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  Chapter one
Flight into the Night


Jessa shoved a whiskey toward the bleary-eyed customer and told him that the drink wasn’t free. “Isn’t anything around here?” he said, taking a sip. It was late. The bar reeked of desperation and old beer. The crowd was loud, drunk. A faceless man cackled near the jukebox. She ignored him, tried to ignore them all. She couldn’t ignore the phone call, though. Ryan’s voice, poison-sweet in her ear. “You think you can get away?” He said more, too much. Words that made her skin crawl, hands shake. The door swung open, bringing in a gust of chill night air and one hell of a wreck. A man. Dark stubble, gray eyes. A bruise purpled on his jaw. He ordered a whiskey. 
Jessa fought for composure, slipping another drink across the counter. The bar pulsed with low murmurs, cigarette smoke, the clink of glasses. Familiar faces. Lined with age or wear, rough and faceless, but all familiar. Her nerves jangled, amplified by the voices around her. There was no escaping that call. She’d thought she was safe. Miles away, new number. But Ryan was a bloodhound, and she’d been careless. Her hands shook, and it wasn’t from exhaustion. 
Cade Ryder leaned against the bar, watching her. 
“Shit,” she said, when the whiskey glass tipped. Her palms were damp and useless. Jessa took a breath, wiped her hands on her jeans. Her own fault, always, for thinking it was over. The door swung again. She prayed it wasn’t Ryan, somehow already there, fresh threats on his tongue. Just another drunk, though. Jessa swallowed and concentrated on the booze, on pouring and serving and not thinking too hard. She could feel the strangers' eyes, heavy on her back, even with her head down. That man’s eyes, the one by the jukebox. She risked a glance. Not Ryan. Just old, bleary faces. 
“We got something tonight?” another asked, tapping the bar with his calloused hand. A regular. Nice guy. Always tipped her decent. 
“Not till twelve,” she said, managing a smile. Her heart wasn’t in it. Nothing was in it, tonight. Her mind, too tangled in Ryan’s voice. She did her job, half numb, pretending there wasn’t a black hole of dread in her stomach. Ryan’s voice echoed in her head. 
She turned her back and exhaled, slowly. The phone call played out in her head. 
“Jess.” He’d drawled her name. Lured her in, sickly sweet. 
She almost hung up right there. “Don’t bother. I’m not coming back.” 
“Not what I heard.” 
Her breath caught. Of course, she thought. He always knows. 
“You know how this ends.” 
“No, Ryan.” 
“You think you can get away?” That was him. The same bastard. “Miles are nothing. Paper.” 
It went on. Empty reassurances. Empty threats. You know I can find you. 
Jessa, knowing it was true. Hanging up anyway, even as her heart hammered betrayal in her chest. 
She pressed a hand to her head, coming back to the bar. Her temples ached, but she needed to keep it together. Needed to work. Jessa made herself move, steps jerky and forced. She took drink orders from ghosts, moved through the crowded space like a dream, not all there. 
“Damn,” someone said. She pretended not to hear, going to Cade. 
The whiskey guy leaned in, glass raised, expecting a refill. “You got more, or do I die of thirst?” 
She poured the next round. The bottle felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. Her arm ached with it, with the futility of getting away. With thinking she could get away. Her hand found a rhythm. Pour, serve. Pour, serve. She tried to concentrate on the small comfort of routine, of muscle memory. Her eyes landed on a man’s shoulders, near the door. The way he leaned. The set of his jaw. Like Ryan, she thought. It could be Ryan. She blinked and it wasn’t. Another stranger, faceless like the rest. 
Then he walked in. Jessa stopped cold. He wasn’t Ryan. 
This one had gray eyes. Dark hair. The rough stubble of a long week. 
She exhaled and felt foolish for holding her breath. There was something else about him. Something besides not being Ryan. 
The bruise. Jessa couldn’t look away from the bruise on his jaw. 
