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CRAZY EYES. 

You know the ones. 

The empty, soulless fucking eyes of a person who has nothing left inside. Nothing but a bottomless pit of insanity and desperation. Their eyes lose the sparkle, the very thing that makes them who they are. In their place, you’ll find nothing more than bitterness.

That’s what I see when I look at her. 

The woman standing in front of me, waving her hands around in the dead of the night, screaming at me. She’s desperate, far gone off the edge of insanity. She’s broken and pathetic. Unfixable. Now she wants to take me down with her. 

The problem with that is I probably wouldn’t mind. 

If I too could escape the tight grasps of my life, I’d be forever free. 

You see, I have the same empty eyes. 

The same broken soul. 

“You’re staring straight though me, Bohdi. You’re acting like I don’t exist. Will you look at me?”

The screeching voice of my sister-in-law, Sherry, rips through the still night and pierces right into my soul. 

“I’m not sure what you want me to say, Sherry. You called me out here in the dead of the night to feed me the same story you’ve been giving me for the last year. I don’t believe it. There is no proof of it. I have little time to be around such lies.”

“I have proof!” she wails, throwing her hands up. “Your son doesn’t belong to you, and I have proof.”

“Where?” I say, crossing my arms, trying to calm my racing heart. “Where is this proof?”

“It’s in my car. I did a secret DNA test. I was right. They’ve been having an affair, your wife and my husband, and the son you think is yours ... isn’t.”

“Show me.”

She moves to her car, and I stare over the edge of the cliff. We’re at a local lookout; the sheer cliff looks over a raging waterfall that connects to some local rapids people often go rafting on. It’s infamous in the area, and people come from far and wide to come to this lookout, staring down at the waterfall as it hammers over some of the deadliest rapids you’ve ever seen. 

I personally have no interest in throwing myself anywhere near water that heavy. 

Sherry returns a minute later and hands me a piece of paper. I step in front of her car, which has its headlights on, so I can read the writing. She has called me out here at midnight, after calling so many times I had no choice but to come. She’s been nothing but a burden in my life since I met and married my wife, Isla. She’s the disappointment of the family, forever causing drama and bringing chaos into their worlds. 

So, it’s safe to say, I had little interest in believing her when she told me Isla and her husband, Daniel, were having an affair and that my son wasn’t mine. 

Considering he looks a great deal like me, I find that hard to believe. 

I stare at the paper, with my son’s name beside Daniel’s. I look at the writing and then the percentage score. My heart plummets into my stomach as the number 99.99999998% stares back at me. Sherry was right. My son doesn’t belong to me. Instead, he belongs to my friend and brother-in-law, Daniel. 

My world begins to crumble beneath me as I stare at the words over and over again. Sherry’s sobbing beside me blurs with the sounds of the raging waterfall, and I can hear nothing but my pounding heart. I read it over and over again, as if that will change anything. As if that will make this fucking nightmare disappear. 

“I told you I wasn’t lying. I told you!”

Sherry cries this over and over again, her voice shrill. 

She’s lost it. 

Hell, she’s a fucking wreck. She’s crying and sobbing and pacing around. She isn’t handling this information well at all. 

Can’t say I blame her. 

Because of Isla, I’ve changed my entire world. I have given her absolutely everything there is to give. 

I’ve lived in fucking misery with no way out. 

In the darkest of pits, drowning in myself. 

All for nothing. 

“What about Taj?” I ask, referring to the newborn baby my wife just fucking had two weeks ago. The baby, and the only other reason I have hung on for so long. 

“I don’t know, I haven’t been able to get close enough to Taj to find out,” Sherry cries. 

“Stop your crying, Sherry. It won’t fix anything.”

“It won’t fix anything?” she screams, throwing her hands up. “My sister is fucking my husband. They have kids together. I couldn’t fucking have kids. Do you understand that? Do you even begin to understand the pain I’m feeling right now?”

I understand it. 

I understand pain better than the fucking best of them. 

This is only an extra in the pit of pain I carry around in my soul daily. 

This is just the icing on the fucking cake. 

“Screamin’ ain’t going to fix it, Sherry. It’s not going to change it.”

“He doesn’t love me,” she wails. “He never loved me. He wants her because she’s so pretty and I’m just fat and ugly. I can’t give him kids. I can’t give him anything. I’m useless. He’ll leave me, and I won’t be able to support myself.”

Being an alcoholic who has relied on the system and your husband for years will do that to you.

“You’ll move on. You’ll clean yourself up, get a job, and forget about this.”

She makes a loud, screeching sound. “Forget about it? I love him.”

“You fuckin’ love that he gives you the life you don’t have to fuckin’ work for.”

“How dare you!” she wails. “No wonder she was sleeping with him. You’re a cold-hearted monster.”

I stare at her, expression blank. 

I just found out my son, Sunny, isn’t mine. That my other son, Taj, is possibly not mine, and my wife is a cheating fucking liar. I’m not entirely sure what Sherry expects from me right now but, in this very moment, I can’t feel a fucking thing. Not a fucking thing. 

“What exactly did you call me here for, other than to ruin my fuckin’ life?” I mutter, crossing my arms. 

She stares at me, horrified. “Your life? Your life? What about mine?”

“Once again, you’re making it about you. What do you want me to do, Sherry?”

“I want to take them down. I want what I deserve. I want my house and my car and I want him gone. I want them both gone.”

“That’s not going to happen,” I say, my voice monotone. 

“So you’re going to let her get away with it? What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothin’ is wrong with me, but you’re using my situation to get what you want out of Daniel. You’re as fuckin’ messed up as they are. I will sort my life out, I don’t need you to do it for me.”

“You’re horrible!” she screams. “I don’t know why I told you. I don’t even know why I’m here. I should just jump off this cliff right now and put you all out of your misery.”

God, she’s fucking dramatic. 

She always has been, and she always will be. 

I do feel sorry for her, in a sense. Not heavily, though. She is lazy, she doesn’t work, and she sits on her ass all day causing drama and drinking herself stupid. She wants me to fight her battle for her, but I have my own fucking battle to go home to. 

“Why do you have to be so fuckin’ dramatic?” I shake my head, frustrated. 

“I’m not!” she screams. “You think I won’t do it? Fuck you, Bohdi. I can’t live like this anymore.”

She charges toward the edge of the lookout and climbs under the rails. Fuck me. This bitch is crazy enough to do this for attention. With a frustrated growl, I follow her. She stands on the edge of the cliff, screaming and crying, tugging at her hair. 

“Come back here,” I growl, stepping closer to her. “Stop playing games.”

“You all think I’m crazy, that I won’t do it? What do I have to live for?”

“You get your shit together, you get yourself a life, you got plenty to live for. Now step back here, or I’m going to pull you back.”

She glances at me, and the emptiness in her eyes has me suddenly realizing she might actually consider jumping. I’m sure deep down it isn’t what she wants but, right now, she’s so emotional, she is unlikely to be thinking correctly. I step forward and reach for her arm, curling my fingers around it. She tries to jerk it away, screaming and thrashing her head from side to side. 

“Let me go, Bohdi. Let me go so I can die. None of you will care. Nobody cares.”

“We fuckin’ care,” I say, through gritted teeth, trying not to lose my footing as she tugs her arm, trying to free it from my grips. She’s standing right on the edge of a fucking deadly cliff, and there is no way in fuck I’m going down with her if she falls. I need to pull her back. “Now get back before you fall. You don’t want to die.”

“I do, I do want to die. He’s going to leave me.”

“You’ll move on.”

I tug her, trying to pull her back without getting too close to the edge. She screams and wails, tugging her arm so hard to try and free it that she loses her footing. She spins slowly as her foot slips and, in that second, in that split second, I know I have a choice. If I don’t let her go, I’m going down with her. My boots skid across the dirt as her weight begins to fall, pulling me. At this angle, there is simply no way I’ll be able to stop her falling and pull her back. 

My option is to go with her. 

Or let her go. 

Her eyes meet mine, and her screams fill the night air. 

I release her. 

She tumbles off the side of the cliff, her screeches forever burning themselves into my brain. I roar with rage as, slowly, the sounds disappear. Soon, the only thing left to hear is the raging waterfall.  

I stare into the darkness, my body shaking. 

There is no way in the world she would have lived through that, the rocks alone would have killed her and if they didn’t, the impact would. 

Once again, I’m left with a choice. 

Call the police, tell them what happened, and live with the consequences. 

Or ...

Maybe ...

Just fucking maybe ...

I can let them think I went over with her. 

With a quick search, police will think I met her here, we discovered the grizzly truth and couldn’t handle it. God knows they know my name well, they know about my past, and they know how fucking broken I am. 

It’s a believable story. 

My chance to set myself free. 

To start my life again. 

To let everyone think I’m gone. 

Dead. 

Disappeared. 

I stare over the edge of the dark cliff. 

Then I turn and walk away. 

Tonight, two lives were taken. 

Tonight, I died on this cliff. 

Tonight, I was reborn a new man. 

A free man. 
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“Merleigh?”

The sounds of their voices calling me fill my ears and only makes my head that much foggier. 

I press my back against the wall, not wanting them to find me. I don’t want them to see my face, the pain in my eyes, the broken pieces spewing forth. If they see that, then they’ll know just how much he meant to me. They’ll understand just how much this hurts, and I can’t have that. I can’t let them know. 

I want to be alone. 

In my own thoughts. 

Lost in my own pain. 

I push off the wall and make my way around the front of the clubhouse lot. I slip out the front gates and start walking down the road. I wish I knew where I was going. I don’t. I just know I can’t be there a single second longer. I can’t see the woman who is married to the man I’ve fallen in love with. I can’t look into his children’s eyes and know that they need him more than I do. 

And oh, how I need him. 

He has been the only thing keeping my head above water. 

He has helped me heal the wounds that I thought would be forever gaping, forever open for the world to see. 

A tear rolls down my cheek, followed by another, and suddenly I’m jogging. I jog until I can’t breathe, until my lungs burn from the exertion. I push past it and find myself at the local bridge overlooking a gorgeous river. A river he has brought me to once or twice, a place where we’d sit and talk. Well, I’d talk and he’d listen. 

Bohdi doesn’t talk. 

Now I understand why. 

If he talks then the truth will be revealed, and the truth, for him ... is ugly. 

It’s horribly ugly. 

I sit on the edge of the bridge, trying to catch my breath. I dangle my legs over the side, listening to the sound of the water running below me. If I jumped off this bridge, I wouldn’t die. Hell, people do it all the time for fun. I’d probably land into the icy cold water, and maybe, if I stayed in there long enough, that would kill me. 

The idea of crashing into cold water right now doesn’t scare me. 

It’s tempting, even. 

My breathing slows down, but the tears don’t stop. They just keep rolling on down my face. 

The vibrations in my back pocket are a sure sign that everyone has figured out I’m gone. 

I don’t check it. 

What could they possibly say to make me feel any better?

The man I trusted, the man I gave my heart to, has a wife and kids. 

A god damned wife and kids. 

The worst part is, we’ve never even kissed. How pathetic is that? I gave him my heart purely on time spent together. The way he’d listen, and the way he’d always be there for me, even when I had nothing to say. He was just there. We had a connection, a bond that ran deeper than anything I’ve ever experienced. Bohdi, he was my friend, and I trusted him. 

He lied to me. 

He lied to us all. 

It makes sense to me now, why he is so closed off. Why his eyes are so distant, why he never bared his soul to me. He never told me about his life, or why he’s here. He just told me it’s a story for another day. I see why now. He was lying. The entire time, he was lying. 

I press my chin to the railing in front of me and stare off into the darkness. My heart hurts, god, it aches. A feeling I’m not familiar with. I’ve had pain. I’ve had fear. But I’ve never had heartbreak. I’d take all of those other things a thousand times over if it meant I never had to feel the pain I’m feeling right now. 

I close my eyes, taking a deep breath. It burns, my lungs still recovering from the force of my run. 

I understand a hard life—hell, I’ve lived one. 

I understand protecting those you love from the truth. 

But a whole family?

I can’t understand that. 

Faking your own death to get away from them?

What sort of person would want to leave their babies behind?

Bohdi isn’t the man I thought he was. 

That hurts more than anything. 

What am I going to do now?

“Thought I’d find you here.”

I jerk at the sound of Bohdi’s voice coming from behind me. I don’t turn, because if I turn he’ll see my face and he’ll know just how much it hurts. If I open my mouth to speak, he’ll hear my voice breaking. I can’t give him any of those things. 

“Merleigh,” he says, sitting down beside me, hanging his legs over the side. His voice is husky, and my soul immediately responds to it. 

If I look to him and see his gorgeous face, or that long sandy-blond hair, or his eyes when they lock onto mine, I’ll lose my strength. 

Right now, my strength is all I have. 

“Look at me.”

I close my eyes. 

If I close them long enough, maybe he’ll go away. 

He exhales. 

He came here to find me, even though his wife is at home. 

I wish that made me feel better, but it doesn’t. 

Rage builds inside of me, another feeling I’m not familiar with. I have never been an angry person. I’ve always been quiet and shy. I have always been strong, taking things on and never showing how much they hurt. I take pride in being who I am. Angry isn’t something I ever wanted to be but, right now, I’m struggling to feel anything else. 

“You’re hurt,” he says, his voice weary. “I know that. You gotta let me explain.”

Explain?

Explain that you have a family you abandoned? How could you possibly explain that? 

“It’s a long story, a story I need to confirm with my wife before I share it with you. I need you to trust me right now, and I know you don’t, but I need you to. Soon, it’ll make sense to you. But right now, I have to sort it out.”

I don’t say anything. 

I don’t want to hear his story. 

I just want to leave. 

To disappear and never come back. 

Maybe that’s what I’ll do. 

Maybe I will leave. Hell, maybe I’ll leave tomorrow. 

There is nothing holding me here anymore. 

“Merleigh, fuck, will you look at me?”

I won’t, no.

I keep my eyes closed. 

He exhales and then reaches over and sweeps my hair, blowing frantically in the breeze, away so he can see the side of my face. He gently tucks it behind my ear, and his thumb moves over the skin on my cheek. I flinch away, turning my face in the opposite direction. 

“Please, give me a chance to show you who I really am.”

He had that chance. 

He didn’t take it. 

Now, that chance is gone. 

I stand and turn, walking off into the darkness. 

Not before I hear his pained bellow echo through the night. 

My heart wants to run to him. 

My brain is smarter than that. 

It’s time to move on. 

I have no other choice. 

Bohdi and I will simply never be.

~*~*~*~
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“HEY.”

The side of my bed sags as Waverly sits on the side of it, staring down at me, a cup of tea in her hand. She’s got messy hair and a soft expression on her face. I adore Waverly, because she has been a constant in my life since they rescued me from the nightmare I was tossed into. She is my friend, and she and Mykel have been so gracious as to let me stay with them for the last month or so. I didn’t want to trouble Briella for too long, and Waverly was more than happy for me to live with them. 

“Hey,” I say, sitting up, running my fingers through my hair. 

The blond locks fall over my shoulders in a tangled mess. I didn’t brush it when I went to sleep last night, and it’s going to be a hell of a mess when I try to deal with it today. 

“How are you feeling, honey?” Waverly asks, handing me the cup of tea. 

“I ... I actually wanted to talk to you. It’s important.”

She narrows her eyes, looking concerned. “Are you okay?”

I shake my head. Truth is, I’m not okay. I’m not, but I’ve made a choice. Last night, feeling the pain I felt, I know I have no other option now. I can’t be here, I can’t face this. It’s finally time for me to get my life back, and the only way I can do that is to start fresh somewhere new. 

There is a little town about two hours from here. It’s a seaside town, gorgeous and small. I will find a job, a place, and maybe, just maybe, fix my life. I’m close enough that I can still see the people I love, but far enough away that I no longer have to see Bohdi. Especially now his wife has returned. That pain is simply too much to bear. 

“I’m not really, no,” I tell Waverly. “I just ... I can’t be here anymore, Waverly. I’m struggling, and that struggle is only going to get worse. I’m hurting, really bad, and I need to be free of that. There is only one way I can do that. I’m moving away.”

Her eyes widen and she looks confused as she stares at me, slowly shaking her head. “You’re moving? Where? Why? I know you’re hurting, honey, but we’re your family.”

“And I love you all, I truly do, but I need to be somewhere other than here. Seeing him ...”

“We don’t even know the full story. There could be any explanation as to why he has a wife he didn’t want to be around, there are thousands of them. Aren’t you at least going to wait and see what that is?”

“He lied to me. He lied to all of us. He has a family. A family that has obviously been looking for him for a very long time. I’m not going to be the reason he doesn’t consider going back to them. I’m sorry, but I’ve made up my mind. I’m not going far, we can visit all the time, but it’s finally time for me to start my life the way I deserve. This was just a push in the right direction.”

She hesitates, but I’m certain she can see in my eyes that there is no changing my mind. 

“When are you going?” she asks, her voice soft and defeated. 

“Tomorrow, but ... I need to ask a huge favor.”

“Anything, honey. Anything at all.”

“I have no money. I was on the internet last night, and I found a place. It’s small, but it’s so nice. I am going to give them a call today. If it works out, I am going to take it, move in and go from there. I just need something to cover me until I can get a job.”

Waverly nods. “Whatever you need, we’ll give it to you.”

I swallow and force a small smile. “I appreciate you, I hope you know just how much. I won’t be far away, we can visit all the time and have girls’ nights. I have to do this, Waverly.”

“I know you do, that’s what kills me. I get it. You have been through so much, you deserve to have your life exactly the way you want it, and you most certainly deserve to be able to choose for yourself what that is. Do me a favor, though. Talk to Bohdi before you leave. I feel like there is so much more to the story than any of us could imagine.”

“Maybe,” I say softly. “Either way, his mess is for him to figure out. I can’t be part of it, it just hurts too much.”

“I respect that. Let me know how you go with your new place, and we can go from there.”

I nod, and she smiles, standing and leaving the room. 

I exhale and stare at the cup of tea in my hand, untouched. 

Can I do this?

Can I go and start again on my own?

Can I leave him and never look back?

I don’t know, but what I do know for certain is, it’s time for me to get myself together. 

It’s time for my life to be mine once more. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




2

THEN – BOHDI

17 YEARS OLD


[image: image]


“Yo, Bohdi, that girl hasn’t taken her eyes off you, man. You should go and get her number.”

I glance at the girl my friend Sean is talking about. She’s new around here and has been down at the beach for the last few days, watching us surf. She’s pretty, really fucking pretty, with blue eyes, blond hair and golden skin. She’s only young, maybe the same age as we are, maybe a touch younger. 

“I got enough fuckin’ things to worry about, without adding pussy to the mix,” I say, looking away from her and shoving Sean’s shoulder. 

“Can’t hurt to have a bit of fun.”

“Are we goin’ to hit the waves or talk about chicks?”

“Fuck the chicks, let’s surf.”

Our other good friend, Carson, comes up behind us, board tucked under his arm, jogging toward the water. 

“Always gotta make an entrance,” Sean mutters, picking up his board and following. 

I glance at the girl again, and this time she gives me a small smile. I return it, pick up my board, and hit the waves. 

I’ve been surfing since I was ten and my parents moved us to this little seaside town. They got a shack right on the beach, where the waves can be heard day and night, where the smell of salt and sand fills the house. It’s everything and more. 

If only they had stayed together and we remained a family, that is. 

Instead, my father disappeared with a local barmaid and my mother started drinking to mask the pain. Now, she spends her nights working and her days drinking and sleeping. She’s a wreck, and it doesn’t seem to matter what I do, nothing helps. I picked up a job after quitting school, and that pays the rent, but it’s barely enough. She drinks her wage away, so I spend more time than not going to bed hungry. 

One thing I have, though, is the waves. 

My board. 

My friends. 

Without them, I’d be an empty wreck. 

I hit the waves, and the warm, salty water washes over me as we paddle out. I could surf all day and be completely content. There is no other place I’d rather be. In the water is where I feel most at home. It’s the only time I feel truly free. 

We spend two hours surfing and only when lunchtime rolls around do we come back in. I run my fingers through my wet hair as I walk back up to the shack and place my board down. Carson and Sean follow me, both of them doing the same thing. 

The girl is still there, sitting under a tree just outside my shack, down on the beach a little. She’s writing now, something in a notebook. 

“Go and fuckin’ talk to her,” Carson says. “You balless little prick.”

I punch him in the gut, and he stumbles back with a wheeze. 

I shoot him a glare and then walk down and approach the girl sitting under the tree. She looks up when I stop, her eyes scanning over my bare, wet chest. “I was wondering when you’d come and talk to me.”

Her voice is confident, strong, and a little sassy. 

“Nothin’ stoppin’ you from gettin’ up and comin’ to speak with me,” I say, crossing my arms.

Her eyes lock onto mine. “I don’t chase men. That’s your job.”

Yep, sassy. 

“What’s your name?”

“What do you want it to be?”

I smirk. “I don’t fuckin’ care, really. I’m bein’ polite.”

She grins. “Isla. What’s yours?”

“Bohdi.”

“That’s hot. Are you single, Bohdi?”

“Are you always so forward, Isla?”

She shrugs, her pretty face light. “I’m honest.”

“Well, I’m honest too. And honesty will be me tellin’ you, I’m not boyfriend material, Isla. Hell, I’m not even good friend material.”

“I’ll consider myself warned,” she says, her voice strong and fucking sexy. 

I grin at her and then turn, walking back to my shack. 

“I’ll see you later then, surfer.”

I wave a hand at her.

Her giggle fills the day. 

I learn one thing quickly in that moment—Isla is going to be trouble. 

I just don’t realize how much. 

~*~*~*~
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“GOD DAMMIT, MOM, WAKE up,” I yell, shoving my mom with my hand as she rolls to her side, dried vomit on her pillow. She smells awful and hasn’t been out of this room for two days. 

Her workplace called, wondering where she disappeared to and why she hasn’t be in. They’re threatening to fire her, but that does little to stop her drinking or getting out of fucking bed. 

“Leave me alone, Bohdi,” she groans, sitting up. 

She has black stains on her cheeks from her mascara and dried vomit. Her hair is a mess, and she looks horrible. Once, before my dad left her, she was a beautiful woman. She was radiant and she smiled all the time. Now, she’s a shell of herself. He was the love of her life, or so she claims, and because of that she let herself drown instead of fighting to get back up and move on with her life. 

I shouldn’t see that as weak, it’s not, but the problem is I find it hard to look at her as the woman I remember, when she’s lying on the bed, drinking herself stupid each night. 

“Your boss is calling, you’re going to lose your job if you don’t go in. We need you to work, Mom. If you don’t, we can’t eat.”

She stares at me with those bloodshot eyes. “Can’t you get a second job? I hate that job, my boss is horrible.”

“Probably because you are always having nights off. You have to work to keep a job. You need to clean yourself up.”

She flops down onto her back. “When did you become so serious, Bohdi? Chill out. It’ll be fine.”

“It won’t be fine,” I growl, clenching my fists to fight the frustration. “We need to keep a roof over our heads. Step up and be a parent.”

“Go find your father and tell him to be a parent.”

I grind my teeth. “I have to go to work. You need to get up, Mom. You need to go to work tonight. Shower and sort yourself out.”

She laughs bitterly, rolls, and grabs a half empty bottle of whiskey from the bedside table. I reach over and snatch it from her hands, tossing it against the wall where it shatters and the strong, bitter smell of whiskey fills the room. Mom jerks upright, her face scrunched in shock. “What is wrong with you?” she screeches. “Are you losing your mind?”

“Get up.”

“I’m sick, Bohdi. I have a headache.”

“Because you haven’t had water for fuckin’ days. Get up, Mom. We need you to get up.”

She shakes her head, scowling at me. “You’re so pushy. Sometimes I wish I had a daughter. A daughter would be more like me and less like him.”

Frustration bubbles in my chest, mixed with hurt. She lashes out at me when she’s hungover, or drunk, or fucking sober. 

I’m her punching bag. 

“I’m going to work. Do what you fucking want. If you don’t go to your job, I’m moving out and you can fend for yourself.”

She looks horrified by this. “Of course you’d leave, just like he did. You selfish little shit.”

“He left because you’re a fucking waste of space,” I roar, the anger spewing out of me. “You’re useless.”

I don’t mean it. 

I don’t.

The moment the words come out, I step toward her with my hand extended, wanting to apologize. 

She stares at me in horror, and tears burst forth and roll down her cheeks. “You’re a horrible son. Get out.”

“I didn’t mean it, Mom,” I say, my voice softer now. 

“Get out!” she screams. 

I turn, hanging my head, and I walk out of the shack. 

Maybe she’s right. 

Maybe I am just like him. 

A waste of fucking space. 
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“I can’t believe you’re leaving,” Briella says, pushing her bottom lip out as she helps me pack my very few things into a box. 

“It’s time for me to start again. I can’t keep living with all of you and expecting you to take care of me.”

“We love having you here. You’re part of the family, Merleigh. Don’t ever think you’re a burden.”

I smile at her. “I know I’m not.”

“Is this because of Bohdi? He’s been asking where you are.”

Hearing his name makes my heart ache a little more than yesterday. Each day, it feels like the hurt simply grows. 

“I won’t lie and say it doesn’t involve him, because of course it does.”

“He really cares about you, honey. He does.”

“He has a wife, and children.”

Briella frowns. “Yes, that shocked us all. She seems ... strange. Nice, but very pushy.”

“She’s still here?” I ask, my voice a little shakier than I’d like. 

“Yeah, she is living with him. We still don’t know the story, or what happened, but whatever it is, there is some bad water under that bridge.”

