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Ryder (Allen Securities #4)

 

by

 

Madison Stevens

 

 

Irene wants to believe all she needs to heal after an emotionally abusive relationship are her friends and bakery, but Ryder Allen keeps intruding into her thoughts. Something about the huge man calls to her heart and body. Afraid to even think about loving again, she does her best to convince him that his affections are better directed elsewhere.

Security contractor Ryder has lived for years choked with bitterness and anger about a bad job that left both his heart and face scarred. His attraction to the shy Irene has left him determined to be with her, despite her insistence they just wouldn’t work together.

When a local biker gang recruits new help and begins making waves around town, neither Ryder nor Irene worry it’ll be much of a problem for her bakery other than some vandalism. Not thinking much about the trouble, Irene decides to take a camping trip with some friends, leading to unexpected terror in the woods that’ll require some skilled protection, which Ryder is more than ready to deliver.

 

 

 


Chapter One

 

 

Irene moved quickly around the kitchen, grateful she’d put her long blond hair up that morning. Despite the crisp autumn air outside, it was always warm in the kitchen, especially when she was baking. Zipping back and forth only added to the heat, not that it bothered her. She knew her way around the kitchen. She frowned slightly as her rear bumped into the table. 

Maybe she knew her way around the kitchen just a little too well, but who was she trying to impress? A name, Ryder, jumped into her mind, but she pushed it back down as quickly as it came up. This was no time for daydreams and fantasies, even if the man in her daydreams kissed like sin and made her insides quiver. 

She jumped when her cell rang on the counter. Two more minutes in the oven, and she would be fine. Irene picked up the phone.

“Hello?”

“What’s on the menu today?” Jess, her long-time friend, said over the line. 

Irene smiled. She loved that she could always count on Jess to love her creations as much as she did. 

“Death by chocolate.”

 “Oh goodness,” Jess cried. “That’s not the one where the centers are all gooey and the frosting is a ganache, is it?”

“That’s it.” She laughed and swiped a cloth over the metal work station in the middle of the room.

“I don’t know why you bother making anything else,” Jess said.

“Because not everyone likes chocolate.”

 The gasp that followed wasn’t all that surprising to her. 

“Well, they should,” Jess huffed over the phone. “No accounting for taste.”

Irene shook her head. “Don’t you have some packing to do?”

“Yes,” Jess said grudgingly. From the sound of it, she was lying down on the bed, likely surrounded by said clothes.

“I don’t think calling me constitutes as packing.” She laughed. 

“Have you been talking to Kace?” Jess grumbled, and Irene could almost hear the nose wrinkle through the phone. 

The timer beeped, and she pulled the cupcakes from the oven. Perfect. After thousands of these, she could make them in the dark. She pulled them off the hot pan and set them on the tray to cool. The already cooled last batch was ready for the ganache topping. It really was a chocolate lover’s dream.

“You’re putting the topping on, aren’t you?” Jess said in her ear. 

Irene snorted when she heard Kace in the background. “Would you quit talking dirty to her over chocolate?”

“Just a second,” Jess said.

Irene could hear muffled conversation as she carefully frosted the cupcakes, giving a swoop of the hand so the last bit fell nicely. She nearly jumped as Jess came back on the line.

“Kace said he would really like it if you’d send over two of your cupcakes,” Jess said seductively.

The frosting on the cupcake she was working on went lopsided as she nearly choked on her laughter. 

“Thanks, but my cupcakes are not for defiling.”

“Party pooper,” Jess groaned.

“Vegas,” Irene reminded her. 

She placed the last cupcake in a pretty little paper holder and smiled. There was nothing quite like a finished product. All ready for the front, Irene picked up the tray and carried them to the front. She loved baking, but it always gave her immense satisfaction seeing the cupcakes all lined up inside the case. 

She blinked at the sight of Ryder. The subject of her fantasies sat outside the shop on his bike. She nearly tripped over her own feet trying to get away. 

Irene had to put the cupcakes in the display box, and it was like he knew she didn’t have a choice. 

She adjusted her apron. It was a frilly little thing covered in pastels and white polka dots. It matched her outfit perfectly with her light pink top and white Capri pants, so she really didn’t care. Well, she didn’t care before he came around, but somehow, it seemed silly with him there. Heck, just about everything she did seemed silly with him around. He was just so…focused.

Irene took a few breaths as she watched Ryder on the sidewalk outside. His large body moved with purpose and rippled in the light. There would be no escape. She was all alone with the one man who she’d done everything in her power to avoid over the last few weeks. 

“You still there?” Jess buzzed in her ear.

Irene took a deep breath. “Yeah.”

The door chimed as he stepped in. She felt her heart stop a little. Despite being surrounded by sugar, the breeze blew in his male smell of leather and spice. Irene felt her throat run dry as he stopped to stare at her. His black t-shirt and jeans clung to him like a second skin, and she wondered if he did that on purpose or if it was just hard finding his size. Where did a guy like him shop? The Big and Burly store?

“So, this trip is going to be a little different than we originally thought,” Jess went on, oblivious to the trouble that had just walked through the door.

“Oh,” Irene said absently. 

She ducked behind the counter as Ryder took a seat far too close to her and started to load the cupcakes. Their eyes clashed through the case. She broke contact and looked down.

“I’m pregnant,” Jess said clearly through the line.

“You’re what?” Irene jumped up. She barely heard the clatter of the tray as it hit the bottom of the case. Cupcakes bounced away from the tray, spreading their deliciousness and a mess.

“We didn’t want to say anything because of the wedding, but we’re just going to elope while we’re in Vegas,” Jess continued. 

“Elope?” she swallowed.

That was it. She was the last one. First Olivia and now Jess. She knew it was only a matter of time, but it hadn’t occurred to her that they might want to have children so soon in their relationship. Then again, most people weren’t as emotionally stunted as her.

“Irene.”

She jumped when both Jess and Ryder called her back to reality. His face was close to hers as she spoke on the phone.

“Did you know about the baby?” she asked. 

His dark brown eyes widened.

Jess laughed. “Well, I’m going to guess that Ryder knows now.”

Irene frowned, and then it dawned on her. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t even think. It just sort of came out.”

“It’s fine,” Jess giggled. “So, is he right there, looming over you?”

Irene looked up and found his piercing gaze fixed on her. She took in a breath. It was amazing how well he seemed to suck out all the oxygen in the room. 

“Yeah,” she said, far more breathy than she intended. 

His eyes seemed to zero in on her mouth. With her back to the case, it was hard not to think of what they could be doing or had been just a few weeks ago. As if sensing it, Ryder leaned in slightly. She could feel the warmth from his body and shivered at the way it made her feel inside. Not wanting to look at his eyes any longer, she looked at the scar on his face. She knew it bothered him when people looked at it, but she couldn’t help it sometimes. The long, jagged line just called for her to run her fingers over the surface. 

“I don’t know why you don’t just harass his brains out,” Jess said to her. 

Irene narrowed her eyes. “You know why,” she said.

“Oh, honey,” Jess said. “You’ve got to get over this.”

Irene turned away from Ryder and his amazing looks and back to the display case. Cupcakes lay scattered in the case.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said quietly.

Jess fell silent on the phone for a moment, and guilt ate at Irene. It wasn’t as if her friend wasn’t right. She’d just been screwed over by a guy, same as about a million other women. The only problem was that when Todd screwed her over, he made sure to do it in such a way that he took everything away from her. 

“I’m so happy for you and Kace,” Irene said. 

It was easy to say because she meant it. Despite the twinge of regret, there wasn’t a part of her that didn’t want to see her friends happy. Jess had been through so much, with a rough childhood and a criminal for a father who was still in prison up to his death, albeit a relatively recent death from an accident.

“I want to hear all about the trip,” Irene said. What does Marilyn think about all this?”

“Oh goodness,” Jess groaned. “Tell Ryder not to tell Marilyn. She’s going to flip when she finds out, but we just didn’t want to announce things too soon considering Olivia and Reed just got married.”

Irene glanced over her shoulder to Ryder and sighed. “I’ll tell him.”

“Thanks,” she said. “And thanks for letting Vic come stay with you while we’re gone. I know she’s an adult, but she hates being here by herself.”

Irene smiled. “No problem. She’s over here most of the time with Taylor anyways. It’s not much different from any other day.”

She glanced at the clock. Her cousin Taylor and Victoria, Jess’s sister, would be just getting out of class, and it wouldn’t be long before they would get to the shop.

“Okay, I’ve got to pack now,” Jess said, cutting into her thoughts. “I’ll call you when we get back.”

 “Have a good time.”

“Oh, you can count on it,” Jess said. A devilish laugh followed. 

Irene placed her phone on the top of the case and stepped back. The aftermath below wasn’t as bad as she initially thought, but it wasn’t pretty.

“Do you want some help?” Ryder rumbled from behind her. 

She’d nearly forgotten about him as she got lost in her own world. 

“I, um, no,” she fumbled and blushed. His hot gaze fixed her in place. 

Ryder sighed and shook his head.

“Why do you have to make everything so difficult?” he mumbled.

Irene opened her mouth but quickly closed it when he leaned past her to pick up the towel behind the counter. Not wanting to be pinned by his massive frame, she dipped down quickly out of his way and gathered the cupcakes back from the case. There were only a few chocolate smudges on the display case glass. She was surprised when he squatted next to her and wiped down the interior. His muscular arms strained against the t-shirt. 

She blushed when he looked at her. She shot up, and not bothering to look back, Irene walked into the kitchen and set the tray on the counter. When she reached the sink, a large hand appeared and pulled her hand back.

“What—” she looked to Ryder.

Her heart froze when he brought her hand to his mouth and sucked the two chocolate-coated fingers in. Her fingers swirled around his tongue. When he moaned, her eyes widened with shock. Irene felt her nipples tighten. When his tongue slipped between her fingers, she felt a flutter deep inside and nearly came at the sensation.

Ryder pulled her fingers from his mouth with a pop and gave a lopsided smile. 

“It would have been a shame to waste it,” he said. 

Irene sucked in a shaky breath.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

Ryder stepped in closer. She could feel the warmth of his body, and all the memories of the wedding came flooding back. Hot kisses in the changing room of the reception hall. How he’d felt next to her. How her body had responded to his. But most of all, how much she wanted him. 

“I told you that night that I’m not playing games,” he rumbled. He placed his hand on the sink at either side of her and pressed in with his body. “You hide out back here when I come and pretend that you didn’t feel anything that night.” His face came a fraction away from her own.

His eyebrows knitted together with worry.

“Tell me you don’t want me,” he whispered. “Say it, and I’m gone.”

She opened her mouth to do just that, but the words wouldn’t come out. She could see what he expected. For all he said, Ryder was still unsure of himself. She shut her mouth. It didn’t make sense to her that someone who looked like he did would even question himself. Sure, he had the scar that ran down his face, but it didn’t detract from him. If anything, it showed how amazing he really was. The real question was why would a man like him want a chubby woman like her?

They stared at each other for what seemed like ages. She gasped when his hands landed on her rear and pulled her forward. Before he could move forward, the door chimed. Ryder stood and backed away.

“Hey,” Taylor called from the front. 

Irene continued to stare at Ryder as he straightened himself and backed up to the table. She finally found her voice as he picked up a couple of the demolished cupcakes.

“I’m back here,” she called.

“I’ve got Vic,” Taylor said from the front. “It’s really strange. Ryder’s bike is out front, but he’s not out…” She trailed off as she stepped into the kitchen. Taylor looked between Ryder and Irene.

“Can you get me a plate?” Ryder said and frowned.

Irene looked to his hand. He held the messed-up cupcakes. 

“Oh, you don’t want to eat those,” she said and raced forward. 

He lifted his arms and looked down at her. 

“Who says?”

She stepped back and crossed her arms. “Those are messed up.”

“So?” He took a bite. “Taste fine to me. Besides, what are you going to do with them?”

She shrugged.

“It’s fine,” he said and placed the cupcakes on the plate. She frowned when he seemed to look around her. “Besides, not everything needs to be perfect. Some things are perfect as they are.”

Irene frowned, unsure if he was talking about her. She watched as he took the plate back into the dining room and sighed. There was just something about having somebody like him invade your world.

Taylor raced to the back with Victoria. 

“Hi, Vic,” Irene managed with a forced smile.

“Oh, no you don’t.” Taylor grinned. “Spill it.”

Irene sighed. “There’s nothing really to tell. Jess just gave me some shocking news, and Ryder helped clean up my mess.”

“You know?” Victoria said and snagged a cupcake from the table.

Taylor frowned. “Know what?”

Victoria smiled. “My sister’s preggers and getting married.”

“Oh, no,” Irene said as Taylor turned her shocked face to her. “I had no idea, but you’ll have to talk to Vic.” Irene looked to the door. “I’ve got to talk to Ryder.”

“Hey, Irene?”

She turned and gave her cousin a funny look.

“Um, you’ve got a chocolate handprint on your rear.”

 

Try as he might, Ryder just couldn’t get his body to settle. It was the closest she’d let him get to her since the wedding, and everything in him ached to march right back into that kitchen and take what he’d wanted for so long. Instead, he took a big bite of the cupcake. It wasn’t the same, but it did seem to help.

“Um, Ryder?” Irene stood just behind him. His nerves shot through the roof again.

He glanced behind him and was surprised when she came to sit across from him.

“About Jess,” she said. 

He frowned. That wasn’t what he was hoping. Why couldn’t she be here just to see him? He sighed.

“Yeah,” he said.

She twisted at the loose tendrils of blond hair along the side of her head. “Well, she’s really worried that you’ll tell your mother and that she’ll be angry.”

Ryder let out a loud bark. “Oh, she’s going to be mad all right.”

He watched her pretty cupid mouth as it formed a frown. “Really?”

“Her son is running off to get married while hiding a pregnancy.” He stared her down. “Yeah, she’s going to be mad. It’s fine. Month from now we’ll be having a wedding.”

“But I don’t think they want that,” she said, confused.

“They don’t know what they want, and they haven’t had the guilt laid on.” He grinned. “She’s the queen of this. Just wait.”

Irene smiled. “You know, I’d actually believe it.”

Ryder stood. “Now that’s settled, I’d better head to work. Been a lot of strange activity going on.”

He studied her and wondered if she’d listen. 

When he pulled out his wallet, she waved her hand. 

“On the house,” she said. “Actually…” she began and raced to the back. He was surprised when she came out carrying a big sack. 

“What’s this?” he asked when she thrust it in his face. 

“More cupcakes,” she said, averting her eyes. “But let’s try and avoid any more handprints.”

Ryder grinned. “No promises.”

His heart thumped in his chest, and he nearly groaned. If he didn’t make a move, it was just going to go back to the same tomorrow. Ryder grabbed the hand still holding the cupcakes and brought it to his nose. His thumb rubbed gently along the pulse point. 

“Smell great but not as good as you,” he rumbled.

He watched as her breathing picked up, and she pushed out her perky breasts.

“Keep an eye out, and I’ll come at closing,” he said.

She opened her mouth to say something but stopped when he leaned close. 

“Just let me take care of you,” he whispered.

Everything grew quiet between them as they stared at one another. 

“Okay,” she whispered. A deep blush crept over her face.

Ryder let go of her hand and stepped back. That was something, and something was all he needed. He gave a short nod and hit the door. If he was going to get back there, he needed to get his work done.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

“I don’t like this one bit,” Reed said, pacing back and forth in front of a large map on the wall adorned with pushpins. Being the owner of the security firm and the head of the team meant he needed eyes everywhere, but this job was a little outside their normal scope. “All this vandalism and petty theft. Finn’s right. This isn’t because the Irish are pulling out of crime. There’s something else going on.”

He pointed to some empty warehouses on the map. “They’ve got to be in here somewhere,” he said.

Ryder shook his head and folded his arms. 

“Nothing,” he said. “I took Cage, and we found nothing. There weren’t even new cigarette butts.”

Reed stared hard at him. Ryder’s younger brother wasn’t really a fan of being told he was wrong. At least his wife had done some to cool his hot temper, but it could still flare up from time to time.

“Are you saying there was nothing there, or that it had been wiped?” Reed asked.

Ryder held up his hands. “I can’t say, but it was clean, and there didn’t appear to be any activity there.”

Reed frowned and hit the table. “Dang,” he said. “Where the heck are these guys?”

Ryder leaned in. Though Reed losing his temper wasn’t exactly rare, he wasn’t one to get antsy when it came to activity like this. 

“Think it’s the Russians?” Ryder asked. 

They all had their share of issues with the Russians recently, and in some cases, things had nearly ended up deadly. 

“No, this doesn’t really seem like them,” he said. “But I don’t trust that they wouldn’t hire outside help.”

Ryder nodded. 

“Want me to check with my sources?” he said.

He looked up when his brother didn’t say anything. Reed was wearing that same look he got when he wanted to ask something but didn’t quite know how to do it. 

“You know Charlie Jones is the best one to ask on this,” Reed said. 

Ryder instinctively stood up and frowned. 

“No way,” he said.

Reed held up a hand. “You went with Olivia.”

“Yeah, and he’d already forgotten my face.” Ryder frowned. “I want it to stay that way.”

“You can’t keep avoiding people because it’s easier,” Reed said. 

“I don’t see why not,” Ryder said and stood to his full height. Reed might be the owner and leader, but Ryder was still the tallest of them. “Just because you were able to take out your demons doesn’t mean the rest of us have had that chance.”

Anger poured over him, and he pushed past Reed to the door. It was a cheap shot, and Ryder had actually already forgiven his brother for his misplaced trust in a woman leading to Ryder being tortured and scarred.

“Ryder,” Reed shouted.

He stopped at the door, his back still to Reed.

“What am I supposed to do?” Reed asked.

Ryder’s shoulders slumped forward as his own guilt kicked in. He didn’t want this. He didn’t want to carry the weight that anger caused. It wasn’t good for him, and it certainly wasn’t going to get him the girl in the end.

“I’ll go see him,” he said after a moment and glanced over his shoulder. “But I’m not making nice with the idiotnut. He steps out of line, I’m going to find a new spot for his nose.”

Reed held up his hands. “Fair enough.”

Ryder sighed as he walked down the hall and down the stairs to the main training facility. Maybe he was finished in this business. He thought his hard edge would keep him in, but lately, all it seemed to do was slow him down. Several of the new men stopped to stare. He hated it. It was bad enough having a scar like that on his face, but knowing that everyone was looking just made it even worse. He glared at the men until they went back to their workout.

Outside, he felt a little better. The fall had brought cooler air, especially at night. He loved this time of year. Maybe that was what inspired him to break out his bike again. Ryder looked over at the shiny bike and shook his head. No, it hadn’t been the weather. Several falls had passed since he really wanted to ride. No, it had to be her. Everything seemed to lead back to her. Something about Irene inspired him to be the man that he was before.

He scrubbed a hand over his face and frowned as he touched the deep scar. The real question was if he could be the man he was before. That man had been more carefree, had taken people at their word and trusted. He wasn’t that man. As much as he tried, there were just some things he couldn’t get over. 

“Wait up,” Cage called out to him. More and more, he was getting paired with his easy-going brother. 

Ryder turned to look at him. Like always, Cage was the picture of perfection, not a hair out of place.

“You going to see Charlie?” Cage asked.

Ryder groaned. Great. Now they were sending him with a babysitter. 

“Yeah,” he said.

“I’ll meet you there,” Cage said. “I don’t like everything that’s going on.”

Ryder frowned. “He sending you to babysit me?”

Cage shook his head. “Nope, just need something to keep my mind on.”

“That vet lady?” Ryder asked.

Cage sighed. “Dang woman,” he said. “Won’t give me the time of day. Keeps acting like I’m just out to get in her pants.”

Ryder raised a brow. “And you aren’t?”

“Well, yeah,” Cage said and grinned. “But she’s different. Not like the others.”

Ryder grabbed his helmet. “Well then, maybe you should quit trying to treat her like the others.”

He revved his bike, drowning out whatever he had to say next. Sometimes his little brother needed to pull his head out of his rear and buy a clue. He might have all the charm in the world, but that wasn’t going to work with this one.

 

* * *

 

Irene sighed. Business had picked up after Ryder left, and they had all been busy trying to get things out fast enough. She was glad to finally have a lull in customers, so she could straighten things up before closing.

The door chimed, and she groaned inwardly. Outward, she smiled and looked up. It didn’t last long though. As the smile slipped from her face, Irene felt her stomach lurch.

“What the heck are you doing here, Todd?” Taylor said.

Irene was grateful. She couldn’t have said something, even if she tried. As she stared at him, blond hair and politician smile, all she saw were the years she had to endure the pain of not being near her family because of him.

“Language, Taylor.” Todd glared at her.

“I’ll show you some language.” Taylor stepped forward, hands balled into fists. 

Irene held up a hand to stop her. 

“What do you want, Todd?” Irene asked. She could hear the weariness in her voice, and it bothered her that he still did that to her.

As if oblivious to the feelings in the room, Todd stepped in and walked around the dining room. Every sneer or eye roll only added fuel to her fire, but she pushed it down. None of that was going to get her anywhere with him.

He looked to her after a moment. 

“So, I guess you did it,” he said, his tone bored.

“I did,” she said, ignoring her still fuming cousin.

“Doesn’t look very busy in here,” he said, looking around the place.

Her face flamed at the obvious insult, and she wondered if she could be arrested for just choking him out a little bit. Surely that couldn’t be that big a crime.

“Is there something you want?” Irene shook a little as she spoke to him. It still wasn’t easy to be so blunt with some people. Years of training from her parents to be a certain way didn’t go away overnight.

Todd narrowed his eyes. It was obvious he wasn’t thrilled with being talked to like that. 

“I’m going to ask Mary Harper to marry me,” he said.

Her eyes went wide with shock. All through school he’d done nothing but talk badly about Mary. 

“Good,” Taylor said near her. “Maybe you and Mary will take a flying leap.”

“Now what did I say about language?” Todd stepped forward and poked his finger at Taylor, but she was ready.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Taylor said and grabbed his finger and yanked back. Todd yelped in pain and buckled to the floor. “Don’t point your finger at me, you little douche, or I’ll rip it clean off, along with a couple other things.”