He made his way to the bar. The air around him tensed, charged. The way he walked. Determined. A little desperate. 
He sat and ordered a whiskey. 
“Hey,” a regular called to her, but her attention was snagged. Held, like it was in cuffs. She dragged her eyes away from Cade and finished serving the customers. Worked her way toward the dark-haired man. The man who was not Ryan, but trouble in his own right. 
“You hear me?” 
“Give me a sec,” she snapped, nerves finally getting the better of her. Jessa brought a shaky hand to her forehead, rubbed away the pinpricks of anxiety. There was something different about the gray-eyed guy, and it needled her. He seemed less... numb. She watched as he inspected the crowded room with a single, sweeping glance. She was careful not to stare too long, but he caught her once, maybe twice. She fumbled for the whiskey and poured him a drink. 
He was still looking at her. 
It put Jessa on edge. Set every hair on her body buzzing. Ryan, the bar, the long shifts—all of it had left her jumpy. And now this. She couldn’t tell if she liked the attention or if she wanted to smack it away, but the drink sloshed a little in her unsteady hand when she finally gave it to him. 
“That bad?” the man asked, his voice low, gruff. There was humor in it. Understanding, too. 
“Excuse me?” 
“The hours. Rough shift?” He tipped his chin toward the bottle, letting her off the hook. 
She huffed a laugh. Tried to pass it off. “Yeah. Something like that.” Her voice wasn’t as steady as she’d hoped. 
The man leaned forward, whispering her in close. “Me too.” His words curled through the air, conspiratorial. He made it sound like they were the only two in the room. The only two in the city. Maybe the world. Jessa pretended it didn’t affect her, and she pulled back, wondering how long until Ryan actually showed up. Because he would. He always did. Her mind drifted, snagged on Ryan’s call, and then on the way this man watched her, and then back again. 
The stranger’s voice brought her to. 
“The whiskey?” 
Jessa shook herself, gave him the drink. She was moving in three second lags, thoughts too slow to keep up with her body. Her hand brushed against his. 
His eyes were on her. Locked. Tightly. 
“What?” she said. It came out sharper than she intended. 
His gaze held. Intense, open. A steel trap. 
And then he slipped her a note. Her pulse sped up, knees weak and stomach tight. It wasn’t the same sick panic that Ryan caused, but something else. Something urgent. 
The man didn’t look away. Jessa blinked, glanced down. Unfolded the scrap. 
“Help me,” it said. 
She went cold, but something heated inside her. The mix made her dizzy. The scarred guy nodded, an almost imperceptible motion that shouldn’t have carried weight, but it did. Heavy as anything. She opened her mouth, closed it. Not sure what to say, what to do. 
He raised the glass, sipping slow. She didn’t miss the cut on his lip, or the way he winced. It looked fresh. So did the bruise. Jessa’s thoughts ran wild. Cop? Criminal? On the run? Trouble, definitely. Trouble she didn’t need, not with Ryan so close. She almost crumpled the note. Almost, but not quite. The air hummed with smoke and urgency, drowning out the drunk bastards who wanted her attention. She thought about Cade’s eyes, unyielding and raw. 
“Jess,” someone called from the end of the bar. “What the hell?” 
The note cut into her palm, rough-edged. She pocketed it, told herself she wouldn’t get involved. Couldn’t get involved. It was madness to even consider, but the second she made that decision, she knew she’d already gone back on it. Cade put the glass down. She watched his throat as he swallowed. 
The last of her resolve fizzled, outmatched by curiosity and... sympathy? 
“After this,” she said, so low she wasn’t sure he’d hear it. So low that maybe he wouldn’t, and maybe she didn’t mean it, but her pulse told her that she did. She lingered too long, another second or two, long enough to make a mistake. 
Cade’s mouth twitched into a half smile. She noticed a hundred things about it, more than she could possibly notice about someone in the brief time they’d known each other. That it was wide, and slightly crooked, and sincere in a way that Ryan’s never was. And then she noticed his hand, moving slowly toward hers. 
