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Before You Begin
 
W
ARNING:  Due to strong language and graphic scenes of a sexual nature, this book is intended for mature (21+) readers only.

If these things offend you, then this book is not for you. 

If, however, you like your alphas a little rough around the edges and some serious heat in your romance, then by all means, read on...
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Prologue
 
N
orthwest Oregon

Kiara Fitzpatrick came to with a start, her eyes open but seeing nothing in the inky blackness, the pressure on her chest heavy as if someone had laid a wet blanket filled with sand on top of it, making it hard to draw a full breath. 

For the briefest of moments, she thought she’d been having a nightmare, and a horrific one at that.  It was the same one she’d been having over and over, the one that involved betrayal and treachery and unfathomable pain. 

She blew out a breath, letting her body sink into the mattress, feeling the familiar hand-stitched comforter her grandmother had made all those years ago, now lying over her.  Everything was quiet, peaceful.  A slight breeze blew across her sweat-soaked forehead, eliciting a shiver.  As she brought her hand up to her face to rub at her eyes, she felt the weight of the leather bands around her wrists, and her heart filled with dread.  A quick tug assured her that the chains were still in place. 

It wasn’t a nightmare after all.

She couldn’t completely stop the racking sobs that began in her congested chest and rumbled upward, but she did try to keep them silent, turning her face into the pillow as much as her bonds would allow.  If he heard her, he would come to her, and she didn’t want that. 

The jag didn’t last long.  She was too tired, too beaten.  At least one of her ribs was cracked, but probably more, and even the effort of holding back the sobs was painful.  Once she let a little cry escape her lips, squeezing her eyes in self-recrimination.  Within minutes, she felt the familiar prickling on the back of her neck. 

He was coming.

Kiara froze as she heard the key turning in the old-fashioned lock, the heavy swing of the solid oak door, and the soft footfalls of her tormentor.  She quickly closed her eyes – even in the dark – and feigned sleep.  Maybe, just maybe, he would leave her be, just this once.

The footsteps grew closer, his light breathing loud in the dead silence.  To her right, she heard the soft click, followed by the low-level amber glow shining through her eyelids.  The tiny lamp, placed well out of her reach, offered just enough light for him to see her, to ensure that she was still there. 

Typically he checked on her several times a night.  Exactly where else he thought she would be, she didn’t know.  With restraints around her wrists and her ankles, secured to the iron-framed bed at four corners by chains, she didn’t have a lot of freedom to go anywhere, even if she wasn’t suffering from pneumonia and her ribs hadn’t been cracked.

“Kiara...”  He breathed her name like a prayer.  She concentrated on keeping her necessarily shallow breaths even, like she was asleep, but she did offer a slight sigh at the sound of his voice, knowing he liked that.  At least tonight he seemed calm, in control, and she wanted to keep it that way.  So far he hadn’t stripped the covers from her body or taken that which he deemed to be his right to take.

Instead, she felt the side of the bed dip beneath his weight as he sat down next to her.  His finger brushed lightly over the raised welt on her cheekbone, the result of an earlier encounter, when he had been less calm, less in control. 

“Why do you make me do this?” he whispered into the near-darkness, and Kiara heard genuine regret in his voice.  He was always sorry after he hurt her, but that didn’t ease the pain any.

“We always hurt the ones we love most, don’t we?”  Kiara shifted slightly, not enough to pull the chains too taut, but enough to satisfy him.  As long as she responded in some way, he might remain calm.  Ignoring him was a sure-fire way to get him to fly into a wild rage. 

It killed her a little more every time she did these things, feeling like she was selling her soul a tiny piece at a time.  She should be fighting, every second of every hour of every day, not sighing and shifting to make it easier on herself.  She was a Fitzpatrick, for God’s sake.  Made of strong stock with ancient blood running through her veins.  Her ancestors, her parents, her siblings – they were all probably turning over in their graves right about now.  The shame and guilt weighed heavily on her heart.

But she hadn’t sold out completely.  There was never a moment when she wasn’t looking for some way out, for some means of escape.  After several months of enduring this, she’d given up hope of anyone coming to find her.  No, to get out of this, she’d have to find her own way.  And to do that, she had to remain
alive
.  If that meant playing along with his sick game to gain a little of his trust?  To lull him into slipping up just once?  So be it.

He leaned over, the smell of finely-aged Scotch and expensive tobacco barely noticeable.  That was a good sign.  One or two drinks mellowed him.  Much more than that, though, and he tended to become abusive.

His lips touched her skin, right above her brow as he pushed the hair out of her face.  It was the gentlest of kisses, one that might be given by a true lover.  She sighed again, making sure she relaxed her face to give the impression that she liked it.