Irene winced.

Todd glared at Taylor from the floor. “I should call the police.”

“Go ahead.” Taylor leaned over him. “I’ll be happy to tell them how you put your hands on me, and I defended myself. You’re a long way from home, and the church isn’t going to protect you here.”

Irene stepped between the two before it escalated even more.

“At least one of you has some sense here to know her place,” he said to Irene.

Something snapped deep inside.

“I’m not the one on the floor,” Irene said as she looked down at him. “Get out.” 

“What?” Todd stood and dusted himself off.

“You heard me. Get out,” she said and stepped forward. “I’m the owner. I told you to leave. Now get out, or I’m calling the police.”

Victoria stepped out from the backroom and glared at Todd. She moved toward Taylor and Irene.

For the first time, Todd took a step back. His face went red with rage.

“So, that’s how it is? You’ve been totally corrupted by the outside now,” he said. His lip curled as he spoke, and the more he did, the less she was able to see the person she had loved.

“I guess I have,” she said and took another step forward, each one pushing him closer and closer to the door.

“And to think, I was going to offer you another chance,” he said. A harsh laugh followed. His face twisted into pure hate as he made his way to the door. “Now I wouldn’t even have you do my wedding cake.”

“I don’t want another chance with you,” she laughed. “And I don’t think I should design your cake since the only thing I can think to put at the top is R-U-N.”

“You groin,” he seethed.

Taylor and Victoria stepped up next to her.

“Ah-ah,” Taylor said, waggling her finger. “Language.”

Todd stared at them for a moment before storming out the door. 

Irene stood, stunned for a moment as she watched him through the window. 

“Well,” Taylor began. She clicked the lock in place. “I think that’s about enough of that.”

Irene walked over to a table nearby and sank into a chair. She really didn’t want to let him get to her, but he had. There was no question about it.

“You okay?” Victoria sat on the other side of her.

Irene looked at the younger girl. She really was very sweet. It was no surprise she was going to be a teacher in just a year.

“I’m fine,” Irene said.

 Taylor plopped down into the chair across from her.

“You’re not,” she said firmly. Something metal slid across the table and hit her hands. “But you will be.”

“What’s this?” Irene picked up the tin.

“Whiskey.” Taylor grinned.

Irene gasped. “You aren’t even twenty-one yet.”

“’Kay, mom.” She rolled her eyes. “Couple months, and I will be. Just take a drink and you’ll feel a little better.”

Irene unscrewed the cap and put the flask to her mouth. The harsh smell of alcohol hit her, but she ignored the urge to put it down. It burned like fire as she swallowed a few large gulps. 

It wasn’t like she hadn’t done shots before, but whiskey wasn’t something she was really familiar with. She coughed a little as she put the lid back on and handed it back.

Taylor grinned at her. “Better?”

Irene sighed and leaned back. She could already feel the effects and smiled.

“Ask me again in thirty minutes.” She grinned.

 

* * *

 

Ryder climbed off his bike when Cage pulled up behind him. He could tell Cage was still pissed about his remark, but his baby brother needed to grow the heck up. He couldn’t spend the rest of his life chasing after that vet woman. Not that Ryder was one to talk. 

He sighed.

“Find out where she volunteers at,” he grumbled.

“What?” Cage said when he got closer.

Ryder stared him down. “Woman like that is going to volunteer in her spare time,” he said. “Find out where and plan a meeting. Maybe if she sees you’re more than a walking toe, you might have a chance.”

“Hey!” Cage frowned. 

Ryder snorted. “Whatever. We got nothing to do.”

He turned to look at the bright yellow building in front of him. Big red letters that read PAWN were sprawled on the top of the building and clashed with the banana yellow. 

His stomach twisted. Idiot, how he hated this place.

He hated Charlie Jones and his lying face. Ryder didn’t even know what he was doing here other than to make Reed happy. When he’d come a year before with Olivia, it had been under duress. There hadn’t been another option, and, in the end, things had worked out well. Charlie hadn’t recognized him, and Olivia had gotten to Reed. 

The loud doorbell went off as they walked through the door. The same old smell of armpit, tobacco and old things. It nearly choked him, but he breathed slowly through his mouth. Charlie stood at the counter.

“What can I do for you, boys?” he asked.

He really wasn’t anything special, just an average middle age man with thinning gray hair, beer gut and a stained t-shirt. 

Ryder frowned.

“We’re looking for information,” he said. The faster he got the job done, the faster he could get out of there.

“Oh?” Charlie held out his hand.

They knew the drill. He didn’t start talking for less than one hundred. If he knew something, it was going to cost more.

Ryder slammed the bills on the glass counter. 

“Lot of weird break-ins going on,” he said. “Vandalism and theft. This the Russians?”

Charlie's eyes widened. Ryder held his breath, hoping it was some other crazy reason than simple recognition.

“You’re the one that was with Olivia,” Charlie whispered. He nodded to Cage. “Who’s he?”

“Part of the team,” Ryder said and watched as Charlie pocketed the money. Apparently, there wasn’t such a thing as a family favor in his book.

Charlie shrugged when Ryder looked down at him. “Man’s got to eat.”

“You seem to be doing just fine,” Ryder said.

Charlie ignored his comment and leaned forward. Cage, likely feeling antsy, moved to stand beside him.

“It’s not Russians,” he said quietly. “I really don’t know who it is. These fellas seem to be from all over and from different groups. All motorcycle gangs but nothing to really tie it all in.”

“Is there a rally or something?” Cage asked.

Charlie shook his head. “Nothing. It’s like they all just showed up for fun.”

Ryder frowned. “But that doesn’t make sense.”

“That’s what I keep saying,” Charlie said with a shrug. As much as he didn’t want to agree with Charlie, there was something going on. “What’s even weirder, no one knows where they are going at night. It’s like they just ride off into the sun.”

Cage snorted. “Sounds like a metal song.”

Ryder shot him a look. This wasn’t funny. This was bad. Biker gangs could be some of the worst. Most didn’t care about women or children and had no problem leaving a path of death and destruction in their wake.

Ryder flipped out another hundred onto the counter and his card. “You call if you hear something?”

Charlie nodded and pocketed the wad. Ryder didn’t have much hope, but it was better than nothing.

They had nearly made it out the door when Charlie spoke up.

“You know, I remember you from that night.”

Ryder froze.

“I didn’t know that was going to happen,” he said. “She was such a crazy jerk, that Niki. Never much liked her.”

Ryder turned to look at him. He didn’t know what he was expecting, but it wasn’t that.

“What?” His voice was low, and he knew that if he spoke any louder, it might give away the emotion he was feeling.

“When she came in and told me about the shipment, I should have known something wasn’t right,” Charlie said. 

Ryder stood and stared at the other man for a moment. He shook his head.

“We all should have known something wasn’t right,” Ryder said and turned to the door again.

Charlie gave a hollow laugh. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I lost out on the deal.”

“How much?” Ryder asked without turning back.

“Ten K,” he said. “Make you feel better?”

Ryder turned and gave a small smile. “A little.”

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

Ryder rolled up to the front of the shop and was glad to see that Irene had listened to him. She was so good at avoiding him that sometimes he wasn’t certain if she even cared what he had to say. The sign was turned to closed, and the front was empty, so he took that as a good sign. 

He climbed off the bike and walked past the old beat-up car she shared with her cousin. The fact she drove around that old car ate at him, but there wasn’t much he could do. If she wouldn’t let him near her, she certainly wasn’t going to let him take a look at her car. One of these days, he was certain it was going to break down in the middle of the night, and either she or her cousin would be stuck on the side of the road, the last place he ever wanted to picture either of them.

Taylor popped in front of the window when he stepped up to the door. He frowned at her sly smile.

When she opened the door, he could hear music playing loudly from the back.

“What is going on?” he shouted over the stream of dance beats as he stepped into the dining area.

Taylor just grinned and locked up the front. She nodded to the back. He followed. The music grew louder, and he ground his teeth. 

For two months, as part of efforts to keep an eye on the Russia mafia, he had been subjected to that garbage music at Cortex, the club Jess used to manage for the leader of the Irish mafia, Finn. 

After the death of Jess’s father, Ando, she inherited a huge amount of money that freed her from having to work at the club to help support herself and her sister. Sure, Ando’s money was probably dirty, but she was safer, and Ryder didn’t have to be subjected to nasty music anymore. 

Ryder had more than his fill during that time, and he’d be darned if he had to listen to it any more.

He followed Taylor into the kitchen and stopped at the door. It was like a blasted bomb went off in there. Flour coated just about every surface of the kitchen, and on top of that flour sat tray after tray of cookies. 

His attention shifted to Irene, who stood in the center of the mess. Her hips swayed seductively from side to side to the beat, and for the first time ever, Ryder was glad to have the hot rhythm pumping in the air. It called to him. She called to him. Every part of him ached to press up behind her and grind his aching cock into her taunting rear. 

She turned around, red pipette in hand and smiled broadly at him. “We’re going camping.” She grinned.

“Camping?” he said.

She nodded eagerly.

“Hiking, camp fires, s’mores, skinny dipping.” She bounced around as she spoke, and he couldn’t help but get excited as well. 

“Skinny dipping?” He grinned.

Taylor snorted. 

“You in on this?” he asked her.

Taylor grinned. “I’m the one that suggested it.”

He sighed. There was no two ways about it. Irene just wasn’t the kind of woman that did that sort of thing. 

“Want a cookie?” Irene said and shoved a cookie into his hand.

“What is this?” he asked and held up the cookie. There were x’s on the eyes and mouth. The chest had several red spots, and he was seriously starting to wonder if his gingerbread man hadn’t been taken out.

Irene shrugged. 

“Ex-boyfriend cookies,” she said slowly. A torrent of giggles followed.

He narrowed his eyes. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think she’d been drinking, but that would be very out of place for her.

His mind caught up to his eyes. “Ex-what?” 

Irene sighed and picked up one of the strange gingerbread men. “Jerk,” she read and sat it down. The next she picked up, so he could clearly see the writing, DICKLESS.

He choked on the laugh that came out and took a bite. Still, the same fantastic cookie he was used to. “Are you going to sell these?”

Irene shrugged. “Why not? Don’t all women have a bad ex they would like to rip in half?”

Ryder looked between the two other women in the room for some help. 

“Todd came by,” Taylor said after a bit. 

Ryder frowned. She never talked to him, so this Todd was new to him. 

“And did he get her drunk?” he asked quietly.

When Irene poked him in the chest, he looked down. He was surprised to find her glaring at him. 

“No.” She leaned in. “She did that after he left.”

He stared at her for a moment. The alcohol left her cheeks pink and rosy. The hair that was normally tucked up fell in loose blond tendrils around her face and made her only seem more kissable than she already did. 

Ryder looked over to Taylor. “Did you drink?”

Taylor shook her head, and he wondered if she felt the intensity that always seemed to spark between himself and Irene.

“Good,” he said. “Take the car and head home. I’ll help clean and take her home.”

Irene frowned. “What if I don’t want to ride home with you?”

Ryder leaned down to her ear, his mouth just barely brushing the tender shell. “Be good, or I’ll get out the chocolate,” he growled. 

He could feel her shiver and knew she remembered earlier.

 

Irene watched as Victoria and Taylor raced around the room, gathering their things. She tried to catch her cousin’s eye a time or two, but the rat was good at avoiding her. 

What was she even doing? The cookies had been a nice release after the garbage Todd pulled. Coming in here like that and acting like he could just push her around. She wasn’t the kid she used to be, and there was no way she was going back to being told what to do like that, especially not by somebody like him. 

Irene frowned when her cousin and Victoria stood in the door whispering quietly. 

“Well,” Taylor said loudly. “I think we’re going to go grab supplies for the camping trip tomorrow.”

Irene opened her mouth but closed it when Ryder’s large body came in front of her.

“I’m going to walk them out,” he said quietly and leaned down. “Be good.”

She nibbled her bottom lip. Something about the way he talked to her just made parts of her shiver that she didn’t know could even feel that way. His eyes fixed on her mouth, and for a moment, Irene wondered if he was going to kiss her right there. The clouded voice in her head said it wouldn’t be a good idea, but her body still swayed forward despite what her head had to say. 

Ryder grunted in irritation and stepped back. 

“Stay here,” he said.

Her heart dropped a little as she watched them walk out of the room. It was crazy. She shouldn’t be trying to kiss him anyway. There were other things to worry about. She frowned. Things like Todd.

Irene started to gather the pans from around the kitchen and filled up the sink with hot bubbly water. Washing dishes was always her go-to for thinking. Cleaning up in general was something she did to sort things out. It had always been the one thing in life that she had been able to actually sort out. Work was easy. There were rules and specifics to follow. Life, however, never seemed to follow any set of rules. It really was eat or be eaten. Well, she preferred chocolate cake and safety.

She licked her lips thinking of chocolate. He’d ruined it for her. Every time she thought of chocolate now, she was going to picture Ryder sucking on her fingers. Even now it made her heart race and face flush. That man was walking sin. No two ways about it.

“You look deep in thought,” Ryder rumbled from beside her.

Irene dropped the pan she’d been cleaning and gasped. A wave of soapy water splashed the front of her shirt, soaking it through.

“I didn’t even hear you come in,” she said and grabbed a towel from the table behind her. 

She sighed as she tried to dry her drenched shirt. There was no fixing it now. Irene stopped when Ryder’s big hand landed on her own. 

He pulled the towel from her hand and held it out of reach. She could hear her heart thunder in her ears as he stepped closer. Ryder’s presence the last several minutes seemed to have sobered her up quicker than she would have thought possible.

“I…” She took a deep breath. “Maybe I should put the cookies away.”

Ryder moved in closer still. The heat from his body did little to heat her own. His intense gaze ran from her face down to her wet shirt. She shivered as they landed on her hardened nipples. Her breath caught. 

“I could just,” she whispered, “put them in boxes.”

Irene jumped when his hand came up, and he dabbed her wet shirt with the towel. 

“I think the cookies will be fine,” he mumbled, never taking his eyes off her chest.

She gasped when he brushed a sensitive nipple with the cloth. His eyes came up to hers, and it was clear he had fully intended the contact.

“Ryder,” she whispered. Despite her intent for it to be a warning, it came out more a plea. When the cloth brushed the other hardened peak, Irene closed her eyes and gripped the edge of the table behind her. The feeling was almost too intense for her to handle.

“That’s it, baby,” Ryder groaned and moved forward. Her eyes shot open. Like she weighed nothing, he lifted her and sat her on the table. His body slipped snuggly between her legs, and she moaned at the contact. 

Irene started to say something but stopped when she felt his finger trace along the tops of her breasts.

“Always something lacy,” he mumbled.

She could feel the heat on her cheeks and turned away from him, embarrassed that he noticed how very un-sexy she was.

“I like lace,” she whispered.

Ryder placed a gentle finger under her chin, and she turned to look at him.

“I do too,” he said.

Fire burned in his eyes. She leaned toward him and felt herself drifting under his spell.

“Why don’t you tell me who Todd is?” he said more than asked.

Irene shook her head. That was the last thing she expected him to say. Actually, she really wasn’t expecting him to say much of anything in this position. 

“What?”

“Todd,” he said firmly. “Who is he?”

She stared at him for a few moments. There was just something about Ryder that made her want to open up, at least a little. Of course, maybe that was just the whiskey.

“Todd was my boyfriend.” She sighed. “He just wanted to let me know he’s asking someone we know to get married.”

Ryder narrowed his eyes slightly. “And this bothered you?”

“No.” She sighed. “Yes.”

Irene looked over at all the cookies. It certainly seemed like it bothered her with the way she’d carried on.

“Everyone is moving on,” she said quietly. “And here I am. Same as I’ve always been.” She looked back to Ryder, who was staring at her with interest. “All this time, and he’s been able to move on. But then, I didn’t come in and destroy his world.”

She blinked back the tears that threatened to fall. Even after all these years, it still hurt.

“It’s not him,” she sniffed. “Todd was a jerk, and I was lucky when he showed me how fake my life really was.” She took a deep breath and looked back to Ryder. “I guess it was more the idea that he stood for.”

“And what idea is that?” he asked. 

She could feel the conversation moving where she didn’t want it to, but there was no stopping it at this point.

“The idea. The only one that matters to me at least.” Irene shifted slightly and glanced up at his serious face. It was obvious he was waiting for her to go on. “Marriage, house, kids. The whole thing.”

Ryder moved in closer. He ran his hands up her thigh, and she bit her lip at the contact.

“What about me?” he said. His hand stopped at her hip and when she didn’t answer, he pulled her forward, her aching center flush again him. “Let me be that man.”

Her heart leapt into her throat. Goodness, he was so amazing! She stopped fighting the urge to wrap her legs around him and just gave in. 

“You do such dangerous work,” she whispered. 

Ryder brought his head down to hers and brushed his lips across her mouth. 

“What if I didn’t?” he asked.

Irene pulled away and stared up at him. “Didn’t?”

She unwound her legs as he stood to his full height and stepped slightly away from the table.

“For you, I’d leave,” he said without hesitation, fear or even anger. 

Irene stared at him in shock.

“Leave?”

Her mind couldn’t seem to process past his last word.

“I’ve been saving,” he said.

His words slid over her as she struggled to process the one thing she knew for certain. Ryder was dangerous, and she didn’t do danger.

“I think I need to go home,” she said, cutting off whatever else he had to say. 

For a moment she thought he might argue with her, but he nodded and stepped away. Relieved, Irene set to cleaning the kitchen in record time while he waited for her in the other room. 

Even more sober now, the Ex-Boyfriend cookies seemed a little silly, but she couldn’t help but laugh as she placed the men onto a tray. There was no way she could sell them, but they would make for a nice snack. 

All in order, she walked into the front room. Oddly, seeing Ryder waiting for her was even harder, if anything because of how right it felt. She stepped outside, and the cool air over her still damp shirt chilled her to the bone. She shook as she locked the door and nearly dropped the key when the scent of Ryder enveloped her in the form of his jacket.

“It’s only going to get colder on the bike,” he said gruffly. 

“But won’t you get cold?” she asked.

Ryder only shrugged and stepped over to the bike. 

Irene was amazed with the size of the machine. She’d never even been that close to a motorcycle, let alone rode one. It looked like one that rolled right off the set of some 1950s’ movie.

He turned and held out a blue helmet in his hands. 

“I’ve only got one spare, and it’s mine, so it might be a little big,” he said. 

She slid the helmet over her head and smiled when it wobbled from side to side a bit. 

“Good enough,” he said and gave a small grin.

Gently, he buckled the strap under the helmet and climbed onto the bike.

“Just slip in behind me and wrap your arms around,” he said.

She nodded and climbed on, her thighs hugging his large body. Her arms were barely around his waist when he punched the gas and rolled out. Irene yelped and wrapped her arms around him tight. She could feel his muscles contract as he chuckled. 

“Hold on tight,” he shouted to her as they took a corner.

She was surprised he could even talk given the grip she had and how hard she was squeezing, but she guessed she’d have to squeeze a lot harder before he even noticed.

After a bit, Irene started to relax to the rhythm of the road. She could feel the small shifts as he maneuvered along and started to move with him. It made the ride easier, and she was able to loosen her hands slightly, not that she wasn’t enjoying where they were. Feeling his muscles move under the thin material of his t-shirt was far more arousing than she ever wanted to admit, and if she was being totally honest, she wasn’t going to complain that her hands kept getting jostled lower and lower. 

Her hands slipped a little lower and bumped the button of his pants. 

“You aren’t falling asleep, are you?” Ryder shouted to her.

Irene jumped and moved her hands a little higher. Maybe having that whiskey hadn’t been such a good idea, and maybe she hadn’t sobered up as much as she thought. She had just got done telling herself what a bad idea Ryder was, and now she was trying to cop a feel. She sighed and rested her cheek against his back. It just wasn’t fair having two parts of her struggle.

She closed her eyes and enjoyed the wind in her face. It was crisp, clean and smelled of wood smoke, leaves and Ryder. She moved her nose closer to his back and felt the muscles there tense up. 

When they came to an abrupt stop, her eyes popped open. She smiled at her cute little house. It wasn’t much, but it was hers. Well, hers and Taylor’s. 

She climbed off, slightly unsteady. It was almost like getting off a boat in some ways. She took off the helmet and turned to give it to Ryder.

“Thanks for the ride.” She smiled. “It was amazing.”

Ryder climbed off the bike and put the helmet in the side saddle. When he turned back to her, she knew he was going to walk her to the door. 

Irene turned and headed up the short pathway. She liked her street. It was quiet, and many of the people were older. The only real downside was the lack of lighting. 

She struggled to find the right key.

“You need more lights,” he said. 

Although she couldn’t see the frown, she could hear it.

“I’m sure there are a lot of things we need on this block. Ah ha!” She held up the key and pushed it into the lock with success.

When she turned to thank him, Irene was surprised to find him closer than she expected. 

“Oh,” she said. Her face heated at his nearness. “Thanks again.”

He stepped closer, and she could just make out his eyes. “Who takes care of you, Irene?”

She frowned. “Taylor?”

She knew it was a lie before it even came out. No one. She took care of herself. There wasn’t a time when she couldn’t remember taking care of herself, even when she lived with her parents. Eat or be eaten.

Ryder shook his head. “I’m going to show you,” he said and stepped a little closer. The heat from his body seeped into her own, and her breathing quickened.

“Show me what?” she whispered.

Her heart raced.

“That I’m the man for you,” he mumbled.

Goodness, how she wanted to believe that. He leaned down and pressed his lips to hers. Irene moaned and swayed toward him, but just as quickly, he was gone.

“I’m not him,” he whispered. “I’m not any of them, and I’m going to be the man you need.”

She stared open mouthed at the declaration, not really sure what to say.

“Goodnight, Irene,” he said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

She watched as he quickly walked back to his bike. When she stepped into the house, he started up the engine, and it wasn’t until the front door was closed that he drove away. Stunned, she leaned against the door in the quiet house. All her planning was spiraling out of control, and for some reason, she couldn’t work up the energy to care. 

