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    Chapter 1


    


    Ivy Oakes heard a knock on the door. She opened her eyes, but she couldn’t bring herself to get out of bed. The door seemed a million miles away. A trillion. Just opening her eyes had been too hard.


    But was the door locked? She always tried to lock it now, especially after what had happened almost a month ago. Those two men from the Savoy investigation breaking into her house, possibly to murder her. Almost certainly to rape her and scare her. And Jen had saved her. But Jen couldn’t save her now. Her boyfriend, Ryker, had broken her heart and Ivy didn’t have the strength or desire to get out of bed and open the door. Ryker. The one man she had believed would never hurt her. The only man she’d ever felt safe enough to give her heart to. But he had hurt her. And now her heart was gone with him.


    Had she unlocked the door? Vaguely she remembered Jen saying she was going to come over. She remembered putting the phone down and unlocking the door so Jen could let herself in. Had that actually happened? Or had it been a dream? Ivy looked at the clock. 6:00 p.m. She hadn’t been sleeping. If the door was unlocked, then Jen could get in if she tried the knob. If it wasn’t, then she couldn’t. It didn’t matter. Nothing seemed to matter anymore.


    Ivy heard the door open and Jen call out for her. She let her eyes slip closed. When she opened them, Jen had made it to her bedroom door. But she wasn’t looking at Ivy. Her eyes were on the closet door. The new closet door, since the old one had to be replaced after Jen shot the man who had knocked Ivy out in her own bedroom. If Ivy tried, she could remember what the door had looked like covered with the man’s blood. Concern for Jen finally did what nothing else had been able to do for the last 12 hours. It pushed thoughts of Ryker from her mind, even if only briefly.


    Jen’s face was rigid with horror, her mind far away. Ivy pushed herself to sit up. “Jen, turn around. Let’s go in the living room.” Jen didn’t move. Ivy grabbed a piece of paper off the nightstand and dropped her legs out of the bed like an old lady. She plodded to Jen and turned her around. “Come on.”


    Jen went willingly enough, and seemed to relax as soon as she wasn’t looking at the closet door anymore. As Ivy noticed this, Ryker’s face swam back into her mind. Her body felt one hundred pounds heavier in an instant.


    As soon as they entered the living room, Ivy plopped on the couch. Jen turned to her and hugged her and Ivy felt tears threaten again. Her swollen eyes had already cried rivers, but it seemed they never ran completely dry. Ivy let herself be hugged for a moment, then thrust the paper in Jen’s hands.


    Jen looked it over, sneaking glances at Ivy every few words. Ivy had it memorized, even though she’d only read it twice. It was short. And hurtful. How could she forget it?


    Dear Ivy,


    I was wrong. I don’t love you. I never did. I don’t want to be a cop anymore either. Don’t look for me. I won’t take you back. -R


    “What the hell is this?” Jen asked, waving the paper around. “This doesn’t make any sense! He does love you. I could see it on his face just yesterday while you two were eating lunch! What could happen in less than 24 hours to make him change his mind?”


    Ivy moaned and covered her face. She’d asked herself this question a hundred times already.


    “When did he give you this?” Jen asked, her eyes searching the room.


    “When I woke up this morning he was gone and it was on my nightstand.”


    “He slept here last night?”


    Ivy nodded. He’d slept over every night since they’d gotten out of the safe house. Even with Fiore Savoy and most of his family in jail, Ivy felt safer with Ryker here. Ryker had said he wanted to be here. Ivy had wanted him to stay independently of whether he made her feel safer or not. She loved him. A moan escaped her lips at the thought.


    She’d never told him yet; he’d been telling her he loved her for a week now. She could still remember the moment he’d first said it. They’d gotten off work, rented a movie, bought some pizza, and snuggled on the couch. The movie had been mediocre, but the last part had saved the entire thing. Ivy cried and Ryker wiped her tears gently with his thumb, then somehow they were rolling over each other on the couch, lips locked. Well, Ivy was rolling over him and Ryker was carefully propping himself up to not squish her like he always did. And then Ryker’s hands pulled at her jeans. Ivy froze, and Ryker backed off immediately, a breathless “sorry,” coming from his lips.


    “No, I should be sorry,” Ivy said. “You’ve waited so patiently. And I’m still not ready.” Ivy had hid her face, wishing she were ready. Wanting him so badly that her entire body throbbed with her heartbeat, but her brain still said no.


    Ryker rubbed a finger down her cheek and said, “I’ll wait another hundred years for you.”


    Ivy smiled at him. “Why? Why are you so good to me? So perfect?”


    “Because I love you.”


    Ivy’s heart lurched at the memory and fresh tears squirted out of her eyes. Why hadn’t she said it back? Why did her stupid brain always keep the words locked just behind her lips?


    A quiet whisper bubbled up from her deepest fears. That’s why he left. Ivy didn’t want to believe it. But maybe it was true. She didn’t know.


    Jen was saying something. Ivy pulled her attention back to Jen with difficulty.


    “Did you call him?”


    Ivy nodded. “No answer. And I went to his apartment. He —” Ivy broke off and started crying again.


    Jen sat down and put an arm around her. “He what?”


    “He moved out. His superintendent said he locked his keys inside the apartment and left a note and $400 in the payment slot.”


    “What was the $400 for?”


    “A haul-away fee. He left all of his stuff in the apartment.”


    Jen’s eyes widened. “Why would he do that?”


    “I don’t know!” Ivy wailed, collapsing into tears again. “I think he might have another girlfriend.”


    “Another girlfriend? Why?”


    “Because last night, in the middle of the night, I don’t know what time, his phone buzzed. It was on the nightstand. He picked it up and looked at it, then I thought he went back to sleep. But he was gone this morning. What if a woman called him?”


    “But why would a woman make him quit the police department too?” Jen asked.


    “Did he quit?” Ivy whispered.


    Jen nodded. “He faxed a letter.”


    “Did you see it?”


    “Yeah, after you texted me, I went to tell Hunter. He already knew though. He called down to HR while I was in his office and they said he faxed over his resignation at 8:30 this morning.”


    “From where?”


    “From a Staples on Division St.”


    “Did it say why?”


    “No.”


    Ivy let her eyes fall shut. A woman. It certainly could be a woman.


    “Your lips look dry, Ivy, let me get you some water.”


    Ivy didn’t respond. She hadn’t eaten or drank anything all day. And she certainly didn’t feel like eating or drinking now.


    Jen came back from the kitchen with a glass of water and a slice of cold pizza from the fridge. Ivy’s throat gripped painfully shut at the sight of them. She took them and put them directly on the coffee table.


    “Ivy, I can stay here tonight with you.”


    “Thanks, Jen. But I know you have places to be.” Images of Jen kissing Hunter flashed through Ivy’s mind, causing a fresh pulse of pain in her heart.


    “No, it’s cool. I want to stay. We can watch movies. I’ll help you keep trying to call Ryker if you want.”


    Ivy turned her face to the wall. She didn’t know if she wanted Jen here or not. Jen was sweet. But she still had her boyfriend. Even if he was a secret boyfriend. He’s secret because he’s the brand new Assistant Chief of Police. And Jen’s barely a recruit. How is that fair?


    “I can stay all weekend,” Jen went on, oblivious to Ivy’s indecision. “Besides, we’re both going to the same place on Monday.”


    The police recruit class. Ivy’s stomach clenched at the thought that she’d be able to get over this in just two days.


    “Oh Jen, I don’t think I can.”


    Jen looked at her sternly. If Ivy hadn’t been so heartbroken she would have laughed. Jen kept talking. “Of course you can. You have to.” She took one of Ivy’s hands in her own. “Look Ivy, I don’t know what’s going on with Ryker, but the fact is he took off. We’ll look for him and try to figure it out, but you still have to go on with your life. You still have to push forward with your dream to become a cop.”


    Ivy winced. Her dream? That was overstating it a bit. Sure she wanted to be a police officer. Sure she’d spent the last few months training and testing to be one and then she’d spent the last month working undercover. But would she spend her entire life unfulfilled if it didn’t happen? No. Would she spend her entire life unfulfilled if Ryker was the love of her life and he never came back to her? Maybe.


    But what about your plan? a soft whisper spoke up from the back of her mind. Her plan. To find her father. She pushed the thoughts away. That just wasn't important right now.


    “Maybe they’ll give me a few days,” Ivy whispered, pulling a pillow close to hide her face.


    Jen stood up quickly. “Ivy, they won’t give you a few days. You have to start on Monday with everyone else.”


    “But without Ryker? I don’t think I can.”


    “You can Ivy. You will.”


    “But Jen, what if… What if something’s wrong? Ryker wanted to go to the recruit class. For him being a cop was his dream. He cut his hair and everything.” Ivy smiled, remembering how his short hair cut had made him look like a different person. She liked it though. He looked like his own hotter, younger brother. She had gone with him when he cut it. He’d gotten out of the barber’s chair, ran his hand through it, then grinned at her. She’d ran to him and jumped on him, kissing him. She could still remember the feel of his lips on hers. Of his skin under her hands. He was so big and strong, but he’d always treated her like she was a fine china doll. Super carefully. Never with any sort of force at all.


    “He cut his hair? When?” Jen’s eyebrows drew together.


    “We went yesterday, after work.”


    “Yes, that does seem strange.” Jen paced around the coffee table, a thoughtful look on her face. “Do you know his mom’s number? Maybe we can call her. Ask her if something was wrong with him.”


    “I already tried. She hasn’t answered all day.”


    “What about his sister?”


    “I don’t have her number.”


    “Maybe Hunter can get it for us.”


    Ivy nodded, then sank back into the couch and buried her face with the pillow again as Jen pulled out her phone.


    An eternity later, Jen pulled the pillow off her face. “His sister isn’t answering either. I left a message.”


    Ivy stared past her with dead eyes. So what.


    Jen turned on the TV, then tried to snuggle on the couch with Ivy. Ivy turned her face away, blocking Jen out. She couldn’t explain it. She just didn’t want to be comforted right now. She needed to think. Something must be wrong with Ryker. This wasn’t another woman. This wasn’t some sort of emotional crisis. Ryker was the most level-headed guy she knew. He’d been like that even in high school. He didn’t throw tantrums or change his mind on a whim. There was something going on here. Something bad. But what? How could she find out?


    “Jen, would Hunter put out an APB on Ryker?”


    Jen sucked in a breath. “I don’t know. I doubt it. There’s no crime or anything.”


    “But what if we convinced him that something was going on with Ryker? That maybe he was in trouble?”


    “I don’t know. You could ask him.”


    “Could you ask him for me? He’ll listen to you.”


    “I don’t know.” Jen said again, drawing out the last word. Ivy could tell she didn’t want to ask him. A flash of anger vibrated in her chest.


    “If you don’t want to help, Jen, what are you doing here?” she asked, her voice low and tight. Even though they hadn’t known each other that long, they’d been through a lot together during their undercover investigation of the Savoy family. Ivy thought Jen would help her.


    “I’m trying to comfort you. To help you get over him.”


    “I don’t want to get over him!” Strength flooded back into Ivy’s voice and she sat up forcefully. “I want to find him! There’s something wrong and I want to know what it is!” A memory came back to her. Monday. Ryker had left work early. He’d said he had an appointment. He didn’t seem to want to say anymore than that. When he’d come to her house that evening, his eyes had been distant. His touch had been indifferent. He had seemed far away, with a lot on his mind. Tense. Worried. But he didn’t want to talk about it. She could tell that much.


    Eventually it had faded, and by the next morning he’d seemed almost his old self again. What had the appointment been? Where had he gone? Why had it troubled him so much? Certainty flashed in Ivy’s brain. Ryker needed help.


    “But Ivy, what if there’s nothing wrong with him. What if he’s just … left you?”


    Ivy stood up and glared at Jen. Fury washed over her like an ocean wave. Images flooded her, each one increasing her fury. Her mom. When Ivy was four. Crying on the couch all day because he’d left them. Ivy eating peanut butter and dry noodles from the cabinet. Her mom. When Ivy was eight. Screaming into the phone for hours at him. But when Ivy, quiet as a mouse, picked up the other line, her mother was screaming at a dial tone. Her mom. When Ivy was eleven. Not coming home. Then Ivy having to go live with her grandma. And no one would tell her where her mom was for so long. Finally Grandma took her to visit mom. In a hospital. A mental hospital. Mom recognized her. And said she looked like her dad, then turned her face away and would say no more. Her dad had abandoned them when she was just a baby. Her mother had never gotten over that. Ivy didn’t even know her dad. Had never even seen a picture. But what did any of that have to do with right now? Nothing. Because …


    “HE DIDN’T LEAVE ME, JEN!” she screamed, leaning forward, putting everything she had into the words. Jen recoiled on the couch, pulling backward and putting her hands up.


    “OK Ivy, sorry, I’m sorry.”


    Ivy’s mental walls collapsed and she ran. She grabbed her purse as she went out the door, then fled into the twilight.
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    Ryker Wells shadowed his cousin, Brandon Savoy, through the Super Value Mart, anger beating a hot pulse in his brain. In front of him, strutting with his typical look-at-me walk, Brandon snapped his fingers and threw his right arm out to his side. Subtle, Ryker thought. Ryker looked that way and saw the entrance to the employee’s lounge.


    Ryker allowed himself a quick fantasy about rushing forward, grabbing that arm, and flipping Brandon to the floor then standing on his neck till he passed out. Or till he was dead. Either would work. But he knew he couldn’t. Too much was at stake.


    A petite woman with black hair walked toward them. She looked a little bit like Ivy. Ryker’s molten rage cooled a bit at the thought. Ivy. Where was she right now? What was she doing? Did she hate him? Was she crying? An image of Ivy crying tears of pain filled his mind. His fists clamped together and his short fingernails dug into his palms. Brandon would pay for this. And not with jail. Oh no. That was too good for him. The woman with the black hair stopped at a bin and picked up a DVD from inside it. As Ryker passed, she gave him an absent smile. Her face melded with Ryker’s memory of Ivy’s beautiful pixie face with her cat-like eyes. Maybe when all this was over, Ivy would take him back. If he could just explain himself well enough. Just get the words out to let her know how it had been. How he knew he didn’t have a choice but to lie to her and abandon her.


    Yeah right, Ryker thought. You know when this is all over you’ll either be dead, in jail, or insane. There’s no going back from this one. And Ivy will be a cop. Cops don’t date criminals, no matter how much their crime was warranted or coerced.


    Brandon clucked his tongue and lifted his chin. Ryker raised his eyes and took in the cameras on the ceiling. Ryker’s blood scorched hotter. Brandon thought he was being smart because he knew there were cameras, but Ryker was willing to bet he didn’t know what the cameras meant.


    Finally, Brandon finished his moronic walk around the store and lead Ryker to the parking lot. Ryker slid into the passenger seat of Brandon’s Honda Civic and turned toward Brandon. Brandon’s face was shining with confidence in his plan. “See! It will be easy, right? My friend says there’s no security guard on Thursdays, no one watching the cameras. We go in right at shift change, hit the manager who is taking the money from the cash registers to the safe, and bam! We’ve got an easy fifty or sixty thousand dollars in cash. That’s more than enough to get us started on my plan.”


    Ryker groaned. “You know that even if no one is watching the cameras, they are still taking video and recording it somewhere, right?”


    Brandon’s confident look slipped a little. “Then we break into the little room with the cameras, steal the tape.”


    “What if there is no tape and its automatically uploaded to a cloud somewhere off-site?”


    Brandon’s voice tightened. “Then we wear disguises.”


    Ryker snorted a derisive laugh. “Look at me, dude. I can’t disguise this. There’s about 50 guys in this city as big as me. Maybe less. We hit that place, I go to jail.”


    Brandon stared at him hard, considering. Finally he said, “That’s your problem.”


    Ryker nodded and bit his lower lip hard, trying to keep his cool. “That’s my problem, huh? So you don’t need me for your big plan? So if I go to jail it’s no big deal?”


    He turned violently to Brandon but kept his hands to himself. Barely. “Then what the fuck am I doing here, man? If you don’t fucking need me, why did you do it?” Ryker’s voice sounded strangely evil, even to him. He didn’t think he’d ever been this angry in his entire life.


    Brandon pulled back a bit, but didn’t drop his eyes. He was confident that he had enough hanging over Ryker that Ryker wouldn’t touch him. And he was right. No matter how angry Ryker got, he would not hurt Brandon. Not until … but Ryker couldn’t let his mind go there. It was enough to send him off a giant cliff of crazy into an ocean of insane. He had to keep his mind off of what could be happening to his mother and sister right now, or it would tear his brain in half. He had to keep it together long enough to get them safe.


    Ryker forced himself to lean back in his seat, and take his eyes off Brandon. “You got any other bright ideas, asshole?”


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    

  


  
    



    “Turn left there,” Ryker said, directing Brandon down a dark street. “Pull over.” Ryker peered out the window, then pointed to a dark house a dozen yards away.


    “It’s dark.” Brandon said.


    “It is, but look at all the cars. Something’s going on in there. They’ve got the windows blacked out, that’s all.”


    “So what?”


    “So what? So how much money do you need to get your plan going? Because there’s one hundred grand or more floating around in that house right now.”


    Even in the dim light, Ryker could see greed appear in Brandon’s eyes. “A hundred grand, really?”


    “Really. Will that do it?”


    “Yeah. How do we get it?”


    “We knock to be let in. I know the password. We pull our guns and we take the cash. Most of it’s on the table in the middle of the game. If it's not enough we tell people to turn out their pockets, hand over their wallets. They won’t go to the cops because it’s an illegal poker game.”


    “Do they have guns in there?” Brandon asked. Now Ryker saw cowardice overlaying the greed.


    “Of course they have guns.”


    Brandon swallowed. “If we get away, will they come after us?”


    “Of course they will come after us.”


    “Fuck that man, it’s too dangerous.” He looked at Ryker slyly. “You do it.”


    Ryker rolled his eyes. “One guy? They would tear me apart. I need someone to cover me.”


    “We need four or five guys for a job like this.”


    Ryker nodded. That would be better than two. “So where’s your friends? Your uncles?”


    “I told you, man, they all got arrested. The entire Savoy family is in the Federal prison at Worshaw.”


    Ryker held back a grin. “Except me and you.”


    “Yeah, except me and you. That’s why we gotta do this. We gotta spring them.”


    “Is that what your plan is? You’re going to break them all out of prison?”


    Brandon looked at him, a wicked light in his eyes. “Yeah, that’s the fucking plan. But I’m not gonna do it. You are.”


    “How? How am I going to get 40 people out of a federal prison?” Ryker asked, with a sinking feeling that he already knew the answer to that. God Brandon was an idiot. Let’s just say he managed to pull this off. Where would all the Savoys go? They couldn’t go home. The cops would just pick them up again. But that wasn’t his problem. If Brandon hadn’t thought about that, oh well.


    “You’ll find out. As soon as we get the money, you’ll find out.”


    Ryker shook his head and ran his hands through his suddenly short hair. This just got better and better. “Look Brandon, I’ve got some cash. $8000 or so. I’ll give it to you. It’s yours. Is that enough to pull off your plan?”


    Brandon uttered a short, harsh laugh. “Nah. That won’t even cover the explosives.”


    Ryker’s blood chilled. He was right. Brandon wanted him to wire enough explosives to blow a wall off the side of the prison and then the prisoners could just flood out. Ryker’s hands clenched involuntarily again. He couldn’t believe this was happening. This couldn’t be happening.


    He had to at least try to reason with the lunatic. “Look Brandon, there’s no way your plan is going to work. It’s too complicated. We can’t bust into a federal prison like that. They have snipers in the towers. They have security like you won’t believe. We won’t even get close.”


    Brandon turned toward him. “You just let me worry about that. You don’t even know the plan. You don’t have a clue what kind of resources I have. You don’t know squat. So just shut up, and do what you’re told.”


    Ryker clenched his jaw, the muscles there aching. “And if I do, when do you bring Ma and Roxy home?”


    “I told you. As soon as the job is done.”


    Ryker shook his head, pain and fear lodged in his skull. “And how long is this going to take? Anything could happen to them.”


    “They’re safe.”


    “I want to talk to them.”


    Brandon looked at watch. “You can. But not for another 2 hours. I told you that already.”


    “They better be OK, Brandon. If they come back with one mark, one bruise, one story that somebody said one harsh word to them, I’ll kill you. Slowly.”


    Brandon laughed and Ryker almost killed him right there. But he knew he couldn’t touch him. Supposedly, Brandon had a friend who knew a guy in Mexico. Somehow Ma and Roxy were being taken to a house in Mexico right now. If Ryker did everything Brandon said, they’d come back safe and sound. If Ryker didn’t? The threat hadn’t been spoken by Brandon, but Ryker could imagine a dozen possibilities. Each more horrible than the last. Killed. Raped. Sold. And supposedly this would happen even if Brandon just didn’t check in once a day, which terrified Ryker more than anything. Brandon wasn’t the smartest or most stable guy in the world. What if he and Brandon got caught on whatever job they eventually pulled and sent to jail?


    For the thousandth time, Ryker considered just grabbing Brandon, breaking his fingers and arms and legs until he called and told his friend to bring back Ma and Roxy. But Brandon insisted that the friend had been instructed to become suspicious if Brandon seemed under duress, not himself. So either way Ryker lost. He hadn’t had time to puzzle over this yet, but he knew he needed to figure out where Ma and Roxy were. Save them without Brandon even knowing. He needed help. He needed anyone who was smarter and quicker than him. Ivy was the first person his mind flew to. Ivy’s mind was razor sharp. She could figure this out. Or Hunter. God he wished he could tell Hunter. But if Brandon got a whiff of the police looking into it, would he snap and order the unthinkable?


    Ryker spoke, his voice a deadly razor wire. “So what are we doing Brandon? Are we going in?”


    “Nah, this job’s too dangerous. We’re going to pull off the Super Value Mart one. We’ll just have to think of a way to disguise your size. You can wear a robe or something. Bend down.”


    Ryker’s heart beat faster. “But that’s on Thursday. What in the hell are we going to do till Thursday?” And how are Ma and Roxy going to be until then?


    “Don’t worry man. We’ve got lots to do. Practice. Trial runs. You’ll be plenty busy.”


    Ryker dropped his head into his hands. This was his worst nightmare come true. “What now?” he muttered.


    “Now we sleep. My girlfriend, Dawn, has an extra room at her place for you.”


    Sleep. Ryker curled his lip in disgust and wondered if he would ever sleep again.
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    Ivy drove for an hour; past Ryker’s apartment, past the police station, past Ryker's gym. Everywhere she drove, her eyes scanned restlessly for his truck. If only she had somewhere to start looking for him. Ryker didn’t have any close friends here in town that she knew of. He’d lost touch with everyone when he joined the army, and none of his army buddies lived here. She knew where his mom and sister lived, but she’d already driven past there once today. Oh well, time to try again.


    She turned on Maple St. and drifted slowly past the house. No cars in the driveway. All the lights were off. The drapes weren’t even pulled and inside the house looked cold and empty. Her phone buzzed repeatedly at her side as her disappointment threatened to swallow her. She looked at the phone. Jen, apologizing. She dropped the phone on the seat and drove on. She didn’t want to talk to Jen right now. She knew she was being ridiculous, but she couldn’t help it. Jen just didn’t know. Jen didn’t know how it had been growing up with a mother who had never gotten over a man leaving her. Jen didn’t know Ivy’s chasm-like fears. Jen knew nothing but the new Ivy. The put-together Ivy. The fake Ivy? She couldn’t deal with the Ivy who still cherished her mother and lived in her mother’s fears and failures. Jen had no tolerance for Ivy immersing herself in those fears and failures, even if it was only for a few days. She didn’t understand it was a matter of survival. That getting over someone was not as simple for everyone as Jen wanted it to be.


    On the road, by herself, Ivy remembered her flash of certainty that Ryker was in trouble, that he needed help. But she couldn’t quite recreate it. Here by herself, she suddenly felt like she was drowning. Like she needed something to hold on to. She wished she could go to her Grandma. But Grandma had died two years ago. She could go to her mom in the hospital. But that would be like grabbing water to keep from drowning.


    Her troubled mind groped for a life vest. Marissa. Marissa knew her. Marissa would make her feel better. Ivy turned right at the next street and headed towards the home of her best high school friend, hoping Marissa wouldn’t slam the door in her face.


    


    ***


    


    “Ivy.” Marissa’s tone was cold, her eyes narrowed suspiciously.


    Ivy was so knocked over at seeing the friend she’d known since they were in elementary school that she couldn’t say anything at first. Marissa looked good, with longer hair and a mature look on her face.


    Marissa closed the door till it was almost shut, with only her face visible. “What, did you come here to arrest me?”


    Ivy put her hands out, hating to lie but not able to have this fight again. “No Marissa, I— I quit. I’m not a cop.”


    A smile of relief spread across Marissa’s face. “Oh Ivy, that’s great!” She flung the door open wide and slammed into Ivy, sweeping her into a bear hug.


    Ivy hugged her back, feeling on the verge of crying. She heard a sob and almost thought it was her, but then realized it was her friend. She pulled back and looked Marissa in the eye.


    “What?”


    “Ivy, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I was so awful. I never should have acted like that. I just … I just couldn’t believe it. Not after Jeff.”


    Ivy nodded. “It’s OK, Marissa. It’s no big deal,” Ivy lied again. When Marissa had cut her out of her life, Ivy had been devastated. All because Ivy had wanted to become a cop. But even in her pain she had known why Marissa had felt the way she had. Marissa’s brother Jeff had been a small-time dope dealer, and at 19 years old he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and during an altercation, had been shot by the police, dying instantly. She and Marissa had been 16. Marissa had grieved hard. And held a grudge.


    Marissa wiped her face and pulled Ivy inside. “Oh girl, I hate to say it but you look horrible. No makeup or nothing.” She looked close at Ivy’s eyes. “Have you been crying?”


    Ivy grinned. They hadn’t seen each other in almost a year. But Marissa still knew her like a sister. “Maybe a little,” she said.


    “Why, what’s going on?”


    “Just, you know, my boyfriend is having some issues.”


    Marissa pursed her lips like she didn’t believe it. “You’re going out with someone?”


    “Don’t look so surprised. It’s been known to happen.”


    Marissa motioned Ivy to the couch and went to her fridge. She came back with two apricot ales. She twisted the top and handed one to Ivy. Memories flooded through Ivy. She hadn’t had an apricot ale since the last time she’d seen Marissa. Ivy put the cool liquid to her lips and drank. Just like old times. She didn’t quite feel like she was drowning anymore. She drank deeply, suddenly hungry and thirsty.


    Marissa ran to her bathroom and brought out a handheld mirror and some makeup. She propped up the mirror against a lamp and knelt before it, applying eyeliner expertly. “So who’s this guy? And what’s his issue?” she asked.


    Ivy opened her mouth, the name Ryker Wells on her tongue, but she swallowed it. She remembered that Marissa never liked Ryker in high school. She’d always lumped him in with his crowd, the jocks, most of whom were jerks, especially to the punk girls. Marissa had been punk before it was cool.


    “Just a guy. He’s having family problems. So he thinks we need to break up.” Mentally, Ivy shook her head at herself. Lie after lie after lie after lie. How was being here and lying to Marissa any good for either of them?


    “Ouch. That sucks. Did you set him straight?”


    “I can’t get hold of him right now. He’s kind of disappeared.” Ivy felt the lump in her throat reappear suddenly. Her lower lip trembled.


    Marissa broke off what she was doing and ran to her, eyeliner still in hand. “Aw, sweetie, I’m sorry.” She gave her a one armed hug. “Look. No crying. I know what we’ll do. I was going over to my friend Dawn’s tonight. She’s having some people over. I’ll get you all prettied up and you can go with me.”


    Ivy shook her head, horrified. “Oh no thanks. I don’t want to go anywhere. I’ll just go home. I didn’t mean to keep you.”


    Marissa held up a hand. “You aren’t keeping me. Look, you’ll feel better. I know it. You always feel better when we go out. Remember?”


    Ivy nodded imperceptibly. Marissa had always been able to make her feel better, no matter what she was upset about. Marissa jumped up and clapped her hands together. She ran to the kitchen and brought back another ale for Ivy. “I’ll finish me and then I’ll do you. You can wear my black bodysuit too, cuz you sure can’t go like that.”


    Ivy looked down at herself. She was wearing a ratty tank top and stretch pants. Comfort clothes. Like pizza. Did she really want to get dressed up and go out? Even with Marissa?


    Instead of deciding, she took another drink. Her thoughts began to blur pleasantly. The sharp edges of pain around Ryker and his note slipped away a bit. She sighed and leaned into Marissa’s comfy pillows, glad she had come.


    


    ***


    


    An hour later, Ivy looked at herself in the drop-down mirror on the back of the sun visor in Marissa’s jeep. Marissa had done her up in a rock-chic, dark eye, with deep red framing her face and cheekbones. Her black hair was spiked in a light mohawk, the very top spilled over to each side instead of harshly standing straight up. She’d been growing out the sides since she knew the police department wouldn’t let her wear them shaved. The effect was unique and softer than she usually wore it, but Ivy had to admit she looked stunning. Marissa had always been a hair and makeup genius. Too bad Ryker would never see her. The thought cut through her slight buzz and hurt her soul. It was like walking a rocky maze in bare feet. There was always something new to slice you up.


    Marissa sped down side streets and pulled in front of a small, one-story house with music drifting out from inside. Ivy heard shrieks and crazy laughter. Marissa grinned and pulled her out of the car. “That sounds like Dawn. You’re going to love her. She’s a character.”