She’s living with him?

That hurts. 

It hurts so god damned much. 

The very idea that she is with him, playing house, makes me feel sick to my stomach. It only makes me realize that I’m making the right decision to leave. If they get back together, if he walks around the club with her, I honestly don’t think I can handle it. 

“I’m sorry, honey. That wasn’t how I meant it,” Briella says, when she sees the look on my face. “I just mean he’s staying with her. They’re not together.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I say softly. “That’s his wife, he has children. She isn’t going anywhere, and he needs to focus on them. Right now, I just can’t ... I can’t ...”

“I understand, more than you know,” Briella says, reaching out and squeezing my hand. “Did you have some photos of the little shack you’re going to be living in?”

I nod, showing her the picture of the one-bedroom, cabin style shack near the beach. It’s not on the water, but it’s only a few hundred yards walk, and it’s private and secluded. It also comes fully furnished, which really helps me. I’ve called a few cafes in the area, and two of them are looking for staff. 

This is the right move. I have to believe that. 

“This is so cute!” Briella says. “I can’t wait to come and stay. You better be visiting us, too. You’re family, remember that.”

I smile at her. “Of course, I will be in most weekends, and you’re welcome to stay whenever you want.”

She claps. “Girls’ nights! This will be great. I love the ocean, too. Gosh, I’ll be there getting a tan often.”

I laugh. “Yeah, I like the ocean, too.”

I never spent enough time near the ocean, not with the life I lived and then being sold took away all of my freedom. This is the first time in my life that I’ll actually have full control of what I do. 

That’s scary and exciting.

Briella smiles at me in a way that shows her pride, it’s written all over her face. “I just want you to know, you’re incredible. You’re possibly one of the strongest people I’ve ever met, Merleigh. You’re brave and determined. Considering what you’ve been through, you’re truly showing the world who you are.”

My heart swells, and I step forward, hugging her. “I’ll miss not seeing you all every day.”

“You have no idea how much I’ll miss it, too.”

She’s wrong. 

I think I do. 

I’ve grown to love the club like they’re my very own family. 

I’ll miss them more than they’ll ever know. 

~*~*~*~
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I WALK THROUGH THE gates surrounding the clubhouse. I don’t really want to be here, but I have to return Waverly’s key on my way out of town. Plus, I want to say goodbye to everyone. The chance of running into Bohdi is high, but I’m not going to leave without thanking them all and telling them how much they mean to me. 

I’m not going far, I know this, but it’s still a hard decision to make. 

I round the corner toward the front steps and see Bohdi sitting on the patio with Isla by his side. The two of them are talking, and he puts an arm around her shoulder, his face blank. She makes a pained sort of sound, and then her eyes swing to me when she realizes I’m standing there. My heart is going to bust out of my chest—it’s pounding so hard I honestly don’t think I can take another breath. 

Bohdi turns, and when his eyes connect with mine, the hard expression on his face softens a bit. I rush past, not wanting to speak to him, or see him with his wife, or have to hear what he has to say. My heart is breaking, it’s shattering into a thousand tiny pieces that I’m not entirely sure I’ll ever be able to piece back together again. 

Bohdi ... he did something to me. 

He connected with my soul in a way I never thought another human would. 

The idea of that never going further, like I thought it would, is crushing. 

“Merleigh, wait.”

Bohdi’s voice has me clenching my eyes shut and coming to a stop just inside of the front doors. I don’t turn, I don’t face him. If I do, he’ll see how hurt I truly am. I keep my head down, trying to control my breathing as best I can. That feels pointless, but I can’t lose it in front of him. I can’t. I’m leaving in a mere few minutes. If I don’t want, I’ll never have to see him again. 

That thought makes me want to vomit. 

I see his boots when I open my eyes and know he’s standing in front of me. I don’t look up. I can’t. 

“Look at me,” he says, his voice scratchy and so god damned deep it makes my chest ache and my stomach twist. 

“Please,” I say, to the floor. “Please just leave me alone.”

“Come with me.”

He takes my arm and pulls me, down the hall, past a few bikers who stop and stare at us, and into a vacant room. There he shuts the door, and I have no choice but to look up at him. His eyes scan over my face, the gorgeous hazel with specks of blue making my soul come to life. I’m in love with him. There is simply no other way to put it. 

I’m in love with Bohdi. 

And he’s married. 

With kids. 

“Fuck,” he growls low when he sees the pain on my face. “I never wanted to hurt you, Merleigh.”

“But you did,” I say, my voice scratchy. “You lied, and you didn’t tell me the truth. You ... I don’t even know you. I thought I did, but I don’t.”

He says nothing. Typical Bohdi not to speak a great deal. He’s quiet and withdrawn. The way he has always been since I first met him. Yet, I have managed to find ways to connect with him, without so many words. That’s what hurts the most. I felt him. I truly felt him. 

“Isla is my wife, but it’s complicated. You have no idea how complicated. I want to explain it to you, I will, but I have a few things to confirm first. She isn’t the person you think.”

“Neither are you,” I whisper.

That looks like it hurts. His face twists, and his expression is as if I’ve just slapped him. 

“What we had, what I felt ... that was the truth.”

“It wasn’t, it was a lie. The truth would have been you telling me everything, then it would have meant something.”

“It fuckin’ meant something. If you’ll just give me time ...”

“I don’t have time,” I say softly. “I’m leaving.”

Now he really does look like I’ve slapped him, hell, he looks like I’ve punched him over and over, wounding his very soul. “What?”

“I’m moving a few hours away. I got a little cabin, and a job, hopefully. I can’t be here anymore. It’s time for me to get my life together. Isla showing up was the push I needed.”

“Merleigh, you can’t fuckin’ leave.”

His voice. God, the pain. 

“I’m sorry, it’s too late.”

“You don’t understand, I fuckin’ need you.”

God dammit. 

I can’t handle this. 

I can’t. 

My heart twists, and I look away as a tear rolls down my cheek. He reaches for me, but we’re interrupted by Isla’s voice at the door. “Bohdi?”

I swipe the tear away, and I don’t face her. I can’t. 

Bohdi looks up at her, and in a harsh tone, he growls. “I’m busy.”

“Sorry, but we need to talk. I can’t stay here forever. I need to take the boys somewhere else.”

Exhaling, Bohdi looks back to me. “Please,” he says, so low only I can hear it. “Please don’t go until I can talk to you.”

Then, he walks out. 

I stand in that empty room long enough to get myself together, then I go and say goodbye to everyone at the club. They all promise to be around in the next few days to help me settle in. 

Then, I walk out of that clubhouse and get into the car Waverly told me I could use until I could afford my own. 

I hit the road, and I don’t look back. 

That doesn’t mean that the tears don’t keep rolling down my face. 

Or that the pain in my heart doesn’t grow. 

It just means that for the first time in my life ... it’s about me. 
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“Bohdi!” Mom shrieks from her filthy bed in the room. 

I wash the sheets, and she vomits on them again. So, I repeat the process. I try to leave water by her bedside, but she just hauls it against a wall. She lost both her jobs and spends her days in her room, drinking, doing drugs, and passing out. She rarely comes out, and when she does, it’s to eat very little amounts and find another bottle of alcohol. 

I tried hiding them, throwing them out. 

That earned me a black eye. 

Her rage has gone to levels I don’t understand. Gone is the woman who sang songs to me when I was a boy, who used to push my hair away from my forehead and kiss it. The mother I grew up loving, has disappeared. In her place is an empty shell, addicted to drugs and alcohol. 

I don’t know what she’s taking now, but she’s never been violent with me. 

That only started a few weeks ago. 

With every passing day, it gets worse. 

I don’t know what to do anymore. 

I’ve thought about trying to find my father, but what good will that do? It’ll only bring the pain to the surface again. 

I can’t leave her, but I can’t live with her either. 

I’m stuck in the middle with no way out.

“I have to go to work,” I say to her, when I reach her room and stare in. “Considering you don’t have a job now, I have to try and bring in some money.”

“I deserve it,” she slurs. “I have taken care of you for years. It’s time for you to return the favor. Get me my pills from the bathroom.”

“No,” I say, turning. 

“You selfish little brat,” she screeches. “Bohdi get back here. You get back here.”

I ignore her. It’s all I have left. If I don’t respond, eventually, she’ll stop screaming. She needs help, I know this better than anyone, but I don’t know how to get her help. Without her wanting to do it for herself, I can’t do much. Hell, I can barely afford to eat, let alone find a rehab center for her. 

I have thought of contacting my father, just purely for that alone. Maybe he’ll give me some money, considering it’s on him that she is like this. He left us with nothing. A father I looked up to walked out and never looked back. Surely he owes it to me to help us out. I don’t know if that’s the right thing. I don’t fucking know anything anymore.

“Bohdi!” Mom screams again, her voice shrill. “You get your sorry ass in here. If you don’t, you’ll regret it.”

I pull on my work shoes and step outside. Isla is standing on my porch, her arms crossed, her eyes in the general direction of my mom’s screams. She glances at me when I walk out. We’ve been very casually spending time together in the last few weeks. She comes over daily and walks with me to and from work. We smoke pot and she’s learning to surf. She’s a good chick, seems like she’s got it together. 

I enjoy her company. Can’t say I’m fully into her, I’m not sure I have time to be fully into anyone right now, but she’s good to have around.

“Is she always like that?”

I walk down the front steps. Isla turns and follows me.

“She didn’t used to be. My dad left. She became a drunk, and now she’s on drugs. So, yeah, she’s always like that now.”

“I’m sorry,” Isla says, catching up to me. “My dad is an alcoholic. Me and my sister both get the worst of it. My mom is gone. Same as you, but the opposite parent.”

“Least you got a sister,” I mutter. 

“She’s crazy and mental. I doubt it counts as having a support system.”

“Better than nothin’.”

“Yeah, I guess it is.”

We walk in silence until I reach the grill I’m working for. I have an eight hour shift tonight, and I’m praying for some fucking good tips, because I’m falling behind, and once I’ve paid rent this week, I don’t think we’ll have enough to eat. I hide what I can from Mom so she doesn’t buy alcohol, but she manages to get her hands on some of it. 

I could take it away, but the backlash wouldn’t be worth it. 

The abuse wouldn’t be worth it. 

None of it would be.

“I’ll be there with a joint when you get off,” Isla tells me, her eyes flashing. “See you, Bohdi.”

I nod and walk inside. 

Another night. 

Another dollar. 

Another fucking broken life. 

~*~*~*~
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ISLA’S HEAD BOBS UP and down on my cock, her mouth moving way too frantically, her tongue sloppy and her mouth too loose. I shouldn’t be picky, really I shouldn’t, but I’m simply not in the mood. It’s a struggle to even keep my cock hard, let alone enjoy it. I have too much on my mind, and the girl before me is trying way too hard. 

I nudge her head with my hand, and she looks up at me with swollen lips. “What is it? You don’t like it.”

We got stoned, drunk and came down to the beach after my shift. One thing led to another and she had my cock out of my jeans and her mouth on it before I could do a great deal to protest. Not that I would have anyway. I’m a man, and she’s asking to suck my dick. I’m not going to say no. 

“Too much alcohol,” I lie. 

She sits up, pushing her lip out. “I suck, don’t I?”

“It’s not that, I just told you what it was.”

“Don’t you like me, Bohdi?”

“We barely know each other.”

I roll another joint, needing something to take even more of the edge away from my frantic fucking day. 

“But we get along really well. I thought you felt it too.”

“Can we not make a big deal out of this. My dick doesn’t want to play the game. It happens.”

“It has never happened with any other guy.”

“Half their luck,” I mutter, inhaling once I’ve lit the joint. 

“You’re not attracted to me.”

I exhale the smoke and a sigh. “Never said that.”

“You haven’t even tried to fuck me.”

I glance at her. “Didn’t think we were doin’ that.”

“Do you want to be with me?”

I shake my head. “I thought we were friends.”

“So you don’t!” she cries, glaring at me. 

“We haven’t even discussed it, Isla. We’re hangin’ out, didn’t know you wanted more than that.”

“Why are you so cold?” she huffs, standing. “You don’t even talk to me. You’re such a closed off person, Bohdi. If you weren’t so hot, I wouldn’t even try it with you.”

God. 

Female drama. 

“You done?” I ask her. 

“God,” she screeches, stomping her foot into the sand. “Such a dick!”

The she turns and disappears into the night. 

Finally, a bit of silence. 

I need a bit of fucking silence. 

My phone rings, as if hearing my internal plea for quiet. It’s Carson. 

“Yo,” I mutter, answering it. 

“Yo, brother. Where are you?”

“Beach. Why?”

“You gettin’ fuckin’ laid?”

“Nope.”

“Un-fuckin’-lucky. Party up at stone hill. You comin’?”

“Maybe,” I say, inhaling again. “Got to get home. Work tomorrow.”

“You just finished work. You weren’t at the beach today. You good, man?”

“Someone has to keep a roof over her head,” I say, more to myself than to him. 

“Your mom still makin’ life hard?”

“Something like that.”

“Well, if you change your mind. We’re here. There are some hot chicks getting around.”

I’m sure there are.

“Later, brother,” I say, hanging up the phone. 

Then I lean back against the palm tree behind me, close my eyes, and breathe in the salty sea air. Here, there are no sounds. Here, there is no drama. Here, I’m free. It’s the only place in the world where I can be who I am, without judgement or interruption. The ocean is my haven, and when I’m in it, I don’t feel the weight of the world on my shoulders. There is no noise, no drama, nothing but the crashing waves against the shore. 

It’s the only time I’m at peace. 

And god knows ... I need it. 
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I unlock the front door and push it open. 

My heart is in my throat, my stomach is in knots, and my hands are shaking. They have been since the moment I picked up the keys and drove over here. To my new home. To a place where I will finally discover who I am. It’s something I’ve been dreaming about for a very long time. 

I’m terrified, though. 

I haven’t been on my own in forever. 

I’ve not been left with the sound of my own thoughts and nothing else. 

I could smell the sea breeze the moment I got out of my car. Hear the crashing waves and the birds chirping. The ocean is so close for me to enjoy any moment I want. For as long as I want. 

I push the front door fully open and step inside the cozy little cabin. It’s as nice as the pictures, which I’m thankful for. It only has one small bedroom, but the large, opening living area makes up for that. The big windows you can slide open make it even nicer as the ocean breeze rolls in. The furniture is all very rustic and well suited to the ocean theme. Pictures of boats and sandy beaches hang on the light-oak walls. 

The kitchen is large, with a window overlooking the bushland behind me. Bushland that travels until it reaches the road that leads into town. The cabin is private, and it’s so comfortable I already feel at ease. I walk in and place my suitcase down, and then I wander around. I go into the bedroom with its double bed. There is nothing else but a bookshelf in here, but that’s okay with me. 

The bathroom is ocean blue, and very outdated, but I kind of like it. The tub is large and has a very tropical feel. 

The deck on the front of the cabin is small, but it boasts a great little swing chair. That chair looks out over some bushland, a trail, and in the distance you can see a touch of the ocean. I can get up every morning and walk to that ocean. I can swim, I can teach myself to surf, I can run, I can just sit with a book under a shady tree. 

My heart aches for that kind of freedom and, finally, it’s at my fingertips. 

I slowly unpack my things, wash my sheets, and give the cabin a general tidy up. The owner said it hasn’t been used in a few months, so there are fine layers of dust everywhere. It doesn’t bother me at all to clean. I spent years cleaning, and it’s one of the only times I find myself zoning out and disappearing into my own thoughts. 

The sound of my phone ringing snaps me from those thoughts. 

It’s Waverly. 

“Hi, Waverly,” I say, answering it. 

I sit on the edge of my sofa and discover it’s quite comfortable. 

“How are you settling in, honey?”

“So far, so good. I’ve just been cleaning. It has been nice so far. Hopefully my first night is uneventful.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be.”

I purse my lips in confusion. “Why is that?”

“Bohdi is coming to you.”

My heart races immediately at the sound of his name. Bohdi is coming here? Why would he be coming here? Does he have my address? How? How did he find me so quickly?

“How does he know where I live?”

“The cabin is still listed. Don’t worry, I called the owner and told him to take it down as it contains the address. He did, but not before Bohdi managed to figure out that’s where you are. I think ... I think you should hear him out, honey. I really do.”

“I don’t want to hear him out,” I say, my voice shaky. “He has a wife and children, Waverly. A family he chose to leave.”

“I think you’ll find he had good reason for that ...”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Just hear him out and make your mind up then. You two had something special—it would be a shame to see you lose that friendship.”

I exhale. 

“Don’t panic, it’ll be okay. Listen, we’re going to come up for the weekend tomorrow, if you’re up for visitors this soon. I wouldn’t mind getting away after all the drama the club has had in the last few months.”

“That sounds wonderful. You’ll need to bring something to sleep on, or in ... I don’t have any spare beds.”

“We’ll cover it. See you tomorrow, and honey?”

“Yeah.”

“Hear him out.”

I hang up and turn, staring out the front door. Bohdi is going to be here, any moment, and I’m not sure I’m ready to face him. I’m not sure I want to hear what he has to say. I’m not sure I want to because if it makes sense, then I’m going to be caught in between the drama of him and his wife. Even if he has good reason, that doesn’t change the fact that she’s still here and she is married to him. 

She’s not going anywhere, anytime soon. 

That means it’s going to hurt for me. 

I can’t take any more hurt. 

I’ll hear him out, but then, I will let him go. 

It’s the only way this will work. 

The only way. 

~*~*~*~
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BOHDI ARRIVES AN HOUR later. I hear the sound of his bike rumbling down the driveway, disrupting the perfect silence. I’ve had a shower, cleaned until there was nothing else to clean, and grabbed myself a glass of wine and sat on my front swing. The nerves in my stomach are eating me alive. It’s already midafternoon, does he plan on staying? That thought terrifies me. The whole idea of him being here terrifies me.

A moment after his bike stops, he rounds the corner looking so god damned perfect it hurts me to stare at him. He’s a surfer deep down, but a biker on the outside. His long blond hair is swept into a ponytail at the base of his neck. His skin is bronze, making the scar on his cheek more pronounced. I never asked him where he got that scar. His eyes, hazel with specks of blue, are crystal clear and so intense you can’t look at them for any length of time. I’ve never seen eyes quite like his. 

He’s wearing his jacket, a pair of blue jeans, and a tight, black tee beneath it. His boots are thick and heavy, and he looks so unique. He is so different to the rest of them. They’re tough and terrifying, Bohdi is terrifying in his own right, but he holds this beauty that shines well beyond the leather. Bohdi is his own person, the kind you rarely find. 

“Guessin’ Waverly warned you,” he says when he stops at my front step, putting a booted foot on it. 

“Yeah,” I say softly, fingers curling around the cool wine glass. 

“I need the chance to talk to you, Merleigh. Know you don’t want to hear it, but I need you to.”

“You told me you had things to work out ...”

“I got it sorted. Can I sit?”

I nod, and he walks up the few steps and takes a seat on a chair that isn’t the same one I’m sitting on, thank god. My heart is racing enough as it is—if he were to sit closer, I wouldn’t be able to concentrate. 

“Nice place you got here. Reminds me of the shack I grew up in.”

I don’t say anything. 

I’d love to ask him about that shack, and his life, and all the other things he doesn’t share with anyone. 

But one thing at a time. 

“I’ll tell you the story. If you can listen with an open mind, I’d appreciate that,” he murmurs, low. 

I don’t say anything, I just listen. 

“Met Isla when I was about seventeen. Lived with my mom, she was an alcoholic and a drunk. She ... passed away. Isla and I were never super close, but she got pregnant. Figured I would do right by her, didn’t want to be like my mother and father, so I married her. She lost that baby. By then, I was already there, so I stayed. Relationship was toxic, she and I didn’t see eye to eye and we fought all the time. I wasn’t a good man back then, I was lost and fuckin’ broken.”

I take a shaky breath. I’ve never heard him say so much before. 

Not ever. 

Bohdi rarely says more than a few sentences. It does mean a lot to me that he’s willing to change that just so I can hear his story. 

“Years went on, our relationship got worse, her family hated me, and I had nobody. She got pregnant again, and our son was born. That helped. Loved that boy. Still do. Her sister, Sherry, came to me after my son was born, telling me that Isla was having an affair with her husband. Didn’t believe her, obviously. We had a son, couldn’t see how she would do something like that, but Sherry was persistent. She wasn’t lettin’ it go, and continued to tell me she would prove it. I was in a dark place, and didn’t give a fuck at that point.”

I swallow. 

“Isla got pregnant again, and our second son was born. When he was a few weeks old, Sherry called me, frantically telling me she needed to talk to me. She was hysterical. It was the middle of the night, so I went out there and met up with her. She was raving and ranting about Isla and Daniel, her husband, having an affair. She said she had proof, and there was more—my sons weren’t mine.”

Oh, god. 

My heart races. 

“She had managed to get DNA and get a paternity test on my oldest son. He wasn’t mine. She was right. My wife had been cheating on me with her sister’s own husband. Not only that, she had gotten pregnant by him. I was already in a fucked up place, and that was all I needed. I didn’t plan on what happened next but ... Sherry was losing it. Wanting all this stuff, saying she couldn’t live without Daniel. She had an addiction. I knew that all too well. The old that took. She threatened to throw herself off the lookout we were on, saying nobody would care.”

I feel sick. 

I have a feeling I know where this is going.

“She went to the edge and was crying and screaming. Saying she was going to jump. I think she was drunk, she was hurting. I walked over, tried to grab her back, but she fought me and ... she fell. She fell off the side and plunged into the water.”

I’m going to vomit. 

I stare at him with horror. 

I have imagined so many scenarios in my head, but none quite as bad as the one he’s telling me right now. 

“For so fuckin’ long, I stood there, staring down into the darkness. Wondering where to go from there. Do I call the police? Will they blame me? I was so fuckin’ depressed, and my world had just been turned upside down. My son wasn’t mine, the other one wasn’t likely to be mine either. My sister-in-law had just killed herself. So, I made a choice. I made the choice to disappear, too.”

I stare at him, tears in my eyes. I can’t stop them, hell, no decent person could.

“I don’t ... I don’t understand how,” I whisper. 

He shrugs. “It wasn’t hard. We were both up there, there were signs of a struggle, the evidence of both our partners betrayals was in the car. Sherry’s body was never found, that water led far, far out, and god knows where she ended up. Because of that, it was easy for me to disappear. I knew people, I got fake everything, and I started my life again. After five years, I was officially declared dead. Here I am.”

“You didn’t change your name?”

He shakes his head. “No, just my last name.”

“How did your wife find you?”

“She had suspicions. She didn’t think I was dead so she came looking for me when things went south for her. She doesn’t have pure intentions, but we have proven my youngest son, is indeed mine. I regret the fact that I left without finding that out. I missed out on years with him.”

I don’t know how to take any of this. 

My mind is spinning. 

He basically faked his own death, disappeared, and now his wife has found him. One of those children belong to him, which means she isn’t going anywhere anytime soon. 

“Do you love her?” I ask, my voice soft and shaky. 

“No,” he says, meeting my gaze. “No, I don’t, but I do love my son, and I want to be part of his life. I have to be part of hers to do that. She isn’t willing to make things easy right now, but I’m hoping she’ll come around.”

“Why did she come back for you? What did she expect to find?”

“She has lost everything, and she has nowhere to go. She married Daniel, and he abused her. She took the boys and left him with everything.”

She married the man she cheated on him with, and now that things have gone wrong, she wants to come back and try and worm her way back into his life. Can’t this woman survive on her own?

“So what now?” 

He stares at me, and long moments pass before he answers. “I don’t know what I’m going to do about any of that right now, but I do know one thing ... I can’t have a life without you in it, Merleigh.”

“You’re married, Bohdi. You have a wife and a child. I don’t fit in that picture.”

“You fit wherever I say you fit,” he growls. “You’re the only friend I’ve got, and I don’t want to face life without you. I did lie to you, but it wasn’t even meant to hurt you.”

“I have feelings for you,” I whisper, avoiding his gaze. “More than you realize. I don’t know if I can be your friend. I don’t know if I can be what you’re asking. I don’t want to get hurt.”

“I know,” he murmurs. “But friendship is all I can give you right now. Until this is sorted out, I can’t be what you’re needing me to be.”

That hurts. 

Those words are soul crushing. 

I take a sip of my wine, but my hand shakes. 

“Give me time, Merleigh. Give me a chance.”

I look to him and my eyes glisten with tears. “Friends?”

“Yeah.”

I have two choices here. 

The first is to be is friend and accept that we’ll likely never be anything more. It’ll mean I’m there for him, that I hear him when he’s down, that we talk about his life and his situation and I have to face his wife and whatever choices he makes around that. 

The second is to tell him I can’t be his friend, cut all ties, and lose him forever. 

Both options are going to hurt. 

But to not have him in my life ... I don’t know if I can honestly say I’m ready for that. 

“Okay,” I say, my voice quiet. “Friends.”

He stares at me, his eyes scanning over my face, but he says nothing. 

Neither of us do. 

We just sit and stare into the darkness, in total silence. 

I don’t know how this is going to go, but I do know one thing ...

Bohdi is the only person I’ve ever felt this way about. 

I can’t give that up. 

Even if it hurts. 
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THEN – BOHDI

18 YEARS OLD
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“Bro, are you two serious or what?” Carson asks, lighting a joint and bringing it to his lips, staring at Isla over the crowd of people dancing to the loud music. 

“We’re fucking, we spend time together, but I don’t think she’s the one for me.”

Carson snorts. “No woman is the one, man. That’s just a fuckin’ fairytale. You fuck them, you marry them, you have kids with them, and you always think about all the rest of them out there, that you could be fucking. So the cycle goes.”

