
her face before stomping out of the tent.

Outside, Lenny chewed on his cigar, as he made his
way back to his own tent. Virgil wasn’t at the fire, but
the rabbit was roasting on the spit over the flames. He
found his brother in his tent, where most of the supplies
were kept. Lenny had to keep an eye on things around
here.

Sitting down at the small table, Lenny watched his
fucktard brother Virgil gathering a can of stew, Vienna
Sausages and black-eyed peas from the box in the
corner.

“How long on that rabbit, Virgil?” Lenny moved the
whiskey bottle around in a circle on the table, as if
winding up some gadget he was going to use later for
harm.

“You know how long it takes to roast a rabbit,
Lenny. Be patient.” Virgil gave him that possum-smile.

Lenny peered up at Virgil from under thick lids and
took a drink of whiskey from the bottle that was always
on his table. “I’m not a patient man. I don’t have to be,
do I, Virgil?”

Virgil shook his head, and kept digging in the box.

“I hear you had a real good time while I was gone,
Virgil.” He released a stream of blue smoke from the
stogie. “Marie ain’t half bad, is she?”

When his brother turned to look at him, stunned,
Lenny gave him a brotherly smile.

“Oh…yeah, she’s…she ain’t bad….”

“So you been fuckin’ her all along, or just today?”

Virgil froze, eyes wide, turned on his haunches. “I
thought…I was just…today was just, you know, I had a
boner and you wouldn’t let me have the girl, and—”

Virgil’s words were interrupted sharply by the
whiskey bottle slammed and shattered against the table.
The liquid seeped into the dent in the metal surface, and
dripped off the edge into the floor. Lenny stood, the
jagged remains of the bottle still in his hands, a bit of
blood beginning to trickle down his fingers. “You
fucked my prize, Virgil? You took what was mine?”

Virgil’s eyes went to the broken bottle in Lenny’s
beefy hand, and then back to his face, pleading,
“Lenny…take it easy, man…she—she wanted it…ya
know?”

Lenny chomped down on the cigar, and growled
through clenched teeth, “Get over here.”

“Lenny, I—”

“I said get over here!”

Virgil shuffled over, without hurrying, twisting his
fingers. He stood next to the table.

“Put your hand on the table.”

“Lenny—”

Lenny lowered his tone, ominously. “I’m not gonna
tell you again.”

A shaking hand hovered over the table top.

“Put it down on the table.”

Palm met the cool metal.

Taking a long draw on the cigar, the end brightened
to a glowing red. In one hand, Lenny held the broken
bottle, with the other, Lenny took the cigar from his
mouth. “You move your hand, and I’ll cut you open like
a catfish.” He looked up to make sure Virgil understood,
and the man nodded, swallowing something that
appeared to have corners on it.

“What did you do wrong, Virgil?”

“Lenny…there’s other women. As many as you
want. I don’t ever get none. I didn’t mean to be takin’
what’s yours, Lenny…I swear…”

Lenny jammed the lit end of the cigar into the skin at
the back of Virgil’s hand, the scent of burning flesh
filling his nose.

A quick intake of breath, and a garbled cry erupted
from Virgil’s throat, and he jerked his hand away. Lenny
grabbed his wrist and forced his hand back down on the
table. “It’s all mine, don’t you get it, dickhead? You get
nothin’ except what I say you can!”

“Lenny, please—” he whined.

Quick as a snakebite, Lenny sliced Virgil’s forearm
with the remaining broken bottle in his hand, and Virgil
yelped like a kicked puppy. Lenny liked the charge it
gave him in his chest.

Lenny jumped up, knocking over the table, and was
suddenly upon him, grabbing Virgil’s shirt at the front.

Virgil trembled while he looked into Lenny’s
hardened gaze. Virgil’s eyes rolled down to the blood
on Lenny’s hand from the broken bottle.

“I ask you again. What did you do wrong?”

“I took what was yours, Lenny! I took what was
yours!”

Releasing him, Lenny dropped the broken bottle on
the floor. “Now put the table back up where it goes.”

Virgil grabbed the table and righted it, scooting it
close to Lenny’s chair, leaving a bloody fingerprint.
Lenny took another drag on his cigar, as Virgil held his
palm over the deep cut, a grimace of fear and pain on
his face, as blood oozed from between his fingers, the
circle of burnt flesh on his hand angry and swollen.

“I’m in charge of the women,” Lenny said. He
looked down at Virgil’s crotch. “I should make one out
of you.” He shoved Virgil back, and his brother fell
over the box of canned goods, scattering them all over
the floor.

“Now clean this mess up and get my food cooked,
and if it’s not perfect, I’m gonna cut your dick off!”
Virgil gathered the cans, dropped one, picked it
back up, and left the tent with blood dripping from his
arm.
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Rikki
Atop the wool blanket, with the other covering
them, she turned to her side, studying Dani’s tanned,
lean, moonlit features as she slept. Such a striking
woman. Why had she never noticed that in all the years
they had grown up together? Lazy, adventurous days
playing games, cowboys and Indians, Tarzan and Jane
—that had been their favorite: Tarzan and Jane. Every
Saturday afternoon, found them glued to the TV, when
Tarzan reruns came on. They even built a jungle tree
house in the woods near her backyard, and learned to
swing through the trees on ropes they imagined as vines.
Once, they switched roles, when Rikki wanted to be
Tarzan. She had tried to pick the much bigger Danica up
and whisk her away in her arms (saving her from the
band of marauding pygmies) but they wound up falling
in a heap on the ground, giggling hysterically.

In the cloying darkness of the forest, sleep curled its
nocturnal fingers around Rikki’s brain, and she drifted,
finally, a smile pulling at the corners of her mouth.

At some point, the easing rain drew her out of
slumber. Did she hear something?

A thick hand clamped over her mouth, and she was
wrenched up from the ground in the strong grasp.

Hatch.

“Be quiet, or I’ll kill your girlfriend,” the measured
tone said into her ear.

Immediately, she stopped struggling, as he covered
her eyes with a blindfold, taped her wrists together in
front of her, and lifted her astraddle a horse. She felt
him swing on behind her and they were moving, Rikki
aware of the even gate of the animal, as they moved
through the forest.

Where was Dani?

Hatch was silent, his arms clamped around hers, as
he guided the animal, the horse’s hooves a slight
mashing sound in the soft ground. She heard the
squeaking behind them, and realized the horse was
pulling the cart. The cart that probably has Danica
lying in it. She knew he’d probably knocked her
unconscious before even waking Rikki. That was the
sound that woke her. But not soon enough to do anything
about it. And he had, of course, taken the Glock.

Eventually, they stopped, and he hauled her off the
horse.

Soon, he removed the blindfold, and they were
under a cloister of trees, where he shoved her into a
wooden crate suitable for a large dog, but not much
more. It seemed well-constructed enough that she would
have a hard time breaking out of it. The cart was
nowhere in sight. She wondered if Danica was going to
be in another cage somewhere. The prickling fear that
Danica might be hurt, or worse, was too terrible to
imagine, so Rikki pushed the thought away.

With her bound hands, she hugged the door of the
cage, which Hatch was putting a chain through. “Would
it be bold of me to ask what the holy hell is going on?”

He ignored her, just tossing her a bored half-smile.

“Where’s my girlfriend?”

More silence as he attached a padlock to the chain.

“Do you speak English?” she asked.

Irritated now, he regarded her. “Will you please
shut up?”

“What did you do to her?”

“She’s fine,” he said.

“What are you planning to do with us?”

“We’re going to need a babysitter,” he said.
“What for?”

He grinned. “A baby.”

“You have a baby out here?”

“Yep. And you’ll be taking care of it for a day or
two. Just cooperate and it will all be over soon.” Hatch
cupped his hands around the end of a cigarette and lit it.

As he walked away, she asked, “What will you do
with us after that?”

He didn’t answer, just kept walking, the smoke
trailing out of his mouth as he went.

His silence made her uneasy. Maybe he’d just let
them go after that. Or maybe that was just wishful
thinking on her part. Hatch wasn’t in charge, Gleason
was. That much was obvious by the events at the plane
when they escaped. She sighed, and leaned against the
slats of the crate. She wanted to see Danica. Needed to
know if she was okay.

Twisting, she reached out to pull on the padlock. It
was secure.

Her feet were nearly numb with cold, and she
wished she had her gloves. Those were in the carry-on
bags. And the bags were here at this camp somewhere.
If she could get out of this cage, she could find them,
And some other things they’d need.

The moon was being kind, tonight, providing just
enough light to see by. Searching the ground around the
cage, she saw a few rocks. Spying one that looked like
it might have a sharp edge, she reached through the slats
of the cage, straining to get her fingers around it, but it
was just out of reach.

Opting for the approach that Danica would have
tried first, she leaned back on her butt and kicked at the
door. After five or six hard kicks, she realized it was
not going to be a solution. Each strike sent needles of
pain through her cold-bitten foot.

Thinking for a moment, she took a mental inventory.
They had taken everything from them. Her kangaroo
pouch was gone. Not that a driver’s license would help.
She couldn’t jimmy the lock with that, like she could a
regular door. But whatever she did to get out, they’d be
able to ID the person who was in here, she told herself
insipidly. The weather is numbing my brain, now.

She had no tools. Only the clothes she was wearing.
Clothes. Pulling her shirt up with her bound hands, she
lifted her bra up, and bit into the seam at the bottom of
one cup until it tore, and then worked the underwire out.
First, she used her teeth to grab the end of the duct tape
around her wrists, and pulled until she got her hands
free. Then, she grabbed the padlock, working the wire
into the hole—jiggling, turning, pushing—but it was just
not shaped properly to release the tumblers. And after
all that lock-picking practice.

Turning back to the rear of the crate, she reached
through the slats again, with the wire, and pawed at the
rock she’d seen. Still not close enough.

Sitting back to think about it for a moment, she then
poked the end of the underwire into her sneaker, and
shoved her leg through the slats, the wood scraping her
leg. After a few awkward minutes of pawing with her
leg, the underwire hanging from the sneaker, she got the
rock close enough to grasp.

Using the sharpest side of the stone, she began to
saw at one of the slats. After a few minutes of that, it
was clear she would not be able to break through even
one slat before, say, next Tuesday.

Sighing, she dropped the rock. 

She was trapped. And that’s all there was to it. 
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Virgil
Virgil fiddled with the crude bandage he’d made for
his arm, and watched from the campfire as Hatch
brought her into the clearing. Hatch was on the
Appaloosa, pulling the second cart. A dark-haired
woman rode in front of him, blindfolded, and hands
tied. Virgil then noticed another woman in the cart. She
was bigger, and not moving.

Did Lenny get more women for ransom? Virgil was
excited by the idea. He would have plenty to choose
from. Maybe one for himself, that Lenny would let him
have. He touched the painful part of his arm through the
bandage, and eyed the circular burn on his hand.

The blindfolded woman pulled away from Hatch
more than once, but he managed to control her. Virgil
hadn’t seen a woman this hot except in magazines, or on
television…this one was a real prize. The bigger woman
with her was pretty, too, but the thin one sent his hand
down to touch himself. Lenny would probably want her
for himself, so Virgil was okay with having the other
one. If that’s what his brother said was okay.

He saw Hatch put the little one in the east cage, and
come back to haul the big one out of the cart and dump
her in the south cage. Virgil decided he would have that
little one. The one in the east cage. She was the
prettiest. And she wouldn’t be able to fight him off like
the bigger one might. He didn’t want to work too hard
for what he wanted. He’d just have to be careful to wait
until Lenny was in the plane. He couldn’t be mad,
couldn’t hurt him, if he was flying around in the sky like
a bird.