    Marissa pulled Ivy up the walkway steps and pushed the door open without knocking. Fast, sharp, dance music and cigarette smoke assaulted Ivy, like they’d gone to a club instead of someone’s house. She wondered how the neighbors could stand it.


    Inside, the door opened up directly into a living room. The room was dark, but the open kitchen door provided enough light to see by. A couch lined every wall but the one with the door. Couples were making out everywhere and Ivy even saw one woman with her shirt off, a man kissing her gently and tugging on her nipple. Ivy averted her eyes quickly, and immediately regretted coming here. Drug house, was her first thought. If the cops come and I get caught here, I might get kicked out of recruit class, was her second thought.


    The realization that she did still want to go to recruit class, and she could still push on with her life, even though Ryker had left her, hit her in the stomach like a punch. Her legs went rubbery and she grabbed onto Marissa to keep from stumbling. “Bathroom,” she yelled in Marissa’s ear, over the music. Marissa pointed down a hallway and Ivy sprinted towards it on legs that felt as if she was a minute old fawn trying to stay standing.


    Ivy found the bathroom at the end of the hall, and miraculously it was empty. She put down the toilet lid and sat on it, pulling in shaky lungfuls of air, trying to work out a plan. She had to talk Marissa into taking her back to her car. And if she couldn’t do that, she’d walk. This wasn’t the best neighborhood, but she could call Jen, apologize, and keep her on the phone until she was safe.


    She stood and looked at herself in the mirror. Too much makeup. She wasn’t a party girl anymore. What had she been thinking? Ivy pushed open the door and steeled herself to go find Marissa and beg her to drive her home.


    A tall blond woman with piercing eyes stared at her, an angry look growing in her face. “Who are you?” she demanded.


    Ivy pulled back. “I'm Ivy, I came with Marissa.”


    The blond grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her into the living room yelling Marissa’s name. They found her in the kitchen, eyes wide. “Who’s this?”


    Marissa looked nervous, and Ivy felt fear trickle between her shoulder blades. “That’s my friend Ivy. I was going to introduce you to her, Dawn.”


    Dawn whirled to her. “Ivy huh? What’s your story? You look like a prude. You a cop?”


    Ivy’s eyes went wide. Had Dawn seen her before? Did someone at the party recognize her? She tried to pull her wrist out of Dawn’s grip, but Dawn clamped down harder and whirled her around. “You wearing a wire, you got a gun?”


    She ran her hands down Ivy’s sides and then knelt and went all the way to her ankles in a clumsy parody of a pat-down. When she came back up Ivy’s legs she put one hand directly between Ivy’s legs and pushed up, her fingers searching through Ivy’s pants. “Hey!” Ivy yelled and side-stepped, pulling away from Dawn, then spinning around to face her. She crouched slightly and looked for a door. Or a weapon. This woman was crazy.


    Marissa stared at both of them, her eyes ping-panging back and forth and looking scared to death. Dawn glared at her for a second longer, then burst out laughing. “I know you’re not a cop. I just wanted to feel your assets.” She dropped a wink at Ivy and grabbed Marissa around the neck in a one-armed hug. “She your girlfriend Mary-mine? Cuz she’s hot.”


    Ivy blinked in surprise and slowly stood up all the way. Marissa looked like she might puke. Dawn didn’t wait for an answer. “Come on you two, we got molly, mushrooms, tranqs, whatever you want.”


    Ivy grabbed Marissa and whispered into her ear. “I’ve changed my mind. Drive me home, OK?”


    Marissa looked at her like she was the crazy one. “We just got here. Dawn’s OK. She just gets excited sometimes.”


    Ivy shook her head, unable to believe what her friend was saying. Unable to believe this was where her friend hung out now. “I’m leaving, Marissa. If you were smart you’d come with me.”


    She pushed past Marissa and focused on the door. She didn’t want to see anything else, or talk to Dawn again. She reached the door and pulled it open. The cool night air felt good on her face. She threw a glance over her shoulder, but Marissa wasn’t following. Bye for good probably, she thought sadly, and pulled the door shut behind her.


    Two men were walking towards the house. In the dark, she registered that the one in the back was tall and broad through the shoulders. Almost as big as Ryker. Her heart gave another painful lurch and she took a deep breath. God, she missed him. She dropped her eyes, not wanting to talk to the men, just wanting to get out of there.


    


    


    

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 5


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Ivy stepped off the walkway slightly to avoid the two men. She sensed the first man moving to block her way and groaned inwardly. She didn't want to deal with this right now. She took a step back and looked at him. A boring face. Tattoos up and down both arms, red preppy shoes and khaki pants. He was a walking contradiction. “Where you going, chica?” he asked. “The party’s inside.”


    Ivy heard the second man make a strangled noise, almost like he was choking. She flicked her eyes past Mr. Contradiction to the second man, the one who was almost as big as Ryker. At first she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She stood stock-still, forgetting to breathe.


    Ryker!


    The stark fear on his face chilled her deep in her soul. He didn’t look happy to see her, surprised to see her, or upset to see her. He looked terrified to see her. Why? Why would Ryker be terrified of me? Or for me? He lifted his chin at the man who had blocked her way, then shook his head slightly, first left, then right. Ivy understood immediately. He didn’t want Mr. Contradiction to know they knew each other. Or who she was. Or something like that. Ivy’s police training and undercover experience dropped an icy veil over her thoughts. She wouldn’t let on. But she wasn’t leaving till she got to talk to him, either.


    She forced a smile at the man who was in her face. “Oh yeah?” she said, her voice sounding strange in her ears.


    “Yeah.” He dropped an arm around her shoulders and turned her towards the door. “Come on in. This is my place. I’ll show you around.”


    Ryker spoke up, his voice tightly controlled. “Isn’t your girlfriend in there, Brandon?”


    “Yep, she’ll love this sweet chica.”


    He started Ivy up the steps and pulled her in the door. This time, Ivy looked around greedily. Her eyes drinking in everything. If Ryker thought she was in danger, she needed to assess the situation, keep her head on straight, know where the exits were, know what kind of weapons they had here, and what kind of drugs they were taking. She appraised the room like a cop, not knowing exactly what she needed to know, but wanting to catch everything.


    Brandon pulled her toward the kitchen and yelled for Dawn. Ivy sensed Ryker directly behind them, felt anger carrying off his body in thick waves. What was going on here?


    Dawn stood by the refrigerator, beer in hand, an expectant smile on her face. Her eyes passed over Ivy, then went back to Brandon. “Hi lover,” she growled and sealed her lips on his, even while his arm was still around Ivy’s shoulders. They both made sexual noises while they kissed wetly. Ivy tried to pull out of Brandon’s grasp, disgusted. Dawn’s hand snaked out and reached for Ivy’s chest. Ivy pushed it away and backed up, running directly into Ryker. He felt so firm and strong. She prayed silently that whatever was going on was something that could be fixed. That he wouldn’t turn her away. That he wouldn’t shut her out again. She knew she could help him. Or at least she wanted to, desperately.


    She stepped sideways and looked at him. His handsome face was still painted in fear under his cowboy hat. She gave him a questioning, partial smile and he shook his head again, shooting his eyes to Brandon and Dawn, who were finally pulling apart. Dawn ran her tongue over her teeth and smirked at Ivy. Ivy took an unconscious step towards Ryker. He pulled her to him with one arm. “Hey baby, want to hang out with me tonight?” he asked her.


    She looked at him, surprised, then nodded. Ryker pulled her around towards the door. Brandon shot his hand out and grabbed Ivy tightly around the upper arm. “Wait, don’t forget about us,” he said.


    Ryker let go of Ivy and clamped a hand down on Brandon’s arm. Ivy saw Ryker’s fingers dig cruelly into Brandon’s flesh, causing Brandon to let go of Ivy. Brandon's face flashed in pain and anger. Ryker dropped Brandon's arm, but took a step toward him. “The lady already made her choice,” he hissed, menace in his voice.


    Brandon’s eyes flashed with anger. “Don’t fucking forget why you’re here, Wells.”


    Ryker took a step forward. “Don’t. Fucking. Push. Me. Too. Far. Savoy.” Ryker said, every syllable laced with barely-contained rage.


    Ivy’s body jerked involuntarily at the name Savoy. What was going on here?


    The two men stared daggers at each other. Ivy pulled at Ryker’s shirt, trying to get him out of the kitchen. Finally he followed, with one last murderous look at Brandon.


    In the living room, Ryker put his arm around Ivy again. He leaned in close and whispered, “Not a word. Don’t say a word till we’ve got some privacy.” He steered her past people dancing and couples making out, into the hallway where she’d found the bathroom earlier. He opened doors until he found what he was looking for, and pulled her inside. The room was small with a blow up mattress on the floor and nothing else. Ryker closed the door behind them, locked it, and held a finger to his lips. He opened the small closet door, then closed it and pulled Ivy into the far corner of the room.


    “Ivy, you have to go. You’re in danger.” His voice was pitched low, almost a whisper.


    “Ryker, tell me what’s going on. Why are you here?” Ivy whispered back.


    Ryker shook his head, anguish written in his features. “I can’t tell you anything. You shouldn’t be here. How did you even find — no, it doesn’t matter. You have to go and not come back.” He pulled her toward the one window in the room.


    Ivy wrenched her hand out of his. “I want to help you. Let me help you.”


    “You can’t help me.” Ryker opened the window and tried to pick Ivy up.


    Ivy shrieked and jumped back. “You can’t just throw me out the window! I’m not leaving until you tell me what is going on!”


    “Ivy, please.” Ryker’s face melted into pure pleading. Ivy’s heart clenched. She couldn’t take the pain on his face.


    “Just tell me why, Ryker, why you are doing this?”


    “I can’t. But I’ll tell you one thing. That guy out there? Brandon? He’s dangerous. He’d kill you without a second thought. If he even knew that we were ever together, he would… he’d…” Ryker dropped his head so Ivy couldn’t see his eyes. He gripped her upper arms painfully and pulled her towards the window again. “You have to go, please. And don’t come back.”


    Screams from the living room caught their attention. Feet pounded in the hallway outside their door. Ryker stopped and tilted his head. Someone yelled “5-0, 5-0!”


    Their door rattled as someone pounded on it. Brandon’s voice called “Ryker, you in there? Let me in.”


    Ryker looked at Ivy, eyes wide and pointed towards the window. Ivy relented, but tried to pull him to the window with her.


    “Here, I can unlock it,” Dawn’s voice said from in the hallway and a moment later the door flew open.


    “Ryker, the cops are at the front door, we gotta go,” Brandon said, crossing the room in a few steps and wrenching the window open. He knocked the screen out and put one leg out, then the other, perching on the ledge. “Quick,” he yelled at Ryker.


    Ryker grabbed Ivy’s hand and pulled her towards the window too. She finally came willingly.


    “No,” Brandon said. “She stays. The women stay and throw the cops off us.”


    “Not her,” Ryker said. “She goes with us.”


    Brandon’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. Ivy saw it and pulled her hand out of Ryker’s. “I’ll stay. It’s cool.”


    Ryker looked at her, eyes wide. His head moved minutely to the right and left. “Go,” she told him.


    “Ryker, come on!” Brandon yelled, dropping to the ground.


    Heavy boots sounded in the hallway and Ivy heard Dawn screaming at someone that they couldn’t just come in her house without a warrant. Ryker’s eyes met Ivy’s and the pain in them floored her again. In two steps he was up on the windowsill and out. Ivy eased the window shut and headed towards the door.


    It slammed open, against the back wall before she could reach it. A short, dark-haired police officer, his hand on his gun, saw her, then looked past her into the room. He hooked his thumb over his shoulder and pointed towards the living room. “Go sit down,” he said.


    Ivy scooted past him and walked to the living room. Everyone was gone. Everyone except Dawn and Marissa, who were sitting on the couch. Marissa was crying and Dawn’s eyes were shooting fire at a female cop about Ivy’s height, who had a hand on Dawn’s shoulder, holding her on the couch. “Calm down, Dawn, or I’m going to handcuff you,” she told Dawn. Dawn bared her teeth at the cop but stopped straining to stand up.


    Ivy sat on the far end of the couch next to Marissa. She put a hand on her friend’s shoulder, trying to comfort her. Marissa cried harder. Ivy glanced at the female cop. She’d never seen her before and was glad. She didn’t want to be recognized. The female cop’s name tag said Price. She had dark hair, braided and tucked under in the back. Her dark, cat-like eyes flashed with irritation at Dawn, who was now lolling into the back of the couch, her lips sneering, her middle fingers popped out.


    Price’s partner came back into the room. “Rest of the house is empty.”


    Officer Price backed up, hands on her hips. Ivy noticed the thick ropes of muscles on her arms. “You all just having a girl’s night in, I guess?” she said, looking at them each in turn. Dawn thrust her fingers up higher and Marissa kept crying. Ivy nodded lightly. “Yes, ma’am,” she said.


    Officer Price exchanged a glance with her partner. She turned back to the women on the couch and took out her notebook. “Name?” she said, looking at Marissa, her pen poised over her notebook. Marissa shook her head, her tears drying up. The officer pursed her lips and turned to Ivy.


    “Ivy Oakes.”


    “Address?”


    Ivy felt frantic all of a sudden, she didn’t want to lie to the officer, but she didn't want Dawn to know her address either. A flash of inspiration hit her and she recited Ryker’s old address.


    The officer turned back to Marissa and tried again, but Marissa still wouldn’t speak.


    “Look, this is just a simple noise complaint. All we want to do is tell you to be quiet. But you guys are kind of making it hard on us, what with the drugs and refusal and all.” She flashed Dawn a hard look. Dawn glared back obstinately. Ivy looked around the room. Drugs? There. White pills on the table, plus some sort of a smoking pipe on one of the other couches. She winced, wondering if she was about to get arrested.


    “Stand up,” Officer Price told Dawn, motioning her partner closer. “Put your hands on the wall.” She patted Dawn down and Ivy was reminded of what Dawn had done to her a short while ago. Officer Price pulled a tiny baggie of something out of Dawn’s pocket. Within a second, metal handcuffs clamped on Dawn’s wrists and the male police officer led her out to the car.


    “You,” Officer Price pointed at Marissa. “What’s your name. Tell me now or go to jail.”


    Marissa, her tears dried, fixed Officer Price with a menacing look, but said nothing.


    “OK, then, have it your way.” Officer Price hauled her off the couch and pushed her out the door to her partner. She came back in and looked at Ivy. Ivy’s heart sunk. It was her turn.


    Instead, Officer Price’s eyes softened a bit. “You don’t look drunk or high. Or like you belong here. What’s your story, Ivy Oakes?”


    “I’m just trying to help out a friend, Ma’am.”


    Officer Price nodded. “Friends in places like this drag you down. Maybe you should clear out of here.” Ivy nodded gratefully. Officer Price gathered up the drugs and the pipe, then turned on her heel and left the house, not bothering to close the door behind her.


    Ivy breathed a sigh of relief, then realized she was the only person left in the house.


    


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    

  


  
    



    An hour later, Ivy had the small house mostly cleaned up. She’d started sweeping the smashed pills up off the floor, and just kept going, partly to try to keep herself from thinking about the situation and partly to keep herself awake. Her phone said it was 3:30 in the morning.


    The doorknob rattled and Ivy turned in time to see Brandon sweep into the room. Behind him, Ryker looked not surprised, but very sad to see her. “Where’s Dawn?” Brandon bellowed.


    “Arrested.”


    Brandon grabbed his head and gritted his teeth. “Fuck!” He turned around. “We gotta go bail her out, come on, Ryker.”


    “I’m staying.” Ryker’s voice was hard, decisive.


    “No, you’re coming with me.”


    “Look, man. I’ve been up for 24 hours straight. I need some sleep.”


    Brandon dug in his pocket and held out a small baggie to Ryker. Ryker looked at it and shook his head. “No way. I don’t do speed. You just go. I’ll stay right here — I’ll be here when you get back.”


    “No, I want you with me. Take this and you’ll feel fine.”


    Ryker pushed his cowboy hat back and rubbed his brow. Finally he spoke. “You don’t want me to take those pills. I took speed once, and it didn’t just keep me awake. It made me crazy. Like mad-crazy.” He stared deeply at Brandon and narrowed his eyes. “I raged for three days. I couldn't help myself. I almost killed my neighbor because he knocked on my door.”


    Ivy listened to this, shocked. She’d never thought Ryker was like that.


    Brandon took a step backwards, and seemed to consider. “Fine. But remember our agreement. Don’t call nobody. Don’t go nowhere. You know what happens if I don’t find you here when I get back.” He looked at Ivy, then back to Ryker, seemed about to say something more, then closed his mouth and left quickly.


    Ryker dropped onto the couch and closed his eyes.


    Ivy heard Brandon drive away and she breathed a sigh of relief. “Speed really does that to you?”


    Ryker didn’t say anything for a long time. When he spoke, his lips barely moved. “Nah, I’ve never taken it.”


    Ivy uttered a surprised laugh and sank into the couch next to him. She curled under his arm and put her head on his broad chest. His heartbeat thudded slowly, lazily. Ivy didn’t dare speak. She couldn't think of anything to say that hadn’t already been said. He would either tell her what was going on, or he wouldn’t, but she wasn’t leaving.


    “Why didn’t they arrest you?” he asked.


    “I don’t know. I guess because I cooperated. They didn’t even search me.”


    “Who were the cops?”


    “A woman named Price and a guy. I didn’t see his name.”


    “Did you recognize them?”


    “No.”


    “Good.”


    Ryker scrubbed his face with his hands and blew air against pursed lips. Ivy rubbed his neck, feeling tension in every muscle of his body. She felt suddenly scared for him. For her. For what he might possibly share with her. She could feel the war inside him. She could feel him struggling to make the decision of how much to tell her.


    “He’s got my mom and my sister, Ivy. He says he’ll kill them if I don’t do what he wants. And if he finds out how I feel about you he’ll try to kill you too.”


    Ivy sucked in a breath. It was worse than she could possibly have imagined. But everything made sense now. The note. The disappearing act. The claim that he didn’t want to be a cop anymore.


    “But why?”


    “He wants me to do something for him — I’m not totally sure what yet. But it has something to do with blowing up the federal prison and freeing Fiore Savoy and everyone else in the family that has been arrested.”


    Ivy pushed herself straight up on the couch. “Oh my God, is he an idiot?”


    Ryker laughed. “Us Savoys have never been accused of being smart. Strong? Yes. Driven? Yes. Evil? Maybe. But smart? No.”


    Ivy grabbed his shirt and pulled her face close to his. “You’re not a Savoy, Ryker.”


    “Close enough,” he muttered, his eyes closing.


    Ivy tried again. “You might be related to them Ryker, but you aren't one of them.”


    Ryker grunted, his eyes still closed.


    Ivy's mind worked furiously. “Why does he think you can help him blow up the prison?”


    “I worked bomb disposal in the army before I went to military police. I was never fast with the calculations and that’s why I changed jobs. It got kind of old after a while, constantly being reminded that I was the stupidest person in the unit, but I can do it alright and he knows it. He just has to get his hands on enough explosive. Oh, and somehow get us past the snipers and the brick wall surrounding the prison.”


    “I can help you Ryker. We can go to Hunter—”


    Ryker sat up so quickly that Ivy almost spilled to the floor. He grabbed her arms and stared into her eyes. “We can’t go to Hunter. If Brandon is arrested… If he doesn't check in with whoever has Ma and Roxie, even once …” He collapsed again onto the couch. “We have to do this his way. And I’ve got someone working trying to figure out where they are.”


    “Who?”


    Ryker shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. But what matters is if I can trust you. Ivy, you have to promise me that you won’t tell any police anything. Even Jen. She’s too close to Hunter.”


    Ivy nodded. “I promise.”


    “Good. And you have to go home. Maybe you can help me from there. Search on the computer. But you can’t stay here.”


    “I’m not leaving Ryker. But I’ll help you if I can. Search what on the computer?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe nothing. But he let me talk to them tonight for a minute. On Skype. I couldn’t tell anything about the room they were in. There was a dark curtain behind them. He called the guy Victor. That’s a common name. But maybe it’s someone we can connect to him— ”


    But Ivy wasn’t listening anymore. Hope bloomed in her chest. Could it be that easy? She whipped her head around towards him and peered eagerly into his face. “Skype? Really? On a computer?”


    “No, on his phone.”


    “Ryker, I can trace a Skype user. All I need is his phone. I can trace the IP address and figure out where they are!”


    Ryker groaned disbelievingly and opened his eyes. “For sure? 100%?”


    “Well, if the guy on the other end used a proxy, maybe all I can get is a city. But if he didn’t … I can get an exact address! It’ll be illegal for me to do it, but I can do it.”


    Ryker stared at her and Ivy saw a dozen emotions cross his face. Fear. Hope. Elation. Fear again. And then something she couldn’t quite identify. His eyes shimmered and one fat tear slid down his left cheek. She leaned forward and kissed it away. He hugged her to him and whispered fiercely in her ear. “Ivy you’re amazing. Thank God you didn’t listen to me.”


    Ivy smiled. “I’m good at that.”


    He pulled back. “OK, we just have to get his phone. When he comes back here. He has to sleep sometime, right?”


    Ivy nodded, but in her mind she saw that little baggie Brandon pulled out of his pocket.


    “How long do you think they will be?”


    “Hours maybe.” He sat back again and put his hands behind his head. “I really could use some sleep.”


    Ivy snuggled into his chest again, terrified, but happy at the same time. Somehow, being close to Ryker just seemed to make things OK. Even though things were as far as possible from OK. She looked up at him and stretched her neck, planting a soft kiss on his chin. He peeked at her with one eye and bent his head, kissing her gently on her lips. Ivy marveled that her body didn’t care at all how much danger they were in. It responded to Ryker’s touch swiftly and decisively, her blood pooling in her lower belly, tingles racing up and down her spine.


    He traced a finger above her ear, through the shorter hair there. “Your hair looks gorgeous,” he whispered softly. Ivy’s insides warmed at the compliment. She loved that he loved how she looked. “So how did you find me anyway?” he asked.


    “Do you believe it was just a coincidence?” she said, placing his hat on the coffee table and twining her fingers through his hair. Ryker shifted his body to the left and pressed against her. His tongue explored her mouth expertly and his hand brushed lightly up her side, sliding over her breast and making her gasp. Ryker’s mouth pressed on hers more urgently, almost forcefully. She whimpered, her body loving it, but her mind protesting a little bit. He’d never been like this. He’d always been gentle as could be with her. But he wasn’t himself right now. She could tell with every movement he made. His hands moved down her body again, roughly, pressing against her, the pressure uncomfortable. His teeth clashed against hers and she pulled back from him, her lips trembling. Ryker’s eyes looked through her, as if he weren’t even there. And then they focused and he saw her, really saw her. The fire in his eyes softened and his face collapsed into regret.


    “Ah dammit,” he cursed, standing and pacing. “I’m sorry, Ivy. I’m just so stressed right now.”


    Ivy stood up and grabbed his hand, pulling him back to the couch. “It’s OK. It’s not your fault. I understand.” She pushed him into a semi-reclined position and tried to rub his neck again. “Just sleep. That’s what you need. We’ll sleep until they come back. And then we’ll get Brandon’s phone. And then we’ll find your mom and your sister.”


    She felt Ryker relax a little bit with every sentence she said. She kept rubbing and pressing on his muscles, rolling them with her palms until his breathing finally deepened and he fell off into sleep.


    


    ***


    


    Ivy awoke with a start. Noises drifted through the front door. A woman talking. She looked at Ryker. His eyes were open and he watched the door intently. Early morning light streamed in the windows.


    “Goddammit,” the voice said. “You left my fucking door unlocked.” The knob twisted and Dawn spilled in the room, her hair and makeup a mess. “Oh,” she said, seeing Ivy and Ryker on the couch. “That’s why. No one’s gonna rob the place with the barbarian and his little tart here.”


    She headed straight for the kitchen. Brandon closed the door and watched her go, his face set in a grim line. “Fucking bitch,” he said under his breath. Ivy’s hope that the two of them would retire quickly to a bedroom and fall asleep faded quickly.


    Brandon dropped on a couch across the room. He pulled his baggie out of his pocket again and looked at it. “Come on Ryker, we’ve got work to do. Get up.”


    “No way, man, I need at least three more hours before I’m worth anything.” Ryker leaned back and closed his eyes, like he was in his bed at home.


    Brandon sneered and shoved his baggie back in his pocket with short, angry movements. “You get one hour. Then we’re out.” He stood up and followed Dawn into the kitchen. Ivy could hear him talking softly. She froze on the couch, barely able to breathe. How was she going to get her hands on Brandon’s phone? A snore escaped Ryker and she looked down at him incredulously. He really was asleep again?


    Ten minutes later, Brandon pulled Dawn giggling down the hallway. Ivy shook her head. They’d made up apparently. She waited a few minutes then slid quietly off the couch, being careful not to jostle Ryker. She crept down the hallway and stopped at the closed door, pressing her ear against it. The headboard inside the room slammed rhythmically against the wall, overlaid with heavy breathing.


    She felt something behind her and whirled around. Ryker was standing there, his eyebrows raised. This wasn’t the first time Ivy had been surprised at how quiet a man as large as Ryker could be. He had a grace about him, perhaps cultivated because of his size. She waved him off and dropped down to the doorknob, hoping for a keyhole to look through. No such luck. She’d just have to wait until they were done, then pray they fell asleep. Then she would sneak in and find Brandon’s phone.


    She tiptoed back down the hallway and met Ryker on the couch.


    “If they fall asleep, I’ll go in and get his phone,” he said.


    Ivy looked at him, surprised. “Don’t you think it’s a better idea if I do it?”


    “No way. You’re not doing it.”


    Ivy huffed out a breath in frustration. Ryker took her hands. “Look Ivy, Brandon needs me. He doesn’t need you. There is no way you are going to give him any reason to get pissed off at you. I’m doing it, and that’s final.”


    Ivy stood up, unreasonably angry at Ryker for giving her any sort of an ultimatum about anything, even if he made perfect sense.


    She stalked into the kitchen, intent on looking for something to eat.


    A phone. On the counter.


    She ran back out. “Ryker, what does Brandon’s phone look like?” she whispered fiercely.


    He eyed her suspiciously. “I'm not telling you.”


    She blew out a breath and grabbed his hand, pulling him into the kitchen. “Is that it? Or is that Dawn’s?”


    “Holy God, that’s it. I can’t believe it.” He picked it up and handed it to Ivy.


    She turned it in her hands and smiled triumphantly at him. He smiled back. She pressed the button and swiped the screen, praying it wasn’t locked. It wasn’t. She found the Skype icon and tapped it, then showed the screen to Ryker, pointing out the top user name: HottVictor. “Was this who he called?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Stand guard. I’ll need at least a few minutes. And then I’ll need to go home to my computer.”


    Ryker took off to the living room, the relief in his eyes obvious.
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    Ryker put Ivy in a taxi and stood on the sidewalk watching her be driven away, his heart in her pocket. He held his hand up in a wave until the taxi turned a corner and disappeared, then he turned towards the house, anger dropping over him like a shroud.


    The door opened and Brandon stuck his head out. “What the hell are you doing out here?”


    “Nothing,” Ryker growled. He walked up the steps, pushed past Brandon, and dropped onto the couch.


    “Where’s your girlfriend?” Brandon asked, his voice mean.


    “She’s not my girlfriend.”


    Brandon grunted. Ryker prayed that Brandon hadn’t noticed anything that would make him think Ivy actually did mean something to him. He closed his eyes, his face set in unreadable stone. He heard Brandon head into the kitchen.


    “If you want some food, you better get in here. We leave as soon as I eat a sandwich,” Brandon called.


    The last thing Ryker wanted was to eat Brandon’s food. But his stomach rumbled uncomfortably. He hadn’t eaten in forever. He stood reluctantly and made his way in to the kitchen where Brandon had cold cuts, buns, and condiments spread out on the counter.


    Ryker started making himself a sandwich. “Where we going?” he asked Brandon.


    “Good news. While I was waiting to bail Dawn out I finally got ahold of an old friend of Uncle’s. He’s going to help us with our project.”


    Great, Ryker thought, rolling his eyes. I’m so glad we can move forward on this ridiculous plan.


    


    ***


    


    An hour later, Ryker was sitting in the passenger seat of Brandon’s truck, listening to him sing along to Achy Breaky Heart. He stared out of the window and tried hard to keep his cool. All he could think about was stabbing a fork in Brandon’s adam's apple, but he didn’t have a fork. And he needed to focus. They were heading out of town towards a suburb. Ryker took a deep breath to focus his thoughts and played with the phone he had resting on his leg. He wondered if Brandon would notice if he took some pictures. He wanted to be able to find his way back here.


    Ryker turned the shutter sound off and pretended to just be playing with the phone. Every time they took a turn he pointed the phone at the street signs and tried to get a picture. He wished he had a photogenic memory, like Ivy. This would be so much easier. Ivy. He would have to find a way to break away and call her in a few hours. She said to give her at least that long to try to get the address where his mom and sister were being held. His thoughts drifted a little. Ivy. How did he get so lucky for her to notice him? To date him? If he got out of this alive and she still wanted to be with him, he was going to do something big for her. Something grand. Take her to Paris. Or buy her a puppy. Or … Ryker’s thoughts broke off as Brandon pulled into a driveway.


    Ryker twisted slightly in his seat to see the address. 482. And the last street sign he’d photographed said Parker Street. Brandon stopped, twisted the key to turn off the engine and got out. “Come on.”