“Bitter fuckin’ way of thinkin’ about things,” I mutter, inhaling the joint when he hands it to me. 

“It’s the truth, brother. Don’t doubt it.”

“What are you two fags talking about?” Sean asks, appearing with a bottle of whiskey in his hand, a young, pretty girl hanging off his arm. 

“Women,” Carson snatches the bottle from Sean’s hand and brings it to his lips. 

“We love to hate them.”

The girl by Sean’s side rolls her eyes, and he spins her around and kisses her. Sean is a ladies’ man, there is no doubt about it. He’s charming, he’s funny, and he’s good looking. He can talk to any girl, and they swoon all over him. I’m not anything like that. I don’t like talking to people, and fuck the attention that comes with it. 

I’m only with Isla because she won’t leave me alone and insists that we’re a couple. 

Whatever, she’s a good fuck and we have fun. 

That’s all it’s about, right?

“There you are.”

Isla appears beside me, curling her fingers around my biceps and bringing her mouth up to my neck, where she kisses the skin. My dick twitches. I could use another fuck. I cup her ass, squeezing as she rubs her body against me. 

“Do you want to take me somewhere, baby?” she murmurs into my ear. 

“Yeah.”

We leave the party, her clinging to me and rubbing her hand over my cock. We reach the beach, and I have her down on the sand quickly. I pull her dress up, jerk her panties down, and bury my face into her pussy. I lick and suck, enjoying how she squirms and moans, how she tastes against my lips. Once she’s cried out twice from orgasm, I release her. I pull my cock from my jeans and ask her for a condom. 

“I forgot one,” she says, her voice breathy. “It’s okay, though. I’m on the pill.”

Whatever. 

I just want to fuck.

I bring my body down on top of hers and slowly inch my cock inside her pussy. She whimpers, clutching my back, putting her legs around my hips. Then, I fuck her. I fuck her hard and fast, my skin slapping against hers. The only thing on my mind right now is finding my release. I’ve given her her fun, now it’s my turn. 

I’m selfish. 

I’m cold. 

I’m basically everything a woman doesn’t want in a man. 

But this one keeps coming back for more. 

I cum with a grunt, releasing into her. Once my dick stops pulsing, I roll off and use my shirt to clean up the mess. I can go without it. Isla uses it too, and then pulls her panties back on and her dress down. She snuggles in beside me, and I throw an arm around her shoulder, but the truth is I’d rather she didn’t touch me. 

Can’t be an asshole all the time, though. 

“I love you,” she murmurs into the darkness. 

I stiffen. 

Love. 

What the fuck would she know about love?

We barely know each other. We’ve been dating less than a year, all we do is smoke joints, fuck, and go to parties. We’ve never had a serious conversation about our lives or who we are. 

Love. 

Fuck love. 

“You don’t love me,” I mutter, standing up. 

“Of course you’d say that!” she snaps. “Of course you’d act like I don’t matter.”

“Never said you don’t matter, Isla, I said you don’t love me.”

“How would you know?” she cries, launching to her feet when I take a step away. “Who are you to tell me how I feel?”

“What is there to love about me?” I growl. 

Seriously, what the fuck is there to love about me?

I can give you the really quick and short answer—nothing. 

“Is that honestly how you see yourself?” she asks, her voice softer now. “You think nobody could love you? Well, I do, Bohdi. I care so much about you it hurts sometimes to see you don’t care about me in return.”

Fuck. 

She’s wrong. I do care about her. I like her a lot and we have fun. I don’t love her, though. 

I’m certain I’ll never love anyone. 

I turn and face her, pulling her in until her cheek rests against my bare chest. “Do care about you; I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

She exhales and wraps her arms around me. “I know you don’t believe it, but I do love you, Bohdi. Please, just let me.”

I don’t say anything. 

I don’t want to let her love me. 

People who love me ... They break. 

I’m not enough to hold anyone together. 

Just look at my mother. 

I’m a damned failure. 

She’s going to have to learn that the hard way. 

~*~*~*~
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“GOD DAMN YOU, BOHDI!” my mother screams, hauling a half empty glass of whiskey across the room at me. 

My hands shake, because fuck her and these outbursts. They’re getting worse and worse. Eventually, she’s going to hurt me. I’m not having that. I can’t take her anymore, so, I called in some help. Two of her close friends. They’re good ladies, people who tried to support her after my dad left. They’re clean, sober and good parents. 

They don’t speak to her a great deal anymore, but I knew they’d help if I asked. 

It didn’t go down well. 

My mother lost it, screaming for them to get out. She threw things and smashed lamps. She didn’t want them in our house. The problem is, I don’t want her in this house anymore. Coming home is a fucking nightmare, smelling her piss-stained bed and her vomit-covered clothes, along with unwashed dishes and dirty laundry, is giving me fucking anxiety. 

I don’t want to be here, but she’s my mother. 

She has nobody else. 

On the way out the door, her friend Doris told me that I could come and stay with her if I was ever in trouble. 

She didn’t mean it. 

Of course she didn’t fucking mean it. 

Nobody wants a broken teen in their house. 

She was just being nice. 

Deep down, I know she’s hoping I don’t show up. 

“Mom, stop,” I say through gritted teeth as I dodge something else, god knows what, a shoe I think. 

“How could you?” she screeches. “Now they’re going to gossip about me, telling all their friends how pathetic I am. The whole town will know.”

I take a calming breath. “They’re your friends, they want to help.”

“They don’t want to help me!” She laughs bitterly. “They were never there for me when I needed them.”

God, the drugs have really messed her up. Those women spent days, weeks, months coming around here trying to help Mom after Dad left. She must have forgotten that she was the one who pushed them away. 

“Those women stood by your side when Dad left, you were the one who pushed them away.”

“Don’t you dare say that, don’t you dare call him Dad in this house. Don’t you dare. He left us, Bohdi. He left you. He can’t stand you, or me. He has a new family now, a new baby.”

A new baby?

I didn’t know that. 

“You’re still looking him up?” I ask, my voice shaky. 

I haven’t looked him up. I have never been brave enough to. I don’t want to know how happy he is without us. 

“Of course I am,” she screeches. “He left us. That pig owes me.”

I glance at my watch. I need to calm her down so I can leave. That’s not going to be an easy task. 

“Mom, you need to go and lay down. I have to work soon. Let me get you a sandwich ...”

“Fuck you,” she bellows, picking up a nearby remote and hauling it at me. This time, it hits me in the head. Pain shoots through my forehead, and I let out a bellow as I slap my hand over the spot she hit. I can feel warmth. It’s bleeding. 

Her eyes widen. 

“I didn’t mean to hit you. I didn’t ...”

“Didn’t you?” I roar, losing it. “Because you’ve been fucking throwing shit at me for the last hour. What sort of mother are you?”

She presses a hand to her chest, horrified. “You’re just like your father.”

“Of fucking course I am. Have you thought about looking in the mirror lately at yourself? You’re way fucking worse than he is. Look at the kind of mother you are.”

“Get out,” she screams, so loudly the shrill sound pierces my ears. 

“Gladly.”

I turn, grab my things, and walk out, blood still running down my forehead. I have two hours before work starts, so I head to the beach. I use the salt water to wash the blood from my head and then I sit and put my head in my hands, exhaling. 

I don’t know how much longer I can do this. 

“There you are.”

I lift my head to see Isla walking toward me in her bikini, a board under her arm. She takes one look at my head and her eyes widen. She rushes over, kneeling down. “What happened?”

“My mother happened.”

“She did this to you?” she gasps. 

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

I exhale. “Doesn’t matter.”

“It does, Bohdi. You can’t keep letting her treat you like that.”

“She’s all I have, Isla,” I growl. “The only family I have left.”

“Maybe so,” she says, carefully stroking my cheek, possibly the nicest thing she’s ever done. “But family shouldn’t treat you like that. They’re supposed to love you, support you, and protect you.”

I glance at her. “She’s my mother.”

“Yes, she is. But abuse is not okay.”

She’s right, it’s not.

I sit down, staring out at the ocean. “I have to get to work soon.”

“Stay with me for a few days, have a break.”

“Nobody will be there to look after her.”

“You can’t be there forever, Bohdi. Eventually, she is going to have to clean herself up or live with the consequences.”

I nod, just slightly. 

“Stay with me?” she urges, grabbing my hand. 

“A few days.”

“Yeah, a few days.”

“Okay.”

She smiles, putting her head on my shoulder. “Okay.”

The beginning of the end. 
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“This is so nice,” Briella says, sweeping through my cabin with a gleeful look on her face. “Seriously, wow.”

“She’s right, this is somethin’ else,” Alarick nods. “Good for you.”

Waverly hugs me, pulling me close. “I’m so happy for you.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” I say, squeezing her. “Thanks for the money—I’ll pay it back.”

“Don’t even mention it. Mykel and I were happy to help.”

I flash Mykel a grateful smile, and he winks at me. 

“Are Kendric and Zariah coming?” I ask Waverly. 

“Nope, they’re off celebrating Kendric’s freedom. No doubt they’re still in bed. Cohen and Avi will be here soon, though.”

“Awesome.”

“The beach is so close,” Briella claps. “I can hear it!”

“How’d you go getting a job?” Mykel asks, glancing out the window. 

“I got one,” I say, smiling. “I start Monday. It’s only part-time, but it’s enough for me. The rent here is super cheap, and I don’t need much to live. The hours will be negotiable once I’m settled.”

“Good on you,” he nods. “Settin’ yourself up.”

“That’s the plan. How is Cova? She didn’t come?”

I want to see Cova. Our relationship is strained, she doesn’t like how I’ve settled in, but the truth is we spent years living the same kind of hell. She got attached to the man who purchased us and, because of that, she’s never been the same. She has never wanted to be part of this world, or the club, she just wants to be on her own, and she’s made that very clear. 

Still, I want to mend bridges with her, so to speak. 

She and I have been through a lot. 

We have a connection even if we don’t want to. 

“She is coming later, too,” Briella says. “She’s not happy about it, but I convinced her. She’s still struggling. I don’t know if she’s ever going to be the same again.”

“It’ll take time, god knows, she had it so different to me,” I say softly. “Anyway, let’s go set up a fire on the beach and take our drinks down there. It’s so nice today.”

Briella claps and Waverly nods eagerly. 

Then, we get all our things and make our way down to the beach. 

I didn’t ask if Bohdi was coming, even though the question is on the tip of my tongue. Part of me wants to see him, yet another part wonders if it’s a good idea or not to see him. We agreed to be friends, but that’s not going to be easy. 

Or maybe it will be. 

Who knows? 

We set up a small fire on the beach and take some chairs down with a few coolers full of beer. Then, we sit back and relax, watching the sun go down and listening to the waves crash against the shore. It’s beautiful, and as the night falls and the weather becomes cooler, we all find ourselves relaxing. Cohen and Aviana join us and, eventually Cova and Bohdi come, too. 

I don’t ask where Isla is. 

He didn’t bring her, but that’s okay, it’s probably for the best. 

“Gosh, this is so nice. I could move here.” Briella sighs, leaning against Alarick as the two of them sit on a large blanket on the sand. 

“Fuck, me too,” he murmurs. “I’m done with ink and bad business. Be nice to relax.”

“You couldn’t live without the club,” Cohen grunts. “Let’s be honest.”

“Yeah.” Alarick chuckles. “True.”

“Well, you’re all welcome to come here whenever you want to get away,” I say. “I’m going to grab another round of cocktails, do you want any?”

The girls all give me a yes, the guys have beers in the coolers. I stand, walking back up to the cabin. It’s only halfway up that I realize Bohdi is following me. I turn and glance at him, the alcohol slowly effecting my head. I don’t drink a great deal, because of the situation I was in, so it hits me a lot harder than everyone else. I take it slow and steady. I don’t want to make a fool out of myself. 

“You’re following me,” I say, my voice soft. 

“Thought you might need a hand.”

Right. 

We make it to the cabin, and the lights burn my eyes when I walk in. It’s getting dark and peaceful on the beach. I grab a bunch of glasses and make some cocktails—Bohdi leans on the counter and just stares at me. His expression is so intense, it makes me slightly uncomfortable. 

“It seems like you want to say something,” I say, stirring the fruity drinks. 

“You ever surf?”

I look up at him, narrowing my eyes. “No, why?”

“You want to learn?”

Do I want to learn? Hell yes I do. I have a list of all the things I want to do, the things I never got the chance to do, and surfing is one of them. I love the ocean, and I’d love to spend as much time out on the water as I can. That includes sailing, but one thing at a time. 

“Yeah, I do,” I tell him, placing the glasses on a tray. 

“I’ll teach you. I haven’t been in the water for years. I’d like to get back into it. If you’re interested, I’ll come down a few times a week and teach you.”

“I don’t have anything,” I say. “I don’t even have a wetsuit. 

He stares intensely at me, like he wants to say something other than what comes out of his mouth. “You get the wetsuit, I’ll bring everything else.”

God. Is this a bad idea? Probably, but he has spent time in the water, and I know, once, he was great at surfing. He can teach me, but the idea of being that close to him is scary. Still, my life now is about taking calculated risks that bring me happiness. 

“Okay,” I agree, lifting the tray. 

He follows me out, opening the door for me. We walk back down to the beach, and I hand out the drinks. 

“We should go night swimming!” Briella says, standing up. 

“Is that safe?” Waverly asks, frowning. 

“Just in the shallows.”

“There ain’t a lot of sharks around here, should be fairly safe. We used to do it all the time when we were younger,” Bohdi adds. 

“Perfect, let’s do it. You in, Merleigh?” Briella asks, lifting her shirt over her head until she’s down to her bra and panties. 

“Fuck me, I’m in,” Alarick growls, standing and pulling his shirt off, tossing it to the ground. 

“Fuck it, let’s go.”

Mykel stands, doing the same, and Waverly follows suit. I stare at Aviana, who grins and stands, stripping down to her bra and panties too. I stare at them, uncomfortable. I’ve never gotten down to anything less than a shorts and shirt in front of anyone willingly before, but ... maybe it’s time to change that. 

I hesitate, fingers on the hem of my shirt, and then I carefully pull it over my head. I take my shorts and shuffle out of them, putting my arms around my belly to try and shield myself. I’m tiny, and I’m sure I have a nice figure in other people’s eyes, it’s not why I’m shy. It’s because I’ve never, ever exposed myself before. Never. Not once. 

The only time my body has been seen, is by force. 

I glance at Bohdi, who has his shirt off. He is looking at me with an expression that makes my cheeks heat. His eyes slowly scan over my body and, in typical Bohdi style, he doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t need to, though. The look he gives me tells me enough. I turn and rush off before he can see how he’s making me feel. I run to the water and put my feet in the shallows. 

It’s warm and so damned nice. 

Everyone is in already, splashing around and laughing. I take a deep breath and dive in. 

The moment the water covers my body, I feel exhilarated. Free. I surface, and I can’t wipe the huge smile from my face. Bohdi has dived in too and is floating beside me, his hair wet and loose, falling down around his shoulders. 

“You’d be right at home, Bohdi,” Waverly calls out, arms around Mykel’s neck. 

“Yeah,” Bohdi answers. 

“You used to surf, didn’t you?” Aviana asks. 

“I did, spent years in the water.”

“He’s going to teach me,” I say, kicking my legs and swirling my arms through the warm ocean. 

“Oh, my god, can you teach me too?” Briella cries. “I’d love to learn.”

“No fuckin’ way are you learnin’ to surf, you’re ridin’ a bike first,” Alarick growls, nipping at her neck. 

“Aw, come on,” she whines. “Let me have a go.”

“Nope. Let them do their thing.”

My cheeks flush. Waverly grins at me, followed with a wink. I turn and swim away from that conversation, turning onto my back and putting my head back in the water, closing my eyes and letting the waves float my body wherever it wants me to go. 

A sting has me launching from my position with a screech. 

It comes out of nowhere, hitting me on the leg like a hot poker. It burns, an immediate pain that has me clutching it and crying out. 

“Merleigh, what’s wrong?” Waverly calls, as they all start swimming quickly toward me. 

“Something stung me,” I cry, clutching my leg and wailing. “Oh, god, it hurts.”

“Get her out of the water,” Alarick orders. 

“All of you get out, I got her,” Bohdi says, swimming over and scooping me into his arms, getting me out of the water quickly. 

“What stung her?” Briella asks as Bohdi runs me back toward the cabin, dripping with water. 

“Probably a jellyfish,” Bohdi answers. “Not dangerous, but incredibly painful.”

I whine and press my face into his chest as he jogs back up to the cabin. Of course this would happen to me. How horrifying. I clench my eyes shut when we get inside, trying not to think about the burning pain on my leg. Briella gets a towel and places it on the sofa and Bohdi puts me down before kneeling to look at my calf where the stinging is. 

“Yep, jellyfish, you can see the lines. Have you got vinegar?” Bohdi asks me. 

“There was some in the cupboard when I got here, I think it’s still there.”

“I’ll get it,” Aviana says, rushing into the kitchen. 

“Vinegar will take the sting out, and we’ll check there is nothing left behind in your leg. Then we’ll give it a wash and some painkillers will help. There isn’t much you can do, it’ll be sore for a bit,” Bohdi tells me. 

“Okay,” I say softly. 

Aviana returns a moment later with a bottle of vinegar. Bohdi uses a cloth and carefully wipes my calf, inspecting it to make sure there is nothing left in my skin. It helps, and after some pain killers, I’m feeling a little better. 

“Are stingers something I should be worried about while learning to surf?” I ask Bohdi once he’s done. 

“Yeah, they’re a thing. Get a stinger suit for surfing, will protect you. But you get used to them.”

“I’m not sure how you can get used to that.”

Bohdi gives me a gentle look. “Yeah, believe it or not, you do.”

“I hate to ruin the night,” Briella says, coming back into the house after taking a phone call, “but I just got a call from Zariah. She was going to come out and bring Cova with her, but when she got there ... Cova was gone.”

I narrow my eyes. “What do you mean gone?”

“She has packed her things and left, there is nothing there. Zariah looked around, and found a note ...”

“What did it say?” Alarick asks, looking like the last thing he wants is to have to go on a hunt to find Cova. 

“It said she’s sorry, but she can’t be here and needs to find her own way. I think she’s going to try and find Bryant.”

“She won’t find him,” Alarick mutters. “We took care of him.”

I stare at them, eyes wide. “Took care of him? You ... killed him?”

“Would it bother you if they did?” Bohdi asks, and I turn to face him. 

“I don’t ... I’m not sure ...”

I don’t know how I feel about that, to be honest. Bryant was a monster, a monster who kept me and Cova from our lives for a long time, but the idea of him dying for us ... knowing that he was killed because of me, I don’t know if my conscience is okay with that. 

I’m not a monster. 

I’m not sure taking someone from this life is how I’d deal with things. 

I know the club works differently. 

“Does Cova know?” I ask softly. 

“No,” Briella answers. “We never told her, we just took her and told her he ran off. She’s going to figure it out, but that’s not what worries me. It’s the fact that she’s going back to a place, and to people, that are dangerous. I don’t understand why she wants to be with him so badly.”

“He’s all she knew,” I say, understanding. 

Bryant liked Cova. A lot. In fact, I think he actually grew fond of her. Sure, he was still keeping her as a slave, but he also treated her better than me. I think, in her own twisted way, she thought he was special and that she was important. She thinks he loves her. Hell, she thinks she loves him. Her life was hard, and because of that, she grew fond of the person who took her from that, even if what he gave her wasn’t healthy, or safe. 

“Still,” Briella paces the room, her hands tangled in her hair, her eyes stressed. “He purchased her and kept her as a slave. I don’t understand.”

“You wouldn’t, because it’s difficult to understand, but I understand. I saw the things only she knows, and I can see why she thinks that’s the best place for her. She’s miserable here, she has nobody to lean on or rely on. I’m not saying you’re not trying, gosh, you have all been wonderful to us, but what I’m saying is in her mind, you’re the captors who took her from a life she was content on living.”

“God, you make so much sense when you talk.” Waverly smiles at me. “You’re so clever, Merleigh.”

“Any idea where we might find her?” Mykel asks me. 

I shift, my leg giving me a little pain. “I know a few places, but I imagine she’ll start with the house. I do know a few people around that area he had a lot to do with; she may go to them.”

“Then I guess we had better go looking for her tomorrow.” Alarick exhales. “Nothin’ we can do tonight. Merleigh, you okay to come and give us a hand? You know it all better than anyone.”

I don’t. 

I really don’t. 

But for Cova, I will. 

I understand why they need me, I am the only one who understands, who knows, but going back there ... facing that again ... I’m not sure if I’m going to be okay with that. 

I have my own life now, I’ve moved on, the club saved me and gave me a family I never thought I’d have, but that doesn’t mean the memories of my former life don’t sit in the back of my mind, haunting me.

“I will help,” I say, my voice a little shaky. 

“Are you sure, honey?” Waverly asks, narrowing her eyes. 

“No pressure. If you can’t help us, we completely understand,” Alarick says carefully. 

“No, it’s okay. I’m happy to help.”

I’m not, though. 

God. 

I’m utterly terrified.

~*~*~*~
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“WHAT WAS IT LIKE THERE?”

Everyone has gone to bed for the night and Bohdi and I are sitting on the front swing, his big body next to mine, his body heat making me feel safe, warm, and at ease. I love being this close to him, even though I know I shouldn’t let those feelings in. I can’t help the way I feel when I’m around him, it’s automatic.

Unstoppable. 

“Where?” I ask, staring out into the dark night. 

“With that prick who took you.”

Oh. 

That. 

I shrug, lightly. “He was cruel, unforgiving, and mean. But, he did keep us fed and secured. Coming from the life I came from, it wasn’t that bad. I guess, at the very least, I had a warm bed to sleep in every night and food in my stomach.”

“Why didn’t you run?”

“Where would I have run to?” I say with a broken smile. “I had nobody, Bohdi. No family. No friends. Nothing. Dax got me off the streets and sold me to a place that wasn’t any worse than the one I had come from. If anything, it was better. If I did what Bryant wanted, he left me alone. He fed us drugs, kept us content ...”

“He’s a fuckin’ monster.”

“Yeah, he is. But sometimes it’s better the monster you know ...”

“What happened to your family, Merleigh?”

“My dad was never in the picture. My mom and sister died in a car accident when I was only two. I don’t remember them. I didn’t have any family so I was placed into foster care. I’m sure you can imagine what the system is like, it’s hard and people are cruel. At sixteen, I moved out with my boyfriend at the time. He got me onto drugs, and I was messed up in a bad way. I was a junkie, living on the streets because he got us kicked out of the place we were living in and, honestly, I was a mess. That’s where Dax found me and took me in, promising this amazing life ...”

“And then he sold you.”

“Yeah, he sold me. To Bryant Luther. He was only young, god, when I first met him I thought for sure he was going to be incredible. He showed me this house and all these nice things, and I thought, well, it can’t be any worse than the life I was living. Plus, he was providing us drugs at no cost. At the time, I thought that’s exactly where I wanted to be.”

Bohdi clenches his fists. 

“You don’t have to be angry for me, Bohdi. I’m here now. The club got me out and now I’m safe. That’s more than I ever deserved.”

Bohdi turns, his expression sharp when he takes my jaw in his hand and forces my face toward his. My eyes widen, and I gasp. He growls low, his voice so powerful it sense shivers down my spine when he speaks. “Don’t you ever think you deserved a single fuckin’ thing you got. You deserve this life and so much more. Do you understand me?”

I nod, swallowing. 

“You’re a fuckin’ angel, Merleigh. You’re here for a reason.”

Oh, my. 

My heart races, and I pull my face from his, because if I stare at him a second longer, I’ll want to kiss him and do all the things to him I know I shouldn’t. He’s married. He has a wife, a child, and a step child. He’s got things in his life he has to sort out, and I can’t be the one to get in the way of that. 

“I’d never hurt you,” he says, his voice low. 

“I know that,” I answer, softly. 

“Don’t ever pull away from me like I will.”

I look to him. “Oh, Bohdi. That’s not why I pulled away.”

He goes to answer, but his phone rings. It’s Isla. Exhaling, he takes the call and stands, walking inside. 

I fold my legs up on the chair and lean back, yawning. We’ve been out here talking for hours. I don’t even know what time it is but it must be close to early morning. I need some sleep, and I need to stretch out in my bed and try not to think about the little trip we’re taking to try and find Cova tomorrow. 

I’m not at all looking forward to that. 

Bohdi returns a moment later with his phone in his hand. “I better get home.”

“You’re driving?” I say, narrowing my eyes. “It’s late, Bohdi. You could fall asleep.”

“Isla is losing her shit. I need to go and calm her down, for the boys’ sakes. I’ll call you tomorrow. Keep your leg elevated tonight.”

With that, he disappears down the front stops. 

Bohdi always leaves when there is so much more to say. 

I wonder if we’ll ever get to finish saying it?
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“I’m pregnant.”

The words come out of Isla’s mouth, and I stand, staring at her in horror. I just spent the morning escaping my raging mother and now my girlfriend of nearly two years is telling me she’s pregnant. I couldn’t think of two worse words that she could say right now. That very sentence makes my skin crawl. 

I’m working two jobs, I can barely keep a roof over my head, my mother is losing it more and more with every passing day, and now Isla is telling me she’s pregnant. We’ve had a few moments where we haven’t used a condom, but she assured me she’s on the pill. I believed her. 

I guess I was wrong to do so. 

“What?” I say, dropping the smoke from my hand and stomping it out with my foot. “Tell me I just heard you wrong.”