Or maybe it would work if he waited until Lenny
had Marie again, and some whiskey, and then went to
sleep. After Lenny and Hatch went to sleep, he’d get her
from the cage and take her into the third tent…no,
maybe the forest. Lenny had caught him last time in the
tent with the girl. But there were two more women,
now. Plus Marie. How many women did Lenny need for
himself? One of them had to be for him.

The ache in his groin began to grow and he flashed
on an image of himself between her thighs. Wait...he
told himself. Lenny would go to sleep, and then he
could have her. Wait.
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Hatch
Hatch palmed the flap back and entered the tent
where Lenny sat, looking grizzled and rode hard. “Got
your two little wood nymphs in cages.”

Lenny’s face brightened. “You don’t say?”
Hatch nodded, sitting down at the table.

“Good work, Hatch.” Lenny slid the whiskey bottle

over to him.
Hatch noticed the gauze bandage on his hand, as he
pulled it away. “What happened there?” Hatch
nonchalantly poured whiskey in a tin cup for himself.

“Cut it on a broken bottle.”
Carefully, he added, “Saw Virgil cooking dinner.
What happened to his arm? It’s bleeding, too. You two
throwing bottles at each other?”

“Something like that.”

“Looks like you won.”

Lenny gave a humorless grin. “I always do.”
Hatch could see that Lenny was coming down from

one of his coke-parties with the prostitute. “Tell me
something, Lenny…” 

Lenny grunted.
Evenly, Hatch asked, “Why is it that Virgil gets a
tent all by himself?”

“Because my imbecile brother drives me bat-shit.”
He downed another shot of whiskey. “And he jerks off
every night. And he’s not discreet about it, either.”

“Sorry I asked,” Hatch said.

“I’m sorry you did, too.”

Lenny pulled a cigar out of his pocket and offered it
to Hatch. It was the closest thing to generosity anyone
would ever get from Lenny Gleason. Offering you
whiskey and a cigar was the extent of his friendship.
Gleason was after his own satisfaction, and as long as
you didn’t get in the way, you were his pal. Hatch lit the
cigar, and nodded his appreciation.

“So when are we making the exchange for the
baby?” Hatch puffed the cigar and moistened the smoke
on his tongue with a drink of whiskey.

“In a couple days. I want them to stew for a while,
so they’ll be more than ready to hand over the rest of the
cash.”

“And then we’re done, right?”

“I am, I don’t know about you. That money will get
me set up somewhere.”

Noteworthy, that Lenny said me. Get me set up. He
played along. “Me too. I’m due for a vacation. Gonna
just sit on a beach somewhere and do fuck-all.”

Lenny grinned. “Sounds like paradise.”

Anywhere away from you would be paradise, Hatch
thought.
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Rikki
Her thoughts churned about Danica. Hopefully she
was no worse off than Rikki. She could not bear to think
of anything else going on. Hunger clawed at her gut, and
she felt so weary. Just a nap. A small sleep. Enough to
regain some strength, and then maybe she could figure
out what to do. She drifted out of awareness as renewed
rain pattered on top of the cage, creating rivulets of
grime to course down her cheeks. What she wouldn’t
give for that sofa at the cabin in Nova Scotia, a glass of
wine, crackling flames in the fireplace, and Dani’s arms
around her. And a steak. A huge T-bone with garlic
mashed potatoes, and black-eyed peas. With garlic
bread.

Rikki moved her dry tongue around in her mouth,
and swallowed, licking her lips and rubbing them dry
again with the back of her hand. Thinking of food right
now was probably not wise. It was just a form of selftorture.

She sniffed and wrapped her arms around her
drawn-up legs. A blanket would be nice right about
now.

At some point she dozed off, and woke suddenly,
hearing a snapping sound. Straining her sleepy eyes into
the darkness, she made out a moving shadow. Another
snap sound. A foot on a fallen branch, perhaps.
Someone was here. Turning to peer through the slats of
the cage, a surge of adrenaline infused her.

He squatted in front of the cage door and looked her
over, as if she was a guinea pig he’d just had given to
him, fresh from the pet store. She didn’t like his eyes.
They looked hungry, but not for food. And his ears were
too big, poking out from the side of his head, his brow
too pronounced, his eyebrows too bushy. She was being
inspected by a Neanderthal.

“Purty….” he cooed, immediately revealing his
level of intelligence.

Oh this is not good.

He pulled a whiskey bottle out of his coat pocket
and took a slug of it, still looking at her as he licked his
chapped, cracked lips. Replacing the bottle, he drew
out a ring of keys, and shoved one in the lock, jiggled it,
then tried another, to no avail.

From the tent farthest from her, she heard what
sounded like a baby crying. Hatch wasn’t kidding. What
the hell is a baby doing out here? Did he really mean it
when he said they needed a babysitter? Watching the
dufus still searching for the right key, she said, “I’m
thirsty…maybe we could share that whiskey?” She
preferred water, but you had to work with what you
had.

He frowned in at her for a moment, and there
certainly something not quite. He wasn’t all-there.
Finally, he looked around behind him, sniffed once, and
retrieved the bottle, thrusting it through the slats at her.
She took a drink, wincing at the strength of it. Rikki
glanced at the label. Jim Beam. She’d had her party
days, for sure. Though her heavy drinking days were
long over. Still, if she could just keep her wits about
her…

“We’re gonna have some fun…” he said, sounding
every bit the idiot-savant. Except she suspected there
was no savantism to be had, here. Probably, he was just
an idiot.

Grinning at him, she tried, “I like your whiskey.”

He smiled. Not the smile of a knowing, selfpossessed man, but the smile of a man with few brain
cells to rub together.

“Let’s get drunk…” she said, smiling again at him
like she had a secret only liquor would reveal.
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Danica
When Danica finally dozed off, knees drawn up, her
head propped on her arms, she dreamt of Rikki, fleeing
through the forest, a fierce and hungry cougar pursuing
her as she stumbled through the vines and foliage, her
beautiful skin a mass of scratches and lacerations from
the cruel branches and thorns growing freely on the
damp fertile ground. Rikki called her name—Dani!
Dani! —panic-stricken that the big cat is getting closer
and closer-
She jerked her head up, instantly wide awake, tears
trailing from the corners of her eyes. She smoothed the
palm of her hand over her cheeks, and pushed her
fingers through her hair, flinching at the tender bump
near her temple. Almost the whole side of her head was
swollen, and she had a headache that felt like someone
had jammed a branding iron into her scalp.

Then she recalled being asleep next to Rikki,
waking, and only seeing the butt of a rifle coming
toward her in the muted moonlight.

She’d been knocked out cold. Probably wise, since
they knew she could do some damage in a fight.

Danica sat up, her head bumping the top of the small
cage she was in. What the fuck? Rikki was nowhere to
be seen. She tried to slow her breathing. Oh no. No, no,
no…they found us. Where had they taken Rikki? If
something happened to her, Chuck Hudson would never
forgive her. She could never forgive herself.

Danica rose to her knees, as far as the ceiling of the
cage would allow, wrapped her fingers around the thick
slats of her prison under the shelter of pines behind a
tent. She recalled how roughly they had grabbed her,
before the lights went out.

She leaned back on her butt and kicked at the cage
door with both feet. What the hell was this thing made
of? Titanium? A chain was draped through the slats,
holding them together, and padlocked. She reached
through and yanked at it, but it was locked securely.
Fuck me. She might just be in a situation she could not
get out of. She had a tragic fantasy of her mother in
tears, lamenting the loss of her only daughter.

Beyond the cage in front of her was a tent, a glow
from inside making it seem like the fabric was made of
neon. Behind and to either side of the cage, was the
darkling woods.

It was all too easy to imagine the awful fate that
could have befallen Rikki. More tragic fantasies
erupted in her mind and she pushed them away, a sick
twisting in her gut forcing the moisture from her eyes.
She wiped at the tears. If they hurt her…I’ll kill them…

The sharp sound of a stick rapping against a tree
interrupted her churnings of premature vengeance, and
she turned toward the forest from where the noise had
come. Searching the dim coverage of spruce and pine
behind her cage, Danica saw nothing.

“Dani!” came the stage whisper.

“Rikki?”

Danica couldn’t see her, but she was there, and she
wasn’t dreaming again.

“You okay?” came the whisper again.

She smiled, and shook her head, incredulous.
“Doing better all the time. Where are you?”

Rikki stepped from behind a gnarled tree trunk.
“Here.” When she moved back behind the tree, she
stumbled and fell, but pulled herself back up into a
crouch, whispering, “Where’s the guard?”

She sounded funny…Danica cast her eyes around.
“He’s gone, I guess. Must have left while I was out.”

Rikki stepped forward. “I swear, Dan’ca. You c’
sleep through anything.”

“I had a bad dream about you,” came a defensive
answer. “I was so afraid they’d hurt you…”

Rikki squatted by the door of the cage. “That’s s’pos
to make me feel bedder?”

Danica squinted at her girlfriend.

“Are you locked in here, too?” An inadvertent
giggle tickled Rikki’s throat.

“What’s wrong with you?”

Rikki leaned close to the cage and they kissed
between the slats, lightly. Danica caught a whiff of her
breath. “Holy crap, you smell like a brewery…”

“I help’ the nitwit guard drink ‘is whiskey, and
whenne pass’ out, I escape.”

“You hate whiskey.”

She put her hand over her heart and said with a thick
accent: “This I do for my country—”

She was drunk. Danica shook her head again, a
crooked grin pulling at her lips. “How about just doing
it for your partner, Wonder Woman?”

“Careful,” she warned. “I might leave you here.”
She grabbed the padlock and fumbled in her pocket.

Danica grunted. “Now what? I don’t suppose you
have the keys to this one?”

Rikki smiled demurely, if not a bit drunkenly, and
pulled them from her pocket, holding them aloft in the
moonlight.

Danica watched her lover go through nearly all of
the assorted keys on the ring, moving slowly from the
effects of the alcohol, and having some difficulty
focusing, and falling to a sitting position during the
process. Thankfully, she found the one that fit the lock,
and soon they were scurrying into the forest.

They paused, crouching behind rain-dappled
shrubbery. “You never cease to amaze me, Rikki.”

“I’m amazin’ myself a little, too. I di’n’t know I was
cap’ble of such things.”

“I was hopeful that your ability to hold vast amounts
of liquor would come in handy…”

“You’re jus’ mad you could never get me drunk an’
take adva’age.”

“Busted,” Danica confessed with a smile.

They kissed, the aroma and taste of whiskey strong
on Rikki’s tongue, and after a moment, Danica broke the
kiss to study Rikki. “You know what occurred to me?”
she asked.

“How much you love me?”

“No—”

“You don’t love me?” Rikki feigned a wound.
“Rik, listen—”

“Sorry.”

“It occurred to me that we could sneak back into that
camp and get our stuff, and other things we need, like a
map, and then head toward the river I saw when we
were flying in. There are bound to be some rafting
expeditions there and maybe we could flag one of them
down. Get some help out of here.”

Rikki sat back on her haunches. “I don’ think I can
sneak anywho without fallin’ down.”

“Then I’ll go do it and you can wait here.”

“No. What if you…what if you get caught?”