    Ryker exited his door and shot a quick picture of the mailbox, reciting 482 in his head several times just in case. He followed Brandon to the door. It seemed strange to him that the sun should be rising and the birds chirping cheerfully as if this were a good day. In Ryker’s mind, the sun should never shine again until Ma and Roxy were home and Brandon could never hurt anyone again.


    The front door of the small rancher-style house swung open before Brandon even knocked on it. So they were expected. Ryker considered trying to take a picture of the old, scraggly-looking man inside the door, but decided against it. The old guy might catch him. The man wore an ancient army jacket with lots of pockets and drawstrings. He looked straight past Brandon and fixed his stare on Ryker. Ryker saw cold calculation and mistrust in that gaze. He returned both.


    “This him?” the old guy asked.


    “Yeah. Monroe, Ryker. Ryker, Monroe.”


    Ryker burned holes in Monroe with his eyes, refusing him the courtesy of a proper greeting. Monroe didn’t seem to care. He retreated in the house and Brandon followed. Ryker took one last look around at the quiet street and went inside.


    The house was dark, gloomy, and smelled like wet dog. Monroe walked quickly, and was halfway down a set of hidden stairs on the far side of the dark room before Ryker and Brandon’s eyes adjusted to the low light. “Come on,” he barked.


    They followed him into a dark, unfinished basement with workbenches lining two walls and tarps covering piles of bulky items on the other walls. Monroe directed them to the bigger workbench where large pieces of paper littered the top of it.


    Ryker looked closely. The top piece of paper was a blueprint of a sprawling building. Monroe tapped a large room on the blueprint. “I want to take out this area.”


    Take out? Ryker bent farther over the piece of paper, examining it. The building looked familiar somehow.


    “OK,” Brandon said. “And how much is it worth to you?”


    “I told you, I can get as much explosives as you need. I’ve got a connection.”


    Brandon nodded. “I’ll need the stuff before we do your job.”


    Monroe looked at him suspiciously. “Half before. Half after.”


    Fireworks went off in Ryker’s head. “This is Westwood Preparatory Academy!” he yelled. His old high school.


    Monroe and Brandon turned to him, Monroe’s eyes were narrowed suspiciously. “Yeah,” he said, his voice tight.


    A dozen questions bounced around Ryker’s skull. But he knew what the answer to all of them was. This guy was going to blow up a high school. He bit back each question and tried to keep his cool. What in the hell was he going to do?


    Ryker turned back to the blueprints, so Monroe and Brandon couldn’t see the disgust and horror in his face. Oh Ivy, he chanted inside his head, please find my mom and Roxy. I can’t blow up a school. I can’t.


    “When do you want the school done?” Brandon asked.


    “Monday.”


    Monday? The day after tomorrow? This just gets better and better, Ryker thought bitterly.


    “Not bad then. We’ll talk after we get the first half,” Brandon said.


    “How much do you need?” Monroe asked.


    Brandon looked at Ryker, eyebrows raised.


    “How much of what? And for what?” Ryker asked. “You haven’t exactly shared your plan with me,” he hissed through his teeth, barely able to contain his anger. He wondered if constant, raging anger like this could cause a 26 year old man to have a heart attack.


    Brandon flashed him a warning look, then turned to Monroe. “Can we talk in private for a few moments? We’ll go outside,” he said, gesturing to himself and Ryker.


    Monroe nodded. Ryker followed Brandon outside. They blinked their eyes against the strong morning sun.


    “He can get us as much C4 as we want. And I thought you already figured it out. I want to blow up the prison. Get Uncle Fiore out of jail.”


    Ryker shook his head at the stupidity, gripping his trembling hands at his sides. “You want to use C4 to blow up a prison, but not blow up the people you are trying to break out. And this is your plan to break 40 people out of jail?”


    “Not 40. Just Uncle Fiore. And a few others. He says if we can create a diversion at the right time, he can get out through the front door. He has people that are going to help him. We just have to have a car and a diversion.”


    Ahh, so Fiore Savoy was actually spearheading this escape attempt from the inside. That changed things.


    “I can’t tell you how much C4 you need until I know exactly what you want to do. And I need to see blueprints of the prison. Do some calculations.”


    “I don’t have blueprints here. I’ll tell you the plan and then you give me an estimate. Over-estimate, just in case. You heard him. We can get as much as we want. All we have to do is help him with his job.”


    Ryker grabbed Brandon by the front of his shirt and shoved him backwards against Monroe’s hedge. Anger clouded his vision and clipped his words. “All we have to do? Blow up a school like some … some terrorist? Don’t you care that kids are going to get killed?”


    Brandon pulled out his phone. “So you aren’t in, then. Got it.” He swiped the screen and poised his finger over it, cold eyes appraising Ryker.


    Ryker eyed the phone, disgust for his cousin filling him so completely he was ready to shoot himself just for being related to him. “I’m in. Put that fucking thing away. And tell me the plan.”


    Brandon spilled the plan that someone else had to have cooked up. Ryker knew Brandon was too stupid. The thing was, it might even work. Ryker wondered how all this information had gotten to Brandon. Fiore Savoy must already be bribing guards.


    A number sprang in his mind. He doubled it. Then quadrupled it in order to make things harder on Monroe and Brandon. He almost told Brandon, but bit it back at the last minute.


    “I need to think. Run some calculations. Leave me alone,” he said, and walked to the road. He turned right, hoping Brandon wouldn’t follow him. He chanced a look over his shoulder and saw Brandon going back in the house. Perfect!


    He whipped out his phone and dialed a number by heart. It rang multiple times, then went straight to voice mail. “It’s me. It’s important that I talk to you right now. Things are worse than you ever thought. Call me back.”


    He hung up and watched his phone, expecting it to ring right back. Expecting the cavalry to save him. To at least give him some ideas. He turned the corner on the quiet street, and the phone didn’t ring. Dammit, Shaw was supposed to be on constant surveillance! What if he hadn’t gotten any of this!


    After Ryker turned the next corner and was halfway back to the house he knew he couldn’t wait for Shaw to call him back. Someone had to know. He dialed another number.


    Ivy answered on the first ring, her voice cautious. “Hello?”


    “Ivy.” Exhaustion and frustration slammed into Ryker at the realization of what he was about to ask Ivy to do.


    “Ryker! Whose phone is this?”


    “Ivy listen to me, I don’t have much time. I need you to do something for me.”


    Excitement boiled over in Ivy’s voice as she interrupted him. “Ryker I traced the ISP. I have an address.”


    A bolt of adrenaline ripped through Ryker’s body. All his former thoughts fled. “Where, where are they?” he asked, gripping the phone so hard he felt the edges bend.


    “In Saltillo, Mexico.”


    Pure resentment, disappointment, and stark fear dropped on Ryker like a two ton weight. His steps faltered and he almost fell to his knees. An image of his little sister’s innocent smile caused pain to stab through his heart. “I hoped he’d been lying about Mexico,” he whispered. His dreams of finding them somewhere close by and being done with Brandon swiftly and easily fell apart. He lost his battle to stay upright and dropped to one knee, his mind a terrorized blank.


    “Ryker, we can go to the police now. Or the FBI, or something. They can go get them.”


    Ivy’s words mobilized Ryker. She was right. He couldn’t just fall apart. That would be signing their death warrants. He stood. Forced himself to take a step.


    “Ivy, listen to me. Get a piece of paper. This is important.”


    He heard rustling in the background. “Go,” she said.


    He recited a number. “Call that number. Keep calling it till you get someone. You want to talk to Kurt Shaw. He’s FBI. You tell him you’re working with me. Tell him I said I want protection for you. Tell him Brandon Savoy wants me to blow up the federal prison —I don’t know when. Tell him Brandon is getting the explosives for this by having me set off C4 at Westwood Prep on Monday.”


    “Westwood Prep — Ryker!”


    Ryker heard the anguish in Ivy’s voice but knew he had to ignore it for now. In a few more steps he would be back on Monroe’s street. “Ivy just listen. Tell him he has to go and get my mom and sister today. Give him the address. He has to get them out of there. He has to. I’ll call you back when I can.” About to hang up, Ryker ached to tell Ivy he loved her. But his plans to kill Brandon hadn’t changed. And once he was in jail for that crime, Ivy would need to move on. To date other people. No sense making things harder on her. He hung up without waiting for a reply.


    He checked the street in front of him as he turned, then deleted the two numbers off his phone and shoved it in his pocket. Twenty-five more steps put him back in front of the house. Brandon came out the front door to meet him.


    “Well?”


    “500 pounds.” Ryker named his number and prayed Monroe wouldn’t know he was inflating it just to make things difficult.
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    Ivy heard the click of the phone in her ear and dropped the hand holding it to her waist. Her mind reeled. Ryker’s situation was completely hopeless. She could see no way out of this for him that didn’t end in disaster or heartache. Ivy dropped to the couch and stared at her computer. Her mind rushed down a dark tunnel of horrible thoughts, each more hopeless than the last. Blow up the school? Blow up the prison? Her thoughts turned to Brandon and she felt hate fill her heart. Could they really save Ryker's mother and sister from that punk in the next day and a half?


    With effort, Ivy pulled herself away from the spiraling thoughts. She knew they were a dead-end. She had to do something.


    Quickly, she dialed the number he had given her. The phone rang several times and a voice recording answered. A man's voice informed her that he wasn't available right now. She hung up, then tried again almost immediately. Same voice mail.


    Ivy called the number a dozen times before she admitted that she had to try something else. Who had Ryker said Shaw was? FBI? She typed FBI, Westwood Harbor, into her computer. The search engine returned a phone number to an office and she called that number. No answer. Ivy gritted her teeth and thought hard. What day was it? Saturday. Around noon. So no one was in the office, but how could she get around that?


    Frantically, she typed the name Kurt Shaw into her search browser. Thousands of hits. None of them from Westwood Harbor on the first few pages. She typed his phone number in and discovered it was a cell phone. If only she could get a hold of his home number or his address. She felt more desperate with each passing moment.


    Ivy considered going to Hunter. Ryker had made her swear that she wouldn't, but she had to do something. She decided she would save that for a last resort. She eyed the time nervously and decided she would give it one hour.


    Ivy's fingers ran lightly over her keyboard as she furiously ran through her options. She could hack into the telephone company’s files and get an address and possibly an alternate phone number for Shaw. She'd never done it, but she knew how it could be done. It was highly illegal, but at this point, as long as she didn't get arrested before Ryker's mom and sister were found, she didn't care.


    The phone rang in Ivy's hand, startling her. Blocked number. Hope and fear surged in Ivy's throat in equal parts. "Hello?"


    "Who the hell is this?" a male voice growled in her ear.


    "Is this Kurt Shaw?" she asked.


    He didn't answer for a moment and then he said, "Who's asking?"


    Indecision wracked Ivy. At this point she didn't know who she could trust and who could get Ryker killed. But did she really have a choice?


    "I'm a friend of Ryker's," she almost whispered.


    This time when the man spoke, his voice was free of hostility, but that didn’t put Ivy’s mind at ease. But still, she knew she had no choice. She had to trust someone.


    “What's your name?" he asked.


    "Ivy. Are you Kurt Shaw?"


    "Yeah, I'm him." Ivy heard something in his voice, but she didn't know what it was. Deception? Caution? She wondered if she should ask to meet him. See his badge. Her mind berated her. She’d called him. She had to trust him. But wait, she realized, she hadn’t called him!


    "Mr. Shaw? Can I call you right back? At this same number?"


    "How long?" The irritation was back in his voice.


    "It will just be a second."


    He grunted a reply that she took to mean yes. Excitedly, she hung up the phone and pressed redial on the number she had called earlier. If he answered then she had to trust him.


    It rang once. He answered. "Yeah."


    Ivy rejoiced and spilled her story. Agent Shaw asked her a dozen questions that she didn't have the answers to. Like who was the man who wanted the school blown up? And what kind of explosives were they using? And when did Brandon want to blow up the jail?


    "Agent Shaw, I told you everything I know. Seriously, there is nothing else that I can tell you. It was a twenty-second phone call. I am sure that Ryker will get back to us quickly or as soon as he can with more information. But he stressed many times that you have to go and get his mother and sister today. I have an address in Mexico for them." Ivy felt her heartbeat speed up. If he asked how she got the address, should she lie? What she’d done was illegal.


    "Ivy, ah, you hang on to that address. I will need to get approval before we send someone down to Mexico."


    "And how long will that take?"


    "Ah, it could take a couple of days."


    "A couple of days? But that's too long! They could be dead by then!" Ivy bit her tongue, her mind not wanting to admit that what she just said was the truth. But she knew it was, and Agent Shaw had to know it to, didn't he?


    "I'll put in a request for rush approval. Now are you sure that Ryker didn't say anything else?"


    "Rush approval? And will that get it approved today?"


    "I don't know. We'll just have to wait and see." Ivy didn’t hear concern or even empathy in his voice. Just business.


    Ivy couldn't believe it. It seemed to her that this guy didn't even care what happened to Ryker's mother and sister. Her heart sank and her eyes filled with tears. How could she make him care?


    "Ivy, I'll get to work on this right now. Call me back if you hear anything more."


    The soft click in her ear told her that Agent Shaw had hung up. The tears spilled over her cheeks. Ryker, I'm so sorry, I don't know what else to do, she whispered.


    She stared at the phone in her hand and then dialed back the number that Ryker had called from. She gritted her teeth, not knowing if she would get him in trouble by calling the number. But she had to try. After it rang twelve times she hung up, defeated.


    She sat on her couch, tears streaming down her face, her mind racing. She couldn't trust Agent Shaw to do what needed to be done. She could go to Mexico herself. Yeah right, you don't have a passport, and you've never been out of the state. You'll do a great job heading down to Mexico like some vigilante.


    She had to call someone. She had to call Jen. She had to tell Hunter. Even if Ryker hated her for it, right now it seemed like the only chance that she had. But Hunter didn't have any jurisdiction in Mexico either, could he even do anything?


    Wait! She remembered that when Jen had been arrested a month ago there had been FBI agents waiting for her in the waiting room. Friends of her brother. Maybe they could help? Right now it seemed like the only option she had.


    She snatched up her phone and pressed messages. Jen had texted her four times since yesterday. She’d apologized each time. Ivy hadn't answered any of them. She hadn’t even checked her phone, she’d been so busy and worried about Ryker.


    Call me. It's an emergency. Please don't tell Hunter. I’ll explain later, she texted, hating that she was asking Jen to lie to Hunter, but feeling helpless to do anything else.


    Her phone rang in her hand almost immediately. "Jen," Ivy breathed, not sure where to start.


    "Ivy, thank goodness. I thought you weren't talking to me. I'm really sorry."


    "It's okay Jen, don't even worry about it. But I need your help. Where is Hunter?"


    "He's at work."


    "Good. Sorry." Ivy broke off, guilt pressing down on her. She pushed it aside to deal with later. "Jen, you know some FBI agents right?"


    "Craig and Hawk, yeah, they are my brother's friends."


    "I need to talk to them. Really badly. Please don't ask me why. It's a matter of life and death."


    Jen didn't say anything for a moment and Ivy could almost hear her considering. Finally she spoke. "I'll call you back."


    Ivy stared at the phone, shocked that it had been that easy. Or had it? Was she calling them? Or stalling? She dropped to her couch again, phone in hand, her mind running through possibilities if this didn't work out. But she knew there weren't any more possibilities. These FBI agents were her last chance. Ryker's last chance.


    Her phone didn't ring and didn't ring, and Ivy became more and more nervous. Twenty minutes later, she paced her living room, her finger poised over the send button on her phone, about to text Jen again.


    Just then, the phone rang in her hand and she scrambled to press the enter button.


    "Hello?"


    "Ivy, meet me at their headquarters building in ten minutes. Do you have a piece of paper? I’ll give you the address."


    Relief and gratitude flooded through Ivy. "Jen, I don't have my car."


    "Okay, I'll be there in a few minutes."


    For the third time that morning, the phone clicked off in Ivy's ear. But this time she didn't feel hopelessness spreading through her body. She grabbed her purse, her laptop, and an energy bar from the kitchen and ran out to the parking lot to wait for Jen.


    True to her word, Jen pulled up quickly in her tiny, beat-up hatchback. Ivy threw herself in the passenger seat and gushed her thanks.


    "Don't thank me, I'm just trying to make up for not believing you yesterday."


    "We’re even," Ivy said as Jen pulled out of the parking lot.


    Ivy fell silent during the drive. She knew this was only half the battle. She still had to convince these FBI agents to help her … if they could.


    They pulled up in front of a large building that looked more to Ivy like an apartment building than any government agency headquarters. A tall, muscular man with blond hair was waiting for them at the door. Jen parked and ran to meet him. She hugged him and then introduced him to Ivy. "Ivy, this is Craig Masterson. Craig, this is Ivy."


    Craig held out his hand and looked searchingly into Ivy's eyes. "Nice to meet you, Ivy. Come inside and meet my partner and then you can tell us what's going on."


    Ivy swallowed and nodded. They followed Craig into the building, down a long hall and through a pair of double doors into a large open room, lined on one side with computer monitors. A dark-haired man sitting in front of the monitors turned in his chair to greet them.


    Jen hugged him also and introduced him as Hawk. He motioned for Ivy and Jen to sit down in leather chairs across from him. Craig took a seat next to Hawk and looked at Ivy expectantly.


    Once Ivy started talking the whole story spilled out of her in less than twenty minutes. She hoped she was making sense and conveying just how urgent things really were. She kept shifting her gaze from Hawk to Craig encouraged by the compassion she saw in both of their eyes.


    After she told them the last part about Agent Shaw she turned to Jen. "Jen, Ryker begged me not to tell Hunter. He's terrified if Brandon gets picked up by the police that his mom and sister are... are ..." Ivy felt hot tears burn her eyes. She bit her lip determined not to cry, but not able to say it.


    Jen nodded, her eyes huge and worried.


    Hawk spoke up. "How exactly did you get this address in Mexico?"


    "I hacked into the ISP of the Skype address," Ivy said softly, wondering if she was about to get arrested.


    Hawk raised an eyebrow and exchanged a look with Craig.


    "Want me to call Shaw?” Craig asked Hawk. Hawk nodded and Craig left the room, pulling a cell phone out of his pocket.


    "What is the Skype user name you traced?" Hawk asked.


    "Hottvictor."


    Hawk spun in his chair and his fingers flew over the keyboard in front of him. In less than two minutes he turned back and said "that's the address I get too." Ivy's mouth dropped open. It had taken her three hours to get that address.


    Craig came back through the door and whispered into Hawk’s ear. Ivy tried not to eavesdrop, but she was certain she heard the words no approval yet.


    "Why don’t you call Sara?" Hawk said. Craig nodded and left the room again. Ivy turned to Jen, eyes wide. Could they possibly mean Jen’s brother’s girlfriend Sara? Sara who used to work as an undercover DCIA agent in Mexico?


    Hawk turned to his computer again. Ivy watched the monitor directly in front of him, impressed with his skills and his software. He seemed to be calling up flight patterns into Mexico and traffic patterns in Saltillo at the same time. Ivy almost couldn’t breathe. Hope filled her chest.


    Ivy could hear Craig’s voice rising and falling in the hallway but couldn't tell what he was actually saying. It seemed like he’d been out there forever, talking on the phone. She looked at her phone. Almost 2 o'clock in the afternoon. She should be tired, but her nerves jumped constantly and she didn't think she could ever sleep again.


    Finally Craig came back in. "Sara is on board. We'll have to pick her up in Sacramento."


    "What's going on?" Ivy breathed, not daring to believe what this sounded like.


    "We're going to get them."


    "When?"


    "Right now. If Ryker calls you back, tell him we should have them in six hours. If everything goes well, we should be back here in ten to twelve hours.”


    Ivy tried to thank them, but her throat closed violently. If only she could get ahold of Ryker to tell him. She whipped out her phone to try.
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    Ivy watched the street roll by from Jen’s car window. Jen was taking her home. “Thanks again, Jen. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you hooking me up with Craig and Hawk. I really owe you one.”


    “Yeah you owe me big,” Jen said, smirking at her. Ivy felt almost good enough to joke with Jen, but not quite. She settled for giving Jen a weak smile.


    “It’s really amazing that Sara is going to help them,” Jen said. “She knows Mexico better than anyone else.”


    “Is she just going as a favor to you?” Ivy asked, not sure how the politics in the FBI worked.


    “Maybe, but probably she’s going because all she ever gets to do these days is desk work. She says it’s horribly boring and she looks forward to being out in the field. Plus she’s the only reason they got instant approval to go. She works directly for the President so she can get anything to happen quickly.”


    Ivy bit her lip, thinking how lucky she was. If she hadn’t known Jen, she’d probably still be sitting home tearing her hair out. “I didn’t know Sara worked with Craig and Hawk.”


    “She doesn’t usually. The only time they’ve worked together before this was when they flew out to the Middle East to save the Marine and the reporter who had been taken hostage.”


    Ivy nodded, remembering watching that on the news for weeks.


    Jen turned into the parking lot of Ivy’s apartment building. Ivy opened her door before the car had even stopped moving, anxious to get up to her apartment, although she wasn’t sure why. She didn’t think she’d be able to sleep, even though her eyes ached with exhaustion. But maybe she could think. Maybe there was something else she could do for Ryker. So far, she still hadn’t heard from him. He didn’t even know that a team was heading out to save his family already.


    “You sure you don’t want me to come in?” Jen asked.


    “I’m sure. I just need to think. Maybe sleep. Maybe Ryker will call.”


    “OK, but you call me if you hear anything from him. And I’m going to tell Hunter what’s going on as soon as we hear that his mom and sister are OK.”


    Ivy looked at her, eyes wide. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. If I haven’t been able to tell Ryker yet, he might be dangerous if the police find him and Brandon.”


    Jen chewed on her lip. “I didn’t think of that. OK. I won’t tell him until you hear from Ryker. So call me right away when you do. Hunter’s gonna kill me though.”


    Ivy nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ll call you. Promise.”


    Ivy stepped out and slammed the door, then ran around to give Jen a quick hug. She was so tired, the stairs to her apartment seemed like Mt. Everest. Staying up all night had been a lot easier when she was nineteen. Yeah, like you’re such an old lady now at 24, she thought, unlocking her apartment door.


    She crossed the room to her couch and dropped onto it, pulling her phone out of her pocket. She wanted desperately to call Ryker, but she also didn’t want to get him in trouble somehow. He could be anywhere, doing anything. She didn’t want to blow his cover. But she had to try. She pressed the button and listened to the phone on the other end ring a dozen times before she gave up.


    She closed her eyes. Please Ryker, be OK, she thought. Please call me. She tried to send the thought to him, knowing it was hopeless. Her phone sat dull and quiet on her chest.


    Ryker’s face swam in her mind, along with the images of his mom, Maria, and his sister, Roxy. She prayed they were OK, that they hadn’t been touched or scarred by the ordeal, and that Sara, Craig, and Hawk would rescue them quickly and easily. And thinking those things, she drifted off into a troubled sleep.


    One hour and twenty minutes later, her eyes flew open. Had she been sleeping? She grabbed her phone and saw she had. And no calls from Ryker. She slammed her feet onto the floor and sat up, scrubbing her face with her hands. She felt even worse after her little bit of sleep, if that was possible. But there was no way she was going back to sleep until Ryker knew his family was being taken care of. How could she get word to him?


    Dawn’s house. She should go to Dawn’s house. They’d ended up there last night. Maybe they would again tonight. But would that be weird? Would Dawn let her in?


    Marissa.


    Guilt flooded Ivy. Marissa had been arrested and Ivy hadn’t even checked to see if she was OK, or if she’d been bailed out yet. And now she was thinking of using Marissa to get back to Dawn’s house. Her throat grew thick, but she gritted her teeth against it and dialed Marissa’s number. No answer. Thinking hard, she used her computer to look up the number to the cell block. A bored-sounding man with a deep voice answered.


    “Could you tell me if Marissa Porter is there?”


    “Yeah, she’s here.”


    “How much is her bail?” Ivy crossed her fingers. She only had a couple of hundred dollars in her account. She was broke until her first payday from the police department. If that ever happens, she thought with a grimace.


    “One hundred,” the bored voice answer.


    Ivy almost whooped. “OK, I’ll be right down to bail her out.”


    “I’ll make a note of it,” the man said, and Ivy noted the thick sarcasm in his voice. Hate your job much? she thought viciously as she grabbed her purse and ran out the door.


    


    ***


    


    Ivy called a taxi cab and had it drop her off at Marissa’s house, then drove her own car to the cell block, stopping only once at an ATM. She paid Marissa’s bail in twenty dollar bills and waited breathlessly for Marissa to come out.


    Finally, Marissa was led into the waiting room by a security guard, given her belongings, and turned over to Ivy. Ivy hugged her. Or tried to. It was like hugging a board.


    “What the fuck, Ivy? It’s been like a day!”


    “Sorry Marissa,” Ivy thought furiously, not sure what to say to explain how long it had taken her to bail Marissa out. Her cheeks flushed with guilt at the lies that paraded through her thoughts. Finally she picked one. “I didn’t have a hundred dollars. I had to borrow some money.”


    Marissa watched her suspiciously. Ivy turned and pulled her out the door, not wanting Marissa to see her face. She hated to lie to Marissa.


    She pulled Marissa to her car. “Get in, I’ll drive you to Dawn’s.”


    “Dawn’s? I don’t want to go there. I want to go home. Get a fucking shower. Eat. Sleep.”


    Ivy’s mind raced. If Marissa wouldn’t go to Dawn’s, Ivy would still have to try to chance it. Or maybe she could just sit in front of Dawn’s house and watch for Ryker to show up. “Your car is at Dawn’s. We’ll get it. And I think I left my keys there.”


    Marissa pointed to the keys in Ivy’s ignition.


    “Uh, my other keys,” she said, and her cheeks heated again.


    Marissa grunted. Ivy stepped on the gas, wanting to get to Dawn’s before Marissa changed her mind.


    Fifteen minutes later, she parked on the street in front of the small house. She checked all the cars but didn’t see Ryker’s truck. She didn’t know what Brandon drove.


    Music blared out of the house again. “Fuck, she’s having another party. I don’t want to go in there,” Marissa said. “What if the cops come again?”


    “Yeah, OK.” Ivy said, disappointed. “There’s your car.”


    Marissa opened her door. “You gonna follow me to my house?”


    “I gotta get my keys first. Why don’t you head home? I’ll meet you there.”


    “OK, thanks, Ivy.”


    “Welcome.” Ivy watched her walk to her car and then got out and headed up the walkway.


    A female voice screamed in laughter from inside. Then it yelled, “Fuck the police! They don’t have the balls to come back here tonight!” Ivy recognized Dawn’s voice. She looked up and down the street, imagining cop cars skidding to a halt in front of the place. Marissa was smart not to come in. Dawn was just looking to get arrested again. And you too if you stick around, a voice in her head told her. And then they’ll kick you out of recruit class. Ivy shook her head. She knew that was still the least of her worries.


    She knocked on the door, but when no one answered she just pushed it open. The same scene as last time met her eyes, although there were only about half of the amount of people here this time. Ryker and Brandon were not in sight. Ivy crossed the living room to the kitchen, stepping over cigarette butts and food. She’d just cleaned this place up and it was already a mess again. Did Dawn run a twenty-four hour party here?


    The living room was lit only by candles and cigarettes, but the kitchen was flooded with light. She crossed the threshold and saw Dawn leaning against a counter, a strange man pressed up against her. He held a red solo cup to her lips and she giggled madly as he tried to get her to drink it.


    “If my boyfriend shows up, you’re dead meat,” she told the man, as she grabbed his hips and ground them into her stomach. He made a show of looking around.


    “Boyfriend, I don’t see any boyfriend.”


    Dawn giggled again and bared her teeth at him. She let go of his hips and tore the solo cup out of his hand, spilling what looked like beer down the front of him. He swore and jumped back. This time Dawn threw back her head and laughed out loud, then tilted the cup to her lips and drank it all in one swallow. She pitched the cup across the room at the man. His eyes flashed and he seemed to be considering whether to get pissed or try to rub up on her again.


    Dawn tossed her hair, then turned quickly and stood on tip toe to grab something out of a cabinet. Ivy gasped when she saw what it was. A handgun. She stepped backwards out of the kitchen doorway, not sure what to do. Dawn grasped the gun in a two-handed grip and pointed it at the man. “I told you, I got a boyfriend, asshole.” The man put his hands up and swore again under his breath. “OK, OK, sorry,” he yelled and ran out of the kitchen past Ivy. Ivy pulled back, hoping Dawn hadn’t seen her.


    “Ivy!” Dawn yelled from the kitchen. “Get back in here, girl.”


    Ivy considered following the man out the front door. Dawn was obviously completely out of her mind. But before she could move, Dawn was at the door to the kitchen. Her hands were empty and Ivy didn’t see the gun anywhere. Dawn put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her into the kitchen. “Hey, I wanted to say thanks for cleaning up. And where are the boys?” Dawn’s eyes jumped and twitched in their sockets. Ivy wondered if she’d drank enough to cause that or if she was on drugs too.


    Ivy forced a smile onto her face. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen them since I left here this morning.”


    “Brandon won’t answer my phone calls,” Dawn pouted, her words starting to slur slightly.


    Ivy couldn’t think of anything to say but she knew she definitely wanted to get out of here. She decided to wait in her car and watch for Ryker.


    A scream sounded in the living room. Several voices yelled at once and Ivy heard trampling sounds as everyone ran to the back door. “5-0 Dawn! 5-0 again!”


