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Branded: Savannah

	 

	Her father told everyone that her older sister ran away. Savannah knew better. She was there the day the man came to get Jade. The day he paid her father. That’s how she knew what was about to happen to her. 

	Savannah tried to run back home. Her little sister needed her. Marco’s men found her and brought her back. That night Marco branded her with his initials so she wouldn’t forget who owned her. She didn’t think her life could get any worse, but she was wrong.

	Five Years later:

	Breaker only stopped at the roadside diner for a bite to eat. He was tired, and just coming off a government assignment, and maybe a little less cautious. While he ate, the woman slipped into his car and hid in the backseat.

	What he knew for certain: she was scared, she was beautiful, and she was a liar. He didn’t believe a word she told him about trying to get to New Orleans because her mother had been in a bad car wreck. But when two thugs catch up with them to return Savannah to their drug cartel boss, and attempt to kill him, he quickly ends the threat.

	Now he’s helping another stray, except this time it’s different. Breaker wants to wipe away the pain he sees lurking deep in her eyes. He wants to heal her wounds.

	But when the only way he can save her from the obsessed Marco is to take her deep into the Louisiana swamps where he grew up, can he face his own dark past?

	




Chapter One

	 

	"Tell me about momma," Rena asked as they wandered around the area thick with trees and brush. They weren’t far from the house, walking on a narrow trail that wound down to the creek. Sometimes they would try to catch a fish or just dip their feet into the cool water on a hot summer day. Jade said it was their pretend place. They could be anything they wanted here, but you had to be quiet and not disturb the fairies. Jade was great at playing make-believe.

	But Jade wasn’t here anymore.

	Savannah looked at her little sister and smiled. "You haven't asked about momma in a long time.” She breathed in the strong scent of cedar. She loved being outside. It was peaceful and quiet with just the two of them. “What brought her to mind?"

	She stepped over a log, then made sure Rena crossed okay, too. She didn't know why. Habit, she supposed. Rena was twelve now, growing up fast. They both were. She was already fourteen herself. A tremble of fear swept over her. The same age as Jade when she left.

	She drew in a deep, calming breath. No, he wouldn't do that to them again. He couldn’t. She wouldn’t let him get away with it. Rena needed her.

	"Savannah?" Rena urged.

	She swallowed down the sick feeling that rose inside her and concentrated on her little sister." I haven't thought about Rose in a long time. There's not a lot I remember about momma." Disappointment crossed her little sister's face, so she continued. "She was beautiful," she began.

	Rena smiled.

	"Her hair was the same color as ours, pale blonde. She had the prettiest blue eyes that would sparkle when she laughed.”

	“Like ours,” Rena added.

	She nodded. “You used to love sitting on her lap." She wouldn’t tell Rena how tired momma had been most of the time, or that she’d carried bruises when she didn’t move fast enough to suit their father.

	"And she had the voice of an angel, and now she is one," Rena finished the story on a deep sigh.

	"Yes, she's an angel in heaven, but every time you sing, think about her. You have the same kind of voice as momma. Pretty, like that bird we heard the other day." If she closed her eyes, Savannah could almost picture her mother again. As the years passed, her memories of Rose were fading. No matter how hard she tried to hang on to them, they were slipping away.

	Jade had remembered their mother the best. She’d been six when momma passed. At the thought of her older sister, Savannah's hands curled into fists. She should’ve been here with them.

	"I'm hungry," Rena said. "Can we eat something?"

	They were always hungry. That was nothing new. She'd already searched their father's pockets after he passed out drunk on the bed, but there wasn’t even one thin dime. For just a moment, she’d thought about the loaded shotgun in the closet.

	The police would probably believe her if she said he'd been cleaning his gun and it went off. It wasn't like anyone in town would miss him. They all knew what kind of man he was. Maybe the grocer was right when he'd said Emmett wasn't worth shooting.

	It would be nice if just once they could have access to the disability checks that came in every month. Or even the card they could put groceries on. Instead, her father had worked out a system where he would buy the Crocket's groceries for them. They lived down the road. Then Emmett would sell the food at half price for cash to buy booze. Emmett laughed about how he’d cheated the government. He didn't give a damn if his kids ate or not.

	Savannah mentally went through the cabinets as she tried to figure out what there was left to eat. "We might still have some of that macaroni you like. You know, the ones that look like shells. I think there's a little bit of butter, too."

	"No meat?"

	"Maybe the hen laid another egg or two. We could boil them if she did." They’d found one and had it earlier for lunch, along with the last two slices of bread. Half of a scrambled egg sandwich each hadn’t filled them up very well.

	"And we'll pretend we’re at a fancy restaurant." Rena smiled as she danced in front of Savannah.

	When Jade still lived at home, and Emmett was off drunk somewhere, she’d pretend that they'd all been invited to a lavish restaurant for a tea party. Before too long, she'd have them believing they were dining on tiny cakes with sugary icing in pastel colors and drinking specialty tea from china teacups.

	In reality, it was usually only one slice of toast that she’d buttered and cut into thirds. The tea would be warm water with a bit of mint that grew wild at the back of the house near where the porch leaned the worst. Jade always made their party feel special. She missed her so much.

	As they stepped from the trees, Savannah happened to glance toward the house. When she stopped dead in her tracks, Rena looked at her with a question in her eyes.

	"Is something wrong, Savannah?"

	"I don't know." As soon as she saw the shiny black car sitting in front of their house, cold chills of dread ran up and down her arms. "Let's go in the back door." It still might be nothing.

	"Are we going to see if the hen laid an egg?"

	"Not right now. Someone's at the house."

	Rena looked up, her footsteps slowing. "That's a pretty car."

	There'd been a nice car parked in front of their shack of a house the day the three of them had been walking home from the grocery store. Jade went in through the back door that day and told them to go play. Had she sensed something was wrong? Savannah had a feeling nothing good would come from this visit either.

	She slowly opened the door, but there was still a distinct squeak. For half a second, she thought about turning around and running, but she had a feeling it wouldn't do her any good. It hadn’t helped Jade.

	Her father immediately came into the kitchen, his face red, as though he'd been arguing with someone. "Where you been, girl?" he growled. "Get your lazy ass in here. I want you to meet someone."

