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Jessa awoke slightly disoriented for a moment and then realized she felt good, even peaceful, and rested. She was reinvigorated and relaxed for the first time in a long time. 

Finally, she was sleeping through the night, not waking from screaming at the terror streaking through her veins and dark images burning her mind from nightmares of the one night that had changed her life forever.

She slowly stretched, squinting her eyes to avoid the morning light leaking through the window. She raised her arms over her head and froze as alarm coursed through her. Her eyes fell on the black long-sleeved shirt she’d worn the night before.

A frown puckered her brow. She rubbed her forehead with both hands, trying to ward off a headache that started to pound in her temples as she thought about the night before.

The panic inside her started to build. Why was there a void of time she couldn’t remember from the night before, or how she’d gotten home and into bed?

Jessa’s heart seized, then galloped out of control. The morning flush she awoke with a few moments ago leached from her face.

Jessa sat up and looked anxiously around her bedroom, her eyes slowly moving. Nothing seemed different or out of place, but something was off. A feeling or smell of another person who had been there recently.

Her muscles tightened, and she swallowed as waves of nausea rolled through her stomach. A shiver of pure terror, stark and vivid, ran down her spine as sweat broke out on her forehead. She took a deep breath and tried to keep her fragile control. “Don’t freak out, don’t freak out, don’t freak out,” she chanted softly to herself.

Jessa thought about calling the police, but what would she say? “I think someone might have been in my house because I woke up with the clothes I’d worn the night before,” or, “I think I smell something or someone,” or, “I can’t remember what happened last night?” They’d think she was on drugs or just plain crazy. She couldn’t think of a way to say it that didn’t sound ridiculous, and she knew her friend Gary would find out since he was a detective, and she’d catch hell from him. Something she didn’t need at that moment.

She stood apprehensively and snatched the baseball bat she kept by the bed. She caught herself with her hand on the mattress, preventing herself from tripping at the last moment over the boots she’d worn the night before, sitting on the floor by the bed. She had always put her shoes away in the closet. 

It was such a terrible time in her life, and she was desperate for order and control, any way she could get it. Some people would think she had OCD, but she just needed to have everything in its place, or she would be unsettled.

Jessa held the bat up, both of her hands gripping it tightly as sweat rolled down her cheek. She made her way to her bedroom door, the bat poised over a shoulder as she used the other to slowly open the door. She peered down the short hallway to her living room, and when she didn’t hear anything, she stalked toward the living room.

She heard only the refrigerator, the wall clock in the kitchen, and her own ragged breath. Everything seemed normal and untouched. She walked through the house, slowly, silently, making sure everything was as she’d left it, nothing was out of place, and it was still locked up, before moving slowly back to her bedroom.

She sat down sluggishly on the side of her bed, and her legs shook uncontrollably, exhausted from the fear that beat through her body. Trembling, she placed the bat next to her on the mattress. Jessa’s shoulders were tightly hunched, and her hands curled on her thighs as she tried to calm her nerves.

Jessa struggled to remember the night before. She’d been hiding behind a stack of dirty old tires that sat next to a warehouse, a place she’d been watching for weeks. She felt she was getting closer to finding the man who had destroyed her world. She’d thought she would finally get the answers she desperately needed to move on with her life.

One man was all she focused on. The name Alonso Martinez was scorched into her mind forever. Jessa searched for pictures of him in the paper and found a few in the business section. It was a face she would never forget. To get closure, she felt she needed to see him convicted and put behind bars for the rest of his life.

Jessa had gone to an investigator who’d helped her with some of her cases in the past. He knew a man who had eventually sold him the information she needed. This was one of the many warehouses Martinez owned, and was rumored to be the one he used often.

The investigator had cautioned her about Martinez, imploring her to let the police take care of him. When he couldn’t change her mind, he told her to watch her back, Martinez had no soul and absolutely no conscience. He then described a few things he knew the man had done, trying to scare her. Jessa had come close to turning away, sheer terror streaking through her. 