“I found out yesterday. I didn’t know how to tell you. I don’t know what to do, Bohdi. I’m only eighteen. This is the worst thing.”

She’s crying now, tears rolling down her cheeks. I run a hand through my hair, heart racing. Fuck. We can’t do this. We can’t. 

“Okay, calm down. Let’s work this out. Are you sure?”

She throws her hands up, screeching, “Of course I’m sure. I’m not stupid. I did seven tests, and they all came back positive.”

“Don’t scream at me,” I say, calmly, even though my insides are fucking crumbling. “I am askin’ a question. What do we do from here?”

“I don’t know,” she wails. “That’s what I’m asking you. I don’t know what to do. I don’t believe in abortions, but I’m too young and ... I don’t know what to do.”

She’s sobbing now. Really sobbing. 

I take her and pull her into my arms. She sobs and clings to me, trembling. She’s scared—fuck, I’m scared. This is the absolute worst thing that could happen right now, but it’s not all her fault. I could have been more careful, too. 

“I thought you were on the pill,” I say into her hair. “I thought we were safe.”

“I am on the pill, I don’t know how this happened.”

“Did you miss one?”

She pulls back, glaring at me. “Stop treating me like I’m stupid, Bohdi!”

“I’m askin’ a fuckin’ question,” I bark. “Fuck me, I’m allowed to ask how the fuck this happened.”

“Stop swearing at me,” she wails. 

Fuck. 

Fuck. 

Fuck. 

“I need a minute, give me a fuckin’ minute.”

I turn and walk off toward the beach, lighting another cigarette. Fuck. I don’t know what to do, I don’t even know what our options are here. We can’t afford a baby, we can’t afford an abortion. If she is seen to be pregnant in this town, even if we give it up for adoption, people are going to lose it. Her parents will lose it. Fuck. 

I lean against a tree, closing my eyes and inhaling the smoke, trying hard to figure out what the fuck I’m supposed to do with this information. 

“I’m afraid.”

I didn’t hear Isla approach, and when I look, she’s standing in front of me, arms crossed, tears rolling down her cheeks. “We’ll figure it out, we will. I just don’t know how yet.”

“I could get a job ... save some money and ...”

“And what? What then? Raising a baby costs money. We have nowhere to live.”

“You have a house.”

“With a fucking mother who is an alcoholic junkie. You can’t be fuckin’ serious.”

“My parents will kick me out. If they find out, I’m gone.”

“I need to think, Isla.”

“I’m scared, Bohdi.”

“I know you are, but screaming and crying isn’t going to change it. Calm down and let me work this out.”

She, in typical Isla style, turns and rushes off. I don’t have the patience or the heart to go after her. I know she’s scared but, fuck me, I’m scared too. I have zero idea how the hell I’m supposed to afford anything to do with a baby. Even if she doesn’t keep it, where do we find the money to get her an abortion? We could go to her parents, but like she said, they’d kick her out and then I have an extra mouth to feed regardless. 

I can’t win. 

I walk on the beach for fucking hours until I run into Carson and Sean surfing. They see me, and Carson comes jogging up to me, board under his arm, hair wet. I don’t get much time to surf anymore. Fuck, I wish I could spend my days in the water again, without a care in the world, but I simply don’t have the means anymore. I’m working two jobs and now I have a pregnant fucking girlfriend. 

I haven’t even lived yet. 

“Bro, I’ve been wondering where you are. Where’s your board?” Carson asks, panting. 

“Don’t have time to surf today, brother,” I mumble, distracted.

“What’s goin’ on? You never surf anymore? Is it your momma? You want us to help out?”

They’re good friends. The best, really. But they don’t understand. They’ve got good, supportive families who give them the time to surf and fuck around. I don’t have that luxury. 

“It’s a lot of fuckin’ things. I gotta go, I need to figure some stuff out.”

“You good, brother?” he asks, narrowing his eyes. “You know we’ve got your back.”

“Yeah,” I say, nodding. “Yeah, I know.”

I disappear back to my shack, where it’s surprisingly quiet. Mom is asleep, for how fucking long I don’t know, but for now I have a moment to think. And think I do. I can’t figure out any other way than to do the one thing I swore I’d never do—call my father. I need help, and the only way I can get through any of this is to reach out to the one person who has the means to do so. 

Whether he will or not is a whole other story. 

But right now, I have no choice. 

After a bit of research, I manage to find his contact details. It wasn’t like it was hard, he’s on Facebook, I know where he lives, and it didn’t take much to track down where he works. I haven’t done it before, because I haven’t wanted to, but I could have. At any time I could have. 

I call his place of work, and a young girl answers. I ask her for him, and she tells me she’ll put me through. 

That easy. 

So simple.

Yet my heart feels like it’s going to launch out of my chest. My hands are shaking, and I’m sick to my stomach. I don’t have any other choice and, yet the idea of speaking to him makes me feel things I’ve long since bottled up. 

“Hello, Edward speaking.”

The moment I hear his voice, a memory flashes into my mind. I’m young, I don’t know how old, and he’s throwing me into the air. He throws me up, and I squeal with laughter as he catches me again. I can see his face, so clearly. He’s happy, laughing, looking at me with the kind of love I haven’t seen since. 

“Hello?” his voice echoes through the phone when I don’t answer. 

“Dad?”

I don’t mean it to come out like that, hell, I didn’t even think about it. 

Dad. 

He’s not my dad. 

He’s the man who made me but he left me. He left me with nothing and made sure it stayed that way. 

I don’t think he deserves the honor of being called Dad, and yet that’s what automatically slipped through my lips. 

“Bohdi? Bohdi, is that you?”

Oh, so he does remember he has a son. 

“Yeah.”

He goes silent, for so long I actually think he might have hung up. 

“Are you still there?” I question. 

“I’m here, son. I’m here I just can’t believe ... I can’t believe it’s you.”

“I’m sorry to have to bother you, I’m sure you’d rather hear from anyone else, but I have no choice.”

“That’s not true. I have thought about this day ...”

“Funny, because you’ve never come to see me so I doubt that you’ve thought about it. I’m not here to listen to any sort of lies, I’m here to ask for help.”

“Son, I’m not telling you lies. I ...”

“I don’t care. Okay? I don’t care. I just need help.”

He exhales. “I don’t know what she has told you over the years, Bohdi, but you’ve got it so damned wrong.”

My heart aches. I want to ask him what he means, to hear him tell me he still cares. But he doesn’t. If he cared, he’d be here. If he cared, he wouldn’t have left. I don’t want to hear his excuses. I just need him to step up so that I can do the best by the girl I’m with because, one thing I am certain of, is that I’m nothing like him. 

“Can you help me or is this a waste of a phone call?” I ask. 

“I can help you, son,” he sounds defeated. “What is it you need?”

“Mom is destroyed, because of you. She doesn’t work, she doesn’t pay bills, she is an alcoholic and a junkie. I’m living in hell, the kind of hell you can’t begin to understand but it’s the hell you left us in. Now, my girlfriend is pregnant. I can’t take care of her and Mom, so I need money.”

“Your mom has money, son.”

“She has no fucking money.”

“Then she’s lying to you. I’ve been giving her money for you, every month, since I left.”

It feels like a sledgehammer to the chest when he says those words. He’s been giving her money? All this time? Where the hell has it gone?

“You’re lying,” I growl. 

It’s easier to believe he’s lying than to believe that she has been the one to take everything from me, too. 

“I’m not. I have every transaction here as proof. I didn’t realize things were so bad. I knew she hated me, but I didn’t know she was going down such a dark path.”

“You left us,” I growl. “What kind of path did you think she was going to fucking go down?”

“She kicked me out, I didn’t leave. Then she made sure I’d never see you again.”

“I’m so sick of fucking lies,” I roar. “You’re all lying to me. Can you help me or not?”

“Son, I’m not lying. I’d love the chance to see you, to talk to you, to help you ...”

“I don’t want to talk to you,” I yell. “I just want help.”

“Who is that?”

The scornful voice comes from behind me. I spin around to see my mother standing at the door, her eyes hazy from drugs, her hands shaking. 

“Mom,” I say carefully. 

“Who the fuck is that, Bohdi?” she bellows. 

“Son, you need to get out of there,” my father says onto the phone. “Now.”

I hang it up. 

“I had to,” I say, my voice careful. “We have no money.”

“How dare you?”

She loses it. In a fit of rage, she starts smashing everything in her way as she charges toward me. I use the sofa as a shield from her, but she’s so angry, losing it so bad, I’m terrified. 

“Mom, I had no choice. He has money and we need money. He said he’s been giving you money and ...”

“He’s a liar!” she screeches, grabbing fistfuls of her hair and tugging at it. “He’s a liar and so are you. You fucking waste of space, useless son. How could you do that to me? Go to him when you know what he has done to me?”

Her words are like a knife to my heart. 

“I had no choice,” I yell back, anger building in my chest, an anger I can’t contain. 

“You fucking awful child.”

She lunges at me, grabbing my hair with her hand in a fistful. My scalp burns as she tugs at it, jerking over and over, as if trying to get it to free from my scalp. I bellow in pain, grabbing her arms and trying to get her off me, but she’s high as a kite and strong, so fucking strong. She’s clawing and scratching, calling me every name under the son. 

I’m terrified. 

“Mom,” I bellow. “Let me go.”

“I hate you,” she screeches. “You little fucking asshole. I fucking hate you. I wish you were never born. You’re just like him. I wish you were dead.”

Her fingernails literally sink into my skin, causing me to roar with pain as blood trickles from my arm. She’s biting at me, one hand still in my hair, tugging so hard it burns. I need to get her off. The rage inside me unleashes, and I shove her—I shove her so hard to get her to release me that she flies backward. 

“Let me go,” I roar as I watch her body part from mine and she soars across the air like a ragdoll. 

As if in slow motion, I watch her fly toward the table. I know, even before it happens, that she’s going to hit it. Her head slams down onto the corner, a loud crunch echoing through the room, a sound I’ll never forget. Then, she hits the ground, lifeless. 

I know. 

I know even before I walk over and kneel beside her. 

I just killed my mother. 

The wound on her temple is deep and gushes with blood. Her eyes are open, her mouth stuck mid scream. I turn and vomit all over the ground as the kind of pain and anguish I’ve never felt before in my life, takes over my body. I can’t breathe, I can’t move. I just vomit until there is nothing left. 

I just killed my own mother. 

I killed her. 

She’s dead. 

My life is over. 

What have I done?

Oh, god, what have I done?

What have I fucking done?

~*~*~*~
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HER BODY IS HEAVY AS I drag it through the night toward the small boat Carson owns. 

I am a monster of the purest form, but the truth is that if I go to the police, I’m going to prison for the rest of my life. Isla will be left alone, the baby she carries will be left alone, and I’ll be forever the same type of scum she was. The only way for me to get on with my life, is to get rid of her. 

The worst part is, nobody will even notice. 

Nobody cares about her. 

I could simply say she disappeared with a junkie friend of hers and people wouldn’t think twice. 

It’s time for me to do what’s right. 

Well, it’s very fucking wrong but I have no other choice. For me, this is the only way out. The only way I can keep my life going untouched. Freedom feels close, but the weight of my mother feels so fucking heavy. Dragging her lifeless form is without a doubt the hardest part of what I’m doing right now. Knowing that it’s because of me that she’s dead ... That’s a hard pill to swallow. 

I sat beside her dead body for hours, hours, and hours. Isla came, she knocked, she called out, and she left. My father called again, over and over. Those calls went untouched. I just sat there, staring at her body, wondering what the hell I was going to do next. I didn’t cry, hell, I haven’t. Not once. Her words to me before she died ring over and over in my head. The way she was clawing and scratching at me. 

I think I’m meant to feel something, but I don’t. 

Not a single fucking thing. 

I reach Carson’s boat, and I find the spare key he always keeps hidden. He tells us we can use this boat whenever we need. It’s not huge, it’s just a little run around, but it’ll get me far enough out on calm waters to dump her into the ocean where she’ll never surface again. At least, I hope she never will. I’ve learned a few tricks in my time, a few things to make sure she doesn’t. 

It’s all about the distance, the location, and making sure she’s weighted down. 

If I don’t take her far enough out, she’ll wash back in. 

If I take her to an easy diving area, people will find her if they dive. 

I have to make sure wherever I take her there is little to no traffic or chance of anyone finding her. 

I know the ocean well. I grew up on it, in it, and I love everything to do with it. Because of that, I’ve got a good chance of picking the right location. 

Getting her onto the boat isn’t easy, and I stop twice to vomit over the side. It’s pitch black, and I’m lucky to live on the beach where I could just drag her down and throw her on. Carson’s boat is always pulled up near my house, and we used it to go out to different areas all the time. I’ve never pushed it as far as I’m about to push it, but it’s a quiet night. I’m hoping it’ll glide through the water with ease. 

Once my mother is on, I check to make sure nothing has dropped off and then I climb onto the boat and start it up. It rumbles in the dead of the night, echoing through the silence. I get it out, and then I take off, roaring away into the night like the fucking murderer I am. 

I didn’t mean to kill her. 

I didn’t think I pushed her so hard. Lost it so bad. 

But I did and now she’s gone. 

All because of me. 

I travel for hours, until I’m certain I’m in a location that is far enough, deep enough, and secluded enough that nobody will find her, or, at the very least, the chances will be slim. I take the two concrete blocks I loaded into the boat and secure them to her body. In a daze, I lift her up onto the side, placing the concrete blocks beside her on the boat. Then I stare at her, wrapped in plastic. 

“I’m sorry, Momma,” I say, my voice harsh and low. “I didn’t mean to. You left me no choice.”

Then I push her off the side. 

She disappears with a splash and the concrete blocks drag her beneath the calm surface. I wait for a few minutes, just staring into nothing, the light from the boat glowing across the water. When she doesn’t resurface, I turn the boat around and disappear home. In the morning, I’ll go back to the spot to make sure she isn’t anywhere to be seen, and I’ll make sure the beach is clean, tidy and not a trace of me dragging her will ever be seen. 

When I arrive back at home, I spend the rest of my night scrubbing. I scrub her blood from the floor, I pick up broken pieces of furniture that she threw at me, I wash her sheets and clean her room. By the time morning rolls around, there is no evidence that my mother ever lived in this house. I have a few bags of her things that I’ll get rid of, and then that’ll be it. It’ll just be me. Me and nobody else. 

She’s gone. 

I sit down onto the couch, staring at the shack that’s cleaner than it has ever been. This is mine now. My home. Isla’s home. Nobody can take a single thing from me again. 

The lump that has been building in my throat finally releases, and tears flow down my cheeks. I don’t know if I’m crying out of guilt, pain, or relief. Maybe it’s a little of everything. I killed someone. I disposed of them. I cleaned away the evidence. I’m a monster. The worst part is, I don’t feel bad about being a monster. I only feel bad that it ended how it did. 

She didn’t deserve it. 

But neither did I. 

Who is the winner in that situation?

A knock at the door has me turning my head to see Isla standing at the screen, concern in her eyes. “I thought you might have done a runner. I’ve been calling you and texting you; I even came by last night but you weren’t here. I was getting worried.”

I exhale, thanking god she came over once I finished cleaning and had showered. An hour earlier, I would have had a lot of explaining to do. 

“My mother disappeared,” I say, my voice flat. “Came home yesterday and all her things were gone. I was busy looking for her.”

“She’s gone?” Isla asks, glancing around. “Why would she leave?”

“She’s a junkie. She probably ran off with one of her junkie friends. She had been threatening it, I just didn’t take her seriously.”

“I’m so sorry, Bohdi. What are you going to do now?”

“This is my home, I pay for it, I’m staying in it. She isn’t welcome back here. I spent my night cleaning it, because you’re moving in with me.”

Isla’s eyes widen. “What?”

I stand and walk over, stopping in front of her. “I’m not letting you do this alone. I’m not like my father, or my mother. That baby is mine, and I’m going to take care of it, and you. You’ll move in here, we’ll get married and I’ll take care of my family the way I’m supposed to.”

“You want to marry me?” she asks, her eyes wide. 

“I want to do what’s right by you and the baby. So, yeah, I want to marry you.”

She lunges forward, throwing her arms around my neck. 

I close my eyes and pray for fucking sanity. 

I pray I’m doing the right thing. 
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“How are you feeling?” Waverly asks me as we make the long drive to where Bryant used to live and where we’re hoping to find Cova. 

“I’m anxious,” I say, and that’s the honest truth. I am anxious. I’m terrified, actually. 

“Of course you are, honey. We’re here, just remember that. No matter what, we’ve got your back.”

I give her a smile. “I know.”

“Nobody is touchin’ you again,” Mykel says from the driver’s seat. . 

“Is Bohdi coming?” I ask, wondering if he’s amongst the people following us in trucks. 

Waverly glances at Mykel, who says nothing. 

Right, what are they hiding?

“What aren’t you two telling me?”

“He’s got Isla and the two boys with him.”

Oh. 

We’re staying in the town Bryant lives in overnight, being that it’s such a big drive and we need time. There is a possibility we’re staying two nights. That means Isla is staying with Bohdi. They’re coming together. Staying together. He said they’re not getting back together, but it is his wife and one of those boys belongs to him—maybe he’s going to try and mend fences for them. 

He’s missed so much, after all. 

I understand it, yet the idea of them two bonding, of him spending time with her, sharing a room. 

That hurts. 

“I’m sorry, we didn’t want to have to tell you yet,” Waverly exhales. “I know you’re hurting.”

“It’s fine,” I say, my voice flat. “We’re friends. We have made that clear.”

Waverly gives me a sympathetic look but says no more. Neither does Mykel. We just drive the rest of the way in silence. When we arrive in town, memories begin flooding back immediately. I gaze out the window, recalling the few times Bryant would bring us into town, and threaten us that if we so much as spoke a word to another person it would be the end of us. 

I don’t think he understood that at that point in our lives, we weren’t going anywhere. 

He was giving us better than we could get on our own. 

It was hell to most people but, for us, it was a step up. 

As we near the house where they rescued Cova and me, my anxiety kicks up a notch. I don’t know what we’re going to find there. Hell, I know they killed Bryant, but that doesn’t mean someone else in his little posse didn’t take over and is doing the same thing. Maybe Cova came back here and is living with them again. Or maybe, she didn’t come here at all. 

I guess we’re about to find out. 

“You don’t have to come in,” Mykel says when we pull up at the large house. 

“I’m okay,” I say, unbuckling my seatbelt, pushing the door open and getting out. 

The warm air hits my face and I use my hand to shield my eyes from the sun as all the other trucks pull in and come to a stop. The house is tidy, well-manicured, and seemingly lived in, which means I’m right in assuming someone has taken over it. Are they continuing the same thing Bryant was doing, or is it someone completely unaware of the hell this house held for so many years?

I see Bohdi get out of his truck with his wife and children. It hurts—god, no matter how prepared I think I am, it still hurts. The kids, they’re gorgeous and clearly happy he’s around. The younger boy, and the son that is his, takes his hand and clutches it. Bohdi gives him a warm look, and that expression makes everything inside me turn to liquid. 

Isla stays by Bohdi’s side, not moving her expression away from me. The look she’s giving me tells me she is more than aware of the relationship between Bohdi and myself. She doesn’t want me anywhere near him, her expression is making that very clear. 

When I look to him again, he’s watching me, that intense gaze traveling over my face, eyes scanning every part of it. 

He’s trying to see how I’m feeling. 

I look away and face Alarick and Briella as they walk over toward me. 

“Are you okay?” Briella asks, smiling at me. 

“Yeah, I’m okay.”

“Let’s go and see who’s livin’ here and if we can find out where Cova is,” Alarick orders. “You ladies wait here until we check it out.”

Bohdi, Kendric, Mykel, and Alarick all walk toward the house, their jackets on display, their power unmistakable. 

It’s odd to not see Samson with them, but he’s spending time with Lilian, and after everything that went down, I’m not even certain he’s part of the club anymore. I see him around the clubhouse, but as for these kinds of things, he hasn’t been part of it. 

That breaks my heart. 

He was only doing what he had to do to protect his daughter. 

Though I do understand that they did what they needed to do, to protect the club and the laws that come with it. 

“Do you think anyone lives here?” Waverly asks, leaning against the truck. “It kind of looks like they do.”

“I’m guessing so.” Briella nods. “It’s too clean. Did anyone else live here when you were here, Merleigh?”

I shake my head. “No, just Cova and I. Bryant had people around all the time, people he worked with who ran his companies for him. So, maybe one of them took over. I’m sure he had a will ...”

“Who is this man anyway?” Isla asks, joining the conversation. 

“He purchased girls illegally and kept them as slaves,” Zariah answers. “It took us a long time to bring them down.”

“He bought you then?” Isla asks me, her eyes narrowing. “Is that why Bohdi feels so sorry for you?”

I’m not in the mood to argue with her, or get into some sort of fight here in the driveway. So, I ignore the question. 

“You can answer me,” Isla mutters. “Or are you ignorant, too?”

I take a deep breath and look to her. “I’m not answering personal questions, I don’t even know you. Now is not the time.”

“When is it time? I have the right to know about the woman my husband is clearly in love with.”

Bohdi is in love with me?

I think she’s got it wrong. 

“We’re friends,” I say calmly. “Nothing ever happened between us, we just get along very well.”

That’s the truth, nothing ever did happen between us. Are there feelings there, at least for me? Yes. But we are friends. I’m not a liar, and I’m not fake. I will tell her the truth and that’s exactly what I’m doing.

“You expect me to believe that?” 

“It’s the truth,” Briella answers, her voice crisp and straight to the point. “It’s not up to you to come in here and cause problems, Isla. Merleigh is dear to us and we’re not going to have you speak down to her.”

Isla glares at Briella and then mutters, “Of course you’re all going to have her back. Nobody ever has mine.”

“We don’t know you,” Waverly points out. “We literally just met you. We didn’t know he had a wife.”

“And whose fault is that?” Isla snaps. 

“It’s his.” Waverly nods. “We get that, but you’re not making a great first impression. If you want to be part of his life again, we all come with it. I think you probably need to get on board with that.”

She goes to say something else, but her son, the oldest one, tugs at her hand. “Mom, I’m hungry.”

The boys are both under ten, but I’m not exactly sure of their ages. Taj, Bohdi’s son, is maybe six? And Sunny is probably closer to eight or nine. I’ll have to ask the question, find out for sure, but even at such a young age, Bohdi has missed so much. Taj looks just like him, there is no doubt in the world that the little boy belongs to him. 

They’re surfer boys through and through. Golden hair, tanned skin and gorgeous eyes. Beads around their necks and often getting around without a shirt. Sunny is far more outgoing than his little brother. Taj is quiet, just like Bohdi. He observes people and watches as they go about their day, as if he’s taking them in, learning things about them they probably don’t even know. 

“There’s some snacks in the truck,” Isla tells Sunny. 

He turns and rushes toward the truck—Taj presses closer to his mother’s side, his eyes on me. I smile at him and expect he won’t return it, but he does. When he does, he looks even more like his daddy, and that just makes my heart ache that much more. I can’t have kids. A secret I have kept close to my heart and soul, a secret nobody knows. 

I found out not too long ago at a checkup. I had been having problems, and after a range of tests, they told me my chances of having kids were basically none. They gave me options, ideas, but because of the life I had lived, I wasn’t able. An experience when I was younger made sure of that, an experience I can’t even think about, let alone process. 

The worst night of my life. 

The day I was forever changed. 

“The people who live here have no idea who Bryant is,” Alarick says, returning to the truck with the other guys following him. “They purchased the house only a month ago when it was put up for sale. They said the bank was selling it. They did, however, tell us that a girl matching Cova’s description was here last night, asking for Bryant. So, we’re on the right path. Now, we’ve got to work out where she would have gone. Any idea, Merleigh?”

I swallow and nod. “I know where she is.”

“Then let’s go and find her,” Briella says. 

“It’s not that easy,” I say. “Firstly, we can’t take kids there. Secondly ... it’s, ah, an eye opener.”

“Care to tell us what you’re talking about?”

There was a club Bryant used to own. Outside of the house, it was the only place he’d take us regularly. We’d sit in his office as he’d conduct business, and we’d watch and learn as he ran that place with an iron fist. The people he owned it with, I imagine would still be there, and Cova knows those people. They know her. If she’s looking for answers, they’re the ones who will give it to her. 

“It’s a sex club,” I say, quietly. Not wanting the boys to hear. “Bryant owned it. It’s not a trashy club, like you’re thinking. It’s more ... elite. Expensive rooms, expensive girls, you pay for the very best and you get it. We spent a lot of time there.”

Bohdi’s eyes swing to mine, and a flicker of something crosses them. 

“You ever have to work there?” Alarick asks, his voice rough. 

I shake my head. “No.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Not that I can think of, but a group of bikers rushing in might raise some concern. If I were you, I’d probably change.”

Alarick’s jaw ticks, but he nods sharply. “Then let’s go and check into our rooms. I’m certain it doesn’t open until later tonight anyway, am I right?”

“Yeah,” I nod. 

“Oh good, I could use a nap and a shower,” Isla says, hooking her arm through Bohdi’s and leaning her head on his shoulder. “What about you, babe?”

He doesn’t take his eyes off me. 

I turn before I can hear his answer. 

I can’t hear his answer. 

Hell, I can’t be here a second longer. 

I just can’t. 

~*~*~*~
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“WE COULD BE SOMEWHERE else, Cova. Somewhere away from here,” I say to the only other person in this world I can talk to right now. 