	She glared at Emmett. Her father hadn't shaved, and she could smell him a good two feet away. He'd torn his shirt, and it was only half-tucked inside pants that were getting too tight. He certainly didn't go hungry.

	"I'll be there in a minute," she said.

	His gaze ran over her. "Wash your face before you come in. You kids are always filthy. You better be glad I kept you and gave you a good home after your mother died and left me without any help. Always costing me money and not a grateful bone in your bodies. Hurry it up now."

	As soon as the door shut, Rena turned to Savannah. "Who does he want you to meet?"

	Oh God, she was so innocent still. She grabbed her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. "He may be sending me away like he did Jade."

	Rena's eyes immediately filled with tears. "But I don't want you to go away. I'll be all alone."

	"I might not have a choice. I'll try to come back for you."

	"Promise?"

	She hugged her fiercely. "I'll try as hard as I can." When she stepped back, she brushed away the tear running down her little sister's cheek.

	"Get in here, Savannah!"

	"Stay in here. Don't come out. If I have to leave, just know I love you."

	Rena nodded, bottom lip trembling.

	Savannah went to the door, but turned and looked at Rena one last time before going into the other room. She raised her chin high as she stared into the cold, dark eyes of the man with her father. She was only brave up to a point. Her steps faltered, and she came to a halt, her gaze lowering.

	The man walked nearer, stopping in front of her. She was five feet, six inches; he wasn't much taller than her. Maybe five feet, ten inches. With one finger, he raised her chin and looked into her eyes. If there was a face that could be called pure evil, Savannah was afraid it would look just like this man. Eyes as black as a starless night when an angry storm brews outside. Black hair and a trimmed beard. He brushed the hair away from her face, his fingers cold as ice. Fear trembled over her.

	He turned back to her father, then reached into his pocket for an envelope, handing it to him. "The agreed price."

	Her father opened the envelope and started to count the money inside.

	"You don't trust me?" the stranger’s words were silky, but held a hard edge.

	Emmett quickly closed the envelope, hands shaking. "Of course I trust you, Mr. Sanchez."

	"I always like to make sure the seller knows exactly what's going on," he said to my father, but his gaze locked on mine. "You are selling your daughter to me for the sum of five thousand dollars. You will never have contact with her again. It's my right to do with her as I please." The man looked at her father again. "Is that clear?"

	"I understand." His eyes sparkled with excitement.

	She glared at her father. "You’re selling me? Like I'm no better than a dog? To a stranger who you know nothing about?"

	Emmett’s face turned red. "Just go with the man! Do as he says," he growled.

	"The deal is made," the stranger said. "You are my property, Chica."

	The day Emmett sold Jade, she'd fought against the man, but they’d forced her to his car. Rena had continued playing out back that day, but Savannah snuck inside to see what was happening.

	Later, Savannah told Rena that Jade had gone to live with someone else. Rena hadn’t seen their big sister struggle, or Emmett slapping Savannah so hard when she’d tried to help Jade that she carried a bruise for weeks afterward.

	Savannah remembered, though. She didn't want to leave Rena with that kind of memory.

	Instead, she marched over to her father and grabbed the envelope out of his hand. She quickly counted out five, twenty dollar bills. "This is for Rena, so she can buy something to eat. That's why you're doing this, isn't it, father? The money isn't so you can spend it on booze, right?" she sneered.

	Emmet drew his hand back.

	“She no longer belongs to you,” Mr. Sanchez reminded him.

	Her father dropped his hand back to his side.

	She marched into the other room. She trembled so hard on the inside, it was all she could do to stand. They would run away. As far as they could get on the money she'd taken. They could…

	A shadow suddenly blocked the screened door leading outside. The man her father had called Mr. Sanchez had brought another man with him. Had he known she would try to run? Probably.

	“I’m scared,” Rena whispered.

	Savannah cupped her face. "Go down to the cafe and get something to eat. Then go to the grocer and buy some food. Give Jack two dollars and he'll bring you home in his pickup. Whatever money you have left, hide it from Emmett and if he asks, tell him you spent it all. Have you got that?"

	Rena nodded, her face pale.

	She couldn’t leave it like this. She had to warn her. “Emmett sold Jade. She didn’t want to leave. He’s selling me to this man. Someday, he might try to do the same to you. You run away before he can. Do you understand?”

	She sniffed, but nodded.

	"Go now, and don't look back."

	"Am I ever going to see you again?"

	She blinked back the tears filling her eyes. "Someday we'll find each other." She unfastened the necklace around her neck. It had been Jade’s, but after she was taken away, Savannah began wearing it. It was just a cheap necklace of their mother’s that had a little silver heart. Now, she fastened it on Rena.

	"I love you, Savannah."

	“I know. I love you, too. Now run.” Savannah went to the screen door and opened it. The man looked at Savannah. She scowled back at him. Then she waited until Rena was down the road and had turned the corner, out of sight.

	She drew in a shaky breath, then she turned and went back into the other room. "I'll have to get my things."

	"I will buy you whatever you need."

	The enormity of what was happening hit her all at once. She frantically looked around for a way to escape, but Emmett must’ve sensed what she was going to do and took a step toward her.

	The stranger walked over and grasped her arm in a tight hold. She tried to pull away, but his grip only tightened. He led her out of the house and to his car, shoving her into the back seat. The man who’d been at the screen door waited until Mr. Sanchez got into the back seat with her, then he got in and started the car. She took one last look at the house she’d called home as he pulled away.

	“I’m Marco Sanchez, the most powerful man in San Antonio.”

	She didn’t say anything.

	“You will call me Marco.”

	Savannah continued to ignore him. He leaned nearer, roughly pulling her chin so that she was forced to look at him.

	“Don’t ever think about running. You belong to me now,” he warned in a silky, smooth voice that was even worse than if he’d yelled at her.

	But running was exactly what she was going to do first chance she got. Savannah watched the passing scenery so that she would know how to get back to the house. As soon as she made it home again, she and Rena would run away together. Somehow, they would manage to survive.

	There were too many roads, too much traffic, as they went farther and farther south. The sun dipped low in the sky so that it was difficult to judge how far they’d gone. The driver turned off the interstate, then down a tree-lined road.