    “Those fuckers,” Dawn muttered, pushing Ivy away from her. Ivy stumbled the length of the kitchen, falling into a table, hard. She turned around in time to see Dawn grab the gun from the small of her back where it had been tucked into her waistband. Dawn strode purposely to the doorway and thrust the gun in front of her in a poor imitation of a shooter’s stance. Ivy could see her finger curl around the trigger.


    Fear stabbed through Ivy’s stomach like a spear. What if Dawn shot someone? Ivy ran for Dawn, her right hand skimming the counter as she went, grabbing for anything heavy she could use as a weapon. Dimly, she heard someone say, “Police,” from the entry way. Ivy opened her mouth to yell but before a single word could come out, a gunshot blasted through the house, deafening her.


    The sound echoed across the kitchen, and Ivy felt a scream erupt out of her mouth. She lifted her right hand over her head, not even sure what was in it. She reached Dawn and with all her strength brought what turned out to be a green, ceramic plate down on Dawn’s head.


    The plate made a horrible thunking sound as it met bone, then exploded, pieces of ceramic flying everywhere. Ivy squeezed her eyes shut against the sharp, flying shards, as momentum carried her into Dawn’s back. They both fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Ivy rolled away quickly, her eyes searching for the gun, but Dawn lay motionless on the ground, the gun a foot in front of her outstretched hand.


    Ivy dared a glance past Dawn, hoping she had just put a bullet in the wall, but no. A police officer lay crumpled in the entryway. Ivy could see blood pooling next to a motionless arm clad in a blue uniform. “No,” she moaned and gathered her legs under her, intending to run to the officer, but she heard feet pounding up the stairs outside the house and looked up. A male cop, the same one from last night, swept into the room, his gun drawn. He looked at his fallen partner for a second, horror in his eyes, then pointed his gun at Ivy. “DON’T MOVE!” he yelled, edging into the room. He picked up the gun in front of Dawn, his gaze darting between Dawn and Ivy, his gun still pointed at Ivy’s forehead.


    Ivy didn’t move, but flicked her eyes to the police officer on the ground again. It was Officer Price. Ivy squeezed her eyes shut as a knee fell on her back, her hands were wrenched behind her and handcuffs cruelly slapped onto her wrists.


    Ivy dropped her forehead onto the floor, praying this was all a bad dream and knowing it wasn’t as the officer screamed into his radio for an ambulance.


    


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 10


    


    

  


  
    



    Ryker walked through Monroe’s garage, breaking into a run as soon as he was out of sight of Brandon and Monroe, who were still stacking a small pile of C4 into the back of Brandon’s car. He pounded down the stairs and rifled quickly through the other pieces of paper on the table, finding another blueprint. Ryker pulled it out and studied it for a name or address. He found one in tiny, blue letters in the bottom, right-hand corner. It was the state building downtown. Where the mayor’s office and a dozen other government offices were. “What are you up to, Monroe?” Ryker breathed, hoping his sudden suspicions weren’t true.


    He put the blueprint back where it was and cast his eyes around the basement, trying to see everything at once, but nothing in particular. A blanket covering something in the corner tugged at him. He walked to it and lifted it. Guns. Two high-powered, sniper rifles, both with scopes. This kept looking worse and worse. He turned to the pile of C4 and grabbed as many pieces as he could carry, then sprinted up the stairs, not wanting to appear to have taken a suspiciously long time. In the garage, he bent to pile his armful of C4 next to Brandon’s foot. One rectangular brick fell out of his arms. Brandon saw it falling and threw himself backwards with a yelp, scrambling to get to the other side of the car.


    The lump of C4 struck the concrete and stuck in place on its end. Ryker uttered a laugh. “Brandon, you idiot. It takes more than that to detonate C4.” Monroe laughed too, not kindly, and kept stacking the explosive. Ryker turned on his heel, not waiting for a response from Brandon, and went back to the basement, praying the two men would stay in the garage.


    He sprinted down the steps again and unfocused his eyes, trying to take in the entire garage at once, hoping the trick would work twice. His eyes were drawn to a small, round piece of wood stuck in the wall, like it was covering a giant mouse hole. Ryker knelt down and took out his keys to pry it out of its hole. It came out easily, but what Ryker saw behind it made his breath catch in his throat. A bundle of dynamite, with unused detonation cord wrapped up and shoved in the hole next to it. Ryker shoved the piece of wood back in the hole, his heart suddenly hammering. He looked around the basement quickly and noted seven more holes. That made two in each wall. He grabbed another armload of C4 and made his way up the stairs, his mind racing.


    Ryker dropped his armload of C4 and muttered “bathroom,” in Monroe’s direction.


    “Down the hall. First door on the left,” Monroe told him, pointing through the door.


    Ryker nodded and ducked inside. He had to find Monroe’s last name. Things were bad here. And fixing it no longer seemed as simple as mis-wiring the C4 at the school and then placing an anonymous call to the police on Sunday night or Monday morning. He clumped to the bathroom as slowly as possible, his eyes scanning the house. Maybe he would get lucky and Monroe’s wallet would be sitting out somewhere. Ryker knew Monroe probably had his wallet in his pocket, but— Ryker’s thoughts broke off as something caught his eye. He had just entered the hallway, and was almost past the first doorway on the right. A large desk with a computer and paper scattered across the top of it stood against the opposite wall. He sidestepped into the office, praying no one was watching him. He let his eyes run over the paper on the desk. Mail. He grabbed about half the papers and spread the rest out a bit so no one could tell at a glance that there was less paper left there. He put the letters and pages inside his shirt and stepped out of the office, resisting the urge to look back over his shoulder at the two men in the garage. The bathroom door was open across the hall. Once inside, he locked the door and pulled all of the pieces of paper out of his shirt.


    Monroe was his last name, an envelope addressed to Arthur Monroe revealed. Ryker took out his phone and snapped a picture of the name and address on the envelope, then continued pawing through the items. A grocery list. The start of a letter to the Westwood Harbor tax surveyor. Ryker skimmed it and saw Monroe was complaining that his taxes were too high. A bill marked FINAL NOTICE in red letters.


    Ryker heard voices. He pressed his ear to the door, but couldn’t tell where the two men were. His time was running short in here. He gathered the papers and shoved them back under his shirt, then flushed the toilet. He stepped out into the hallway and saw the garage looked empty. He stepped lightly back into the office and spread the papers back out over the desk, hoping no one would see him leave the room. He was in luck. The living room and garage still stood empty.


    As Ryker walked to the steps, Monroe and Brandon were climbing them, their arms filled with C4. He waited till they were past, carefully cultivating the same mild contemptuous attitude he’d had all morning, then went down the steps himself. The pile was dwindling, which was lucky. He had never wanted out of a house so badly in his life.


    In two more trips, all of the C4 was transferred to Brandon’s car. Ryker leaned against the side of the garage and waited while Monroe and Brandon talked in the kitchen. He angled himself so no one could see his screen, then typed in Arthur Monroe Westwood Harbor into his search browser. A news article came up immediately, from seven months before. Ryker wasn’t surprised to read the contents at all. He’d been expecting something like this.


    Arthur Monroe was fired on Wednesday from Westwood Preparatory Academy, one week after writing a racially-insensitive message on his Facebook wall. The message has since been removed, but screen shots have been made available by multiple students and concerned parents. Monroe replied only 'no comment', when asked about the message, which contained multiple expletives and racial epithets. One 18 year old student, speaking on condition of anonymity, stated that Monroe hated everyone who wasn’t white and that everyone in the school knew that. Monroe, a history teacher, had been teaching at Westwood Prep for twelve years.


    


    Happy shouts caught Ryker’s attention. A young girl, about four years old, playing in the yard next to Monroe's. Ryker noticed how close the houses on either side of Monroe’s were. He wondered if Monroe had been paying his mortgage. Or his taxes.


    Ryker stuffed his phone in his pocket, knowing the answer was almost certainly no. Suddenly, the hugeness of the situation loomed over him. This was bigger than him. Bigger even than his mom and his sister. Bigger than Ivy. This had suddenly taken priority. Monroe was planning something more than just blowing up the school. A sniper attack on the state building? Blowing up this house with dynamite? Then probably a bullet in his own brain. How many hundreds of innocent people was he trying to kill? Ryker heard his mom’s soft voice in his mind. You have to help if you can, Ry. You always have to help those who can’t help themselves. It’s the only way to be at peace with who you are as a human being. But could he stop this and still save his mother and sister too? His thoughts went to Ivy. Poor Ivy, caught up in all of this mess that shouldn’t have anything to do with her. Had she talked to Shaw yet? Had Shaw found his mom and sister yet? He didn’t like Shaw, and only just barely trusted him. When Shaw had come to him a week ago and tried to enlist him for undercover work, Ryker had begged off, not wanting to be involved in what seemed like a dead-end investigation. And then Brandon had taken his mom and sister, and removed his choice. He’d gone to Shaw an hour after he received Brandon’s message. Shaw had hastily outfitted him with the phone, but didn’t have any instructions other than report back his plan. We know he’s planning something big, something to do with Fiore Savoy, but we don’t know exactly what. He didn’t dare call Shaw or Ivy right now, or pick up Ivy’s phone calls. Every time she called he ignored it and then deleted the number off the phone as soon as he could. He didn’t want Brandon getting ahold of her number. He didn’t want Brandon even thinking about her or remembering she existed.


    But what now? Should he arrest Monroe right now? Citizens arrest? That didn’t even seem like an option, because of Ma and Roxy, although it was the only way to guarantee that Monroe didn’t get away and carry out at least part of his plan. Call in an anonymous tip to the police department? Maybe, but what if the cops didn’t move fast enough? Or what if Monroe took off so they didn’t get to him in time? If only he knew when Monroe was going to blow up his house or shoot people with the sniper guns. Monday, at the same time as the school was blown up seemed likely, but could Ryker chance waiting that long to do something? Could he live with himself if he left here today and heard that tomorrow one hundred people were dead that he could have saved? No. He had to do something. Today. Tonight. As soon as possible. He had to give Brandon the slip somehow. Call in a tip to the cops, then come back here and watch to make sure they got him. Maybe he should even call Hunter personally. Hunter was the assistant chief now. And he would trust that Ryker was telling the truth. He would take it seriously. But would Hunter let him get back to Brandon before Brandon got suspicious? Would Hunter be suspicious himself and know something more was up? Ryker balled his hands into fists and slammed them into his legs. He had to get ahold of Shaw. He had to find out when Ma and Roxy would be safe. Them being safe would make all of this dead-simple.


    Ryker heard voices behind him. He wiped the emotions of frustration and anger off of his face and waited.


    “OK, see you tomorrow,” Brandon said, climbing into his car. “Ryker, let’s go.”


    Ryker shot Monroe a suspicious look and settled into the passenger seat of Brandon’s car. “What’s tomorrow?” he asked.


    “Tomorrow we plant the C4 at the school. As soon as it gets dark.”


    Ryker nodded, deciding tomorrow would have to be soon enough. It was Sunday, so the school and state building were closed. The earliest he could do much would be the next day. Now the only thing he had to figure out was how to ditch Brandon long enough to get Monroe into a jail cell.


    


    


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 11


    


    

  


  
    



    Hawk Kincaid pulled his wife close, brushed back a lock of brown, curly hair, and skimmed her neck with his lips, anticipating how it always made her shiver. “I’ve got to go, babe. I’m sorry. We’ll be back in 12 hours at the most. In time for Sunday morning brunch.”


    “I hate it when you’re not here at night,” Vivian said, her voice soft but resigned.


    Hawk inclined his head and caught her lips with his own. He kissed her until she melted into him, ignoring the way his own body responded. Finally he pulled away. “I know, I hate it too. Go stay with your sister. She’ll be alone too.”


    “Maybe I will,” Vivian breathed, her sapphire-blue eyes looking pleadingly into his. He knew why she was upset. They’d been trying to have a baby for several months now, and so far they’d had no luck. And tonight was a good night for trying again. But sometimes things got in the way. For the third time in a few weeks, he questioned his decision to continue to work for the FBI. Once they had a baby, he didn’t want to be jetting away on dangerous missions at a moment’s notice. He wanted to stay home and be a proper father. They didn't need the income his job provided. Plus, the biggest investigation of his life was almost complete.


    But then he remembered the young woman’s wide, desperate eyes as she pleaded for help for her boyfriend’s mother and sister. And he thought about those two women, kidnapped and taken to Mexico.


    “These women really need our help, Viv.”


    “I know. I’ll just miss you. Be careful?”


    “Always.”


    “I love you.”


    “I love you too, Viv. I’ll come and get you at your sister’s as soon as I’m back.”


    Hawk kissed her one last time and strode out to his truck. He and Craig were due in Sacramento in an hour to pick up Sara. And then they were flying straight to Mexico on a government plane.


    


    ***


    


    “So what’s the plan?” Craig asked Sara, the small airplane cruising comfortably at 30,000 feet.


    “It should be easy,” Sara said. “The owner of the house is a petty criminal.” She passed a folder over to Hawk across the executive table the three of them were sitting at. He opened it. The first piece of paper inside was a picture of house on a dusty hillside that looked more like a shack. “We’ve had eyes on the place since you called me. No one has been in or out. Infrared at that height is inconclusive so we’ll check again when we get there. All we know right now is at least two people are inside.”


    She tapped the picture. “There’s no windows so no matter where they are in the house, we go in the front door. And what happens after that depends on what we find inside and whether or not he resists.”


    “What level of force are we authorized for?” Hawk asked.


    “Whatever level we need to get the job done.”


    Hawk grunted. That would make things easier. He wanted to get in and out cleanly and get back home quickly. “Do you expect trouble?”


    “None at all. It will be like taking candy from a baby. These guys are amateurs.”


    “Perfect.” He pushed back in his chair and turned it toward the front of the plane. “I’m going to rest then.” He put his seat back and closed his eyes, knowing he only had a little more than two hours until they got there. That would be enough.


    Hawk’s eyes opened as soon as his body detected the plane descending slightly. Craig was across the aisle, still sleeping. Hawk looked backwards. Sara was on the phone, talking quietly. He caught her eye and she gave him a thumbs up. He looked out his window and saw city lights spread out beneath them. So far, so good.


    45 minutes later, the three agents drove away from the airport in a full-size, rented 4x4 van. Hawk had never had a mission go so smoothly before. Working directly under the President of the United States has it’s perks, he thought, glad that Sara had agreed to get the mission authorization, and then help them. He’d had a chance to work with her in the Middle East on a hostage rescue mission and had been highly impressed with her skills and ability.


    Craig drove, following the instructions of the feminine voice coming from the GPS. “We’re only twenty minutes out,” he said.


    “Got it,” Hawk replied. He stood up and walked between the two chairs into the back of the van where Sara was pulling guns and ammo out of a canvas bag. He busied himself helping her and taking deep breaths, waiting for the customary coldness to fall over his thoughts. Emotions had no part in a mission like this. Instant assessment and strong reactions were the best offense and a strong offense was the best defense. He slipped on his body armor and strapped on his two guns. He watched as Sara checked all her knives. Sara always had five or six of them, but Hawk only carried one. And he’d never used it.


    “We’re coming up on it. Sara where do you want me to park?” Craig called from the front seat.


    “Drive past and park in front of the next, ah, house.”


    Hawk looked out the window and saw why Sara was hesitant to call these places houses. They had electricity, or at least most of them did, but it looked stolen. Wires hung low to the ground and were only held up by tiny poles less than eight feet tall. Nothing like you would see in the United States. He wondered how many people were electrocuted in this— his mind groped for a word. He certainly couldn’t call this hodgepodge of ramshackle buildings a subdivision. Sara pointed out the house they were after as they drove past. He couldn’t see it well in the light from the headlights, and there were no streetlights, but he got a sense of a one or two room building that seemed to be cobbled together with plywood and metal roofing.


    Craig parked and climbed into the back with them to get on his gear. Sara took out a device that looked like a large cone on a handle and pointed it at the house through the back window of the van.


    Hawk watched the screen on the handle as four bright bodies zoomed into view. Two were laying down and very close to each other. The other two were at the other end of the house, one standing, one sitting.


    Sara tapped the screen over the two bodies that were lying down. “Those are the women. Tied up, no doubt. There’s only one entrance, so we break it down and go in. Catch them by surprise.” She eyed the men critically. “Which one of you is heavier? Better at forced entry?”


    Craig held up a finger. “I’m the fat boy.” Hawk snorted a laugh and saw Sara fail to suppress an amused smile. Craig was no fatter than he was, but he did have a few inches of height and a few pounds of muscle on Hawk, plus he had more experience kicking in doors.


    “OK, Craig, you’re in first. Then me, then Hawk. Craig you hit the kidnappers face on. I’ll circle behind them. Hawk, you play to your instincts. Deadly force is authorized, but of course not desired. Our goal is in and out in 3 minutes, kidnappers handcuffed to each other.” Sara jingled two pairs of handcuffs and leg irons inside a canvas bag. “Any questions?”


    Hawk shook his head. “No,” Craig said. They gathered their weapons and scrambled out of the van into the humid night air, eyes sweeping left and right for possible interference. The mostly-dirt road sat quiet and empty.


    Excellent night for a covert rescue, Hawk thought, his nerve endings all on high alert. Somewhere a TV blared into the quiet night. It sounded like an I Love Lucy rerun.


    They reached the door and Craig aimed a heavy boot directly next to the door handle. Instead of swinging in, the door practically exploded, sending shards of wood cascading into the house. Craig aimed a shoulder into the hole he’d made, and forced his way through, climbing over some bricks that had been barricaded up against the bottom of the door, probably to try to stop this exact thing. Hawk heard Craig’s voice booming back at him, “POLICIA, MANOS ARRIBA!” Sara and Hawk pushed through the mangled door after him.


    Craig had his gun pointed at one man standing across the room, telling him to get down on the ground, and Sara was already covering the other man. Both men wore identical expressions of horror and fear, but both had their hands high and their mouths shut. Hawk scanned the room for weapons and didn’t see any. Hawk grabbed the bag Sara had left just outside the door, slung his weapon, and pulled the handcuffs out. He went to Craig’s prisoner first, noting how the guy looked a lot more American than he did Mexican, then dropped a knee into his back and handcuffed him. Then he handcuffed Sara’s prisoner, who did look Mexican. Probably the owner of the house.


    The two men still weren’t saying anything. Hawk was surprised and not surprised at the same time. If the men thought they were Mexican police they were probably worried anything they said was liable to get their heads blown off. He patted down the man he had just handcuffed and found one ancient revolver. The second man had a contemporary handgun and two pockets full of ammunition. Hawk stripped these down, and tossed them into the bag, counting the seconds in his head. They were almost at two minutes. He caught Sara’s eye and pointed further into the house. She nodded, and started ordering her prisoner to get up and move towards the other man.


    Hawk passed a tiny table and walked through a dimly lit kitchen. A door to his right and a door straight ahead. He chose the door straight ahead and listened outside it. He heard muffled sounds, and knew immediately what they were. He gritted his teeth against the surge of anger that filled him and flung open the door. Two women lay on the floor, handcuffed and gagged. An older woman with dark, short curly hair, her eyes squeezed shut and tear tracks on her face. Maria. And a younger woman, Roxy, with flowing red hair, her pale eyes locked on his, her mouth open, trying to force out words behind her gag.


    Hawk dropped to his knees and took off both gags, then fished in his pockets for a handcuff key.


    “We’re Americans,” Roxy coughed out.


    “I know, Roxy. Ryker sent us. We’re getting you out of here.”


    “Oh thank God,” Roxy said, dropping her head to the floor and letting her eyes close.


    Maria let out a wail, her words barely intelligible. Hawk caught Ryker and boy.


    “Shh, Ma, shh. It’s over. We’re OK,” Roxy said, exhaustion in her voice.


    Hawk pulled the women to their feet. He and Roxy had to help Maria walk out, and they headed for the door. “Three minutes!” Sara called from the other room. Hawk urged the women faster, hoping they weren’t going to meet any Mexican police on the way out.


    In the living room, the men were bound together and Sara was spilling papers, pamphlets, baggies, and their weapons from her bag onto the floor. “What’s that?” Hawk asked.


    “Anti-government and police propaganda, among other things,” she said. Then, to the men on the floor, “Don’t worry guys, you won’t be tied up for long. We’ll call the police as soon as we are on our way.” The mouths of both men finally seemed to start working. Words spilled out in a torrent. Please, it is a mistake. No, we didn’t do it. You don’t understand. Hawk turned his face away and hurried the women out the door.


    Those men were in for a lifetime in a Mexican prison, and they deserved every minute of it.


    


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 12


    


    

  


  
    



    Brandon Savoy drove aimlessly, not sure where to go. He was hungry, tired, and his mind had started to get twitchy. His eyeballs felt like they were full of lead and like he wanted to scratch each one of them till they bled. He either needed sleep, or more speed. Sleep meant he needed to go to Dawn's house, but he didn't want to take this car full of C4 there. Too many people who might ask questions. But he was scared to take more speed too. He checked the time. Almost midnight. He’d been awake for practically three days straight now. He'd never been awake this long before and his thoughts were starting to scatter. Like he couldn’t hold on to any one for very long. His mind pulsed with a kind of paranoid anger and horribly fragmented thoughts.


    He glanced at Ryker in the passenger seat and was glad to see him dozing. At least he wouldn't have to deal with Ryker's demands for a while. But then Ryker spoke up.


    "I want to talk to Ma, now."


    Brandon curled his lip in irritation. He'd already tried to call Victor and got no answer. Which shouldn't happen. Even if Victor was sleeping, the other guy was supposed to be awake, watching Mrs. Wells and Roxy, and listening for the phone.


    "Calm the fuck down, you'll get to talk to them."


    Brandon saw a McDonald's up ahead and forced the car jerkily into the parking lot. If he could just think clearly, he could make some decisions. Food might help.


    Ryker opened his eyes to see why they were stopping. As soon as Brandon pulled into a stall, Ryker opened his door. "Bathroom," he muttered, and Brandon saw him pull his phone from his pocket as he went.


    Brandon pulled out his own phone and dialed Victor's number, feeling desperation as he punched the keys. "Pick up, pick up," he hissed at the phone.


    And finally Brandon heard a click, indicating that the line had been picked up. Elation spiked through him, but Victor didn't say hello. "Victor?" He waited a beat. "You there?"


    A voice he didn't recognize spoke up on the other end. A gravelly voice with a thick, Mexican accent. "Who this?"


    Brandon pulled the phone away from his ear and stared at it, his disjointed mind reeling. Get a hold of yourself, he told himself, pulling the phone back to his ear. It's just Victor's friend, what was his name? Juan? Jorge? No. Jose! “Jose, it’s Brandon. Where’s Victor?”


    The person on the other end sat silent for a second. Brandon heard noises in the background and struggled to tell what they were. He frowned as he thought he heard a police siren. The man on the phone finally spoke and the words he said chilled Brandon to his core. “Brandon Savoy? You are Savoy, si? Jose has been telling us about Savoy and promises of money from America.”


    “Oh God,” Brandon breathed, pulling the phone away from his ear again. Gingerly, he pressed END CALL and dropped the phone to his lap, his hand shaking. Police? Was that the police in Mexico? It had to be. They had Victor’s phone. And did that mean that Roxy and Mrs. Wells were… were gone? Were being brought back here? He shuddered, staring at the passenger seat that Ryker had vacated. There was no way for him to control Ryker without those two women. And Ryker would kill him. Brandon had seen the murder in his eyes many times over the last two days. When Fiore Savoy had laid out this plan for him, he hadn’t wanted to do it. But Uncle Savoy had convinced him, saying Brandon was the only hope the entire family had. That they would all be in prison for life if Brandon didn’t help them get out. If Brandon didn’t somehow convince Ryker Wells to help him. Brandon had never been given any job of any importance before. In fact he’d always been something of a joke. Not very smart, not very strong, not very brave, only good for running messages or picking up packages. But now, he’d been the one who had the idea to kidnap Ryker’s mom and sis. And Uncle Savoy had liked it. Had said it was a good idea. A smart idea. But it wasn’t his fault if it failed. It was Victor’s fault. Victor should be the one on the line for this, not him.


    Brandon looked through the glass at the restaurant. Still no sign of Ryker. He had to think. But his hands were still shaking. Terror of Ryker had cleared his mind, but now the terror was eliminating his ability to think coherent thoughts about what to do. He had to get rid of Ryker for a while. Like when he’d thought Ryker had been sleeping. Brandon’s brain lit up with an idea. He reached into his right pocket and pulled out the plastic bag he felt there. Little white pills. That was his speed. He tried his left pocket and came out with a baggie of small green pills. Roofies. Dawn had gotten them for him to help him come down off speed without getting so violent. But they’d joked about using them on women. Dawn had very overt bisexual tendencies, but Brandon didn’t want her fucking around on him unless he was there. Even if it was with a woman. She was OK with that, but so far they hadn’t found any takers. The petite punk chick with the black hair and tattoos came into his mind. Dawn had really like her. But she didn’t seem interested. She’d been more into Ryker.


    Brandon climbed out of his car, trying to remember the chick’s name. It was something short. He pushed the door open, and went to the counter, trying to forget about the girl and think of the plan that had hit him in the car. He needed food. And then what? His hands knew what to do. They emptied the pills out into his pocket. He ordered two meals and two sodas, watching nervously for Ryker.


    The meals came and he took them to the napkin and ketchup station, throwing sharp glances over his shoulder. Ryker was taking forever in the bathroom. That was good. He pulled two pills out of his pocket and added them to one of the drinks. He hesitated then added two more. Ryker was big. Concentrating hard, he scooped up the drink and the bag of food and walked carefully towards the door. Once he got close enough he could see Ryker was in the car, watching him. Had Ryker seen him put the pills in the cup? If so, it was all over. He thought he could hear his heart beating in his chest. Brandon tightened his grip on the bag and gritted his teeth. There was no place to go but to his car.


    He climbed in the driver’s seat and thrust the bag and drink at Ryker. “Here.”


    Ryker looked at them dully but made no move to eat or drink anything. Brandon realized he’d left his own drink on the counter in the restaurant. Oh well. He’d get another one when Ryker passed out. If he passed out. Ryker had to be hungry. They hadn’t eaten all day. Come on, drink it, he chanted in his mind.


    “What about my mom and sister?” Ryker said.


    “Five minutes. They are calling me back in five minutes.”


    Ryker grunted and took a long swallow of the soda, then opened the bag of food to see what was in it. Brandon sat back, relieved, then put the keys in the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot. He turned right and tried to concentrate on the road. Out of the corner of his eye he watched Ryker eat some hamburger, then take another long swallow of soda. Brandon grinned to himself as Ryker’s mouth opened in a wide yawn. Yes! It was going to work!


    Brandon stopped at a stoplight and heard a thunk beside him. He looked at Ryker. Ryker’s eyes were closed and his head had hit the window next to him. Fuck yeah! he thought viciously. The roofies were 100% his plan, and they worked great. He grinned at his own cleverness. And just like that, he knew what to do next. He was going to ditch this car and ditch Ryker for a little bit. They had almost a full day before they had to be at the school with Monroe. Ryker would most likely sleep for at least ten hours. That meant Brandon could catch a bit of sleep himself. And then he would know better what to do. Maybe he would hear from Victor. Maybe it wasn’t cops that had his phone. Maybe there was a simple explanation and his plan was still on track.


    He turned right and drove toward Victor’s empty house, which was where they had left Ryker’s truck. He could leave Ryker in the garage to sleep it off, take his truck, and head to Dawn’s house. Then everything would work out OK. It had to.


    Brandon listened to Ryker’s soft snores as he finally pulled his car past Victor’s garage. He would back Ryker’s truck out, then pull this car in. He killed the engine, and turned to Ryker. He would need to lay Ryker flat to search through his pockets for his keys. He heaved Ryker off the window so that he sat more upright in his seat. He got out and went around the car, opening Ryker’s door and hitting the lever that laid the seat back, pushing Ryker back with it. Gingerly, he stuck his fingers in all of Ryker’s pockets, but all he came up with was a phone and a wad of cash. He pushed these back in Ryker’s pockets and pounded one fist on Ryker’s chest. “Where’s your fucking keys, asshole?”


    The truck. Brandon slammed the door shut and entered Victor’s garage. Wouldn’t Ryker be livid if he knew they had left his truck at the house of the man that took Mrs. Wells and Roxy over the border. Brandon had paid Victor a thousand dollars in cash and given him Fiore Savoy’s promise that he would get another nine thousand when the job was done. Uncle Savoy had told Brandon to go to Victor, knowing Victor had connections at the Mexico border, and more connections in Mexico. It had all been so simple.


    He snapped on the light in the garage and opened Ryker’s truck door. The keys weren’t in the glove box. They weren’t above the visors. Brandon rooted around under the seat and felt something rectangular and flat. His fingers passed over it, still looking for keys. They closed on cold metal. Yes! Brandon pulled out the keys and stared at them triumphantly. A tickle in the back of his mind made him put his hand back under the seat and pull out the other thing he’d felt there. A phone. But Ryker’s phone was in his pocket. So who’s phone was this? He turned it on and saw twenty four missed text messages from Ivy. Ivy! That had been the black-haired chick’s name.