As she breathed in deeply, the masculine scent of his soap and leather hit her nose. She ran her hands against the soft leather coat, entirely too large for her, and sighed. 

Wanting someone and needing someone were two different things. In the end, she didn’t know if any of it would really matter. She pulled off the coat and trudged to bed. Tomorrow was going to be a long day, especially if they were going camping. 

Irene groaned. No more whiskey. Making camping promises just wasn’t like her, not when there was work to be done. 

“So stupid,” she groaned. Now the fate of their camping trip was in the hands of two college girls. Not her brightest moment. Well, at least there would s’mores.

 


Chapter Four

 

 

Ryder scowled as he stomped up the stairs at the office. Not only was he not much on being at work early in the morning, but he hadn’t had a very restful night. Actually, it had been the worst sleep he’d had in ages. Half the night he’d been hard as a rock and gave up early this morning by just taking a cold shower. He might have taken matters into his own hands, but anymore, when it came to Irene, he found himself even more frustrated after and aching for the real thing.

“You’re in early,” Reed said from his desk. 

Ryder glared at him, still pissed about the day before. 

“Just reporting in before I head over to the bakery,” he said.

Reed looked up from the computer and grinned. “That right?”

“Dick,” Ryder said and flopped onto the couch.

Reed shrugged. “I want to see my older brother happy. So sue me.”

“You might not say that when you hear what I told her,” he said.

Reed raised a brow. Ryder knew this was going to be tough, but he wasn’t really sure how tough. It wasn’t like his brother had spent much time in the field himself recently since his daughter Violet had been born.

“It’s the job,” Reed said. He sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. “It’s always the job. Not like we haven’t been doing this for years.”

“Not like it hasn’t been dangerous either,” Ryder said and raised his own scarred brow. 

They all knew the risk, but the question still remained if it was worth it.

“You leaving?” Reed asked.

Ryder shook his head. “Not yet. She’s not even sure if she wants me.”

“She does.” Reed leaned back in his chair and put his arms behind his head. “A woman like her just doesn’t know what to do with a man like you.”

Ryder chuckled and stretched out. “You act like I’m the Devil.”

Reed stared at him through half-laden eyes. “To her, you kind of are. Huge guy on his big bike. Might as well sprout some horns.”

He grinned at his brother’s assessment of him. “She liked the bike.”

Reed grinned back and sat up. “Well now, that’s something. If you can get her on your bike, maybe there’s hope for you.”

He hoped so. If last night was any indication, he just might have a chance, but it was going to take some time. 

“Let’s get on with it,” Ryder said, sitting upright. “Irene’s taking her cousin and Victoria camping, and I want to make it over there before they leave.”

Reed frowned. “I didn’t think she was the camping sort.”

Ryder shook his head. “I don’t think any of them are. I’m going to try and tag along, but if anything I’ll send them to my cabin.”

It wasn’t the best plan, but it would be better than the three of them trying to pitch a tent for hours on end. 

“Likely be a good thing considering,” Reed said. All merriment left his face.

Ryder frowned. “Another hit?”

Reed stood and walked to the map on the wall where they were tracking all the recent unusual behavior. 

“A string of break-ins just around the corner from her shop and about ten cars were damaged, but nothing was taken four blocks over.” Reed pointed to new pins on the map.

They stared at all the pins. It just didn’t make sense. There wasn’t anything about this that made sense.

“Any luck with Charlie?” Reed asked.

He shook his head. “It’s not the Russians. Other than that, not much. There seems to be some biker movement in town,” he said. “I haven’t heard of any gang declaring themselves though, and I can’t imagine that the Los Malos are going to just let another gang move in without a word.”

On the whole, the Los Malos were a mainly Hispanic biker gang that liked to keep to themselves. They didn’t tend to cause trouble, but that was mainly because their leader had moved out of that trash a few years ago. Last Ryder had heard, they were selling bike parts and doing well enough. 

“Might stop by and see what Carlos has to say,” Reed said and walked to the door. “Couldn’t hurt. We never had a beef, and maybe he’ll know what is going on.”

Ryder stood and nodded. It wasn’t like his brother to be this nervous, but with everything that had happened and a new baby, he couldn’t really blame him.

He walked to the door and clapped his brother on the shoulder. 

“We’ll get to the bottom of this,” he said. 

“Thanks,” Reed said. “And take Cage to meet up with Carlos.” His face hardened a little. “It’s been a few years, and a lot can happen in that time.”

Ryder gave a nod and tucked back the bad feeling in his gut. His brother was right. A lot could happen in a few years.

He shook his head. For now he had other worries, like how he was going to convince Irene to let him come with them on their camping trip.

 

* * *

 

Irene stood in shock as she watched her cousin and Victoria race to the back to fill all the orders coming in from the customers in line. 

“You’re going to have to get to the back of the line if you want an Ex-Boyfriend, honey,” the lady beside her said.

She turned to the woman and stared for a moment before she could even talk.

“Ex-Boyfriend?” 

The woman grinned from ear to ear. “You must not listen to KOXJ.”

Irene shook her head.

“Well, the lady on the radio said she loves to come in here and have her morning coffee and pastry.” The woman fanned out her hand to show off the place. “Well, I guess someone just got dumped or something, but she’s selling these Ex-Boyfriend cookies, and they are a hoot!”

“Hoot?”

Irene couldn’t even start to process what the woman was saying because the next wave of people was coming in. The chatter all around her was about her cookies. She was famous. Her cookies were famous! Oh, lord, her cookies with the words dickless and mongrel were famous. 

Irene felt her knees start to shake, and she quickly made her way to the front.

Taylor was the first to see her.

“Oh my goodness!” She bounced out from behind the counter. “They are such a hit!”

“I can’t believe you’re selling them,” Irene said quietly. 

Taylor frowned. “You weren’t going to?”

“No!” she nearly shouted. When several people turned to look at them, she pulled Taylor into the back. “No,” she said more quietly. “I thought they were for fun.”

“They are,” Taylor said with a shrug.

Irene sighed. “Fun for us. This isn’t how I want to be known.”

Taylor crossed her arms over her chest. “What? As someone who has real emotions? Who gets angry? Who feels just like every other woman at some point in her life? Look at these women.” She waved a hand to the women in line. Irene could see the long line of women that stretched out the door, all laughing and smiling. “Do you see how very different each of these women is and yet we’re all the same way? We all share this.”

Irene sighed. 

“Fine,” she said. “But when they’re gone, they’re gone.”

Taylor held up her hands. “You’re the baker.”

Irene nodded and headed back out into the front room. 

She frowned when a murmur filled the back.

“Are you the ex?” a woman said.

Irene moved closer to the crowd of women. Ryder stood in the center with a huge bag on his back.

“He doesn’t look like ex material.” Another woman purred and moved a little closer. 

Irene snorted. Apparently, that woman wasn’t that torn up about her ex.

“I’m not the ex,” Ryder said and moved away from the woman who was edging closer.

“Boyfriend?” an older woman asked. 

He stared at her for a moment and then caught Irene watching with interest. She blushed at his gaze.

“I’d like to be,” he said, staring directly at her. 

The other women turned to look at her, waiting for some sort of response.

“Well, come on, honey.” The women who had spoken to her in line earlier urged her on. “A man like that is just what you need.”

Irene felt her face heat about five more shades as several other women in line nodded their approval. 

Ryder stepped out of the circle to her and spoke quietly. 

“Can we talk?”

She nodded to the kitchen and knew that they would just be fodder for the line gossip, but she’d had about as much as she could take.

“So,” he said when they reached the back area. “Looks like your cookies were a hit.”

Irene threw her head in her hands and groaned. 

“Those were never supposed to be up for sale,” she moaned.

“Well, at least they’re selling, right? Money’s money.”

Irene looked up from her hands. He was trying to make her feel better, but there was no way that was going to happen. 

“Ryder, I’m selling cookies with the words dickless on them,” she said.

She glared when he tried to cover a snort.

“Oh, it’s not that bad.” He grinned. “The business is good, and maybe it brings in a new crowd.”

Irene crossed her arms. “Somehow, I think the women that are buying Ex-Boyfriend cookies aren’t going to be looking for wedding cakes.”

He frowned. 

Her whole plan to start getting into wedding and event cakes was going up in smoke, all for some dickless cookies.

“Come here.” He set down the bag and opened his arms. 

Irene kept her arms crossed and turned to the side. She didn’t need his pity.

“Woman, you are so hard to comfort,” he growled as he crushed her to his large frame.

She breathed in deep and got lost in the smell of fresh soap.

“There,” he mumbled against her head. “Now just let it go.” 

Irene leaned against him, tired from the day before. Drained emotionally from both Todd and Ryder, she let him just hold her. It had been years since she had even let anyone hold her like that. She’d nearly forgotten how great it felt.

His hand rubbed up and down her back, and after a bit, she wrapped her own arms around his waist. 

“Hey, Irene,” Taylor shouted as she came bounding around the corner. 

Irene pulled away.

“Yeah.” Irene glanced to the door.

“We’re about sold out of the cookies, so we’ll be ready to go here soon.” Taylor’s head popped around the corner.

The smirk on her cousin’s face wasn’t lost on her.

“So,” Ryder said to her side. “I guess you all are ready to get out of here.”

Irene grimaced. “I have no idea,” she said. “I woke up late and just threw some clothes in a backpack. On the way here, I stopped by the store to grab some bread and peanut butter.”

He nodded as if he expected as much. 

“Look,” he said and stepped a little closer to her. “I have a cabin just up the mountain. It’s not far, and it’s got some of the basics. You’d have to park and hike, but it’s only a few hours and the path is really clear.”

She stared up at him in awe as she processed what he was telling her. He shoved the key and a paper in her hand. When she unfolded it, there were directions on how to get there. 

“It’s nothing fancy, but there’s running water and electricity,” he said and leaned in even more. “I don’t like the idea of you up there without a phone.”

The intensity of his stare burned through her. She shuddered under its weight.

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” she said.

Ryder shook his head. 

“I’d feel a lot better if I was going with you,” he said.

Her nipples tightened at the thought of being with him over night but shook it off.

“It’s just supposed to be a girls’ trip,” she said.

He nodded like he was expecting that response.

“I’ve brought a few other things that might be useful,” he said. “I’ll just leave them, and you can use them if you want.”

Irene followed him into the front area and was surprised to see it was totally clear. 

“We’ll be ready in just a minute,” Taylor said from behind the counter. 

She continued to follow Ryder to the door and peered into the street. They were still looking good. It was only about ten, so they would have plenty of time to make it to the cabin before dark.

“Call me,” he said when he’d stepped out onto the sidewalk. “I want to know you made it there safely.”

She frowned. He was getting pushy.

“We’ll be fine.” She waved a hand.

She yelped when Ryder pulled her in for a hard kiss. His tongue swept into her mouth. Not even meaning to, her hand wound behind his neck.

The kiss slowed, but she hungered for more. When he pulled away, Irene looked up into his rich brown eyes. The jagged scar crinkled as he smiled at her.

“Call me,” he said again. “I’ll worry if you don’t.”

It was so simple. How was she going to deny a request like that? 

“Okay,” she said quietly.

 

Ryder smiled at her before letting go and moving back. There was just something about her. He couldn’t stop himself. He’d been holding back since he walked in, and she looked so frazzled. It had been a heck of a morning, and he just wanted to make it better.

He climbed onto his bike and watched as she went inside. Through the window, he could see Taylor gesturing toward him, and he could only guess that she had seen them and wondered what Irene would say. 

Not that it mattered. He was going to make her his one way or another. He shook his head and turned toward the street. 

Just down the road, slightly to the right, sat a man on a motorcycle. Ryder stared at the unknown bike. The man on the bike stared back, clearly watching him. He made a mental note to stop by the shop later just to make sure. With all the recent issues around town, it certainly wouldn’t hurt.

He rode slowly by the man, and the two eyed each other. Somewhat familiar, he couldn’t quite place him, but one thing was certain. Ryder needed to figure this out quickly because a man like this wasn’t one to mess around for long.

 


Chapter Five

 

 

“So,” Taylor said, after they had been walking on the trail for about twenty minutes. “Explain to me again how that kiss was nothing.”

Irene groaned. It was the second time her cousin had brought it up, and she knew it wasn’t going to be the last time Taylor brought it up either. That kiss had been right out there in the public eye, and it had also been about as hot as a public kiss could get. 

Victoria grinned at her when Irene looked her way.

“You might as well just fess up,” she said. “You know she’s not going to let this go.”

She was right. If there was one thing Taylor was good at, it was sticking with the details. It was what made her such a great forensic scientist.

“Fine!” she snapped. “We were kissing.”

Taylor grinned wider and bumped hips with her. “So spill,” she said. “Guy like that, does he live up to the hype or fall flat?”

Irene frowned at the line of questioning. The last thing she wanted to be doing was talking about her and Ryder. She groaned when she thought about that last kiss. It had been off-the-charts hot.

“He lives up to the hype,” she said quietly and blushed when the two younger women grinned from ear to ear. It was a good thing she had decided to tuck Ryder’s jacket away in the backpack she was carrying and not wear it. She could just imagine the comments they would make.

They walked in silence for a bit, enjoying the crisp air and quiet that came with being away from civilization.

“He’s a good man,” Taylor said after some time. 

Irene nodded. He really was. The more she found out about him, the more she liked about him. Most importantly, there was something about the way he dealt with her. She felt important to him, and it was a good feeling. After years of being treated like nothing, it felt good to have someone notice her for the right reasons.

“Yeah, but his job…” Irene said.

Irene was surprised when Victoria was the one to speak this time. 

“I can understand your reservations, but it was his job that saved my sister and Alyssa,” she said quietly. “When Alyssa got shot, things could have been so much worse, but they weren’t, and it wasn’t because of something she did. It was Liam. They might not be heroes in the traditional sense, but in my book, they will always be heroes. The men who saved my sister.”

When she finished, the crunch of leaves was the only sound.

Victoria was right. They were heroes. Maybe she wasn’t being fair in her assessment. All she saw was guns and danger. 

“You’re right,” she said after some time. “But let’s not talk about this anymore. Let’s talk about you all. What was the final verdict on graduation?”

Victoria huffed. “She’s going to graduate at the end of this semester, and I’m still looking at spring.”

Irene laughed when Victoria turned to flip off Taylor, who laughed.

“You should have taken all your core classes first,” Taylor said.

Irene glanced at her cousin. She knew different. Despite how she might act, Taylor had worked hard to get everything done. She was trying for an internship, and if she got it, it would be a big deal. 

“Well, at least you all will still be near each other,” Irene said,

She stopped on the path and turned around. Something faint reached her ears.

“Did you hear that?” Irene asked.

They shook their head and glanced around. She scanned the area. Nothing seemed out of place, but she wasn’t much good when it came to outdoor stuff. 

“Oh, a creek!” Victoria rushed through a clearing to the water’s edge.

Irene looked around once more before following the women to the water. 

It was clear and sparkled in the bright sun. Despite the cooler air, with the sun beating down on them, she actually found herself sweating more than she would have thought in jeans and a t-shirt. She glanced down at her clothes.

“You know,” Taylor said. “I don’t think I’ve seen you so dressed down in a long time.”

Irene stared at her in shock. “I wear t-shirts all the time,” she said.

Taylor shrugged.

“Yeah, but usually you’ve got a skirt or cute pants on,” she said. “It’s just nice to know you can slum it like the rest of us.”

Irene frowned. She was sure she had worn jeans at least a few times in the last few months.

“What about my yoga pants?” she huffed.

Victoria coughed out a laugh. “You mean the pink ones with the rhinestone hearts?”

Dang! She had forgotten about that.

“Look, it’s fine.” Taylor slung an arm over her shoulder. “You’re just not a jeans and t-shirt kind of girl. It’s just nice to know you can be.”

Irene gritted her teeth. This was her mother’s doing, and she hadn’t even realized it. All those years of church clothes and being a proper lady. Saying the right thing and doing the right thing. All so she could get a guy like Todd, a man who could trash all over her. Well, that was it for her. She might have stepped into this forest a prissy girl, but she was leaving a hardened woman.

Not giving herself the time to chicken out, Irene whipped off her shirt.

“Whoa!” Taylor said from beside her. “I said I like it, but if you want to wear something else, no biggie.”

Irene slipped off her shoes and socks, then her pants. She turned to the stunned younger girls. 

“I don’t know about you all, but I’m feeling a little hot.” She grinned. “And I was promised some skinny dipping.”

“I don’t really know,” Victoria said. She made a face at the water. 

Irene climbed up onto a rock and peered down at the depth below. Perfect for a jump.

“Don’t be such a chicken,” she said. “It’s just a little creek water.”

She jumped.

“Incredible,” she shrieked when her head broke water. 

It wasn’t just cold. It was frigid. 

Already starting to go numb, Irene swam back to the bank where the women were standing in horror.

She didn’t stop until she reached her bag. A t-shirt served as her towel. She rubbed her body to gain back some feeling.

“Are you okay?” Taylor asked.

Irene nodded. Her teeth were chattering so hard, she didn’t think she could even talk. She laid down the shirt on the ground and sat on top of it. When her hand touched the soft leather, she sighed. She pulled out the big coat and wrapped herself in its warmth. 

Almost instantly, she started to warm up. 

“That’s a nice leather jacket you’ve got there,” Taylor said with a smirk.

Irene glared at her and snuggled down deeper. Ryder’s smell filled her nose, and somehow it all seemed like it would be okay. 

 

* * *

 

Ryder waited outside the Los Malos parts shop. He could hear Cage from around the corner and wanted to ring his neck. Rolling around in here with his stereo blasting was just asking for trouble, but then, his younger brother still had a lot to learn about life. For some reason, he just seemed hell bent on making things hard for himself. 

Cage cocked an eyebrow at Ryder when he got out of the car.

“What?” Cage asked.

Ryder shook his head. He really was getting too old for this trash. 

“Let’s just get this over with,” he said. “I’ve got to cruise by Irene’s bakery before I head home.” 

They stepped into the shop, and it wasn’t much different than many other bike shops he’d been to. Parts hung from the walls, rested against the wall and even dangled from the ceiling. The scent of motor oil and leather filled his nose, something he was more than familiar with. They stopped at the desk in the back, and he was surprised to find a teen boy working the counter. The boy glanced to the side before looking back at Ryder and Cage.

“Can I help you?” the boy asked.

“Yeah.” Ryder leaned down. “I’d like to talk to Carlos.”

The boy’s eyes went wide. He shifted around nervously. “Abuelo doesn’t work here anymore.” 

His eyes shifted to the side again.

“Tell your grandpa it’s important,” Ryder said.

The boy’s brown skin lightened several shades, and for a second, Ryder wondered if he was going to pass out. 

“Go out the front door and meet me out back,” the boy said quietly.

He glanced up and noticed a camera. Whatever it was, the kid didn’t want it recorded.

Ryder nodded. He and Cage walked out the door.

“Think it’s a setup?” Cage asked quietly.

“Could be,” he said. “But that kid seemed scared. Something’s going on here. Just be ready.”

Ryder pulled out his own holstered gun and held it low at his side. No need to frighten the boy more than he already was if there wasn’t a need.

They walked around the side of the building. The sight of Carlos greeted Ryder, gun in hand and pointed right at his head.

“Drop it,” Carlos barked.

Ryder dropped the gun to the ground. 

“You too, kid,” he waved the gun at Cage.

Cage grumbled behind him but dropped the gun to the ground. The boy came out from behind his grandfather and pulled the guns away.

Ryder relaxed when Carlos lowered his gun.

“Can’t be too careful these days,” he said.

Ryder raised a brow. “Having trouble?”

“Already had it and lost,” the old man said and sat down on the crates. “My nephew took over a few weeks back. Pushed me out of my own dang shop.”

He shook his head, defeated and worn. 

“Is he back in the game?” 

Cage moved next to Ryder. The teen stood closer to his grandfather.

Carlos turned his tanned, leathered face up to them. The creases were deep, and it was clear that the recent turnover had been hard on him. 

“Worse,” he said and laced his hands in front of him. “It all started a few weeks ago. A man came in saying he wanted vengeance. Lot of money he was out thanks to a shady partner and did we want in? I said no.” He scrubbed a hand across his face. “But Paco didn’t agree. Thought it was a good opportunity for money. Said he was sick of the trash pay he was getting from the shop.” He shook his head. “Stupid kid. What does he know about leading a group like this? Heck, most of these kids haven’t done trash, and he’s taking them out joyriding at night, breaking trash. Lucky they haven’t been shot by someone.”

“Guess that explains a lot,” Cage said.

Ryder frowned. “Not really. If most of them weren’t in before, then they wouldn’t know the tricks of the trade. How are they doing the break-ins?”

“Abuelo,” the teen said. He shook his head in warning.

“Hush,” he said. “You go inside and keep an eye out.”

The teen glared at Ryder and Cage as he walked inside. 

“Go ahead and get your guns,” Carlos said when his grandson had cleared the corner.

They holstered their guns and stood with their backs to the building. 

“This man that came,” Carlos said, leaning in a little. “He never gives a name other than Wolf.”

“Wolf?” Cage laughed. “What, does he like to howl?”

Carlos glared at him. “You think this is funny? This man has the Devil in his eye and blood on his hands. When he meets with the man that owes him money,” Carlos shivered, “I don’t know what he’ll do but can guess they won’t find the body.”

A chill ran down Ryder’s spine. 

“And he’s helping them break into businesses?” Ryder asked.

Carlos shook his head. “He brought in someone else from out west. An older guy named Blitz,” he said. “Not much better and has a reputation with the women.”

Carlos frowned, and Ryder could guess what sort of reputation that was. Rape in biker gangs wasn’t all that uncommon.

“Sounds like your nephew is really gathering some winners,” Cage said.

Carlos nodded. “You can see why my grandson is so concerned. I’m already on borrowed time,” he said. “After they pull tonight’s gig, I’ll likely be gone.”

Ryder stepped forward. 

“What’s going on tonight?”

