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  The Ride with Me books are for Daniel. 

Twenty-seven years is a lifetime. It hasn’t always been easy. Sometimes it’s been harder than you can imagine. We’ve shared tears and laughter, blessings and loss. But it’s always been worth it. 

I’m looking forward to twenty-seven more, and all that they bring us. 

You’re the only one I want to Ride with Me. 
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Cowboy clenched his teeth as he watched the hot little blonde across the room. He hadn’t wanted to come out tonight, but he’d let Deacon talk him into it. ‘Relaxing’ and ‘destressing’ Deke had called it.  
Cowboy didn’t really find blasting music and gyrating bodies in a hot, sweaty crowd all that relaxing, but he’d gone along with it because he’d needed time with his brother and since when had he turned down a chance to pick up some chick and get laid? 
Well, aside from the last six months. He’d struggled for the last six months to hold the Kings of Destruction together. They’d lost a quarter of their membership since he’d taken over. Part of them to prison, which was why he’d taken over, and the rest following the men who’d been stripped of their patches for misuse of club resources. 
He pushed thoughts of the club, and his struggles with it out of his mind as he watched the woman take another drink then flit out to the dance floor. He’d had his eye on her for most of the last hour. 
“Looks like you got your eye on someone there, brother,” Deke shouted over the music. 
“You paid any attention to her?” Cowboy tilted his head toward the blonde. 
“Which one?” Deke turned to watch the dance floor as he picked up his glass of Jim Beam. 
“The blonde dancing like she’s hunting for the last available dick on earth.” 
“I hadn’t noticed, but she should be an easy pick up if that’s what you’re looking for.” 
Cowboy didn’t say anything, just narrowed his eyes as another man approached her. They spoke for a minute, but in contrast to what he’d thought about the way she danced, she turned him away. The expression on his face made Cowboy think she hadn’t been nice about it. 
“Well, that’s interesting. I thought she was looking for a dick to jump on.” Deke tilted his head to one side as he continued watching the woman, obviously seeing what Cowboy had. 
“Maybe not. I wonder what’s up.” Cowboy continued to watch her, as well as the guy she’d brushed off. 
A few songs later, Deke jumped then pulled out his phone. 
“Crap. I have to go.” 
“Need help?” 
“Nah, I got it. Besides. It looks like you’ve got a lead on some pussy.” 
Cowboy barely reined in the urge to roll his eyes. 
“You okay here or should I send someone to cover your back?” 
That he couldn’t let go. Cowboy turned and pinned his brother with a don’t make me kill you look until Deke held his hands up in surrender, then shoved his chair back and left. 
Cowboy watched the blonde for a while longer. Watched several more men approach her and were rebuffed. He shook his head and decided she must not be looking to hook up, more likely she was coming off a breakup, possibly a bad one. Chances were she was cutting loose and not looking to go home with anyone but herself; unless someone took advantage of her. 
In his peripheral vision, Cowboy noticed two of the men she’d turned down standing near a tall table, chatting while both men kept looking back at her. Something about the way they moved and the looks they shot her set off warning bells in his mind. 
He abandoned his table, went to the bar, and ordered an orange juice. Anyone who saw him with it would assume it was a screwdriver, but he wanted to be clear headed. Especially if these two were up to what he suspected they were. He kept his eyes on her on the dance floor, but eased his way to where the two men still stood, eyeing her. 
The booming music made it next to impossible to hear everything they were saying unless he was standing at the table with them, and maybe not even then. But he caught a word here and there. Things like stuck up and asking for it. No way these two were up to anything good. 
Cowboy knew better than to try to pick up the girl, even if she were interested, he wasn’t into taking advantage of drunk women. Instead, he hung around until she was ready to leave, then caught her just outside the door as she staggered to the wall beside the door and paused, bracing herself against the wall as she regained her balance before taking a few more steps.
Something wasn’t right. Had she drunk enough she could barely walk, or had she been slipped something? He stepped heavily so she wouldn’t be startled by his arrival as he came up behind her. 
“You look like you could use some help. Let me help you get home.” He was careful not to touch her as he offered her a hand.
She paused and blinked at him. Cowboy wasn’t sure he’d managed to not startle her, but she didn’t panic. He gave her credit for that. 
“I don’t know if I should,” her words slurred. 
Almost certainly too much to drink. It was possible she’d been slipped something, and he wouldn’t put it past the pair who were so pissed at her, but he didn’t think so. 
“I just want to make sure you make it home. Where do you live?”
She blinked big eyes at him and even in the dim lighting around the club he could tell they were a pale blue. 
