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Chapter One

 


“Here’s your check,” the redheaded waitress
said with a wink.

Jax Ryder ignored her and finished the rest
of his coffee. She pouted, eyed the cellphone next to him, and
began to reach out for it. She gasped when he gripped her wrist and
bared her a feral smile.

“Hands off, sweetheart,” he told her in a low
voice.

His temper danced on a knife’s edge. Nancy
should have called him by now. She couldn’t ignore his calls
forever. Fuck. That bitch would use every leverage she had on him,
wouldn’t even give him an inch even if he begged. He scoffed. Hell
had to burn before that happened. Jax wasn’t the kind of bastard
who bowed to anyone else. He played by his own rules.

Nancy had one major advantage though—their
son, a five-year-old boy who inherited Jax’s eyes. She baited him
with Matt’s baby pictures even as he served his sentence. To a man
behind bars, receiving those letters had been both salvation and a
torment.

“I just wanted to give you my number,” the
redhead muttered, prying her hand away. “It’s not like I want to
steal that old phone. God. It even has a keypad on it. Which
century are you living in, anyway?”

He didn’t give her a response. She probably
made the same offer to any decent-looking customer who came by the
diner, spread her legs for a little extra cash on the side. Jax
didn’t judge, might have taken her up on her offer if his nerves
weren’t so fucking frayed. The waitress wasn’t bad-looking
either.

Finally seeming to get the message, she
scooted away from him—the smartest decision she ever made tonight.
Most women only wanted him for one reason. Thought they wanted a
piece of him, but in the end? One way or another they discovered
something didn’t sit quite right with him. Too tough. Too prone to
violence and more.

He slipped a twenty out of his wallet, took
his phone with him, and left the truck stop diner. Jax passed a few
familiar faces, nodded to those he considered friends. Some gave
him acknowledging nods but returned to their early dinners, eyes
glued on the old TV behind the counter. None came here to
socialize.

Like him, all of them had their own personal
reasons for choosing to be long-haul truck drivers. The cool night
air kissed his face. He looked at his phone and growled as he saw
nothing. Jax dialed her home number, not caring if it was against
the rules.

One ring. Two. Then a man picked up. Her new
husband Luke. Jealousy had left him long ago. No use getting worked
up over a poisonous bitch who seemed to have forgotten they shared
a history back in high school. Nancy had moved on. Good fucking
riddance. Jax only cared about Matt, about getting the bitch to let
him see his son.

“Give the phone to Nancy,” he said through
gritted teeth.

“Jax, you shouldn’t be calling here anymore,”
Luke said in a firm voice.

The fucker worked a desk job selling
insurance. If they stood face-to-face, Jax could leave him a
bloody, bruised mess in a few minutes.

“I know she’s there,” Jax said, blowing a
breath out when the fucker ended the call.

He swore, smashing the little device on the
dirty parking lot. It shattered to a few pieces, joining discarded
condom wrappers, old cigarette butts, and beer cans. They had
shared custody, for Christ’s sake, except the bitch wouldn’t let
him see Matt unless Jax got a proper address and a job that didn’t
involve moving so much.

Nancy never understood him back in high
school, didn’t give a shit about understanding him now. She only
chose to see him as one thing—the bastard who got her pregnant at
eighteen and a monster who took a life.

Jax choose this occupation for a reason.
Driving across cross-country roads in silence, for hours, soothed
his temper, made him feel less like an outsider, a freak. Rotting
in prison for a decade altered a man on the most severe levels,
broke him and turned him into something else. Maybe he was the
monster Nancy claimed he was, but he’d never hurt her or Matt.
Fuck.

Getting back to his truck, he regretted
wrecking his damn phone. It would be a while until he got a new
one. The less time he spent on the road affected his paycheck. He
started the engine, slightly soothed by the comforting and familiar
rumbling sound. Jax left the truck stop, thoughts on his son, on
Nancy. Maybe he should have taken up that redhead’s offer after
all.

Losing himself between her thighs would have
helped him forget about his miserable, shitty problems for a
change. Too late for that now. Maybe the next stop.

****

Lia’s little flashlight winked out once, then
turned on again.

God, be merciful. Don’t take away my light,
not now.

The sun had set a couple of minutes ago, or
was it hours? It certainly felt a lot longer.

Wind and brambles tore at her face and her
clothes, but Lia Reed refused to stop. Stopping meant losing
precious seconds to Dwayne and his pals. Just thinking about
Dwayne—one hand gripping a beer can, the other fisting her hair,
pulling it until the roots protested and making her scream—had
turned her stomach. Fear kept her going, bare feet slapping on rock
and uneven ground.