	He turned onto a property, and they drove a little farther before stopping at a gate with an armed guard. As the guard approached, the man driving rolled down his window. They nodded to each other, and the gate opened.

	Savannah trembled with fear as they drove down a shorter road that led to one of the biggest houses she'd ever seen. The sprawling white, two-story hacienda reminded her more of a fortress than a home.

	"This is your new home," Marco said as the driver pulled in front of it. "You should be grateful you're not living in that dump anymore with a father who cares nothing for you."

	Somehow, she didn't feel grateful.

	As Marco got out, two men came from around the side of the house. Both wore guns at their hips and carried assault rifles. She knew what the bigger guns were because she’d seen them on television.

	She didn’t move once Marco got out. Her door opened. Marco smiled. “Look what I bought today, my friends. It’s as I always tell you, when you’re in our line of work, you can buy anything.” He turned to her with a spark of anger in his eyes. “Get out so my men can meet you.”

	Savannah wanted to tell him that she didn’t want to meet them. They looked even scarier than him. Both were taller. One with a mustache and the other with a trimmed beard and mustache. She didn’t like the hungry look in their eyes when they looked at her. 

	“Just don’t get any ideas,” Marco warned. “Savannah belongs to me.”

	She got out of the car and stood beside it. A woman hurried from the house. She was well-rounded and wore a spotless, white apron. When the woman looked at her, Savannah thought she saw a glimmer of pity.

	“Take her inside. I want her bathed.” His gaze swept over her. “Put the red dress on her.”

	“Yes, Patron.”

	The woman took her hand, and Savannah had no choice but to go with her. “My name is Isabella. I’m Mr. Sanchez’s housekeeper.”

	“I’m Savannah.” She stopped short when they went through the massive double doors. She’d never seen anything so beautiful in all her life, not even on TV. The floor was tiled, and a grand staircase wound up to the next level. Everything practically sparkled it was so clean.

	“Come, we must hurry and not make Mr. Sanchez angry.” Isabella tugged on her arm.

	“Why did he buy me?” She wasn’t stupid, but she needed to have someone tell her.

	Isabella hesitated, looking around as if she was afraid someone might hear her talking. There wasn't anyone nearby as Savannah followed her up a winding staircase.

	“Have you ever been with a man?”

	“No,” she replied truthfully. She didn’t tell her that no boy wanted to be seen with one of the Harris girls. She always figured they were afraid the poverty would rub off on them. She never liked them anyway.

	 They went inside a bedroom, then on to a massive bathroom, bigger than Savannah’s whole house. Isabella immediately began filling the tub with water.

	“There is pain the first time,” she said as she busied herself setting out a towel and washcloth. “You must not fight him. It’ll only make it worse.” When the tub was full, she turned off the water and faced her. “Take off your clothes and get into the bathtub. Wash everything. There are bottles of shampoo and soap. I’ll be back with clean clothes.”

	As soon as Isabella left the room, Savannah hurried to the toilet and threw up. Tears filled her eyes. She felt as if all her dreams for her future were being shattered. Rena would be next. Her spirit crushed. She had no doubt Emmett would sell Rena just as he had her and Jade.

	No! She would find her way back home, and they would run as far away as they could. She wiped her mouth on the pretty, white towel, not caring if she messed it up, then rushed to the door and opened it a crack.

	The hallway was empty, so she hurried out. By the time she came to the stairs, she was shaking so hard that she could barely walk.

	Savannah drew in a deep breath, then slipped down the winding staircase. She heard men’s voices, but they came from behind a closed door. She hurried to the front door and slipped outside, glad of the darkness of night with only a half-moon to light her way, and then she was running as fast as she could. The wind felt cool on her skin. She almost laughed, but didn’t. Only when she made it to the main road would she feel safe.

	She stopped when she was almost at the end of the road so she could catch her breath. A light glowed in the guard shack, and the man with the gun was still there. She crossed over into the pasture. The fence surrounding the place was at least ten feet high and made of black iron.

	Her heart pounded, and it was getting more difficult to take a deep breath. There had to be a way out. She hurried along the fence line and was almost to the point of thinking she might never escape when she spotted one bar missing. She ran over and put one leg between the bars, then squeezed the rest of her body through until she was on the other side. Savannah was pretty sure the main road wasn't too much farther. If she didn't slow down, she could be there in half an hour. She drew in gulps of air, then took off again.

	Savannah ran until her side began to ache. Her breathing was strained, and she could feel the beat of her heart as it pounded inside her chest. She’d been running a long time, and she didn’t seem to be getting any closer to the main road. It hadn’t seemed this far earlier.

	Headlights suddenly came over the hill in front of her and caught her in the face. She stumbled as panic washed over her. The car slowed, and the window came down. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it wasn’t Marco. Still, she hesitated.

	“Do you need a ride, miss?” the young man smiled at her.

	He looked nice, and the main road was farther than she’d first thought, but he was going in the opposite direction.

	“Thank you, but I’m going to the main highway.” She started to leave, not wanting to stay in the open longer than necessary.

	“No problem. I can turn around. It’s still a couple of miles. Quite a ways to be walking alone at night.”

	She tried to decide what to do. As soon as Marco realized she was gone, Savannah was certain he would come looking for her. “I’d appreciate it,” she finally said and got into the passenger side of the car.

	“I’ll turn around up here,” he said.

	Savannah didn't like the idea of going back the way she'd come, but the road was narrow and she'd hate it even more if they ended up in the ditch.

	“Where are you headed?” he asked conversationally.

	“Home.”

	He nodded and turned into Marco's drive. The gate was open, and the guard wasn't there. When he didn't turn around, she looked at him. "What are you doing? You have to go back the other way." She reached for the door, but there was a distinct click.

	“I’m sorry, but the boss wouldn’t like it if I didn’t return his property.”

	She lashed out at him, hitting as hard as she could, but he only dodged her fist. “I don’t belong to anyone,” she spat. “I’m a person, not a thing!”

	After he pulled to a stop in front of the house, he glanced across the seat at her. “Such fire in one so young.” He shook his head. “It’s a shame, but you might survive if you hold tight to the strength inside you.”