Now that we’re in this dungeon. This prison. This place where there is no escape. I don’t want to go back to the streets, to the horrors I left behind there, but I’m not sure I want to be here forever either. As his slave. If we do what he asks, then he’s good to us, but if we don’t ...

Maybe there is life beyond these walls. 

Maybe ...

“I don’t want to be anywhere else,” Cova says, sweeping the corners of the room with a brand new, expensive broom that she got, because she asked for it. 

He likes her. 

If I had asked for it, he would have beaten me. 

He would have made me work. 

He would have withheld food, or worse, drugs. 

“We could go together, get a job, and ...”

“And what?” she asks, looking up. “You think we can work, afford drugs and food and a roof over our heads on our own? We have no experience. We have nothing to give employers. We’ll end up back on the streets. Stop acting like we have other options, Merleigh. We don’t.”

I grit my teeth, forcing my words back. 

I know she’s right, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt to hear it. 

I’m only young, being here forever is ... terrifying. 

Cova glares at me, and then continues to work, her feet shuffling across the floor as she sweeps. 

I get back to work, my mind way too clear today. He hasn’t given us anything for a few days, and because of that, I’m feeling flighty and desperate. I’m agitated and my head hurts. Is he holding back on purpose? Cova seems fine. Has he taken anything from her? Or is it just me? 

“There you two are.”

I glance over to see Bryant standing in the doorway, suit on, cigar in hand. His eyes go right to Cova, like they always do. 

“How much longer until we’re done here?” Cova asks. “It’s hot, and Merleigh is too busy talking to help.”

My eyes widen, so do hers when she realizes what she’s said. She didn’t mean to call me out, it just came out, but now she understands that her words are going to cause serious punishment for me. 

“I mean, we’re both talking,” she says quickly, but it’s too late. 

“Don’t worry, I’ve heard the entire conversation,” Bryant says, his voice low and steady. “Merleigh, come with me please.”

I stare frantically at Cova, and she looks scared for me. 

“Don’t be angry at her, Bryant. Please. We were just having a conversation.”

“About leaving me,” he growls. “About taking what I own. I won’t have conversations like that under my roof. Merleigh, come here.”

I stand, feet firmly planted on the ground. Not because I’m defiant, but because I’m too terrified to move. 

“Now,” Bryant orders. 

“I didn’t mean it,” I say softly. “I just ... I was just thinking out loud and ...”

“You have one second to be in front of me or you’ll suffer.”

I swallow the lump in my throat, but clearly I don’t move fast enough because he steps forward, curling his fingers into my hair and jerking me toward him. Then, as if I weigh nothing, he turns and drags me behind him by my hair. I screech and claw at him, but I can’t reach anything solid enough to make him stop. He drags me down the halls, the burning in my scalp far too much for me to handle. 

My screaming only gets louder. 

“Hey.”

I jerk from my position by the pool, legs dangling in the water, and see Bohdi sitting down beside me. I didn’t even hear him approach, I was so lost in a memory, so tangled up in the anguish I feel when I’m anywhere near my old life. 

“He heard me tell Cova I wanted to leave one day and she accidentally said something about me not working,” I say, without prompting from Bohdi. The words just flow out. “I thought maybe there was something out there for us, that if we went together, we might just have a chance. He lost it, he dragged me down the hall by my hair and put me in the basement. He didn’t feed me for a week, I only got small rations of water and he withheld all my drugs. I was heavily addicted to drugs, so I laid there crying and screaming, sweating and vomiting. Then, I had nothing left so I just slept. All day and night I slept. He wanted me to be reminded what life without him would be like. I never did consider leaving again.”

“That motherfucker,” Bohdi growls, his voice low. “If he wasn’t dead, I’d have his throat.”

“Well, he is dead.”

“Is that why you and Cova ain’t close?”

“Because she told on me?”

He nods. 

“That and many other things. Cova and I have a strained relationship. There were times, times when he was so angry he’d actually hurt her, that she’d come to me and we’d hang onto each other to get through. But mostly, she played her part as his little pet and that earned her the freedom she had. Cova never wanted him to hurt me, she really didn’t, but she also wasn’t going to give up the preference she got by defending me.”

“You think she regrets that?”

“I’d like to think she does,” I exhale. “But she’s here, isn’t she? Looking for him. Wanting that life back. So I doubt it.”

“You’re a thousand times the person she is, Merleigh.”

I don’t say anything to that, I just stare into the crystal blue water. Maybe he’s right, maybe he’s not. I don’t know. I just know I had my own back after that day, and I will continue to do so for the rest of my life.

“There you are.”

I exhale at the sound of Isla’s voice coming up from behind us. Bohdi turns, I don’t. I keep staring at the water, wishing, for just one second, she’d go away. I get it, she’s his wife and she probably has a lot of wounds from their past together, but I also know she’s making her presence very well-known and isn’t willing to let him spend a single moment alone with me. 

“I’ll be in soon, Isla. I’m talking with Merleigh.”

“I need you now, though.”

“I said—” he turns and glares at her “—I’ll be in in a minute.”

I can’t see her face, but boy do I know there is a glare there that would be so intense, it would probably make me stand and walk away. 

“Fine.”

She disappears, and I dare to ask the question that bothers me so very deeply. “What’s going on with you two?”

“No idea,” he murmurs. 

That’s it? That’s the best he can give me?

“No idea isn’t really an answer.”

“It might not be an answer, Merleigh, but it’s the truth. It’s all I have to give you right now. I know you want more, fuck, I wish I could give you more but that’s all I have to give right now. I don’t know. I honestly don’t fuckin’ know.”

He stands, and guilt slams into my chest, so I quickly stand, too. 

“Want to go for a walk with me?”

He stares at me, those eyes racing with emotion. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

“Come on, I know somewhere really cool.”

We walk out of the motel complex and through the town, neither of us saying anything. Only when we are through it, past all the people and at a little lake, does Bohdi speak. “You know your way around well.”

“I was here for a long time, and we often went places with him, so long as we were seen and not heard. This place I found before I met him, though. This was somewhere I used to come when I was on the streets. This big tree—” I point to the massive tree in the middle of the green grass “—used to shelter me from the rain so incredibly well.”

“It’s fucked you had to live like that.”

“Well, not all of us have good families.”

“Yeah.”

He follows me down a dirt track that goes around the entire lake. People walk here all the time, but I had my own direction. I walk off the beaten path and toward a small stream that flows off the lake and into a pretty little area that not many people know about. It’s probably just overflow from the lake, but I never minded. I always liked it. 

We reach it, and it is exactly the same as it was the last time I was here. I stop and just spend a moment taking it in, glancing around and enjoying every single breath of fresh air that fills my lungs. 

“You find this place?” Bohdi asks me. 

“Yeah,” I say, finding an old fallen tree and sitting on it. “I used to sleep here a lot. I liked the way the water trickled. It was relaxing.”

He sits down beside me, stretching his legs out. His shoulder is touching mine and the overwhelming emotions I’m feeling are hard to contain. I want to curl into him, kiss him, let him become part of me. I’ve never had a person who has willingly made love to me in my life. My boyfriend when I was younger was forceful and cruel, and then I was sold and that was also forceful and cruel. Nobody, not a single person, has ever ravished my body or cherished it. 

I know Bohdi could. 

I know he would. 

But I also know he can’t. 

That kills me. 

“Hate the life you were handed, Merleigh.”

“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” I say, with a small laugh. 

He glances at me. “Strong you are.”

I hold his gaze. “Tell me more about your family, Bohdi.”

“I don’t have much to tell. My dad left us for another woman, my mom found drugs, overdosed, and died. I married Isla, and here I am.”

“There is always more to it than that.”

“That’s all there is.”

He looks straight ahead again. 

He doesn’t want to talk about it, I get that. 

“Are you happy to have Taj back?”

“Yeah,” he answers. “He’s a good kid. They both are.”

“Do you think Isla is going to let you remain a part of their lives?”

“I think she will if she gets her own way. If she doesn’t ... I don’t know.”

“And her own way is you and her together?” I say softly. 

“Yeah.”

“Is that an option?”

He exhales. “I don’t know, Merleigh. I don’t know.”

I fall silent, my heart slams against my ribcage with a force I can barely breathe through. He’s being honest, he’s always honest, but it doesn’t mean that his honesty doesn’t hurt like hell. 

I want to say so many things, but I don’t. 

“I’m sorry this is hurtin’ you,” he says, looking to me. “I never meant for any of this to hurt you.”

I nod, it’s all I have to give.

He reaches out, taking my face in his hands and holding it steady until I look at him. Only then does he murmur, “Everything I’ve shared with you, is real. One hundred percent real. I hope you know that.”

I need him. God, right now, in this moment, I need him so badly. 

I want him more than he’ll ever know. 

These are emotions I’m not used to dealing with. 

They’re unfamiliar and overwhelming. 

So much so, that I lean forward without thought. 

Because if I thought about it, I wouldn’t do it. 

But I do. 

I lean forward and kiss him. 

His lips are warm and soft, his face scratchy against my skin. He smells incredible and for a blissful moment, I allow myself to take that in. Every single inch of it. 

But he groans with an exhale and pulls back. 

My heart slams immediately through my gut, and I feel the whole world coming down around me. 

“Don’t look at me like that, Merleigh. It’s not that I don’t want to kiss you. Fuck, I do. It’s that I’ve done so many bad things in my life, that right now I’m goin’ to try and do right.”

He’s choosing her. 

That’s exactly what that means. 

I stand and turn, rushing down the path with his voice trailing behind me as he calls out. 

Tears burst forth and roll down my cheeks. 

I thought living the life I experienced in my past hurt. 

But this, this is so much worse. 

Heartbreak is agonizing. 
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THEN -  BOHDI
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“I’m losing the baby,” Isla says, clutching her stomach, blood running down her legs. 

She looks at me with frantic eyes, terrified. 

I rush forward, dropping my work bag and keys, going straight to her. She’s halfway through, we’ve been married two weeks, and now she’s losing the baby. A baby we were told was healthy, going well, and everything was fine with. A little girl. We only found out last week. 

“Calm down, I’ll call the ambulance,” I say, clutching her and reaching for my phone. “Maybe it’s something else.”

She cries out and doubles over as pain clearly takes her body in its claws. She’s screaming and my heart is racing. I dial 9-1-1. Within ten minutes, paramedics are on scene, loading her into the ambulance, and I’m in the back, my mind spinning, heart racing, not entirely sure what the fuck is going on. 

When I left for work this morning, she was fine. 

Now ... this nightmare. 

We arrive at the hospital, and she’s immediately rushed in while I’m sent to wait. Wait, like I’m not her fucking husband and that’s not my damned baby. Wait. They just want me to fucking wait. Wait for what? To see if she’s okay? If my daughter is okay?

I feel sick to my stomach. 

Hours pass with no word. 

Until finally a doctor comes out. His face tells me that he has bad news, and my mind immediately goes to Isla. 

“Is she okay?” I ask, holding my breath. 

“She’s okay, but the baby ...”

“What’s wrong with the baby?” I yell, losing it without meaning to. 

“The baby is gone, Bohdi. I’m very sorry. There were severe complications and we had to rush her in for surgery. The baby didn’t make it. I’m so incredibly sorry.”

What?

What?

The world spins around me as I stare at the doctor, his voice trailing in and out as my vision blurs. 

Gone. 

My baby is gone. 

How?

Why?

Why would this happen to me?

Is it because I’m a fucking murderer?

Is it because I don’t deserve happiness?

“You can go and see her, she’s awake.”

I follow him down the hall in a daze—I don’t know what to do think. When I enter the room, Isla is lying back with her eyes closed, tears rolling down her cheeks. In that moment, I realize that I do love my wife. Maybe not the soul crushing love that you hear about, but love all the same. She’s hurting, and my instinct is to protect her. 

I move closer and, when I reach her, I take her hand. 

Her eyes open, and the second she sees me, an agonized sob leaves her throat. “She’s gone, Bohdi.”

“I know, baby.”

I lean down, carefully wrapping my arms around her and closing my eyes as a tear rolls down my cheek. 

“She’s gone,” she sobs. “Gone.”

I clench my eyes shut tighter. 

Pain unlike anything I’ve ever felt fills my chest, overtaking my every emotion. 

My baby is gone. 

My daughter is gone. 

She’s gone. 

And I’m not getting her back. 

~*~*~*~
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ONE MONTH LATER
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“You have to get out of bed, Isla,” I say to my wife, my voice careful. 

She has been in bed for a month, rarely getting out. She’s depressed, and she’s hurting. I understand that. Her family disowned her when they found out she was pregnant and was marrying me. I tried to tell them she lost the baby, but they hung up on me. I went around there and they slammed the door in my face. I stood on their patio roaring that their daughter was suffering. 

Then I left. 

They never came. 

She’s alone, and she’s alone because of me. 

So, I let her stay in bed for a month. I let her grieve, mourn, cry. I went to work, I fed her, I bathed her, I gave her the time she deserved. 

But she’s depressed now, falling into a dark place I’m scared she won’t come out of. 

I’m drowning in it, I don’t want her in it too. 

I get up each day and I can barely fucking breathe. Between the death of my mom which plays on my conscience twenty-four-seven, to the loss of my baby and now working three fucking jobs. I can’t breathe. I haven’t touched the water in months. 

I don’t know how to fucking cope anymore. 

“Leave me alone, Bohdi,” Isla says, rolling to her side. 

“You gotta get out of bed, Isla. Today, I want you to take a walk with me to the beach.”

“No.”

Fuck. 

I’m trying. 

I really am. 

“I know you’re hurtin’, but you can’t live like this forever. I want to help you.”

“I don’t want your help.”

Her voice is flat. Dead. 

“I know you don’t, but I’m giving it to you. I’m your husband ...”

“You’re my husband because I was pregnant. You married me thinking you were doing the right thing. We don’t have a baby anymore, Bohdi.”

“I know that, but we will. One day, again, we will.”

I married her. I made a promise. I’m not the kind to just give up on that. Regardless of the fact that she’s not pregnant anymore. I’m not my fucking father, and I’m certainly not my mother. I take my vows very fucking seriously. 

She rolls at my words. “We will?”

I sit on the edge of the bed. “Yeah, we will. I married you, I’m not going anywhere. I made a promise, I’m going to stick to it. We’ll have a baby again. More than one. But you gotta get out of bed.”

A tear rolls down her cheek, but she nods and climbs out of bed. 

The promise of more children enough to get her moving. 

My heart is cold as stone, and I’m trying so fucking hard to melt it. Maybe more children will do that. 

God, I hope it does. 

Isla gets dressed and we take a walk on the beach. She’s pale compared to her usual golden complexion. She closes her eyes and breathes in the salty air. I stare at the waves, so fucking desperate to get out in them again, to live the life I’m supposed to be living. I’m fucking young. This isn’t how it’s meant to be. 

It’s just not. 

“I want to get out in the water again,” I say, without thought. 

Isla stares at me, her eyes wide. “Of course. I wondered why you hadn’t.”

“I work three jobs, Isla. I don’t have time.”

She looks away, guilt flashing across her face. “Because of me.”

“No, because it’s my job as a husband.”

“I could work, too, Bohdi. I’ve just ...”

“I know,” I say, knowing what she’s going to say. 

“I’ll get better. I’ll get a job. We can surf again.”

She squeezes my hand. I say nothing. 

Because I’m not sure she’ll do that. 

I’m right. 

She lies in bed for the next two weeks. 

Then the next. 

Until finally, my cold heart loses it. 

And the monster in me finally rears its ugly head. 

The coldness grows. 

And little by little, I lose every piece of who I am. 
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“This place is ... wow,” Briella says, staring with wide eyes at the club I’m oh so familiar with. 

It’s an expensive sex club. Men and women with money and time come here. The women selling their bodies are anything but cheap. They’re expensive as hell and they’re raking in more money than a normal person could wrap their mind around. This is top of the line. This club is elite. 

“Yeah, it’s something else alright,” I murmur, glancing around at the tables full of men in suits, women in classy but very sexy outfits serving drinks, and lines and lines of rooms being used for all sorts of sexual acts. 

It brings back a whole lot of memories for me. 

Nothing bad ever happened to me in this club, but it’s memories all the same. 

In fact, if I’m honest, I didn’t mind being here. It got me out of the house and one of the bouncers who used to work here became a friend of mine. His name was Deacon and he was a great guy. Of course he had no idea who I was, he just figured I was with Bryant and we never corrected him on that. It wasn’t worth the punishment if we did. 

Still, he was kind, and he made me laugh. 

He left a few years in, but I never forgot him. 

“Where might we find the owner of this joint?” Alarick asks me, glancing around. 

“Office up the stairs,” I say, pointing. 

“Merleigh?”

At the sound of my name, I turn and am surprised to see Deacon walking towards me wearing a crisp suit. His light brown hair is slicked back atop his head and his blue eyes are sharp and intense. He smiles when he sees me, a genuine smile, but I’m not used to seeing him so dressed up. So sophisticated. 

“Deacon?” I say, unable to stop the smile that spreads across my face. 

“What are you doin’ here, kid? I never thought I’d see you again after Bryant disappeared. I figured you went with him.”

I guess the bikers hid that death well. 

“No, I’m not with him anymore,” I lie, reaching out to the man I was dear friends with and hugging him. He wraps his big arms around me and holds me tight for a moment before letting me go.

“What brings you to my club then?”

“Your club?” I ask, raising my brows. “You took over this place?”

“Yeah, believe it or not I bought it out when Bryant disappeared. Highest bidder. I guess those years as a bouncer were a good thing.”

“Wow,” I say, eyes wide. “That’s incredible. Good for you.”

He shrugs and gives me a winning smile. He’s handsome and tall and huge in build. I suppose he had to be to be a bouncer for a place like this. 

“I’m happy for you. We’re actually here looking for Cova, we heard she might have swung by this way.”

Deacon looks to Bohdi, Alarick and Kendric standing behind me. All of them not wearing their leathers, but all of them intimidating all the same. 

“These guys with you?”

“Yeah,” I nod. “They’re friends of mine, dear friends. This is Cova’s sister, Briella.”

Briella steps forward and gives Deacon a little wave. He studies her, then smiles. “Yeah, I can see that. I did see Cova, she was in here with Riff earlier. She was looking for Bryant, figured she was with him for sure, their connection and all, but she didn’t know where he was. That means he’s dead, guaranteed.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. “Why do you say that?”

“He hasn’t returned, left everything. Men like Bryant don’t just disappear. Either way, not my fuckin’ problem. Still, I for sure thought Cova would be with him.”

“She and I left together,” I say. “When she found out she had a sister and a family. I guess you could say we were curious.”

It’s such a bad lie, but a lie I have to use all the same. 

“Well, whatever she’s doin’, she’s hanging with the wrong crowd now.”

“Riff is bad news,” I exhale. 

“He’s even worse now than when you knew him.”

Why the hell would Cova go to Riff?

He’s a big time drug dealer and a bad, bad man. Bryant used to work with him, running drugs for profit, and I know for certain the two of them did some awful things. Cova was always scared of Riff, but we knew he provided us the drugs we needed, so we never said anything when he was around. Even if he did get handsy. Riff forced himself onto me more than once, and Bryant allowed it. 

But not Cova. 

Never Cova. 

I shiver at the memory, and my stomach twists at the thought of having to find and see the man who holds awful memories for me. 

“Where is Riff these days?” I ask, my voice tight. 

“Same place. Same people. You goin’ after him?”

“Yeah, we need to find Cova. She’s not doing well, and I don’t want her to get tangled up with him.”

“Understand that,” Deacon nods. “I gotta get back to work. You in town long? Come by and see me, kid. I’ve missed your face.”

I smile and hug him again. “Me too, Deacon.”

He disappears, and I see Bohdi’s eyes follow him. He’s hardly in a position to be jealous, considering what happened earlier. I look to Alarick next. “I know where to find her.”

“This man she’s with, he dangerous?”

“Yep,” I say, nodding. “He’s a monster and, if I don’t have to, I don’t really want to see him.”

“Why?” Bohdi asks, his voice low. 

“Because he ...”

My voice trails off, and I say nothing more. 

I don’t want to say the words, I don’t even want to think them. 

I can’t be near Riff, because if I am, I’ll remember the cruel night he took so much from me and did it without regret. 

“He fuckin’ hurt you?” Bohdi growls. 

“Yes, he did.”

“We’ll take care of him then.”

Alarick’s voice is sharp and deep. 

“No, if you take care of him you’ll end up in a whole world of trouble. You just cleared the club from danger. Don’t bring them into more for me. Please, Alarick.”

“She’s right,” Briella says, taking Alarick’s arm. “We don’t need to go down that road again. We just freed ourselves.”

Alarick grits his teeth and glances at me. “You sure? We can make sure he doesn’t touch another woman again.”

Tempting, it really is, but I can’t be responsible for death. Bloodshed. Pain. 

I just can’t. 

“Let’s just get Cova back,” I say. 

We exit the club and Bohdi hasn’t said another word. He’s stewing, I know he is, but he keeps it to himself. 

I give them directions to find Riff and then they drop me back to the motel, with Briella and Zariah, while the guys go and take care of business. Briella protested, but Alarick said he didn’t want her anywhere near it, and I can’t say I blame him. 

“Where’s Bohdi?” Isla asks when she hears the trucks take off again. 

She is holding Taj’s hand, in her nightwear, standing outside of their room. It doesn’t go unnoticed to me that she’s wearing a slip of a nightie, see through and clinging to her curves. She’s gorgeous, no doubt about that, and it only makes me feel even more conscious about the damage my body has endured. 

Why would Bohdi ever want to look at my scars and marks, when he has her luscious body up for the taking?

“He’s gone with the guys,” Briella answers before I can. 

“Oh, I have been waiting for him,” she says, and her eyes swing to me. “I guess I’ll wait a bit longer.”

She’s rubbing it in, but I say nothing. 

Not a damned thing. 

“Come on, honey,” Briella says, taking my arm and shooting a glare at Isla. “Let’s get some sleep.”

I disappear into our room and only when the door is closed and locked do I exhale. I turn and look to Briella and Zariah. “Thanks for saving me back there.”

“She’s something else.” Zariah scrunches up her nose. “So pretty and yet when she speaks there is just so much poison.”

“I wonder what their story is,” Briella says, curiously. “I know the basics of it, but I just feel like there is so much more.”

“I think there is far more to Bohdi’s whole story, to be honest,” Zariah crosses her arms. 

“You’re both right,” I say, sitting on the edge of the bed. “But whatever it is, he’s doing right by her and I have to respect him for that.”

Zariah gives me a sympathetic smile. “Well, we need to find you a distraction. I’m sure there are some hotties getting around on that beach of yours.”

I smile, grateful. “There are a few.”

“We need to find some,” Briella grins. “Next weekend we’re coming down and we’re going on a girls night. When was the last time you had a bit of fun?”

I shrug. “It has been some time.”

“And a gorgeous man on top of you?” Zariah winks. 

My chest tightens. “That would be never.”

“Never?” she asks, her eyes growing sad. 

“Like never ever?” Briella questions. 

“Yep, like never ever. I’ve never had sex willingly. Only when I was with my first boyfriend, but he was so forceful I wouldn’t call it willing.”

“Oh, honey,” Zariah says, sitting down beside me. “I didn’t realize, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I say, giving her a smile. “If it wasn’t for all of you, I’d never even have the chance to find love, or get that experience. I’m grateful.”

“Your soul is too good, honey. Too good.”

Maybe. 

Or maybe it isn’t, and it’s just well covered. 

I guess we’ll never know. 

~*~*~*~
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THE SOUND OF RUCKUS outside wakes me up. I hear shouting, and then angry slams coming from the rooms beside mine. I stir and sit up, glancing at the clock beside the bed. It’s two AM. I look over to where Briella is sleeping beside me. She hasn’t moved and is in a deep sleep. She stayed with me when Alarick wasn’t home. We were talking and just fell asleep. 

I’m sure he’s wondering where she is. 

I get out of bed and walk to the window, peering out behind the curtains. I see Alarick, Bohdi, and Mykel all talking amongst themselves. Alarick swings his arms around every few minutes, clearly cursing and, when he moves, I see Bohdi’s face. It’s all beaten up, blood dripping down from his mouth, eyes dark, face banged up in a big way. 

I freak out and rush outside without thought. 

I don’t care that I’m in a bra and panties. I don’t even care that everyone turns to stare. Bohdi is hurt. Whatever happened tonight caused him pain and I want to know what went down. 

“What happened?” I ask, when I reach them. “Bohdi, are you okay?”

“He fuckin’ deserves everything he got for goin’ behind my back like that,” Alarick growls. 

I don’t understand. 

“He deserves it?” I say, horrified. 

“Bohdi went back to Riff after we found Cova and he beat him within an inch of his life. We got him out of there before he did, but that man is a fuckin’ mess,” Mykel tells me. 

Bohdi beat Riff. 

He hurt him?

I look to him, and he’s staring down at the ground where blood is dripping onto the pavement below him. He did that for me. He doesn’t even know what Riff did, but he risked it all for me. Nobody, and I mean nobody, has ever risked it all for me before. The only reason the club saved me is because they were there looking for Cova, otherwise I never would have been saved. 

I step forward toward Bohdi and, when I reach him, I wrap my arms around his waist and put my head on his chest. “Thank you,” I whisper. 

He stiffens for a minute, and then he puts his arm around me, just one, and rests his chin on the top of my head. I don’t even care that he’s bleeding. I don’t care that Alarick and Mykel might think I’m crazy. What he did for me tonight, that means so much to me. 

“Clean him up,” Alarick mutters. “I’ll deal with him in the morning.”

“What’s going on?”