“Tonight they make their move on this ex-partner.” Carlos walked slowly to the back door of the store. “If I was you, I’d go home and lock my doors.”

With that, he walked inside. 

Ryder and Cage made their way back to their vehicles. The road was clear, and the sun had just set over the horizon. He checked his phone. No call from Irene. Maybe she was just charging her phone to call or resting from the long walk or avoiding him yet again. Worry ate at him. 

He jumped when it buzzed in his hand.

“Hello,” he said, hoping it was her.

“Ryder,” a distinctly male voice came over the line. “This is Charlie.”

He was surprised. Not only was he hoping for Irene, but he hadn’t thought Charlie would ever come through on anything.

“What’s going on?” He held up a hand to stop Cage from stepping into his car.

“Had a guy come in today looking for some really specific stuff,” Charlie said. “Took me all day to figure out who it was. He’s going by Wolf these days, but back when we knew him, it was Kert. He was on Ando Tamm’s old team. Changed quite a bit over the years, but I’m sure it’s him.”

Ando Tamm. Jess’s criminal father. She’d done her best to leave him behind and make a better life for herself and her sister, yet somehow Ando’s past kept dragging her back into the muck. Considering he’d recently died in prison in an accident, that particular ability was even more impressive.

“Idiot,” Ryder said. He paced back and forth. “When did he leave?”

“About three hours ago. Wouldn’t have sold them the stuff if I had figured it out sooner,” he said. “The man he had with him was a little sketchy. Seen him around town, and I know of his brother’s group out west. Apparently he’s decided to do a side job.”

“What did they buy?” Ryder nearly shouted into the phone.

“Asked if I had a blow torch and some stuff that would blow up rock,” Charlie said. “Ando’s girl, though, she’s with your brother Kace now, right? It wouldn’t be very smart of Kert to blow up an ex-cop’s house to get to his woman.”

Ryder grunted as he remembered the man on the bike outside of Irene’s shop.

“He’s not,” Ryder said and rummaged in his side bag. The memory of the guy on the bike outside Irene’s shop came to his mind. “He’s going after an easier target, her sister Victoria.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. All these years and that mongrel still couldn’t let it go. It hadn’t been any secret that there was no love lost between Ando and Kert. Getting yourself locked up and then finding out that your underage daughter is sleeping with your partner will do things to a friendship. It was no surprise to anyone that Ando was able to run Kert off, even from prison. Whatever dirt he had on him must have been enough to make him tuck tail and run.

Now he was back and apparently seeking his revenge.

“Anything I can do?” Charlie asked.

Ryder paused. He didn’t like taking Charlie’s help, especially given he had previously screwed him over. He looked to Cage and then back to his bike. There wasn’t going to be a ton of time. If they were going to make a move, they’d do it when it was dark. At best he had a couple hours. It was an hour to ride there and, if he ran like mad, an hour to the cabin. The only thing he didn’t have was an exit strategy.

“Know anyone with a helicopter?” he asked.

 


Chapter Six

 

 

Irene woke up with a start, groggy and exhausted from the long day.

It had taken more than a few hours to hike up the mountain to the cabin, and with her refreshing dip in the water, her muscles ached like never before. This was turning into the camping trip from hell. 

It didn’t help that, as she suspected, neither of the women had packed anything but candy and soda to eat. So for lunch, they all scarfed down peanut butter sandwiches like they were going out of style. 

When they finally reached the cabin, she nearly cried. 

The running water had been amazing. A hot shower helped a little with her muscles, and she was able to wash the fish smell out of her hair. They checked the cabinets and found several cans of tuna and an unopened package of crackers. Next time she saw Ryder, she was going to kiss him square on the mouth. 

A rustling outside brought her completely awake. All day she had been hearing things but seemed to be the only one. She looked over to her cousin and Victoria beside her in the bed. Both had their eyes wide open. She placed a finger to her lips and slid quietly out of bed to the window. 

Careful not to rustle the curtains, she peeked out the side. She could hear soft mumbling from around the corner and could just make out the shadows of three men. Quietly, she unlatched the window and lifted it just a crack. Their words came in much clearer now.

“Goodness, Wolf,” one man whispered. “You never said we’d be chasing after a bunch of women. I don’t like this.”

One of the larger men moved forward. “Paco, that jerk has my share of the money Ando stole, and I’m getting it one way or another.”

Irene looked back to Victoria, who was shaking in the bed. Taylor put an arm around her to help comfort her. Whatever was going to happen, they needed to get out of there. She motioned for the women to quietly get dressed. 

After grabbing her bag, she moved just under the window, so she could listen to their conversation.

“The men are at the base, setting things up now,” another man said. “Here soon, the whole bottom half will be a raging inferno with no way out but into our arms. Cops and rangers will just think they were fried.” She swallowed. Over and over she’d tried to get a signal to call Ryder earlier, but none of them could get any bars. Now, she wondered if these men had anything to do with it.

“Still think we should just bust down the door,” Paco said.

“Probably get some buckshot in your face if you did that,” Wolf said. “Don’t be stupid. The burn will work.”

“I don’t like waiting,”

“Let’s give it a little time before we smoke them out,” Wolf said. 

Irene crawled over to the younger women.

“We need to get out of here,” Taylor whispered.

She couldn’t agree more, but they needed to be smart about this. If the men were going to block their only way out, then that meant they were going to have to take their chances in the woods. 

“Take out all the clothes in your bag,” she said quietly. “Layer up. Double socks. Everything. Pack blankets, food, matches, anything you can find.” 

Victoria shook as she pulled the things out of her bag. Irene took a deep breath. 

“Look at me,” she said to the two women. “We can do this. These are just stupid thugs. We’re smarter than they are and faster.”

“They have guns,” Victoria whispered. 

Irene nodded. She was right. They likely did have guns.

“So, we’ll just have to make sure to stay ahead of them,” she said and gripped both of their hands. “I promise, we’ll get through this.”

Taylor gave a firm nod. She was solid, and Irene knew that she could count on her. Victoria looked at her hand. This wasn’t her thing. Jess was the tough one, and Irene knew it. After a bit, she gave a nod. In the end, there was no choice. Her thoughts on eat or be eaten had taken a whole new turn.

 

* * *

 

Faster than he’d ever ridden and faster than the law allowed, Ryder made it to the mountain. He sneered at the bikes all in a row at the trail head and rolled his own across the way, hiding it in some brush. Wasting no time, he slung his pack on his back and started to run. 

He pushed himself like he’d never done before. He needed to make a two-hour hike an hour hike.

It was dark, but he knew the way. He’d gone this path so many times he could almost make the trip in his sleep. 

The click of a gun being cocked cut through the night. He stopped dead in his tracks.

“Don’t move,” someone barked from the darkness.

A man moved out of the dark and into the light of the moon. He couldn’t totally make out the man still, but the leather jacket with patches, tattoos and sheer size, almost as large as Ryder, suggested he was a biker. Ryder only hoped he wasn’t a Los Malos.

“You Wolf?” the man asked.

Ryder shook his head. “No, but if you’re looking to point that at him, then I think we’re on the same side.”

The man stared at him skeptically. “I doubt that.”

“I’m just trying to save my woman and her friends,” Ryder said. 

The man leveled his gun at him for a moment longer and then lowered it.

“I’m looking for my brother Blitz,” he growled. “Stupid mother idiot stole my money and ran off. Then, I find out he’s here pulling this trash.”

Ryder stared up the trail. They didn’t have time for this. 

“He’s going to be with Wolf, and Wolf will be where the women are,” Ryder said. 

“You take me to them, and I’ll do my part,” the man ground out. 

“Name’s Ryder,” he said and started his run up the hill. He was surprised when the large biker could keep up.

“Havoc,” the biker said. 

They ran in silence, dodging the Los Malos gang as they made their way down the mountain. After a bit, he noticed that the ground seemed a little clearer. When he turned back, he came to a crashing stop.

“Idiot me,” Havoc said beside him.

They had made a great deal of distance. It was a good thing since the Los Malos had lit the base of the mountain on fire. The distant rumble of their bikes grew fainter. The bikers were leaving.

Ryder pulled out a walkie-talkie from his bag.

“Cage,” he said into it.

“Go ahead,” Cage answered.

“We’ve got fire.”

He waited for his brother to respond.

“And the women?”

“Still not there,” he said.

“I’ve got Reed working on getting some people over there, but it’s going to be a bit,” he said. “He’s trying to use some of Kace’s old police connections. They don’t know Kace this far out of his old precinct, and he’s still out of town, so the locals aren’t too keen to believe Reed’s story.”

“Well, maybe the fire is enough,” he said.

“Wait,” Havoc held up a hand. Thanks to the fire, Ryder could actually get a look at the biker. Surprisingly, the pony-tailed Havoc wasn’t as old as he would have expected and not like the grizzled bikers he’d met out west. “Are you cops?” the biker asked.

Ryder started back up the mountain. With the fire raging behind them, there was even less time to spare. “Kace used to be, but no, we’re in the security business.”

Havoc seemed to relax a little but still wasn’t happy. “But you called the cops?”

Ryder stopped. “My woman and her friends are being hunted by psychos who are likely going to rape and kill them,” he shouted. “You’re dang right I called the cops. I’ll call the military if I think it will save them. What would you do?”

Ryder turned and started running again. 

“I’d do the same,” Havoc said, keeping pace beside him. “We get up there, you deal with your women. I’ll take care of the rest.”

Ryder wasn’t going to argue. Keeping them safe was the number one thing on his mind. 

 

* * *

 

The women sat on the bathroom floor. This was the spot. They had all talked about it, and the men out front seemed to only focus on the front and back door. This was on the side of the cabin and closest to the woods. One at a time, they could make their way out, starting with Irene. 

As quietly as she could, Irene climbed onto the toilet and started to lift the window. It squeaked once, and she ducked down quickly. She just hoped it was louder in the bathroom than outside. When no one came, she continued with her work. She sniffed the air and turned around.

“Smoke,” she whispered.

Faint wisps of smoke floated through the top of the door. They were out of time. She pushed the window up in one shove and just prayed that it went quietly. When it slid up without a noise, she sighed and leaned out the window with her bag. It landed silently on the ground. She was next. Irene slipped her legs through and turned, using the side of the cabin to guide her body to the ground. 

Irene held her hands up for Victoria’s bag. Once it was on the ground next to her own, she helped guide her down to the ground. Before she could even help with Taylor, she was there beside her. Irene let out a sigh and grabbed her bag. They had made it out. Now, they just had to make it to the woods. 

She could hear some shouting from the front of the building.

“Come out,” the man named Wolf shouted. “You can’t stay in there, and we’ve got you surrounded.”

Irene looked between the two women and nodded to the woods. The last thing they wanted to do was hang around where they might get caught. 

They ran into the safety of the woods. When they were safe within the trees, Irene looked back to the cabin. Flames leapt high into the sky, and thick black smoke billowed out. 

“Blitz!” A tall well-built man moved out from the other side of the woods. She’d never seen him before, and his voice didn’t match any she’d heard from the men before.

He was a force to be reckoned with. Everything about him just seemed to scream biker, from his leather jacket to the tattoos she saw peeking out here and there. He had pulled his brown hair back in a ponytail, and though it didn’t work on most men, it only seemed to make him look more dangerous.

“Wondered when you’d find me.” A man, similar in build, stepped out from behind the cabin. She was surprised to find that he was nearly identical in his looks.

“You stole my money, you piece of trash. Did you think I was just going to let that trash slide?” The man pulled out his gun and pointed it at Wolf. “Don’t even think about it.”

Wolf slipped his gun back into his holster. 

“Oh now, Havoc, is that any way to talk to your brother?” He took a step forward but stopped when Havoc pulled out another gun. 

“Where’s the other guy?” Victoria whispered in her ear. Irene scanned the scene and found the man edging away, likely trying to figure out who was going to be the victor before deciding what to do. She pointed to the man. 

Havoc spit on the ground by his brother. “Give me my money back.”

His voice was filled with menace and Irene shivered.

“Sorry, bro.” Blitz gave an evil grin. “All spent. Maybe I can square it another way.”

Irene frowned. It sounded like a threat, but there was nothing to threaten with.

“Look out!” Taylor jumped up from their hiding spot and shouted, her blond hair flying around her like some sort of goddess.

Irene watched as Havoc jumped back as a stream of fire shot across his path. 

The third man, the one she assumed was Paco, had leapt out and ambushed Havoc with what appeared to be some sort of flamethrower that seemed to come from nowhere. Then again, they were setting the forest on fire, so she supposed she shouldn’t have been so surprised, but she had assumed they were using gasoline and a few cigarettes or something like that.

“Tamm!” Wolf yelled, pointing toward Victoria. “Get her!”

Bullets pinged off the side of the cabin as Havoc tried to get a shot at one of the three men.

“Let’s go.”

Irene raced through the woods trying to make as little noise as possible, but she could hear Victoria struggling behind her. 

“Wait,” Taylor whispered.

She turned to look at her cousin. This was no time to talk. What they needed to do was put as much distance between them and those men.

“We’re smarter,” she said and pushed forward a little. The path diverged in two. One way was clear and easier to climb. The other looked like it would take a great deal of effort, especially since it ended, in the distance with a cliff face. 

Taylor tore off the bottom of her shirt and left the blue fabric clinging to a bush on the clear path.

“What are you doing?” Irene whispered as she kept watch all around them.

“I’m leading them away from us,” Taylor said.

Irene looked back at her cousin and smiled for the first time in what seemed like days. 

“You are brilliant,” she said. “Let’s get moving.”

She heard a rustle near them and froze. They were sitting ducks in the middle of the path. 

“Quick,” she whispered. “Under that bush.”

The dove through the rocks and thorns to the deepest parts of the bush. The three lay as still as they could, hardly even breathing for fear it might shake the bush.

“I didn’t see which way they went,” she heard Havoc say. A second set of feet appeared, and she wondered who his accomplice was and why he didn’t engage in the fight. “When that jerk tried to light me on fire, I just started shooting. Think I hit Blitz, but that Wolf isn’t going to give it up. I saw the look in his eye. He’s crazy.”

“His name isn’t Wolf. It’s Kert,” rumbled a familiar voice.

Irene pulled herself from out of the bush and launched herself at the one person she never expected to see.

“Ryder,” she whispered into his chest. 

“I got you,” he whispered back.


Chapter Seven

 

 

“I take it she’s your woman,” Havoc said after a moment. 

Ryder nodded, still holding Irene. She needed him, and he was going to live in that moment. All this time he had been so worried that something had happened to the women. While Havoc killed time talking to the men, Ryder searched all the windows of the cabin, hoping they had gotten out before they burned alive inside. 

Irene pulled away and looked up at him with awe.

“What are you doing here?” she asked. “How did you know we were in trouble?”

He shook his head. “Not enough time for that. They aren’t far behind I’m sure, and we need to find shelter for the rest of the night.”

Irene nodded. He wanted more than anything to show her how happy he was to see her.

“Pretty clever,” Havoc said, pointing to the cloth on the bush. He glanced to Taylor. “Your idea?”

Taylor nodded, her blond ponytail bobbed behind her. 

He smirked. “Nice work. Thanks for saving my rear back there.”

Taylor shrugged and gave her own half-cocked smile. “Seemed like a jerk worth saving.”

Irene stared in shock as her cousin walked off to the thin, worn trail with Victoria.

Havoc just shook his head and followed behind.

Ryder leaned down to her. 

“I’ll take the rear,” he said.

Her head shot up. 

He grinned. “I’ll walk behind you.”

Irene glared at his double entendre and stomped on the trail toward a looming cliff. He hated taking this path, but it really was the best option. The other men wouldn’t likely follow, and if they did, they would have an even harder time getting through the rocky terrain. As long as they took it slow, things would go just fine.

For nearly an hour, they climbed up the side of the mountain by hanging on to the side of the cliff, only enough room to put one foot in front of the other. It was slow and torturous work, but they had little chance of running into the fire or any of the men, and that was good enough.

Irene stumbled forward. His heart jumped to his throat as he reached out to catch her. A fall from this height could easily kill her.

His arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her hard against him. He held her there for a moment and let his adrenaline slow as he assured himself that she was safe in his arms. 

“I got you,” he whispered.

She shook and hugged his arm to her. This climb was taking a toll on all of them. Ryder looked down the line and could see that they were all exhausted. Most professional climbers didn’t even operate under these sorts of conditions. 

“Victoria?” Taylor called from the front of the line.

“What’s going on?” Ryder called up.

Taylor turned and shook her head. “She’s shaking and looking really pale.”

Ryder looked to Irene. 

“Maybe low blood sugar or—”

“Victoria!”

They watched in horror as she fell back with no hand outstretched to catch her fall. She landed with a crack against the thin landing just below them. 

“Don’t move,” Ryder said to everyone. They froze where they were.

Painstakingly slow, he made his way down the cliff in the dark. The moon was now covered by the smoke that choked the sky. He stepped down onto the platform and was surprised to find an opening to a cave. 

He reached down and felt for a pulse. She was still alive, just unconscious and likely with a broken leg given its current unnatural angle.

“Think you can climb down?” he said to the others. 

The others climbed down, careful as they moved in the dark. When they were close enough, he helped them the rest of the way. 

“Is she okay?” Irene dropped to the floor beside her.

“She’s broken her leg,” he said and looked over to Havoc. Even if the women didn’t realize, he might. Climbing out of a place like this with a broken leg just wasn’t going to happen.

“Oh goodness.” Irene brushed Victoria’s dark hair out of her face.

“Let’s try and get her further into the cave before she wakes up,” he said to Havoc. “We’ll set up here tonight, and I can touch base and find out about the helicopter.”

“Helicopter?” Havoc echoed. “You got all the connections.”

“We’re going to be rescued?” Irene said with hope.

“Not tonight but soon,” Ryder said with hope. The fire might have put an end to all that, but he was still holding on to hope. “If you’ve got some pain killers, aspirin or anything, let’s give her some.” He turned to Taylor. “See if you can find a few long sticks we can splint her leg with.”

Irene nodded and went to rummage through her bag, while Taylor searched the back of the cave. 

“I have some Vicodin in here from a while back when Vic sprained her ankle.”

“That’s better than aspirin,” Ryder said. He leaned toward Havoc. 

“Let’s do this quick,” he said. 

Havoc looked down at Victoria. “Is it bad?” His brow knitted.

Ryder glanced back to Irene. “Yes.”

As delicately as they could, the two men tried to keep the broken leg stable. When they sat her down, Irene came over with a blanket and a pair of pants. She bundled up the pants and placed them under Victoria’s head. She tore off a piece of one of her shirts and poured a little water over it. Victoria moaned when Irene brushed the cloth against her head, and he was glad when she opened her eyes.

“How you feeling?” Irene asked.

Victoria blinked a few times before she seemed to register what was going on. 

“I fell,” she said.

“You did fall.” Irene smoothed a hand over her forehead. That seemed to comfort her. “Let’s drink a little water and take some pills.”

Victoria hissed when she sat up. “Something’s wrong with my leg,” she gritted out.

“It’s broken, honey,” Irene said. “We’re going to give you some pills, and you’re going to get some rest. By the time morning comes, we’ll get the heck out of here.”

A tear slid down Victoria’s face, and it ate at Ryder. “I just want to go home,” she said.

Irene leaned down and hugged the young woman. “I know, honey. We’re going to get you home. Now, let’s take this medicine.”

Ryder walked to the mouth of the cave and stared out into the darkness. The fire raged on the other side. They would have no way of knowing if it was coming close to them.

He pulled out the walkie-talkie and turned the volume down.

“Cage?”

A voice came through the crackling static. “Where the heck have you been?”

It was Charlie, and not his brother, that came in over the speaker.

“We had a situation,” Ryder said. “Where’s Cage?”

“Yeah, so did we.”

Ryder moved to the side of the cave.

“Where’s my brother?” Ryder growled into the line.

“Being a big hero with your other brother,” Charlie yelled into the line. “They won’t send in the chopper for a rescue unless they have the area cleared of the Los Malos.”

“That’s trash.”

“That’s what we’ve been arguing all night, but they say they’ve got their hands full with the fire and don’t have time to deal with gang issues.”

“Dang it!” He hit the wall beside him. 

“They are hunting the last two down now,” Charlie said. 

“What do you mean by hunting?”

Ryder stared at the black box in his hand and didn’t know if he wanted to hear what Charlie had to say.

“I mean they are doing what they have to do, so you all don’t either burn to death or get shot on that mountain.”

The silence that fell was almost deafening.

“Where are the fire lines?” Ryder asked quietly.

“Mainly at the base, but it’s growing fast,” Charlie said. “Those idiots didn’t think about any of this very well. Fire is about the worst thing to try and deal with.”

Ryder scrubbed a hand down his face. “I don’t think they planned on being here this long.”

“Yeah, well, rule number one, always have a plan B. Rule number two, have plan C and D on standby.” 

Ryder gave a sharp laugh. “Well, I’m messed.”

“I’ll radio when we can send in help. For now, get some rest. And Ryder,” Charlie came in over the line, “despite what you might think, I got your back on this.”

“Roger that.”

He stared at the walkie-talkie for a moment. For once, he hoped that he could actually trust someone. It was at a high cost to his brothers though, and the thought of what they might have to do tore into him. They weren’t like Liam and him. Cage and Reed could handle trash, but this just wasn’t them.

Ryder turned and found Havoc standing behind him. 

“Would you do it for them?” Havoc plucked out the one thing that was weighing on Ryder’s mind. 

“Yes,” Ryder said without much thought.

“Then you have your answer.” Havoc nodded and went back into the cave.

When Ryder moved inside, he found Taylor lying next to Victoria. Havoc had moved to the back and made a bed on the floor. 

He sat with a view of the opening and stared into the darkness.

“I, um…” Irene said. She held out his jacket to him, and he smiled. 

“You brought my coat?” He grinned. 

Even in the dim light, he could see the blush that crept up her face. 

“I know I should have given it to you back at the bakery, but things got crazy and then you kissed me.” She trailed off and looked anywhere but at him.