	There was another click, and her door was flung open. She looked into the angry eyes of the man who’d paid for her. He didn’t touch her, only motioned for the man beside him to drag her out of the car. Marco walked around to stand in front of her, then made another motion, and the man forced her to her knees.

	“I am Marco Sanchez,” he snarled. His hard gaze locked on hers. “I control this part of Texas, and no one crosses me because they fear retribution. You will soon learn your place.” He looked up and nodded to another man. He took her other arm. Marco grabbed the collar of her shirt and ripped it off her back.

	She desperately looked around as fear consumed her. Another man came forward carrying a metal rod, the end glowed red. She struggled against the men holding her.

	“So you will not forget I own you, Chica.”

	She screamed when the branding iron touched her tender skin. Intense pain wrapped around her, squeezing. The acrid odor of burning flesh filled her nostrils. As blackness closed around her, Savannah thought this was probably the worst thing that could ever happen to her.

	She was wrong.

	


Chapter Two

	 

	Five Years Later

	“I will return soon, Chica,” Marco told her.

	Savannah stared out the window. “I’ll miss you,” she said, words dull and flat.

	“Aren’t you going to kiss me goodbye?”

	“Of course,” she turned and went into his arms, as was expected of her. He kissed her long and hard. She thought of other things. Jade jumping onto a log, raising her arm high in the air and declaring she was the queen of the forest, even though it was only a bunch of scraggly cedar and mesquite trees.

	He ended the kiss and smiled down at her, brushing her hair away from her face. “My beautiful Savannah,” he said. “I knew you would come to love me as much as I love you. All I had to do is train you so that you would know who was boss. Isn’t that right?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	“And you don’t hate me for the things I’ve had to do.”

	“No. It was needed.” She looked beyond him, rather than looking directly into his cold, hard eyes.

	“Good. Did you finish everything on the list I gave you?”

	"Yes, Marco. Everything." She always did. Every day. She'd scrubbed the bathroom until it shone, trying not to look at her reflection. Trying not to see what she'd become. She'd dusted, swept, and mopped. She'd eaten when it was time, according to the list. Went to the bathroom, according to the list. Then she'd showered using the special soap Isabella made for her. She suspected it was more bleach than anything. Then she'd applied the lotions so her skin would be soft and pleasing for Marco.

	“Very good. I’ll see you later tonight.” He turned and left.

	She watched from the bedroom window as Marco and his men loaded up in the three cars. There was a big drug deal going down tonight. Francesco wanted all of Marco’s men there. She’d overheard Marco talking to his men. He would leave the guard at the entrance to his property, but the rest would go with him.

	Marco would never go against orders from his boss. The only people left at the house were her, Isabella, and Martin. The gardener would soon return to his family. Savannah had already told Isabella that she was tired and would be going to bed early. Isabella believed her. Why wouldn’t she? Marco had trained Savannah so well. Savannah had made sure that’s what they all thought. Then she had waited. There would be no mistakes this time. Not like that first night.

	As soon as the cars were out of sight, she quickly rinsed the taste of Marco out of her mouth, then changed into jeans and a T-shirt, and slipped on a pair of tennis shoes. She put pillows under the blanket on the floor at the end of Marco’s bed. She was only allowed in his bed when he wanted her there. Like a good pet, she slept at the end of the bed.

	She grabbed a baseball cap she’d stolen from the son of one of Marco’s men and stuffed her hair beneath it, along with a backpack that was ready to go. Was she terrified? Yes, but she couldn’t continue to live like this. Her plan had been in place for a long time. She knew someday she would get the chance to run. This was that chance.

	She listened before stepping into the hallway. She hadn't thought Isabella would be upstairs anyway. More than likely, she would be in the kitchen. Still, she was cautious as she hurried down the staircase and slipped out the backdoor, always looking over her shoulder. The sun was sliding beyond the horizon, but there was a partial moon, so it was almost like daylight.

	She stumbled. A branch scraped her arm. She quickly grabbed her arm, staring at the thin line of blood, and froze. Marco would be furious if he caught her. She should go back inside and await his return. What was she doing? He would kill her. Tears filled her eyes. She glanced back at the house. Her breathing quickened, and her heart pounded so loudly inside her chest she couldn't hear anything else.

	No, she couldn't go back! Only forward. She took a deep breath and dodged between trees and thick bushes as she made her way to the gardening shed, then breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Martin's old blue pickup parked next to the building. He would be inside, putting away his tools.

	She refused to think about the consequences if she was caught and climbed into the bed of the pickup, crawling beneath the gray tarp that was always there. Her pulse was racing, and she knew Martin would hear her breathing if she didn't calm down.

	She closed her eyes and forced herself to think about something else. Jade and Rena immediately came to mind. She began to relax, then smiled. She didn’t tense until the door on Martin’s pickup creaked open, then slammed closed.

	He would be headed home. She’d talked to him once and knew he lived in the country. It would be easier to escape from there than it would be from Marco’s. At least, that was what she was counting on.

	Being in the back of his pickup jostled her around, but as he slowed for the guard shack, she once again held her breath, but she didn’t have to worry. The guard waved him through.

	Excitement began to build inside her. She couldn’t stop it. Just as suddenly, the reality of what she had been through for the last five years sank in and her shoulders shook as sobs overtook her. She couldn’t go back. Not now, not ever.

	She stayed crouched down, but pushed the tarp off her head enough so she could breathe better as soon as they were far enough away from the guard station. She wasn’t sure exactly what she was going to do after she got to Martin’s. She hoped he didn’t live far from town. She would need to put as much distance between her and the San Antonio area as possible.

	A car went by. She moved down lower and pulled the tarp higher. Another car whizzed by. Then one more. All black, all familiar. Her heart began to pound. No, it wasn’t fair! She closed her eyes for a moment and swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat.

	There must've been a change in plans with the drug shipment. That was the only reason Marco would return this soon. She should've been long gone by the time he got home. Maybe he wouldn't realize she was gone until later tonight. She still had time to make good on her escape.

	But she knew Marco. He always checked on her first thing. He would know she was missing as soon as he saw the pillows beneath the blankets.

	She began to shake. What if she got Martin’s attention and begged him to return her to the main house? He might not say anything. She could tell Marco she’d gone for a walk.