Briella is standing outside my room now, her eyes sleepy. I release Bohdi and step back, and she catches sight of him. “Oh my god, what happened?”

“He got himself into a brawl, he’s fine,” Alarick mumbles. “I need to sleep.”

“Cova?” she asks. 

“Safe. With Zariah. She took her for a drive to calm her down. We have her back. She ain’t happy, though.”

Briella exhales. “Oh, thank god.”

“Let’s go to bed,” Alarick says, walking toward her and catching her around the waist, pulling her toward their room. 

“I’ll go and find a first-aid kit and clean you up, wait in my room,” I say to Bohdi. 

He nods and disappears into my room. Mykel goes to his. I go to the office where they have staff on nightshift. I ask for a first-aid kit and she hands one over. Then I return back to the room where Bohdi is sitting on the end of my bed, shirt off, nothing but a pair of blue jeans on. He looks so gorgeous sitting there, his blond hair falling around his shoulders, his olive skin glistening beneath the light. 

He’s perfection.

Utter perfection. 

He looks up at me, face all banged up. He’s in pain, he has to be in pain, but his face is calm. I gather a few washcloths and soak them in warm water, and then I step in front of him and carefully start washing the blood away. He doesn’t flinch, he doesn’t wince, he just sits there, staring at nothing. 

“What did he do to you?” he asks me in a quiet voice. 

I pause. 

I’ve never said the words out loud. 

I’ve never even considered telling another person. 

But I trust Bohdi. 

I trust him more than I think even he realizes. 

“He raped me,” I say softly. “Multiple times. He was rough and aggressive. He hurt me, made me bleed, and the pain from that lasted a very long time.”

Bohdi’s whole body tenses. “I should have killed him.”

I take his chin in my hand, forcing him to tip his head back and look at me. “What you did for me tonight, Bohdi ... Nobody has ever defended me like that. I don’t think you’ll ever fully understand how much that means to me.”

“He hurt you,” he growls. 

“Yes, he did.”

“He shouldn’t be breathing.”

“No, he shouldn’t, but it can’t be you to take that from him. You’re better than that.”

“Am I?”

His eyes are locked onto mine now, and his question gives me pause. 

What does he mean by that?

I’m not sure I understand. 

“I think you are,” I answer. 

Is that what he wants me to say? I don’t know. 

“Well, maybe you’re wrong.”

“And maybe I’m right.”

He closes his eyes, and I keep cleaning his face until there is no dried blood left and everything is cleared off. Then I make sure his wounds aren’t deep. They’re not, but he’s going to have a good amount of bruises. His hands are messed up and one of his fingers is swollen. I don’t think it’s broken but he’s a man, and I’m not about to mention getting an x-ray. 

“You’re all done,” I say softly. 

He stands, staring at me, his eyes so lost, so confused. 

We have so much to say, yet neither of us are going to say it. 

“Thanks for fixin’ me up.”

He walks to the door. 

“Bohdi?” I say, before he reaches it. 

He looks back. 

“Thank you.”

He nods. 

Then he’s gone. 

And my heart feels a little emptier than it did before. 

I wish it would stop. 

But I’m afraid it never will. 
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“Sherry is at it again,” Isla says, walking into the shack and throwing her handbag down. “She’s crazy. One hundred percent.”

Sherry is Isla’s sister and the only person in her family who talks to her, even now. Her mom and dad still hold a grudge and considering nobody is moving on that, they haven’t spoken to one another. Sherry is the only one, and quite frankly, I wish she wasn’t. She’s utterly fucking crazy and constantly causes drama, but she’s the only family Isla has around, so we spend a fair amount of time with her, and her husband, Daniel. 

“What’s she doin’ now?” I ask, running wax over my board. 

“She’s accusing me of sleeping with Daniel.”

I look up. “That again.”

“Yep. She said because I was there when she got home today, I must be sleeping with him. But I was only there to see her. I didn’t know she was out. She was drunk when she came home, that’s probably it.”

“She’s got a problem, that makes people crazy.”

Isla exhales. “Yeah. Anyway. I feel sorry for Daniel, I honestly don’t know how he sticks around. She’s my sister, I love her, but she’s hard work.”

Fuck, I have to agree. 

Sherry is hard work. 

“Speakin’ of work, I gotta go. I’m on doubles tonight.”

I put the wax down and turn to Isla. From afar, people probably think we have a great life together. I mean, it’s not fucking horrible but it’s far from great. We fight a lot, we rarely sleep together, and we have been trying for a baby for the last god knows how many years, which is quite frankly, exhausting. 

I should love my wife more. 

I should care more. 

But I find it hard to, I really do. 

She makes it hard. 

She’s rarely here, she misses work, and when she is around, she’s distracted. I’m lifting the weight of the family, working and keeping a roof over our heads, but I’m fucking drowning. I’m miserable, unhappy, and missing out on a life I thought for sure I was going to have. Sean and Carson are long gone, taking their surfing careers around the world. 

That was meant to be me. 

I try not to live with regret, but I do. 

I fucking hate my life, and what makes it worse is that it was my choice to marry Isla and be a better man than my father, to wash away the sins of my mother, but in doing that, I’ve darkened my soul to a point I’m not sure I’ll ever return from. 

“You’re working again?” Isla asks, crossing her arms. 

“Someone has to.”

I grab my keys and phone. 

“What’s that supposed to mean, Bohdi?”

I’m not in the mood for yet another fight, so I don’t answer her. 

“I’m speaking to you,” she says, narrowing her eyes. 

“I’m not going to fight with you, Isla. I’m done fighting.”

“Then why are you here?”

I look to her. “Because you’re my fucking wife.”

“You hate me so much, I don’t understand why you bother.”

I exhale, angrily. “I don’t fuckin’ hate you, but it would be nice to have some help around here. You’re always out, I do fucking everything. I’m workin’ two jobs, trying to keep us afloat while you galivant around town. Why don’t you look at getting a job, too?”

She stares at me, horrified. “You know about my health problems after losing our baby. I have never been the same since, and you’re asking me to do something that causes me pain.”

“You’re healed. You’re recovered.”

She is. Her mind fucking isn’t, though. She was never the same, and I get it, fuck, do I get it, but she is putting her entire life on hold obsessing over getting pregnant again. The only time she comes near me is when she’s ovulating. I can’t remember the last time we had sex and it actually meant a single fucking thing. 

“I’m struggling, why can’t you see that? I can’t get pregnant, I’m suffering, Bohdi.”

I’m not going to argue with her. I can’t be bothered. “I’m going to work.”

“Why do you do this to me?” she cries as I walk out the door. “Why do you treat me like this?”

Anger bubbles in my chest, and I spin around. “How the fuck do I treat you, Isla? I fucking do everything for you. If it wasn’t for me, you’d have none of this. I let you live this free fucking life, and I don’t get a god damned thing in return. Go fuck yourself.”

I turn and storm out. 

I shouldn’t have spoken to her like that, I know it, but I don’t fucking care. 

I’m so done with caring about someone who couldn’t give a crap about me in return. 

Maybe we should get a divorce, but if we do that now, I’m going to lose everything. 

That shack, it’s the only thing I have left. 

Literally the only fucking thing. 

Without it, I’m left with nothing. 

I’m not letting her take everything from me. 

No fucking way. 

~*~*~*~
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“I’M PREGNANT,” ISLA says, walking into the kitchen, white stick in hand. 

I look up from my bowl of spaghetti, and my heart jumps into my throat. What did she just fucking say? Pregnant?

No. 

Sure we’ve been trying, but we’ve been trying for over three fucking years and, quite honestly, I thought it was never going to happen. I do want a family, but I’m not sure we’re in a position to be giving children the life they deserve. I can barely afford to feed us. 

“What?” I ask, swallowing the thick lump in my throat. 

“I’m pregnant. Look.”

She hands me the test, a clear plus sign on the screen. 

She’s pregnant. 

Fuck. 

“When did this happen?” I ask, my voice tight. 

“I missed my period, and thought I’d test. I can’t believe it, I’m so happy. Are you happy, Bohdi? This is what we’ve wanted.”

This is what she has wanted. 

Nobody ever asks me what I want.

“It is what it is, doesn’t matter what I want.”

Her face drops. 

“That’s it? That’s your reaction? I’m giving you a child and that’s how you treat me?”

“It’s great,” I lie. “I’m happy.”

“You’re a liar!” she screeches, picking up the television remote and tossing it at me. “All I do is listen to your lies. If you don’t want to be here, Bohdi, then why are you?”

Fucks me. 

I close my eyes and listen to her rant and rave, until finally she gets angry enough to storm out the door, slamming it on her way. Memories of my mother doing the same thing flood my mind, and I think about tossing her body over that boat, in the dead of the night, after I killed her. 

The thought still makes me sick. 

I’m not fit to be a father—I couldn’t even be a decent son. 

Nobody ever found her body, they still believe she just left me alone and ran off with some man. 

Nobody cared enough to look into it further. 

How fucking tragic is that?

Is that how my life is going to end? Without a single person even realizing I’m gone?

Isla is having a baby. A child. Something that is going to rely on me, that is going to need me and want me. 

Something I have to take care of, and make sure I do right by. 

The thought is terrifying, but maybe it’s what we need. 

Maybe, just maybe, it’s the answer to our problems. 

I stand and walk out of the shack and down to the beach where Isla is sitting in the sand, sobbing. It wasn’t fair, my reaction. I know that, but I struggle sometimes to give her the emotions she wants. I barely feel a fucking thing, let alone show it to someone else. 

I sit beside her and reach out, taking her hand. “I’m sorry. I am happy, it was just a shock. But I’m happy, Isla. I want a baby with you.”

The words feel forced, but I say them anyway. 

I say them because she needs me to say them.

It has nothing to do with wanting to say them. 

God knows, I don’t know what I want anymore.

“Really?” she asks, wiping away her tears. 

“Yeah, really.”

“I’m so happy, Bohdi. It has been so long, I thought you’d be as excited as I was.”

“I am.”

She turns and nestles into me. I stiffen, but she doesn’t seem to notice. 

I close my eyes and pray for this emptiness to fade so I can feel again. 

I can’t live the rest of my life like this. 

I can’t. 
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“Congrats on your first day,” my new boss, Vienna, says, giving me a smile and a pat on the back. “You’re going to be a great part of the team.”

I exhale a sigh of relief. I was so nervous to start today, but the staff was lovely and Vienna made sure I had any instructions I needed to get through. I breezed through it and did really well. It was easy, and the people were great. I’m going to like working here, and knowing I’m finally doing something for myself makes me feel incredible. 

“Thank you so much for giving me a chance,” I smile. 

“Oh, honey, you’re easy to take a chance on. We’ll see you tomorrow then?”

I nod and wave to the other two girls working with me today, Henny and Cassie. They both give me a smile and a wave, and I pack my things and head out of the gorgeous little café that is now my place of work. 

I smile all the way home, feeling on top of the world. When I arrive, I see Bohdi standing on my front porch. His face is still a mess, and he looks terrible, but that didn’t stop him from driving the few hours to deliver my first surfing lesson this afternoon. The sun is out, the waves are great, and it’s a gorgeous day on the beach. 

“What’s that smile for?” he asks me when I walk up the front steps. 

“I had a good first day. I got the job officially.”

“Good for you. You ready to surf?”

“Yep.”

I rush inside and get changed into a full body wetsuit that Bohdi insisted I wear so I don’t get stung anymore. He said it will also protect me from the sun. I laugh at myself as I stare into the mirror. I look terrible in this. My god. Why does anyone wear these things?

“This is the worst,” I say, walking outside. “I look like a walking sausage.”

Bohdi’s mouth twitches. “I think it suits you. Very nice.”

“You’re not being very nice when you lie like that.” I laugh softly. “Anyway, I’m ready.”

“Let’s go then.”

We walk down the track to the beach and Bohdi takes me to a little spot he has set up with two boards. I watch as he undresses and gets down to nothing but a pair of surfer looking shorts that go down to his knees and hug his hips so incredibly well. He’s gorgeous, my god, that skin and the muscles. He’s turning heads. Women walking past stop and stare at him, their smiles huge. 

I can’t blame them. 

Bohdi has it. 

“So where do we start?” I ask, staring at the boards, and the ocean, and wondering how the hell this is going to work. 

Bohdi places the boards flat on the ground. “Before we can even consider the water, you gotta get your balance here. So get on, have a feel. It should be a good match for you, but if it feels wrong, let me know, and we can change it.”

He’s referring to the board. 

I step onto it and wobble around, putting my arms out and letting out a little yelp. “Oh my god, this is harder than it looks.”

“You wait until a wave is tryin’ to crash you down,” Bohdi says, stepping onto his board as if it’s the easiest thing in the world. 

“You make that look easy,” I say, wobbling around.

“Been surfin’ a long time, though it’s been a while.”

“Have you surfed all your life?” I ask, finally getting my balance. 

“Since I could swim.”

That’s pretty incredible. 

“Once you get your balance, you want to practice movin’ about, making sure that you can keep your balance. Widen your hips a bit, don’t be afraid to bend your knees to give yourself some footing.”

He gets off his board and walks over, taking my hips in his hands and steadying me. My heart races, and I swallow, enjoying the feeling of his hands on my hips. He steadies me and then brings me down a little, making me bend my knees. “You gotta relax. If you’re stiff, you’ll never get up and stay up.”

“It’s hard,” I say, taking a deep breath. 

“It is, but when you’re in that water, you’ll forget the rest of the world and it won’t be hard anymore, it’ll be life.”

I love the way he describes it. The way he explains his passion. I can feel it in his words, in his hands. The love he has for the ocean. 

“Why a biker club?” I ask randomly, when he lets me go and goes back to his board. 

He stares over at me. “Why not? I had no family, I couldn’t surf anymore without bein’ seen. A club was a place I could hide and stay hidden. They were a good fit.”

“I mean, I get it. I couldn’t see it before, but I can now. They really are a family.”

“Yeah, they are. They took me in and gave me a chance. Not many people would do that.”

He’s right, they wouldn’t. 

“Once you’ve got your balance and are comfortable shifting your weight around the board, you’ll need to practice getting up and down. If you can’t get up, you won’t go anywhere. It takes a good while, but once you get it, surfing becomes a whole lot easier.”

I nod, and he encourages me to lie down on the board, explaining where to put my body, my arms, my legs, and how I’ll be paddling. We practice that, and then he shows me how to stand. I fall, stumble and trip so many times. It seems like it would be easy to just bounce up on a board—it certainly is not. After half an hour, I’m frustrated that I can’t seem to get it.

“How about we go do some paddling in the water?” Bohdi asks me, his mouth twitching at my frustration. 

“So you can laugh at me drowning?”

He grins, and it takes my breath away. I’ve never seen him grin, god, I could only imagine in my wildest fantasies what he’d look like smiling and laughing. Seeing it, up close, does something to my heart. It makes me melt in a way I didn’t think was possible. The way it lights up his face—incredible. He has a dimple in his cheek that’s so incredibly adorable I don’t dare point it out because I know he’d flip. 

Bikers aren’t adorable. 

I say nothing, even though I want to scream with joy that he’s grinning at me. Instead, I huff and get off my board, picking it up. “Well, let’s do this.”

“After you.”

We go into the water and Bohdi shows me how to paddle when there is surf around. It’s hard, and exhausting and my god I didn’t realize just how difficult it would be. It seems so easy – it is not. We finally get past the waves and out to where it’s calmer. Bohdi climbs onto the board, and I follow suit, and we sit with our legs dangling in the ocean, out in the middle of nothingness, just the two of us. 

“I see why the ocean means so much to you. Out here it’s as if nothing could ever touch you.”

“Yeah,” he agrees, closing his eyes and breathing it in. “Club brings me freedom, but nothin’ in this world brings me peace like the ocean.”

“Why did you stop surfing?”

He opens his eyes and glances at me. “I had no choice. Life got complicated. I didn’t have time. Then, I disappeared.”

I still wonder what drove him to disappear like that. Sure, I know he found out some bad news, but what in his life made him so depressed that that news drove him to act like he was dead. I don’t know if he’ll ever tell me, but I do know that whatever he’s keeping a secret, it’s big enough to change the course of his life.

“Well, I’m happy to be out here. I’ve never been in the ocean like this. Before the other night, I hadn’t been in at all.”

“That’s a fucked existence.”

“Yeah, it is. But I’m here now. That’s all that matters.”

He nods. “Yeah.”

We sit in silence for long moments, and it’s anything but uncomfortable. In Bohdi’s presence, I feel relaxed and calm. 

“I gotta tell you, the other night when you kissed me, I didn’t handle it well. I need to apologize for that.”

I’m taken aback by his statement. 

I didn’t think he’d say anything about that. 

Hell, I wasn’t about to mention it. No bloody way. 

“It’s okay, I shouldn’t have done it. I understand you don’t feel the same way, and ...”

“That’s not it,” he cuts me off. “Fuck, if you knew what I felt ...”

“Then why don’t you tell me? Why are we so afraid of whatever this is?”

“Because it can’t be anything more, and I can’t risk letting that feeling out.”

He turns and paddles in. As always, cutting the conversation off. 

I’m frustrated and tired of going around and around in circles. He tells me he doesn’t know what’s going on with Isla and that he cares about me, but that’s all he gives me. No talk of the future, or what might happen. Nothing. 

Maybe the time has come for me to move on. 

Maybe, I need to let Bohdi go. 

The problem is ... I don’t know if I can do that. 

~*~*~*~
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I’M STRUGGLING WITH arms full of sticks and ocean bark that I don’t see the man jogging toward me down the path. I don’t see him until I slam into him and my collection goes flying. With a loud cry, I stumble backward, shocked and confused. It takes me a moment to realize what has happened. I’ve crashed into someone because I couldn’t see in front of me, and he clearly wasn’t paying attention either. 

He throws his hands out right away, and I see he’s incredibly handsome. Tall, lean, with sandy blond hair and deep brown eyes. He’s been around the water for a lot of his life, that much is clear. He looks like he belongs on the ocean, maybe in a ship or something of the sort. He looks to me, and in a puffed voice from running, he says, “God, I am so sorry. Let me help you pick up your ... sticks.”

My cheeks flush as I kneel down and start gathering the little collection I was bringing back from the beach to make some things. I don’t know what, but I thought I could use them in a crafty way to make things for my little cabin. I like creating, and what better way to do that then with what mother nature naturally gives out. 

“It’s okay, they’re just for some art,” I say, picking up what I can. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to run into you.”

“It’s okay, no problem at all,” he says, standing with a hand full of sticks. Most of those aren’t the ones I had, but I can’t help but smile at his effort. 

He hands them all to me, and I can’t stop the giggle that escapes my throat. 

“Those aren’t your sticks, are they?” he says, a grin spreading across his handsome face. 

“No, but that’s completely okay. I appreciate you helping.”

“You’re new around here?” he asks, studying me. “I don’t think I’ve seen you on this path before.”

“I am, I live in the cabin just over there.”

I nod my head in the direction of the cabin. 

“Oh, nice. I knew the people there before, good people. You living alone?”

“Yeah, just me. I’m working at a local café in town and trying to settle in as best I can. I’m Merleigh, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Merleigh. I’m Carson.”

Carson.

Handsome. 

“Have you lived around here long, Carson?”

“Nah, only for the last few years. I used to live by the ocean, I did a lot of traveling for surfing. Then I retired and wanted to be back by the beach, so here I am. I work at a local fishery now.”

“You surf?” I ask, raising my brows. 

“Yeah. Well, I used to.”

“And you competed?”

He nods. 

“That’s really cool. I have a friend who surfs, he’s teaching me. It’s not as easy as it looks.”

He laughs. “No, it certainly isn’t. Listen, do you need a hand with those sticks? I feel bad that I knocked you over.”

“That would be great.”

I point out which ones I want and he collects them before following me back to my cabin. We place them on the porch and I turn to face him. “I appreciate your help.”

“This might sound too forward but ... would you want to grab a coffee? I’m not working this afternoon and I know a great place in town.”

I hesitate. Not because Carson isn’t cute, he is. My lord he is. But because my heart is so attached to Bohdi ... but, he has also made it very clear that it’ll never be anything. Maybe I should be exploring other options, even if the idea feels incredibly wrong. 

Still, I can’t say no to a friend. 

“I’m not really looking to start anything right now, but I’m always up for friends,” I say, getting that out of the way up front. 

“Sounds great to me.”

I beam. “Let me get changed and we can go.”

I turn and rush inside, getting changed. Then I flick Waverly a text telling her what happened. She will lose it, but she’ll be super happy, too. It’s nice having girls I can talk to. I change into a casual dress and re-brush my hair, then I meet Carson out front and we take the short stroll into the town center. It’s nice living so close, I rarely use my car. 

He takes me to the other coffee shop I applied to, and we sit down. I order a coffee and a pecan slice—Carson does the same. 

“So, tell me about yourself, Merleigh.”

I tell him the basics and make it sound as nice as I can. I don’t want to go scaring the poor man off before he has the chance to get to know me. This me, not the me that has long since died. 

“So just a small town girl,” he grins. “I like it.”

“What about you? Tell me more about your surfing,” I question, sipping my coffee when it arrives. 

“There isn’t much to tell, really. I have been surfing all my life, I went and did some competitions and then decided it was time to pack it up and settle down. I don’t have a family, or a wife, I couldn’t keep galivanting around the world forever.”

I respect that. 

“That’s a big choice to make.”

He nods, with a smile. “It is, but I always did want kids and a family. So, I picked a place and decided to make a go of it.”

“That place was here?”

“Yeah, I could have gone back where I grew up, but I wanted a change of scenery. I needed to be near the ocean, and this place came highly recommended it. So far, I can say I’m impressed.”

“I think I’m going to grow to love it here, too,” I nod. “It’s so ... peaceful.”

“That’s the good thing about small towns, people are different.”

He’s right about that, they are. 

“So you work at the fisheries,” I ask. “What’s that like?”

“Messy,” he chuckles. “But, it’s hard work, and I don’t mind hard work. It makes the days go quickly and the days off more enjoyable.”

I laugh. “That sounds fun.”

“What about you, working at the café? How are you liking that so far?”

“I’ve only been for one shift, but it was great. They’re nice people.”

“Yeah, they certainly are.”

We talk and drink two more cups of coffee. Carson is incredibly easy to get along with. He’s the kind of person you can just talk to, without pause. There are no awkward silences or moments where you struggle to find things to say. No, talking to Carson is easy and effortless. I like him, and I have no doubt this will blossom into a great friendship. 

God, I can only hope. 

Maybe now, things are finally looking up. 
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THEN – BOHDI

TWENTY-FIVE YEARS OLD
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“Sunny is crying, can you grab him, please?” Isla growls, storming past me, pregnant stomach protruding as she waddles around. 

She’s pregnant with our second son and she is making it known to the world that she is miserable, round, and has had enough. 

Sunny is a good boy, but he’s strong and determined. I like that about him. He knows what he wants. Even though he’s not even two, he is something else. No doubt about it. 

I wasn’t expecting Isla to get pregnant so soon after Sunny was born, but it happened and we went with it. Get it out of the way and all that. Things aren’t any better after the birth of Sunny like I thought they would be. She’s angry, and frustrated, and always out. She puts Sunny into care and disappears for an entire day, stating that she’s searching for jobs. 

I highly doubt it. 

“Let him cry, Isla,” I say, picking up my keys. “You can’t always give him what he wants.”

She glares at me in a way that makes my skin prickle. She’s angry, god is she angry. She’s always fucking angry. 

“He is a child. Pick him up, Bohdi.”

I exhale and lean down, scooping Sunny into my arms. He immediately stops crying—he always does when I hold him—which is why Isla always wants me to pick him up. She can’t handle his crying. I get it, but I’m not about to create entitled children, either. Still, I like having my boy around, and I certainly like it when he’s happy. 

“Come on, buddy. You can come into town with me.”

“Where are you going?” Isla asks, narrowing her eyes. 

“To get some food for this family, because you didn’t go grocery shopping and Sunny is out of diapers.”

“Well excuse me for being too busy looking after your son.”

God. 

I can’t deal with this. Not today. 

“I’m going to the store.”

I take Sunny and leave, heading to the store. When I arrive, I find myself walking up and down the aisles in a daze. I should be doing more to make this family work, but day by day, my soul dies a little more. 

I feel like I have nothing left, and it’s killing me. 

“Bohdi?”

I hear a familiar voice and spin around, seeing Carson and Sean striding toward me, big grins on their faces. No fucking way. They haven’t been in town for years—fuck, I can’t remember the last time I saw them. A grin spreads across my face when they reach me and pull me in for a hug. 

“Fucking hell,” I say when they release me. “What the fuck are you two doin’ here?”

“We’re in town for a comp. Fuck, man, it has been a long time!” Sean says, slapping my shoulder. “This your little fella?”

“It is, this is Sunny.”

“You still with Isla?” Carson asks. 

“Yeah.”

“Fuck, it has been too long. You busy this afternoon? Keen for a surf?”

Fuck. 

I’d do just about anything to get out on the water this afternoon, or anytime for that matter. “Fuck yeah. I’m still at the shack, come by and we’ll go out.”

“Deal,” Carson says, pulling me in for another hug. “It’s good to see you, brother.”

“You too.”

They disappear, laughing as they move through the shop. They don’t have a care in the world. Not a fucking care. They’re free and living the dream I always wanted. I push the envy down and stare at my son, who grins up at me. I have him. I have my boy. I have happiness, I just need to start focusing a little more on it. 