She had been waiting for Gary, a friend and detective with the police force, to find evidence on the man as he’d promised. But when she’d found out about Martinez, something burned through the mass of ice that encased her heart and ignited something inside of her that made her want to live again. Was it vengeance that started the awakening? She didn’t know and didn’t care. Jessa did know that if she sat back and did nothing, she’d lose more of herself than she had already.

How could she explain to people that she finally found something that made her think of the future and kept her from the depression she’d felt since that night? The bastard was the only thing that had her looking forward and not back.

She thought back to the previous night again. Jessa rubbed at her pulsing temples as she tried to remember. It had been really dark, the kind you felt could smother you if not for the few glimpses of dull light shining out the warehouse windows. She’d stood bent at the waist, hearing voices in the building. They’d been too far away for her to understand what they were saying.

She was working to get her courage up and decide on the best route to take without making noise, ready to move a little closer to the doorway ... and then Jessa tried to remember what happened next, which made the ache grow in her temples.

A feeling of dread swept over her as bits and pieces of the night gradually slid back into her consciousness. Jessa vaguely remembered when she had suddenly sensed someone behind her, her muscles tightened, ready to escape. Then someone clasped her shoulder. She recalled the streak of fear that shot through her veins, thoughts of her death coursed through her mind, and then nothing.

She rubbed her forehead, confused. The hand had been huge and covered her entire shoulder. From the size of the hand, it had to have been a man. A large man.

She couldn’t understand why she wasn’t hurt or dead. Everybody kept telling her what a monster Martinez was. If he had been the one to catch her, she assumed she wouldn’t be here in her house and her body untouched. But how the hell had she gotten home? The fear ate at her. The worst part was the fact that she couldn’t remember all of it.

Jessa closed her eyes as she recalled the hand had tightened so quickly, she didn’t have a chance to scream or fight before darkness had taken her. What the hell had he done to her?

Jessa looked at the clock and grimaced. If she didn’t hurry, she’d be late for work, and work was the one thing she had in her life that was steady and secure and kept her going day after day. She rushed to take her shower and dress. Jessa grabbed her purse, briefcase, and a Pop-Tart on her way out the door.

She looked back one last time with her hand on the doorknob. No one was in the house, she had checked. But why then did it still feel like someone was there, if not in person, in essence? She shook her head. Anxiety tightened her stomach when a wave of apprehension swept through her. She turned, closed, and locked the door.
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Chapter Two
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On Friday, despite her unease about not being able to remember more of the night before, Jessa dressed again in a black long-sleeved shirt, pants, and boots. She put her long, dark brown hair in a bun on top of her head, pulled a black stocking cap down that covered it, and grabbed a black jacket.

The nights had started getting chilly, as they always did in October in the Midwest. She scooped up her keys and cell phone. The cell phone was for calling if she needed help and for taking pictures of anything she might see that would help the police—proof that the police would finally need to take Martinez down.

Jessa pulled into a parking lot several blocks from the warehouse she’d been watching. After she locked her car door, she slipped her keys into her pocket. The urge to turn back grew, but she pushed herself to keep walking even when her head was telling her to go home.

She walked to the warehouse, staying in the shadows as much as possible, avoiding the many piles of garbage and debris that covered the area. This part of town had always been run-down, but with every passing year, it seemed to become a little more dilapidated.

She had never seen another person, but she knew she was putting herself at risk by being in that part of town alone.

Jessa stood in the shadows as she silently made her way to the other side of the building behind big rusty drums of old oil, which concealed her better than the other place. She crouched down, making herself as small as possible before looking around and listening for anything or anyone.

Jessa took several deep breaths and tried to calm her nerves, swallowing back the bile that tried to force its way out of her throat. Her heart rate pounded violently in her chest, making her feel lightheaded. Her hands were shaking and sweaty. I’m not cut out for this, she mused, frowning. She rubbed her hands on her pants to wipe off the sweat.

This whole situation went against her personality. She was always calm, polite, and followed the rules, and she certainly never took risks. She was the lady her parents had brought her up to be. Her whole life, she’d been everything her parents wanted from a daughter, having done everything expected of her and more.