It brushed against her. Warm. 
“Thanks,” he said. 
Jessa felt that single word all over, and she felt it hard. 
“Yeah,” she whispered. The air between them throbbed with unspoken promises, and she forced herself to turn away, leaving him to the whiskey.

She shouldn’t have helped. Madness, Jessa thought, but there she was, leading the gray-eyed bastard to the back room. The bar was loud behind them. She kept her pace brisk, too anxious to look over her shoulder. What if someone noticed? She pushed the storage door open, jerking her chin. Cade slipped inside. Close quarters. Close enough to trip her heart. She went in after him, and he wasted no time. 
“Thanks,” Cade said, pressing her up against the door as soon as it shut. 
“What are you—” 
“Is it just you?” He interrupted, voice low and quick. 
She nodded, breathless, as he pinned her with his eyes. 
“Alone?” 
Jessa was startled by the urgency, the directness. Her own voice stuttered out, “No one else.” 
Cade’s shoulders relaxed, only a fraction. The heat in his gaze didn’t. She held it, pulse racing. Not sure what she’d gotten into, but feeling the rush all the same. 
“You’ll do it?” he said. 
“Hold on.” Jessa shook her head, pushed at his chest. It was solid, unmoving. “What the hell’s going on?” 
“I just need a place. One night.” Cade’s body stayed close. “Won’t be trouble.” 
She felt cornered, breath tight. He hadn’t backed off, but he wasn’t forceful. His words came soft. Maybe not the words, she thought. Maybe the way he said them. The closeness. Jessa tried to think, to talk sense. “I can’t—” 
His hands caught her wrists. She sucked in air. He slipped a belt off his jeans and around her. A light touch, but it sent shockwaves through her. 
Jessa’s heart kicked into overdrive. “What are you doing?” She pulled, but not hard. Her struggle was a half-hearted thing. So was her voice. “You said no trouble.” 
His eyes met hers, steady. “And I meant it.” He watched her closely, judging her response. 
“You can’t just—” Jessa started, but she didn’t sound convincing. 
Cade’s mouth tipped up, almost a smile. The scar caught the light. Her breath caught too. “I won’t harm you.” He dipped his head to her neck. 
Jessa gasped. 
His lips brushed skin. She didn’t move away. Couldn’t, maybe. Didn’t want to, maybe. 
Her pulse hammered. He was too close. Too warm. Too fucking much, but she felt herself softening. Like melting wax. Her voice melted too, small and gasping. “You said...” 
“Shh.” It was gentle, a warm current. His lips on her neck. Hands tight around her hips. “One night, Jessa.” He murmured her name like a secret. She didn’t know how he knew it, didn’t care in that moment. 
Her breath hitched when he moved his mouth. 
“I just need one night,” Cade said again, this time against her collarbone. 
She didn’t have words for it. For what he was doing. For what she was feeling. 
His fingers ran up her sides. Brushing, teasing. Finding their way to the hem of her shirt. Heat pooled in her gut, reluctant and electric. His lips and hands were everywhere, on her skin, in her head. Jessa should have hated it, but her body said something else. She could hardly think. 
“Please,” he whispered, just as she was ready to beg him herself. 
Jessa’s heart skidded. She went quiet. Almost caved. 
Cade drew back a fraction, looking her over, taking her in. “I won’t be trouble.” 
“Yeah?” she said. It came out thick, heavy. Desire wrapped in accusation. She blinked, focused, her mind clearing for half a second. “Why should I trust you?” 
“You feel it,” Cade said. He held her gaze, then kissed her neck again. Once, softly. He went to pull away, but her body followed. 
She’d barely moved, but he saw it. 
His hand cupped her jaw, tilted her head so she couldn’t avoid the steel in his eyes. “Don’t make me leave, Jessa.” 
The way he said it sent a spark through her. Then his hand dropped. His warmth left. She almost fell into the empty space
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