I finish up and head home, putting Sunny down for his nap. Isla comes in just after lunch and goes right to the shower, completely ignoring me. The guys arrive a few minutes after she gets out, and when she sees them, her eyes widen. “Well, I didn’t think I’d see you two around here again. How are you boys?”

“Isla, good to see you,” Carson says, hugging her. “I see Bohdi has been keeping you busy.”

He nods to her belly. 

Her face hardens a touch. “Something like that. What are you boys doing in town?”

“Surf comp. Mind if we steal your boy here for a surf?”

Isla gives them a tight smile. She wants nothing to do with me surfing, not these days, but she nods stiffly anyway. The two guys grin big, and I get the hell out of there before she decides to change her mind and make a scene. I dig out my old board and clean it up, then we all head down to the beach. There are a lot of surfers here today—the waves are huge and the sun is out. 

Fuck it has been a long time. 

“Let’s do this,” Carson says, jogging toward the water with his board under his arm. 

Sean looks to me and grins. “It has been a while for you?”

“A fuckin’ long while. You two will show me up no doubt.”

He slaps my shoulder. “You were always the best, it’ll be like riding a bike.”

“I fuckin’ hope so.”

“It has been good seeing you again, Bohdi. Fuck knows the team ain’t the same without you.”

I give him a grateful smirk and then call out, “Race you.”

We used to barrel toward the water when we were boys, racing one another to see who reached the water first. We always said whoever reached the water first was the best, and it was always me. Sean laughs and jogs after me, and when we hit the water, we both soar out into it, belly to our boards, grins on our faces. 

Fuck. 

I needed this more than they could ever know. 

I need them. 

I need happiness. 

~*~*~*~
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WE SURF FOR HOURS, and slowly people trickle away until there are only four or five other people on the beach with us. We’re about to wrap up for the day, exhausted and well and truly sun kissed, when a loud yell comes from the left of me. For a minute, it just sounds like a yell of laughter, but I quickly learn it is so much fucking worse. 

Carson’s bellow is something I’ll never forget. 

He calls Sean’s name, and then the word we never want to hear comes echoing through the air. “Shark.”

The number one rule when that is yelled, is to move quickly. Get the fuck out of the water and don’t look back. But this time, this time is different. We’ve only ever experienced sharks twice in our whole time surfing, and both times we were lucky enough to get out without harm. This time, though, it’s fucking bad. 

A red tinge fills the water where Sean was surfing, and his board is being thrashed about in the waves. He is nowhere to be seen and Carson is roaring his name as his head whips around. I get over there as fast as I can. I have to get Carson out of the water. The situation just became critical. Sean is nowhere to be seen, and the panic in my chest is one I’ve never experienced before. 

“Where is he?” I yell over the crashing waves when I reach Carson. 

“I don’t know. Sean!” he bellows. “Fuck. Help. Someone help.”

Lifeguards are running down the beach, roaring at us to get out of the water. I grab Carson’s arm, eyes darting across the surface when I see Sean appear, his arms launching out of the water before he is viciously dragged back down by the biggest fucking shark I’ve ever seen. 

“We gotta get out. The guards will get him. It’s their job. We gotta get out, Carson.”

“Sean!” he roars, attempting to swim towards him. 

I grab him and haul him back. “You go in there, you’ll fucking die. We gotta get out of this fucking water.”

“It’s killing him!” Carson bellows. “It’s killing him, Bohdi.”

“Get out of the water!” the lifeguards bark as they zip past us on their electric water boats. “Get out now.”

I pull Carson and his board as I frantically pull him out of the water. The minute we reach the surface, we both spin around and watch as the lifeguards drag Sean onto the boat. There is so much blood, I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. “Call 9-1-1!” I roar to onlookers.

Three people pull out their phones. 

The second the guards reach the surface they drag Sean onto the shore and we run over. The second we stop beside him, I know he’s not coming out of this alive. His entire left arm has been severed and he is covered in lacerations that are so deep, he is completely covered in blood. There is so much of it pouring out of his lifeless body, there is no way he’ll make it to the hospital alive. 

Carson makes a pained sound beside me and drops to his knees. “Sean!”

I put my arm around my friend, watching in utter horror as the guards try their best to stop the bleeding and perform CPR. It’s no use; by the time the paramedics arrive, Sean is declared dead. The pain and anguish that swarms my body when they tell me those words makes me fall forward into the sand and cry out with a pain I didn’t know existed. 

Carson is silent beside me, his face blank, his eyes distant. 

People are crying around us. 

Police are on the scene. 

It’s chaos, but I can hear nothing but the sound of my own agonized roars. 

Someone tries to help me. 

To help Carson. 

Somehow we end up off the beach and are sat at a table on the grass. Police are asking questions, cameras are everywhere, and the world is utter fucking chaos. I can’t hear them or see them. All I can hear and see is my friend, bleeding to death on the sand. 

His life completely ripped out from beneath him. 

Carson is beside me, head hung, body slumped. 

I reach over and take his hand. 

He squeezes mine back. 

And then we fall into a deafening silence once more. 

Sean is gone. 
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NOW – MERLEIGH
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I throw my head back in a wild laugh that trails across the quiet night. Carson is beside me, chuckling too. We came back to my shack, one thing led to another and we found ourselves having a few drinks and frying up some steaks on the grill. Carson is so easy to get along with, it feels like I’ve known him forever. 

“I have never gotten along with someone so well before,” he says when he finishes laughing. 

I don’t even remember what we were laughing about, it just feels good to do it.

“I have to say the same, it’s a pretty nice feeling. I have rarely met people in my time who I’ve gotten along with so well.”

“Well, I’m glad I knocked you over with your armful of sticks.”

“Carson?”

The voice comes from the left of my porch, and it’s a familiar voice. Bohdi. My head whips around to see him standing near the front steps, staring up at us, his face scrunched in an unfamiliar expression of pain, and rage and wait ... how does he know Carson?

I blink. 

“Bohdi? Bohdi, is that you?”

Carson stands, his eyes wide, and he walks over to the railing to stare down at Bohdi, who is looking at him like he’s seeing his best friend for the first time in years. They know each other? How the hell do they know each other? Through surfing?

“You two know each other?” I ask, confused. 

Bohdi walks up the stairs, staring at Carson, his eyes narrowed. Carson stares back, shaking his head in confusion. “You’re dead. Isla ... she said you had an accident ...”

“I’m not dead. It’s a long story.”

“Fuck,” Carson says, his voice strained. “Is this a dream or is it really you?”

“It’s me.”

“Fuck.”

He lunges forward and throws his arms around Bohdi and, to my surprise, Bohdi returns the hug, hanging onto Carson so tightly it’s almost painful to watch. It’s like a brother who hasn’t seen his family in years, or a wife who has had a husband at war. The intensity of their hug shows a relationship that goes back a long while. 

Carson pulls back, and I see him swipe his face with the back of his hand. He’s crying? What the hell is going on?

I stand, and Bohdi looks to me. 

“How do you know Carson?”

“We met today, actually,” I say softly. “How do you two know each other?”

“Bohdi is my best friend,” Carson says, his voice gruff. “We grew up together, surfed together, been through thick and thin together. He’s basically my brother.”

Oh. 

Oh, boy. 

What are the chances of me meeting Bohdi’s best friend and forming a connection with him? It makes sense now, why I get along with Carson so well. The two of them are so incredibly similar, and they’d have to be to be such good friends. Bohdi is broodier and quieter, sure, but I understand now why I was drawn to this new stranger. 

He reminds me of Bohdi. 

“What are the fuckin’ chances?” Bohdi murmurs. “You two just ran into each other?”

“Yeah,” Carson laughs. “I knocked poor Merleigh here over, and asked her out for a coffee. She accepted and here we are.”

Bohdi stares at me, his eyes flashing with something I haven’t seen come from him. Is it jealousy?

“It’s a small world, I guess,” I say with a sheepish shrug as both eyes turn to me. 

“How do you two know each other?” Carson asks. 

“Merleigh is friends of some people that are in the club I joined. We know each other through that. I’m teaching her to surf.”

Bohdi’s explanation is so very ... plain. Like we’re just two acquaintances.

“You’re in a club? What kind of club?” Carson questions. 

“Biker club.”

Carson’s brows go up. “You’re kidding?”

“Had to start anew, brother, and those guys took me in. They’re good men, good people, I’ll introduce you to them.”

Carson purses his lips and then shrugs. “Whatever makes you happy, man. Now sit down, we have a lot to talk about including how the fuck I thought you were dead. That was the hardest news outside of Sean I’ve ever had. I’m in shock, I think.”

“I’ll get some drinks,” I say. 

The two men sit down and start talking. I go inside and get them some more beers and make myself another vodka. Who is Sean? I make a note to ask Bohdi. The more and more I get to know him, the more and more I realize his life is far more complicated than I could have ever guessed. It’s like with every turn you take into his history, you come up against a brand new truth that stuns you. 

I take the drinks out and we all talk until the very early hours of the morning. By the time Carson leaves, I’m drunk. I don’t think I’ve been this drunk since I was young and on drugs. The feeling causes me some stress, because the idea of losing control of myself has always bothered me. 

“I still can’t believe you two know each other,” I say to Bohdi once Carson has left. 

“Small world,” he murmurs, turning to me. “Are the two of you going to date?”

I blink, swaying a little. “What?”

“You seemed pretty cozy when I arrived.”

“He’s a nice guy. That’s it, Bohdi. But even if I did decide to date, you can’t really be angry at me.”

Also, I forgot how alcohol makes me far more likely to say what I’m thinking, another thing I don’t really enjoy. 

“Are you tryin’ to hurt me?”

I blink, shaking my head. “You’re kidding, right? If anyone is hurting anyone, it’s you hurting me.”

“I’ve been honest with you, Merleigh.”

“Have you, though? Have you?”

“Yeah, I fuckin’ have.”

“Then why can’t you give me a straight answer about Isla? Why can’t you just tell me the truth when it comes to her instead of dancing around it every time we talk?”

Bohdi looks shocked at my outburst. To be fair, I’m shocking myself. Alcohol is giving me the kind of courage I really don’t need, but I can’t stop myself. I’m frustrated and maybe I’ve just had enough of feeling like that. 

“I have given you an answer, it’s just an answer you don’t like. Is this your way of punishing me?”

I laugh bitterly. “You mean by meeting a random stranger and being his friend?”

Bohdi’s jaw ticks. 

“I told you what I wanted, Bohdi. You chose not to give it to me, or even give me a damned answer. You have no right to come in here and act like I matter, no right.”

I spin on my heel and go to storm off, but his hand lashes out and catches my arm, spinning me around so hard I slam into his body. With a feral growl, he tells me, “You have always fuckin’ mattered.”

Then his mouth is on mine. 

I’ve thought about this kiss so many times—god, so many. Nothing could have ever prepared me for just how good it would feel. His mouth is rough, and yet incredibly careful. He tastes incredible, and he kisses like a man starved of love. His hand tangles into my hair, his mouth devours mine, and I can’t hold back anymore. 

I kiss him back with a ferocity I didn’t know I had in me. 

I whimper against his mouth when his hand slides down my back, so carefully, so sexually. 

I want him. 

I’m also terrified. 

So when he backs me into the cabin, I let him. 

When he lays me down on the sofa, I let him. 

When his mouth trails over my body, I let him. 

When he removes my pants, I let him. 

It’s when his fingers trail dangerously close to a part of my body that nobody has ever touched with love or affection, that the memories flash back. They’re memories I wish would stay away, I had hoped would stay away because up until this point, they had. 

But they’re here. 

Flooding back in. 

Horror. 

“Please,” I whimper. “Please don’t, I’m begging you.”

“Be quiet, girl,” he snarls. “You’ll do whatever the hell I tell you to do. I didn’t pay for nothing.”

I’ve tried fighting, tried kicking, tried screaming. 

“Please,” I beg again, as if it’ll make any difference. 

I’m tied, pinned down and unable to move. My legs are spread wide open and this sick man is preparing to do awful things to me, a smile on his face that makes my stomach turn. 

Why would this be okay?

Why is this okay?

“If you don’t shut up, you’re not going to like what I do to you. Consider yourself warned.”

“I’m begging you. I’m a good person, I’ve never done anything wrong, I don’t deserve this, please don’t do this to me.”

“I warned you,” he growls, lifting a beer bottle and walking toward me. “Now, you’re going to do more than plead, you’re going to scream.”

I don’t realize I’m shoving Bohdi. 

I don’t realize I’m screaming. 

Not until his body is off mine and I’m scrambling off the couch and running toward the bathroom, tears rolling down my cheeks, hands shaking. 

I slam and lock the door before falling to the ground. 

I sob, angrily, full of so much hurt and pain. 

I’m never going to be able to enjoy this. 

I’m never going to feel okay. 

I’m broken. 

I’m so incredibly broken. 

I clutch my lower stomach as the memories keep tormenting my brain, swimming around over and over, refusing to leave. 

God, I wish someone would make them leave. 

“Merleigh.”

Bohdi’s voice trails through the door as he knocks quietly. 

I don’t answer, I just sob. 

“I’m here,” he says, and I hear shuffling and a thump as he sits down on the outside of the door. “I’m not leaving. I won’t leave you.”

Those words bring me a little relief and also a wave of sobs that wrack my body. 

Bohdi sits on the other side of that door, silently, until the sobs subside. I know he’s there, I just know he’s still there. Finally, when I calm down enough to lift myself off the floor and press my back to the door, I speak. 

The words come out, they just come out. 

I’m so tired of keeping them inside. 

“I can’t have children,” I say, my voice scratchy. 

Bohdi shifts on the other side of the door, and I know he’s still there. 

Still with me. 

Always with me. 

“I got raped with ... a bottle. The man was a monster, a cruel and sadistic monster. The more I begged him to stop, the more he hurt me ...”

My voice hitches. 

“The bottle broke ... He didn’t stop. He kept going, even through my agonized screams. It was the huge amounts of blood that eventually made him stop. He disappeared out of there and I was left to bleed to death. Only, I didn’t. Cova found me and she called an ambulance. I was taken to the hospital, under the strict eye of Bryant. He made sure I told them I was raped by a stranger. They believed him. I was so messed up I had to go right into surgery, and because of the damage, they sterilized me.”

Bohdi makes a sound on the other side of the door, a sound that breaks my heart. 

“He took so much from me, but my ability to have children, to have a family, to bring something into this world after all the pain ... that is gone. It’s gone. I’ll never have a family ...”

I take a staggering breath, clutching my chest. 

“When you touched me, those memories came flooding back. All of the horror I experienced, it was right there again. I’m broken, Bohdi. I’ve never been touched by a man with a kind hand, and I’m terrified I’m always going to hate it, always going to wish it away. I’m ... just so broken.”

“Open the door, Merleigh.”

Bohdi’s voice is strained, but I hear him stand on the other side. I reach up and open the door, shifting just enough so that he can get in. 

He steps around, looking down at me on the floor, with my tear-streaked face and my broken soul, and he leans down and lifts me into his arms. He carries me to my bedroom, and when we’re there, he gently places me on one side of the bed. My head hits the pillow, and I feel a moment of comfort. He sits next to me, looking down, our bodies so close. 

He moves a strand of tear-soaked hair from my eyes. 

“You’ll become a mother. He might have taken your ability to have your own children, but you’ll be a mother, Merleigh. You’ll be a mother to a child who has nothing, who is born into this world without a love that you have so much of. That’s how you’ll be. That’s who you’ll be. You’ll be the woman who fills that baby with so much love it’ll never remember a day it lived without it.”

Oh, god. 

Tears burst forth again. 

“And you’re not broken. You have lived through things nobody in this world should ever have to fuckin’ live through. But you’re not broken. You just need time. You just need understand. I’m goin’ to give that to you, because I’d never hurt you, and I’d never take something you didn’t want. Not fuckin’ ever.”

The tears get heavier and I croak. “Will you stay with me, Bohdi?”

He doesn’t answer, he simply stands, shrugs his jacket off, kicks his boots off, and climbs into to bed beside me. 

Then he carefully pulls me into his arms. 

And his fingers stroke over my skin in the gentlest way. 

And he shows me that he’s going to teach me how it feels to be touched with love. 

Bohdi ... is going to save me. 

~*~*~*~
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I WAKE IN THE MORNING to the smell of coffee. 

It takes me a moment to realize I’m wrapped around a very warm, very gorgeous man who held onto me all night and gave me the safest night sleep I’ve ever had. 

Then I realize if he’s in here, who the hell is making coffee?

I sit upright. Bohdi rolls, still asleep. 

I get out of bed quickly, pulling on a robe, and I rush out of my room and into the kitchen where I’m met with four familiar faces. 

Waverly, Mykel, Zariah and Kendric. 

They’re sitting at my table, the two men drinking coffee, Waverly in the kitchen making more, Zariah whisking some eggs. 

“Ah, hi,” I say, waving awkwardly. 

“Oh, you’re awake!” Waverly smiles. “I didn’t want to barge in here and freak you out, but we’re taking you on a ride today so we wanted to make sure you had a good breakfast. I hope you don’t mind. And, honey, you shouldn’t leave the front door unlocked. You could get murdered or something ...”

“I think she’s safe,” Zariah says, her eyes twinkling as she looks past me. 

Waverly’s eyes find what is, no doubt, Bohdi standing behind me. 

“Oh,” Waverly says, her grin getting so big I flush. “I see.”

“It’s not ... We didn’t ...”

God, I’m making a fool of myself. 

Bohdi steps up beside me, leans down, and presses a kiss to my temple. My knees go weak when his scratchy morning voice says, “Mornin’.”

He walks over to the table, and I stand there, cheeks burning, Waverly and Zariah doing little dances in the kitchen as they watch it all unfold. Bohdi joins the guys at the table, and Mykel slaps him on the back. 

Oh, god. 

This is awkward. 

I rush into the kitchen, pouring myself a coffee. Waverly comes barreling over, and leans in close. “So ... did you ...”

“No,” I say, whispering. “I had a freaking breakdown when we tried, but ... he was incredible. He stayed with me all night and ... god, I’m so in love with him. It’s pathetic.”

Waverly’s face softens. “It is not pathetic, don’t ever call your feelings pathetic. But mostly, are you okay?”

I nod. “I am, it helped. Talking to him, it helped.”

“Well, he’s the glue for you, honey. I am glad you’re both finally seeing that.”

I give her a weak smile and glance at Bohdi, who is listening as the two guys talk to him. 

He’s perfect. 

And I am so in love with him. 

A love I didn’t think was possible in this life of mine. 

“You said we’re going for a ride?” I ask. 

“Yeah, we have some business to take care of,” Kendric tells me. “So, we came to get you two because Waverly thought it would be a good idea for you to have some fun.”

“On a bike?” I squeak. 

Kendric chuckles. “Yeah, on a bike.”

“Okay, but ... I don’t really ... What about Isla?” I say, aiming my question toward Bohdi, assuming I’m going to be riding with him. 

Is that the correct assumption? 

I hesitate. 

“I’ll deal with Isla, she isn’t your problem. Your only problem, right now, is figuring out what to wear.”

I blink. “What do I wear?”

“Somethin’ really sexy,” Mykel winks and Waverly thumps him. 

“First,” Zariah says, carrying a plate of freshly scrambled eggs and toast out. “Breakfast.”

We eat breakfast, which is absolutely delicious, and then I get changed into a pair of jeans, a light sweater, and some joggers. Apparently, Alarick and the rest of the guys are going to meet us here with Bohdi’s bike on the back of the truck so he doesn’t have to go back and get it. 

They arrive only ten minutes later, and once Bohdi’s bike is off the truck, he climbs on and starts it up. Briella, who was driving the truck, gets out and puts the keys inside, before giving me a hug and climbing onto the back of Alarick’s bike. Seeing them like this, so powerful and dominating, I can understand why people give them a wide berth. 

On their bikes, covered in leather, they’re a force to be reckoned with. 

“You goin’ to get on or are you goin’ to think about it some more?” Bohdi says lightly, and my head swivels around to him. He’s holding out a helmet. 

“I’m a bit nervous,” I admit. 

“Got nothin’ to be nervous about when you’re with me. You’ll love it.”

I swallow, pull the helmet on and get on the back of the bike. 

I squeal as we take off. 

But he’s right —the second the wind is trailing past me, the rumbling is filling my ears, and the speed is making my heart race—I do love it. 

Oh, boy, do I love it. 
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“What’re you doin’ here, Sherry? I’ve told you you’re not welcome around here,” I say, standing at the door and staring at Sherry who has been calling me over and over, pounding on the door to let her in for the last ten minutes. 

I tried to ignore her but, eventually, she was going to wake Sunny, and I couldn’t risk that. 

“I just need you to hear me out, Bohdi.”

“What’s there to hear out? You’re harassing me. I know you’ve got shit goin’ on, and I’m trying to be sympathetic, but you’re causing me to become pretty pissed off.”

“I’m not harassing you!” she cries, her eyes red. “I’m trying to tell you something, and you’re refusing to listen.”

“You want to tell me that your husband is fucking my wife, but there is zero proof of that. I haven’t seen her anywhere near him, or him anywhere near her. Not to mention, she’s heavily pregnant. How the hell do you think she’s got time to go over there and do that?”

“She’s doing it! I’m telling you. The two of them meet up, I don’t know where, but she is always going out, right?”

I mean, yeah. She does. But she always has. That’s just Isla. She’s restless and can never sit still. Outside of the months she laid in bed when we lost our daughter, she basically hasn’t stopped. 

“And?” 

Sherry crosses her arms, shaking her head. “I know you don’t believe me, Bohdi, but ...”

“Have you actually seen them together?”

“No, but ...”

“Have you read a message or overheard a phone call?”

“No, but I’m telling you, they’re having an affair. I know you think I’m crazy, but I’m not!”

I mean, she fucking is. 

“Without proof, I’m sorry, but I don’t believe you. I have no reason to believe Isla is having an affair with Daniel, none at all.”

“What about Sunny?”

“What about him?” I ask, getting frustrated. 

“You don’t see Daniel all over that little boy? You can’t tell he’s Daniel’s son? I can. I see it every time I look at him.”

“Sunny looks like me. Have you seen him lately?”

“Because he’s blonde?” she argues. “So is Daniel. Because he has olive skin? So does Daniel? What about his blue eyes? Those aren’t yours?”

“Isla has blue eyes, Sherry. I don’t see how that’s proof of anything.”

“He looks exactly like Daniel!” she cries. 

“Daniel and I are very similar in looks,” I point out. “Again, what does that prove?”

“You’re not listening to me,” she growls, frustrated. “I’ve seen the two of them together, the way they speak, the way he smiles at her and she laughs. Their body language tells me everything I need to know. I’ve been watching and she disappears at the same time he does. They’re together, Bohdi.”

“You need to leave, honestly. You’re having problems in your relationship but I don’t need you bringing those into my life.”

She shakes her head, throwing her hands up. “I’m going to prove it. I’m going to show you I’m right. I’ll make you see the kind of whore your wife is.”

“Leave,” I growl. 

She turns and storms off, and when she’s gone, I lock the door and close my eyes, exhaling. She has been at me for a while now, every chance she gets she continues to tell me that Sunny isn’t mine and Isla is cheating. I don’t believe it’s true, at least, I don’t want to believe she could do something that fucking heartless. 

So, I let it go. 

“Daddy.”

I turn to see Sunny walking out of his room, teddy in hand. I love this boy, god, he’s the only fucking reason I keep going. The only reason I find the strength to even get out of bed. Without him, I’d be a pathetic fucking empty mess. He gives me life, and I’m not about to let Sherry take that away from me. 

Still, I focus on his face. Sure, he could look like Daniel, but he could look like me, too. Honestly, he looks a lot like Isla, so it’s hard to tell either way. I don’t see it, though. When I look at my son, I see nothing but mine. He’s mine, and nobody is going to take that from me. 

“Hey, little man,” I say, scooping him into my arms. 

The only time I don’t feel like I’m drowning, is when I’m holding my son. 

Otherwise, it feels like I forget to breathe. 

If I forget to breathe, then I very well might fucking die. 

~*~*~*~
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“SHERRY WAS HERE AGAIN,” I say, chopping some carrots. 

Isla has just walked through the front door after being out most of the day. She told me she visits friends, walks, and shops. I don’t question her, considering how pregnant she is; I doubt she’s out there making love all day long. Hell, she struggles just to get out of a chair. 

“She was?” she asks, smiling and scooping up Sunny when he comes running toward her. She kisses his cheek and hugs him close. She does love her son, I can’t take that from her. She can be so incredibly selfish in every other way, but she loves our son. 

“Yeah, going on about you and Daniel again.”

Isla’s head whips around. “Seriously? What was she saying?”

“That you’re having an affair and Sunny isn’t mine.”

For a minute, just a minute, Isla’s eyes flash. I study her and ask, “It ain’t true, is it?”

“Of course it’s not true,” she snaps. “Seriously, what sort of person do you think I am?”

“I told her it wasn’t true,” I mutter, getting back to preparing dinner. “She went off, saying she was going to prove it.”

“God, she’s crazy. I can’t believe we’re related, honestly. All she does is cause problems for me. She is doing drugs again, drinking, I think she needs help.”

“She needs a fuckin’ lot of help.”

“Sorry she came here and caused problems.”

I say nothing. 

What is there to say?

She can’t control her crazy fucking sister. 

“How was the memorial?” Isla asks and I stiffen. 

We put a plaque on a tree at the beach for Sean today, and then Carson left. He needed to get out town because he wasn’t coping. I can understand that. Every fucking time I close my eyes, I see his body covered in blood, his empty eyes staring blankly at the sky. I think of his cries and his horrific fucking death. 

It’s haunting me. 

“Fine,” I say, hand shaking. 