Jessa rubbed her chest to alleviate the ache that always settled there whenever she thought about her parents. She would always be thankful for how much they did for her. They were the best parents anyone could have asked for. Along with Drew, her husband, they were also gone, dying in a several-car pile-up on the highway when she was in college. She took some peace from the fact they had been together when it happened and died instantly.

Everything had come easily for her until that point in her life. She’d graduated from high school at the top of her class. The student body president. The head cheerleader. Anything she dreamed of had been possible.

She’d met her husband, Drew, in college, a year after her parents’ death. She knew instantly he was going to be her husband. He was so sweet to her and so romantic. He treated her like a princess. He was every woman’s dream. Drew was a few inches taller than her five feet four. He had close-cut blond hair, navy blue eyes, and a handsome face, with dimples she adored. 

He always wore clothes that fit his trim body perfectly, making him look like a model. Drew did not wear stained or ripped blue jeans. The most casual clothes she’d ever seen him wear were khakis and polo shirts.

He was a lawyer like her and had been a damn good one. While she was in business law, he was a junior district attorney for the State of Illinois. Drew had put away several criminals, each one viler than the last. After he died, the detectives in charge of the case thought it might have been an old case that had gotten him killed, but they couldn’t find evidence to support the theory.

They made the perfect couple, successful, beautiful. Jessa and Drew’s lives had been excellent. Until that night. Until her world crashed around her, taking everything she held dear, robbing her of the only family she had left.

Remembering always bombarded her with such anguish. Her misery was so acute, it was physical pain and pressure in her chest, making it hard to take a deep breath. Jessa lay her head on her bent knees, willing away the tears. She knew that night was forever tattooed in her mind. Nothing in life had prepared her for what she went through. It took her months before the trauma and memories stopped making her want to die. The therapist told her it was normal to feel that way, but inside she would always feel like a coward for fighting to stay alive and not going to be with her husband.

Jessa had been so lost that no one had been able to get through to her. Her spirit had been broken. She had wrapped herself in a cocoon of anguish no one could cut through. She went to work and then home. Never laughing, never smiling. Her happiness and reason for living died that night. Until the day a friend of Drew’s stopped by the house. Gary, a detective, came to her, asking questions about Drew’s work. Asking if he brought any files home that she still had. He asked Jessa if Drew had told her anything about the cases he’d been working on at the time of his death. Had she ever heard the name Alonso Martinez?

When she asked why, Gary ignored all her questions, making a pretext about a case they worked on together years ago. She felt the icy fingers of suspicion creep over her. Jessa had asked him if this had anything to do with the shooting that took Drew’s life. Gary had unintentionally confirmed it when he paled at her inquiry but still denied it had anything to do with that night. Martinez was the name Gary had inadvertently given her. A man who destroyed her world.

Since then, Jessa has used every available minute to learn about this man. Gary wouldn’t tell her anything and tried to make it a point to change the subject.

Because of the new information, she became obsessed with Martinez. Where he lived, worked, and played. He had no family she’d been able to find, but he had plenty of acquaintances and people who worked for him, many of whom were terrified of him. 

He had a lot of lady friends, if you could call them that. They were more like high-priced prostitutes who wouldn’t or couldn’t give her answers. She still didn’t know exactly what he did to catch law enforcement's attention. Nobody would tell her anything, and it just made her more determined.

Nothing anyone said stopped her. She was given a new reason to live—vengeance. It was horrible to think she was the type of person who would want revenge. The situation had pushed her to take chances she never would have before, but Jessa wanted to be able to go to Gary with evidence that would bring Mr. Martinez down. She wanted to be a part of his downfall. Put him away for the rest of his life. Maybe then she could move on.