    Wait. Brandon dropped his head for a second and thought hard. His thoughts were still fragmented, but he knew this was important. He tapped the phone and opened up the stream of text messages. There were hundreds. Brandon read through them, starting with Ivy’s frantic messages wanting to know what is going on? where are you? Connections formed slowly in Brandon’s mind. He read back farther. Are you coming over tonight, handsome? You left your binder at my place. I’ll bring it. Brandon dropped the phone and tried to force his mind to remember Ivy and Ryker together at Dawn’s house. Were they a couple? Were they playing some sort of secret agent game right under his nose? Brandon’s abused neurons fired enough for him to realize, yeah, that sweet thing was fucking Ryker. And Ryker hadn’t wanted him to know. A grin spread across his face as he decided it didn’t matter if Mrs. Wells and Roxy were lost. Because he knew about Ivy. Now all he had to do was find her. Brandon grabbed his own phone and pressed the button to call Dawn. Wouldn’t that be lucky if Ivy were at Dawn’s house? Lucky for Brandon. Not so lucky for Ivy. Dawn’s phone rang a dozen times. Finally Brandon slammed it on the seat in frustration. Dawn couldn’t make anything easy, could she? He’d have to head over there. Hopefully she wasn’t having another one of her famous parties. They always ended with the cops showing up. The last thing he needed right now was to deal with the cops.


    Brandon’s mind seemed to be working better than it ever had. Maybe three days with no sleep was how he thrived. He found himself grabbing his phone again and calling the number Uncle Fiore had given him. A contact at the police department. A patrol officer who could use the computers and give him information. And who would be paid handsomely for it by Uncle.


    A man picked up. “Yeager.”


    “Yeah, Officer Yeager, this is—” Brandon’s mind blanked again and he forgot the code name he was supposed to use. Dammit! He thought frantically, then turned out his pockets, knowing he had written it down.


    “Who is this?” the voice asked, turning suspicious. Brandon pawed through his baggies, his brass knuckles, his wireless phone charger, some gum, a miniature pen, and his keys, finally finding a wadded up piece of paper. He slapped his head, pissed that he couldn’t remember something so simple.


    “Ah, this is Bart Simpson. I need you to find an address for me.”


    Yeager’s voice was no longer suspicious. But he didn’t sound happy about being called by ‘Bart Simpson’. “OK. What’s the name?”


    “Ivy Oakes.” Brandon heard the clicking of a keyboard as Yeager entered the information into a computer.


    “You ready?”


    Brandon scrambled for the pen and said he was. Officer Yeager recited the address and then his voice trailed off as if he were reading something.


    “You know that she’s at the station, right?”


    Brandon’s eyes widened. “No, what for?”


    “For questioning in connection with a shooting.”


    “She shot someone?”


    “No, Dawn Reinold shot someone. Ivy Oakes was involved in some sort of altercation at the scene with Dawn. And now she’s in the cell block.”


    Brandon swore under his breath. His fingers curled tightly around the phone in aggravation. Dawn shot someone? It didn’t surprise him but it did piss him off. Nobody better come looking for him because of it. She better not have used one of his guns. Anger spiked in his chest as he realized she probably did. Officer Yeager mumbling to himself as he read the rest of the report distracted Brandon from his thoughts. Brandon heard Yeager gasp. His voice turned sharp and accusatory as he spoke to Brandon once more. “Are these friends of yours?”


    “What? No. My uncle needed to talk to Ivy Oakes.”


    “What’s your real name?”


    Brandon hit the END CALL button on his phone. This didn’t sound good at all. He eyed the baggies on the seat. Slowly, he picked up the one with the small white pills and dry-swallowed one, grimacing. There would be no sleep for him tonight.


    


    


    

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 13


    


    

  


  
    



    Ivy stumbled on the stairs, a police officer she'd never seen before holding her by the arm. He pushed her firmly down the walk and into the back of a squad car, shutting the door without even looking at her. No one had asked her what happened. No one had even spoken to her. Ivy had lain on the floor for almost an hour, handcuffed and humiliated, as paramedics, firefighters, detectives, and what seemed like the entire Westwood Harbor police department marched past her. The ambulance had taken officer Price in less than five minutes, barely taking the time to put an IV in her. Ivy had been thrilled to hear her talking before they whisked her down the steps. Dawn had lain there for longer without attention, except the officers swabbing her hands for gunpowder residue. Ivy’s hands had also been swabbed for gunpowder residue. “I didn’t shoot her,” Ivy had said, but the young officer hadn’t responded in any way. Ivy had felt like a piece of meat being prepped for sale. Several times she had the thought that when she was a cop she would do things differently. She wouldn’t treat anyone like she was being treated. But that thought had made her realize that it was early Sunday morning, the police recruit class started tomorrow, and there was almost no way she would be there. Her or Ryker. Sadness resounded inside Ivy, but it was a dull sadness. There were too many people in danger or getting hurt for her to feel too sorry for herself.


    Ivy watched the parade of officers still traipsing in and out of Dawn’s house from the back seat of the squad car, her hands starting to ache from the handcuffs. She didn't recognize any of them. Finally, the young officer who had swabbed her hands, descended the steps and got behind the wheel of the squad car she was in. Again, he didn't say a word to her, but drove her to the station in silence.


    Once there he photographed her, fingerprinted her, and asked her for her name and address. She tried to tell them that she hadn't done anything but he wouldn't listen. "I'm not supposed to take your statement. Save it for the detectives."


    He took Ivy down a long hallway and through a gray metal door, into a large open area with a cage inside. He thrust Ivy into the cage with what looked like twenty other women, most of them sitting morosely on the benches along the wall.


    Ivy edged her way into the cage, trying to look every way at once. Some of these women were downright scary looking. She found an empty seat and lowered herself onto it, scared for her own safety for the first time since this entire ordeal had started. Well, she thought, if I do end up making it to recruit class I'll have a lot of valuable experience already. She rolled her eyes at herself and her attempt to feel better. There was nothing valuable about being arrested, even if you knew you didn't do it. Especially if you knew you didn’t do it.


    Ivy sat against the wall for what seemed like an eternity. She was glad it was nighttime. Most of the women were sleeping and no one spared her a second glance. No one was fighting or making trouble. The police had taken her phone and everything she had in her pockets. She had nothing to do but sit there and wait for whatever happened next. Her eyes felt incredibly heavy. She had only stolen an hour or two of sleep the night before, and it was late already. After midnight for sure. She felt exhausted. The longer she sat there, the more her eyes seemed to weigh. She tried to keep them open, but eventually they dropped closed and her head fell on the shoulder of the stocky woman sitting next to her. "Hey!" The woman yelled, jerking her shoulder away.


    "Sorry," Ivy muttered, pulling herself as far away from the woman as she could. The woman seemed only slightly taller than Ivy and not nearly as formidable as some of the other women in the cell with them, but Ivy still didn't want to get on the wrong side of anyone. A fight would not make this night any better.


    Defeated, Ivy looked around the cell for a corner where she could sleep without bothering anyone. She knew she couldn’t keep herself awake, even sitting up. All the corners were taken. She considered just stretching out in the middle of the floor like a few other women were, but before she had to make that decision the door opened and the young officer called her name.


    Ivy stood up, glad to get out of the cell. Before she had a chance to wonder what was next, the officer led her to a small room that was bare except for a desk and four chairs. He pushed her inside without a word and locked the door from the outside. Ivy sat down, sinking in to the more comfortable chair. She put her head in her hands and was asleep within seconds.


    The door rattled and Ivy forced herself awake. She didn’t know how long she’d been asleep but she certainly didn’t feel any better. It couldn’t have been very long. Ivy rubbed her eyes and sat up straight. Something reflected the light on the table in front of her. Mortified, she realized it was a tiny puddle of drool. She rubbed her sleeve over it just as the door opened. Officer Price’s partner came in. Ivy almost smiled at him, then remembered she was under arrest. She watched him with wide eyes. Did he think she shot her partner?


    “Ivy,” he said, his voice tired and empty. He sat down across from her and rubbed his own face with his hands.


    “I didn’t shoot her,” Ivy said quickly, fear stretching her words.


    “I know. Dawn did. We got the test results back from your hands and her hands. I need to know exactly what happened, but a detective is on his way to take your statement.”


    Relief flooded Ivy. She leaned forward. “I smashed a plate on Dawn’s head,” she told him, wanting him to know as soon as possible.


    A ghost of a smile passed over his lips and Ivy sat back, satisfied. She read his name tag. Officer Bristow.


    “How is she?” Ivy asked.


    “Kara? I mean, Officer Price? She’s gonna be OK. The bullet hit her in the leg and tore off a pretty big piece of muscle. But she’s out of surgery already and they say she’ll be able to walk OK. She’s tough.”


    Ivy could see the admiration and appreciation for his partner in Officer Bristow’s face. She remembered the anguish in his voice as he’d been calling for an ambulance and a lump formed in her throat. For the second time, the dangers of police work were thrust in her face. But she didn’t have time to think about that now. Right now, she just needed to get out of here and find Ryker. Ryker! Thinking of him made her realize there was no way she could go back to Dawn’s now to find him. No matter what. No way she could let Brandon even see her. If he found out that she had knocked Dawn out she was sure there would be hell to pay.


    “Is there any way I could have my phone back?”


    Officer Bristow looked at his watch. “Sorry. Not until you’re released. Which we can’t do until we get your statement.”


    “How long will it take?”


    “I don’t know. An hour or two.”


    Another hour or two. Ivy dropped her eyes, wondering what Ryker was doing right now. Was he OK?


    “It depends on when the detective gets here. I’ll go and look for him, but he’s on his own schedule. I only came in here because Officer Price wanted me to thank you.”


    Ivy looked up, surprised. The ghost of the smile was back on Bristow’s lips. “She didn’t know what exactly you did, but she saw you running for Dawn before the bullet hit her, and she figured you did something to stop Dawn from continuing to shoot until the gun was empty."


    Ivy shuddered at the thought and nodded. Officer Bristow stood up quickly.


    “I’ll be back with the detective as soon as I can.” He left before Ivy had a chance to say another word.


    Alone again with only her thoughts, Ivy felt a confusing mixture of emotions. Gratitude that she’d been there to stop Dawn. Fear for Ryker. Frustration with her situation. And regret for never having told Hunter what was going on. She could sure use his help right now. She wondered if she had dropped his name, would she would have gotten her phone back by now? He was the Assistant Chief of Police, after all. But it was too late now. She put her head back down on the desk and tried to slow her thoughts.


    


    ***


    


    This time when the door opened, Ivy didn’t wake up right away. Instead, she felt someone shaking her, and swam slowly out of the dream she’d been having. It was Officer Bristow, but another man was with him. A short, slight man with neatly trimmed hair and a mousy face. He wore an impeccably pressed blue suit. For a moment Ivy felt worried she’d been arrested after all and they’d gotten her a lawyer. Then the man sat down across from her and told her his name.


    “I’m Detective Gagne. I need to question you about the events leading up to your arrest.”


    Ivy rubbed her eyes and nodded, surreptitiously checking the table. It was dry.


    “Can you tell me how you know Dawn Reinold?”


    “She’s a friend of a friend.”


    “Your friend’s name?”


    “Marissa Farris.” Detective Gagne wrote the name down in a small notebook.


    “And what were you doing at 42 Emery Lane?”


    “I was looking for another friend.”


    “That friend’s name?”


    Ivy started visibly, not wanting to give Ryker’s name, but completely torn about lying too. Now she really wished Hunter knew what was going on. She decided she had no choice.


    “Ryker Wells.”


    “And was Ryker there?”


    “No.”


    “But you expected him?”


    “No. I just was checking to see if he was there. I couldn’t get him on his phone.”


    “He spends a lot of time there?”


    “No. He never goes there, but he’s—” Ivy broke off, really not wanting to mention Brandon and the fact that Ryker was with Brandon. God what a mess this was turning out to be.


    “He’s what, Miss Oakes?”


    “The last time I saw him he was with Dawn’s boyfriend, Brandon. I thought maybe they had gone to the house.”


    “Brandon’s last name?”


    “Savoy,” She said quietly.


    The two men exchanged a dark look. Ivy knew what it meant. Fiore Savoy had been the biggest criminal in town until the undercover investigation she, Jen, Ryker, and Hunter had been involved in had put him in jail. She wondered if anyone would ever put her name and Ryker’s name together with the Savoy arrests. Probably not. They had been recruits. No one knew who they were. But if Hunter were here he would set them all straight. Tell them Ryker wasn’t a criminal. But she would have a lot of explaining to do to Hunter first.


    The interview went on for over an hour. Ivy felt like Detective Gagne was treating her like a criminal, but short glances at Officer Bristow always made her feel better. His eyes were kind and encouraging.


    Finally, the detective put his notebook back in his pocket and nodded to her. “Thank you for your cooperation. We will be in touch with you.”


    Ivy looked back and forth between the two men. “I can go?”


    Bristow nodded.


    “Can I get my things?”


    “Yes, follow me.”


    Ivy followed him out of the little room, wanting to push him down the hallway faster. Her mind filled with urgency. She had to find Ryker. Maybe he had called. Please let him have called. Finally, she stood at the counter outside the cell block door waiting for her things, her fingers tapping madly, her body filled with energy. She hadn’t really slept, but she was free. A clock on the wall showed the time. 7:14 in the morning. Ivy’s jaw dropped. She searched for a window to confirm or deny that it was already daytime, but the thick cement walls were solid. An officer slid her a zip lock bag with all the things that had been in her pocket.


    “Thanks,” she said, ripping the top open and pulling out her phone.


    No missed calls.


    Ivy almost cried in frustration. “Ryker where are you?” she whispered.


    The officer behind the counter gave her a funny look. “Sorry. Ah, how do I get out of here?”


    He pointed to a pair of heavy double doors and she turned and walked towards them. She pushed them open and blinked as the early morning sunlight hit her face.


    What now?


    The first thing she had to do, she knew, was finally tell Hunter. There was just too much going on for him not to know. But she had to tell Ryker she was telling Hunter too. And where should she go? Home?


    Ivy felt suddenly sick with helplessness. She looked out across the mostly-empty parking lot, her mind spinning.


    She saw something that made her forget all her frustration and almost whoop with joy. What looked like Ryker’s truck at the very back of the parking lot, near the fence. Was he here? Ivy sprinted across the blacktop, her eyes locked on the truck, praying Ryker was alone.
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    Brandon crouched behind the truck tire, snatching little glimpses of the movement of the woman running his way. He had no doubt it was Ivy, even though he hadn’t gotten a good look at her. He’d spent most of the night between this truck and the fence behind it, a car jack at his feet and a tire iron in his hands. He had his story all planned out, in case some interfering cop stuck his nose too far out here, but it hadn’t happened. None of them had showed any interest in the cars parked out here. It was a regular wasteland this far away from the building, with only a steep embankment on the other side of the fence. He’d watched every person who had come out of the double doors, and none of them had been Ivy. But finally, she had come out. Alone. And she’d seen the truck. It was almost perfect. If he could get her in the truck quickly and with no screaming, he’d be able to get out of here scot-free.


    She slowed down as she got closer. Caution finally kicking in? Just six more feet, he chanted silently. Just six more feet and he’d have her. He had no doubt she was quick, but so was he, and action was always quicker than reaction. She reached the back of the truck and ran a hand lightly across the tailgate. He had the truck canted so that if she just went around towards the driver's side, she would not be visible from the building anymore.


    Ivy stopped and peeked inside the back. “Ryker?” he heard her say softly. He heard the doubt and indecision in her voice and decided he had to act now, before she bolted like a scared rabbit. She took one more step towards the side of the truck where he crouched, then stopped. Brandon fancied he heard her heart beating in fear. His was pounding in anticipation. He took two crouched steps, almost reaching her, then jumped up and put on all his speed. She gasped and took a step backwards but before she could turn and flee he had her. He grabbed her arm and jerked her around to the far side of the truck. She pulled backwards but he was taller and heavier. She opened her mouth and he saw the scream building in her throat.


    “No you don’t.” He tangled his fingers in her hair and slammed her face into the side of the truck as hard as he could. A small dent appeared in the side of Ryker’s truck and Ryker’s girlfriend slid towards the ground, blood spraying from her nose. “Sorry cuz,” Brandon said, a grin on his face. He caught Ivy under the arms and pulled her limp body to the door. He opened it and pushed her forward onto the driver’s seat. He grabbed the waistband of her jeans with one hand and her crotch with the other hand, heaving her onto the passenger’s side of the bench seat. The back of his fingers brushed lace under her pants and distracted him for a moment. He felt himself get semi-hard in an instant and the grin that was still on his face widened. “Sorry again, cuz,” he whispered, both hands stroking areas that didn’t belong to him. The thought filled him with fire. She was cute, this Ivy. And you know what they say, possession is nine-tenths of the law. He thought possessing Ivy might pay off a little more than he had hoped.


    A car pulling into the parking lot broke into his concentration. Watching it, he quickly shoved Ivy’s legs the rest of the way in the car, pushing her so violently that her upper half rolled off the seat into the footwell. He bent her knees and shoved her feet down as far as possible, wishing he had a blanket to throw on top of her and on top of the blood smear she left on the seat. He looked behind Ryker’s seat and found a poncho. Good enough. He laid it over her, covering her entirely, then climbed behind the steering wheel and started the truck. The car that had pulled in had parked as close to the door as possible and its occupant was already striding inside. Perfect, Brandon thought, easing his way out of the parking lot.


    He turned right, triumph pulsing in his chest. When he reached the first stop light on the road he realized he had no destination. Where could he take her? Victor’s house would have been perfect. That empty house. A bedroom… But Ryker was there. He imagined a brief fantasy where he carried Ivy inside right past a sleeping Ryker. He shook his head quickly. That wasn’t a smart idea. Dawn’s place was out. Brandon himself was currently between houses, as he liked to think of it since his mom had kicked him out, so he crashed over at Dawn’s place more often than not. But Ryker knew about that house. Plus there might still be cops there.


    Brandon chewed on his tongue and realized he hadn’t thought this through very well. Stupid fucking idiot, he heard his uncle yelling inside his mind. He winced and drove on, trying to push the voice away. Wait! Uncle Fiore had a ton of houses, and he was in jail right now. Were his houses empty? Maybe some of them were. Maybe some of them had girlfriends and female relatives living in them. Would any of them help him? He allowed himself another short fantasy of Ivy handcuffed to a bed in one of Uncle’s houses, being looked after by someone. Then he would be free to come and go as he pleased. And he could have Ryker under his thumb once more. His overactive imagination pulled Ryker’s face into his mind, angry. He winced again, knowing that if Ryker had his way, Brandon would probably be dead in a ditch somewhere. But that was OK. If he could just control Ryker long enough to get the job done, he could shoot Ryker’s big ass and dump him somewhere. His first kill for the family. His first kill ever. The thought terrified him and excited him at the same time. Once he got this job done and tied up all the loose ends related to it, the entire family would have to take him seriously, and Uncle Fiore would be the first one to show his appreciation.


    Brandon drove quickly, on auto-pilot, not realizing exactly where he was going. His mind’s eye filled with dreams of being made a Lieutenant for Uncle Fiore. Of finally being someone that everybody looked up to, and no one put down.


    Ivy groaned in the footwell of the passenger seat. Brandon tensed and waited for her to move or make more noise but she lay completely still again. He looked down at what he could see of her face under the poncho and winced. Her nose was swelling already and black bags were spreading under her eyes. He didn’t want to spoil her looks. That would take some of the fun out of playing with her later, but it was too late. Hopefully she didn’t force him to beat her up anymore. He needed a gun. That way he wouldn’t have to hit her to get her to do what he wanted.


    But all his guns were at Dawn’s. Dammit. He’d have to chance a drive through the neighborhood, see what it looked like. Maybe the cops were gone by now. It had been at least nine or ten hours since the shooting. He wondered who Dawn had shot and why. Not that it surprised him. Dawn had always been crazy, especially after she got a few beers in her. But even though it didn’t surprise him it still pissed him off. Now that he had a chance to think about it, he felt red-hot rage flood through him. What if someone had asked her where she got the gun? What if Dawn was talking about him right now? She could ruin everything!


    Brandon turned right automatically and then shook himself out of his thoughts long enough to realize he was in Dawn’s neighborhood already. His eyes narrowed and he started scanning the streets for cop cars. Two blocks away he saw none. He took a right at the next stop sign and still saw none. He slowed to a crawl, seeing Dawn’s small house up ahead. Not one cop car was in sight. Brandon punched a fist in the air and sped up. He would be quick like a cat, in and out.


    After a short conflict with himself about whether he should pull in the driveway or not, he finally did, driving straight back onto the grass behind the house so that Ryker’s truck was mostly hidden from sight from anyone driving by. He idled there, looking at Ivy. He had to go inside. He didn’t want to leave her alone, but he didn’t want to try to carry her either. Sure she was light, but what if a neighbor looked out their window at the wrong time? No, she had to stay here. He would be in the house for two minutes tops. Not enough time for her to come to, realize where she was, and get away.


    Brandon threw the truck into park, pulled the keys out of the ignition, and jumped out. He took the stairs up to the back door two at a time, then unlocked it swiftly and ducked inside. Immediately, the aftermath of the cop’s investigation hit him in the face. Garbage littered the floor in the back hallway. Brandon ducked inside Dawn’s bedroom and saw stuffing strewn across the bed. Shit! He crossed the room in two large steps and chucked the stuffing onto the floor, knowing it was hopeless. There it was, Dawn’s childhood teddy bear. Or the skin of it anyway. Brandon grabbed it angrily, twisting it in his hands. Someone had found the gun he’d hidden inside it. He’d cut a slit down the back while Dawn was away one day, put the gun inside, then painstakingly sewed it back together and put the bear’s little red shirt back on.


    Brandon threw what was left of the teddy bear on the floor in a rage and strode to the hallway, heading for the kitchen. He kicked over an evidence marker someone had forgotten and snapped on the bright kitchen light. Immediately he could tell that his glock was probably gone too since the refrigerator had been pushed a foot out from the wall. He pushed it out farther, dropped to his knees behind it, and reached his arm into the hole in the back where the compressor was. He felt blindly upwards, his fingers straining for the glock he’d taped to the wall inside. Just as he suspected, it was gone. Anger caused his vision to narrow. They’d taken his guns.


    Brandon pushed himself up into a standing position and sprinted to the closet in the living room. A large pool of congealed blood in front of the doorway caught his eye. He grimaced. “Nobody could clean that shit up?” he yelled into the empty house. He turned purposely away from it and wrenched the closet door open. On the top shelf sat a mountain of old Xbox games he hadn’t played in years. He was surprised they weren’t scattered all over the bottom of the closet. He lifted the first stack and dropped it on the floor, then the second stack. Behind it was his old Xbox. He lifted it carefully off of the shelf and took it to the kitchen, yanking open the junk drawer. If this fucking gun was gone too… Brandon caught his tongue between his teeth and bit down hard, not wanting to follow that thought. He ripped off the face plate, then found the two-inch pin he was looking for in the drawer and shoved it through the holes in the case of the Xbox, releasing the clips. He pulled the ends off and pulled the halves of the Xbox apart.


    A malicious smile spread over his face as he saw the two guns taped to the inside walls of the Xbox. Fuckers thought they were smart, didn’t they? Well they weren’t fucking smarter than Brandon Savoy. No sir. He ripped the tape off the guns, pulled them smoothly out of the Xbox shell, and released the magazine on one. Full. He shoved it back in, then crammed both guns in the waistband of his jeans and left the kitchen.


    Ready or not, Ivy, here I come.
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    From her position on the floor mat in the foot well of the truck, the sound of the engine and the wheels bouncing over the road was very close and foreign, like nothing Ivy had ever heard before. She kept her eyes naturally closed, even as her own blood flowed up into her sinuses and to the back of her throat and threatened to suffocate her. She lay as painfully still as possible, not wanting Brandon to know she was awake. She felt the truck slow, turn, and stop. And then she heard the truck door open and shut. She forced herself to lay in her cramped and painful position for a full count of twenty before opening her eyes. She didn’t see Brandon anywhere. She tried to pick up her head and pain lanced through her skull. She wondered dimly if he’d broken her nose. That doesn’t matter right now. All that matters is getting away from him. She pushed hard with her arms, trying to wrench herself out of the tiny space. Finally she climbed up onto the truck seat, drops of blood from her nose falling gently onto her shirt. She looked through the back window of the truck, trying to figure out where she was. It didn’t look like anyplace she’d ever been before. Her vision swam and dizziness threatened to overtake her. Her head dropped painfully to her hands.


    Her grandma’s voice sounded in her head. Ivy, you get moving. You give in to the pain and you’re going to be in big trouble, girl.


    OK Gram, she thought, pushing her head off her hands and opening the truck door next to her. Gingerly she stepped down to the ground. As quietly as she could she pushed the door closed, eyes wide and staring and trying to see everything at once. The yard was a small, overgrown square, bordered on every side by neighboring yards and houses. Behind the truck, a driveway led to a road. The road looked impossibly far away. She crouched behind the hood of the truck and eyed the house suspiciously. That must be where Brandon had gone. She had to get away from him. And quickly. She turned directly around and picked her way over long grass and weeds, then stepped over a derelict white fence that was leaning drunkenly into the neighbor’s yard. Her head throbbed and pulsed. She had to close her eyes occasionally to stop the world from spinning and jerking, but she didn’t stop walking. Instead of heading directly ahead, she turned right and headed to the next house over.


    She stepped onto a white, tiled patio and wondered if she should go to the front door or the back. Would anyone even be home? Her head swam threateningly again as more blood gushed from her nose. She made her decision. It wouldn’t do to pass out on the narrow strip of grass leading to the front of this house. She would knock on this back door and pray someone answered.


    The top half of the door was divided into glass panes. She leaned against it, holding her face with one hand, and knocked hard. No answer, no noise inside the house. Far behind her, she heard a door slam. Her heartbeat tripled in fear. Reflexively, she tried the doorknob. Unlocked. Relief filling her, she slipped inside the house and closed and locked it behind her. The house was dark, quiet, and empty. She felt more blood fall from her nose and tried to clamp it shut. But the pain was incredible. Inside her head, she apologized madly to the home owner, both for breaking into the house, and for bleeding on the floor. Dizziness caused her head to wobble again and she braced her hands to the sides of her face. She just needed to sit for a second. Get herself together. The door she came through had opened into a foyer. Through the next doorway was a kitchen. And to her left, a door. She opened it. A dark, walk-in pantry. Ivy walked in and slumped against the back wall, taking deep, even breaths. She had to get help. Quickly.


    Her phone was still in her pocket. She pulled it out and poised her finger over the screen, not sure who to call. She didn’t even know where she was. Ryker. If only she could get ahold of Ryker he could tell her what to do. Ryker had uncanny street smarts, and he might have an idea where Brandon would have taken her. She pressed the button and listened to it ring. Ten rings, fourteen rings, twenty rings. Ivy stifled a sob of frustration and hit END CALL. This time she dialed 911.


    “911, what is your emergency.”


    Ivy spoke as quietly as possible. “I’ve been kidnapped. I’ve only just gotten away. I’m hiding in a house. I’m not sure where I am.”


    “Can you speak up ma’am, I can’t hear you.”


    Ivy spoke a bit louder, trying to find a medium between the dispatcher hearing her, but no one else hearing her. Her voice sounded cramped and nasally to her. “I’m kidnapped. Brandon Savoy. He broke my nose. I’m hiding from him in a house.”


    “Where are you?”


    “I don’t know. I might be behind a house on Emery Street. No Emery Lane. Um. I’m really not sure. I broke into a house. Can’t you trace my phone?”


    “No ma’am, we can’t do that. What is your name?”


    “Ivy Oakes. I’m… I’m supposed to be in the next police recruit class that starts…” Ivy tried to remember what day it was. Had the class started yet?


    “Ivy, can you go out of the house and see what street you are on?”


    “Um yeah. I’m scared though. He might see me. But I’ll do it. Just stay on the line with me.”


    “I will.”


    Ivy pushed herself to standing and took a step towards the door. The sound of glass breaking somewhere in the house carried through the closed door.


    She froze, fear spilling into her every cell. “He’s coming!” she whispered frantically into the phone. The dispatcher said something. To Ivy it sounded so loud she was certain Brandon would hear it. She pressed END CALL without hesitation and shrank against the back wall, clutching the phone to her chest.


    Footsteps sounded in the entryway. Ivy held her breath, feeling her heartbeat slam painfully against her ribs.


    She knew he was coming. She knew he would find her. All he had to do was follow the blood trail. Was he going to kill her? Or would he try to send her down to Mexico to replace Ryker’s mother and sister? Ryker, where are you? she moaned silently. The footsteps outside came closer. They sounded maliciously slow to Ivy, like Brandon was trying to terrorize her. She had to do something. She would call 911 back. Leave the line open. But when she unlocked her screen, Ryker’s number was the first thing she saw. She pressed it and watched the green light glow, indicating it was ringing. She held her breath.


    Ivy looked around wildly for something to use as a weapon. There was nothing. Just canned soup, pasta, and bags of chips. She grabbed a can of soup and hoisted it in her hand. She would fight. Even if she was going to die, she would fight. She would not just let Brandon take her easily, no matter what. She put her phone halfway in her pocket, checking once to make sure it was still ringing, then hoisted the can of soup over her head, and grabbed another for her other hand. She wasn’t ready. No way. But it would have to do.
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    Ryker slowly swam out of the deep, dreamless, drugged sleep that consumed him. His alarm clock was blaring. He tried to hit the snooze button but his hand met with solid glass. Slowly, he opened his eyes to bright sunlight. He was in a car. He looked around blearily, feeling as though his brain was lodged in quicksand. He couldn't dredge up any significance to this car. What day was it? Where was Ivy? Who’s car was this?