Had this been any other situation, Danica might have
been entertained by the sight of her beloved drunker
than a skunk. “We at least need a weapon and some
water, right?”

“Yeah…” She fell back on her behind, one hand
going awkwardly back to steady herself.

“And you’re right, you’re too drunk to pull it off.”

She settled back against the nearby tree. “There’s
something s’picious going on here.”

Danica joined her against the white, speckled trunk.
“I know, Rik. They’re doing something illegal, but I
don’t know what.”

“I was in a cage, too…”

“I gathered that.”

Rikki swallowed dryly. “I heard something.”
“What?”

“From one ‘a the tents. There’s a baby.”

“For real?”

“I thought Gleason was using a euph’msm when he
said he needed babysidders…but ‘parrently he was
bein’ lit’ral.

Danica stared at Rikki. “How drunk are you?”

“No, I heard it. An’ that other guy, Hatch…he said
there wassa baby.”

“Wow. You need to sleep it off.”

“You hear what I’m sayin’ Dani? There’s a baby!”

“I heard you…I guess….I guess we have to…”

“Get it and take it withus! Are you kiddin’? We can’t
leave a baby out ‘ere.”

“Are you sure it isn’t theirs?”

“Even if it is, I’m sure soc’l services would have
somethin’ to say…”

Danica peered through the sage bush toward camp.
“Rikki, they’ll be looking for us, soon. I need to go back
and grab some things. We have no way of protecting
ourselves out here. I may not know geography, but I
know that the wilderness full of critters and men with
guns isn’t exactly a place to be unarmed.”

Rikki nodded, lifting her eyelids, one at a time,
which continued to fall closed. “Right…”

“Promise me, you’ll stay right here where I can find
you when I get back?”

She drunkenly crossed her heart with a finger.
“Promise.”

As Danica started out, Rikki called to her, “Don’t
f’get to get the baby…”
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Danica
A gentle rain had begun again, pattering on leaves
and ground, as she reached the outskirts of the
encampment. She didn’t know how many of them there
were, but there was only one guard at the moment,
sitting next to a wooden cage that was more like a dog
crate. The guard was propped against a tree, his chin on
his chest, snoring slightly. Must have been the one Rikki
drank under the table.

As Danica made her way carefully past him, she
saw the Jim Beam bottle lying on the ground beside
him, empty, and knew he would probably continue his
drunken slumber for a while, yet. Long enough to get in
and get out. Danica had her eye on the largest tent at the
edge of the encampment, but she had to sneak past Hatch
and Gleason, who were sitting by the camp fire, feeding
fresh logs on the fire, the spray of sparks popping into
the air and floating, then disappearing like fireflies.

Once she crept along the rear of the tent to the
largest one, and peeked inside, she saw that no one was
there. The two cots were probably for Hatch and
Gleason, who hadn’t turned in, yet. Good. I can grab
some stuff and get out.

So far, there were only three of them. She wondered
if there were others. So where was this baby? Peering
about in the tent, she saw no swaddled bundles of joy.

After blinking a few times, her eyes began to adjust
to the low light, and carefully, she crossed the room,
while thunder rumbled outside. It sounded like a storm
was brewing.

She took in the contents of the tent. A dented metal
table near the center held tin cups, some dinner plates
with the remnants of the evening meal still on them, and
a few empty whiskey bottles. She crept over numerous
cigar and cigarette butts on the floor. How much would
she enjoy a leisurely smoke right now? Along with a
vanilla latté.

She went to the table beside one cot, and decided
against taking the rifle leaning there. The less they
notice missing right away, the better, she thought.

Scanning to her left, in the front corner, she saw a
few more rifles near a plastic box. Moving closer, she
realized that corner was a gold mine. The sort of gold
mine that a woman lost in the wilderness likes to find.

First, she grabbed the two carry-on bags the men
stole from the plane, strapping them over her shoulders.
She found their kangaroo bags, and draped their straps
over an arm, quietly, and looked at the rifles. A couple
of standard ones, and two military style automatics that
Rikki had always been enamored with. M-16’s. Usually
illegal outside the armed forces, but it was a powerful
gun, and they needed that. She took one, lifting the strap
over her head and around her shoulders. After a
moment, she decided to take one of the standard rifles
too. One that looked like something she could handle.
She added that to the M-16 and bags strapped at her
back, and looped the kangaroo bag straps over the rifle
barrels behind her.

She peeked out the front door of the tent, and saw
that Hatch and Gleason were still sitting by the fire.
Both were smoking, and she wanted to join them, but
thought maybe it wouldn’t be wise to have a smoke
creak with dudes who were trying to kill you. So far, so
good. She cast an eye toward the back flap of the tent,
as if it might close by itself, and trap her inside. Good
to have a visual on it every so often, so she could dash
out of there, if she had to, without stumbling around.

Picking up the green backpack, she leaned over the
plastic box. Another Glock. Or perhaps the same one
that they had stolen before. She sequestered that in her
back waistband, along with a revolver, which she
tucked in the pack, adding a box of shells she hoped
would fit the pistol.

She knew from Rikki that the 9 millimeter shells
were for the Glock, so she shoved a box of those into a
pocket, adding an extra magazine that looked like the
one already in the M16. For good measure, she grabbed
two green Army flashlights, hooking one on her belt for
easy access.

The old green backpack had some things already in
it, but she didn’t want to take the time to check it out.
She wanted to get out of there. So she added a first aid
kit to the bag, along with a few other goodies, including
some brown packages that had Meals Ready to Eat
stamped on them, a lighter and some matches, and a
hunting knife, granola bars, more peanuts. She hesitated
only a second, and then grabbed the pack of cigarettes,
feeling only slightly guilty. If ever there was a time
worthy of a good smoke, it was now.

On the way out of the tent, she managed to find four
full canteens, and a bag of beef jerky, which she mashed
down on top of the other items in the knapsack.
Grabbing an extra blanket from the camp chair by the
door, she slipped out the back and into the edge of the
forest, pausing by a clump of Aspens. She rolled up the
blanket, and placed it at the bottom of the backpack
straps, between her back and the pack. Her heart was
about to beat out of her chest. She’d made it.

But then remembered.

The baby.

She was taking a big risk, hanging around any

longer. She’d managed to make a good haul, and didn’t
want anything to interfere with getting away with it. But
what if there really was a baby? Rikki wouldn’t lie
about that. But she was pretty drunk. Maybe Hatch
lied, and what Rikki heard was some unfamiliar nightbird.

Danica considered her options only a few seconds,
and growling, she made her way along the tent row, to
see if she could find the baby. It had to be in one of the
two other tents. Surely, they wouldn’t keep an infant in
a cage, outside. Danica thought about Gleason. Or
maybe they would.

The middle tent, next to the one she’d been in, was
empty. Maybe it belonged to the guard who was passed
out drunk behind camp. Continuing past, she carefully
peeled the back door flap open on the third tent and
looked in.

There, on the floor in a basket, was a baby. And
next to the baby, was a woman, leaning against the tree
that was positioned at the corner of the tent. Her wrists
were shackled, like something out of that movie,
Amistad. There was a padlock on each wrist cuff.

A quick glance told her there was no one else in
there.

As much as she wanted to get back to Rikki and just
inform the authorities about this after they were out of
these woods, she knew her conscience wouldn’t let her.
She had some idea, now, what it was like to be locked
up and unable to move. If Rikki hadn’t saved her, drunk
and all, she wouldn’t even be here looking at this poor
woman and the mysterious baby, hidden in the Cache La
Poudre wilderness.

She crept over to the woman, and after a moment’s
contemplation, she leaned close and put her hand over
the woman’s mouth.

The woman’s eyes flew open with a start.

“Shhhh! I’m here to help you…be very quiet…let me
see if I can get you out of here, okay?”

The woman looked around wildly at first, and then
nodded, one of her hands going to the basket, touching
the baby. The infant couldn’t have been more than six or
seven months old; not that Danica knew thing-one about
babies. She just recalled a picture of herself at that age,
and it looked about right.

“What’s your name?” Danica asked the woman, her
voice suppressed in whispers.

“Marie.”

“Marie…I’m Danica…” She looked around until she
saw the ring of keys hooked on the tent pole by the door.
She got them and returned to her.

“He uses keys on a necklace around his neck,”
Marie said.

“We’ll try these, anyway. Is this your baby?”

“No…they kidnapped her with a young girl, her
sister…they put the girl in one of the cages at the four
corners of camp. Now they have me in here watching
the baby. Before that, I was kept in one of the cages,
too.”

“We’re familiar with them.” Danica tried one of the
five keys in each lock, but it didn’t work. “My girlfriend
and I got thrown in two of them after they found us in the
woods again. But we escaped.” She jiggled the second
key in each lock. “Rikki, my girlfriend, said she heard a
baby cry. That’s one reason why I came back.”

Marie looked like she’d been repeatedly abused.
She spoke as if the ground was shaking. “You must be
the new babysitters…Lenny thinks I’m too fucked up to
take care of the baby, now….I’ve been too…sick….”
She closed her eyes for a moment, and took a breath.
“Maybe he’s right…They’re taking the girl really early
in the morning to trade her for ransom, and they’re going
to do the same with the baby in a few days.”

Danica tried the fourth and fifth keys, and none of
them fit the locks on the shackles. “The keys aren’t on
here.”

“They’re probably still around Lenny’s neck.”

“Lenny?”

“Lenny Gleason. The man who brought me here.”

Gleason. Why am I not surprised. What a pig.
“How many of them are there?”

“Only three. Lenny and Hatch and Lenny’s brother,
Virgil.”

” Okay….Marie, we’ll have to come back for you
when they’re gone…”

“No please don’t leave me…” she pleaded, her
shackled hands darting out to clench at Danica’s sleeve.

Still whispering, Danica said, “I don’t want to leave
you, but I can’t get these shackles off without making
lots of noise…”

Marie’s gaze groped along the floor for a moment,
and then she looked down at the infant. “Take the
baby…” Marie said urgently. She pointed at the diaper
bag beside her. “I fed her a while ago. There are bottles
and formula in this bag…take it…and take the baby.”

Danica took a moment to think. “If I do that, they’ll
see her missing in the morning and you won’t be safe
after that.”

“I haven’t been safe anyway…”

Danica did not want to know what she meant by
that. The woman looked like she had been used as a
punching bag. Her lip was busted, and she had bruises
on her arms and wrists. Danica didn’t even want to
consider the other things they might have done to her.
“Marie, it’s too much of a risk…even if I take her, she
might cry and wake them. And if she keeps crying, they
can follow us, and then we’re all dead.”

As if understanding what they were saying, the baby
began to cry.

“Fuck.” Danica put the keys back where she found
them. “I’ll come back in the morning when they’re gone
and bring my partner with me, and we’ll figure out how
to get you both out, okay?”

Resigned to the reasoning, Marie nodded, sitting
back against the tree. “After Hatch and Lenny take the
girl, that will only leave the brother, Virgil. He’s not
very bright, but he is dangerous.”

Danica nodded and rising to her feet, shrugged back
into the knapsack, adjusting it awkwardly over the rifles
and other bags. “I’ll be back for you…”

Marie’s eyes were imploring. “Promise?”

Danica wondered if it was really going to be
possible. “I promise,” she said, pausing at the back flap
of the tent.

With one last look at the battered woman and the
baby in the basket, she absconded into the forest with
her treasures, the patter of rain masking her movements.

She had made a mental map to include the terrain,
and the clump of three boulders to one side of the trees
where Rikki sat. She hoped she could find Rikki again.