	Please, God, please help me, she silently prayed. She couldn’t return. She couldn’t. She swiped at the tears on her face. She still might be okay. She only needed to think about every possibility.

	How soon before Marco figured she’d hidden away in the back of Martin’s pickup? Maybe an hour? He would explore every avenue of possible escape. He would have his men looking for her. She had a little bit of a lead. Would they go straight to Martin’s? Probably. They would at least call him.

	Martin turned onto the main road. She kept watching for black cars to overtake them with Marco in one of them. He’d be furious with her. She closed her eyes tight for a moment. He would beat her, but not so that it left any marks. His brand was the only mark he’d put on her, but he had other ways to cause pain and humiliation.

	He loved to use electricity. He’d put the pads on the bottom of her feet, then flip a switch. He would sit and watch as her muscles jerked, and she would cry out in pain. Or he would lock her in the special closet all day without food and water.

	Martin began to slow. She quickly glanced around. This wasn’t his home. There were lights. Lots of lights. Maybe God had finally heard her prayers. Martin stopped the vehicle beside the gas pumps. She wiggled back down, pulling the tarp over her head. She didn’t dare move even an inch. When she realized she was holding her breath, she slowly released the air in her lungs.

	Even though bright lights shone down on her, there was no way he could see her. She’d made sure that she was completely hidden under the tarp in the bed of the pickup. Even when the ride was bumpy, she’d been cautious.

	He whistled just below his breath as he started the gas going into his tank. The whistling began to fade. She waited a moment more before moving just enough that she could look over the side. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw him going into the convenience store at the truck stop. This was her chance. She'd gone too far to turn back now. If Marco caught her, he would kill her. She had no doubt about it.

	She quickly crawled over the far side of the pickup bed, taking her backpack with her, pulling the baseball cap low on her forehead, hair tucked beneath. She headed straight for the restaurant that was next to the convenience store. She would wait it out there until Martin left.

	Once inside, she slipped into a booth at the back, next to the window, so she could see when Martin came back out. When the waitress came over, Savannah looked nervously around as panic immediately began to fill her.

	“Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat?”

	The mere thought of food right now made her stomach clench. She shook her head.

	"Something to drink? A soda, maybe?"

	What should she do? It had been so long since she'd been on her own. Her pulse sped up, and for a moment, the room blurred.

	Stop!

	She needed to think. She knew she couldn’t just sit there without ordering something, so she said, “Yes, please. A Coke?”

	“Are you okay, honey?”

	She nodded, then turned her head toward the window. How was she going to manage if she couldn't even remember how to think for herself? She drew in a deep breath. No, she could do this. Before Marco, she'd taken care of her and Rena after their father sold Jade. She'd scrounged for food, kept the dump they lived in clean, and made sure Rena kept up with school.

	At the thought of her little sister, tears misted her eyes. She’d tried to return. She closed her eyes and drew in another deep breath. When she opened them again, the panic attack was subsiding. She could do this.

	Her only regret was putting Martin in this position. The gardener was a quiet, soft-spoken man. She only hoped Marco or his men didn't realize she'd made her escape in the back of his pickup. He was only a gardener, so maybe they wouldn't even suspect him. She liked him and didn't want to get him into any trouble. Who was she kidding? Of course they would think she might have slipped into the back of his pickup.

	When the waitress brought her soda over, Savannah reached into her backpack and pulled out a five-dollar bill.

	"Just pay at the cash register when you’re finished, sweetie," the waitress said. "Is there anything else I can get you?"

	Savannah shook her head, and the waitress left. She could think of quite a few things she needed. A safe place to hide until Marco stopped looking for her. That would be nice. She doubted the waitress would be able to help her, though.

	Marco would look for her. She had no doubt about it. He was obsessed with her. Since that first night, he'd kept a guard with her all of the time. The only freedom she had was when she was inside the house, except for Isabella, who also watched her when she wasn’t busy with her own duties. Once she stepped outside, there would be a man beside her.

	Except for tonight.

	It wasn’t that he trusted her. No, Marco didn’t trust anyone. He thought that he’d broken her spirit. That she’d resigned herself to her lot in life. She’d made sure that was what he’d thought. The anger she felt every time she thought about him, every time he took her, would never die inside her. She just had to get as far away from him as she could.

	When the bell over the door jangled, her body jerked. She only relaxed when she saw that it wasn't Marco or one of his men. This man was tall, at least six feet, with broad shoulders and muscled arms. He had dark hair, but not greased back like Marco wore his. He had a five o'clock shadow and a close shaved mustache. There was an arrogance about him. As if he owned the world, and he didn't care who knew it.

	He stopped and spoke to the waitress a moment before heading to a booth. He walked right toward Savannah. Their eyes met. His pale gray and intense. When he nodded, she downed her head. He moved to the booth behind her. Something fluttered inside her, but she quickly dismissed the feeling as nerves.

	She looked back out the window and watched as Martin came out of the convenience store, going to his pickup. He hung up the gas hose, took his receipt, then got inside and drove away. Relief washed over her.

	Her idea had been to escape. That was as far as she'd gotten planning anything. She'd thought about hitchhiking. She knew that wasn't concrete enough. There had only been a few cars come through for gas. Besides her, an older woman, and the man behind her, they were the restaurant's only customers. At this rate, Marco would surely find her. She needed to think, and maybe pray for a miracle. Yeah, right, those had been few and far between over the years.

	Savannah took a drink of her soda, then grimaced as the fizz hit her nose. She half-listened to the waitress taking the order of the man in the booth behind her. She liked the sound of his voice. Smooth, a little raspy with an accent she couldn’t quite pinpoint, almost southern with a rolling sound.

	"You don't sound as if you're from Texas," the waitress said. "I can usually spot a Texan by his drawl."

	"I'm from Louisiana."

	That answered Savannah’s silent question. She continued to listen to their conversation. One of a handful of things she’d learned from watching Marco. Know your surroundings. Not knowing could get you killed.

	"You headed back there?" the waitress asked.

	"Yes."

	"I'll have your steak out in just a bit, honey." She stopped at Savannah’s table. "Still doing okay?"

	Savannah nodded, and she continued on. There was a beeping noise behind her, and a moment later, the man began to speak. She assumed he was talking on his phone.