    He sat up and rubbed his eyes. His phone. That was his phone ringing. He pulled it out of his pocket. But it wasn’t his phone. It was the phone Agent Shaw had given him Friday morning. And this was Brandon’s car. Brandon, his own cousin, who had kidnapped his mother and his sister. Ryker sat up as these thoughts marched matter-of-factly through his head, clenching his jaw and looking around for the asshole. He opened the car door and stepped out. He recognized this place. It was where Brandon had brought him and made him leave his truck. He walked to the garage where his truck was and opened the door. His truck was gone. Ryker stood still for a moment, blinking, trying to sort his newest thoughts in a mind that still seemed stuck on slow-motion. He walked back to the car and looked in it at the McDonald's cup in the center console. Brandon must have drugged him. That’s why he felt so strange, so out of it. His phone rang on and on in his hand. He lifted it to his face, but before he saw who was calling he realized that if Brandon had his truck, Brandon also had his phone. Ivy!


    His eyes finally settled on the phone. It was Ivy. He pressed the button quickly. “Ivy. Where are you?”


    No answer. He looked at the phone, confused. The line was open. He held it to his ear again and listened intently. From what sounded like a distance he heard grunts of exertion and a feminine moan of pain. Pressing the phone to his ear hard enough to cut off the blood flow to his skin, he ran to Brandon’s car and looked frantically for keys. Of course Brandon hadn’t left the keys here for him. He dropped heavily into the driver’s seat, wishing madly that he knew how to hot wire a car. But he didn’t. He didn’t know the first thing about it.


    He stood up and pressed the phone harder to his ear. Ryker heard something more, possibly a moan of pain, then sounds of movement. Ryker ground his teeth together hard enough to crack them. “Touch her and I’ll kill you, Brandon,” he whispered, running frantically out to the road and looking left and right. It was a quiet suburban street. Small houses, close together. Not one person in sight.


    With the phone pressed up to his ear, Ryker ran to the first car he saw and tried the door. Locked. His head pounding in fear for Ivy, he ran to the next car and yanked on the door handle. Locked too. He ran across the street to another car, a black SUV. The door handle opened and he pawed frantically through the glove compartment and center console, one-handed, looking for keys. Nothing. He checked above the visor. Nothing. A moan escaped his lips. On the phone, he heard only a loud rustling.


    He climbed out of the SUV and whipped his head left and right, trying to decide which way to go. In front of him, a large white Cadillac sat in the driveway of a small white house. He ran to it, praying fervently. He ripped at the door handle, but it was locked. The door of the house opened and an elderly woman with wispy white hair, wearing a blue and white flowered dress and a neat, blue hat stepped out of the house. Their eyes locked. Ryker imagined what he looked like. A car thief. A crazed car thief. She was going to call the cops on him. He needed to call Hunter, and quickly, so he didn’t just get arrested. But the phone! He couldn’t hang up on Ivy!


    The woman looked him up and down. Her eyes showed no fear, which amazed Ryker. “There now, young man, what is the matter?” she called.


    Ryker felt caught. His thoughts spun. Maybe if I tell her the truth, she won’t call the police. Words spilled out of his mouth. “My girlfriend. She’s in danger. I have to help her. I need a car.”


    “And were you going to steal it?” she asked sharply, tilting her head back slightly so she could look into his eyes.


    “Well, I, ah. Ma’am, I didn’t feel I had a choice.”


    “You always have a choice, young man, remember that.” She looked him over calmly. “Are you telling the truth?”


    Ryker felt like he was about to have a meltdown. Ivy was hurt maybe, about to disappear maybe, and he was having a conversation with a stranger on the street. But he heard himself speak anyway.


    “Yes. My girlfriend’s name is Ivy. A dangerous man has her,” he said simply.


    The woman’s face folded in on itself in concern. “Then here, take Matilda.” The woman rummaged in her purse and held out a set of keys to Ryker. Ryker stared at them in disbelief. She dropped them in his hand and motioned for him to open the car.


    He yanked open the door and dropped behind the wheel, forgetting completely to say thank you. He switched the phone to his other ear and jammed the keys in the ignition. The car roared to life, the deep growl of the engine sounding to Ryker like confirmation from Heaven. The Caddy responded to his lightest touch, pulling smoothly out of the driveway. He spun the wheel in his hands, slammed the transmission into drive, and sped down the street, realizing at once that he didn’t have a clue where to go.
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    The door to the tiny pantry where Ivy was cowering opened swiftly. Ivy cocked her arm back, ready to slam the can of soup into Brandon’s face. But it never appeared. Confused for a moment, she finally saw him in the crack of the door where the hinges met the wall. He had opened it while standing behind it, probably expecting her to launch some sort of attack. He peeked around the door at her and Ivy thought she saw a smile on the portion of his face she had a view of. She threw the can of soup in her right hand as hard as she could at his head. He ducked behind the door and it missed him entirely.


    “Now, Ivy. Don’t be like that.”


    She heard the laughter in his voice. Anger flared inside her. He was toying with her. Like a little jerk. Like there was something fun about this. The thought galvanized Ivy into motion. She sprinted out of the pantry towards the door they had come in, hoping it would take Brandon a few seconds to realize what she had done. She wrenched the back door open, grateful she didn’t seem to be feeling dizzy at the moment. She passed the threshold and tucked her elbows in, ready to spring across the lawn, any lawn, when searing pain lanced through the back of her head. He’d caught her by her hair. Ivy gasped in misery and her hands flew to her head. She clawed at Brandon’s hands, trying to rip his fingers apart.


    She realized she couldn’t budge his fingers. He sucked in a breath in pain as she tried to rip open his skin. She redoubled her efforts and opened her mouth to scream. He twisted his grip in her hair and she felt several strands pull out of her scalp. She yelped from the pain, but it wasn’t the attention-grabbing scream she’d been aiming for. She sucked in another lungful of air to try again when Brandon forced her face to the ground and pulled her back in the doorway by her hair.


    He spoke into her ear, malice in his voice. “Listen, bitch. I know you want to get away, but you’re not going to. And if you don’t quit trying you’re going to be very sorry. I can’t shoot you, because I can’t afford for you to die right now, but I can make you wish you were dead. Got me?”


    Ivy stopped struggling. She got him. She couldn’t get away with his hands in her hair. That was for sure. She’d shear it all off if she found some sharp scissors though. Or stick them in his eye and keep her hair. Hatred seared through her for this … this punk who had somehow gotten the advantage over her. If Ryker were here … bent double like she was she could see her phone in her pocket. Was it still ringing? It didn’t seem to be, but she had an open line. Ryker was listening?!


    “OK, OK,” she gasped. “I’ll stop. What do you want with me, Brandon?”


    “Good,” he said, standing up and pulling her up with him. He ignored her question completely and her anger flared again. “Now we’re going to walk across this lawn, real nice-like. If you scream even once, you’ll be sorry.”


    They walked, his fingers still locked in her hair. Ivy’s eyes searched the yards around her and the bit of the street she could see. There were no people anywhere. Somewhere in the distance she heard a dog barking. Her mind worked frantically. She saw they were heading towards Ryker’s truck and her already rabbit-like heartbeat doubled in speed. Was he going to take her somewhere else? That couldn’t be a good thing. Was he going to ship her out of state or out of the country? She had to keep fighting him. Or distract him somehow. As long as they were out in the open like this, someone could see her, call the police. Or maybe the police were already looking for her. Oh why hadn’t she mentioned Ryker’s truck when she talked to 911?


    Her eyes fixed on the back of the house where the truck was parked. Was this Dawn’s house? She’d only seen it at night, and from the front, but it was the same size and looked right. She decided to take a chance. If Ryker was listening he needed to know where they were. “Why are we at Dawn’s house?” she asked Brandon, trying to keep her voice low and non-confrontational.


    “Shut up,” he hissed at her, trying to dig into his left pocket with his right hand. His left was caught in her hair. Ivy swayed on her feet, wondering if he was going to let go of her hair long enough to get whatever he wanted out of his pocket. If he did, should she run? She cast her eyes right and left, looking for the route that would get her to other people the quickest.


    Instead of letting go of her, Brandon twisted his body just a little farther and got what he wanted. As he withdrew it, Ivy saw he had the keys to Ryker’s truck perched on the very edge of his fingertips. Without stopping to think, Ivy snatched the keys with her left hand and threw them as far as she could into the overgrown weeds surrounding the next yard. Her eyes marked the place where they disappeared, but Brandon was staring at her, mouth agape.


    “You fucking bitch,” he said, his words holding deadly menace. Ivy’s fear, which had been on a low simmer, spiked dangerously high. She wished she could take it back. Not throw the keys. Too late. Brandon cocked a fist and slammed it towards Ivy’s face. Ivy ducked her head and tried to drop to the ground, more hair pulling out of her scalp. Brandon’s fist slammed into the back of her skull. It hurt, but he howled in pain and rage like it hurt him more.


    His fingers untangled from her hair. Unbalanced, she fell to the ground. Quickly she curled into a ball and covered her head and neck, anticipating sharp kicks to her body or face. But none came. She dared a glance at Brandon and found him red-faced and shaking in rage. He held his right hand gingerly in front of him. With his left hand he was awkwardly trying to pull a gun from his waistband. Bad move, Ivy moaned inside her head. Now he’s going to shoot you.


    Ivy pushed rapidly to her knees and put her hands up. “Look I’m sorry Brandon, I’m sorry! I know where they went, I’ll find them.” Slowly, she crawled backwards, eying him warily. He watched her carefully, then chanced a look at the houses around them. Ivy heard the barking dog in the distance joined by another dog and the roar of cars somewhere on a highway. But here in this neighborhood, all was quiet. Brandon seemed satisfied and his eyes locked on hers again, a scowl of anger contorting his face.


    “You better find them, bitch. You have thirty seconds.”


    Ivy crawled faster, thankful for a few moments of respite. When she made it to the general area where she had seen the keys land she plunged her hands through the weeds and ran them over the ground. He fingers touched dirt, a worm, soft weeds, grass, leaves, and sticks. But no keys. Brandon had stepped closer, looking for a glint of silver also, murderous intent on his face.


    Ivy searched whole-heartedly, but her fingers found nothing. Fear beat a steady pulse in her brain. She kept snatching looks at Brandon, her eyes drawn to the outline of the gun in his waistband. Would he really shoot her? Thirty seconds came and went. Then another thirty. Ivy felt panic trying to edge out fear as her most consuming emotion. She started pulling up weeds by the roots and pitching them away from her.


    There! She’d found them! Her hands closed on them. Don’t give them up, a small voice in the back of her mind whispered. If you give them to him, you’re going to disappear. Forever. Ivy knew she didn’t have a choice though. No one had come to save her. She was on her own. And here in this quiet backyard, if she didn’t give Brandon what he wanted, he would shoot her. She was sure of it. Maybe while he was driving she could jump out of the truck in a populated area…


    Brandon materialized at her shoulder, cutting off her thoughts. His foot pressed deliberately onto her hand that wasn’t curled around the keys, thrusting her fingers into the dirt.


    “Hand ‘em over,” he ordered.


    Ivy did.


    “Now stand up. Slowly.”


    Ivy stood, tugging her hand out from under his shoe. She felt steel jab into her back.


    “Get in the truck. Don’t fuck with me, Ivy. I’m in no mood.”


    Ivy walked toward the truck, watching the road at the end of the driveway. Praying to see a cop car or anyone drive by. It was empty.


    Brandon steered her towards the driver’s side door. He opened it and prodded her in the back. “Slide over.”


    Ivy climbed in the truck, wincing at her own blood stains on the seat. She slid over and settled as close to the passenger door as possible.


    Brandon, the gun in his left hand, slid the key in the ignition and turned it. Ivy prayed the truck wouldn’t start, but it roared to life in an instant. Of course it did. Ryker loved this truck and took good care of it.


    Brandon jerked the gear stick into reverse and steered down the driveway, using the rear view mirror. Hopelessness and helplessness settled heavily on Ivy. She was going to have to do something drastic…


    “What the fuck is this shit?” Brandon muttered.


    Ivy whipped her head around, trying to see what Brandon was talking about. Behind them, a white Cadillac roared into the driveway, cutting them off completely.


    Brandon swore loudly and slammed the gear shift into park. He grabbed Ivy by the hair again and pulled her across the seat and out his door. Ivy’s hands flew to her head and she shrieked in pain. Not sure what was going on, she squeezed her eyes shut. When they’d stopped moving, Ivy opened her eyes again. Ryker stood next to the white Cadillac, his jaw clenched, his hands open in front of him.


    Ryker! He’d found her. Ivy wanted to cry in relief. But she knew she wasn’t saved yet.


    “Move away from the car, Ryker!” Brandon said, his voice hard.


    “No.”


    Brandon twisted his finger’s in Ivy’s hair and jabbed the gun against her waist. Ivy bit her lips to keep from crying out. “Do it or I’ll shoot her.”


    Ryker took a step forward. “You shoot her, and I’ll tear you apart with my bare hands, I promise you that, Brandon. Let her go, and I’ll let you go. We’re done playing this game.” Ivy heard in Ryker’s voice that he meant every word he said. She looked sideways at Brandon to see if he believed it.


    Brandon took a step backwards, edging past the open truck door, pulling Ivy with him. “Stay there, Ryker, I’m warning you.”


    Ryker took another step. “Let her go, Brandon. I’m warning you.”


    “God dammit!” Brandon swore, then pulled Ivy backwards with him quickly. Once they were behind the house, he pulled her quickly to the side and sprinted up the steps, ripping open the door. Tears shone in Ivy’s eyes from the pain in her head.


    Brandon pulled her into the house, then slammed the door shut and locked it. He looked around wildly. Ivy saw panic in his eyes. He knew that this was it. It was him or Ryker. She felt a fierce satisfaction, knowing he was scared. He should be scared.


    The doorknob rattled. Brandon swore again and pulled her deeper into the house by her hair. She tripped and hit her face on the door frame leading into the living room, starting her nose bleeding again. She heard him open a door, then move away from it. Her head swam dizzily and stars flashed in front of her eyes from the pain making it hard to discern where he was taking her. Bright lights made her think it was the kitchen but she couldn't be sure. All she could hear was her own blood whooshing in her ears and Brandon’s ragged breathing. He stopped and she held her hands to her face, trying desperately to soothe her eyes and get her vision back. Something heavy moved across the floor. Brandon moved her two more steps, then they were plunged into darkness.


    Ivy blinked and opened her eyes, trying to figure out where they were. She couldn't see anything. It was as if she had gone blind.


    “Keep your mouth shut or you die,” Brandon whispered to her. His hand released her hair and touched over her face, sending spears of pain through her head again, then he clamped the hand over her mouth. Ivy struggled to breathe through her swollen nose, flaring her nostrils as wide as possible and snuffling blood down her throat. Even while she was fighting for air, she tried to figure out where they were. The door that had opened had sounded like the front door, but they hadn’t gone down any steps, so they hadn’t gone outside. Had he opened the door to try to lure Ryker outside? And where exactly were they? A closet?


    Ivy’s ears strained to hear a noise, anything that would indicate that Ryker was still coming for her. Minutes passed. She heard nothing but her own strained breathing. Panic started to set in on her again. What if Ryker were searching the street for her in vain? She couldn’t just sit here and wait. She had to do something, she had to act! Ivy tried to take in a large breath to maybe scream behind the hand holding her mouth, but a feeling flashed through her brain. She remembered how she felt when she threw Brandon’s keys and he went for his gun. She had been almost certain he was going to shoot her. Intense, crushing fear for her life had immobilized her for a moment. Was she really going to do that again?


    Yes. She was. Ivy opened her mouth slightly and wriggled behind Brandon's hand. When she had a good angle she caught his fingers in her teeth and bit down as hard as she could, pulling her head back to tear flesh like an animal. Anger flashed through her again, driving out the fear, and lending her strength. Oh the satisfaction she felt as her teeth met bone.


    Brandon screamed and lurched forward, his head rapping smartly on the wall in front of them. A crack of light appeared for a moment. The way out! Ivy struggled towards it, knowing this was her only chance.


    Suddenly, the crack widened and a door ripped open in front of her. Bright light blinded her. A heavy hand brushed past her. Brandon’s body was wrenched over hers as Ryker pulled him bodily out of the tiny cellar door he had hidden them behind. Ryker grabbed Brandon’s wrist that was holding the gun. A gunshot boomed, deafening in the small space, and Ivy gasped, blinking her eyes madly to try to see if Ryker had been shot.


    The gun was pointing harmlessly toward the wall. She scanned Ryker for blood and saw some on his arm, but not much. Ivy could see Brandon’s hand turning purple as Ryker squeezed the wrist with all of his considerable might. With his other hand, Ryker grabbed Brandon by the back of his neck and drove his entire body face-first into a wall. Ivy heard bones crunch and saw Brandon go limp. The gun tumbled out of his hand. Ryker pulled him back, and slammed him into the wall again, a kind of rumble coming out of his throat. Ryker pulled him back once more, preparing for a third face slam into the bloody wall. Ivy stumbled forward and grabbed Ryker’s arm, her face and voice pleading. “Ryker, stop. He’s done.”


    Ryker looked down and with a grimace of disgust, dropped Brandon into a heap.
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    Careful not to touch Brandon on the floor, Ivy threw her arms around Ryker, her relief so great it threatened to physically knock her over. Still watching Brandon, he hugged her tightly with one arm, squeezing the breath out of her. She buried her face in his chest, able to think of nothing for a few short moments. She reveled in his smell, his touch, the strength and solidness of him. And his goodness. Finally, she pulled away and really looked at him. “You’re bleeding, are you hurt?” she asked.


    “I got scratched on a nail or something pulling him out of there.” He gestured behind her. “It’s nothing.”


    Ivy turned to look where he had pointed. She saw only the table alcove and a long, white wall-hanging with a rainbow on it on the wall to the right side of the table. She grabbed Ryker’s non-injured arm. “Pulled us out of where?” she asked, breathless.


    “Behind that thing,” he said, pointing again to the wall-hanging. “There’s a door behind it.”


    “Oh,” Ivy breathed, feeling suddenly weak in the knees. “How did you even know it was there?”


    “I didn’t, until he screamed. What happened?” Ivy held tighter onto Ryker’s arm. That’s what she’d thought. It was a perfect hiding place. Thoughts about what could have happened if Ryker hadn’t found them threatened to overwhelm her. She pushed them away and answered him.


    “I bit him.”


    “Good.” Ryker kicked the gun farther away from Brandon’s limp body, then gripped Ivy’s upper arms and pulled her close, peering into her face. “What did he do to you Ivy? Your nose. Your face.” His voice cracked on the last few words.


    “I'm OK. He slammed my face into your truck. I think I blacked out, but not for very long.”


    Ivy saw anger cross Ryker’s handsome features. His throat worked but no words came out. Finally, he spoke. “I should fucking kill him,” Ryker spat out, turning towards Brandon, who still lay motionless on the floor, his face bloody and oddly squashed looking.


    Desperation leaped in Ivy’s chest. “No Ryker, don’t touch him. You might already have killed him,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. She pulled at Ryker, trying to get him to step back. Finally, he did, anger still written on his face.


    “It’s over, Ryker. You stopped him. Now we just need to call him an ambulance. And the police. They’ll sort this out.”


    “It’s not over. There’s so much more going on. And my mom. My sister. We still have to find them.”


    “Oh!” Ivy jumped. Ryker still didn’t know! “Ryker, Agent Shaw, he said he couldn't get authorization to go to Mexico—” Ryker’s eyes flashed bright with anguish. Ivy spoke as quickly as she could, wanting him to know the rest of it as fast as possible. “— But I called Jen and she put me in touch with two other FBI agents - her brother’s friends - they flew to Mexico last night. I bet they’re back already with your mom and your sister!”


    Now Ryker’s eyes flared with hope. Ivy whipped her phone out of her pocket. “I’ll call Jen. Maybe she’s heard some news. You call 911.”


    “Yeah, and Hunter. The quicker he gets down here the better. No one else is going to believe me…”


    Believe you? Ivy thought. But before she could ask what he meant she saw that she had missed calls and messages on her phone. One from Hawk Kincaid. She called the number back quickly. With one ear she listened to it ring and with the other she tried to hear what Ryker was telling the 911 operator. He never took his eyes off Brandon. Ivy eyed Brandon too, trying to see if he was breathing. She knew she shouldn't feel sorry for him, but she did. If he were still alive, his face would never be the same. Both cheekbones looked broken, his nose was lacerated and sitting almost sideways, and Ivy could see bloody stumps where his front teeth had been. Her pity didn’t extend far enough for her to get down on his level and check his pulse though. No way she was touching him. If he was dead there wasn’t a thing they could do for him anyway.


    The phone clicked in her ear. “Kincaid.” a hard masculine voice said.


    “Um, Mr.— I mean Agent Kincaid? This is Ivy Oakes. You, ah—”


    Agent Kincaid cut her off, his voice suddenly friendly and light-hearted. “Ivy! We’ve been trying to call you. Is Ryker there with you?”


    “Yes,” Ivy said, trying to subdue the elation that was building in her chest.


    “Put him on, I’ve got someone here that wants to talk to him”


    “OK.” Ivy bit her lip. Her eyes prickled hotly with tears of joy she tried to blink back. They’d done it. She pulled on Ryker’s elbow, stopping him in mid-sentence. “Ryker, you have to take this.”


    “Hold on,” Ryker said into his phone. He put Ivy’s phone to his ear. “Hello?”


    Ivy stood on tip-toes, pulling at Ryker’s arm, trying to hear too. Ryker stooped until she was level with him and she pressed her head right against his. A female voice came on the line, full of emotion. “Ry? You there?”


    “Ma.” Ivy couldn't see his face, but she could hear the relief and softening in his voice.


    “Ry, you saved us. I knew you would. I told that jerk. I told him he’d be sorry for ever touching us. I told him my son was a cop and he was going to find us.”


    “Ma, where are you?”


    “We’re at home, baby. The nice FBI team brought us here. They said they’d stay with us until you said it was OK.”


    “And Roxy?”


    “She’s here. She’s fine. We’re both fine.” Mrs. Well’s voice broke on the last word and she started crying. Ivy could hear her sobs loud and clear. She looked at Ryker. His face contorted in relief and emotion. He blinked his eyes rapidly.


    “Don’t cry, Ma. I’ll come see you as soon as I can. Let me talk to the FBI guy.”


    Ivy dropped down and let Ryker stand up completely to finish his conversation. She watched Brandon, who hadn’t moved yet, and plucked the phone out of Ryker’s other hand to finish his conversation with the 911 operator.


    In the distance, she could hear the rise and fall of sirens.


    


    ***


    


    An hour later, Ivy sat on the gurney of the second ambulance to come to the scene. Brandon had been scooped up and hauled away to the hospital with a police escort immediately, apparently still alive. Ivy had originally tried to refuse medical care, but when Assistant Police Chief Hunter Foley showed up to the scene he insisted that she be checked out at the hospital.


    A paramedic was taking her blood pressure, leaving her free to watch Dawn’s house out the back door of the ambulance. Even though she was in pain, it was much better than watching from the back seat of a police car. Patrol officers, detectives, and people in plain clothes carrying various testing equipment zipped in and out of the house. Hunter and Ryker were standing just outside the door, huddled in a very intense conversation. Hunter took a notebook out of his pocket and handed it to Ryker. Ryker bent over it, drawing or writing something. Ivy’s eyebrows creased together. What was going on? What was Ryker telling Hunter? She hadn’t been able to talk to him at all after he hung up with Agent Kincaid. The police had arrived right away and separated them, questioning them intently.


    The paramedic finished her blood pressure, pulled the back doors closed on the ambulance, and yelled to his partner to roll out. Ivy sat up on the stretcher as high as possible, watching Ryker and Hunter until the ambulance turned a corner. She slumped back onto the stretcher, feeling sad that neither man had even noticed she’d left. A trickle of unease wormed its way between her shoulder blades. Ryker had said it wasn’t over. They must be going to deal with the man with the explosives. Was Ryker still in danger?


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 19


    


    

  


  
    



    Ivy woke up all at once, her eyes still closed, confusion falling away quickly. She heard beeping, hushed voices, and doors slamming from far away. She was in the hospital. They’d admitted her for observation the night before, and once they’d gotten her in a bed, she’d fallen asleep almost immediately. Her nose was broken and she had a concussion. The doctor would be coming by today to tell her if she needed surgery.


    Ivy sat up and swung her feet over the edge of the hospital bed. She felt better. Way better than the day before. Her head was clear and her ability to focus was back. But Ryker hadn’t been in to visit yet, and neither had Jen. No one had come to see her. A twinge of fear for Ryker tried to worm its way into her heart but she gritted her teeth against it. Her phone was dead or she’d try to call him. Maybe someone would let her use their phone. Right now, there was nothing she wanted more than to talk to Ryker.


    She grabbed her IV pole and padded her way to the bathroom. When she was done with her morning necessaries she hesitantly approached the mirror. She’d glanced in a mirror the day before and had been horrified at what she’d seen. Her cheekbones and nose had both been horribly swollen and black marks had spread beneath her eyes. Her normally thin face had looked lumpy and inflated. Ivy locked eyes with herself and let out a small sigh. She looked much better today. Under her eyes was still black, but the swelling had gone down quite a bit overnight. She almost looked herself. She smoothed a hand through her black hair trying to get it to lay flat.


    A knock on her door and a female voice surprised her. She thought it must be a nurse. “I’ll be right out,” she called. She gathered her IV pole and pulled her gown tight behind her for the walk back to the bed. She pushed the door open and was surprised not to find a nurse, but another patient. Officer Price.


    Officer Price smiled at her. Ivy noticed at once how good she looked. Not at all like she had been shot just two days ago. She had on a brilliant-green, silk bathrobe that hung longer than the hospital gowns. Her dark hair was brushed to shining and lay over her shoulder like she were going to a club or perhaps on a date. Her dark, cat-like eyes flashed and Ivy noticed that they shone with what looked like happiness. She’s in the hospital recovering from a gunshot wound, what’s she so happy about? Ivy wondered.


    “Ivy!” Officer Price called. She rushed to Ivy, pulling her own IV pole with one hand and leaning on a wooden cane with the other, then gave her a hug. “I heard you were here, and I just had to come down and see for myself. My doctor didn’t want me walking yet but I told him I’d check out against medical advice if he didn’t let me.” She made imaginary quotation marks in the air at the last two words and winked at Ivy.


    Non-plussed, Ivy couldn’t think of a thing to say. Officer Price didn’t seem to mind at all. “Want to go back to your bed? I’ll help you.”


    “No, I don’t need help!” Ivy said, rushing to her bed to prove it. Officer Price had to need more help than Ivy did. She’d been shot in the leg! Ivy sat on the edge of her bed and gave Officer Price a small smile. To her, the moment felt horribly awkward. Officer Price was acting like they were friends. Good friends.


    Officer Price pulled up a lime-green chair and flipped it around to face Ivy. She hooked her cane over one of the arms, then knelt on the chair with one knee and stuck the other leg stiffly out behind her. Ivy saw a small wince of pain dampen her smile for only a moment.


    “Since you’re here, I had to come down and say thank you. You saved my life,” she said simply.


    “Oh, well. I guess so.”


    “Yes Ivy, you did. I’ve read the report a dozen times. I opened the door to the house and stepped over the threshold expecting to see what I always see at Dawn’s place. Beer cans everywhere, people diving out the windows, and Dawn telling me to get out of her house. But instead I see Dawn pointing a gun at me and you about to tackle her. I never had a chance. The bullet hit me before I could even reach for my gun. She could have put five more bullets into me before Joe got there if you hadn’t hit her over the head.”


    Joe? Ivy thought, confused for a second.


    “Joe Bristow, he’s my partner. He was talking on the radio in the car. I didn’t wait for him. I’d dealt with Dawn before. I was cocky. I won’t make that mistake again.”


    Ivy nodded. Maybe she did save Officer Price’s life. With a shy smile she said, “You’re welcome, Officer Price.”


    “Call me Kara.” She smiled again and Ivy’s smile grew a bit wider. Ivy didn’t make friends easily, but in that moment, she did feel like she and Officer Pr— she and Kara could become friends.


    “So is it true that you are going to be in the upcoming recruit class?” Kara asked.


    The question hit Ivy hard and she looked around for a clock. Today was Monday. Had the class started yet? The white, circular clock on the wall said 9:15.


    “Yeah, I was. But I guess not anymore. It started today.” Ivy said quietly.


    “Today? Oh.” Kara’s face fell. But she brightened almost immediately. “They might still let you in. Or if not this one, then definitely the next one. I’ll make sure of it. I’m one of the FTOs so I’ve got a bit of influence over Sgt. Rice - he’s the main instructor.”


    “FTO?”


    “Field training officer. When you are done in the academy, you ride with an experienced officer for several months. I’m one of those officers.”


    Ivy was impressed. That must be a hard job dealing with absolute green recruits on the road. “So you’re … going back to work then?”


    “Oh yeah, the doctor says I can go back in two to three months. I bet I’ll be back in six weeks.” Kara smiled her broad smile and winked at Ivy again. A chiming noise issued from the pocket of her bathrobe. Kara pulled out her phone. “Oh, sorry, I’ve got to take this. Do you mind?”


    Ivy shook her head no.


    Kara answered the phone. “Hi, Dad. Yeah, I found her. She’s in room 418. OK, see ya.” Kara made a pained expression. “I’m so sorry but my dad wants to tell you thank you too. He insisted. I hope you don’t mind.”


    Ivy’s eyes grew wide. She did mind. “He wants to thank me?”


