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      Ryder: My mountain. My rules. I’ve lived out here for years, minding my own business. But when trespassers kill my rescue dog for kicks, they paint a target on their backs. They leave breadcrumbs for me to follow—leading me to a prize beyond my wildest dreams.

      A curvy goddess. Bound, innocent, and dressed in white—Lexi looks like a lamb led to slaughter. But this little lamb has claws. I can’t let her go, not after she witnesses a crime. I’m keeping her. Making her mine.

      Lexi: I still can’t believe my brother sold me to strangers to pay off his debts. Deep in the mountains, there’s no one to save me. Then he arrives—my dark avenger. But Ryder’s no white knight.

      He’s dangerous, messed up, his soul black as tar. I shouldn’t want him, but my resolve weakens with every passing day. I start imagining myself in his bed, in his home. Maybe being his woman won’t be so bad after all.
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      A couple of assholes killed Missy in cold blood and Ryder Cox wanted to murder every single one of them. He knelt in front of Missy’s mangled corpse. He peeled his lips back. 

      Hatred festered in Ryder’s gut and speared right through his entire body. Missy had been a rescue Pitt bull, the only living soul Ryder permitted to get close to him. 

      Ryder gripped his favorite handgun. A bullet would be too good for these jokers. Good thing Ryder brought his hunting knife with him. 

      He tucked the gun away in his belt holster and took out his favorite hunting knife. It shone silver under the moonlight. It looked pristine as fuck but not any longer. 

      He could see himself creeping up on the killers. Ryder learned to move quietly while living out here in the wild a long time ago. They’d never see him coming.

      Ryder would hold them tenderly close, just like a lover, then slide his knife in. He’d gut them from belly to chest, let them bleed out like pigs. 

      They’d suffer the way Missy did. Ryder used two fingers to shut Missy’s clouded blue eyes. Ryder ran his fingers one last time over her white—now nearly crimson fur. Ryder showed her affection he seldom gave other humans. 

      Ryder saw himself walking up to her cage in that run-down shelter a year ago. She’d cowered from him at first, then tried to bite his fingers off. Missy only warmed up to him much later on. She’d always jumped on him first thing in the morning and slobber all over his face. 

      He shook his head. 

      No time to be sentimental. 

      “You’ve been a good dog. The best,” he told the corpse. 

      Ryder would dig a hole in the back of his cabin and bury her later. 

      Now, he had some hunting to do. 

      Rising to his feet, he looked for footprints on the ground. 

      Evidence. 

      Didn’t these trespassers see the signs he painstakingly put up all over his property? 

      He doubted it. These losers probably chose to ignore the signs, which made them fair game. 

      Ryder lived up here in the mountains, a good distance from the town for a reason. It was to keep his sanity intact. Everyone was safer that way. 

      Still, Ryder occasionally bumped into people. It was inevitable, he supposed. Locals were wise enough to keep off his land. These had to be tourists then. 

      He didn’t need to search long. Ryder spotted a discarded cigarette stub next to a fallen tree branch. A crushed and empty cigarette box lay further down the path. 

      He knelt, studying the box. Ryder frowned when he caught sight of something else. Ryder lifted long strands of red hair and put them to his nose. Smelled like floral shampoo. 

      He found a sneaker next, one that used to be white. Now it was streaked with dirt and blood. Ryder furrowed his brows. 

      He didn’t know what the hell was going on in his woods anymore but he was straight-up pissed. No one came to his damn mountain and thought they could get away with anything—even murder.

      Ryder looked up and saw the sun was beginning to set. Ryder continued tracking his prey. He didn’t need a flashlight. Ryder might not be able to see in the dark but he knew these woods like the back of his hand. 

      Up ahead of him, he spotted smoke rising from a cluster of trees.

      “Bingo,” he whispered to himself. 

      He gripped the knife in his hand, eager to finish the job. The kill would be messy but it would be worth it. 

      His blood ran hot in his veins. 

      His heart raced. Every line in his body tensed up. He could see them between two aged ash trees. The interlopers. The prospect of violence always excited him. 

      “Bring the fat bitch here,” said a drunk voice.

      A hoarse scream punched through the mountain air. Ryder froze in his tracks. Ryder’s mind transported him to the locked doors of his childhood, of him hiding behind a thin piece of wood. 

      A door. 

      His mother shoved him in a tiny closet while he helplessly watched his old man beat her to a pulp.

      Back then, he’d been helpless, unable to do anything but watch. Things were different now. 

      He walked closer to their campsite, his vision a red and blurry haze. Rage reared up inside of him like a monstrous beast. Two men in their forties sat on a log. They were drinking beers. 