	"No, I'm glad to be out of Arizona. Two weeks of that kind of dry heat was enough for me. When that dust storm came through, I felt as if I was eating dirt for a solid damn week." He laughed.

	She liked the sound of his laugh. Every time Marco had laughed, she knew it was fake, and usually deadly. This guy's laugh seemed genuine, though. The rest of his conversation was generic, and then he ended the call.

	Maybe he would give her a ride. But what if he said no? There was another way. Once more, she tamped down the panic that rose inside her. Did she have a choice? She didn’t think so.

	When the waitress arrived with his food, Savannah slipped out of the booth and made her way to the cashier. She handed her the five-dollar bill, hoping it would be enough to cover the soda. The last time she’d paid for anything was when she and Rena went to the store. Tears filled her eyes as she thought about her little sister. She’d tried to get back to her. That was the night Marco reminded her that she belonged to him.

	She grimaced when a burning pain seared her shoulder. The burned flesh had healed eventually, leaving a small MS brand behind. Sometimes, though, Savannah thought she could still feel when the hot branding iron had touched her skin, and she would smell the stench of burnt flesh again.

	"Are you okay?" The cashier asked.

	Her head jerked up, and their eyes met. She took the change the cashier handed her and dropped it into the backpack. "I am now." She pushed strands of blonde hair that had escaped from beneath her cap back under it.

	As she walked out of the restaurant, she scanned the scattering of vehicles parked in front of the building. There was only one with a Louisiana license plate. A late-model, dark blue sedan with more dings and scratches than she could count.

	She glanced toward the restaurant. The man was concentrating on his food, rather than what was going on outside the window. She said a quick prayer, then hurried over and tested the back door, breathing a sigh of relief when she found it unlocked. With all the dings and scratches on the car, she was afraid the door might be rusty and alert anyone nearby that it was being opened, but it was surprisingly quiet.

	Savannah quickly slipped inside, then made herself as small as she could, crouched down on the floorboard behind the passenger seat. If she could get as far as Louisiana, she might be safe from Marco.

	It seemed like forever before the man came out to his vehicle. She bit her lip as he started the car, then drove away. They'd only gone a few miles before he pulled to the side of the road.

	"Do you want to tell me what you're doing in the back floorboard of my car?"

	She began to shake so hard that she couldn’t speak.

	"You might as well come out." He reached up and turned on the interior light.

	The only thought running through her mind was that Marco was going to find her now. There would be nowhere to run. She needed to get as far away from this area as she could.

	She raised, then sat on the edge of the back seat. "I'm sorry."

	"Get out."

	She could feel the color draining from her face. She needed to lie, and lie fast. "Please, Mister. I'm trying to get to New Orleans. My mother was in a bad car wreck and the doctor said she might not have long to live."

	His frown only darkened. "I'll take you to the bus station then."

	Marco was sure to be checking the bus stations. "I don't have enough money for a ticket. Please, just take me as far as you can, and I'll make it the rest of the way on my own. You've got to believe me. I've never done this before. I wouldn't have now if I wasn't desperate."

	He studied her in the dim light. "I've lost my ever-loving mind," he muttered. "Get in the front seat."

	She scrambled out of the back and opened the front door. She quickly slid inside, then fastened her seatbelt. "I really appreciate this."

	“Yeah, yeah. What’s your name?”

	"Savannah." She could've bitten her tongue. She should've given him a fake name. It was too late for that now.

	"Not that we’re going to get to know each other, but they call me Breaker."

	Breaker. What an odd name. She didn't care what people called him as long as he took her as far away from San Antonio as she could get.

	Then it hit her. This man was going to help her—at least as far as Louisiana. She would be free, finally free. She brushed away the tear that made its way down her cheek and stared out at the darkness as he started the car and pulled back onto the road.

	She quickly reigned in her emotions. She refused to let herself get excited. It was too soon. She wasn't out of the woods yet.

	"Are you a runaway?" Breaker asked.

	Cold chills swept over her. "What do you mean?" How could he have guessed?

	"Are you running away from home? How old are you?"

	She immediately relaxed. "No, I'm not a runaway." What would Breaker say if he knew she was only nineteen? Would he think she was too young to help? Maybe take her to the nearest police station? Marco had men planted on the inside. She couldn’t take that chance. Besides, she felt closer to thirty. "I'm twenty-two." It wasn't too much of a lie.

	“Take off your hat.”

	She quickly did as he asked, holding it tightly in her lap.

	He turned on the overhead light again and studied her for a moment. He finally grimaced and turned it off. "Okay, I'll give you the benefit of the doubt," he said.

	"How did you know I was in the back of your car?"

	"Your perfume gave you away. Don't worry, it's not that strong, but it's a hell of a lot different from anything else in my car."

	Then it was a good thing Martin didn't have a backseat. His pickup was only a single cab. He probably would have noticed as well, and she wouldn't have gotten away. She stored away the information for future use in case she needed it.

	She began to relax a little more with each mile until she noticed Breaker kept looking into his rearview mirror. She might not have worried so much, but they hadn't reached the interstate yet.

	"What?"

	He shook his head. "Someone might be following us. I'm not sure, but I'm going to check it out."

	They couldn't have found her this quickly. There was no way. But then, she also knew Marco. He would've left no stone unturned searching for her.

	Breaker turned to the right. She watched in the side mirror as the car behind them turned as well. No, no, no! This wasn't happening.

	Breaker turned to the right at the next corner.

	The car followed.

	He glanced across the seat. "Is there anything more you'd like to tell me?"

	"If they take me back with them, he'll kill me. They’re evil men." When he started pulling over, she whipped around in the seat and stared at him. "They'll kill you. Trust me. You can't stop."

	"If I don't, they'll stay right on our tail. I don't like it when people follow me."

	He shifted into park and turned the key in the ignition. He reached beneath the seat before climbing out and brought out a silver-plated, nine-millimeter pistol, slipping it in his waistband behind him.

	Who was this man? What the hell had she'd gotten herself into? It was too late now. She'd made the decision to get in his car. She quickly realized her life was littered with bad decisions.

	She unfastened her seatbelt and turned in her seat. Her heart sank when she saw two of Marco's men getting out of the car.