Gary often told her he regretted telling her anything, afraid of what she would do. Never did he think she would go after the man herself, and nothing he said got through to her. He threatened, cajoled, and begged her to stop and let him do his job. Gary promised to take care of Martinez. She had been waiting for two years. She couldn’t wait any longer. She’d found a reason to live, and no one was taking it away from her.
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When her legs started aching from crouching, she sat down on the grimy, greasy ground, wrinkling her nose at the smell of sour garbage. Jessa studied the area around her to see if anybody was nearby. She looked at her watch to see that three hours had passed. Jessa decided she would give it another hour before she gave up for the night.

I can’t believe I’m doing this again, after what happened last night. Jessa wiped a hot tear that rolled down her cheek. She’d thought about giving up this crazy idea, but everything in her shuddered inwardly at the thought of never finding Drew’s killer. Jessa wondered if she could ever move on because the ferocity of that night always choked and twisted something inside her that couldn’t be healed, at least until justice was served.

Jessa stiffened, and her heart stuttered in her chest as she made herself smaller. What was that? she thought as fear raced through her. It was probably just a rat, and although she hated rats, a shiver of fear ran down her spine at the thought of someone taking her by surprise again. A shuffling? She held her breath and cocked her head, trying to identify the sound. When she heard it a second time, she stood carefully, trying her best not to make a noise. Bent over, she looked around the oil drums.

Her heart stopped, and a scream tore up her throat when a hard, muscular arm wrapped tightly around her waist at the same time a hand pressed against her mouth, hard, preventing her from screaming. Terror ran down her spine when a man’s mouth hissed against her ear.

“Little girl, what the fuck do I have to do to keep your ass away from here?” 

Shakily, her pulse racing, she shook her head, unable to understand his words through the beating of her heart and harsh breaths. Who the hell was this? Her stomach dropped when he effortlessly picked her up as if she were weightless and strode quietly back the way she’d come. This was it. This is what Gary, hell, everyone warned her about.

A rampage of emotions raced through her, and with a clarity she had never had, she decided she wanted to live. After so many thoughts of giving up, she chose life. She started struggling against him, kicking him and scratching his arms. Cain squeezed her tighter, almost cutting off her breath.

“Stop, Jessa, before you hurt yourself. I’m not going to hurt you.”

She tensed and stilled, shocked. He knew my name! How? His cold, entirely emotionless voice sent chills down her spine.

When he got them a few blocks away, he put her down but kept a good hold of her in case she tried to run or caused more trouble. He bent to whisper in her ear.

“Be very quiet. If you say anything or try to scream, I’ll gag you.” He nudged her forward with a hard hand wrapped around her upper arm.

How had he known her name? She didn’t think she knew this man. She’d never heard that voice before, and she knew it wasn’t a voice a person would ever forget. Jessa tried to see more of him, but all her energy went to keep up with his strides, or he’d have been dragging her. It was too dark to see much, and the few quick peeks she’d had were too fast to recognize anything about him. All she saw was that he was big, very big.

Her breathing hitched in her chest when they came to her Land Rover. The man turned her, with a hand on her stomach, pressed her against the back driver’s-side door. Although he wasn’t hurting her, the heat from his hand burned through the shirt she wore.

He held out his other hand. “Give me the keys.”

She was frozen and couldn’t take her eyes off him.

She didn’t move except for the shakes that had taken over her body. The sound of her heartbeat and her rasping breath made it hard for her to hear what he was saying. Jessa looked around the run-down area. This section of town was usually quiet, and it felt like they were the only two people in the world. Jessa wondered if there was anyone close enough to hear her scream.

She looked back at her captor. Who was this man? She’d never met a scarier person in her life. He was huge, a few inches over six feet, she guessed. His arm muscles bulged, his shoulders so wide they stretched his dark blue t-shirt to its limit. Her gaze slowly took in the tattoos on his arms before it lowered to his dark jeans and boots. One of his thighs looked as big around as her waist. One of his hands spanned her stomach with long, strong fingers and blunt, clean nails. His five-o’clock shadow was dark against his browned skin, giving him another level of menace.