When he tensed, her heart began to beat faster.  His lips pressed a little harder against her forehead, followed shortly afterward by his palm.  “Jesus, Kiara, you’re burning up,” he said, his whisper acquiring a concerned tone.  He pulled the covers from her body, saw that she was soaked with sweat.  Within seconds, the cool breeze had her shivering uncontrollably.

His hands lifted the hem of her thin nightshirt and sought out the Telfa pad bandages on her side.  Pulling one of them off, he cursed again, a sure sign that something was wrong.  Knowing that he wouldn’t buy the possum routine for much longer, Kiara opened her eyes and looked straight into his.  For a brief moment, she caught genuine fear in them.

It was hard to believe this was the same man that had murdered her entire family in cold blood.  The same man who had brutally beaten, stabbed, and sexually abused her over the past few months.  The same man who was now touching her as though she was precious to him. 

He was unstable; Kiara knew this.  Severely bipolar, if she remembered anything from her Catholic high school health class.  Who would have dreamed then that the three-minute blurb within a class period dedicated to mental illness would have become so relevant in her own life?   

“You should have told me, Kiara,” he chided, pulling off the bandages and slathering ointment on the puffy stab wounds, covering them once again with clean ones.  The pneumonia had lowered her resistance, enabling an infection to settle in.  She lowered her lashes in what she hoped passed as a sign of submission.  She was getting really good at playing this game, and it sickened her. 

“Always trying to be strong, aren’t you?  Always trying to show me that you’re worthy.  That’s one of the reasons I love you, Kiara.  But you have me to take care of you now.”

Kiara shuddered again, not so much from the fever as from the complete and utter devotion in his eyes.  It was hard to decide what was worse – this, or the wild gleam he got when he believed that she had betrayed him somehow. 

Thankfully, he took the shudder as yet another indication of how sick she was.  “Don’t worry,” he said, licking his lips as he covered her up again.  “I’m going to get you some antibiotics, okay?”  Kiara knew better than to answer, so she nodded very slightly to show that she understood.

“Do you want some water first?”  She nodded again.  Her throat was so swollen and dry she could only swallow with tremendous effort, and it hurt so much it really wasn’t worth it to try.

He left and returned quickly with a small glass of water.  Sliding his hand beneath her shoulders, he tried to lift her up and hold the glass to her lips.  Her ribs protested, causing a small grunt of pain.  She winced, bracing for the expected blow.  This time, thankfully, it didn’t come.

Taking the glass away, he tucked the quilt around her and left, promising to return shortly with medicine.  Only when the sound of the powerful pick-up on the gravel driveway met her ears did Kiara breathe a sigh of relief.  By her best calculations, she had about an hour before he returned. 

She undulated her body in an attempt to move the forgotten tube of ointment up to where she could grab it with her hands, gritting her teeth against the pains shooting up through her chest and back.  Pain was good.  Pain meant that her body and mind were still functioning, and as long as she had breath in her body, she had a chance. 

Turning the tube in her fingers, working slowly and carefully so she did not drop it, she managed to squeeze some along the bottom of her palm and work it down into the leather cuff where it served as a lubricant.  It took some doing, and way too much time, but she was finally able to free one hand, dislocating it in the process.  The other restraints came off more quickly and without any further injury.

Standing up was a mistake, she soon realized.  Her legs were weak, her head spun dizzily, and she hit the floor hard.  Still, this was the first chance at freedom she’d had in months, and she wasn’t going to give it up for anything - especially not for a few more bumps and bruises.  She’d been through far worse.  And if he caught her now?  He’d beat her to within an inch of her life until she dreamed of death, but he wouldn’t give it to her.

She crawled to the door, praying hard all the way.  In his haste, he’d left it unlocked, probably thinking she was too sick, too weak for it to be an issue.  To Kiara, the forgotten ointment and the open door were nothing less than the signs from God that she had been waiting for, telling her it was finally time for her to go.

Wasting no time, she pulled herself to the stairs and snaked down, hands first, holding in the cries when her battered ribs and infected wounds scraped against each step.  Almost there....

She was out the door!  Fresh, clean air filled her lungs, burning as if liquid fire had been poured down her throat.  The chill of the night felt blessed upon her fevered skin, the full moon bathing everything in a silvery glow.  She pulled herself into a crouch and half-walked, half-crawled into the line of trees that bordered the little house, just as she heard the rumble of the big truck making its way back up the mountainside, announcing his return.

He couldn’t catch her now, he just couldn’t, not when she was this close to escape.  She forced herself up, fighting against the dizziness that made everything spin and pushed herself forward, hands out to hopefully avoid going headlong into one of the ancient trees.  She had no idea where she was except that she was in some remote mountain location.  Judging by the climate and the seasonal changes she’d observed over the past six months, her best guess was somewhere in the northwest.  All she knew was that she had to go on, because whatever lie ahead could not be as bad as what she was leaving behind.
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