    “Yeah, for saving my life. He’s like that. Super close with the entire police community. Does lots of volunteer work and advocate or mediation work when cops get hurt or there’s a problem between cops and citizens. He wanted to thank you regardless but when he found out you were a recruit he insisted. No matter what I said.” Kara leaned forward and dropped her voice like she was conveying a secret. “I’m his only child. My mom died of a heart attack a few weeks before I joined the department. He had just retired. With me working and mom gone and him suddenly retired he got super depressed and I was distraught about it. I almost got kicked out of the recruit class till I told Sgt. Rice what was going on. He called my dad and told him my recruit class needed a volunteer. Like a den mother for cub scouts. Someone to help the instructors grade tests, carry equipment, encourage stragglers, stuff like that. My dad came in that day and he’s been volunteering for everything under the sun since. Sometimes I think it saved his life. He’s part of Citizens on Patrol and he brings the dispatchers and desk sergeant dinners on holidays. He’s even kept up his license so he can give free legal advice to officers who can’t afford to hire a lawyer.”


    “He’s a lawyer?” Ivy asked, fascinated in spite of herself. She was always fascinated with other people’s fathers.


    Before Kara could answer, the hospital door whooshed open and an older man with a thick head of white hair and Kara’s dark eyes peeked just his head in. “Kare-bear!” he beamed, pushing the door the rest of the way open. In his other hand, he held two bright, red, foil balloons. Packages were stuffed under his arms.


    “Hi, Dad,” Kara said with a swift grin. She turned to Ivy. “Ivy, this is my dad, William Price.”


    William rushed in the room. Ivy noticed immediately that he had the same easy manner, high energy, and broad smile as his daughter. He came straight to her and held out a balloon. “Hi Ivy, this is for you. I know you’re not eight, but I didn’t know if you liked plants and a kitten seemed like too much.”


    Ivy took the balloon, laughing. William turned and gave the other balloon to his daughter. “What else do we have here? Oh, OK, this is for you and this is for you.” He distributed two boxes of candy and two teddy bears to the women.


    Kara caught Ivy’s gaze and rolled her eyes. “I saw that,” William growled in mock anger. Ivy laughed again. This was turning out to be OK.


    His hands finally empty, William turned to Ivy and grasped one of her hands, his face serious. “I can’t ever thank you enough for saving my little girl’s life. But I still have to try. Thank you, Ivy.” He lifted Ivy’s hand to his mouth and kissed it. Stunned, Ivy couldn’t think of anything to say.


    Kara spoke up behind her. “OK, Dad. I’ve just been in here thanking her too. Give her some space. I think we’re overwhelming her.”


    William dropped Ivy’s hand, and with a last grin and a wink, he backed up, kissed Kara on the cheek and raised his hand in a kind of salute. “OK! I’m off to the children’s ward. I’ve got twenty-eight toys and twelve stuffed animals to distribute!” He backed out the door, but right before he closed it he told Kara, “I’ll be front and center at your press conference. Make sure you show them your best side.”


    Ivy gave him a wave as he left, then turned an inquisitive eye on Kara.


    “I’ve got a press conference at two o’clock this afternoon here at the hospital. I’m the first cop to get shot this year or something. They want to know how I’m doing. I would have told the Chief I didn’t want to do it but Dad thinks it will be good for me and the department. Keep public opinion high or something. He’s probably right.”


    Ivy felt her eyes widen. A press conference. She couldn’t imagine it. She hoped she didn’t ever have to give one.


    Kara’s phone chimed in her pocket again. She looked at the screen. “Uh oh. Joe texted me. Says to turn on the TV. Something big is going on.” Kara tried to heave herself onto her stiff leg but Ivy snatched the remote. “I’ll get it.” She punched the button to turn on the TV and didn’t even have to change the channel. The chaos of a live TV feed at the scene of a police standoff came up immediately.


    A pretty reporter was talking into the camera. Ivy listened with only half an ear. Her eyes had been immediately drawn to a man in the background that looked exactly like Ryker. He was crouching behind a squad car and bent over something. Ivy couldn’t tell what. On both sides of him, officers in uniforms had their guns drawn and pointed at a small house across the street. Ivy strained her eyes, trying desperately to see if the man was Ryker or not.


    “Oh my God,” Kara breathed.


    Ivy looked at her. “What?!”


    “The bomb squad. See them in the background? And they’ve got the whole neighborhood roped off. There must be explosives in that house.”


    Ivy’s eyes flew back to the screen. Ryker’s words came tumbling back to her. Tell him Brandon is getting the explosives for this by having me set off C4 at Westwood Prep on Monday. But that wasn’t a high school they were surrounding. It was a neighborhood.


    The two women listened raptly. A nurse came in to check on Ivy. Ivy answered her irritably, not wanting to tear her attention away from the gripping scene on the TV. The man she thought could be Ryker turned and yelled something to someone behind him. For a split second she saw his face. It was him. Fear gripped Ivy’s heart once again. So this is why he’d said it wasn’t over. And she’d come to the hospital and slept all night. Not realizing that for Ryker, getting rid of Brandon had only been a first step.


    On the TV, two members of the bomb squad ran for the police cars, yelling something Ivy couldn’t understand. She held her breath. All the police officers dropped fully behind the cars. Some covered their heads with their hands. Ivy thought she saw Ryker get up from the ground and start to run but the camera view wobbled and then the pretty reporter threw a worried glance over her shoulder, blocking Ivy’s view. One of the bomb squad members ran for her. Ivy could finally hear him. “Get down!”


    A blast rocked the camera and flame ripped into the sky. For several moments, Ivy and Kara could see nothing but blue sky and drifting smoke. Ivy smothered a moan behind her hand and willed the camera to show the scene again. Finally it did, zooming in past the police cars. Where the house had been, a smoking crater now sat. Ivy ground her fists against her mouth, trying not to cry out. The houses to each side of the crater leaned drunkenly, huge portions blown and scattered. Pull back, pull back, she chanted to the camera operator. She wanted to see the police cars. As though the operator had heard her, the scene widened. The pretty reporter came into focus, standing up and brushing dirt and grass off of her skirt. The camera focused behind her. The bomb squad swarmed towards the wreckage. Windows had been blown out of all the police cars and their windshields had been shattered, but the cars themselves looked OK from the back. One police officer lay on the ground. An officer next to him was holding pressure on his leg and gesturing frantically to someone off camera.


    And Ryker was nowhere to be seen.


    


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 20


    


    

  


  
    



    Ivy and Kara locked eyes, identical expressions of horror on each of their faces. Ivy stood up forcefully. There was no way she was sitting here. She looked around the room for her clothes. She started for the wardrobe but her IV held her up. She grabbed the plastic wires and ripped the IV out of her arm¸ leaving it to drip on the floor.


    “What are you doing?” Kara asked.


    “I’m going. My boyfriend is there.”


    “You know where that was?”


    Ivy stopped short. “Well I guess I’ll just follow the smoke.”


    “Ivy they won’t let you anywhere near that place. Is your boyfriend a cop?”


    “No, he’s a recruit just like me. He was the big guy in jeans crouched behind the car.”


    “Why was he there?”


    “I’m not totally sure. All I know is it has something to do with the guy who gave me this.” Ivy pointed at her nose.


    “Maybe you’d be better off going to the police station to wait for him there.” Kara’s voice became quiet. “Or just wait here and make sure he doesn’t turn up at the ER.”


    Ivy flashed her an angry look, which deflated immediately at the compassion in Kara’s eyes. “Oh God, you think he might have gotten hurt?”


    “I don’t know. Why don’t we just watch a little bit more? See if we can catch a glimpse of him.”


    Shakily, Ivy nodded. She sat down again on the bed. The reporter was talking a mile a minute, describing the aftermath. The camera had panned in on the police officer on the ground. A large piece of splintered wood stuck out of his leg and a team of medics surrounded him.


    “Flip to a different channel. Maybe find a different view,” Kara suggested.


    Ivy grabbed the remote and pressed the button hard. The channel changed. The next station showed the huge hole in the ground. She pressed it again. The next station was talking to a family. A distraught mother wearing what appeared to be pajamas and holding a young girl was gesturing at the house to the right of the hole. Behind her, Ivy could see a flurry of police officer movement. She stared hard, trying to pick out what was going on. Then she saw Hunter. He was talking to someone just off-screen. Finally, he moved backwards a bit and gestured to a patrol car. The man he was talking to got in the car and Ivy collapsed in relief. It was Ryker. He looked whole and unmarked.


    “There he is, he’s OK.”


    Kara heaved herself to her feet and made her way stiffly to Ivy. She held out her arms. Ivy let herself be hugged. “It’s OK sweetie. See, he’s fine. They are probably taking him to the police station now. You might as well stick around though, you won’t be able to talk to him for a while I bet.”


    Ivy nodded into Kara’s shoulder. She’d almost lost Ryker again. But he was OK. She felt drained, wrung out. Ready to sleep another eight hours. She pulled away from Kara and pushed herself backwards onto the bed. The machine on her discarded IV pole started beeping loudly, startling her.


    The door whooshed open and a young nurse walked in, tucking a pen into her scrubs pocket. When she saw the puddle on the floor and the IV catheter hanging limply, she turned an incensed eye on Ivy.


    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Kara told the nurse. “I fell and Ivy caught me, but I accidentally pulled her IV out of her arm. The nurse looked at her for a second then turned back to Ivy. Ivy nodded weakly and bit back a smile when Kara winked at her.


    “You’re going to be discharged this afternoon anyway, I’ll see if the doctor will write us an early discontinue order on that IV,” the nurse said, pressing a few buttons on the machine and then bustling out of the room again.


    


    


    ***


    


    By 12:30, Ivy’s doctor had been in to see her. He pronounced her well and gave her instructions for the next few days, then told her she was free to go. Kara had left an hour before and Ivy had just sat in the bed, watching the scene unfold on the TV. The news people knew very little, but they had talked to the neighbors and were starting to piece together who the house had belonged to. A man named Arthur Monroe, who was apparently not a very nice neighbor. An anchorwoman had broken into the live feed and giddily announced that Arthur Monroe’s house was scheduled to be foreclosed upon in one month, and he was to be evicted in one week. Ivy grimaced at that point and turned the sound off, the anchorwoman’s joy at a man’s misfortune irritating her.


    After the doctor discharged her she got dressed slowly, and wondered how she was going to get to the police station. Her phone was dead. Maybe Kara would let her use her phone? She made up her mind to ask the nurse what room Kara was in when her door opened one last time.


    Ivy’s eyes widened. It was Jen, but a Jen she’d never seen before. Jen’s hair was blond instead of pink, and pulled back in a neat bun. She was wearing a smart outfit of blue pants and a white button down shirt with black work boots. She looked sophisticated, capable, and in charge.


    “Jen! You look so good!”


    Jen rushed to her and hugged her. “Ivy, are you OK?”


    “Yeah, in fact I was just about to get out of here. They let me go.” Ivy gave her a lopsided grin. “Drive me back to the police station?”


    “Sure, yeah, of course. But you have to tell me everything that happened. I heard Ryker’s mom and sister are back and safe.”


    “Yeah, thanks to you.” Ivy squeezed her hand, then stood up to go. “Have you heard about the explosion?” Ivy asked her as they walked to the elevator.


    “Yeah, Hunter just texted me and told me there was one, and he and Ryker were there and they were both OK. He told me you were in the hospital and I should come by on my lunch break.”


    “He didn’t tell you last night?”


    “No. He didn’t come home last night. He texted around eight o’clock and said he’d be very late and maybe wouldn’t be coming home at all. He said they had a big case but he couldn’t tell me what. Why was Ryker there?”


    “I don’t really know,” Ivy admitted. “I just know it had something to do with the guy that took Ryker’s mom and sister.” Ivy recounted the events of the last few days. When she told Jen about Brandon slamming her face first into the truck, and then chasing her through the neighborhood Jen winced and threw her arms around her again.


    “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe all that happened. I’m so glad you’re OK.”


    They got in Jen’s small hatchback and Jen headed for the police station. It took the entire drive for Ivy to finish her story. But when they got there Jen had to run straight back to class.


    Ivy walked into the waiting room outside the cell block and asked the desk sergeant if he knew where Ryker Wells was. She explained Ryker was probably being debriefed or questioned somewhere, but he wasn’t under arrest. The desk sergeant eyed her suspiciously and said he’d check. Ivy sat down, not very hopeful. This was the area of the police station where they dealt with people who were being arrested. She couldn’t get back to the offices where Ryker probably was.


    Sure enough, in ten minutes the desk sergeant called her back and said no one in the back had even heard of Ryker Wells. Ivy thanked him and sank into a chair, not sure what to do now. She didn’t want to go home. All she could think about was Ryker and being there for him when he was finally done.


    She pulled out her phone but it hadn’t magically recharged itself. She decided to walk a few blocks away to a store and see if she could find a generic charger for it. She left the station, on the lookout for Ryker or any car that might hold Ryker. She saw nothing.


    Thirty minutes later, when she made it back to the police station with a charger, some food, and something she’d never bought before, she sat near an outlet and charged her phone. Once she was able to turn it on, she saw that Ryker had texted her only once.


    Babe. Love you. It's over and OK now for real. Being interviewed at PD. Will be a while. Hope you’re OK. MSG me back if you are.


    Ivy’s heart swelled. It was over. And he did love her. She held the phone to her chest for a few minutes and let the feelings wash over her. At this point, all she wanted was to get him back to her place and recover from this together.


    I’m good. The hospital released me. I’m at PD waiting for you to be done. She held her fingers over the keyboard, wanting to text I love you too, but not quite daring. She did love him, but she didn’t want to tell him for the first time in a text. She wanted to see his face, touch his skin, inhale his breath. She pressed send and stared at the phone for several minutes, willing him to return text her.


    When nothing came she ate her breakfast bars, disappointed, but understanding. Who knew where he was and what he was doing.


    Ivy sat in the chair and watched the afternoon sun sink low in the sky from out the double doors at the front of the waiting room. The sunset colors turned orange then red, then slowly disappeared as day turned to night. Ryker texted her one more time, just after the sky turned completely dark.


    You should go home. I’m nowhere near done.


    Yeah right, Ivy thought. Go home and do what? I’m not leaving, she texted back.


    Ivy lightly watched people come and go, most seemed to be bailing out loved ones or friends. In her mind, memories of the horrors of the last few days played over and over. She let them play. She knew trying to refuse them was useless. They would stop out eventually.


    By midnight, Ivy’s eyes had started to droop. She tried to get comfortable on the horribly uncomfortable chair. She put one leg up and hugged it, and laid her head on the back. She flitted in and out of sleep, occasionally checking her phone. It lay still and quiet. Around four in the morning, the night desk sergeant took pity on her and brought her out a jacket to fold up and put under her head. Ivy smiled gratefully, and fell more deeply asleep in an instant, her mind too sleep-logged to wonder what was taking Ryker so long.


    


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 21


    


    

  


  
    



    Ivy woke up with a jerk. Someone was in her space. Her eyes flew open and she brought her hands up defensively. It was Ryker, looking more tired than she had ever seen him, but standing there, real and strong and unbelievably handsome.


    “Hey,” he said, sinking into the chair next to her.


    “Hey,” Ivy said, folding her hand into his and smiling warmly at him.


    “I’m done. Totally done. They said I can go home now.” He rubbed his eyes and yawned hugely. “I’m gonna sleep for a week.”


    “What exactly were you doing?” Ivy asked.


    Ryker looked over his shoulder at the desk sergeant and lowered his voice. “The guy that blew up his house? Did you see that on the news?” Ivy nodded. “He’s the guy with all the C4 who wanted me to blow up Westwood Prep for him. While I was there with Brandon, I saw he had his house wired with dynamite, and I saw some other things that made me think he was going to plan some sniper attacks. That’s what I was talking to Hunter about. That’s why I couldn’t come with you to the hospital. We had to stop him. After I told Hunter everything I had seen, we did surveillance at his house for most of the night while Hunter had someone put together a search warrant. Because of the dynamite, we had to clear all his neighbors out of their houses before the SWAT team dared to move on him. But he must have realized something was up. He started shooting at us out the window, and then he blew his house.”


    “He’s dead?”


    Ryker nodded wearily. “Yeah, they recovered pieces of him. Enough to know it’s him anyway.”


    Ivy didn’t know what to say. Good, seemed heartless. But justified.


    Ryker stood up. “Let’s get out of here.”


    “OK, I just have to return this.” Ivy took the jacket back to the desk sergeant. He nodded and smiled at her as his phone rang. Ryker was waiting for her. She took his arm and they walked towards the door.


    Behind them, the desk sergeant called out, “Wait!”


    They turned. “Are you Ryker and Ivy?” Ryker nodded. “Assistant Chief Foley wants to see you in his office.”


    Ivy and Ryker looked at each other, confused. The desk sergeant buzzed them in the security door and indicated the way. “I know where it is,” Ryker said.


    They walked in silence to the elevator then took it to the fourth floor. Ivy felt a sense of foreboding building in her chest. She wondered if Ryker felt it too, or if he was just too tired to talk or joke.


    As soon as the elevator doors opened, Hunter was standing there next to his secretary’s desk, watching for them. “Good, he caught you. Come in.” They walked to his office and Ivy was struck by how tired Hunter looked. Just as tired as Ryker.


    Hunter sat behind his desk and Ivy and Ryker took the seats opposite him. Ivy looked at him quizzically. His face looked serious and severe. Not at all how Ivy was used to seeing him. Ivy’s thoughts spun with possible catastrophes. She wished he’d hurry up and get to the point.


    Hunter held up a manila envelope. “I’ve got the preliminary results of the forensic tests we sent to the FBI testing lab at Quantico here from your altercation yesterday with Brandon.”


    “You guys send forensics to Quantico?” Ryker asked. Ivy felt confused. That’s not what she would have asked.


    “We do in large cases that could result in a jury trial. The jury seems to trust results from Quantico more.”


    Ryker nodded. Hunter pulled a piece of white paper out of the envelope. “I can’t interpret this, but my lab technician tells me it says something very strange. Something I thought you two needed to know because, well, because…” Hunter seemed nervous or like he was feeling awkward and Ivy couldn’t understand why. She leaned forward, trying to see what was written on the piece of paper.


    Hunter addressed Ryker. “You were injured at the scene, correct?” Ryker nodded. Hunter turned to Ivy. “And you too? You shed blood in that house?”


    Ivy pressed her hand to her upper lip, remembering the blood dripping down her face. “Yes,” she said.


    Hunter leaned back in his chair. “And Brandon Savoy’s blood was everywhere.” His eyes drifted to the ceiling and he frowned, as if about to say something difficult.


    He brought his eyes back down and looked at Ivy and Ryker in turn. “This preliminary test shows that two people who were injured yesterday are half-siblings.”


    Ivy replayed Hunter’s words. Pain shot through her chest as she realized what Hunter thought it meant. “No, no that can’t be,” she said.


    A look of confusion crossed Ryker’s face. “But me and Brandon are cousins. There’s no way we’re half-brothers. My mom and his dad are brother and sister.”


    Hunter pointed to a small red circle over an F on the paper. “And my technician tells me that one of them is female.”


    Ivy grabbed Ryker’s hand and squeezed it. She shook her head to each side, mutely. Now she understood why it was so important that Hunter caught them quickly. Before they went home. Before they were alone together. Ryker squeezed back, but he didn’t look like he had realized the ramifications yet.


    “Ivy,” Hunter said softly. “I looked on your application. You left the square blank where it asked for your father’s name.”


    Ivy took a deep breath. She didn’t like to share this story. But she had to. “My mother never told me my father’s name. I don’t know who he is.” The words came out sounding small and stupid to her ears. Could her father really be Ryker’s father? Or Brandon’s father? Either way, that meant she was related to Ryker. Either his half-sister or his half-cousin, if there was such a thing. In her mind’s eye, Ivy saw a memory like a movie of herself kissing Ryker passionately, trailing kisses down his chest, grinding against him and just barely being able to hold herself back from letting him have her fully. What if he was her brother? No! She shook her head again. This couldn’t be. He couldn't be her brother. Or her cousin. They were wrong. They had to be.


    “Wait a minute,” Ryker said. “Are you saying that me and Ivy are cousins?”


    Hunter nodded. “That’s what the technician says the tests say. Cousins or brother and sister.”


    Ivy looked at Ryker. His face was white and drawn. He was also shaking his head. “No way.”


    Hunter looked at him with sympathy. “The full results will be here on Thursday. I’m really sorry. I just thought you guys should know because, well you know,” he finished lamely, his eyes glancing around the room. “You two get some sleep. Come see me on Thursday after ten. The tests will be here by then. And we can talk about your status as police recruits then too.”


    Ivy stood up, still holding on to Ryker’s hand. His face looked dumbstruck, disbelieving. Exactly the way that she felt. He half-heartedly tried to pull his hand out of hers, but she wouldn’t let him go.


    


    ***


    


    Ryker didn’t say a word all the way back through the police department. Ivy couldn’t think of anything to say either. She’d always wanted to know her father. To at least know who he was. But not like this.


    Finally she couldn’t stand the silence anymore. As they walked into the parking lot, she told him, “Maybe they made a mistake.”


    “Yeah, maybe.” His voice was flat, lifeless. “Ivy, can you drive? I’m afraid I’ll crash.”


    He handed her the keys and headed towards a large white Cadillac. “Whose car is this?” Ivy asked.


    “A lady let me borrow it. I gotta take it back to her. But not right now.” His words were starting to slur with exhaustion.


    They climbed in the car and Ivy started it.


    “Just take me to my mom’s house.” Ryker said.


    Ivy swiveled her head, shocked. She hadn’t realized he didn’t want to come home with her anymore. “You can come to my house. You can sleep at my place.”


    “But we shouldn’t.” His eyes fixed on her sadly. “We’re related.”


    “We’ll just sleep, Ryker. And maybe we’re not. Maybe they messed up that test. Doesn’t it seem farfetched to you that the two of us are related somehow?”


    Ryker didn’t say anything. Ivy looked at him when she reached a stop sign. His face was a mask of consternation. But his eyes were closed. He looked asleep already.


    She drove him home in silence, her mind racing. When she reached her apartment she cajoled him out of the car and up the stairs, then took him straight into the bedroom. He climbed into her bed without a word and seemed to fall asleep immediately. She pulled his shoes off and his socks off, but didn’t dare try to get his pants off. If they hadn’t heard that information she would have stripped him down to his underwear and crawled in the bed next to him in her underwear, holding him tight for hours. But she had heard it. The words brother - cousin marched through her mind again and again. Her back against the wall, she sank to the floor and watched him sleep. She tried to make a plan. Tried to think of someone to call, something to do. In the end, Ivy laid down on the floor, put her head on her arms, and fell asleep.


    


    ***


    


    Ryker slept for almost twenty-four hours. When he woke up, their talk was awkward, stilted. Like they barely knew each other. They tip-toed around subjects of importance. This wasn’t how Ivy had imagined things at all. She had imagined lots of kissing and laughter and touching and much more that she could barely bring her mind to admit now.


    What she’d never thought could happen was this tense, quiet atmosphere where neither knew what to say to the other. She cried inside a lot and died inside a little. It was almost like she had lost her boyfriend, like he had cheated on her or taken off … or been killed. She tried to keep the hope alive that a mistake had been made, that she wasn’t related to Ryker at all, but she found it harder and harder as the days wore on. She ignored all her calls and prayed that Jen wouldn’t just show up on her doorstep. She didn’t want to deal with Jen's inevitable questions.


    Ryker asked her to drive him to go get his truck, and then to follow him to the woman’s house who had lent him the Cadillac. The kind-looking, elderly woman had taken one look at Ivy and clapped her hands in joy. “You did it! You saved her!” she’d exclaimed. When she told Ivy and Ryker that they would have very exotic-looking — and athletic — children, Ivy had cried. She couldn’t help herself.


    And then Ryker said he wanted to see his mother and hesitantly asked Ivy if she wanted to come with him.


    Ivy shook her head no. Again, she had imagined this differently. She’d thought they would walk into Mrs. Well’s house triumphantly, surrounded by happy tears and joyful greetings. An no one would have this thick fog of horrible uncertainty hanging over them.


    Instead she’d asked Ryker to take her home. He promised to pick her up in the morning. Ivy felt half-destroyed and half-relieved that Ryker wasn’t going to stay the night with her again. At least tomorrow, they would finally know for sure.


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 22


    


    

  


  
    



    Ryker showed up at Ivy’s door at 9:30. He looked as forlorn as she felt. She gave him a small smile and ran to grab her things. Once they arrived at the police department she ached to take his hand, but didn’t feel she could. She wished she had someone to support her. Someone to hold her. Someone who wasn’t just as terrified as she was of what they were about to find out.


    Hunter wasn’t in his office when they arrived, but his secretary told them to go right in, he was expecting them. They sat in the same seats they had sat in before, but this time they sat silent and emotionally distant. Ivy felt almost in a terror. Ryker’s face was unreadable.


    Hunter hurried in, another envelope clasped in his hand. He looked rested and well. He smiled and greeted them both warmly.


    “Chief,” Ryker said stoically.


    “Hi,” Ivy said, itching to rip the envelope out of his hand and read the paper within.


    “I’ve just come from my technician’s office. He explained everything to me.” He pulled out the piece of paper and studied it. Ivy clenched her eyes shut. Just spit it out, am I his brother or his cousin?


    He dropped the piece of paper on the desk and looked at them closely. “You three weren’t the only people injured in that house.”


    Ivy felt a small inkling of hope explode inside her chest.


    “This is the same house that Officer Price was shot in the day before, is that correct?”


    Ivy nodded vigorously, feeling her hair bounce against her cheek. She reached out and grabbed Ryker’s hand for the first time in two days.


    “The homeowners never cleaned up Officer Price’s blood, and our team collected a sample, just to be sure.” Ivy nodded, leaning forward, wanting to hear the rest of this with all her heart. “Ivy, you and Officer Price are half-sisters.”


    Ivy let out a shriek, then covered her mouth with her hands, embarrassed. Unbidden, tears dropped from her eyes. Gratitude, relief, joy, and wonder blind-sided her, knocking the breath out of her for a moment.


    Ryker dropped her hand and leaned forward intensely, his hands on Hunter’s desk. “So you’re saying that me and Ivy aren’t related at all?”


    Hunter nodded. “Yep.”


    Ryker stood up. “Excuse us a second.”


    Hunter nodded again, a small smile on his face.


    Ryker grabbed Ivy’s hand and pulled her outside of the office. Ivy felt like she was floating on a cloud of her own happiness. Ryker pulled her down a hallway and found a quiet corner. He pressed her body into the wall urgently, almost roughly. Ivy’s breath caught in her throat. She’d wanted this so bad, and now it was happening. His strong, clean scent filled her nose. She breathed in happily, smiling up at him, encouraging him. Telling him ‘yes, yes’ with her eyes.


    He bent his head towards hers and grinned his cocky, cowboy grin at her. She could smell peppermint on his breath. “I can finally do this,” he told her in a husky voice, covering her lips with his own. Ivy’s head swam with happiness and her body flooded with warmth as Ryker’s kiss told her everything he’d been feeling over the last few days. Thoroughly, he tasted and teased her lips until she felt she couldn’t stand it anymore. Until she screamed inside to be home, to be anywhere private.


    Finally he released her mouth. “Oh thank God, Ivy. I thought I was going to die if we were related,” he told her, his voice cracking slightly.


    “Me too,” she whispered, her hands on his chest, feeling the warmth of his body still pressed against hers.


    “I’m sorry for how I acted. I had a hard time facing it.”


    “Don’t be sorry, Ryker. I know how you felt. I felt the same way.”


    Ryker grinned, the hard planes of his face softening. Ivy felt her heart melt and transform into something that could only ever belong to Ryker.


    “We better get back,” he said, smiling radiantly. Looking as happy as a child at Christmas. Ivy couldn’t remember feeling this much joy in her entire life. And it had nothing to do with the fact that now she had a father. Father! She’d met her father. His face popped into her mind. William Price. The consummate volunteer. He’d given her chocolates. She couldn’t reconcile his face with the horrible picture of a man her mother had painted all of those years. But Kara was older than her, she thought. Had William had an affair with her mother? Determined not to taint her opinion of the man already, she put the questions out of her mind, for now.


    “Ryker, I met him.”


    “Who?”


    “William Price, Kara Price’s father.” Ivy couldn’t quite bring herself to think of him as her own father. Could it really be true? “He came into my hospital room. He brought me presents.”


    “What’s he like?”


    “Sweet. Funny.”


    “Cool.” Lightly, his eyes teasing her, he pulled her back along the corridor to Hunter’s office.


    Ivy followed him willingly, trying to remember every detail of William Price’s face. She and Ryker plopped back down in Hunter’s chairs, giddy smiles on their faces.


    “So! This changes things,” Hunter said brightly, his eyes traveling over their flushed cheeks and Ivy’s swollen lips. Ivy giggled, nodding.


    “Ivy, I happen to know Officer Price’s father’s phone number, he’s pretty popular around here. His name is William. He volunteers at all of our events and helps out the recruit class instructors. Would you like me to call him? Break the news gently? Feel him out?”


    Ivy nodded, too nervous to explain to Hunter that she knew him. That she’d met him. Anxiety leapt in her throat. Would William reject the news? Reject her?


    Hunter appeared to think deeply for a moment. “Actually, since the blood we tested was Kara Price’s and not William Price’s, we have a duty to notify her first.” He inclined his head towards Ivy. “Is that OK with you?” Ivy nodded quickly. Hunter picked up his phone and dialed a number. Ivy bit her lip, trying to keep her emotions in check. Evidently, someone picked up on the other end because Hunter spoke. “Officer Price, hello, this is Assistant Chief Foley.” He smiled and listened for a moment. “You’re very welcome. We can’t wait for you to get back to work. But, that’s not what I’m calling about, actually. I’ve got something to tell you that might be shocking. Are you sitting down?” Hunter looked at Ivy, his expression clear and calm. Not tentative and nervous, like Ivy felt.