Jessa slowly raised her eyes, taking him in. With a start, she realized he was waiting for her reply, staring at her with a look that threatened to stop her heart. She couldn’t figure out what he was thinking. Several emotions crossed his face. The look of impatience, intense anger, and if she didn’t know any better, hunger, followed by resignation. His almost-black eyes were both flat and cold, but with an intense fire that bore into hers. A suffocating sensation tightened her throat.

The muscles in one cheek ticked like he was gritting his teeth. His anger was palpable, physically bombarding her senses. Jessa had never had anyone this furious with her, not her parents, friends, or especially her husband. It unsettled and frightened her.

His hair was as dark as the night and short, almost military-short. His skin was tanned, like he spent a lot of time outdoors. His face had sharp contours like high cheekbones, deep-set eyes, and a strong, slightly crooked nose. Everything about this man shouted badass. There was nothing soft about him.

Her entire body jerked when his rough voice demanded.

“Keys, now.”

Thank God he was holding her against the vehicle because without the support she’d be on the ground, on her ass, she was shaking so hard.

Startled, she whimpered, then fumbled in her pockets for her keys and dropped them on the pavement in her nervousness. When she bent to pick them up, he pressed her harder against the car.

“Stay, I’ll get them.” He hunched down, still holding her with his hand. He stopped after picking up the keys and glanced at her from his crouch.

Even in this position, his size overwhelmed her. Her breathing hitched at the look that came and went over his face. His gaze was so intense, it blistered over her skin like a blowtorch. She knew she should be screaming, but couldn’t fill her lungs enough to even try.

Abruptly, he stood, the lithe and powerful movement startled her. He unlocked her door and gently pushed her into her seat. After he handed her the keys, he reached over to grab her seat belt. She leaned back, trying to avoid his muscular arm across her chest.

The heat that came off of him scorched her. The musky, slight smell of clean, male sweat and leather made it even harder to breathe. He ignored her, brought the strap over her, and latched it. All the time, she sat mute and frozen, pressing herself against the seat and putting as much space between them as possible. He turned to her. They stared at each other for what seemed like an eternity. She couldn’t take her eyes off the rugged planes of his face.

“Don’t come back here again, Jessa. You won’t like what happens if I find you here again,” he said in a hard and gruff voice.

Jessa flinched at the cold, rigid tone of the man’s voice. She started to shake her head, her hands gripped the steering wheel, and her eyes widened and burned with tears.

“Who the hell are you?” she brokenly whispered. When he didn’t answer and just continued to stare at her, she swallowed back her terror and remorse. “I’m not going to stop. I can’t stop. I won’t stop. You don’t understand, this is all I have,” she stammered.

Cain cupped her chin with his palm and tightened it when she tried to pull away.

“That’s not true, Jessa. You have your whole life ahead of you.”

She stilled. That was the first time he’d spoken to her devoid of anger. Almost gently. She shook her head and dislodged his hand.

“I don’t care what you think,” she whispered. She turned away from him and tried to put her key into its slot, which had been hard because her hands were shaking so badly. She gritted her teeth as tears came to her eyes.

“Dammit.”

He expelled his breath in a slow, steady hiss.

“Here, give me the keys,” he said, taking them from her, sliding the key in, turning, and starting the Rover. “Are you able to drive?” he asked.

She nodded, keeping her eyes down, twisting her hands in her lap. She needed to get away from this man. Needed to be alone.

His voice turned menacing again.

“Look at me, Jessa.”

His eyes were narrowed and lit with cold anger, sending chills down her spine. A band around her chest tightened.

“I mean what I say, Jessa. Don’t push me on this.”

When he stood to leave, she looked up at him and repeated, “Who the hell are you?” she asked again.

Cain paused with his hand on the door, his jaw clenched tight. Jessa didn’t think he was going to answer her.

“I’m a friend of a friend.” When she opened her mouth to ask more questions, his eyes pierced her. “That’s all you need to know. Now stay the hell away from here.”

Before she could answer him, he closed the door quietly, stood back with his hands at his side, and waited.

Jessa swallowed, took a deep breath to steady herself, and put the car in gear. With one last look at him, she pushed on the
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