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Prologue

––––––––


“L
ana!” Jax shouts as he enters my room, slamming the door closed behind him. He rests the full weight of his body tightly against the wooden barrier, his chest heaving. “We have to go!” Reaching out, he grabs the worn wooden chair from my desk and lodges the back underneath the doorknob.

“What’s going on?” I ask, rubbing my eyes. It feels like I have just fallen asleep.

“Phil!” Reaching under my bed, he pulls out my backpack and begins dumping the contents on the floor.

My eyes widen at the mention of his name. He’s back? I had been certain he wouldn’t make bail, but I shouldn’t be surprised. With his pull, he could literally get away with murder without as much as a slap on the hand.

I throw the covers off, tossing them into a heap on the floor as I scramble from my bed and rush to the window. I lift it with such force shards of glass shower around me as I pull myself up and through the window. Stepping onto the roof, I reach my hand inside for Jax just as my bedroom door splinters under the impact of Phil’s shoulder.

Phil’s eyes are reddened and filled with pure fury as he rushes towards the window. “Jax!” I scream, yanking on his arm in an attempt to pull him through the window. As soon as he jumps to his feet, we rush towards the trellis, making our way down to the ground.

“Run!” Jax yells, just as my feet hit dirt. I don't hesitate as I take off towards the wooded area adjacent to the house, stopping when I realize Jax isn’t following me.

Turning around, I see him lying face down on the ground and I stop breathing. He doesn't appear to be moving as Phil straddles him, pounding his fists into the back of his head over and over. The need to run falls away, overpowered by seeing Jax’s limp body being pummeled and I know what I must do.

Running back towards the house, I scream at Phil. “Stop it! Leave him alone!” He continues beating him until I am within arm’s reach. Only then does he stand, tightly grabbing hold of my arm.

“Where were you two going, Alana?” he asks, his eyes cold and filled with unbridled fury.

I do not answer him. Anything I say will only anger him more. Closing my eyes, I wait for him to unleash his rage on me, making me pay for trying to run. When his fist collides with the side of my jaw, I cry out in pain as I drop to my knees on the dew covered ground. Hovering above me, he strikes me again and again until I am lying on my back, drifting in and out of consciousness.

I manage to whimper when I feel his callous hands on the bare skin of my stomach. Bile rises in my throat as he tugs at my shorts, swiftly pulling them down my legs.
Please make this end
, I silently beg, knowing that no matter how much I plead, he will never stop. This is our punishment for an unknown crime and Phil will be forever in our lives.

“Phil?” Janet’s voice should give me a sense of relief, but it doesn't. She will do what she always does, look the other way as if ignoring it makes it all go away. If his anger is taken out on Jax and me, she reaps the benefits. That’s the game she plays, and I hate her for it.

“Go back inside!” he orders before I hear the sound of his zipper being lowered. Hearing the door close, I know she has abandoned me, just as she always does. She may have never laid a hand on me, but I blame her just the same.

He spits into his palm as I clench my jaw, waiting for the pain that is sure to come. Squeezing my eyes shut, I try to zone out, my mind focusing on anything but what is about to occur.

“You’re so beautiful, princess. You know that, don’t you?” he whispers into my ear. “Happy birthday.”

I’ve known for a long time that this day was coming. Since we arrived here a little over three months ago, Phil has made his intentions clear. The beatings I could handle, even him touching me was something I could bear, but not this.

When I feel him pressing himself against my entrance, fear consumes me. This shouldn't be happening. Instinct should tell me not to fight, to take what I know is coming, but I can’t. To lay here and take his abuse would be him defeating me, making me a victim, something I refuse to be.

Summoning every bit of strength I have within me, I draw my hand back before thrusting it forward, my palm colliding with his face. “You fuckin’ bitch!” he growls, his hand clutching his face as blood pours from his now broken nose. This is my only chance of escape.

Thrashing my body from side to side, I am able to move out from under him. Scrambling backwards, I get to my feet and rush over to Jax’s still unconscious body. I refuse to leave him behind but am unable to carry him. Frantically I look around, trying to find some way to escape. Just as I roll him over, I am rammed from behind. Falling face first, my head collides with the ground, my forehead splitting upon impact.

Suddenly I am lifted from the ground, being jerked backwards again by my hair. Screaming into the silent night, I plead for someone, anyone, to help me but the only person who cares is lying unconscious a few feet away.

“You think anybody’s gonna save you? You’re worthless, both of you. Your own parents didn't even want you! Nobody cares if you live or die!” he spits at me, mere inches from my face. Shoving me hard onto the ground, he reaches behind him and pulls out the six inch blade he always carries. “You have a choice, princess,” he says, walking over to where Jax lies. “And I’m tired of playing nice. You can either give me what I want, when I want it, or...” he lifts Jax’s head off the ground, revealing his battered face illuminated by the full moon out tonight. “I’ll slit his fuckin’ throat. The choice is yours.”

My shoulders sag in defeat. I can’t win. All of this has been for nothing. I should have stayed in my room and just let him have his way with me. I shouldn’t have let my fear of this man override my judgment. It always came down to this moment and I am done fighting.

I nod slowly. “Just leave him alone,” I say, motioning towards Jax.

“You give me what I want, and I’ll never lay a finger on him again.” I have no choice but to believe what he says is true. We are out of options. There is no place we can go, nowhere to run and hide. He will always find us like he has in the past.

Carelessly he releases Jax’s head, letting it land with a thud on the ground. He drops the knife as he reaches down to free himself again. Gripping himself roughly, he strokes his length as his eyes bore into me. 

Swallowing hard, I do what I know I must: protect Jax. He is all I have in this world, the only person who has or will ever truly care about me. Slowly, I nod and begin walking towards him completely defeated. He grins at me, revealing his stark white, perfect teeth. He knows he has won.

Grasping my hand, he leads me inside the house passing by Janet who is standing immobile and silent in the entranceway to the living room. There isn’t even a hint of remorse in her eyes as he leads me down to the basement.

Chapter 1


Five Years Later

D
ropping my backpack on the hard ground, I plop down beside it deciding this is as good of a place as any. It must be close to three in the morning, and after wandering around for hours I ventured towards the empty park since every place that looked like a good place to stay warm for the night was already occupied.

Curling up into a ball, I try to conserve as much of my body heat as possible. It is getting colder now that November is here. I know if I don’t find shelter soon, I am going to freeze to death.

Turning eighteen had been a milestone. After being released from the juvenile detention center, there was no chance of being placed in the foster care system again. As soon as I walked out of those doors, I breathed a sigh of relief. My past was just that, and I had my future to look forward to.

What a fool I had been. I was alone, not even having a friend to turn to. Abandoned in a cruel world full of violence. Instead of going home to a warm bed, I had to settle for the streets, a terrifying option.

Rolling over, I look up into the night sky using my backpack as a pillow. As always, it’s breathtaking. The stars are bright in the evening sky and there isn’t a cloud in sight. It would be perfect if this wasn’t what my life had become.
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