She dug the cigarettes out of her coat pocket, found
the lighter and lit up. The first drag was like heaven. As
odd as it was that inhaling smoke could be construed as
pleasant. People die of smoke inhalation all the time
when houses and buildings catch fire, but somehow this
was different. As Danica continued walking and
smoking, the third drag started to make her dizzy.
Finally, she was having trouble walking straight, and
had to put it out. Maybe she just needed a puff or two.

She dug out the breath mints in her kangaroo pouch
and dumped a bunch in her mouth, so Rikki wouldn’t
know about her relapse.
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Rikki
Rikki was roused from her dozing stupor by the
sensation of a presence. Expecting another calloused
hand at her mouth, a blindfold and a trip to a cold cage,
she jerked herself upright. She was about to skitter
behind the tree, but realized it was Danica standing
over her.

The pattering of rain served as auditory camouflage,
and she was startled to realize how easy it was for
someone to sneak up on her. Probably why she hadn’t
noticed the man, Hatch, until it was too late.

Looking up at her moonlit lover, Rikki was awash
in relief. Anything could have happened. A secret
paranoia in her brain even considered that Dani would
not make it back, and she’d never see her again.

Danica dropped to her knees and let the backpack
swing to the ground beside her. Rikki thrust herself
forward and put her arms around Danica. “Oh, baby, I’m
so glad you’re okay.”

“I am. I was half-afraid I wouldn’t find you, but I
recognized the terrain, and the rocks and trees over
here, so…”

As Rikki hugged her girlfriend, her hand touched the
hard objects on her back, grabbed onto one and wiggled
it. “What’s this?”

Danica unclipped the flashlight from her belt and
clicked it on, handing it to Rikki. “Shine it right there,”
she said, pointing to the ground between them.
Rikki took the light, and saw that the business end
was at a right angle to the body. “Mmm…Army-issue
flashlight. Cool.” Rikki looked at the pack on the
ground, and remembered. Unless Dani was carrying the
baby in that bag, she had left the infant behind. Unless
what she had heard in the camp was a cat. In which
case, Rikki wished Danica had brought the cat.

As Danica pulled the rolled extra blanket from the
backpack straps, and put it around Rikki’s shoulders,
Rikki asked, “Where’s the baby?”

Danica sighed, her damp hair stuck to the sides of
her face, as she repositioned herself cross-legged facing
Rikki. “We’ll have to go back in the morning.”

“Dani!”

“Rikki, listen…it was the best way.” She explained
that Marie was shackled, and the right keys must have
been still around Gleason’s neck. “What was I supposed
to do, give him a gentle shake and say ‘let me get that
key right quick, then you can go back to sleep’?” Danica
continued, adding that the baby cried while she was
there, and Danica was afraid of being caught.

Rikki couldn’t argue with Dani’s reasoning. She
probably would have made the same decision. Even
drunk. “Well…that’s actually pretty smart…” Rikki
admitted.

Danica smiled as if Rikki had just pinned a medal to
her chest. “I told her we’d come back for her in the
morning, when Gleason and Hatch take the girl to the
plane.”

“What girl?”

“Oh, Marie said they’ve got a teenager in one of the
cages, and the baby is her sister. They were both
abducted together, and Gleason plans to take the girl for
an exchange of ransom in the morning, then he’ll do the
same with the baby in a few days.”

“So who else is at the camp?”

“It’s just the three guys. Hatch, Gleason and Virgil.
Marie said it will just be Virgil in the morning. She said
he’s not all that bright, but she did warn me he was still
dangerous. But that will be only one guy. We now have
weapons, so…are you feeling any more sober?”

“Not much.” Rikki said. Then her eyebrows went up
when she registered what Danica said. “Weapons?”

“Yeah, here’s the stuff I got.” Danica unstrapped all
the bags and rifles, and pulled the two pistols from her
waistband, front and back, along with ammunition, set
them all down on the ground between them.

Rikki directed the light, and looked down at the M16, a Browning T-bolt, a .38 revolver, and the Glock,
surrounded by shells for the Browning and the pistols,
and an extra magazine for the M-16. Rikki felt a surge
of joy. “We’re golden, now…”

“I thought you might like that.” Unfastening the
buckle at the top of the knapsack, Danica started
retrieving its contents, putting it all down on the ground
by the weapons.

Rikki examined the plunder and grinned. “You get
the official Medal of Honor, baby.”

“I did good?”

She smiled and leaned over to kiss her. “You did
good.”

“Oh, wait there’s something else in the bottom…it
was in there when I grabbed this pack…” Danica
dragged out the clump of things. It was a map, some
nylon rope, a half-roll of duct tape and a compass.
“Oooo, all this might come in handy.”

Pulling the blanket on properly, if a bit clumsily,
Rikki could tell the whiskey was still affecting her
brain. She probably needed to sleep it off. For now, she
wanted to get some bearings.

Rikki snatched the map from Danica’s hand, and
opened it up, shining the light on it. “Just what I
thought.” She pointed near the top of the map. “See this?
Cache La Poudre river, running west to east, all along
the Scenic Byway…Highway 14, looks like…and so
we need to go north from here.” She picked up the
compass and turned it to a fro a few times, saying,
“So…we need to go northeast to catch the road at its
nearest point. Which is—” she pointed into the forest.
“That way.”

Danica grinned. “How far do you think it is?”

“I don’t know…” she looked at the distance key on
the map. “Maybe…ten miles…”

“Fuck me.”

“Oh come on, it’s not that far….factoring in terrain
that might slow us down, we can get there in 8 hours or
so.”

Danica sighed. “Your dad taught you well.”

Rikki felt herself smiling back. “Yes he did.”

“So, in the morning we can go snag Marie and the
baby, and then head-out, right?”

Rikki nodded, picking up the beef jerky package and
ripping it open, popping a chunk of meat in her mouth
and making yummy-food noises.

Danica grabbed a piece for herself. “You think
we’re safe here for the night?”

Rikki looked around. “I guess….”

“I wish we could find a hole to climb into.” Danica
swallowed the sufficiently pulverized bite of jerky and
washed it down with water, then handed the canteen to
Rikki.

As they focused on eating for a minute, Rikki
suddenly stopped. “I think I got a brain cell to work…”

“What did it say?” Danica grinned.

“It said climb…climb…climb…”

“What?”

“You said you wish we could climb in a hole…”
Rikki bent her head back and looked up into the trees.

Danica glanced up, and then met Rikki’s eyes.
“Sleep in the trees?” Danica guessed.

Rikki looked over at her and smiled, pointing at
Dani with one hand and touching the finger of her other
hand to her nose; the signal for a correct guess in the
game of Charades. Since Rikki managed to actually find
her nose, inebriated, and in the dark, she felt it also
would have been enough to pass a field sobriety test.

She pushed herself up, testing her steadiness for a
moment, and swung the flashlight around them in the
trees above. “Crap…that brain cell was still drunk after
all.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, up here, we’ve got mostly Aspens, Douglas
Fir, Pine and Spruce…none of them have large enough
limbs, or limbs close enough to the ground for us to get
up there…”

“Well then, maybe we do need a hole, or maybe
something else up high.”

Rikki looked at the boulders beside them. “If we could
find some of these rocks, but bigger, we could climb on
top. It would be hard to see us lying down up there.”

“Whatever you say. You’re the one used to being in
the woods.”

“Let’s gather up this stuff and walk parallel to the
camp, and maybe we can find a good one.”

Shoving all the items back in the pack, Rikki
shouldered the M-16, and Danica, the Browning, and
she gave Danica the .38, while she put the Glock in her
back waistband. Danica carried the pack, and the other
bags, and Rikki grabbed the wool blankets, and they
headed out, flashlights shining ahead of them.

Ten minutes later, Rikki stopped. “Right there,” she
said.

Danica directed the beam of her flashlight to the
cluster of boulders at the top of a descending slope.

They approached, and Rikki put one hand on the
rock for balance. “Hand sling,” she instructed.

Danica laced her fingers and bent over so Rikki
could put her foot there, and Danica lifted her girlfriend
up. Rikki scrambled over the top and shone her light
around and then leaned over toward Danica. “There’s a
slight depression in the middle up here. We can sleep in
this.”

Tossing the pack and bags to her, Danica reached
her hand up, and Rikki lay down on the boulder and
grabbed it, helping her crawl up.

With one wool blanket beneath them, the other two
on top, they cuddled up together, Rikki’s head on the
pack, Danica on her side, draped across her.

Breathing out their fatigue, they lay there, Rikki
hoping it didn’t start raining again, and wondering if the
sunrise would be enough to wake them in time to get to
the camp when the men had gone to the plane.

Danica grunted, saying peevishly, “Oh, I need an air
mattress right about now.”

“You know what you really need?” Rikki murmured.

“A spanking?” Danica said in her ear.

Rikki chuckled. “No. An alarm clock.”

“I was hoping for a spanking.”

Rikki pulled her face close and kissed her. The
events of the day began to fall away, and soon, all Rikki
could focus on was the kiss. Danica, the woman she
loved. Both of them still together, still safe. As the kiss
deepened, she felt Danica’s hand on her belly,
caressing, and moving down. She smiled. They hadn’t
made love since the day before they left Glenwood
Springs. How long ago was that? Three days? For them,
just about their limit without intimacies.

She felt Dani’s fingers slip into the front of her
jeans, and slide into place, massaging. She moaned in
Dani’s ear, knowing that their position on the hard rock,
with little room for maneuvering would not interfere
with pleasure. Dani could get her there with just her
fingers. Often, more than once, and sometimes more
than twice.

Rikki relaxed into Danica, as fingers slipped inside
and performed that come-hither movement that so
animated her G-spot. It took all of a minute before Rikki
felt herself clenching and undulating with sweet release.
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Lenny 

Just after sunrise, Lenny emerged from his tent,
scowling. He saw Virgil by the fire in the middle of the
encampment, and moved toward him.
Stopping a foot away, he growled, “There are things
missing from my tent, Virgil.”

Virgil looked up from his squatting position by the
campfire. “What?”

“There’s a thief here, Virgil. You wouldn’t know
anything about it, would you?”

Virgil stood, taking a step back, his hand going
absently to the bandage on his arm. “I don’t know what
you’re talking about, Lenny. What’s missing?”

“A few rifles, some ammo, and a bunch of
supplies.”

“I don’t—”

“Where’s my stuff?” Lenny grabbed a handful of hair
from the top of Virgil’s head, and forced him to the
ground, his knee between the man’s shoulder blades,
and a hunting knife at his throat.

“I didn’t take it, Lenny! I swear! You can look in my
tent! Why would I take any of that?”

“Maybe you didn’t take it, but I left you in charge,
last night, Virgil, and things turn up missing. You better
start talking before I open your throat.”

Virgil writhed in the dirt, spitting soil from his
mouth. “It’s gotta be…those women… “

“How could they do that when they’re in cages,
Virgil?”

Virgil made a sobbing noise.

Lenny pressed the blade to the man’s skin and a line
of blood opened.

“They are in cages, right, Virgil?” Lenny dragged
him to his feet. The expression on his younger brother’s
face gave him all the information he needed.

Lenny whirled and checked the tents, found Marie
and the baby, but when he checked cages, saw that the
two lezzie newlyweds were gone. Beside the cage that
held the thin one, the one he wanted for himself, Lenny
found an empty Jim Beam bottle. Virgil’s.