“Come sit with me,” he said. His voice was rough with emotion, but he didn’t care. It had been a heck of a day.

Irene looked down at him and stared for a moment.

He patted the ground between his legs.

She looked over to the others and then back to him.

“Oh, for idiot’s sake,” he grunted and reached out to pull her down to him. He didn’t care what he had to do, he was going to hold her at all costs. 

 

Irene slipped down between his legs. It seemed so strange to rest herself there, but when he brought his knees up and wrapped his coat around them, it was very warm and cozy. 

“Better?” he mumbled in her ear.

She nodded, the back of her head resting against his chest.

“Goodness, I love when your hair is down,” he said quietly.

She laughed a little. In all the excitement, she hadn’t even thought about it. Normally, she kept it back in order to keep it out of the way. 

Irene sighed as he tenderly ran his fingers through her hair. 

“You did well today,” he said after a bit. 

Irene turned in his lap to look at him. Her heart hammered.

“I was so scared,” she said quietly. “I just had to keep it together. I don’t think I could have done it if it weren’t for them.”

Ryder shook his head. “I doubt that. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

The tears that she had held on to all this time trickled out. “I’m not like you or Taylor though,” she whispered. “I don’t wear jeans. I like to wear girly clothes. I’m not tough, and I hate jumping in really cold water.”

She buried her head against his chest and let the tears come as he gently soothed her. When she had cried herself dry, he pulled her face up.

“I don’t want you to be like Taylor or me or anyone else but you.” He grinned. “I’m not interested in being with myself.”

Irene laughed.

“And I like whatever you want to wear or don’t want to wear.” He winked at her, and the heat came back to her face. “As for the water, I really have no idea why you’d jump into cold water, but if you don’t want to, I’m not going to make you.”

She giggled at how crazy she must have sounded. 

“That’s what I like to hear,” he said.

It struck her just how close they were. Just inches from one another.

His eyes dropped to her lips, and without thought she licked them. Ryder’s thick arms tightened around her middle. 

“I was so worried about you,” he whispered and placed his forehead to hers. “Even without all this other trash.”

“I tried to call you,” she said.

His eyes popped open, and she could see the deep pools of brown. 

“Over and over.” She nibbled on the lower lip. “I just…” Irene didn’t really know where to go with it. “I kept hearing things, and I wanted you to know.”

Ryder sat up and studied her face. For a minute, she wondered if she said something wrong.

“Why?”

She shrugged.

He raised a brow.

Irene sighed. “Because I was scared, and you make me feel safe.”

He smiled at her.

“That’s something,” he said.

Irene shut her eyes. It was something. It actually meant far more than he could ever know. She gasped when his mouth moved to hers, soft and tender. Irene responded the only way there was to respond, by wrapping her arms around him.

His tongue teased the crease of her mouth, and when she opened to him, he slipped inside. This kiss was far more fevered than any other they had shared. Their tongues battled one another, and when she realized the sexual motion he was creating, Irene moaned.

Ryder pulled away and stared at her. For a moment, she wondered if she had done something wrong until he shifted and made a pained face.

“We should stop before this gets out of hand,” he whispered. “Not a lot of privacy around here.”

Irene nodded. This wasn’t what she wanted. Not that she knew what she wanted, but this wasn’t the time for it. 

Ryder placed a gentle kiss on her lips.

“Let’s get some sleep,” he said. “We’ll talk about this when we get out of here.”

Irene snuggled against him and listened to the steady beat of his heart. For once in her life, she was going to think with something other than her brain.


Chapter Eight

 

 

Irene woke to the sound of the walkie-talkie next to Ryder. 

“Go ahead,” Ryder said.

“They have taken care of the problem,” a man on the walkie-talkie said. “Cage was wounded, but he’ll be fine. The chopper will be at the clearing by the water at five. Can you make it there?”

She looked up at Ryder, who seemed to be having trouble answering. She wasn’t sure if it was because he didn’t know how to handle Victoria or if he was worried about his brother.

“I’ll carry her,” Havoc said from the other side of the room. “We’ll need to strap her to my back, but I can pull us out of here.”

Ryder nodded.

“We’ll be there. Victoria has a broken leg, so she will need medical on site,” he said into the walkie-talkie.

“Roger.”

“How’s the fire, Charlie?” Ryder asked.

Irene wondered if Charlie might be Olivia’s step-father. She knew they had worked together when Reed was in trouble, but from what she knew of him, he wasn’t the sort to get mixed up with.

It took a moment for Charlie to reply.

“Not good. Dang thing is out of control. We haven’t had rain in ages, so it has a lot of brush to burn out. Just keep moving north to the spot, and you should be fine.”

“Roger.”

The room went silent. 

Irene stretched and climbed up out of his lap. 

Not having much choice, she made her way to the back of the cave to relieve herself. She swore, if they made it out of this, she was never peeing outside again.

Taylor was giving Victoria some water to drink when she came over.

“How you feeling?” she asked.

“Not a chance.” Victoria gave a small smile. “I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

Victoria sighed. “This is all my fault. Those men were after us because of my father.”

Irene shook her head. “It’s those men’s fault, and maybe your father’s fault, but definitely not your fault.” She certainly understood how it could be hard to run from one’s past. For all the trouble she had with her family, at least she had been blessed by them not being involved in crime. Poor Victoria and Jess just wanted a better life for themselves.

Victoria closed her eyes for a second and let out another sigh.

Irene lifted the blanket to look at their makeshift splint. It wasn’t the best, but it would have to do for a while longer. She had lifted the pant-leg the previous night to make sure the bone hadn’t gone through the skin, but luckily the fall snapped just her shin bone without any blood.

“We’re going to have to move,” Irene said. 

Victoria nodded. “I’ll be fine. Just give me the meds, and let’s get going. I want to get some real drugs.”

Irene chuckled. It was easy to laugh about, but she’d bet that it wasn’t that far from the truth.

They pulled out the bread and peanut butter from the day before. Irene set to work on making food for them while they were hiking. There might not be the chance to do it later on.

“Heck, Ryder, these women thought of everything,” Havoc said from behind her. She turned around. He grinned at her. She passed a sandwich up to him, which he took happily. 

She watched the huge pony-tailed biker for a moment. In any other circumstance, she’d probably be intimidated by him, but Ryder seemed to trust him, and anyone Ryder trusted, she trusted. Besides, it helped to have another huge man to protect them.

He continued gobbling up his sandwich. Everyone ate their sandwich like it was the best thing they had ever tasted.

Irene pulled out Victoria’s pack. “I’m going to consolidate.”

Victoria nodded from the floor.

A part of her wanted to just ditch the bags, but it didn’t seem wise. With the three men still out there, assuming Havoc hadn’t seriously injured one in the firefight, if they didn’t make the meeting point, they would be stuck without anything.

She packed what she could and left the rest.

She watched as Ryder pulled rope from one of the bags he packed for her and wondered what else he had thought to send. Taylor put the bag back in her pack. 

“I’m going to pick her up and place her on Havoc’s back,” Ryder said. “One of you will need to keep her foot steady while the other ties her on.”

Irene walked over to Taylor and pulled her away from everyone. 

“I’ll tie. You hold,” she said. “This is going to hurt, and I don’t think she’s going to be able to sit still for it. You’re stronger than I am,” she said. 

Taylor looked over to Victoria. 

“You’re right,” she said. “Just make it fast. I don’t know how long I can stand to do that.”

Irene came back with rope in hand. 

“I’ll do the tying,” she said.

Ryder nodded. While he lifted, Taylor held. Irene looped the rope in a criss-cross pattern across Havoc’s chest, under Victoria’s thighs and across her back. She looped it as tight and as many times as it would go before tying it off. 

Victoria breathed heavily against Havoc and only cried out a few times. Irene’s heart twisted at the gut-wrenching sound.

She held her breath when Ryder let go of Victoria and was relieved when the rope held. 

“Good,” Ryder said. “We’re burning day. Let’s get out of here.”

 

* * *

 

They had been traveling for hours and still weren’t even close to the meeting place. They were moving too slowly for Ryder’s taste, and as much as he offered, Havoc wasn’t sharing in the duty of carrying Victoria. Ryder wasn’t sure if the biker’s actions were more about nobility or just trying to prove he was the most bad-rear man there. Either way, Ryder was impressed, but they still needed to pick up the pace.

As they sat in the shade resting, Ryder gave it another shot, if anything for Victoria.

“We need to trade off, or we’ll never make it,” he said quietly. 

Havoc glanced over to Victoria sitting in the grass. 

“It’s my fault,” he said. 

Ryder frowned. “You couldn’t have grabbed her.”

Havoc shook his head. 

“My dang brother,” he said. “He’s my problem, and he caused this trash.”

Ryder sighed. “You can’t control what other people do,” he said. “And if you want to help her, you should want to make sure we get her there as fast as we can. Then, you can go find your brother and settle things.”

Havoc nodded. “You’re right.”

“Ryder,” Irene called. “The fire.”

He turned to see the sea of orange and red just below them. 

“Idiot,” he groaned. “Quick, tie her on.”

They all but sprinted into action.

“To the water,” he shouted. “It will take us to the clearing and keep us safe.”

At least he hoped it would. There was little chance the fire would jump the bank, but one ill-timed wind could change everything.

Smoke choked the air as they raced to escape. Victoria cried quietly at his back, and he knew how much it must hurt to have him run like that, but there weren’t any options.

They reached the water. He sighed in relief. Being in the water meant they were still in the game, which was something.

 

* * *

 

Irene watched the skies from her position at the water bank. They reached the clearing with just enough time to spare, but she was anxious to get out of there. Victoria had started to run a fever and was looking worse by the minute. Any longer on the mountain, and she wasn’t going to make it out. 

So far they hadn’t seen a sign of any of the men. She knew they were out there. Wolf or Kert or whatever he wanted to be called wasn’t one to just let them go. Paco might, judging by what she overheard at the cabin, but she doubted he even had a way to get off the mountain with all the fires. Blitz was the odd man in all this. He really didn’t have much vested, aside from pissing his brother off from what she could tell, but she didn’t know him or what he might do. 

She sighed. This could all go wrong very fast. 

The putter of the helicopter in the distance hit her ears. 

“This is it,” Ryder said from behind her. 

They watched the sky, waiting for it to come into view. She turned to her cousin, who was standing very close to Victoria.

“How’s she doing?” Irene whispered.

Taylor shook her head. “The painkillers are barely helping.” She swallowed back her tears. “I’m just glad we’re getting her out of here.”

Irene couldn’t agree more.

When the helicopter came into view, she felt a weight being lifted. It kicked up the dirt around them, and she had to shield her eyes while it landed. 

“Won’t it turn off the propellers?” she shouted.

Ryder shook his head. “We need to make this quick,” he said. “We’re lucky they came up here as is.”

The crack of a gunshot ripped through the air.

Irene’s heart leapt into her chest. They were so close.

“Idiot,” Havoc shouted. “They’re shooting at the chopper.”

“Go,” Ryder said and positioned himself behind a rock to take aim. Another bullet went flying, and he returned fire. 

The helicopter lifted slightly off the ground and started pulling away.

“No, no, no!” Ryder grabbed out the walkie-talkie.

“Charlie, we’re taking fire, and the chopper is trying to leave on us,” he yelled over the noise. 

“Maybe we can pick a new safe spot,” Charlie came in over the mic.

Ryder shook his head, and they all looked to Victoria, who was strapped to Havoc and unconscious.

“She’s not going to make it,” he yelled. “If you’re on my side, you get them back here. Five minutes, that’s all we need.”

Silence met him on the other end, and Irene prayed that Charlie would be able to work some magic. 

Ryder laid down the walkie-talkie and fired a few more shots in the direction the enemy attack seemed to be coming from. 

The helicopter stopped pulling away. Another exchange of gunshots followed. The helicopter started descending again.

They all held their breath until the helicopter came back to the ground.

“Five minutes,” Charlie said. “Run.”

Ryder turned to them. “Go. I’ll lay enough cover for you to get there.”

Havoc nodded. “One of you in front of me and the other behind,” he said to Irene and Taylor.

“No,” Irene said and turned to Ryder. “I’m staying with you.”

“Irene! We don’t have time for this,” he shouted.

“So, don’t argue then.” She stood tall. “Two laying cover is better than one, and we’ll have an easier time making it out of here, if Victoria makes it on there.”

He was angry. She could see it with every move he made, but there wasn’t time.

Havoc handed Taylor one of his guns. “You take the rear. Fire in any direction but the one we came from.”

Taylor nodded.

Ryder handed Irene his second piece.

“Do you even know how to fire a gun?” he asked.

“It’s not rocket science,” she said quietly. “Can’t say I’ll hit anything, but that’s not the point.”

She hugged Taylor tight. “Run,” she said. “Run as fast as you can.”

They let go and took position.

Another gunshot cut through the air.

She looked to Ryder.

“I’ll take left. You take right,” he said. “Keep firing until they are on. Then, we run like mad.”

She nodded. 

Havoc took a deep breath and locked hands with Taylor. Irene couldn’t tell if it was to give him strength or her, but it seemed to help.

“Go,” Havoc said.

Irene watched out of the corner of her eye as her baby cousin raced along, firing a gun like she’d been doing it her whole life. Irene’s own gun skills weren’t as amazing. She was helping to lay cover, but that was about it. The kickback was more than she expected, and she was constantly having to shift her position. Besides, she didn’t even see anyone to fire at.

“Almost there,” Ryder said. “Get ready to run.”

Irene watched as the others reached the helicopter, and when they had all climbed on, she let out a sigh. Victoria would get to a hospital and get the help she needed. The break had been nasty, but at this point, Irene suspected that there was something internal that was causing an infection. It was the only explanation she had for the fever. With all the rough hiking, it was no surprise though. She was more than certain that you weren’t supposed to move that much on a broken leg, even when you were being carried.

Ryder put a hand on her hands firing the gun and lowered them. He pulled the piece from her.

“Run,” he said.

She hopped up off the ground and grabbed her pack. It was feeling heavier and heavier each time she had to put it on, but at least she still had things in it. A part of her wished she had made Taylor leave her pack, so she could go through it, but it was too late for that. It wasn’t on the top of her mind, and even if there had been time, who knew if anything would have been useful.

Ryder grabbed her hand and pulled her fast through the woods. This wasn’t about being quiet. This was about escaping.

“Shouldn’t we go back to the water?” she panted.

“They expected us,” he said. “We’re going to have to go up.”

Her legs and lungs burned from the run. After the last day’s grueling pace, this was the last thing she was ready to do. She was certain that none of them had been drinking enough, and good sense told her not to drink from the creek, but more than once she debated it. At least she still had a little food and some water. It might be enough to get them through. If they made it stretch, they could likely go a few days on it. 

Part of her cringed. She really hoped it wasn’t going to be days. Stuck here on this mountain being hunted by these mad men for days? It was like some sort of horror movie. All they needed were some zombies, and it would set the scene. 

She screamed when someone jumped out of the brush. After a second, she realized it was Paco. Ryder leveled his gun and squeezed off a shot.

Paco dropped to the ground. The light in his eyes almost seemed to flicker out as the blood blossomed over his heart.

She gasped. “He’s dead.” She put her hands over her mouth.

Ryder pulled her to keep running, and she followed in shock.

“You shot him dead,” she said.

He stopped, his face etched in fury. “You’re dang right I did. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat. What the heck do you think he was going to do to us? To you? I’d kill fifty men if it meant saving you.”

She stared at him in shock. It was the first time she’d seen him so angry at her. 

“We need to keep moving before those other two find us,” he said. 

Irene nodded and followed him, trying not to think about the man whose life he’d just taken.

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

Ryder hated this. Irene couldn’t just take her cute little donkey and put it on the chopper like he wanted. Of course, she had to do the most dangerous thing possible, stay with him.

Now, he was a giant toe. A giant toe who killed a man and then yelled at her because she couldn’t be as cold as him about it. They didn’t have time to think about this. Kert and Blitz were still out there, and he was dang sure that the two of them wouldn’t be so easy to kill.

They trudged on for hours up the mountain. It was different work from the cliff, but the effort was just as hard. The sun had hung low in the sky, already threatening to set, when the helicopter came to pick the others up, and the chill of night now touched them. Irene shifted her hands in his, and for the first time, he noticed how like ice they were. 

He looked back. The moonlight barely filtered in through the dense forest, with the occasional flicker from the fire. The smoke might still be playing a factor. How much, he really couldn’t say. 

Irene was trembling. She was cold and had been for some time.

“Dang it,” he said.

He stopped and pulled his coat from his bag. When he wrapped her in it, he could hear her teeth chatter.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were cold?” he asked. It came out a bit angrier than he intended, but she needed to tell him these sorts of things, especially now.

“We were running,” she said between chattering.

He cursed his jerk attitude. Maybe if he had been a little nicer, this wouldn’t have happened.

Ryder looked around for shelter. Up further he spotted a large tree. It wasn’t ideal, but really nothing here was going to be. It was not like a convenient cabin would just appear for them in middle of the forest. Kert and Blitz weren’t going to do much tracking of them in the middle of a dense forest at night. It was a good time to stop.

He eyed the tree again. Maybe there was something they could use.

“This way,” he said quietly.

Irene followed, her hand still in his. They made their way to the tree, and he was relieved to see that part of an evergreen had been hit by a storm and rested on the lower part of the large tree. Its giant fan-like branches created a sort of canvas for them to rest under.

Ryder crawled under the branch and waited for Irene to follow. When they were both under the branch, he pulled the piece closer to close the opening.

“It’s warm,” she said, the surprise clear in her voice.

Ryder nodded. “It’s kept in the heat from the day and made a sort of den.”

Irene looked up at the roof of green. “Is it safe?”

Ryder shrugged. “Safer than anything else is right now.”

He cringed when he realized the stupidity of his words.

She looked down.

“Hey,” he said. He took her hands in his. They were still cold as ice. “I’ll keep you safe.”

She gave a funny look and turned away. “What about you?”

Ryder frowned. “What about me?”

Irene looked back, and he could barely make out her eyes. “Are you going to keep yourself safe?”

His mouth went dry. She was worried. Not about herself but about him. 

“I’ll keep both of us safe,” he said. 

Quiet settled over them for some time as they just sat there. He rubbed her fingers a few times, but they still hadn’t warmed. 

“Let me warm you up,” he said.

He shifted so his back was against the tree and his legs were stretched out. Irene moved over to him and stared at his lap. Ryder knew she wouldn’t have much choice how to sit. When she looked up to him, he knew it made her nervous. He placed a hand on her hip and guided her to straddle his lap.

“Perfect,” he whispered.

He slipped off the leather jacket and pulled out a blanket. It was large enough to cover them both and, with the jacket over, much warmer.

Irene sighed as she leaned in. He could feel her cold hands resting on his chest. 

“Do you want to warm your hands?” 

She nodded, and he licked his lips. It was risky. She was so flighty, anything with her could be a risk, but at this moment, he’d do just about anything to get her hands on him.

Ryder reached between them and felt her lean back a little. Taking advantage of this, he grabbed her hands and slipped them up his shirt.

She gasped at the contact.

“Warm?” he asked.

Irene nodded at him. “Yes,” she said. Her voice was soft and breathy. 

“Try moving your hands,” he said.

 

Irene marveled at the amazing feel of his body and couldn’t believe the strength under her fingers.

She jumped when the crackle of the walkie-talkie sounded.

“Ryder,” Charlie called.

“Idiot.” Ryder pulled out the walkie-talkie. When she tried to get off, he brought a strong arm around her and stared at her as he spoke. “Yeah.”

“Victoria is stable,” he said. 

Irene leaned down and placed her head on Ryder’s shoulder. Charlie had been silent for hours, or maybe Ryder just had the walkie-talkie off, and they had been on the run, so she was glad to know the others were safe.

“Seems that Blitz was spotted in town,” Charlie continued.

“Must not have seemed worth it,” Ryder said. “One left.”

“One?” Charlie said.

Ryder looked up to her. They still hadn’t talked about that. “Paco is dead,” he declared.

“Wolf is out for blood,” Charlie said. “This is personal for him. Keep your eyes out.”

“Roger that. And the fire?”

“Growing. Keep heading north when you can.”

“Thanks, Charlie,” Ryder said. 

“Shut it. I’m just paying my debt.”

Ryder laughed. Irene stared at him. 

“Got it.”

Ryder put the walkie-talkie to the side and looked back at her. He stared at her for such a long time she wondered what he was seeking.

“I’m not a good man sometimes. I know I’m not the man you deserve, but God help me if I don’t want you.”

Irene sat still, slightly shocked. She’d be lying if she said seeing a man get shot wasn’t more than a little traumatic, but after this weekend, it was only one of many things. It wasn’t like she wasn’t well aware of the man Ryder was.

She placed a hand on his face and traced the scar the she had wanted to so many times before. He tried to turn from her, but she pulled him back with her other hand.

“A good man goes to save his brother no matter what,” she said. Her thumb came to rest on his bottom lip. She kept her eyes on his as she slid it across. “A good man goes through hell to make sure the person he cares for is safe.”

She pulled her thumb away and leaned down for a tender kiss. She had to resist the urge to deepen it.

Irene placed her forehead on his. “And a good man keeps trying even if that person is hard to figure out.”

“Irene…” he said

His mouth came hard against hers, and this time she didn’t resist the urge to deepen the kiss. After she’d been through, all she wanted was the comfort of his arms. To feel him. 

She ran her hands up his chiseled chest, reveling in every muscle she encountered. When he shifted, they danced under her fingers, and she almost gasped at how erotic it was. 

Ryder moved his hands to her waist. He moved her hips in a circular motion over him. Her center pressed to his rigid cock, and she moaned at the flutter it created. 

“Idiot,” he hissed when her hips started to move on their own. 

She moaned when his hands moved up her body and under her shirt. He teased the outside of her bra, trailing his fingers along the lacy edges. When he slipped a finger in, he stopped just shy of her aching nipple. 

“Take your shirt off,” he said and pulled his hand out.

Irene blinked. She wasn’t expecting him to pull away like that. 