“I’m around the corner and just down the street.” 
“Can you walk, or should I get my truck?” 
“I can—” she hiccupped, “I can walk.” She took a few more staggering steps then stopped again, her shoulder hitting the wall. 
Cowboy shook his head. “Here, let me help you.” He took her arm gently and helped her walk a little more steadily. 
He asked directions several times, then when they got to her apartment door, he waited while she tried to get the key in the lock for what seemed like forever before he asked for the keys and let them in. 
“Where’s the bedroom?” he asked once they were inside, and the door was closed. 
“This way.” She flung an arm to the left.
“Come on. Let’s get you into bed before you pass out.” He walked her down the short hall where she all but nose-dived into the bed. 
Cowboy shook his head as he pulled off her boots, then pulled the blanket up over her snoring body. Looking around he found a trash can not far away and moved it to beside the bed in case she got sick. Then he left a glass of water, and a couple of Tylenol he found on the kitchen counter on the table next to the bed.
He carried her keys back into the kitchen and found a notebook there, where she was working on a grocery list. He pulled a clean sheet from the notebook and wrote a quick note. 
Sleep well,
Cowboy.
He added his phone number, put her keys on the paper and let himself out, making sure he locked the door on his way out. 
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Sunlight seemed to stab through her closed eyelids, that and a pounding head woke Ava. She rolled over, trying to get away from the light, and her stomach lurched. Where was she? She searched her memory, trying to figure out what happened.  
The last thing she remembered was turning down yet another of several men who thought a woman out dancing alone must be looking for a guy to pick her up. The last one hadn’t been nice about it and had called her a stuck-up bitch. He’d hurt her feelings, but she knew she didn’t have to put out just because she felt like dancing and some stranger took it as an invitation. 
Her stomach began to settle and after a moment she risked opening her eyes. A glass of water sat on her nightstand. Where had that come from? She didn’t remember leaving one there. There was something beside it. 
Ava lifted her head to take a closer look then had to close her eyes as the motion made the jackhammer working on her head go into overdrive. When the ache in her head had eased enough that she could open her eyes, she realized what she hadn’t been able to see well was two Tylenol capsules. She sent a silent thank you to her drunk self for thinking to put these out. But if she’d set them out, why hadn’t she taken them? 
It took her a moment to sit up enough she could take the pills and sip the water. Carefully at first, making sure it didn’t upset her stomach, then faster once she decided her stomach would handle it.
She sat, eyes closed for several minutes trying to gather the will to get up and go find something to eat. The thought of food set her stomach churning again, but she knew she needed to eat something. 
How had she managed to get her boots off and neat beside the bed, but leave her clothes on?
Her first stop was the bathroom, where she sat on the floor for a few minutes, half afraid she was going to be sick. After a bit she was able to get her stomach under control. Then she staggered into the kitchen. Why had getting drunk sounded so good? 
She was old enough to know better, or at least she should have been. If she hadn’t married before she was old enough to drink and stayed away from alcohol because Hank had insisted it wasn’t fitting that his wife might be seen with alcohol, then she might have enough experience to know better.
In the kitchen she opened the fridge and looked inside. Neither juice nor milk held any appeal. And she didn’t want to cook. What did she have that she could just eat. Hadn’t she gotten crackers when she’d been shopping a few days ago? 
She closed the fridge, went to the cabinet, and found the box of Ritz. She opened a tube while turning around and leaning her butt against the counter. Popping the first cracker in her mouth she closed her eyes and prayed it would settle her stomach. Eyes still closed, she shook her head and tried to remember the last time she’d prayed. Probably almost a year ago. Before she’d caught Hank in the office with his secretary slipping her something that sure as hell hadn’t been the holy ghost. 
Ava pushed the memory of Hank and all that had come before and after that moment, from her mind. She wondered again how she’d gotten home. After a couple crackers, her stomach seemed to have calmed down. It was probably time to think about finding more to eat. 
Opening her eyes, she spotted her keys on the counter. She didn’t remember leaving them there. She always hung them on the hook at the end of the bar. Ava picked up the keys and stared at them for a moment trying to remember putting them there, but came up with nothing so she hung them up. It wasn’t until she set the tube of crackers on the counter that she realized the keys had been sitting on a piece of paper. With a frown she picked it up and read the brief note. 
Cowboy? Who was Cowboy? She hoped he wasn’t one of the men who had been so ugly to her last night. 
Oh my God. 
There had been someone in her apartment last night. What had he done while he was here? Her body flashed cold, and her knees went weak. She sank to the floor. Had they had sex? Had he raped her? 