Lenny returned to his cowering brother and threw a
punch that sent Virgil sprawling into the circle of stones
around the fire, sparks erupting into the cold air. “You
fucking let them get away!”

“I’m sorry, Lenny…”

“I don’t have time to go after them, now. Me and
Hatch have to take the girl back and get our money.
When I get back, they better be in those cages, you hear
me?”

“I’ll get ‘em, yeah, yeah,” He stuttered. “I’ll find ‘em,
Lenny…don’t you worry.”
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Rikki
The girl was stumbling, sobbing beneath the
blindfold, her hands tied together in front of her, as
Gleason shoved her into the plane.

From their cover of bushes, Rikki clutched at
Danica’s hand, as they watched Hatch get in the cockpit
with Gleason. The engine fired up.

She and Danica looked like soldiers going off to
war, with all their bags and packs and rifles slung
around them. But they had to bring it all with them.

They waited until the plane was in the air and had
disappeared over the ridge, before they ran across the
airstrip into the adjacent tree line.

“Oh god,” Danica said, her palms against her skull.
“That did not help my raging headache.” She looked at
Rikki. “And I don’t know how you’re even functioning,
after what you did last night.”

“Why? Orgasms never hurt me before.”

Danica snorted. “You so funny, Rikki.”

They started forward toward camp, and suddenly,

Rikki’s hand swept out to still Danica’s steps. She’d
heard a familiar snorting sound. Straining into the cool
dimness, she could just barely make out the two
animals. Horses. She looked at Danica. “I forgot about
the horses.”

“I did too.”
A closer survey of the area revealed them just
behind a cluster of Aspens to the left. Moving toward
them, they saw they were saddled. The two men were
obviously planning to return soon, or they wouldn’t have
left them that way. Unless they either didn’t know much
about horses, or didn’t care. Rikki spoke softly to both
the animals, as she and Danica approached.

“They look like Dalmatians,” Danica said.
Stroking the first one’s soft muzzle, Rikki said,
“They’re Appaloosas. One of the preferred horses for
mountain riding.”

Timidly, Danica petted the cheek of the other one.
“And you know this because?”

“My dad and I used to ride a lot, especially when I
was a kid. Remember? He had a horse rescue for a
while, when you and your mom moved away for a few
years. I think he was trying to distract me, because I
missed you so much.” Rikki remembered how she
called Danica every night, and cried herself to sleep
after they hung up.

Danica nodded. “I was miserable, too. I’m glad my
mom hated her job there and moved us back.”

Rikki kissed the Appaloosa on the nose and hugged
it’s neck. The big animal gave her a smile, nibbled at
her jacket. This one was affectionate. She liked him.
And he did look like a Dalmatian. The other one had
more brown in the white, and smaller spots. She knew
that some Appaloosas were mostly brown with a white
spotted rump. She preferred these snowy white ones
with black spots and creamy short manes. They were
beautiful. “It’s been a while since I rode, though. The
last time was just before you and I became a couple,
two years ago. Daddy taught me quite a bit about
horses.”

“Why did I not know this about you?”

“I’m sure there are plenty of things you don’t know
about me.”

Danica frowned, apparently not pleased by the
realization.

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Rikki said, untying the
rein from the tree. “If we take their horses, that gives us
a distinct advantage. They’ll be on foot. No way they
could catch us, then.”

“Unless they have a whole flock.”

“Herd.”

“What?”

“The term is herd. A herd of horses.”

“Whatever. And yes, I feel stupid, now. But they
might have more than these two.”

“Well, I didn’t see any more at the camp. But we’ll
check when we get there.”

They hooked the bags over the saddle horns, Rikki
pulled the strap of the Browning over her head, with the
rifle in front, pointing down, and told Danica to do the
same with the M-16.

“I don’t know how to use this,” Danica said, holding
the weapon out in front of her.

Rikki stepped close, and took it, showing her the
switch on the side. “See this? This setting is safety. This
one in the middle is semi-automatic, and this last one is
fully automatic. Keep it on safety unless you’re going to
use it, and then put it on fully-automatic. You’ll be able
to hit anything. But be careful, it might startle you at
first, because it has a kick.” She wouldn’t normally give
this weapon to Danica, but if it was necessary to have a
shoot-out, she didn’t want to rely on Danica’s aim. Rikki
could take careful shots with the Browning. Danica
needed something that would spray. But she skipped
telling her that.

Danica swallowed hard and nodded, hanging the
rifle in front.

Rikki instructed Danica on how to mount properly,
and the two of them headed into the forest, with Rikki
following the hoof prints where she could find them, to
ensure they were going the right direction. When she
looked back at Danica, she was holding the reins with
both hands. Rikki halted her mount, and said, “Hold the
reins in one hand like this.” She showed Danica her
grip. “Lay the rein on the left and right side of the
horse’s neck, according to the direction you want them
to turn, they’ll follow that. When you want the horse to
move forward, tap your heels into both sides as the
same time. When you want him to stop, pull back on the
reins, gently.”

They progressed forward, as Danica tested the
instructions, reining the horse to the right, then to the
left, then stopping. Smiling, Danica heeled the
Appaloosa’s sides and caught up to Rikki.

“Oh, and dismount always on the left.”

Danica nodded, quite pleased.

When Rikki urged her mount faster, she noticed
Danica bouncing too much in the saddle. “Put your
weight on the balls of your feet in the stirrups…and
move with the horse….find its rhythm and loosen your
hips…undulate with it…” She gave her a salacious grin.
“I know you know how to do that…”

Danica gave her a thumbs up with appropriately
wiggled eyebrows.

Once they could see the top of a tent at the
encampment, they paused. Rikki dismounted, and
Danica followed her lead. Rikki moved over close to
Danica and said softly, “We should tie them off here,
and go the rest of the way on foot. I want to be sure we
know where Virgil is before we get Marie and the
baby.”

Danica nodded, and they tied the reins to the trees
and crept forward some fifty yards to the edge of the
camp. A careful examination of the site revealed that
Virgil was gone, too.

“Damn, I was hoping I’d get to knock him out. Well
we know he wasn’t with the other two, so he’s probably
looking for us,” Danica said.

“And not very effectively. So let’s get Marie and the
baby, and get hell out of here.”

They hurried forward to the middle tent, and went in
through the rear flap. Marie was there, holding the baby,
giving her a bottle. When Marie saw them, her face
smoothed in relief.

“I told you I’d come back,” Danica said. She
dropped to her knees in front of the woman, glancing at
the baby as it sucked at the bottle. “The baby okay?”

“I think so,” Marie said. “I was feeding her so she
wouldn’t cry.”

“Good thinking. Now let’s get you out of here.”
Danica took the baby and handed her to Rikki. Then she
grasped the shackles around Marie’s wrists, glanced
around. “Lenny didn’t leave the keys this time, I
assume?”

Marie gave her a forlorn look.

“I have an idea,” Rikki said, putting the baby down
with the bottle in the basket and rushing out the tent flap.
She returned a minute later with the axe, handing it to
Danica.

Danica took it, looked at it and shrugged. “Okay,
hold them apart…” She swung the axe and it landed on
the chain and bounced back. “Not sure this is going to
do it…” A few more strikes, and the chain showed no
sign of weakening.

Rikki knelt down and checked the metal ring joining
the chain to the smaller chain linking the cuffs. “Try
this…” she pointed at the ring.

Danica struck the metal ring with the axe a few
times, and it began to bend. After five more blows, the
ring separated enough to slip the smaller chain free.

Marie looked up at them. “I…have you seen a pair
of shoes?”

As she struggled to her feet, the blanket fell to the
floor. They stared at her. She was wearing a pair of old
jeans several sizes too big for her, an oversized man’s
flannel shirt, and some thick thermal socks.

Marie saw them looking at her clothes. “I wouldn’t
have on anything at all, if Hatch hadn’t brought me these.
They’re his, I think. And he’s the one that brought the
diaper bag over, so I could feed the baby. Those other
two don’t give a damn about anything but themselves.”

After a moment, Rikki shook her head as if to clear
cobwebs, and looked around the tent. In the corner, was
a pair of boots. They would be much too big for Marie,
as well, but she had to have something on her feet. Rikki
got them, and helped her put them on. Mary was
shaking, rattling the chains of the shackles still attached
to her wrists.

“Best we can do at the moment. Let’s get out of
here.”

Danica picked up the baby and shouldered the
diaper bag. Marie grabbed an green Army jacket coat
on the hook by the door and stuffed a pack of cigarettes
and a bottle of whiskey and some peanuts in the
pockets, and they were on their way out of the camp.

Moving quietly from tree to tree, Rikki kept the
Browning ready, just in case Virgil was nearby, as they
made it back to the location of the horses.

Danica helped Marie onto one of the Appaloosas,
handed her the baby, and then climbed on the other
horse behind Rikki.

The sense of relief was hardly enjoyed, before
Rikki heard that familiar snorting sound, and it wasn’t
coming from their own mounts.

She turned behind them in time to see Virgil on the
quarter horse, raising his rifle.

The popping noises began, a few nearby clumps of
dirt spitting upward, another shot zinging into the trees,
and the spooked horses lurched into a run, as the girls
heeled them on.

Rikki looked back over Danica’s shoulder to Marie
behind them, who was slumping forward on her horse,
the baby perilously close to falling, and she reined her
mount to a stop.

Danica had seen, and was already sliding down
from behind her and running to Marie, snatching the
baby up against her before Marie’s hands lost their grip.

While she was doing that, Rikki turned her horse
around and lifted the Browning’s stock in place against
her shoulder and aimed at Virgil as he fired.

Virgil jerked back, and went down, as Rikki fought
to control her panicked mount, leaning to retrieve a
fallen rein.

She heeled the Appaloosa back the way they came,
past Danica and Marie. Toward Virgil.

Rikki dismounted next to Virgil as he lay moaning
on the ground, scooped up his rifle and removed the
magazine, shoving it in her coat pocket before leaning to
grab the reins of the agitated quarter horse.

Another shot startled Rikki, and she saw that Virgil
had a pistol, and had managed to fire it before he
collapsed weakly. She kicked the gun away from him.
Though his last shot missed wildly, it was enough to
scare the brown horse. The animal bolted toward the far
side of the encampment, and disappeared into the forest.

It was too dangerous to hang around and look for the
other horse. Rikki snatched up the pistol and put it in
her coat pocket.

Mounting again, she headed back to the other two.

Marie’s shoulder was bleeding. One of the shots had
hit her.

Rikki told Danica, “We don’t have much time. They
could have heard the shots.”

Working out the logistics in her head, Rikki
dismounted, and removed the contents of the knapsack,
wrapping some things in a blanket, rolled and attached
to the ties at the rear of one saddle, and consolidating
the rest of the items into their coat pockets, the diaper
bag, and the two small carry-on bags Danica had
strapped to her back.

Now that the knapsack was empty, she turned it
around, wearing it in the front, directing Danica to tie
the strap-ends together in the back. Then she had Dani
put the baby in the pack. Rikki then remounted, and
Danica climbed on the Appaloosa behind Marie,
helping to hold her on, and the women urged the horses
deeper into the forest again.
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Lenny
Gleason knew something was wrong when they left
the plane and headed for the forest. The horses were
gone.

“Fuck!” Lenny kicked at a clump of moss by the
Aspen tree.

“I’m guessing the two women were here,” Hatch

offered.