“Maybe we could just—” she fumbled.

Ryder shook his head. “I want them in my mouth.”

A shiver shot down her body at his words. She’d never heard anyone be so blunt.

“Irene.”

“I’m a baker,” she said, as if that answered some question he has asked.

Ryder frowned. “Okay.”

She rolled her eyes. “Well, I don’t work out eighty million hours a week or have a six pack or anything.”

She blushed. This was stupid. He knew what she had. It wasn’t like the man was blind. He could see her rear. It wasn’t like he could miss it.

Ryder sat up a little. “I’ve said this before, but I’ll say it again. I don’t want someone like me. I want you.” He reached for the hem of her shirt and pulled it up over her head. “I want all of you.”

His eyes roamed hungrily over her nearly naked top.

She jumped when he reached behind and unsnapped her bra. When it fell away, his hands cupped her breasts.

“Amazing,” he said with awe.

Not stopping, he leaned forward and placed his mouth on one of her hardened peaks. He nibbled and licked the rosy tip until she had bowed herself back so far he had to wrap his arm around her back to keep her in place. When he moved to the other side, Irene bumped her hips hard against his throbbing erection.

Ryder pulled back with a pop. 

“Incredible.” He groaned against her, but she was lost in the motion. When his hand came to the snap on her pants, she jumped at the contact.

“Just relax,” he soothed. “I got you.”

Her heart raced as his hand slipped into her pants and past the barrier of her panties. 

“Oh,” she moaned as he rubbed hard against her wet clit.

“Goodness, you’re so ready,” he said. 

She ground her clit hard against him and moaned when a gentle finger began to slip into her. 

His fingers were larger than her own fingers, and when he pushed into her she shuddered. 

“Goodness, you’re tight.” He panted in her ear as he pumped his finger into her. With each stroke she got closer and closer to the edge.

His thumb rubbed her clit hard. She moaned loudly.

“Ryder,” she whispered.

“Idiot.”

Irene yelped when she found herself flying through the air. Without even knowing how, he’d whipped her pants off in one quick move, her shoes still stuck in her pants.

When he sat her back down, she moaned at the feel of being mostly naked on top of him. She reached for the bottom of his shirt and pulled. Her hard nipples brushed against his naked chest as she pulled the shirt off, and she felt her heart pick up.

“Goodness, Irene.” 

His large hands ran up and down her back, and she loved how special he made her feel.

She slid her hands down his chest, letting her nails gently scrape over his well-formed abs. When she reached the button on his pants, she dipped her finger just below the line. The top popped open, and she slid down the zipper. He strained to be free inside his underwear. Irene took a breath and pushed down the last barrier. The thick head sprang into her hands.

She’d never seen someone so large. It wasn’t that she wasn’t expecting it, but having it right there in front of her, she wasn’t really sure if she could even fit him in. His massive fingers has seemed almost too much. 

Irene wrapped her hand around as much as she could. When she couldn’t make a fist around his hard cock, she swallowed hard. They were going to have to take this slow. She gripped him with two hands and worked them up and down over his hard shaft. She watched as he leaned back and let her take the lead. She found a rhythm that worked, and the more she worked, the better the reaction was from him. 

She loved to watch his face. It excited her to know she was making him feel good. Irene leaned over and placed the head in her mouth. 

“Shoot!” He grabbed her head and pulled her up quickly.

Irene frowned. “I didn’t mean…” she started.

“I can’t take it anymore.”

Again, she found herself being lifted up. This time when she came down, her pussy was directly over his hard cock.

“Please tell me you’re on something,” he said.

Irene moaned when he slid the cock between her slick folds.

“I’m on the pill for periods,” she said.

He bumped her clit a few times with his hard head. 

“Good,” he growled.

Irene hadn’t quite registered what was going on until he ripped her panties away. 

“Ryder,” she said. His head slipped just inside. “You need to go slow.”

“Baby,” he said. “You have me so worked up I don’t know if I can.”

He pushed in a little further before she gripped his face with her hands. 

“You need to go slow.” She bit her lip. “I’m a virgin.”

 

He froze. No way.

“A what?”

“I’m a virgin,” she whispered.

His heart hammered. He’d never even thought she might be a virgin. If it had even crossed his mind, he would not have tried to have sex in the middle of the woods.

“Incredible,” he said and leaned his head on her chest.

“It’s okay, right? We’ll just go slow.”

He could hear the worry in her voice. It killed him inside. He shifted and placed his hands on her hips.

“What are you doing?” she said. “I want this.”

Ryder shook his head and brushed her beautiful blond hair out of the way. 

“Not like this,” he whispered. “You deserve more. I want to give you more.”

“No,” she groaned and pushed down further on him. 

Ryder dug his fingers into her hips. “Irene.”

Slowly, she pushed until she was fully seated on him. He pulled his hands off her hips and gritted through the clenching tightness. If she was going to push for this, he was going to make it the best he could. He placed his hand on her chest and felt the labored breathing. Her heart thundered beneath his palm, and he wondered how much pain she was actually in versus it just being something new. 

His eyes found hers, and he moved down her chest. When he reached her rounded stomach, she blushed. He followed even lower. Her lids lowered and her mouth opened slightly when he reached where they were joined. Irene moaned at the first swipe over her clit. His thumb rolled her clit slowly over and over.

Ryder moaned when her hands slid over her breasts and pinched her own nipples. So many times he’d pictured it in his head, but it was nothing close to the real thing. 

He grunted loudly when she rolled her hips. She froze.

“Did I hurt you?” She leaned into him, only increasing the discomfort.

“Baby, I’m about as far as you get from hurt, but it’s about to kill me just sitting here with my toe being squeezed by you,” he ground out. 

Irene moved up a little and slid back down slowly. 

“Is that good?” she whispered.

“Idiot.” Keeping his cool was proving to be the hardest thing he’d ever done. “How does it feel?” he asked.

Irene lifted up again and came back down a little faster. This time he increased the pressure as she moved.

“Oh goodness,” she moaned.

Ryder grinned. “That’s about how it should feel.”

Irene moved over him, taking all of him in from head to base. As she picked up speed, Ryder increased the pressure on her clit. He could feel the small flutters in her cervix as she started to work faster and faster on him. 

Irene came down hard on him and rotated her hips. She grunted in annoyance.

“I got you, baby,” Ryder said in her ear. 

Without pulling out, he leaned forward and tossed their clothes on the ground as a bed. He placed Irene down and leaned over her. She was beautiful there. Waiting for him. Open and ready. 

Ryder leaned forward and kissed her hard. There was no stopping him now. He had to see that face. The one she would make when coming with him deep inside her. Ryder pulled back and placed her legs on his shoulders. He glanced down and watched as his cock pumped into her. His thumb worked hard at her tender clit.

Irene tossed her head back as her climax squeezed him hard. Ryder exploded deep within her as she continued climaxing around him.

Irene breathed in heavily. “Is it always like that?”

Ryder grinned. “With me it will be.”

He pulled out and spread out some of the clothes to lay next to her. 

“You know what I mean.” She sucked in some air. “I thought it was supposed to suck.”

Ryder shrugged. “Maybe because you’re older.”

“I did try to use some toys once, but it didn’t go so well,” she said. “So I always just used my fingers.”

“Irene,” he said. “You should stop unless you’re ready for round two.”

He chuckled at her gasp.

“You can’t go so soon. All the books said so.”

Ryder laughed. “Babe, I’ve been thinking about you for the last six months. I could keep making love to you all night, but I don’t think that’s such a great idea.”

“That’s not what the books said,” she grumbled.

Ryder rolled to his side and pulled her backside to his hard on. 

“Is that a challenge?” he growled.

Irene gasped, but he was surprised to find her responsive to him.

“Go to sleep,” he whispered. “Let me get us off this mountain, and I’ll lock you in the bedroom for weeks.”

He liked that her breath hitched at the idea of spending weeks with him off the mountain. Lord help him if she shut him out again.

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

Irene woke up the next morning warm and content. She snuggled deeper into Ryder’s arms and smiled. It was a good place to be. Sure, they were in a sort of torture and, sure, a mad man was out to kill them, but being there with Ryder made it all matter just a little less.

He opened his eyes and smiled at her. 

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning,” she said.

“Did we sleep in?” He frowned.

Irene glanced behind her at the gap in the brush. 

“Must have,” she said. “It’s pretty bright out.”

Ryder sat up quickly and sniffed the air. 

“Get dressed,” he said. 

Irene sniffed. The scent of pine filled the air. 

“The fire,” she whispered.

“Quick,” he said.

Irene raced to gather all her clothes and put them on. She stuffed her bag with the rest and followed Ryder out of the brush.

It was the closest they had been to the fire since the cabin. 

“We’re still a good ways away, but a good wind, and it could be on us quickly,” he said. 

They watched for a minute as fire licked the trees down the mountain.

“How are you feeling?” he asked quietly.

Irene turned to look at him. “Like I want to get off this mountain and have my two weeks of bedroom time.” She grinned.

Ryder grinned back. “First, we’ve got a mountain to climb.”

They stared up the steep terrain. Up to this point, it had mainly been forest floor, but soon, they were going to leave the forest behind and move on to steep rocky slopes. 

Not wasting any time, they pushed their way through the forest and started up the rocky path. Part way through the climb, Irene’s limbs started to shake.

“What’s wrong?” Ryder said from behind her. 

She shook her head. This wasn’t the time to start complaining. They had a long day ahead of them, and there was no telling how fast those fires would get to them.

“Hey.” Ryder rushed in front of her. His concerned face made her stomach do flips. “Don’t push yourself like that,” he said. “We’ve been running non-stop for days, and I forget that you aren’t used to this.”

He pulled his pack in front and forced her to sit on the rock she had been trying to climb. She was surprised when he pulled out a full bottle of water and a protein bar.

“Eat this,” he barked.

She watched as he pulled out one for himself and sat down next to her.

Irene tore open the wrapper and took a bite. She wrinkled her nose.

“Not exactly good, but it’s got everything you need.” Ryder chuckled. “I always keep some around just in case.”

She glanced at him and then back to the bottle of water.

“In case you’re on assignment?” she asked quietly.

He turned and gave a nod.

“Sometimes I’m out for days, and it’s the only way I can make sure I get what I need,” he said.

She nodded. Irene wasn’t totally sure she wanted to know everything that he had to do, but Victoria had a point the other day when she discussed the nature of his job. Ryder and his brothers were heroes. The number of people she’d seen them save was amazing, and that was just in the short time she knew them. Who knew how many they had helped?

“Do you like it?” she asked “The danger?”

Ryder stared at her for a bit before answering.

“I wouldn’t really say like, but I’m good at it. I’ve always been able to handle situations under pressure.” He shrugged. “It just made sense.”

She watched as he took a drink off the bottle and swallowed. Did everything about him have to be so sexy? When he set the bottle down and looked her way, her face heated, and she was certain he knew what he did to her. 

“When I finished school, there really weren’t a ton of options,” he said. “I busted my knee senior year, killing any chance for football scholarships. So I started contracting out through a friend in the military. I was a big guy and that’s what they needed.”

“Sounds dangerous,” she said. Irene picked up the bottle to wash down the bad tasting chocolate bar. 

“It was,” he said, emotion leaving his face. “But I was young and stupid, and the pay was way too good to pass up.”

She put on the lid and handed the drink back.

“But you stopped?” 

Ryder took the bottle from her and pulled her hand to his. It seemed so small in his own.

“There was a mission,” he said. “It was supposed to be a simple retrieval of some dignitary. Something went wrong. Some informant got it wrong.”

He traced the inside of her palm absently.

“It was a bloodbath,” he said. “They didn’t spare anyone there.”

Irene frowned. “The people who took the dignitary hostage?”

Ryder shook his head. “He was being kept with a family. Sometimes people are forced into things because there is no choice. It was just a family. Doing what they had to in order to get by and because of that, they were murdered. We found out later it was by the mongrel running the whole show. Even the children. He found out we were coming, and he didn’t want any loose ends. So, he had those loose ends taken care of.”

Her heart hurt for him. 

“It was the line,” he said and looked up. “Every man has a line, and that was mine. I wanted to know that whatever I was doing, I was hitting the right person. We weren’t wrong in trying to find the dignitary. I just couldn’t do it. I wanted to know that if I killed a man, it was because he had it coming, not that his wife was getting killed by some ruthless mongrel to cover his own rear.” 

Irene nodded. 

“But that might not matter soon.” He sighed and stood. “I’ve already talked to Reed. He knows how you feel about my job and that I’ll do whatever I have to.”

She opened her mouth to respond when a deafening boom ripped through the air.

“Get down!” Ryder pushed her down hard behind the rock they had been sitting on and covered her body with his own. 

The ground rocked and shook under her. A cloud of dirt filled the air and choked her lungs. Ryder pulled her shirt up over her mouth and nose, doing the same for himself. She closed her eyes as the grit bit at her face and pelted her arms. The earth erupted all around them.

They stayed that way until the dust started to settle, and when they sat up, Irene was shocked by the destruction around them. To their right, previously standing shrubs or trees lay flat among the rocks and dirt. Her stomach churned at how close they had been to being buried under the rubble. 

“Landslide?” She turned to Ryder.

He shook his head and stared further up the mountain, narrowing his eyes. 

“Dynamite,” he said.

She shook as she looked back at him. Wolf had tried to bury them.

 

“Let’s go,” he said. “We need to keep moving.”

Ryder scanned far off into the distance. He couldn’t see anything, but that didn’t mean that Kert wasn’t out there waiting for them. He wondered if Kert even realized that his original target, Victoria, was gone. Though maybe he did, and this was just another level of insane vengeance from a vicious thug who had set an entire mountain on fire just to get at one girl.

They just needed to get a little further away from the fire before he radioed Charlie again. Hopefully, he would have some good news about getting out of there. There was only so far they would be able to go before the cold started to get to them.

As it was, he could feel the temperature dropping the higher they climbed. Irene hadn’t complained yet, but he was worried. All morning she had been very quiet, and after last night, it might have been too much physical activity. He just hoped the protein bar was enough to get her through for a bit longer. 

Now, they were doing more climbing than hiking. The shelter of larger rocks was his best option, but if Kert had another stick of dynamite, they might not make it out alive. They moved rock to rock. He hated to push her so hard, but there was nothing he could do but keep moving forward. 

By mid-day, they had made it higher than he’d ever been on the mountain, and it was starting to show. He pulled out his coat and wrapped Irene in it as their breath turned to cold puffs of air. 

Ryder pulled out the walkie-talkie.

“Charlie,” he called.

They waited in silence as static filled the line. At this point, they might be too far up to even get a signal, but he had to keep trying.

“Charlie,” he said again.

The walkie-talkie crackled for a moment.

“Thank goodness,” Charlie said, loud and clear. He never thought he’d be so happy to hear his voice.

“We’ve had to move up further up this rock,” Ryder said.

“We heard a blast earlier,” he said, his voice grim. “Then we didn’t hear from you. I didn’t want to call you and maybe give up your position, but we were worried…”

He trailed off, and it was clear what they had thought.

“It was Kert. He nearly had us, but his aim was off,” Ryder said. “Tell me some good news. We need to get the heck out of here.”

Charlie clicked on and sighed. “Well, the good news is that there’s a storm moving in tonight that they expect should put out a good part of the fires, so we should be able to get to you sometime tomorrow.”

Irene leaned on him. It was just the news that they needed to hear. He stiffened when Charlie came back on.

“The bad news is that you’re far enough north, that you’ll be hit with snow given how high up you are,” he said solemnly.

Ryder looked up to the graying sky. Snow changed everything.

“What can we do?” Ryder waited for his last line of hope.

“There’s a place further up,” he said. “A cabin. Heck, it even has a gas oven and heated shower. You’ll need to push hard to get there before the snow hits, but it will work. Just head toward the large jutted rock.”

Ryder frowned. “How do you know how far up we are?”

“You’re just gonna have to trust me on this,” Charlie called back. 

Ryder looked to Irene. He’d been burned before. This could turn out to be a very bad idea in the end.

“If I wanted to kill you, kid, there’d be far easier ways,” Charlie cut in.

Ryder couldn’t help the grin that came to his face. The rotten SOB was right. There had already been plenty of chances.

“Roger that.”

“So, up we go,” Irene said.

Ryder pulled her hands into his own and rubbed them vigorously. 

“Only a little longer,” he whispered.

She nodded and stood. “Let’s get going,” she said. “Maybe we can get a fire going.”

 

* * *

 

The wind howled around them the higher they climbed. Eventually, Ryder gave up on trying not to be cold and pulled out the blanket from her bag. Irene was glad to see that she wasn’t the only one freezing and felt bad using his jacket. Several times she offered to trade, but he insisted she wear it. When they had reached the large rock, they could just make out the cabin in the distance.

“Only a little further,” Ryder shouted over the roar of the wind. 

She marveled at why anyone would even want to build a cabin so far up where their chances of being snowed in were so high.

Big flakes started floating down half-way from the rock to the cabin. The wind whipped them in her face like glass and made it difficult to even see where she was going. Several times she stumbled because her feet were nearly numb. She hoped that the double layer of socks would save her toes from being frozen off.

When they reached the door, she was surprised to find it unlocked. They stepped in, and she sighed. It wasn’t warm, but they were out of the brutal wind. 

Ryder stepped back on the porch and pulled in armfuls of wood.

“We’re in luck. Seems like Charlie was here recently, so we’ll be good for the night,” he said and placed the logs in the fireplace.

Irene walked around the cabin while Ryder set to work making a fire. Soon, they would be able to get warm and maybe even have something to eat. She went to the kitchen and was surprised to find the cabinets stocked with food. She opened the fridge and found a few items in there as well. 

When she came into the front room, she found Ryder on the floor in front of a roaring fire. Irene came over to sit with him.

“Are you sure it’s Charlie’s cabin?” she asked.

He turned to her and shook his head. “I’m not sure of anything when it comes to him. Why?”

She glanced back at the kitchen.

“There are things in the refrigerator, and the pantry is fully stocked.” She looked back at him. “I think someone is living here.”

Ryder stood and rummaged through his pack. He pulled out the walkie-talkie.

“Charlie,” he called.

“You safe?” Charlie asked.

Irene wondered if he was waiting for their call.

“We’re safe,” he said. “Is this your place? Lot of stuff here for just a cabin.”

There was silence for a moment before he came back on.

“It’s in my name, but I’ve been letting a friend use it,” he said. “He’s out for a few days, so you’re fine. I’ve let him know. Help yourself to the food.”

“Thanks,” Ryder said. “I owe you.”

“Let’s just call it even,” Charlie said.

Ryder put down the walkie-talkie and sat beside her. The heat from the fire felt amazing after they had been through. He gathered a few blankets and cushions from the couch to make themselves more comfortable. 

“I’m so hungry.” She yawned. “I need to eat.”

She placed her head on his lap to stare at the fire. He brushed her hair from her face. 

“Just relax for a bit,” he said quietly. “You were so cold before. Let yourself warm up.”

He was right. She felt cold all the way to her bones. It was a kind of cold that she never wanted to feel again. She’d take jumping in the creek any day over that. 

The fire crackling in front of them, she drifted off.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

Something rich and savory reached Irene’s nose. Her stomach rumbled despite having not even opened her eyes. She decided she was either delirious or dead. Either way, at least there was food.

“You going to sleep all evening?” Ryder called.

She smiled and opened her eyes. Not dead. Maybe still delirious, but she’d take it. Irene sat up and stretched. Her muscles ached from the bitter cold and straining climb. 

Outside, the winds howled. She looked out the window from her position on the floor. Snow pelted the window, making it almost impossible to see outside.

With the lights on, she realized just how very visible they would be at night.

Irene went to the window and stared out into the darkness. She jumped when Ryder came and wrapped his arms around her.

“Do you think he’s out there?” she asked.

His reflection showed in the glass, and she could see him shake his head.

“Even he’s not that crazy,” he said. “With it coming down like it is, he’s likely holed up somewhere waiting for it to stop.”

Irene shivered. 

Ryder leaned over and kissed her neck. “We’re safe here.”

She nodded and turned in his arms. It amazed her how much better she could feel just being there in his arms.

“You hungry?” he mumbled into her hair.

Irene smiled at him. “Smells great,” she said. “I didn’t know you could cook.”

He led her into the kitchen. 

“It’s nothing special,” he said, pointing to the counter. “Just baked chicken and roasted vegetables.”

Her stomach rumbled again just looking at the food. She beamed at Ryder when he shot her a concerned look.

“It looks amazing,” she said. 

Irene pulled out plates and silverware. As she set them on the table, she couldn’t help but look at him out of the corner of her eye. He had showered and looked refreshed. She didn’t even want to know how she looked. Probably hair down, wild and crazy. She’d be lucky if her hair was free of any sticks.

“Maybe I should take a shower,” she said.

Ryder looked to her as he set the chicken on the table and shook his head. 

“Just take one after,” he said.

Irene tried to smell herself as well as she could. The last thing she wanted was to stink up the table. 

“I’m pretty sure I don’t look all that great,” she insisted.

Ryder rose and stood behind her as he pushed her to the table. He forced her into a chair and dished up some food. She looked up at him. She couldn’t name the last time someone had cooked her dinner. Too bad she only had to be chased through a mountain by a madman for that to happen. 

She took a bite of the chicken. It was cooked perfectly and so good it nearly melted in her mouth. 

Ryder sat down and watched as she ate before starting his own. 

“This is so good,” she said. She shoved another bite in.

He grinned. She loved that it made him that happy. It was nice having someone care about her and how she felt. 

They ate in comfortable silence for some time, enjoying the good food and the swirling sounds of the storm.

“Do you think your brother will be all right?” she said.

He hadn’t mentioned Cage but knew that his being shot had to be weighing on Ryder’s mind. 

Ryder scrubbed a hand down his face and stared out the window. It was clear that the stress from everything was starting to get to him.

“Charlie didn’t give much in the way of details,” he said and picked up his plate. She followed with her own as they cleared off the table. 

“Do you think it means something that he didn’t say much?” Irene asked.