Wait. She’d woken nearly fully dressed. She looked down at herself. Nothing seemed buttoned wrong. Her bra was still in place and remembering her trip to the bathroom a few minutes ago, so was her underwear. Was it possible she’d been redressed? 
Of course, but who went to that much trouble once they had what they wanted? And what kind of person would do that to a woman then leave their phone number?
Thinking back over everything she’d seen and done since she’d woken up, she remembered the water and the pills. Maybe she hadn’t left them for herself? Getting out of bed she’d kicked over the trash can. She couldn’t recall putting it beside the bed. Maybe because she hadn’t?
Ava didn’t know how long she sat there, wondering what kind of guy would take a woman home, put her to bed, make sure she had meds then leave. When she got to her feet, she went to check the door, hoping he hadn’t left it unlocked. Sure enough. It was locked. 
She checked her pocket for her phone but didn’t find it. Had she lost it last night? If this mysterious Cowboy had brought her home and put her in bed, she couldn’t imagine him stealing her phone, especially having left his number. 
It took a few minutes for her hangover clouded brain to register, but she went back in the bedroom and peeled back the blankets. There she found her phone, halfway under her pillow. 
Ava knew what she needed to do, but couldn’t bring herself to do it, not yet. Her stomach grumbled, reminding her that all she’d put in it was a glass of water and a few crackers. She needed something more than that. She’d call this Cowboy person after she ate. 
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Cowboy sat at his desk in the office of his shop drawing up a design a client from out of state wanted for a bike when his phone rang. Distracted, he didn’t even glance at the screen, just hit the button on the screen to answer, letting the headset that had been streaming music to block out the noise in the shop switch over to the call.  
“This is Cowboy.” 
“Um, Hi,” a hesitant woman’s voice said. “My name’s Ava and I don’t know if I’ve got the right person,” she let out a nervous laugh, “but I think you brought me home last night.” 
Those words pulled him out of his distraction. 
“I’m sorry. Did you say your name is Ava?”
“I did. Did I not tell you that last night? I hate to admit it, but I have no memory of you.” She paused and he gave her a moment in case she wanted to say more, but she didn’t. 
“Not surprising. You were pretty shitfaced last night. I hope you’re feeling okay this morning.” 
“As good as can be expected, I guess. I won’t be doing that again any time soon.” 
“Which part?” He couldn’t help the teasing note in his voice and hoped she wouldn’t be offended by it. “You looked like you were having fun, and I’ll never support giving up fun.” He leaned back in the swivel chair, stretching out the kinks from having been over the desk, then getting a little more comfortable. 
“No, I’m not giving up the fun part, but drinking till I don’t know where I am or who brought me home? That’s not going to happen again. I just hope I wasn’t too stupid.” 
“I’ll agree with not letting yourself get so far gone you don’t know where you are, or who you are with, but you weren’t totally stupid. I watched as several men hit on you and you turned them down. I don’t know why you let me take you home, but I was the only guy you didn’t refuse all night long. Maybe because I wasn’t hitting on you. I just wanted to make sure you made it home.” 
“Thank you for that. I can’t say that enough.” 
“No need. I just did what was right.” 
“Did you leave water and Tylenol beside the bed? I thought at first that I had and just didn’t remember it, but that was before I realized you’d brought me home.” 
“That was me. We got you home, you went into the bedroom and passed out as soon as your head hit the pillow. I wanted you to be comfortable, so I took off your boots, but didn’t want to intrude so I left your clothes on. If I’d thought about it before you made it into bed, I would have had you drink water first, then you wouldn’t feel so bad this morning. Since I was too late for that, I put the water next to the bed.” 
“Does water really make you feel better?” She sounded doubtful. 
“It does. The hangover is mostly from dehydration. If you drink water while you’re drinking, it’s not so bad. But I have to admit, even knowing better, I still sometimes forget.” He wondered how she didn’t know this. He would have guessed her age at thirty at least. Surely, this hadn’t been her first time drunk?
She groaned. “I don’t think I’ll be drinking much in the near future.” 
“I wouldn’t say you need to give up drinking, not if you enjoyed it, but maybe next time go out with a friend. Someone to help make sure you make it home safe.” 
“I planned to last night, but she cancelled last minute. One of her kids got sick. It was just around the corner, and I didn’t see the harm. I see why people go out in pairs and groups now.” 
A glance at his watch told him he needed to get busy. The client he was doing this sketch for was in town and wanted to see it in just over an hour. 
“I’m glad you’re not feeling too bad, but I need to get back to work. I’ve got a meeting soon and I need to be ready.” 
“Oh, I
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