Lenny just glared at him. “Let’s get back to camp.”
After trudging the mile on foot to the enclave, they

came around the clump of boulders and saw Virgil lying

on his back near the smoldering camp fire. Blood oozed

from his side, through his clenching fingers, and his

breathing was shallow.

Gleason’s large frame blocked the morning sunlight,

casting him into silhouette, as he looked down at his

brother.

Virgil’s eyes came open, widening. “Lenny…”
“What the fuck happened?”

“They had guns…” Virgil strained out.

“Yeah. Ours. Why didn’t you kill them?”

“I tried, Lenny…” he choked, wincing. “I got one of

them, but they kept going…”

Lenny spat on his brother and looked over at the
area where they kept the horses. “Where are the horses,

Virgil?”

“They…took ‘em…mine ran off…I was out looking

for…them…like you said… caught them leaving

camp…I…I shot one…of them…I did good Lenny…”
Gleason took a measured breath, his teeth clamping

down on his lower lip as he turned away for a moment,

looking into the forest.

“I need…a doctor, Lenny…they shot me…I’m

bleedin’ pretty bad…I need…”

Lenny turned back around, pulled his pistol from his

belt and put a bullet in his brother’s head.

Hatch winced. “Man…he’s your brother…”
Gleason cast sinister eyes on him. “Falls in the

category of none of your business, Hatch.”

Hatch lifted his palms toward Gleason. “Whatever

you say, Lenny. But I suggest we cut our losses. There’s

no way we can catch them without the horses.

Especially since they have them.”

Gleason grimaced angrily. “Don’t you think I know

that, Hatch?”

Putting his pack back on, Hatch kicked dirt on the

remaining embers of the fire. “Well, I’m out of here,

then. It’s been fun.”

Gleason’s voice was almost inaudible. “Leave the

money, Hatch.”

Hatch stopped and turned to face him, one hand

gripping the strap of the pack on his shoulder. “This is

my cut.”

Gleason licked his lips. “Things have changed.”
“Yes, now you have your brother’s cut.”

“I was going to take his cut anyway. Now since the

second ransom ain’t gonna happen, I’m gonna need your

take.”

Hatch eyed him coldly for a few long beats. “Not

gonna happen,” he finally said. Hatch turned, and started

walking away, and he heard Gleason cock the revolver.

He stopped.

“Hands where I can see ‘em, friend.”

Hatch lifted both hands.

“Now down on your knees.” Lenny gave him a few

seconds, but he didn’t move. “Don’t even think about it.

IF your hands move from your head, I’ll replace them

with a bullet.”

Hatch sank to his knees, slowly.

“Lace your fingers.”

Hatch obeyed.

Carefully, Lenny moved up behind him and thought

about just pulling the Beretta from Hatch’s holster. But

he thought better of it. His Springfield still trained on

Hatch, Lenny stepped back out of arm’s reach. Hatch

had one of them fancy plastic holsters on his left side.

Guys who used them type of holster, usually have some

kinda special training. Lenny was afraid Hatch might

pull a special trick on him. He didn’t want to take any

chances. How much did he really know about Hatch,
anyway? Instead, Lenny picked up a long branch the
thickness of his own arm, and stepped closer. As he

coked the limb back, Hatch’s hand fell.

He was going for his gun.

Lenny broke the limb on Hatch’s neck, and the gun in

Hatch’s hand went off, a bullet getting lost in the woods.

Hatch fell forward, arms splayed out on the ground, his

Beretta clattering down beside him.
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Rikki
A half-hour later, it was clear that Marie could not
hold on much longer. She had almost fallen off the horse
a few times, already.

“Let’s stop for a minute, ” Rikki suggested.
They dismounted, allowing the horses enough rein
to get to the tufts of grass between the trees. Rikki held
the baby, while Danica helped Marie off the horse, sat
her down on soft moss, propping her against a
Lodgepole Pine. Rikki placed the infant beside her.

Rikki had never seen a gunshot wound on a human
before, only on the deer and elk she had hunted with her
father. Marie had taken one round in the shoulder, but it
was a through and through. She basically had a hole that
could have stored an arrow. She had lost a lot of blood,
but it didn’t appear to be flowing profusely, so Rikki
knew it at least hadn’t nicked an artery. She probably
would have bled to death by now, if it had. Rikki had
seen an elk bleed out, once, and it was a gory, and
relatively quick death.

Beef jerky and the first aid kit in hand, Danica knelt
next to Marie, and opened one of the packages for her.
Marie chewed hungrily at the dried meat while Rikki
cleaned her wound with saline from the first aid kit, and
taped gauze over it. “Best I can do right now.”

“Thank you,” Marie said weakly.
Taking the second baby blanket from the diaper bag,
Rikki fashioned a sling to keep Marie’s arm still, and
then she and Danica sat down too, and had some jerky,
sharing a canteen of water with Marie.

With a stick of jerky protruding from her mouth,
Rikki checked the Glock to see that it was loaded, and
then did the same with the other weapons. Satisfied they
were all ready for action, should the need arise, she
took a long drink of water from the canteen.

A mewling erupted from the baby, and Marie said,
“She needs to be fed—” she pointed to the diaper bag.

“You sure you can do it?” Rikki asked.

Marie nodded, reaching a hand out, and Danica
pulled the bottle out of the bag, and put the baby in
Marie’s good arm, so she could hold the bottle with the
one in the sling. The infant sucked greedily at the
nipple, one tiny fist wrapped around Marie’s pinky.
Marie’s expression was the most serene Rikki had seen
it. She wondered what Marie’s story was. She couldn’t
tell by her clothes, since they were all apparently
Hatch’s. At one time, she must have had a good deal of
eye makeup on, but all of it had been diluted by tears.
Danica draped a wool blanket around Marie.

“Marie…” Rikki started. “How did you end up out
here?”

Marie’s face returned to sadness. She readjusted the
nipple in the baby’s mouth, shifted her position a bit.
“Gleason was a trick. He brought me here.”

“A trick, as in…” Danica said.

“As in I’m a fuckin’ whore.” She dialed back her
anger quickly. “I’m not proud of who I am, but it is what
it is.”

Rikki put a hand on Marie’s leg soothingly. “I’m
sorry.”

“It’s okay. I should be thankful as hell that you two
were even around. I don’t think he was going to drop me
off on the street in Ft. Collins, where he found me, after
he was done with me. You two saved my life.”

“Why did he bring you here?”

Marie’s eyes caressed the baby’s face, sadly. “I
guess to be the camp concubine.” Marie took a sudden
breath, winced and the bottle started to shake in her
hand.

“Are you okay?” Rikki touched her leg again.

“Just need….just need some rest, I guess.”

Her grip on the child was slipping, and Rikki
motioned for Danica, who took the baby to continue the
feeding.

Rikki saw that a sweat had broken out on Marie’s
forehead, even though the air was chilly. She pressed
the back of her hand to Marie’s brow.

“It’s not a fever,” Marie said, meeting Rikki’s
searching eyes. “I’m having withdrawals…”

Rikki sat back and sighed, while Marie pulled the
stolen cigarettes from her coat and lit one, her hands
trembling.

Taking a deep drag, Marie gave a half-laugh. “This
wasn’t the plan, you know. I was going to be a grade
school teacher…now look at me…stranded in the
mountains with a bullet hole in my shoulder, kidnapped
and chained up and used like a toy by Gleason and his
retarded brother…”

Rikki pressed her lips together and cast a glance at
Danica, before looking back at Marie. “We’re all going
to get out of here, though. We’ll be okay.”

Marie winced again, and retrieved the small bottle
of whiskey, taking a quick drink and closing her eyes.
Rikki crawled over and sat next to her, putting an arm
around her, and Marie began to cry.

A buzzing in the sky took their attention to the
clouds. They caught just a glimpse of the Cessna as it
banked toward the landing strip.

“Guess who’s home?” Danica muttered. “Maybe we
better get going.”

“In a few minutes, they’ll figure out the horses are
gone. They probably won’t even try to follow us. We’re
okay here for a bit.” Rikki pulled the Glock out and held
it against one leg, just the same.

Settling down on the other side of Marie with the
baby still in her arms, Danica leaned back on the
opposite side of the tree from Rikki.

“I could so take a nap right now…”

The other two murmured their agreement, as a ray of
sunlight broke through the tall pines and warmed their
faces. The baby made happy gurgling noise. Time
moved into the slipstream, and all was still, except for
the merry tittering of song sparrows and black-capped
chickadees.

Landing on a nearby branch, a black-billed magpie
pecked at a pine cone. He seemed intensely interested
in it, behaving as though his pecking would find a
release lever that would allow a clown to pop out, if he
just kept at it. Rikki loved the brightness of their black
and white markings, like some type of an avian panda.
Rikki knew that the Magpie made nests with a roof, to
hide their eggs. An effective evolutionary ploy, to be
sure. The safety of shelter. She hoped they would all
have that back soon.

The three women were almost dozing as expertly as
the baby when the now distinctive popping sound
echoed through the air. All three horses’ heads reared
up, ears perked in the direction of the camp.

Danica looked at Rikki. “That was a gunshot, right?

Rikki nodded. “I took Virgil’s magazine, and his
pistol, so it wasn’t him.”

They all knew what that probably meant. Gleason
had arrived at camp, and found Virgil, who had
apparently survived long enough to be taken out by his
brother. Or maybe Gleason shot Hatch. Or Hatch shot
Gleason. No telling, with that band of merry men. “So
now there are probably only two…”

Marie slumped to the side, eyes closed, and Rikki
found that she had blood on her own shirt where it was
against Marie. “I think she fainted. She’s lost a lot of
blood. And she probably hasn’t eaten very much in days.
I don’t know how we’re going to get her back on that
horse.”

The baby was now asleep in Danica’s arms. “We’ve
got to, somehow, we can’t carry her.”

“I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it.”

Danica made a face. “What?”

“I could go back and get that cart.”

“No.”

“Dani, how else are we going to get out of here with
Marie and the baby? Helping her down, was one thing,
but do you think you can pluck her up and sit her on the
horse, now?”

Danica thought about it for a moment, but had no
solution. “I don’t know, but it’s too dangerous for you to
go back. They’re loaded for bear, now. You shot
Gleason’s brother, and we took their weapons and their
horses. They will kill you on sight.”

“Not if they don’t see me.”

“Rikki…no…”

“Come on, Dani, do we really have a choice? We
can’t leave Marie behind and even if we can get her on
the horse, we can’t keep her there, she’s too weak. That
cart will be perfect. We can put both Marie and the
baby in it and they can ride safely out of here, and we
won’t have to stop as often that way.” Her argument
garnered only sullen silence from Danica.

Another shot echoed from the direction of the camp,
and Rikki met Danica’s eyes. “And now, maybe, there’s
only one…” She continued her previous argument,
holding up the Glock. “I’m armed, and I’m a good shot.
The last thing they will expect is for one of us to come
back to the camp after we finally escaped. I’ll have the
element of surprise. And if there’s going to be any
gunplay, I need to be the one behind the trigger.”

“Dammit,” Danica said.

She was making sense, and Danica knew it. Rikki
met her lover’s eyes, waiting.

“I don’t like it,” Danica muttered.

“I know. But that’s the reality of our situation. I’ll be
careful. If I’m not back in, say, an hour and a half, then
you can hide Marie and the baby somewhere and come
after me on fully-automatic.”

Danica sighed. “All right. But I don’t like it.”