Ryder placed the plates in the sink and started some hot soapy water. “I don’t really know what to make of it. Cage can be so careless sometimes, even when he’s trying to do the best thing.” He shook his head. “I just don’t know. I’m sure he’ll be fine. It’s all a matter of what degree of fine he is at the moment.”

Irene nodded. Charlie not saying much about Cage’s condition could mean a lot of different things, and she just hoped that he hadn’t been seriously hurt while trying to save them.

“There’s not a lot we can do,” Ryder said and stared at her. “It’s partly why I didn’t press Charlie. My family will look out for Cage and Victoria. We’ll help Cage once we’re off this mountain. We just need to concentrate on us for now.”

Irene looked out the window over the sink. A thick blanket of snow already coated the ground. More fell from the sky every second.

“I wonder if we’ll even be able to get out of here,” she said.

“Sounds like heaven to me,” Ryder said.

Irene turned to glare at him and found him grinning at her. She shook her head and chuckled. 

“Maybe any other time,” she said and shuddered when she looked back out. “But he’s still out there.”

Ryder wrapped his arm around her and pulled her tightly against him.

“Look out there,” he said. “I doubt he’s even still hanging around. If he had any sense, he would have just headed back. Heck, he might have and thought we’d done the same. We’re not even the target.”

“That man is insane,” she said. She looked down. “Do you think he’s really given up, or he’s just added an obsession?”

Ryder frowned but didn’t answer.

Irene shook her head. “I don’t think so. Someone like him doesn’t give up unless he’s forced to.” She pulled back from his arms to look at him. It was important he understood. “I met Jess after her relationship with Kert or Wolf or whatever you want to call him.”

She closed her eyes as she remembered the small teen, covered with bruises and warped by the corrupted world around her. Jess had been a fighter, but Kert had nearly taken it out of her. 

“She was only fifteen when they got together, and he was much older,” she said. “But in the end, that was the least of his crimes.”

Ryder frowned and leaned his hip against the side of the sink. 

Irene slipped in beside him and started washing.

“He was rough with her.” Irene glanced up at him. “Rough during sex.”

“Jerk,” Ryder growled.

“Ando was in prison at the time, so Kert was pretty much in charge.” She set the dishes on the other side of the sink. When Ryder started to rinse them, she was a little surprised. 

“We knew that Kert had taken over at some point, and there was some bad blood between them, but it was never totally clear,” he said. 

“Ando must have had something pretty good on him,” she said. “Because one day Kert was there and the next he was gone. Thank goodness.”

No one seemed to know, as far as Irene knew. Jess tried to find out several times, but, in the end, it had been a good thing, and she didn’t tend to question it too much. 

Irene finished up and drained the water.

The window rattled from the force of the winds. She was glad they were inside. 

“I think I’m going to take a shower now,” she said. Staring at the cold outside made her ache for the warmth of a shower.

Ryder went over to his bag and pulled out a t-shirt.

“It’s not much, but it’s clean,” he said. 

Irene couldn’t help the smile that came. Maybe she’d be able to hand wash her clothes a bit. The dirt and grime from the last few days coated her clothes, making them stiff.

She took the shirt and walked down the cold hall. The further she was from the fire, the more the cold settled over her. 

The door to the bathroom was open, and she was glad she didn’t need to open the other door. Even though they had been told they could stay there, it still felt odd going through something as personal as a bedroom.

She walked into the bathroom and started up the shower. As steam filled the room, she looked over in the mirror. Her hair wasn’t nearly the mess she expected, but there were a number of knots. It was going to be hard working through.

The double layer of socks came off first, and she was glad to see that her toes had fared better than expected. The top layer of pants were a loss, but the second just needed a good wash. She set them aside and tossed the others in the trash. When she pulled off her top-layer shirt, Irene grimaced. It was beyond destroyed. She couldn’t even believe she’d just had a nice dinner in such a bad shirt. The shirt under wasn’t as bad but was still in bad shape. She tossed off her bra and panties in the wash pile. There weren’t many options as far as that went.

She stepped into the spray and sighed. It didn’t take away the stress from the last few days, but it did make things slightly better. 

Irene jumped when the curtain opened. Her heart raced for a moment until she realized it was Ryder stepping in with her.

She blinked several times at the very naked man in the shower with her.

“But you took a shower.”

Ryder shrugged. “So I need two. I’m really dirty.” He grinned. “I need someone to clean me.”

Her nipples pebbled as he stared at her hungrily, and she turned away from his intense stare. Sometimes he was too much for her to take in. 

She gasped when he stepped forward. His thick erection brushed her lower back. His warm fingers wrapped around her arms and massaged the tender muscles there. Irene leaned back against him. The slick heat from the water set her at ease.

“Relax,” he said in her ear. “We don’t have to do anything. I just wanted to be near you.”

She nodded against his chest and stopped thinking about things. Things with Ryder would happen as they did, and there was little she wanted to do to stop it. She’d been running away from a relationship for too long. She’d let Todd take her happiness for far too long. Now, she had a real man who wanted her and respected her.

His hands ran freely down her arms, brushing the backs of her hands, and then back up the side of her body. She held her breath as he passed over the sides of her breasts, but he didn’t stop like she had expected. Instead his hands went to her hair. Already wet, she heard him squirt something onto her head. Musky sandalwood filled the air. A bit masculine for her taste, but she assumed the person living in the cabin was a man.

Irene laughed a little as he washed her hair.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

She turned to look at him. Soap coated his hands. 

“I thought you didn’t want me being like you.”

 He smiled back. She jumped when he playfully swatted her behind. His hand massaged the spot he had just smacked and dipped dangerously close to her aching center.

“Oh, you definitely are not like me,” he said.

She was surprised when his hand came back up without even touching her.

Irene huffed in irritation. 

“Let’s rinse your hair,” he said.

She leaned her head under the spray and let the bubbles float down her body. 

“So beautiful,” he said and stepped closer. 

When his cock pushed forward into her stomach, she thought about touching him, but initiating anything still intimidated her.

Ryder turned her around again and ran his hands through her hair. This time the conditioner wasn’t nearly as masculine. She was thankful for it either way. Getting out those knots was going to be unpleasant later.

She stepped back into the spray and turned to look at him again. Maybe if she returned the favor, she’d feel like she could explore his amazing body. Irene pulled some soap off the wall and lathered her hands well. Ryder watched carefully as she stepped forward.

She placed her soapy hands on his chest and nibbled her bottom lip. It still felt just as amazing as it did the day before. Her hands glided over the hard surface, and he jumped when her hands brushed his nipples. His body tensed, and she thought he might be angry until she looked down and found his hard cock starting to weep. Irene licked her lips. She had wanted to try it before, but he pulled her off too quickly.

Irene looked up and found him watching her with interest. If she wanted anything done, she was going to have to make the move. She slid down his body, licking and kissing the hardened muscles as she went.

She lowered herself onto her knees in front of him. Ryder gathered her hair in his hand and pulled it away from her face.

She licked the large head. The hand on her hair clenched, and she glanced up to him. His eyes burned into her as she opened her mouth to take him in. She slipped him in her mouth and ran her tongue over the crown. It was different than anything she’d ever done, but the face he made was such a turn on, she pushed on.

Irene reached up with her other hand and grabbed the base of him. He grunted his approval.

In and out, she bobbed over him. Each time, he slipped further and further into her mouth, her tongue swirling around him. When she reached the back of her throat, she paused and swallowed several times.

“Idiot,” he gritted out. She looked up and found his intense eyes fixed on her. “Play with yourself, baby.”

Irene moved on him again as she slid her hands to her breasts. Her nipples ached to be touched and when she pinched them, she moaned loudly.

“Put your fingers in your pussy,” he hissed. “Show me what you did before me.”

Her hand slid down her body, and she spread her legs to gain better access. 

When her finger touched her clit, she jumped at the contact. 

“That’s it, baby,” he urged. 

She watched the muscles in his stomach shift as he started to move with her in and out of her mouth.

Her fingers plunged into her dripping heat, and she groaned.

“Incredible,” he hissed.

As he picked up the pace, Irene harassed herself in time with him, pushing further and further, frustrated that she couldn’t create the same feeling he did the night before.

“I’m so close,” he whispered.

She was surprised when he tried to pull her head back and forced him to let go.

“Irene,” he called in warning. “I’m going to cum.”

She looked up. 

He shook his head. His face turned a little red, and she could see the veins in his neck as he strained to hold himself back. 

In one hard push, Irene pushed her face all the way to the base. It was more than she’d ever had, and she could feel it go down the back of her throat.

Ryder shouted as he spurted hot jets of cum into her mouth. She swallowed, pumping him for the last bits.

He groaned.

Irene pulled back and stared up at him. Watching him cum was the most amazing thing she’d seen.

He pulled her up to her feet and stared at her deeply. 

“Sometimes I just don’t know what to think of you,” he said. 

Irene frowned. “I hope that’s a good thing.”

He laughed and nodded. “Most definitely.” He leaned forward for a tender kiss and shut off the shower. “Now, it’s your turn.”

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

He watched her labored breathing as he pulled her out of the shower and dried them off. Oversensitized, she jumped every time he even got close to her nipples. When she went for the t-shirt, Ryder grabbed it from her hand and tossed it over his shoulder.

“But shouldn’t I put it on?” she protested.

Ryder grinned at her shy nature despite the fact that not five minutes ago she had been swallowing his cock. It made him hard just thinking of the way her mouth worked over him.

“You won’t need it,” he said and stepped forward.

He tossed her over his shoulder, her beautiful rear right next to his face. He placed a hand over her center and grinned at how wet she was. Irene stopped struggling as he fondled her. 

Not able to wait any longer, he opened the door and carried her through. As they walked through the hall, he let his hand slip back and forth over her swollen opening.

She moaned loudly, and he knew how close she was. 

They came back into the living room, and he pulled her upright. She slid down his body until her feet hit the floor. Unlike in the bathroom, this time when his toe pushed into her, she reached out and stroked it with no hesitation. 

Ryder pulled back after a few strokes and grinned when she started to pout.

“I’ve got something else for you,” he said.

He could see the sweet blush climbing back up her face as she tried to figure out what he was going to do to her. 

Earlier he had laid out blankets on the floor in front of the crackling fire. The room was warm, and come hell or high water, he was going to make love to his woman the way she deserved.

“Lie down,” he said. 

She frowned at his forceful words, but he loved that she listened. Lord knew it was about the only time he could get her to.

Her arms rested on top of her body. He hated that she’d think of herself as anything short of amazing. Ryder lowered himself over her and loved the feel of her soft body against his own. She wrapped her arms around his neck. He leaned down and pulled her in for a hungry kiss. She nibbled his bottom lip. It set him on fire. He moved his mouth away and moved it down to her neck, licking and nibbling as he went. 

Irene bucked her hips and slid her wet pussy against his cock, getting closer and closer to slipping the head inside.

Ryder shook his head and pulled away.

“Not yet,” he said. 

 

She opened her mouth to protest but closed it when his hand replaced his cock. He rubbed her clit, sliding just over the opening never giving her exactly what she wanted.

“Ryder,” she moaned. 

He grinned at her as he pulled away. Irene readied herself for him. She wondered if it was always going to be so tight at the beginning. 

She gasped when she felt his hot breath on her open lips. His mouth covered her, and she bucked wildly at the sensation. Ryder pressed hard on her hips to hold her down, and when she stilled, he went back to his forceful licks.

His thumb made its way back to her clit, and she was amazed at the feel of his mouth there. He moved his tongue over her. She burned for him to bury himself deep inside her.

She jumped when he placed his hands under her rear and lifted her up. He wasn’t going to be able to keep her down if he was doing that. 

Irene stared down her body and watched him. His eyes connected with her own as he centered himself over her pussy. She felt her breathing become shallower. Her heart thundered in her chest.

Ryder leaned forward and shoved his tongue deep inside her. Irene bowed back and soaked in the crashing waves of the orgasm that rolled over her. The whole time, Ryder lapped at her center and brushed his teeth against her clit. 

As she came back down, she vaguely registered that he had sat up.

She yelped when he rolled her over. Her rear high in the air, Ryder closed in on her again with his mouth. This time she was still on a slow build with her orgasm. He reached forward and cupped her swinging breasts. It only seemed to press her pussy harder against his face. When he moaned, she nearly came from the vibrations. 

“Ryder,” she said. Despite the fact that he had her, she could feel the panic in her voice. 

He pulled his mouth off of her. His cock returned and pressed against her pulsating hole. 

“Idiot me,” she cried.

He slowly slid into her.

This time, she wasn’t near as tight, and as he moved deeper into her, she found herself wanting more. He pressed so deep that Irene felt him hit the very end of her passage. When he moved again, she could feel herself contract around him. 

“That’s it, baby,” he said, his voice husky and strained. It only spurred her on further. 

Irene pushed back against him and reached down to rub her clit. Her fingers brushed his balls, and she gasped when he slammed into her.

“Idiot, Irene,” he growled. “You can’t do that. I can’t hold back.”

She rubbed her clit a few more times and reached through to massage his balls again. 

Ryder slapped his hips against her hard as she ground into him when he held himself still. His fingers gripped her hips with such strength she felt herself being lifted up as he moved faster into her.

She could feel him getting closer and closer. Irene rubbed her clit hard with her thumb and slipped her fingers between them. The pressure and feel of him her was enough to send her over the edge. She came hard, pushing against him with everything she had.

He shuddered as his cock twitched inside her, and he came.

Ryder collapsed on top of her, boneless and tired.

They stayed like that for some time before Ryder moved. She yelped when he rolled onto his back and took her with him. 

Irene sat on him, her back to his front. She turned to look at him.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

Ryder pulled her back and surged up into her. She sucked in a breath, pleasure spreading from her center.

“I’ve waited for you for months,” he whispered in her ear. “I can’t leave here without having you as many times as I can.”

He held her hips as he rammed himself into her. Her eyes were half-closed, her pleasure building.  

Irene pulled away and sat up. He was so frantic it was like he wasn’t going to be there tomorrow. 

“What’s this all about?” she asked quietly.

Ryder turned away. She climbed on top of him, this time facing forward. When she pushed him into her, he groaned and looked at her.

She slid up and down on him. When he brought his hands to skim her breasts, she locked her fingers with his.

“When we get back to everything, you’ve got about a million reasons not to be with me,” he said and looked away. “I just want to give you one good reason why you should. And then if you don’t, at least I’ll have one night with the only woman that mattered.”

Never had she felt so much love for someone. Something caught in her throat as she started to speak. She leaned down and kissed him deeply, too choked up to even try and say anything intelligible. When she sat back up, Irene couldn’t hide the tears that streamed down her face.

“How about the million reasons I should be with you?” she choked out. 

Ryder stared at her in shock. 

“Tonight isn’t the end of us,” she whispered. “It’s only the start.”

“I waited,” he said. “Just hoping you’d see me.”

Irene smiled. “I saw you,” she said. “I just wasn’t ready.”

“And now?” He peered deeply into her eyes.

Irene lifted up on him and slid back down on his still hard toe. “Just let me love you,” she said. “And love me.”

Ryder wrapped his arms around her and drew her in for a deep kiss.

“All I’ve ever wanted was your love,” he whispered.

They moved together, working each other, each of them pushing the other toward their climax. The pleasure continued to build up, almost overwhelming, threatening to explode. When Ryder touched her clit, and she spiraled into her climax, he followed not far behind.

Still on top of him, Irene tried to regain her breath.

She shrieked when Ryder rolled her onto the bottom and situated himself over her.

“Sleep!” She giggled. “I need sleep!”

He grinned down at her.

“Begging for mercy?” 

She stuck out her tongue. 

“Don’t stick it out unless you plan on using it,” he said, his tone serious.

Irene sighed in frustration. “Ryder.”

“Fine, fine,” he said. “I just have one thing to say before we get some sleep.”

Irene stared up at his face, more relaxed than before. She loved that she had been able to do that for him.

“From the moment I first saw you,” he said. “I’ve been able to think of nothing but you.”

She smiled. It was sweet.

“Since my scar, I’ve been falling. Heck, maybe even before. It might have even started with the contracting, but all I know is that you stopped that for me,” he said. His hand came up to cup her cheek. “You don’t have to say it, but I have to. I love you. I’ve always loved you.”

Irene leaned forward and kissed him.

“I always knew I’d give myself to the man I’d love forever,” she said.

Ryder blinked a few times before he smiled. 

“Does this mean I need to buy a ring?” 

Irene laughed and kissed him hard on the mouth. 

“You are you mother’s son.” She winked. “Let’s just worry about getting out of here first. And I want my two weeks in the bedroom.”

Ryder grinned. “And after that?”

Irene shrugged. “Maybe a date?”

“Do I have to go home at the end?”

Irene ran her hand down his chest and nibbled his ear. “What do you think?” she whispered.

“I think you’d better quit if you want your sleep.”

Irene laughed and rolled over onto her side. When he came up from behind and pulled her back against him, it felt good.

“Good-night,” she whispered.

He squeezed her middle and kissed her shoulder.

“Night.”

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

Ryder reached out for Irene. He bolted upright when he only found cold blankets. The house had chilled during the night, and despite his effort to put enough wood on, the fire had consumed most of the logs already. He slipped on his underwear and raced through the house. 

The bathroom door was slightly ajar. Irene sat on the bathroom floor, next to the tub.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Irene looked up from the floor, shaking out her wet hands.

“I’m washing out our clothes,” she said. 

He looked into the tub and saw their clothes soaking in a pool of now brownish water. 

“Just let me finish here, and I’ll come back to bed,” she said with a smile.

Ryder nodded and walked back into the living room. He opened the front door and grabbed out an armful of logs for the fire. When he came in, Irene stood there, already waiting for him.

“Aren’t you cold going out like that?”

Ryder shrugged. It was cold, but he hadn’t been out for more than a minute.

He tossed the logs back onto the fire and watched as she hung the clothes up near the fireplace. 

“There,” she said. “They should be dry by morning.”

Irene scurried back over to the covers with him. 

Not even bothering to ask, he pulled her shirt up over her head and tossed it to the side. She was completely naked underneath. 

He sighed and pulled her back against him again. 

“I like this,” he rumbled.

Irene turned in his arms. “Me too.”

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her even closer. He breathed in deeply and wrinkled his nose. 

“It does make you smell like me,” he whispered.

He grunted when she pinched his side and chuckled as they drifted off to sleep.

 

* * *

 

“Ryder,” Charlie called over the walkie-talkie. “Ryder, do you read me?”

He jumped up from his spot on the floor and raced to the radio.

“Yeah,” he said, somewhat out of breath.

“I got your chopper,” he said. “Plus, you probably got snow up there, but we got a lot of rain down below. The fire is all but out. Lot of damage to the forest, but at least it’s out. You just need to get to the chopper.”

Ryder looked over to Irene on the floor, who grinned from ear to ear. She raced over and gave him a kiss before running off to the bathroom. 

“Just give me the time and place.” Ryder glanced outside. There was about a foot and a half of snow from what he could tell. If they needed to go far, he was going to have to get creative. There might even be some boots and a coat for Irene to wear. His coat worked, but it was too large on her and made walking harder.

All this weather likely had scared Kert off. The man may have been an obsessed and vicious thug, but a snow-covered mountain wasn’t exactly his natural hunting ground.

“Two is the soonest I can get them there,” Charlie said. “I tried for earlier, but they want to make sure that the snow is fully settled, and there won’t be any major shifts while they are picking you up.”

“That’s fine,” Ryder said. “It will give us time to prepare for the walk. How far?”

“Not far,” Charlie said. “About an hour.”

“Incredible.” Ryder looked at Irene’s little shoes on the floor. “Think your friend would mind if we borrowed a coat from him? Maybe some boots?”

“Check the hall closet,” Charlie said. “Just stay out of his room. He’s funny about his space.”

Ryder nodded. He could understand that.

“Thanks,” he said.

Ryder set the walkie-talkie down as Irene came back into the room and climbed back under the covers. 

“Shouldn’t we get out of bed?” Irene asked.

Ryder grinned at her.

“You trying to get away from me?” He yanked her closer and laughed when she started to laugh. It was a nice way to start the morning, the only way he ever wanted to start a morning.

Irene leaned her chin on his chest and looked up at him. 

“No, but shouldn’t we be getting things together?”

He glanced at the clock.

“It’s only eight.” He gave a wide smile. “I think we have some other business to take care of.”

Irene rolled her eyes and tried to scoot away, but his strong arms held her in place. 

His hands moved down her body and stroked between her legs a few times.

Irene moaned.

“Do you think we should get up?” he asked. 

Her nails bit into his arm, but she shook her head. 

“Tell me what you want,” he said into her ear as he continued to stroke her.

“You,” she whispered. “Ryder, I want you.”

“Goodness, I want you too, baby,” he whispered. 

 

* * *

 

It wasn’t as drawn out as the night before, but when they had finished, Irene felt just as shaken as she had then. On shaky legs, she made her way to the bathroom and quickly got around. When she came back, she was happy to find that the clothes had all dried nicely, and Ryder was making breakfast. She walked up behind him and wrapped her arms around his middle. 

“A girl could get used to this.”

He turned in her arms and leaned down for a kiss.

“Maybe you should get used to this.” He smiled.

He handed her a plate with an omelet and went back to making his own. She took her plate and sat at the table. Watching him cook was going to be her new favorite thing to do. She’d never really seen many men do that, and she had to admit, it was sexy.

Ryder sat the table. They spent a few minutes eating before he pulled out a list.

“So, it’s about an hour away,” he said. “But I think we need to leave with plenty of time. Who knows how clear things are, and with the snow this deep, it’s going to take us a bit longer. I think three hours should just about do it.”

“So two hours to get ready,” she said.

“When we finish, we’ll pack up some food.” He took a bite and then looked at her. “Never know what’s going to happen.”

She wondered if he was thinking of Wolf. After everything she had told him, it was hard not to think that Wolf might be out there. Still, she found it hard to believe that he’d just be able to brush off a major snowstorm without a cabin like the one they had.

“Think we’ll actually make it out of here?” she asked.