	"I think you have something that belongs to our boss," Antonio said.

	"And what would that be?" Breaker countered.

	"The woman doesn't belong to you," Roberto said.

	Roberto was almost as mean as Marco. The only reason he’d left her alone was because Marco had given orders she wasn't to be touched by anyone except him, unless he ordered it. She slipped out of the passenger side of the car.

	“The last I knew, this was still a free country,” Breaker said with a hard edge in his voice.

	"Don't be stupid, amigo," Antonio said. "The woman is coming with us. She is nothing to you. Not worth the trouble she will cause you."

	Breaker turned to her. "Do you want to go with these men?"

	She shook her head.

	"You're making a big mistake, Savannah," Antonio said. "Marco will be angry enough that you tried to run away, but now you're going to get this innocent man killed. Do you want his blood on your hands?"

	Her gaze flew to Breaker. The enormity of what was happening swept over her. She’d pulled Breaker into the mess that was her life. If anything happened to him, it would be all her fault, and there was no doubt in her mind that they would kill him. Savannah had never felt this much defeat in her life.

	She turned to Breaker. "I'm sorry I got you involved." She raised her chin high and looked at Marco’s men. "Please don’t hurt him. I was the one who sneaked into the backseat of his car. None of this is his fault. I'll go back with you."

	Breaker glanced her way. "Is that what you want?"

	"I don't have a choice." Her bottom lip began to tremble. She quickly clamped her lips together. She refused to let them see her cry.

	He suddenly grinned. It was just a sideways lifting of one side of his mouth, but it was almost as if he enjoyed the situation.

	"Then get back in the car where it's safe,” Breaker told her. “Hell, there are only two of them. I’ll join you in a moment." He turned and looked at the two men again. "Make this easy on yourselves. Leave right now, and you won't get hurt."

	Antonio and Roberto laughed, then grabbed for their guns, but Breaker was faster. There were two quick pops. She jumped back. Both men crumpled to the ground. Breaker walked over to their bodies and checked for a pulse before straightening and walking back to the car. He opened the driver's side door, then looked at her. She still stood beside the car, mouth open.

	"Are you ready to go, or did you want to hang around for someone else to show up looking for you?"

	She closed her mouth and shook her head as she got back inside the car. Before he turned the key, he looked at her.

	"Now, do you want to tell me the truth?"

	


Chapter Three

	 

	Breaker started the car and pulled away, but he still expected an answer from Savannah, if that was even her real name. One of the men had called her that, so yeah, she was probably telling the truth there. Probably the only truth she’d told him since stealing into his car.

	"I at least deserve to know what might be headed my way, why I just killed two men, and why are you running away from this Marco guy?”

	He glanced across the seat, but she was looking out the window. From the moment he’d laid eyes on her, his gut had told him that she was going to be trouble. He'd been right. There was something about her, though. As if she'd been beaten up her whole life. Not just physically, but mentally.

	She was beautiful, with long, blonde hair that reached down to the middle of her back, when she didn’t have it stuffed under that cap, and big blue eyes that held a wariness he’d seen before.

	Her features were delicate, soft, but she had nice curves. Breaker could see why Marco wanted her back. There was just something about her that was hard to describe—an ethereal kind of beauty.

	He'd seen something else, too. A bleakness in her eyes. That same look had been in the eyes of the kids that flocked to him when he'd been living on the streets in New Orleans after he ran away from home when he was fourteen. He frowned. They'd thought he was some kind of hero or something, but he was no hero. More like a bad example.

	Those kids had a lost, vulnerable look about them, too. Hell, he hadn't been much older, but he took them under his wing, even back then. They called themselves the Trinidads. He smiled. They’d thought they were a badass gang, but mostly, they just did a little shoplifting or pickpocketing. He’d been their teacher.

	Once, he and Natalie, a friend of his caught up in the foster home system, had stolen a car. They hadn't thought too much about the little blue convertible sitting in front of a brake shop. He should've realized it was in for repairs. Natalie had been driving and crashed them into a convenience store.

	A friend once told Breaker that he was a softy because he collected people, but then added it would get him killed one day. He’d always been a sucker for the underdog. Now might be a good time to find out what exactly he was getting into. She still hadn’t answered him.

	"Why did you run away from Marco?” he pressed. “What is he to you?"

	"He's obsessed with me," she finally said.

	"Your husband?"

	Her head whipped around. "No!"

	He was pretty sure she wasn’t lying about being married to Marco. At least he didn't have that to worry about. Domestic disputes could get ugly fast. He didn't want to get between a husband and his wife. Bad news all around with that kind of trouble.

	"Who are you?" she countered.

	"Just a guy who apparently picks up strays," he mumbled.

	"You shot Marco’s men."

	"Because they were about to shoot me. Self-defense. Does that bother you?"

	She shook her head. "It's not the first time I've seen someone shot. They were two of his thugs."

	Now he was intrigued. "Tell me about this Marco. Is he going to send more men after you?"

	"Yes." She turned and looked out the window again.

	He reached into his pocket and brought out his phone after he pulled onto the interstate. He tapped the number one. He had Carter on speed dial. He raised the phone to his ear. As soon as he answered, Breaker began to talk.

	"I have a situation. Two men down. I'll send you the coordinates." He punched in some more numbers, while still watching the road, and then hit send. "Coming at you now. Yeah, thanks."

	He ended the call, then noticed Savannah watching him.

	"Are you a criminal?" she asked warily.

	He laughed lightly. "Some people might think I am, but no, I walk the straight and narrow…most of the time."

	She seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. Yeah, he’d guessed she was mixed up in something bad by the looks of the two men that had come after her. Those weren’t toy guns they’d pulled.

	"I take it Marco is a criminal." He wondered if she would give him the truth. He'd already figured out she was a consummate liar when she said her mother had been in a car accident.

	"His name is Marco Sanchez." She pulled at her bottom lip with her teeth. "If you're smart, you’ll take me to the bus stop in the next town and drop me off, then forget you ever saw me. I'll make sure he knows I got on the bus, then lose myself in the next city."

	"How about you let me worry about what this guy might do. Now, what is he involved in?"