      Their bellies were practically hanging out of their pants. There was something white and bloody curled up at their feet. Ryder couldn’t see the woman properly, but he glimpsed her tangled red hair. 

      He remembered how soft the red strands felt on his rough and callused fingers. It was like touching silk.

      “Hey, Ted. Are you going to finally tell me how you came by our prize?” one of the men asked. 

      They could only mean the woman. Ryder clenched his jaw, already imagining himself getting creative with these scum.

      “Her stupid junkie brother owed me fifteen grand. Fucker asked if he could pay off his debts with his virgin sister.” Ted clapped his hands together. “What an idiot.”  

      “A virgin? Are you sure about that? The slut can’t be pure if her brother’s a junkie.” 

      Ryder could imagine the asshole licking his lips. He stayed where he was, knowing he needed to hear more. 

      Were these two losers the ones who killed Missy? 

      He noticed the splotches of red on their vests. An excessive amount. Missy’s blood.

      Then there was the girl. 

      Woman, he corrected. 

      Ryder had no idea what to do with her. 

      At that moment, the bundle in white twisted her neck and seemed to look right at him. Soft brown eyes, full of fear met his. Her skin appeared bone-white under the moonlight.

      She couldn’t speak, not with her underwear stuffed into her mouth but he could imagine her saying two words to him.

      Help me.

      That moment changed Ryder forever. He lost Missy, but he’d gain something else in return. Want surged through him like a ferocious storm, a sickness. 

      The longer he stared at her, the more he found her beautiful. She looked like a trussed up goddess with those ropes cutting across her arms, her curves. That wasn’t right. 

      No woman could stomach him before but maybe she could. Women took one look at him and ran but this one was different. She was his, even though she didn’t know it yet. 

      “Her brother said she was. Don’t know if it’s true,” Ted paused, looking troubled. “Say, Buddy, do you think that ugly animal we killed was a stray?” 

      “Seemed like it. It had no collar. I’m going to take a piss. Since the bitch’s your property, you break her in first.” 

      Buddy stood, kicked the bound woman, then sauntered right to where Ryder was. The prick didn’t even notice him standing there. 

      Ryder clamped his hand over Buddy’s mouth. Buddy struggled, tried to fight him off but he was too slow. Ryder hardly felt Buddy’s jabs and kicks. 

      Ryder raised his knife and plunged it into Buddy’s neck, right over his pulse point. Blood splattered all over his face, his clothes. It felt like baptism, truth be told. 

      Ryder couldn’t take his time killing his asshole off, not without alerting Ted. He slowly lowered the body to the ground. Buddy died with an expression of shock on his face. He wrinkled his nose at the smell of piss.

      What a pathetic excuse of a man. 

      Ryder left his hiding spot. The nameless red-haired beauty and his soon-to-be captive finally spotted him. She widened her big brown eyes. Ted stood in front of her, already unbuckling his belt. 

      “This is going to be fun. You ever been with a real man before?” Ted asked.

      Ted didn’t even notice him until Ryder was a foot from him.

      “What the hell are you staring at?” Ted demanded, looking over his shoulder. 

      Ted looked ridiculous with his pants undone and his tiny dick hanging out.

      Shock didn’t even register on Ted’s face. Ryder plunged his knife into Ted’s left eye socket. Ted’s hands flew to his face. 

      Ryder was on him like a beast. The knife descended over and over again. His arm started to ache. Ted simply slumped to the ground after it was done.

      Ryder kicked at the corpse on the ground. Ted looked unrecognizable now. Ryder snuck a look at the woman. 

      She looked horrified and yet, Ryder thought he glimpsed grim satisfaction in her face. She was enjoying the show he put out for her. That only made him want her even more. 

      “That’s for Missy and her,” he said to the dead man. 

      He kicked the corpse and looked at the woman again. 

      Ryder chuckled softly. She was doing her best to get away from him. With her wrists and ankles still bound, she crawled on her belly like a snake. A coward would’ve lain there awaiting her fate but she didn’t. 

      She was different. 

      Ryder ran his free hand through his hair. 

      She was going to be a lot of work and he knew it. Ryder reached her in a few seconds and hunkered down in front of her. 

      “Hey, the killing’s over. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Ryder pushed aside the loose strands of hair that had fallen across her face. She looked at him, disbelief clearly writ in her eyes. 

      “I’m going to take your gag off. Don’t bite me,” he warned. “Nod if you understand.”

      She did. Ryder pulled out the gag. She reared up, tried to bite off his fingers but he quickly pulled them away.

      “Listen to me. I’m not your enemy,” he told her.

      He wondered if she believed him. 

      Could she hear the lie in his words? 

      Ryder was no one’s savior. He had no intention of ever letting her go, not after she’d seen him kill Ted and Buddy. 
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