“Your objection is noted.” Rikki smiled, leaning
Marie against Danica, and getting to her feet. She
leaned down and kissed Dani. “Don’t worry. I’ll be
okay.” She looked down into the sleeping features of the
child. “You look good holding a baby…”

“Don’t get any bright ideas,” Danica said, trying to
sound gruff.

Rikki winked at her and went over to the
Appaloosa, putting her foot in the stirrup and swinging
astride. “I’ll be back. Don’t worry.” And added, “Stay
alert, just in case.”

Danica put the M-16 on her lap, her hand on the
grip, and gave her a thumbs-up.

Rikki nodded, and heeled the mount, reining back
toward the encampment.

Retracing their route for twenty minutes, Rikki then
began to veer to the East, in an attempt to circle the
camp and approach from a different side; the one that
had a clearer view through the trees. The Appaloosa
had become familiar, now, and was responding to the
pressure of her knees on its side. She felt safer with the
powerful body under her.

Some sound beyond her hearing made the horse look
west. She let the animal stop and listen, studying the
forest in that direction. The Appaloosa’s ears perked.
Pulling out the compass, Rikki checked. The noise was
coming from the general direction of camp.

She nudged her mount, and continued.
Arriving at the perimeter, she thought better of
dismounting, just in case she needed to get away
quickly. The horse could take her faster than her legs
could. Edging up to the boulder west of the camp, she
scanned the area in front of the three tents. There was
one body by the camp fire, and it was Virgil’s. Scanning
the area, she saw nothing. Heard nothing. She watched
the Appaloosa’s ears, knowing that his hearing was
much better than her own. He was like an early-warning
system. The horse showed no sign of hearing anything.

Guiding the horse over, she reined to a stop and
looked down at the prostrate form. Virgil had a wound
in his side, the blood dried and caked over his hands.
And he also had a bullet hole in his forehead. His eyes
were still open, staring sightlessly at the blue Colorado
sky.

The Appaloosa tossed his head impatiently, and she
reined him back. It was creepy to know that she was
looking at a dead body, but she was so tired, and so
anxious to get home, she pushed it down in her mind,
and headed over to the horse area to get the cart.

Suddenly, her mount stopped, ears perked again.
She followed his attention to the area behind the cart.

After a moment, her eyes noticed the incongruity in
shapes. She saw him.

It was Hatch, tied in a sitting position against a tree,
his hands taped in front of him, just as he had taped her
own that night. Another strip of tape was over his
mouth, and his chin was on his chest. As she urged the
Appaloosa forward, she didn’t see any gunshot wounds
on him. She reined the horse to a stop and stared at him.

He coughed, and the Appaloosa jerked at the sound.

His head came up, eyes lifting slowly to look at her.
He leaned his head back against the tree and sighed
through his nose, watching her.

Dismounting, she held the Glock behind her, and
leaned in with her other hand to rip the tape free. He
stretched his face muscles, and licked his lips. “We’ve
got to stop meeting like this,” he said wryly.

“Where’s Gleason?”

“I imagine he’s looking for the other horse, and on
his way out of here.”

Rikki scanned the forest, and all sides of the camp.
“How long ago was that?”

Hatch gestured with his bound hands. “Can’t see my
watch.”

“So he just…left you here to starve or freeze?”

“I don’t think he expected me to live long enough for
that.”

“Why?”

He tossed his chin in the direction of the trash bags
nearby. “He was hoping to lure a few bears to finish me
off.”

Rikki felt herself grimace at the image that produced
in her mind. “What a pal.”

“Yeah, he’s pretty much the devil, incarnate.”

His words surprised her. “I thought he was a friend
of yours.”

“Business partner. Not friend. I’m thinking I made a
bad call.” One side of his mouth pulled up in a halfgrin.

Rikki half-turned to watch the horse, who remained
standing, with no alert-signals. She bounced the Glock
against her thigh, thinking. She wasn’t sure she could
just leave this guy tied up here. That would be cruel,
and cruelty wasn’t part of her nature. But he was one in
the trio of bad men who had so thoroughly upended her
life. Danica’s life. And yet, Hatch had never hurt any of
them, except for knocking Danica out, and that was after
she had kicked the crap out of him, so maybe turnabout
was fair play. He probably only did what he absolutely
had to, to get the job done. And he had brought the
clothes to Marie, and made sure the baby got fed. Had
to be some small amount of heart in this man. Maybe.

“So…” Hatch said softly. “You’ve got a decision to
make.”

Rikki squatted down, dangling the Glock over a
knee and picking up a leaf, crunching it between her
fingers. “I’d like to think I’ll do the right thing. But
maybe I just need to do what’s safest for me and the
others. That just might be to leave you here.”

“Because you don’t know if you can trust me.”

She didn’t answer, only met his eyes.

“Look,” he said. “I could spend the rest of the day
trying to convince you to trust me, but I’m an ex-con.”
You shouldn’t trust me. But life isn’t always that cutand-dried. Sometimes you have to choose the lesser of
two evils. But here’s the thing. Gleason took my share of
the ransom. I had plans for that money. I was this-close
to retiring on an island somewhere, and never dealing
with the Lenny Gleasons of the world again. When
everything fell through, he decided to take my cut, and
leave me here as a bearhors d’oeuvre.” He licked his
lips and swallowed, continuing, “You and your friends
and the baby want to get out of here and back home.
What I want—the only thing I want—is to get my money
back from him and get started on that retirement. But
none of us get what we want as long as Gleason is out
there, armed. I know how he thinks. I can find him, and I
can stop him. And you need my help.” He looked her
square in the eyes, and waited.

She stood and went to the Appaloosa, stroked his
soft cheek and neck. Hatch could be sincere. Or he
could be playing her. She could untie him and he might
clock her on the head and take her guns and her horse
and leave her tied to that tree as a bearhors d’oeuvre.
Then Danica and Marie and the baby would all be in
peril. And if she was being completely selfish, Rikki
did not relish the idea of being eaten alive by a
carnivore.

But Hatch had shown some compassion by helping
Marie and the baby. There was something good in him.
Rikki just wasn’t sure how that translated into freeing
him from the tree. Hatch was certainly no backwater
halfwit. She could tell by the way he spoke, the man
was smart and had an education. Intelligence was one of
those things that she could spot right away, just as she
could spot ignorance. How he got involved with
Gleason and Virgil, she couldn’t imagine. But
everyone’s path led them to the unexpected. Maybe
Hatch was telling the truth about wanting to be done
with his life of crime. Still, she could not give her trust
to a stranger who had demonstrated his felonious
tendencies; not when so much was at stake.

Hatch had not interrupted her thoughts, and finally,
Rikki led the Appaloosa over to the cart, and hitched it
up. Leading the horse behind her, she came back to
Hatch.

Stepping over close to him, she reached into her
kangaroo pouch and pulled out the pocket knife. She
leaned down, looking into his eyes for a few seconds.
Then she turned the knife around and placed it, bladeopen, in his bound hands.

With that, Rikki mounted the Appaloosa, tossed a
canteen of water down beside him, and heeled the horse
into a gallop, back toward Danica.
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Danica

She hadn’t heard any shots, and that was good.
Unless it wasn’t, Danica mused. Rikki could have been
knocked unconscious and carted off by Gleason. Or
she could have gotten lost. Or hurt in some other way.

Danica made herself stop ruminating. It wasn’t
going to help, and it certainly didn’t make her feel
better. Rikki was armed, and she knew how to take care
of herself. Even if Danica wanted to think she needed
her constant protection.

Drawing on the cigarette, and blowing a stream of
smoke into the air, Danica looked over at the sleeping
Marie. She pulled the blanket up higher over her,
tucking it around the baby, who slept beside her. They
had both been asleep the whole time Rikki had been
gone. Danica wished she could join them, but there was
no way she could rest until she knew Rikki was okay.
And that meant, waiting for her to come back, and
seeing it for herself. How long had she been gone? She
pulled her phone out of the kangaroo pouch. With no
signal, it was now only good for telling the time, and
maybe for looking at pictures. Rikki had been gone an
hour already. Should she hide Marie and the baby, now,
and go after her? Rikki said she’d need an hour and half.

Patience. Just do what she asked you to do.
She crushed the cigarette out and tossed the butt to
the other side of Marie, knowing that it would prevent
her from being blamed. Of course smoking was bad for
her. But that didn’t stop her from wanting one when
things were tense. Maybe she and Rikki had been lulled
into a false sense of security this last year, with
everything going so well. Finding the house, getting it
financed with a good rate, getting Chuck’s blessing on
the marriage. Their lives had been happy and
uncomplicated, with nothing but smooth sailing ahead.
Then suddenly, their metaphorical boat to paradise got
blown out of the water by this Cache La Poudre
adventure.

Danica had been so busy thinking about Rikki being
in danger, that she wasn’t considering the possibility
that one of the remaining men might headed her
direction. They had intended to sell that baby for
ransom, so they might want to go ahead with that plan, if
they could. Maybe being parked here in plain sight
wasn’t such a good idea.

She pushed herself up and scouted around nearby
until she found a cluster of boulders by a ridge. There
was just enough room to hide Marie and the baby
behind them. There was a drop-off down to another
ledge, but the rest was basically a slope of mountainous
terrain. Danica could post herself on top of the rocks
and get a better vantage point, should anyone come
along out of the forest.

She went back and squatted in front of Marie, her
hand on her arm, shaking her gently. Her eyes came
open, fearfully.

“It’s okay. Listen, I’m going to move you and the
baby somewhere safer.”

She sat up, one hand going to the baby. “Rikki isn’t
back yet?”

“Not yet. But come on…” She helped her up and
Danica could tell Marie was in a bad way. She had the
shakes, and was covered in sweat.

Gathering the baby in her arms, Danica led Marie to
the boulders. Situating Marie and the baby on the other
side, she went back and moved the Appaloosa, tying it
off a short distance beyond the rocks where it would be
safe, and came back to scramble up on top of the rocks.
She sat down with the M-16 in her lap and looked for
Rikki, but didn’t see her. From her position, she could
still see the Appaloosa, which was good, because Rikki
had told her the horse would hear someone coming
before Danica could. She’d keep an eye on the horse’s
behavior. Feeling better about their situation, she
waited. Watching.

After a while, gray clouds crawled across the sky,
muting the midday sun. Danica looked up, hoping it
wouldn’t rain again, and from the corner of her eye,
noticed movement. She looked back down at the horse.
The Appaloosa’s ears were perked, its head up. It was
staring directly in front of Danica, into the woods.

Danica’s hand tightened on the M-16, her pulse
quickening, as she studied the trees, but saw nothing.
Then a streak of brown, and her eyes adjusted. A deer
stood at alert some 70 yards away. Good ears on that
horse, she thought. The deer nibbled at foliage and
lifted its head again, chewing, listening, then darted
away, out of sight. When Danica looked back at the
Appaloosa, it was back in a dozing stance, one leg bent,
as if resting.

Everything is fine. Just a deer. Then the horse
brought its head up again, ears perked. Had the deer
been startled by something?

Danica saw the chunk fly out of the boulder beside
her before her brain registered the sound. A pop.
Reflexes engaging before she even understood why, she
lifted the M-16 toward the forest in front of her, as
another chunk of rock exploded, this time closer. She
sprang up, and slipped on the rock, turning to sit down,
so she could slide down the back. Another shot whizzed
over her head and she skated down the back side of it,
her feet hitting the gravel beside Marie and the baby,
and gliding toward the ledge. She turned to find
something to hold, but there was nothing but soil and
tufts of grass. She dropped off the edge, as Marie’s hand
went out to her, too late to stop her fall.