    “Good. Ivy Oakes and two other people were injured in the same house that you were injured in. We sent all the blood samples and data to Quantico and received some surprising results back today. You and Ivy Oakes are related.”


    Ivy’s eyes widened. He’d just said it. He didn’t warn Kara or dance around it. He just dropped it on her. No wonder he’d made sure she was sitting down first. She felt Ryker squeeze her hand and was grateful for the touch.


    He listened again then apparently answered her question. “Half-sisters.”


    Ivy winced as she heard Kara’s voice come out of the speaker. Hunter pulled the phone away from his ear. Tentatively he put the phone back up to his ear and listened. He nodded slightly, then covered the receiver. “Her dad’s there with her. She’s talking to him now.”


    Hunter listened, and after a few moments answered another question. “Oakes, that’s right.” He listened intently and then said, “OK, can I put you on speaker phone? I’ve got Ivy and her boyfriend here in my office.”


    Hunter pressed a button and placed the phone down. “Mr. Price, are you there?”


    Ivy recognized the voice at once, but it was serious, with none of the customary teasing she’d heard a few days ago. “Yes, and please call me William.”


    “William then, thank you. Is it possible that you could be Ivy’s father?”


    William didn’t speak for a moment. Ivy squeezed Ryker’s hand as hard as she could, her spine stick-straight and her lips pursed defiantly. If he was going to refuse her, she was ready for it.


    William finally spoke. “I would say it’s probable. Ivy, is your mother Patricia Oakes?”


    Ivy felt her world spiral out of control. She slumped in her seat. “Yes,” she whispered.


    William Price sighed heavily. “I can’t believe she never told me…” he said.


    Hunter’s eyes found Ivy’s. He gave her an encouraging smile. When she didn’t say anything he spoke for her. “Told you what, William?”


    “She never told me she was pregnant. Or had a baby. I never knew.” He sighed again and Ivy thought of her mother. Her mother’s mania. Her mother’s brokenness. Ivy could believe it. “Let me start from the beginning,” William said. “When Kara was two, her mother and I split up for almost a year. My wife had had a rough childhood, and Kara being born brought out all of those feelings of being young and helpless again. She reacted strongly and then hid from her own emotions. She tried to deny me completely and had an affair.”


    Ivy heard William murmur something away from the phone. The words were soft, but clear. “I’m sorry we never told you Kare-bear. By the time you were old enough to understand it just wasn’t important anymore. I never stopped loving your mother.”


    He brought the phone back close to him and went on. “She didn’t move her new man into the house to take my place, but she did demand I move out. I was devastated. I loved her and I loved Kara. I wanted nothing more than to be a family. But what could I do? I moved out, and I tried to stay available to her. But after a few months, loneliness drove me to … accept companionship. I met Patricia in the diner where I ate breakfast. She was a waitress there and I always sat in her section. We became friendly and I poured out my laments to her. I was immediately attracted to her, but I never quite gave up on my wife. So I just sat in her section and admired her without acting on it. She was young, amazingly beautiful, and very passionate. I imagined she had plenty of boyfriends and wouldn’t want anything to do with me. But one day I bumped into her outside of my office building on my way home from work. She invited me out for a drink and we ended up in a relationship. It was very short. Only about a month. She showed certain … leanings that sometimes … sometimes made me … I felt …”


    William stopped talking, as if unsure how to go on. Ivy, who had been connecting the dots between his words, spoke up, trying to hide the bitterness in her voice. She didn’t want William to think it was directed at him. “You can say it. She was crazy. She had problems. She’s still crazy. I know that.”


    Ivy could hear the relief in William’s voice as he spoke. “Well, yes. She did tend towards mania sometimes. I won’t say she didn’t scare me a little at the end. I broke it off with her. But I never, ever had any idea she was pregnant. She never said a word. If I had known …” William broke off, his voice catching. When he started talking again, Ivy could hear the emotion in his voice. “Well, if I had known I would have insisted on being there for you Ivy. Being your father.”


    A loud sob welled up out of Ivy’s throat at these words. It surprised even her and she clapped her hands to her mouth again, then moved them up to her eyes as the tears started to spill. She couldn’t help it. She’d never had a father. Never known a father. Never even known his name or seen a picture. And here he was. Her father at last. And he’d never known about her either.


    Ryker pulled her chair close and wrapped his strong arms around her. He rocked her like a child and whispered sweet words in her ear. Hunter came around the desk and laid a hand on her shoulder. From the phone, William’s voice sounded torn apart. “No, sweetie, don’t cry, I’m so sorry.”


    Ivy fought to get herself under control. Now wasn’t the time. This wasn’t the place. She wiped her eyes, shot Hunter a thank-you smile, and firmly pulled back a bit from Ryker’s protective arms. “OK. I’m OK.”


    William sounded so relieved that Ivy almost laughed. “Dinner. Can we have dinner Ivy? Would you and your boyfriend like to come have dinner with Kara and I?”


    Ivy raised an eyebrow at Ryker. He nodded.


    “Yeah, that would be great,” Ivy said.


    “Wonderful!” Ivy heard the smile back in his voice. “How about tonight? Oh-wait. Kara is saying tonight won’t work. She won’t be released from the hospital till, tomorrow and I have something scheduled already. Tomorrow maybe? Around 6? You could come to my place?” he asked, eager hope evident in his voice. It warmed Ivy’s heart to hear it. He wanted to see her. He wanted to know her. He wanted to be a part of her life.


    Again she looked at Ryker and got a nod back. “Yes, that would be great.”


    “Wonderful!” William recited his address, said his goodbyes, and put Kara back on the line for a moment.


    “Hey little sis, I’ll see you tomorrow!” Kara said, her words and tone making it clear that she not only accepted she had a half-sister she’d never known about, but she embraced it already.


    Ivy laughed. “OK, bye.”


    Hunter hung up the phone. “That was amazing. William Price is a good man, Ivy. You’re really going to like him.”


    Ivy nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Hunter looked up at the clock. “I have a meeting in twenty minutes, so we need to wrap this up. As far as I know, there’s only one more order of business. Recruit class.”


    Ivy saw Ryker sit up straighter in his chair. The class had started on Monday and they’d missed it because of everything that had been going on. There wouldn’t be another one for six months. Would they be allowed in the next one?


    “I’ve spoken with Sergeant Rice and told him everything you two went through last weekend. I told him about you, Ivy, saving Officer Price’s life. And I told him about you, Ryker, single-handedly stopping a federal prison breakout and uncovering Arthur Monroe’s plot to take countless lives. He and I believe that both of you would be incredible assets to the department and the sooner we get you in uniform the better. So he has agreed to let you start class on Monday. Tomorrow we will outfit you with your uniforms and this weekend, Jen has agreed to get you up to speed with what they’ve gone over this week.”


    Pure joy surged in Ivy’s cells. She felt a smile cross her face that she couldn’t suppress if she tried. She’d never gotten this much good news at once before and she felt completely overwhelmed. She looked at Ryker and saw his reaction mirror her own. “Thanks, Chief,” he said.


    “Don’t thank me. You guys earned it. You deserve it. I didn’t make that up.” He stood and held out his hand to shake both Ivy and Ryker’s. “Be here tomorrow at 8 a.m. My secretary will tell you who to see.” He bent forward and gave Ivy a quick hug. “Congratulations,” he whispered, and then he showed them to the door. As soon as he opened it, his secretary stood up and started reading messages off to him.


    Ivy gave him a final wave and pulled Ryker into the elevator, her heart singing at what the next few days would bring.


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 23


    


    

  


  
    



    The elevator was empty. “Ryker, I can’t believe it, we get to start recruit class!”


    Ryker pulled her to him and rubbed his hands up and down her body. “Mmm,” he murmured in her ear, “I can only get really excited about one thing at a time. And I’m still excited about the fact that we aren’t related. I was hoping to explore that a little more.”


    Ivy laughed, but her body responded immediately to his touch. “Yeah, OK,” she said softly, thinking he probably didn’t know what he was getting himself into. She’d made a decision when she was in the hospital, but hadn’t thought of that decision since they’d originally heard about the erroneous test results.


    Hand in hand, they made their way out of the police station and into Ryker’s truck. The ride to Ivy’s apartment was swift. She thought she would need the time to convince herself that her decision was the right one. But she didn’t. Every time she thought of it she knew it was right. And she was ready. She caressed Ryker’s leg lightly as he drove, not willing to go very long without touching him.


    When he finally parked his truck in the parking lot of her apartment, he pulled her towards him across the long front seat. He kissed her, then lifted her out his door with a smile.


    Ivy’s nerves tingled at each of his touches. She urged him up the stairs and in her door quickly. She didn’t want to waste a moment. Once inside, she felt momentarily flustered, but then remembered who she was with. Ryker. Her protector. The man who would never hurt her. The kindest, most tender man she’d ever known. Well, tender with her anyway.


    She put down her things and pulled him to the couch. He seemed momentarily unsure now. “I’m happy you found your dad,” he told her, his deep voice uncharacteristically soft. Ryker knew how much not having a dad affected her. They’d even talked about it years ago, in high school. He’d always been empathetic, maybe because his dad hadn’t been around much while he was growing up either.


    “Me too,” she said, her soft voice mirroring his. “But I can only get excited about one thing at a time, and right now I’m excited that we aren’t related.” He grinned at her teasing tone. She leaned forward slightly, wanting nothing more than him to cover her body with his and crush her deliciously into the couch. He took the hint immediately and caught her lips for a kiss.


    Ivy gave herself over to him. She took the last piece of resistance that she’d been holding onto and discarded it like an old rag. It went easily and Ivy was glad. She responded hungrily to Ryker’s kisses, desiring everything he had to give her. She pulled his shirt off and ran her fingers over the taut muscles of his chest and back, then pulled away for a second and whipped off her own top, revealing a simple white bra, worn only for comfort. When she’d left this morning, she hadn’t expected to come home to this. She’d expected to be devastated. But this. This was far more than she deserved. And yet, she’d take it. Every moment of it.


    Ryker gazed at her, desire written clearly in his eyes. “You’re so beautiful. I wish I had the words to tell you how beautiful you are,” he said, his voice husky.


    “You just did,” Ivy told him, her heart melting at his sentiment.


    He ran his fingers lightly over her breasts, making her shiver. “No, you deserve more, Ivy. You deserve a writer, a poet, someone who could feel this feeling and explain it. I want to, but the words won’t come. I’m not good at that.”


    Ivy saw his eyes cloud over for a second. She hated that he felt that way about himself. Like he wasn’t as good as someone who was book-smart. She didn’t feel that way about him at all. “Not everyone can be a writer, or a poet, Ryker. Some people have to be the heroes of the world.”


    Half of Ryker's mouth curved up in a sardonic grin. But then Ivy saw his eyes focus on her again and desire re-kindle in his spirit, knocking aside doubts and worry. He kissed her again, his lips impossibly soft and sweet on hers. He cupped her breasts through her bra and lightly passed his thumbs over her hard nipples, each touch sending an electric jolt straight to her lower belly, between her legs. Ivy inhaled his breath, her own breathing coming ragged and fast. She wanted him. Fully. Now.


    She reached behind her back and unhooked her bra, flinging it dramatically out of the way. His sharp intake of breath gratified her. She’d never felt comfortable enough before to take off her bra and panties. But this was a new Ivy. She’d been through a lot, and she was determined not to let her own fear keep her from living a life of passion, pleasure, and joy anymore. Tomorrow was never a guarantee. She’d proved to herself that she could survive and thrive without any man. But loving a man was not something to be feared. It was something to be enjoyed fully. And she did love this man in front of her with all her heart. And now she wanted to enjoy him. And him to enjoy her.


    Her heart pounding madly with anticipation, Ivy stood up, beckoning Ryker to stand also. He did, confusion in his expression. She led him down the hallway to her bedroom. Once inside, she turned to him. Slowly, she undid her jeans and dropped them to the floor, then her simple white panties. She stepped out of them, looking openly at Ryker. His face was a mask of disbelief.


    “Now you,” she said, reaching for the top button on his jeans. She felt eager to see him laid bare in front of her. His naked chest was a work of art, a roman god carved in granite. She wanted to see the rest of him. She’d felt his erection before, but only through layers of clothes. It had always fascinated her, but scared her too. Right now though, fear had fled. Eagerness took its place.


    Ryker let her unbutton his pants but stopped her hand as she reached for the zipper. “Ivy, we’ve never done this. You’ve never done this ever. Are you sure you want to?”


    “Positive,” she told him, reaching for his zipper again.


    But still he held her hand. “Maybe we should wait. We’ve had a stressful week. You might not be thinking clearly.”


    Ivy stared into his eyes, unable to believe what she was hearing. Her lower lip trembled minutely. “Ryker, you don’t want to?” she whispered, her throat clenching painfully.


    He groaned. “Oh baby, I want to. I do. But I don’t want you to regret anything.”


    Then she understood. He was being valiant again. Protecting her. She fixed him with the full weight of her stare, trying to show him her certainty. “Ryker, when I thought we were related, my greatest relief was that we’d never had sex. Because how creepy would that be? But at the same time, my biggest regret was that you wouldn’t be my first. You’re meant for me, Ryker, I know it. I can tell it when you look at me, when you touch me, by the way I feel when you walk in the room. And I’m ready now. I’m so ready. It was never anything good that kept me a virgin for so long. It was fear, plain and simple. Fear of a man taking something from me. Something I could never get back. But I’m not afraid anymore, Ryker. And you aren’t taking anything. I’m giving you everything I have to give.”


    Ryker watched her closely. She saw the moment when he realized she meant it. Fierce desire flared in his eyes and he pulled her close, kissing her deeply once more. She got her hands between them and wrestled with his zipper, finally dropping his pants to the ground. He stepped out of them, then picked her up like she was a feather, still melting her with his kisses. He placed her gently on the bed in a sitting position, then dropped his underwear in one motion.


    Ivy’s eyes grew wide. He was big. As big as she’d expected him to be. But the pure masculine beauty of him was something she wasn’t prepared for. He climbed on the bed next to her and she reached out, wanting to hold his cock in her hand. Wanting to feel the weight of it. She pressed on it, feeling its steely hardness. She ran her fingers over it, savoring its silky smoothness. Ryker closed his eyes and groaned, his hips thrusting forward. She curled her fingers around him, enjoying his reaction. She wanted him to melt, the way he made her melt. “Ivy,” he half-whispered. “I don’t have a condom.”


    Ivy reached over and opened the top drawer in the nightstand next to her bed. Ryker glanced in at the condoms, a look of surprise on his face. “Those weren’t there last week.”


    “I bought them after the explosion. That’s when I decided I wanted this.”


    Ryker flashed her a teasing grin, but Ivy cut off any words he might say by curling her fingers again and dragging her hands up and down his cock, the friction delicious against her skin. Wordlessly, Ryker moaned again. Part of Ivy wanted to explore, to play, to stay just like this until Ryker literally begged her for release, but another part of her desired so much more. And desired it now. She reached into the drawer and picked out a condom but Ryker plucked it out of her fingers.


    “Not just yet, my beautiful one. I don’t think you’re ready,” he murmured.


    “I told you, Ryker, I am ready.”


    “That’s not the kind of ready I mean,” Ryker whispered, meeting her lips with a kiss full of sweet pressure. Ivy yielded to it and laid back on the bed. Expertly, tenderly, Ryker moved his attention down her body. She gasped as his lips and tongue found her nipple. He swirled around it, causing delicious sensations to lap up and down her spine. His other hand touched her like a feather, running up and down her bare side until goose bumps raised on her skin. He circled her lower belly with his fingers, then lightly grazed over her sex. A glancing touch to her most hidden nerve endings made her gasp again and call his name.


    “Yes, baby, I’m here,” he murmured as he slid lower on her body. Ivy pulled at his hair, not daring to believe what he was doing. Firmly, he extricated her hands from his hair and held them to her sides. She felt his hot breath on her inner thighs and she jumped and squirmed, eyes squeezed shut.


    Softly, she felt him nuzzle her most sensitive spot, and then his mouth closed on her clitoris. Ivy screamed in surprise and pleasure. She’d never, in her short years of self-exploration, experienced anything to rival this. This slippery, silky feeling that nothing could come close to. She felt his tongue, the most gentle part on his body, lave softly on the most sensitive part of her body. Almost immediately, her body tensed involuntarily, already on the brink of release. Ivy pulled against his hands and rolled her head in the bed, not able to stand it for one more second. The intensity built higher and higher until she was out of her mind with pleasure.


    And then it broke. The waves crashed. The sea inside her roiled. Urgent surges of blissful, velvety sensation pulsed at her, then finally receded. She fell to the mattress, limp.


    “Now you’re ready,” Ryker whispered in her ear.


    Ivy would have thought she was done. There was nothing that could compare to what she had just experienced. Oh God, why hadn’t she done this long ago?


    


    


    ***


    


    Ryker stared at Ivy, limp and motionless on the bed, her dark hair framing her pixie face, her breasts high and gorgeous and flushed. His cock throbbed with the memory of the feminine noises she had released with her orgasm. He’d never heard anything so erotic in his life. He just wanted to make her do it again and again.


    He lifted her easily and placed her in the center of the bed, her head on the pillows. He climbed on the bed with her and nudged her knees apart. Her eyes were still closed, her expression far away and dreamy.


    “Babe, do you still want to do this?”


    “There’s more?” she whispered.


    Ryker laughed. “Tons more. But it might hurt you at first.”


    She opened her eyes. “I'm yours, Ryker. I still want to do this. I don’t care if it hurts. I want you.”


    Ryker didn’t need to hear it again. He tore open the condom wrapper and sheathed his cock quickly, then knelt close to her. She opened her eyes and propped herself up on her elbows, watching him intently, not a trace of self-consciousness in her face. God, he loved her. Her sheer nerve and incredible smarts. And now was she going to turn into a sexual vixen too? Lucky him. Lucky, lucky him.


    But he didn’t want to hurt her. His mind reeled at the thought of even causing her an instant of pain. If only there was some way around it. But he’d done all he could. And now the only way past it was through it.


    He took his cock in his hand and lightly pressed it against her, seeking her opening. She was wet and ready for him, but as he pushed inside as gently as he could, even he gasped. She was shockingly snug. He watched her face, concerned. She gazed at him, wide-eyed, with a tiny smile playing on her lips, her hands running over his chest and shoulders. The next millimeter he pushed forward brought the tiniest wince of pain to her eyes and he froze, scared to move again.


    But she moved. She undulated her hips maddeningly, and scooched towards him. “It’s OK, it’s not too bad,” she whispered. “Please Ryker, keep going.”


    He pushed gently again and she gasped. He froze. “No, it feels good. So good. So … full. Ryker, please.”


    He inched forward and she wrapped her legs around his back, urging him on. In his mind, he saw her small, feminine hands exploring his cock when he’d first gotten undressed and desire roared inside him again. He gritted his teeth and held back what a small animalistic part of him wanted to do, which was slam and plunder. He’d never hurt her for the world. She would see only his tender side. Only the very best parts of him would he offer up to her.


    She writhed underneath him, her face beautiful in its pleasure. “Please Ryker, it feels good. Please don’t stop.”


    He pushed forward again, but not as far as he could go, then pulled out and thrust back in, setting a slow, deliberate, easy pace. Ivy pulled him down to her and moaned in his ear. “Yes, yes, Ryker, oh I never knew! I never knew it would be like this.”


    Slow, slow and easy, he chanted inside his head, determined to maintain control, even as her words worked to rupture it.


    “Ryker, harder please, just a little bit harder.”


    He set his jaw against the desire that leapt inside him at her words. With one thrust he seated himself fully for the first time, her gasp and moan almost pushing him over his own cliff. She didn’t know what she was asking for. He pulled out and thrust again, just a little harder. “Yes,” she urged him on, and he forgot every promise he had made to himself. Harder he thrust, the delicious sensations building and ebbing within him.


    Ivy’s eyes, which had drifted closed when she pulled him down on top of her, flew open. “Oh God, Ryker, I’m going to come again!” she cried, amazement in her voice.


    He almost laughed at the tone of surprise in her voice, but the laugh was covered by his own guttural moan that merged with Ivy’s higher-pitched cry as her pleasure triggered his own release.


    After a few moments of recovery, Ryker rolled sideways and disappeared into the bathroom for a moment. As he came back out, she watched him under her lashes. He climbed into bed with her. “Well, was it everything you thought it would be?”


    “No,” she said, a slight smile playing on her lips.


    “No?”


    “I never could have imagined anything like that. I want to do that again.”


    Ryker lay back on the pillow, relieved and amused. “OK, just give me a minute.”


    Ivy grasped his hand and they stared at the ceiling in silence for a moment. “Oh, Ryker I forgot to tell you something.”


    He rolled onto his side and gazed into her eyes, 100% OK with the world at that moment. “What is it, babe?”


    “I love you.”


    Ryker’s mind stuttered for a moment. He felt a grin cross his face. She loved him. And she wanted to make love to him. “I love you too, Ivy. More than anything.” And that was worth more than anything else in the world to him.


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter 24


    


    

  


  
    



    As Ivy woke, the day appeared brighter, and with more promise than any day she’d discovered in many years. She and Ryker had taken their relationship to a new, blissful level last night, one that she couldn’t wait to explore further. She would have dinner with her dad and her half-sister today. And on Monday they would get to start the next phase of their professional lives. Ivy sighed happily and poked Ryker in the back. “Wake up sleepy-head.”


    Ryker turned onto his stomach and mumbled something she didn’t understand. She got up and floated down the hallway, thinking the smell of breakfast would get him moving.


    An hour later, they arrived at the police station and walked, hand-in-hand, to Chief Foley’s office. Ivy reminded herself many times that she couldn’t call him Hunter anymore, for now. His secretary took them to get their uniforms, and then led them to a large conference room neither one had been in before. “Chief Foley says you need to be in this room at 10 o’clock, in your uniforms,” she told them, then left quietly.


    They found bathrooms in the hallway and changed their clothes into their recruit uniforms, white button-down tops and blue police slacks. Ivy pinned her hair down neatly, glad that it was growing out quickly. She eyed her reflection and thought to herself that she couldn’t wait until this was a blue-on-blue uniform, complete with utility belt and gun.


    When they returned to the large conference room, people had started to gather in it. Uniformed officers, people in suits and professional attire. “That’s the police chief,” Ryker whispered to her, pointing out an older gentleman in a dress uniform covered in medals. “And that’s the Mayor. I wonder what’s going on.”


    A man approached them from behind and Ivy looked around. It was Hunter. He pulled up a chair. “Sorry I didn’t tell you about this yesterday, but I put your name in at the last minute,” he said, looking at Ryker. “I didn’t know if they were going to accept you or not.”


    “Put my name in for what?”


    “A Bronze Medal of Valor. I wanted a gold, but the mayor said it was highly irregular, giving a medal to a recruit, so we agreed on a bronze.”


    Ryker’s eyes widened. Ivy clapped her hands and bit back a squeal of delight. “Oh Ryker,” she whispered, trying not to draw attention to them.


    Ryker looked around at all the people filling the room and taking their seats. He looked pleased, but embarrassed. “You didn’t have to do that,” he sputtered. “I was just doing what anyone would have done.”


    Chief Foley clapped him on the back and laughed out loud. “We’d all like to believe that but no, you did a lot more than 95% of the world would have dreamed of doing. Or been able to do. And we want to honor you for it.”


    “This isn’t all for me?”


    “No, this is the regular monthly awards ceremony. There’s other people getting medals too. You just come up to the podium when your name is called.” With a smile, Chief Foley stood up and walked to the front of the room where he spoke into a microphone. Ivy watched, thrilled to be here to see this, as the Chief called up officer after officer. At last he came to Ryker.


    "And our last medal of the day will be given out to a police recruit for the first time ever. Ryker Wells.” Ivy squeezed his hand and released him to walk to the podium. His face was slightly reddened, but composed.


    Chief Foley put a hand on Ryker’s shoulder and went on. “Everyone here has seen the footage on the explosion on Monday that destroyed an uptown neighborhood. Many of you have heard the rumors that the man behind that explosion had planned to take dozens more lives, both at a school and at an office building downtown. Those rumors are true, and this man here was solely responsible for thwarting the horrible plan that would have brought so much devastation and heartache to our city. He demonstrated incredibly quick wit and amazing courage. And for that, the Mayor has awarded him the Bronze Medal of Valor, one of our highest honors.” He turned toward Ryker, holding up the medal.


    Ryker turned his body towards Chief Foley and lifted his chin, his expression shining and hard. Chief Foley pinned the medal on his shirt. The room erupted into applause, and when the Mayor stood up, everyone stood up. Ivy stood with them and clapped so hard her hands hurt. When the applause finally died and the room had retaken their seats, Ryker wound his way back through the tables, looking slightly stunned.


    Ryker sank into his chair and grinned at Ivy. Ivy grasped his hand, fierce pride coursing through her. He was a hero, and he was all hers.


    


    <<< The End >>>


    


    Epilogue


    


    Kara Price walked out of the hospital with the help of her dad and her cane, her leg hurting even less than it had the day before. She blinked in the sunshine, glad to finally be out of that place. It was hard to feel whole and happy in a hospital. But now that she was out, she could start the path to recovery, and that made her glad. She found herself eager and thought about why. She would be having dinner with her half-sister, Ivy, tonight. She’d always wanted a sister, and now she had one. And she liked Ivy a lot.


    Her dad interrupted her thoughts as they made it to his car. “I’m driving you to your house, right?”


    “Yeah, but can we stop at the police department? I need to get some things out of my car first.”


    “Yep.”


    Kara eased herself into the passenger seat and picked up her leg with her hands to swing it inside so her dad could close the door. On the drive, she held her face to the sun and let her father’s words wash over her. They were soothing, comforting. Being shot was a horrible interruption of one's life and she just wanted things to get back to normal. Her father talking almost non-stop about people he was helping was definitely normal.


    He turned into the police department and Kara felt a small pang of disappointment that she had so many weeks left before she could get back to work. She loved her job and missed it terribly already. Just be glad you’ll be able to go back, she thought.


    “Give me your keys,” her dad said. “What do you need out of your car?”


    Kara almost did, but then remembered why she needed to do it herself. There was some small chance that her … that there would be something in the car she didn’t want her father to see. “I got it, Dad. No worries.”


    She picked up her leg again and swung it out of the car, then heaved herself to her feet before her father could even get his door open. “No Dad, just stay there. I’m fine, really.”


    She limped to her car, her heart beating fast, and not just from the exertion. Sure enough, as she looked in the window of her car she saw a red gift box on the passenger seat. Adrenaline poured into her system.


    “No. No,” she said under her breath, wanting to flee. But she couldn’t. She knew she couldn’t. This was her life here. She couldn’t flee her life. She had to fight. If she could just figure out who she was fighting.


    Numbly, she tried her door. Locked. She looked across to the passenger door and saw it was locked too. She always locked her doors, especially since the first gift she’d received. She clicked the button on the key fob and heard the locks click open.


    Panting a little, she opened the door gingerly and stuck her upper body inside. She tucked a finger under the box lid and flipped it off. What she saw filled her with revulsion. This wasn’t just a note. Or some flowers. Or some candy.


    The box was filled with hair. Blond human hair, the edges of which looked ragged, like it had been hacked off. A note. There had to be a note. There always was. She gritted her teeth and pushed her fingers through the hair, finding the folded piece of paper right in the middle. She read it and gagged, not knowing what to think.


    In sloping, shaky handwriting, it said:


    Dawn needs to pay, don’t you think? For hurting you? This will make her remorseful. And if it doesn’t, don’t worry, I’ll think of something else.


    Her hand shook slightly and she heard a car door slam behind her. Her father. Hastily she put the lid back on the box and grabbed it up.


    Dad walked to the passenger door and opened it. “Can I help you, sweetie?” His eyes landed on the box and he smiled. “Uh oh, secret gifts from a boyfriend? Don’t worry, I won’t ask. I’m rooting for that young man you brought to the dinner at the Mayor’s house though.” He tipped her a wink and then seemed to see her face. “Kara, are you OK, you’re completely white.”


    No dad, I’m not OK, she thought. I have a stalker and now he’s getting dangerous.


    But what she said was, “Yes Dad, I’m fine.”


    


    <<<>>>


    


    Book 3 in the Unauthorized Series, featuring Officer Kara Price, will be coming in mid-March, 2015. Please sign up for my mailing list in order to be notified the exact day it comes out!


    http://www.lisaladew.com


    


    In the meantime, I am working on another Edge of the Heat spinoff, starring some of Emma's paramedic/firefighter friends. Look for book 1 at the end of January.
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    Could You Help Me Out?


    


    I truly hope you enjoyed this book.


    Would you please do me a favor and write me a review? There is nothing more important to authors than reviews. Let me know what you think of it.

  


  
    Stay Connected


    I love my readers. Yours insights into my books often floor me. Connect with me on


    Facebook:


    https://www.facebook.com/LisaLadewAuthor


    Twitter:


    https://twitter.com/LisaLadewAuthor


    


    Lend my book to anyone you like! Or recommend it on goodreads or in person. Thank you so much!

  


  
    About the Author


    I live in the frozen north (Idaho pandhandle). I am married and have 2 boys, the oldest 11 and the youngest 2. I'm trying to break a facebook addiction right now and get back to real life.
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