If Dwayne or his pals caught up to her—she
shuddered, thinking about what he’d do to her.

Lia struggled to push air out of her lungs.
She’d never been remotely fit or an athlete in high school. The
tattered remains of her dress got caught in something, a branch
perhaps, making her lose her footing. She tumbled face-first into
the ground, dirt smearing her face and skin. Her little flashlight
rolled away from her hand.

She sucked in a breath. Tears gathered in the
corners of her eyes. She couldn’t stop them from coursing down her
cheeks now. It was hard to be strong when her entire body ached.
Exhaustion began to set in her bones. How long had she been
running?

Her throat felt like sandpaper and her
stomach let out a growl, reminding her the last meal she’d eaten
had been hours ago.

She tried not to think about them too much.
Lia could still move.

Hearing laughter in the distance, she
wondered if she imagined the sound or if it was real. Lia couldn’t
tell anymore. She clawed at the nearest rock, forced herself to
stand. Her feet bled from a dozen tiny scratches and her muscles
protested. His recent threat echoed in her head.

The next time you run away from me, you fat
fuck, I’ll break your legs.

Lia swiped at the little flash light. If it
went out, she didn’t know what to do. Navigating the woods blindly
was a recipe for suicide. She froze, thinking she imagined lights
flashing to her far right. What was that?

Hearing the purr of some kind of big engine,
she felt hope leap in her heart. That meant the road was nearby,
also vehicles and people. She broke into a sprint, chest heaving.
Lia streaked past trees like this might be her last race. Maybe it
was.

She darted past two trees, her bleeding feet
no longer touching earth but gravel. A loud honk made her jump.
Bright, glaring headlights hit her face. She had to squint, to
raise a hand to her face. As her vision cleared, a new kind of
terror slithered down her spine. God. The truck was huge,
practically towering over her like some kind of behemoth. The
bumper stood maybe an inch from her knees. If the driver hadn’t
been careful, he would have run her over.

Better dead than Dwayne, a new voice
in her head said.

A window lowered and a harsh voice called
out, “Christ, lady. Get the fuck out of the way. You want to get
killed?”

She couldn’t identify the driver, only
glimpsed a massive, shadowed profile. Definitely male, judging by
his harsh voice and built. Would a complete stranger help her? He
was preferable to Dwayne.

What if he was worse? Lia didn’t see herself
as pretty. She had too many curves, and in her personal experience,
men only saw two things when they looked at her—tits and ass. In
other words, men like Dwayne only saw a woman good for a
fucking.

Lia looked over her shoulder, at the dark
woods. She hadn’t realized she’d dropped her tiny flashlight. It
lay at her feet, completely dead.

She licked her dried lips and stared at the
truck again. “Wait. Help me, please.”

The driver blared his horn a second time. She
winced. The sound hurt her ears.

Realizing he couldn’t have heard her, she
shouted the words this time. No response. Taking the chance he
wouldn’t just leave, she padded to side of the truck. She stood
directly in his light of sight.

Please let him be some nice old man.

Tough luck at that. Cold, faded blue eyes
stared right at her. She couldn’t see him properly yet, but the way
his gaze raked her bloody appearance up and down raised goosebumps
on her arms.

“What the fuck happened to you?” he
asked.

Lia flinched at his crass words. Her mother
had warned her about men like him, like Dwayne, her entire life,
but did she listen?

You’re asking for it, bitch.

Lia shook off Dwayne’s slimy voice in her
head. She had no other chance.

“Please,” she said again. She threw herself
against the door. The smell of gasoline hit her nose. The rubber of
the tires brushed against the thin fabric of her dress. She hauled
herself on the truck foot rail, gripped the door handle. It didn’t
open. Lia expected that, but this way, he couldn’t start the
engine, not with her clinging desperately to his truck.

“Fuck, woman. You’re trouble. I can’t afford
that,” he said, but this time he sounded pained.

Something about his tone told her he might be
a complete stranger but she detected sympathy











cover.jpg
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING

VYAIRNSIEERESSHE @2 AN E





tmp_1f278daa02421cd9f952127e014d2c0f_jJBO30_html_m2f557912.png
)
(

BXX X

{
\

e





tmp_1f278daa02421cd9f952127e014d2c0f_jJBO30_html_62969c9e.jpg
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING

=

WAENEE EREE O AN E





tmp_1f278daa02421cd9f952127e014d2c0f_jJBO30_html_6bd667c.png