He looked up and grinned. “We could always come back here if things don’t work out.”

Irene shook her head and smiled. At least he was seeing the positive. She stood up and took her plate to the sink and started the water. Ryder placed his dish in and turned to the list.

“I’m going to see if there are any snow shoes out in that shed.” He pointed out the window to the shed behind the cabin. “You’ll want to do these things on this list and gather the rest of the items.”

Irene scanned the list. It all seemed fairly simple. Coat, hat, shoes, food. 

She nodded.

He moved the hair off her neck and kissed her there.

“I love that your hair is down,” he whispered in her ear.

Lust rolled through her. She turned in his arms and kissed him deeply.

“Don’t get used to it,” she whispered. “I didn’t have a ponytail holder.”

Ryder grinned and shook his head. 

“Who knew you were such a ballbuster.” He laughed.

Irene grinned. She’d certainly never thought of herself that way, but she was seeing a lot of things in a whole new light. 

She watched him get ready to go outside. The leather jacket didn’t seem like it would be enough, but he didn’t want to wait for her to look around. 

When he opened the door, the cool air filled the room instantly. She placed her hands in the hot water just to get warm again. Through the little kitchen window, she could see him trudging through the deep snow. It was easily going to come to her knees when she walked and would likely slow them down quite a bit. 

Several times he came out of the shed with something and held it up for her to see, but she had no idea what snow equipment looked like or what it did. He seemed excited though and that was a good thing. 

When she finished with the dishes, she set to work with the list. Food was easy. Crackers and meat. Something that could last and wouldn’t have to be heated. Luckily, Ryder had a can opener on him and several more protein bars. She filled several jugs of water as well. 

Winter clothes were next. She went to the hall closet first. Inside was a coat that would likely fit her and a pair of gloves. The gloves would be great for him, but she would also need something for her own hands. Irene started thinking that maybe a pair of men’s socks would work. Surely, the friend of Charlie’s wouldn’t mind if she took a pair of his socks.

Irene went down the hall to his room and opened the door. Inside she was surprised to find the walls covered with children’s drawings. She smiled at cute pony and family pictures hanging from the wall. She went to the dresser and opened the top drawer. She pulled out a thick pair of socks and shut the drawer. 

She turned to leave but stopped and went back to the dresser. Irene picked up a picture that was sitting on top and stared at it in shock. There staring back at her was Jess and Victoria with their grandmother when they were just kids. Her stomach churned as she tried to piece together why Charlie’s friend would have such an old picture of them.

Dazed, Irene walked through the house with the picture in hand and stepped out on the front porch, the cold air biting at her. 

She glanced up and found Ryder not far away. 

“Oh, good,” she said. “Why would there be a picture of Jess here?”

“Irene, go inside,” Ryder said, his voice deadly serious.

Her eyes shot up.

“Don’t you move, or I’m gonna shoot your man,” Wolf said.

Wolf and Ryder had their guns drawn and ready to shoot. Irene moved to stand next to Ryder.

“Go in the house,” Ryder ground out to her. 

She placed her hand on his shoulder and squeezed.

“Not if it means risking you,” she said. 

Wolf laughed. It grated on her ears, high pitched and hollow, like he had been laughing for hours and just wouldn’t stop. 

“Where is she?” He giggled. 

Irene shook her head. He had to be talking about Victoria. So, he hadn’t realized she’d escaped after all. It made his continued hunting of them make slightly more sense in retrospect. Slightly.

“Sitting in a hospital, nice and comfortable,” Ryder said. “She left with the chopper.”

Wolf closed his mouth and glared at them.

“Shoot!” he screamed. “You’re liars. Where is that Tamm jerk?”

Irene shook her head. 

“What did you hope to gain by this?” She stepped forward. “Did you think she was just carrying around her share with her?”

Wolf frowned. It was obvious that he hadn’t thought about it much other than that he was going to set things on fire and kill them, not much a plan if you were trying to gain money.

“Shut your jerk up.” He spit on the ground. 

Ryder pointed a finger at him. “Don’t call her a jerk.”

“Oh,” Wolf said. “Don’t like that? What if I call her a whore instead?”

Irene placed a hand on Ryder. Getting angry wasn’t going to solve anything.

“Know what I don’t like? I don’t like some jerk making a fool out of me,” he grumbled. “The Tamm family owes me. I’m getting what I’m owed, one way or another.”

He shifted his aim to Irene. “If I can’t take out Tamm, maybe I’ll just take you out.”

“Over my dead body.” Ryder stepped in between.

Wolf smiled. “Fine. I saw your gun when you pulled it and your slide. You’re out of bullets.”

“Incredible,” Ryder said.

“Then shoot me, pussy.” Wolf grinned.

Irene swallowed hard. All their hard work just to have it tossed away.

“I thought so,” Wolf said. “Tell your boyfriend good-bye.”

Ryder turned and sheltered her with his own body. 

“His gun might not be loaded,” said another voice, “but mine sure the heck is.”

 

 

 


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

Irene peeked around Ryder.

“Ando?” 

He stood just at the top of the hill, looking down at them, his gun pointed right at Wolf. 

She stared at him and knew it had to be true. He was much thinner and older than the last time she’d seen him, or even a picture of him, but there was no question in her mind that Ando Tamm was standing there.

“You’re supposed to be dead,” Wolf said, pointing his gun at Ando.

“I am,” Ando said.

Wolf stared at him for a moment, likely trying to decide if was just seeing things.

“Yeah, well, maybe you should have stayed dead,” Wolf huffed.

Ando took a step forward. “And maybe you should have left my kids alone…again.”

“You two-faced mother idiot,” Wolf screamed. “You said all that money got washed.”

“It did.” Ando stared at him calmly, like the chance of getting shot wasn’t even a thought.

Irene wondered how he managed to get out of prison. From what Jess had told her, Ando had died in an accident, an explosion, in prison, and even without that, he was terminally ill from cancer. The man before her was a dead man walking twice over.

Wolf waved his gun. “Shoot! Why the heck did your jerk daughters end up with the money then?”

Little flecks of spit came out as he spoke, and she wondered how much longer they could even keep this up.

“Watch it, Kert,” Ando said, narrowing his eyes. “The only reason I didn’t shoot you last time was because I was locked up. No thanks to your sorry rear. I’m more than happy to shoot you now.”

“And why don’t you?” Wolf glared at Ando with such hate that Irene wondered that herself.

“I owed your dad,” Ando said. 

“Especially after you got him killed!” 

Ando shook his head. “I didn’t get him killed. I liked your dad, but he was a jerk. Couldn’t keep his mouth shut.” He shrugged. “It’s what did him in.”

Wolf ran the hand with the gun through his hair, and Irene wondered if he didn’t maybe take after his father. He may have demonstrated a bit of vicious cunning, but actual intelligence, not as much.

Wolf took a step toward Ando. “You’re a liar. He kept the club going. He was the heart of that club,” Wolf nearly sobbed.

Ando shook his head. “He might have been the heart, but he certainly wasn’t the brains. Go home, Kert. Go and have a family. Have the things he couldn’t. It’s not too late. Don’t be a idiot like your dad, or trash, like me.”

Wolf fell to the snow and buried his head in his hands. There was so much hate balled up into one person. Ando walked down from his spot from the hill until he had reached where they were on the porch. He held out his hand for the picture she held. Irene handed it over.

He stared lovingly at the family he once had. Her heart ached for him. 

“My father was everything,” Wolf said from the snow. “You killed him and ruined my life.”

“Look out!” Ryder yelled

Gunfire cracked through the air.

Ryder threw himself on her as a second pop filled her ears.

“Are you hit?” Ryder asked, his face frantic.

Irene breathed in deeply, her heart still racing.

“I don’t think so,” she said, feeling around.

“She’s not hit, but you have been,” Ando said over them. “You can get up. It’s over now.”

Irene glanced to the snow. A river of red flowed around Wolf. Despite the horror of seeing yet another dead man, she had something concerning her more at the moment. She turned back to Ryder. 

“Where were you hit?” she asked, looking along his chest and back.

Ando pointed to the red patch on the side of Ryder’s coat.

Irene pulled off the jacket. He hissed when she touched his blood-soaked sleeve.

“Arm hit.” Ando leaned in to have a look. “No bones, no arteries and no major muscle damage.” He clapped him on the other shoulder. “You’ll be fine.”

She looked between the two. The blood weeping out didn’t seem like nothing to her, but they would know over her she guessed. She bit her lip. “You’re shot.”

“I’m okay,” Ryder said, wincing. “It’s not going to be a fun hike, but as long as we do some first aid, I’ll live.”

“Ryder…” She held back some tears.

He smiled. “I’m fine.” He reached up and ran a finger along his scar. “I’ve been through worse than this, and that didn’t even involve protecting the woman I love.”

A few tears fell from her eyes, whether they were from love or fear, she wasn’t quite sure.

“Well, let’s get you in and cleaned up before you catch your flight,” Ando said. He glanced down at the man born Kert who changed into Wolf. “What a waste.”

 

* * *

 

Ryder watched as Irene went back to cleaning and packing for their trek in the snow. He sat at the table while Ando had a look at his arm.

“Bullet is still in there,” he said. “Make sure you go right to the hospital.”

Ryder would have laughed if Ando wasn’t being totally serious. He knew he wasn’t going to die any time soon, but he also knew getting shot wasn’t a joke, but, at the same time, he didn’t want to scare Irene.

“A lousy shot, just like his father,” Ando said. “How he could miss me when I’m right in front of him…” 

He trailed off and shook his head.

“Bear down,” Ando said. “This is going to hurt really bad.”

He poured the alcohol over the open wound. Ryder gritted his teeth and gripped the table with his other hand at its burning touch.

“Idiot,” he said quietly, as any louder than that and Irene would start to worry.

“Good man,” he said and glanced to Irene. “She’s a good woman. Always been good to my kids. You take good care of her.”

Ryder nodded.

Never in his life did he think he’d be getting relationship advice from Ando Tamm, especially since he was supposed to be dead, but here he was, and truth be told, it was good advice. There was a part of him that was more than just a little grateful to the man for saving them. Wolf had been right. Ryder was out of bullets and out of ideas, and he was in pain, but at least he wasn’t dead.

His arm ached, but unlike many people, he really could honestly claim to have been through a lot worse, and with Kert dead, it wasn’t like he needed to be at his best on his way to the helicopter.

He hissed when Ando started to wrap the wound with gauze.

“So, you were the one following them?” Ryder asked.

Ando nodded as he worked. “I’m not the man I used to be,” he said. “Cancer has about taken me. Only have maybe a year left. Back ten years ago, I would have been with you, guns blazing, ready to take them all. Now I have trouble keeping up with a bunch of girls.”

“Charlie called you.”

Ando nodded. “She’s my daughter,” he said. “I’d take my last steps to make sure she was safe.”

At least it was all adding up now. “And the dynamite?”

Ando laughed. “Not my finest moment. I intended to throw it further, but we’d been hiking all day, and I was zapped.”

Irene came into the room with a pack and a coat.

“What about Jess?” she asked “What am I supposed to tell her?”

“Tell her that your man saved you,” he said. “No reason she needs to even know. It’s not like I’m asking for her praise. It’s why I faked my own death, but made sure she was set up with money. I knew she needed to be free from my shadow.”

Irene sat next to Ando.

“She’d want to know you’re here,” she said.

He shook his head. “I doubt that. I was in prison all those years, and she never tried. Not that I really deserved it.”

Irene reached out and took his hands. They were weathered and cracked. “You were in prison all those years, and you never tried.”

He sat for a moment, thinking, and Ryder wasn’t sure if she’d ever convince him. That sort of guilt was hard to shake.

“I’ll think about it,” he said and sighed.

Irene stood up and crossed her arms over her chest. “You’ll do more than think about it,” she demanded. “I know who your contact is, and I have no problem stopping by there every day if I have to.”

Ando raised a brow and looked to Ryder. 

“Good luck,” Ryder said. “I’ve already learned not to cross her.”

Ando stared hard at Irene for a moment before laughing. “Okay,” he said. “You tell her and we’ll see what she says. Heck, she’s a smart girl. If they had her ID the body, she may even know that I didn’t check out in the prison. Some part of me always hoped she did, I suppose.”

“I will,” she said. “I’ll also tell her about how you risked everything to save every one of us.”

Ando looked away. “You’ll miss your ride if you don’t hurry.”

Ryder was sure that he saw raw emotion reflected there and maybe even a bit of vulnerability. He stood and ushered Irene to the door before it was too much for everyone.

He held out his hand to Ando who took it. “Thank you,” he said. 

Ando nodded and waved them out into the cold.

 

* * *

 

They hadn’t been walking long before Irene decided that she hated snow, hated it more than anything else. The cold and wet white powder clung to everything. Not only that, but in some cases, the snow went all the way up to her thighs.

“How are you holding up?” Ryder asked. 

Irene looked up and realized that maybe she didn’t have an answer after two dead bodies and days on end of being hunted along with a new boyfriend and fantastic sex. There were more changes there than most people had in a lifetime. She stared at his arm. He hadn’t given any sign of complaint, but he was the one who’d been shot, not her, and he was still asking her how she was holding up. 

“You know what? Idiot snow,” she said.

Ryder turned around and nearly choked on the laugh that came out.

“What?” he coughed.

“I can’t feel my little toes, and I’m pretty sure that if you ever want to have sex again, certain parts are going to have to dethaw.” She scowled.

He laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

She knew she was being silly, but she was cold, tired and ready to be done with this. All she wanted was to go home and snuggle with her man.

“Do you hear that?” he asked.

Irene listened closely. In the distance, she could hear the faint putter of a helicopter.

“Incredible,” he cursed. “Let’s move.”

Their ride was early. 

Irene tried to pick her feet up as high as she could in the deep snow. Ryder held on to her arm, pushing her past the limits on what she thought she could do.

They reached the clearing, and she began to sob as the helicopter pulled away. No, they’d been so close, and even if Ryder was playing down his injury, she couldn’t imagine it’d be safe for him to hike down a snow-covered mountain in his condition.

He started shouting. “Hey! We’re here.” He waved his non-wounded arm.

She started jumping up and down, waving her arms and yelling.

The chopper continued to rise.

She kept trying to signal for them for a few long moments and then looked down. “No.”

She looked up. Her eyes widened. The helicopter was descending.

She dropped to her knees as the vehicle pulled back to the landing area. Ryder and Irene raced to climb on. 

A man in a helmet, perhaps the co-pilot, flung open the side door, reaching down to first pull Irene in and then help Ryder up.

When they were finally under way, Irene sighed. 

“What?” Ryder said.

She snuggled into him.

“Just glad to be going home,” she said. 

He nodded. 

Whatever might happen, they would have each other and that would be enough.

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

Irene clung to Ryder as they raced along on the snowmobile, followed by another snowmobile carrying Jess and Kace. It had been nearly a month since they had made it off the mountain, and yet here she was, back on that rock again. Not only that, but she was back in the snow. 

Well, at least this time she had her warm fuzzy pink coat. Taylor had teased her saying that she looked like a giant piece of cotton candy. Ryder had then asked if he could gobble her up. She couldn’t stop the blush that followed. 

They leaned to the left to avoid a branch, and she grinned as she tightened her grip on him. Maybe this snow business wasn’t so bad if she got to feel him up like on his bike. 

“Behave,” he shouted.

Irene frowned. 

She looked over to her right and gave a little wave. Jess and Kace hadn’t been hard to convince to come. Much like her sister, Jess believed that actions spoke louder than words, and Ando had managed some impressive actions. Irene was a little surprised to find that Jess already knew about her father being alive. Of all the things to keep secret, it was the one Irene hadn’t expected, but then Jess had never thought something like this might happen either. She assumed that he’d make his exit and ride off into the sunset, never to be heard from again. 

Her heart sped up a little when the cabin came into view. It had been their fortress in the storm, but it had also been the beacon to Kert, the man who had become Wolf. Most of all, it represented a final chance for Ando, a man who had wronged his children.

They pulled up out front, and she stepped off the snowmobile. The snow pushed clear up to her knees.

“I hate snow,” she mumbled.

Ryder chuckled as he guided her to the door. 

Before they could even knock, Ando had the door open and stood waiting. She held her breath, waiting to see how things would go.

Ando stared awkwardly between Jess and Kace. Irene wondered how Ando felt about his daughter’s future husband being an ex-cop.

“I hear I’m to congratulate you,” Ando said. He scratched his eyebrow “You’re with child and getting married here soon.”

Despite Kace and Jess’s plan to elope, Irene and Ryder’s little adventure resulted in Jess and Kace returning home without getting married, thus giving Kace’s mother her beloved chance to put together another wedding.

Jess climbed the stairs and stood just steps away from him. She studied him for a long time. 

Ando ran a hand over the back of his neck.

“Look, I know this is weird…” he started.

His words were cut off by his daughter’s arms wrapped tightly around him. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For watching out for them. Thank you.”

Jess cried quietly against her father’s chest. It was the first time Irene had seen her react to anything like that, but then, it was the first time her father had actually been an active parent.

Ando pulled back and dried his eyes. He smiled when he looked down at her. 

“You have turned into an amazing woman,” he said. He opened the door wide, and Irene was surprised to see Charlie when they came in.

“How is your sister doing?” he asked from the couch.

“Better,” Jess said, taking a seat in a chair. “The break wasn’t as bad as we thought. It did get some muscle, but the infection is all gone now, and they don’t think the damage will be permanent.” She turned to look at her father. “We’re not going to tell her,” she said. “Vic isn’t stable right now. This would all be too much. The money was one thing, but this…” She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

He nodded slowly, and Irene felt his pain. He wanted more than anything to know the love of both of his children.

“I understand,” he said. “She’s been through a lot. You all have. Because of me.”

Irene couldn’t help but nod. They really had been through quite a bit, though she blamed Kert and not Ando.

“I have to know,” Jess said quietly. “The man in prison. The one they thought was you. Who was he?”

Ando shrugged. “I really have no idea. It was chance. The boiler exploded, exposing a small sliver of freedom, and I took it. I didn’t set it up, and I didn’t kill him.”

Jess let out a sigh of obvious relief. Irene knew it had been weighing on her. Ando hadn’t been a good man, but he hadn’t been a stone-cold killer either.

Irene grinned. “I think you should show your collection of art.”

Ando shot her a confused look, but Jess seemed excited.

“You collect art?” Jess said to her father.

Ando shook his head. “I really don’t.” He furrowed his brow.

Irene waved a hand. “Of course you do. Here, let me show you.”

She led them down the hall to his bedroom.

“Ando has the finest collection of art I’ve ever seen by two little girls name Jessica and Victoria,” Irene said with a grin.

 

Ryder stayed behind while the others looked at the pictures Jess and Vic did as kids. He had business of his own here. Kert let the past consume him and turn him into a monster. Ryder had been given the opportunity to let his soul heal, to let Irene heal his soul, but there were still a few loose ends.

He pulled a chair in front of Charlie and sat down.

“For years I’ve been carrying around this hate,” Ryder started, “for what happened the day I got my scar.”

Charlie frowned and opened his mouth, but Ryder held up a hand.

“I was angry at my brother, and you and even Niki,” he said. He shook his head. “Furious. I didn’t do any good holding on to that anger. All it ever got me was more anger.”

He took a deep breath. This was harder than he ever thought it would be.

“I stopped trusting anyone,” he said, “Even my brother. And you can’t live a life without trust.”

Charlie nodded, and Ryder stuck out his hand. “So, I want to say, thanks for teaching me to trust again. Without you, we would have never made it out of here, and I owe you my life.”

Charlie took his hand and grunted. “You talk too much,” he said. “I think next time I’ll just let you die.”

Ryder laughed at the somewhat sour man.

“How’s that idiot brother of yours?” Charlie asked.

Ryder shook his head. Cage had been a little worse than Charlie had let on. He was never near death, but his knee was badly damaged, and the doctors thought he’d walk with a limp the rest of his life. It was a blow to his ego and, more so, to his pride. Ryder wasn’t sure how he was going to get past this. 

“The surgery went well,” he said. “They were able to get the pins in, and the chances of him losing the leg have gone away completely.”

“Dang shame about Carlos,” he said. “But your brother was lucky he was there.”

Ryder nodded. The details were all still a little sketchy, and Cage wasn’t helping much, but from what they had gathered, Carlos had also been out there in the woods helping Cage and Reed. The why still wasn’t clear, but when one of Paco’s loyal members fired on Cage, Carlos tossed Cage out of the way, saving Cage, but at the cost of his own life.

He thought about Havoc. The huge biker had been a big help. Apparently, he only stuck around long enough to make sure Victoria got to the hospital and then took off, which was probably for the best.

As far as the police were concerned, it was just another gang issue.

He looked up when the others came back into the room and smiled at Irene. Their time this last month had been the best he’d ever had. Life was full, and for once, he was happy. 

She nodded to the door, and he followed her out onto the porch. He stopped behind her as they stared out at the serene white beauty. 

“Things are going well,” he said quietly in her ear. “I think Jess and her father might actually have a relationship after this,” she said.

He nodded. 

Irene turned in his arms and looked up at him.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said. Her cheeks tinted pink, and she glanced away. “Taylor is graduating here soon and moving. How would you feel about moving in?”

She nibbled her lower lip.

Ryder grinned. “I’d love to.”

Irene looked up with surprise. “You don’t think it’s too soon?”

“Baby, I’d marry you tomorrow if I didn’t think you’d freak.”

Irene stared up at him in shock. 

“Don’t let your mother hear that,” Jess said from the door. “She’ll have the wedding planned before you can even run off to elope.”

Ryder grinned. “Maybe I should just tell her and let things happen from there.”

Irene frowned. “You do, and you’ll be a very lonely man in the future.”

Ryder sat back up. “Right, let’s just trying moving in together then.”

Irene grinned. 

“Oh,” Kace said. He moved to stand by Jess. “I heard that radio host talking about your cookies again.”

Ryder frowned. “More Ex-Boyfriend cookies?”

Irene shook her head. “Boyfriend cookies.”
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