	"He's with the drug cartel. He's not the big boss, but he runs most of San Antonio. Marco is bad news." Her shoulders suddenly drooped. "He swore if I ever left him, he would find me, then kill me."

	"Do you believe him?"

	"Yes," she whispered.

	"Then we’ll make sure he doesn't find you."

	"I'm not sure anyone can keep that from happening."

	"Then why did you run?"

	Her eyes held a sadness that went deep inside her. "Sometimes death is preferable to the life you live." She sighed deeply. "If you don't mind, I think I'll rest for just a bit. I didn’t get much sleep last night." With that, she closed her eyes and turned her face away from him.

	He was a fool. Hell, it wouldn't be the first time he’d done something stupid. It did make him wonder who this Marco was, besides running drugs, and how someone as beautiful as Savannah could get mixed up with the drug cartel. Maybe she'd been looking for a better life and just gotten confused. Then when she realized how deep she was, she’d made a run for it. She was right about one thing. Marco wanted her back, but how far would he go?

	He glanced across the seat after a while and saw the even rise and fall of Savannah's breathing and knew she'd fallen asleep. One thing kept running through his mind; she would be safe at the bar. He'd listed the ownership under an alias. He didn't want his work for the government to follow him home. The bar was his sanctuary.

	Could someone like Marco find him? Yeah, if they wanted something bad enough.

	He’d been driving a couple of hours when his phone rang, he quickly answered, not wanting to wake Savannah.

	"Yeah, what do you have?"

	"Your problem has been taken care of," Carter said. "We had someone in the area. They also ran the licenses of the two men. They worked for a man named Marco Sanchez. He runs the San Antonio area for the drug cartel."

	At least Savannah hadn't lied about that. "What else can you tell me about him?" He knew Carter would have already looked up Marco in their database.

	"The usual drug dealer shit. He's a mean son of a bitch, but he always stays one step ahead of the law. He also has a few dirty cops on his payroll. I found pictures of him and the same woman at a few functions. He’s surrounded by his men most of the time."

	"Give me a description of the woman."

	"Blonde hair, blue eyes, average height. Young. Maybe twenty. She's a looker, but you would expect Marco to be with someone as stunning as this woman. She doesn't look as though she wants to be with him in the pictures. She's smiling, but there's something about her body language, the way she’s leaning slightly away from him. I don't think she likes Marco. Why are you asking about her?"

	"Because I have her in the car with me."

	Carter laughed. "Are you picking up strays again?"

	"It would seem so."

	"Well, I think you've opened a great big can of worms with this one. I thought you said you were going to take a vacation."

	"Shit happens." He ended the call. Carter could be a smartass sometimes.

	At least someone would dispose of the two bodies. That might buy them a little time. He glanced across the seat. Now, what the hell was he going to do with her?

	


Chapter Four

	 

	"You can never run away from me!" Marco spat. "I will always find you."

	Savannah turned to run away, but Marco grabbed her arm and pulled her closer, laughing.

	"You are my property, and I'll never let you go." He slapped her across the face. Tears stung her eyes.

	She looked around for Breaker, but he was gone. It was only her and Marco.

	"You will tell me that you understand what I'm saying."

	She reached up and touched her face. "I understand," she mumbled.

	"I don't think you do. Maybe I need to teach you another lesson."

	"I understand," she whimpered again.

	But he wasn’t listening. He dragged her toward the closet and shoved her inside, then shut the door. The lock turned. She planted her hands on the door and pushed, but it didn’t move. How long would he leave her this time? Stifling darkness closed around her.

	Suddenly, she was free again. She began to run, but it didn't matter. Wherever she turned, Marco was right in front of her.

	He shoved a list toward her. "This is what you will do today. Each day I will give you a list of duties. You will complete everything on the list or suffer the consequences. Do I make myself clear?"

	The room suddenly grew dark, and Marco faded. She looked down at her empty hands. Marco would return. He always came back. But she couldn't find the list. Where was the list of her duties? She had to find it. How would she know what to do? She began running. Marco was right behind her with a branding iron. She could feel the heat getting closer and closer.

	***

	Savannah jerked awake, gasping, and looking from side to side. Sweat beaded her forehead. There were gas pumps. Was Martin still here, or had the gardener left? When the car door opened, she pressed against the passenger side door.

	"I had to stop and get gas, even though we're only about an hour away. They have restrooms on the inside if you'd like to use them before we leave." His gaze met hers, and he frowned. "Are you okay?"

	She nodded. It was just Breaker. She'd been dreaming, more like a nightmare. She’d thought… It didn’t matter now. "Yes, I’m fine, thank you." She opened her door and scrambled out, then hurried toward the convenience store. Once inside, a sign directed her to the back where the restrooms were located. She went inside and quickly used the facilities, then washed her hands and wet her face.

	When her gaze met her reflection in the mirror, she could only stare. Who was this frightened woman staring back at her? So much had changed about her in the five years since Marco had bought her.

	She’d dreamed of becoming a dancer one day. Before Jade had been sold, her older sister would write plays for them to act out. Rena would sing in her beautiful voice, and Savannah would dance. They'd been carefree, young… She drew in a deep breath. And innocent. So very innocent. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

	She quickly dried her hands and face, then hurried out of the convenience store. She looked toward the gas pumps, but the car wasn't there. A surge of panic rushed through her. Before it could take complete hold, someone honked. She jerked her head in the direction of the sound.

	A flood of relief swept over her. He hadn't left, just moved the car. Her legs felt like melted butter, and it was all she could do to make her way over to the vehicle without stumbling. She opened the passenger side door and got in.

	"I wouldn't leave you stranded," Breaker quietly told her.

	Their gazes met across the seat. She nodded, then fastened her seatbelt.

	"I bought a couple of sodas. I didn't know what kind you liked, so I guessed and got us both root beer. I hope that was okay." He handed her one of the bottles.

	She took it, then mumbled a thank you.

	"I got candy bars. I have a sweet tooth." He smiled, then handed them both toward her. "Take whichever one you want. The Hershey chocolate bar or Reese's peanut butter cups."

	She began to tremble. It had been too long since she'd had a choice in anything. She wasn't sure what to do. What if she picked the wrong one? Marco always made the decisions. What
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