{23}
Rikki

She heard the shots, and kicked the Appaloosa into
a run, the cart bouncing along behind her, causing the
horse to lurch from side to side to keep balance. The
spot where she’d left Danica and Marie and the baby
was just over the next rise. She pulled back on the reins
to halt her mount, and jumped off, wrapping the rein
around a tree, tying it off. Then she ran, the Browning
T-bolt in one hand, her other one swiping branches out
of the way as she passed clusters of evergreens.

On the rise, she slid to a stop and looked down at
the spot she’d left them, but they were gone. She hoped
they were hiding.

Another shot echoed into the valley beyond the
ridge to her right. She jerked her head left, frantically
searching the sage bushes and Aspens for the shooter.
The man appeared from the foliage, walking
purposefully toward the ridge, his rifle aimed in front of
him. Gleason.

Seeking cover, Rikki moved toward the ridge and
positioned herself behind a tree. Her eye swept to
movement by the ridge. Marie was on hands and knees,
peering over the ledge. She made her way over and slid
down with her back against the boulder next to Marie.
The woman turned back. “Danica fell…”

Rikki crawled to the edge and looked over. Danica
was lying on the ledge, her eyes closed, the M-16 still
strapped across her chest. “Dani!”

Another shot zinged off a tree nearby. Rikki swept a
hand toward Marie. “Stay back there against the rock,
with the baby.” After she’d moved, Rikki leaned back
over the ledge. She was about ten feet down. “Dani!”
She called her name several times, and finally, her eyes
opened and she looked up at Rikki. “Don’t move!” she
warned.

Danica turned her head to the left, and saw that she
was inches from a steep declivity that led almost
straight down to the valley floor. She inched closer to
the cliff-face.

“Are you okay?”
Danica moved around as much as she could to check
herself. “I think so. Just got the breath knocked out of
me.”

Rikki ducked as another shot spit into the dirt to the
right of the boulder behind her. She looked back down
at Danica, knowing that her arms weren’t long enough to
help her up.

“Got a rope?”
Hatch.
 His voice startled her, so that lifted the
Glock toward him, and almost fell over the ledge
herself. “Uh…that was fast.”

“Rope?” he asked again. 

She searched his eyes and saw nothing sinister.
Grabbing the backpack, Rikki dug out the nylon rope
that had been in the bottom when Danica went on her
shopping spree.

Hatch took it, tied it off to the tree near the boulder,
and wrapped the end around his waist, making a knot in
the front. Then he lowered himself over the ledge,
walked himself down until the slack was gone. “This is
as far as the rope lets me go,” he told Danica. He held
out his hand to her.

She looked up at him, hesitantly.

“Look, your girlfriend has a gun on me. If I drop
you, she’ll shoot me in the head. I don’t plan on dying
today.”

Rikki leaned over the ledge and waved the Glock so
Danica could see it. “Take his hand, Dani,” she called
out.

Reluctantly, Danica reached up and clasped Hatch’s
wrist. He tugged her up, and she was able to grab his
rope and scramble to the top. Then he pulled himself up.
As Hatch untied the rope from his waist, Danica said,
“Thanks.”

He gave her a nod, and released the rope, his
attention now on the woods where Gleason was hiding.
Peering around the boulder, Hatch said, “He’s got us
pinned down.” He looked over at Danica who still had
the M-16 strapped to her. “Give me the gun.”

She scooted back.

He sighed. “I want to spray the woods his direction,
so he’ll back off.”

“I’ll do it.” Rikki held her hand out to Danica, who
pulled the strap over her head and handed the rifle to
her. Rikki moved to the opposite side of the boulder
from Hatch and spun into the open, letting loose a
barrage of bullets toward the forest, then spun back
behind the boulder.

Hatch peeked around his side, as Rikki peeked
around hers and saw Gleason mounting the brown
horse. In a few seconds, they heard the horse galloping
away.

Hatch stepped out into the open and watched the
horse disappear.

Rikki pulled Virgil’s pistol out of the bag and came
around the rocks where Hatch stood in the clearing.
“Hey.” She tossed the gun to Hatch, followed by a box
of shells, which Hatch snatched out of the air. Rikki
pointed to Danica’s Appaloosa, and Hatch studied her
for a long moment, then nodded at her. He mounted the
horse and dashed into the woods after Gleason.

Rikki turned around with a half-smile until she saw
the expression on Danica’s face.

“Why did you give him a gun and our horse?”
Danica squeaked.

“Because it was the right thing to do.”

“What about us? How the hell are we going to get
out of here, now?”

Rikki handed the M-16 to Danica and hurried up the
hill, returning in a moment with the Appaloosa and cart.
“Marie and the baby can ride in the cart, and you can
ride behind me.”

Danica heaved a sigh. “Rikki—”

“Dani, listen. Hatch is after the money Gleason stole
from him. Let them keep each other busy for a while.
We need to get going.”

They helped Marie into the cart, and put the baby
next to her, then stuffed their bags and blankets over
them.

Rikki mounted the Appaloosa and Danica climbed
on behind her. A quick check of the compass, and Rikki
heeled the horse forward.

Epilogue
At her desk at home, Rikki gazed out the window at
Danica, as she planted shrubs along the perimeter of
their lot.

Her attention back on the computer screen, Rikki
saved the file. Her experience as a technical writer
helped some, but she suspected it was more creative
nonfiction she was writing.

Their story was to be published, but Rikki hadn’t
decided which publication she would choose yet. There
seemed to be a minor bidding war, and some talk of
making it into a movie.

She recalled the final hours of their ordeal.
Ten hours of travel through the valley finally got

them to a rafting and kayaking outpost on the east end of
Cache La Poudre, along Scenic Byway.
Since they finally had a cell signal, Rikki called the
police, and got things rolling so that Marie could get to
a hospital and the baby could get back to her parents
and sister.

After a moment, they saw the other Appaloosa, tied
to a tree near the back entrance of the shop.

Fluttering in the wind, was a note dangling from
tape on the saddle. She pulled it off to read it.

LG is history. Good luck, R&D&M&b.

Lummi awaits.

~ H.

She and Danica took a few moments to figure out

what it meant. It was from Hatch. He was wishing them
all well, and letting them know that Gleason was no
longer a threat. Rikki looked up the word, Lummi on her
phone and found that it was one of the San Juan Islands
off the West Coast. She recalled Hatch saying he
wanted to retire to an island. His way of telling her
that’s what he was really doing, now.

Hatch had probably killed Lenny Gleason, most
likely out of self-defense, if what she knew of Gleason
was in any way accurate. Now, he only wanted to be on
his way, and she was more than happy to oblige. If he
was to be arrested for his crimes, the law would have
to do it. Her only concern now was to get this end-game
over with so she and Danica could relax, and get back
to their lives.

They looked up from the note, and across the
parking lot on the grass by the road, they saw him. A
man with a backpack.

Hatch.

In a few seconds, his hand went to his forehead in a
cursory salute, and then he just started walking toward
the main road.

He was done, then. Game over.

They let him go.

Well into the wee hours, she and Danica got
warmed up inside the outpost, had some food, and
answered a million questions from several law
enforcement agencies.

The parents of the kidnapped baby arrived fairly
quickly, escorted by some FBI types, and got to take
their baby home, safe and sound. The parents were
effusive with their thanks to Danica and Rikki, as well
as Marie.

A Flight for Life helicopter came and transported
Maria to the hospital, and she left with Rikki and
Danica’s phone number written on her hand.

Rikki called her father right after she called the
police. She let him know what had happened. Rikki told
him about the horses, and since Chuck Hudson also used
to have a horse rescue, he was allowed to come and get
the two Appaloosas. Rikki and Danica decided to adopt
them, and keep them at her dad’s place. The cops didn’t
care, as long as it was one less thing they had to worry
about; and her father had the credentials, so the
transaction went smoothly.

As for their statements to the police, they had all
agreed before they even arrived at the outpost, what the
story would be. They would say that the operation was
Lenny Gleason and his brother Virgil. There was
another man, but he tried to help them, and did
eventually help them get away. They didn’t know his
name, what he looked like, or what happened to him.
The Feds confiscated the weapons, much to Rikki’s
chagrin.

Ultimately, they had decided that their trip to
Canada was ill-fated. They would reschedule, and just
go home.

Chuck drove them, pulling the horse trailer, with
Danica and Rikki asleep in the back seat, dreaming of
rides through the countryside on two happy and healthy
Appaloosas.

I hope you enjoyed this. If so, you might also like
many of my other books.

To stay informed of book news and other tidbits
which I might think is more important than you do…sign
up for the newsletter. http://kellijaebaeli.com

(sign up box on right side near top). Right now, I’m
giving away a FREE NOVELLA just for signing up.
Don’t miss AKA INVESTIGATIONS book bundle
for only $9.99

You save 60%buying the bundle over buying
each book separately.

The popular AKA Investigations Series now in a
box set. Share the adventures and romances of Jobeth,
Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger. Never a dull moment, and
plenty of chills, thrills and laughter too. Includes Also
Known as Armchair Detective, Also Known as DNA,
Also Known as Syzygy, Also Known as Rising &
Falling, and Also Known as Sleepy Cat Peak.

Amazon US

♠ Amazon UK

♠ Amazon Australia ♠

Amazon Canada

♠ Amazon Germany
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Bestselling author Kelli Jae Baeli began writing as a child, exploring poetry and
journaling, and eventually movingon to short stories. After
a romantic fling in the military with another female soldier,
she decided to write a book based on the experience. The
story that evolved took on a life of its own, but it became
her first novel, As You Were, This was followed quickly by
Armchair Detective, a book she said she wrote because she
couldn't find other lesbian fiction she liked at the time, and
50 wanted to write something she would want to read.
She’s been doing that ever since. Most recently, her
“romantic dramedy” Rain Falls went to number one on
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Creativity comes as easily as breathing to Baeli. Living
a life around words, books, art, and music not only fulfills
her, but defines her. Constantly miningthe world around her for literary tidbits, Baeli
is always to be found with {Phone in hand, recording or thumbing in notes,  self-
confessed story magpie who sees everywhere the fodder for her work. She is a talented
singer-songwriter with over 200 songs to her credit, and was the founding member
and lead singer-songwriter of two chick-bands in the 90's. Her other hobbies include
pottery, sculpture, photography. painting, cooking, domestic engineering, and she
adores cats. A canny mix of business woman and artist, Kelli Jae Baels is delighted to

spend each and every day relentlessly feeding her muse.

Retired from the military, Baeli pursued writing full time since 1988, After eight
years of University, to include pursuing a B.A. in Professional Writing & Editing, she
Wwas a technical writer for a corporate jet company. a newspaper reporter, a managing
editor for two small presses, and a freelance editor. She founded Kindred Ink Writers
Initiative and Kind Red Ink Editing

Turning down several traditional publishing contracts in the ensuing years, Baeli
chose to be an independent publisher and author, and by the end of 2013, she had
produced 38 books, both non-fiction and fiction, in a variety of genres, Baeli believes
in mastering every aspect of the business: she is a webmaster and avid blogger, and
continues to do her own book cover design, typography, and formatting since 1998.
Currently co-founder of Lesbian Literati Press and Sapphica Books.net with her
partner, Kiwi author Kate Genet, Bacli migrated from Colorado to New Zealand, where
she and Genet currently make their home on the South Island at the foothills of the
Blue Mountains.
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