“It’s okay not to be fine, Bohdi. He was your friend.”

“I said I’m fuckin’ fine, Isla. Let it go.”

“God, I’m only trying to help you!” she snaps. 

“I don’t want your fucking help. I don’t want anything from you.”

I keep my hands busy, not looking up at her, knowing that every word coming out of my mouth is cruel, but I have no way to make myself care. I don’t care. It’s terrifying, to be this miserable. She deserves better, she really does, but I just don’t know how to get away from it without giving up my son, and my unborn son. 

If it wasn’t for them, I’d be long gone. 

Away from all of this hell. 

From this shack. 

From the pain. 

“Then why are you here, Bohdi?” she screams so loudly Sunny starts to cry. 

I glare at her. “Keep your voice down.”

“I’m so tired of trying to make you care. You don’t care. You can’t stand me. Why are you here? Why don’t you just leave?”

“Why don’t you fucking leave, Isla? Why are you still here?” I bark back, stopping what I’m doing to pick up Sunny. 

“I will leave. I will. Fuck you.”

She turns and storms out, grabbing her keys on the way and slamming the door. I press Sunny’s cheek to my shoulder and whisper quietly, “There she goes again, son. There she goes again.”

Sometimes, though ... I wish she wouldn’t come back. 

Sometimes, more often than not, I wish I had never met her to begin with. 

I’m going to hell. 

And I can’t fucking wait. 
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“Open the door!”

I pull my headphones out of my ears, pausing the podcast I was listening to, to hear someone pounding on my front door. A familiar voice. 

“I know you’re in there, now open the fucking door.”

It’s Isla. 

I close my eyes, taking a deep breath, and then I place my headphones down and walk over to the front door, opening it. Isla is standing, angry faced, glaring at me through the screen. She looks like she’s about to explode and I’m going to catch all the pieces. I take a deep, calming breath, and ask, “What are you doing here, Isla?”

“You know what I’m doing here, bitch!”

“Firstly, if you’re going to speak to me like that then you can come back another time. I’m not going to take it. Not in my home. If you’re willing to talk to me like a normal person, then I’ll listen.”

She scowls at me. “Do you talk to everyone in your fucking airy fairy voice and think it’ll work? It won’t work with me. You stole my husband and you’re ruining my family.”

“How so?” I ask. 

“Because he told me he’s in love with you,” she screeches. “He told me he can’t be with me, that he wants a divorce and wants to work out a custody arrangement for Taj. Do you have any idea how that felt?”

Bohdi is in love with me?

He told her that?

My chest feels like it might just explode, but I keep it together. I’m not cruel enough to act happy about that incredible fact while his wife is here, screaming at me. 

“I didn’t know any of that,” I say, and that’s the truth. 

“You’re a fucking liar. I know you two have been up to no good.”

God. 

She’s vile. 

“First of all, we haven’t done a damned thing. I’m not that sort of woman and it offends me that you’re standing here accusing me of this. If you were so worried about how Bohdi felt, maybe you might have reconsidered cheating on him.”

She looks like I’ve slapped her, and I know I’ve just unleashed hell. 

“How. Dare. You,” she screams. “You have no idea what he put me through. He was unemotional and cold. I tried so hard to get him to love me, and he wouldn’t. He never loved anyone. He forced me into Daniel’s arms and it was the worst mistake of my life.”

“But you still did it, and it still hurt him.”

“He could have confronted me with it. He could have stayed. He could have done anything but pretend to die and leave me with his kids.”

Well, she is right about that. Bohdi really should have gone about it in a different way, but I also know he was so incredibly broken that he thought he had no other choice. 

I know how it feels, to be so empty that you’ll take any way out. 

“I’m not here to argue about a life I don’t understand,” I say, calmly. 

“You’re right, you don’t understand it. You don’t know a single thing about Bohdi. You don’t know about his parents. Has he told you about his father? That he’s still alive and has been trying to contact him for years? Trying to be part of his son’s life? Do you know about that? Do you know about the fact that he’s a fucking murderer?”

I pause, staring at her. “What did you just say?”

“Bohdi killed his own mother and dumped her body out at sea. Then he went on to live his life like it never happened. He doesn’t even know that I saw him that night, dragging her body through the sand and putting it in a boat. Then he came back without it, and told me his mother had just disappeared with some guy. He’s a killer. He is a dark, broken man who is capable of anything.”

“You’re lying,” I say softly, my heart racing. 

“I’m not fucking lying. You don’t believe me? Go ahead and ask him what happened to his mom. I’ll be interested to see what story he spins for you.”

It can’t be true. 

Bohdi would never kill someone. 

He would never take a life like that. 

“Maybe you saw wrong ...” I say, trying anything to avoid believing the truth. 

“I’m not wrong. That woman was abusive and cruel. I heard the fights, the anger, the hatred. I saw how she treated him. One day he snapped and ended her. I don’t blame him, which is why I never said anything. But I’m sure a girl like you can’t live with the fact that the man she loved is a god damned monster.”

“You need to leave,” I say, my voice tight. “Now.”

“I’ll leave, but know this ... Bohdi is the father of my child, and he’s my husband, and he’s going to be with me. I’m not going anywhere. It’s best you accept that.”

“Get out,” I yell, heart racing, mind swirling, stomach twisting. 

“Gladly.”

She turns and storms off the patio, and when she’s gone, I stand there. I can’t think. I can’t move. I can’t do anything but stare into nothing. 

It’s only when Carson comes up the stairs that I snap out of it. 

“Hey,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “You okay?”

“I need a ride,” I say softly. 

“Where to?”

“To Bohdi.”

“Everything okay?”

I shake my head. “Do you know what happened to his mother?”

Carson shrugs. “She left. She was pretty messed up and abusive, high on drugs all the time. Think she ran off with some drug lord. Why?”

God. 

Bohdi has lied to everyone. 

Everyone. 

“I need you to take me to him. Now.”

Carson looks concerned, but he does as I ask. 

He drives me to Bohdi. 

I’m getting my answers, once and for all. 

~*~*~*~
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“I NEED TO SEE YOU,” I say, bursting into the shed where all the bikers are sitting around a table, discussing business. 

I know I have no right to be in here, rules are rules and Alarick won’t be happy with me interrupting, but I can’t breathe, let alone think. 

“What are you doin’ here, Merleigh?” Bohdi asks, his eyes swinging to Carson who is standing beside me. 

“You can’t be in here, Merleigh,” Alarick says, his voice gruff. “I don’t know what’s goin’ on, but you know the rules. You can’t be here and you certainly can’t bring a stranger. Askin’ you with a whole heap of respect, but get out.”

I ignore him. “I need to speak with you. Now.”

Bohdi shakes his head, confused. 

“Merleigh, not goin’ to ask you again,” Alarick growls this time. 

“I’ll leave, Alarick,” I say, my voice high and frantic. “When Bohdi tells me why he killed his own mother.”

The whole room goes dead silent. Carson gasps beside me and then curses. Bohdi stands quickly, his face twisting with rage. He is grabbing me in a second, spinning me around and pulling me from the shed. He roars at Carson not to follow him, and only when we’re in a quiet spot at the back of the lot does he turn on me and demand, “What the fuck did you just say?”

I’m shaking. 

Everything inside of me feels like it’s going to explode. 

“Did you kill your mother, Bohdi?”

“Who the fuck told you that?”

“Isla.”

He looks confused. 

“She came to me today, and she told me everything.”

His jaw ticks. 

He doesn’t confirm or deny what I’m saying, and that alone is my answer. That tells me absolutely everything. 

He killed his own mother. 

His mother. 

I feel sick. 

Tears roll down my cheeks as I make a hiccupping sound. “I trusted you, Bohdi. Out of all the people in this world, you were the one I trusted and you lied to me. You lied right to my face. You had so many chances to tell me the truth, to let me know who you were and you chose not to. You kept it all hidden and let me believe a version of yourself that wasn’t real. I can’t see you again. Ever.”

“Merleigh,” he says, his voice croaky. “You gotta listen to me, it’s not what you think. It was an accident. I didn’t fuckin’ mean to kill her. She was attacking me and I pushed her off ...”

“So you threw her body into the ocean?” I whisper hiss. “Instead of going to the police and telling them it was self-defense?”

“You think they would have believed me?” he roars, throwing his hands up. “You think they would have listened to a young fuckin’ man who had no hope? They wouldn’t have, and I would have spent the rest of my fucking life in prison. Sorry if I chose to be free, you out of everyone should understand how that fucking feels.”

His words hit me right in the chest, and I shake my head furiously. “You dumped your mother into the ocean. She deserved more than that.”

“Did she?” he growls, glaring at me. “How the fuck do you know what she deserved? You know nothing about my life.”

“Because you never told me!” I scream. 

I never scream. I never raise my voice. I never speak louder than a soft whisper. Bohdi jerks and takes a step back. My heart is racing, and I can’t stop it. I can’t stop the pain and anguish spewing from my soul. Things I’ve kept inside for so damned long I forgot what it feels like not to carry them around. 

“Look at how you’re handling it, and you wonder why I never told you,” Bohdi says, his voice suddenly scarily calm. 

“I’m angry because you lied, because you made me believe you’re something that you’re not. If you had been honest from the start ...”

“We wouldn’t be here,” he finishes for me. “Nobody sticks around, Merleigh. Nobody loves someone as fuckin’ broken as me. You think I’m stupid enough to believe you would have just accepted it and been okay?”

Dammit. 

That hurts. 

It hurts so bad. 

Would I have accepted it? Or would I be acting like I am right now? 

I can’t think. 

“I can’t be here,” I say, my voice so pained it hurts to speak. “I have to go.”

I spin on my heel and rush out, unable to breathe. I can’t do this anymore, any of this, it’s too hard. It’s not supposed to be this damned hard. 

“Merleigh, stop, hey.”

Alarick stops me at the gate, his eyes narrowed with concern. 

“Please, Alarick, let me go. I can’t be here anymore.”

“You’re in a bad way, you need to talk to someone.”

“I need to get out of here.”

He grabs my arm, but I jerk it back with an anguished cry. He lets me go immediately. 

“I’m sorry,” I sob. “Please.”

I run to Carson’s car, not thinking. 

I don’t even wait for him. To be honest, I’m not even thinking about him at all. I just need to get out of there. 

“Merleigh!” he calls, running over. “Hey, wait.”

“I need to be alone, Carson,” I say, my voice shaking. “Can I take your car?”

“I can’t let you drive like this, you’re in a state.”

“I’m only going up the road, to calm down. Please, I’m begging you.”

He hesitates, then he hands me the keys. “Okay, I’ll get a ride back and meet you at the cabin soon. Don’t go far, Merleigh, it’s dangerous.”

I nod and get into the car, reversing out. I get onto the road, and the tears burst forth. 

Carson is right, I shouldn’t be driving, but I needed to get out of there, and I needed to do it alone. 

I drive and drive, tears rolling, heart breaking. 

I don’t know what hurts me more, that Bohdi lied or that he did something like that. Maybe I should have given him a chance to explain, maybe I am being too harsh, and maybe I just can’t deal with any more pain. 

I don’t know. 

Rain starts pouring down, and it’s then that I realize I’ve been driving for over an hour. I don’t even know where I am. I wasn’t paying attention. Terrified, I pull over, panting. I could have hurt someone, killed someone ... or even myself. What the hell was I thinking?

The rain continues to pour down, and the urge to go and stand in it is rather strong. I get out of the car and the cold droplets hit my body. I’ve always loved the rain, the way it made me feel like I could wash anything away. Standing under the shower mother nature has provided is one of the best feelings in this world. 

I close my eyes, stretch my arms out, and tip my head back. 

I’m soaked in seconds, the cold droplets rolling over my body. 

I don’t stop. 

I stand there until the sound of a truck coming to a stop has me lifting my head up. A man gets out, narrowing his eyes. 

“Are you okay, miss?”

“I’m okay, thanks,” I say, wrapping my arms around myself. 

“You’ll get a chill standing out in this rain. There is a bad storm coming, is that your car?”

I look behind me to the car. “It is. Sorry, I was just ... I’ll go.”

I walk over to the car and pull on the door handle. It’s locked. How in the hell? I glance in and see the keys on the front seat. The car has automatically locked, thinking I wasn’t in it. I jerk on the door handle again. Then I rush around and try the others. I’m locked out, in a storm, and my phone is in the car. 

Just my luck. 

“You need a ride?” the truck driver asks. 

I have no other choice, really. 

“I’ve locked my keys in the car. I don’t have a spare, so I guess ...yeah.”

“Where are you going?”

I give him the address to my cabin, hoping Carson will be there waiting like he said and we can bring my car back to get his. I feel bad that I’m leaving his car on the side of the road in a storm, but I have no other choice but to go with this man now. 

The wind is picking up and the thunder is rolling in. 

It’s not safe for me to be here.

I get in the truck, not realizing it’ll be the worst thing I could ever possibly do. 

I should know better. 

But I don’t. 
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“Daniel,” I say to my friend when I reach the bar and find him sitting on a stool, sipping a beer. 

I didn’t expect to see him here. I came to escape for five minutes, because dealing with Isla and Sherry calling me over and over, was getting too hard. Our son is days off being born and, quite frankly, I needed five minutes to myself. Isla has been spending her days out, leaving me with Sunny. Meanwhile, I’m juggling work and trying to pull myself together after Sean. 

I’m not dealing. 

And dark thoughts have been creeping into my mind. 

Thoughts of leaving. Of disappearing. 

Of leaving this entire world behind and starting as someone new. 

Anyone. 

I can be whoever the fuck I want to be. 

But that means leaving my boys, and my family, and I made a promise that I would never leave them. 

“Bohdi, hey,” Daniel says, looking shocked to see me. “Didn’t think I’d see you here.”

“I needed a break. Pregnant wife and all that.”

“Yeah, how’s things going?” he asks. 

I shrug. “The same as always, brother. How are you?”

“Findin’ an escape from Sherry, she’s fucking crazy. If it wasn’t for the fact that I know she’d drown on her own, I’d be out of there. But she’s an addict, and I’m trying to get her help so she can get her shit together and I can leave.”

“That bad, huh?” I mutter. 

“You have no fuckin’ idea what it’s like living with her. I love her, I wouldn’t be there if I didn’t, but fuck it’s getting harder and harder every day. She’s accusing me of shit and acting completely fucking crazy.”

“Yeah, she paid me a visit a few days ago.”

He exhales. “Fuck. I’m sorry, man.”

“No truth to her statements?”

He stares at me. “No.”

“Any idea where she got the idea?”

“Nope.”

He goes back to his beer. I have no fucking idea whether to believe him or not. He looks like he’s telling the truth, in fact, he looks like he doesn’t give a crap, but that doesn’t mean this doesn’t involve him somehow. 

“Well, either way, Sherry is causing problems, and it would be good if they stopped.”

“Doin’ my best.” He nods. “She isn’t easy to deal with. You should think yourself lucky. Isla might be a lot of things, but she’s sure as shit saner than her sister.”

He makes a valid point. 

“Another beer?” I ask. 

He nods. 

I order another round and we drink until it’s time for me to go home. 

When I arrive, Isla is asleep on the sofa, hand on her belly. She is beautiful, and I feel fucking horrible that I’m not giving her the love she needs. She deserves a husband who comes home, sees her like this, and thanks the lord he has her. 

I don’t feel that way. 

It’s a fucking hard truth. 

I go check on Sunny, who is sleeping soundly, tucked on his side, and I’m reminded why I stay. 

That boy needs me. 

He needs me to be a better father than the one I was raised with. 

I think about Sherry’s accusations, and the fact that she claims Sunny isn’t mine and our new son, isn’t either. Thinking of that fact makes my stomach twist in a way I never thought I’d experience. 

If I were to find out those boys weren’t mine, and Isla had cheated ... I don’t think I could ever look at her again. 

It would crush me in a way I probably couldn’t come back from. 

Lucky for me, it isn’t true. 

Right?

~*~*~*~
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“PUSH!”

The doctor stands at the end of the bed as Isla pushes, her face red, her screams filling the room. 

She has been having contractions for hours, and she’s finally ready to deliver our baby into the world. I stand beside her, hand being crushed but not complaining and keep my eyes on the end of the bed where the doctor is crouched, preparing for the arrival of our son. 

One more decent push later, and they smile and tell us it’s a boy. 

Then, his little scream fills the room. 

His tiny voice ripping out into the world, letting us all know he’s here and he’s not going anywhere. 

They wrap him and put him on Isla’s chest, and I can see the tuft of white blond hair on his head. His skin, even as a newborn, is soft and olive. He stops crying the moment he hits Isla’s chest, and I reach down, fighting some incredible emotion, and touch his tiny hand. “Welcome to the world, little man.”

“He’s so beautiful,” Isla says, her voice tired as she looks at our newborn son. 

“He’s perfect.”

“What should we name him? I promised to let you have this one,” she croaks. 

“Taj,” I murmur, stroking his chubby little cheek. 

“Taj,” she whispers. “I love it.”

I stay with her and relish in the moments of having our son, and things feeling semi-okay. 

They stay that way until we take him home and reality sets in. 

We have a demanding two-year-old, a newborn, and Isla is tired and angry. I find myself running around, getting up for feeds and trying to keep the house a sane place, but with every passing second, I feel like I’m drowning a little more. 

“Oh, Sunny, stop!” Isla cries two days after we arrive home. 

Sunny is slamming a toy, over and over, making it sing. He loves that toy, but when you’ve had no sleep, and you’re tired, that toy is a fucking nightmare. 

“Sunny, buddy, let’s go to the beach.”

“Can’t you take Taj, too?” Isla says, from her spot on the sofa, Taj on her chest. 

“He’s a newborn, Isla. I’m not taking him out into the sun and the wind.”

“Put him in the carrier and put a blanket over him. I’m tired, Bohdi. You have no idea.”

Considering I was the one who got up all of last night, while she slept, I’d say that I do have some idea. I’m tired, too, but we made the baby together and we take care of him together. I’m not taking him to the beach on a hot day. I know, from experience with Sunny, that he’ll have a hell of a night if I do that. 

“I’m not taking him out into that blistering sun. He’s sleeping, Isla, sleep with him.”

“Every time I close my eyes, he wakes up wanting a feed.”

“Then lay back, let him feed, and both of you rest together. He’s a good baby, he rarely cries. I’m doing my best here, but I can’t do it all. I’ll take Sunny out so you can sleep, but I can’t take both. He’s too little and he’s happy.”

“You’re a horrible husband,” she growls. 

I shake my head. I’m not going to argue with her. 

“Come on, buddy,” I say, taking Sunny and grabbing his hat before disappearing out the front door. 

We enjoy the beach for a few hours until Sunny gets tired, and I bring him home and put him to bed. When I get in, Isla is in the same spot on the sofa, sleeping, and Taj is lying on her chest, head to the side, little eyes open as he stares around. He’s a good baby, he really is. 

He only cries if he’s hungry. 

I go over and lift him from her arms, bringing his soft little face to my lips and kissing his cheek. “Hey, buddy, you’re a good one, aren’t you?”

He squeaks, and I keep him in my arms as I prepare some lunch. 

Isla stays asleep until his next feed. 

When she wakes up, she’s angrier than she was before, and insists she needs to go out and get some fresh air. 

I let her, because I know how I get if I’m cramped up inside the house too long. 

When she doesn’t come back for an entire fucking night, and I have to feed Taj formula, I don’t take it so well. 

The screaming match begins as soon as she gets in the door, and by the time it’s done, I’m exhausted. 

Utterly fucking exhausted. 

It’s going to be a long fucking life. 

And I’m done with it already. 

I am praying for something to change. 

Little do I know, it’s about to. 
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“This isn’t where I asked you to take me,” I say, my voice shaky as the truck driver goes right past my town and keeps driving. 

Suddenly, fear cripples me, and I realize I’m in a very dangerous situation. 

“It’s okay, I’m just going to pick something up and we’ll turn around.”

“You went right past my house. I need you to stop,” I say, trying to keep it together but feeling like I might just scream. 

“Calm down, it’s fine.”

“Please pull over.”

“Lady, it’s fine.”

“Pull over!” I scream. 

He lashes out, slamming his fist into the side of my head. 

I bounce off the window with a scream and start immediately trying to unbuckle my seatbelt. I’ll jump out of this truck. I will not be someone’s prisoner again. 

He reaches for me when he realizes what I’m trying to do and goes to hit me again. I duck this time, having had some experience with learning how to defend myself in a dangerous situation. I lash out and hit him in the ribs, causing him to swerve the truck. He reaches down beside his seat and pulls out a gun, and everything in my world stops. 

“You move again, I’ll blow your brains out. I’ve done it before, I’ll do it again. See the blood on the fucking window, that’s the last girl who tried to fight me.”

I glance down and sure enough there is dried blood at the base of the window, right where it goes into the door. There isn’t much, you wouldn’t notice if you weren’t looking, but it’s there. Like he’s cleaned it up but left a little. 

“Please, just let me go.”

“Shut up, and don’t fucking move.”

He pulls the truck over to the side of the road and keeps the gun on me. He reaches down into his door again and pulls out a set of cuffs. I shake my head, tears rolling down my cheeks. 

“Put them on, or I start shooting.”

I hesitate and he slams the gun over my head again, making my world spin. Then, he’s jerking my hands forward and snapping the cuffs on. I’m dazed and unable to do anything but stop myself from passing out. My eyes flutter open and closed again, everything spinning. 

“Don’t worry,” he murmurs, starting the truck up again. “You be good, you’ll get out alive.”

I don’t believe him. 

I don’t believe a single word coming out of his mouth. I know these kinds of men, these kinds of monsters. 

Because of that, I have learned a lot. I know what they want, what they like, what they don’t like. They want fear and pain, they want a victim. 

I’m not going to be a victim. 

Oh no.

Not this time. 

This time, I’m going to get out of here with my head held high. 

He won’t break me, I’ll make sure of it. 

I close my eyes and act like I’ve passed out. A hit that hard is very likely to cause problems, and I play along with that. He’d be expecting I’d fight, if I were awake, so if I’m not fighting, then I must be out of it. I groan and shift every now and then, murmuring incoherent things. 

He drives for a little longer and then, finally, the truck comes to a stop. 

He gets out, and I crack my eyes open to see we’re in the middle of some woods and there is an old, worn-down cabin sitting by a stream. If you were to see it at any other time, you’d say it was spectacular. But right now, it’s the ultimate nightmare. The chances of running from something like this is next to none. He probably knows these woods like the back of his hand and he knows exactly where I’d run, if I were to do so. 

I have to outsmart him, I just don’t know how I’m going to do that yet. 

I do know one thing is for sure, I’m going to go against every automatic instinct I have, the expectations he has of me, and I’m going to change the way this goes. I have spent many hours after being saved by the club, thinking back on my time with Bryant and how so many things would have been different if I wasn’t so afraid. 

If I didn’t fight every time they attacked me. 

If I wasn’t so timid and quiet. 

That’s exactly what they wanted from me. 

People like that, they get off on someone else’s fear. It thrills them to see someone scream and beg. They get great satisfaction. 

I’m not going to give him any of that. 

It’ll probably frustrate him. 

Maybe it’ll bore him and he’ll treat me worse. 

Either way, I’m going down a different road. 

I’m going to play a different game. 

Because I can’t be the person I was last time—that person destroyed me. 

I close my eyes again when he reaches the truck door and opens it, grabbing me and hauling me out. I stir and squirm, my eyes flickering, but it doesn’t seem to bother him. He takes me inside and there are some shuffling sounds and then I hear him open a door, walk in, and he places me on something. He secures me to what feels like a hard bed, my hands above my head, and then ... it’s quiet. 

I open my eyes, daring to look around. 

I’m in a well-secured room. I can tell that right away by the bars on the windows and the lack of absolutely anything in the room. There is nothing that can be used for escape. Nothing at all. The bed is a mattress on a big chunk of wood, literally, like someone has cut a large tree down, sliced it in half, and put a mattress on it. There is nothing to pull off it, nothing beneath it, nothing except two shackles coming out of the wall that my handcuffs are attached to.

The door is solid steel, with what is clearly a keypad entry. 

He’s thought this through. 

No doubt about it. 

I try not to let the panic seep in as I think about my options. Getting out of here is basically impossible, but I can’t let myself become so fearful I lose hope. I just got my freedom back and, dammit, I’m not losing it again. 

I calm my breathing, even though my head is throbbing, and I try to think of my options. 

Something that’ll get me out of here. 

A strange but twisted plan comes to my mind. A plan I’m not entirely sure if I could pull off, but it’s worth a shot. I acted scared at the start, sure, but what if I change that? What if I scare him? What if he thinks he’s picked up the most twisted, crazy woman and is now stuck with her? Will he just kill me? Will it work and turn him on enough for him to ease up?

I don’t know, but it’s worth a shot. 

Anything, right now, is worth a damned shot. 

Please let this work. 

~*~*~*~
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“I found my car on the side of the road,” Carson says, running into the clubhouse, panting, wet from the storm. “I was driving home, and I saw it just parked there. Nobody in it. She’s gone.”

I’m just shooting back my second shot when his words fill my ears. I spin around on the barstool, letting his words sink in. 

She’s gone?

What does he fucking mean she’s gone?

“Slow down and tell me what you’re fuckin’ talking about,” I order. 

“My car, the one Merleigh took, is sitting on the side of the road. It was locked, her phone is inside. I think she locked herself out, but she isn’t there. No sign of her.”

“Maybe she got a ride back to her place,” Alarick says from behind the bar, where he’s grabbing a full bottle of whiskey to take to his office. 

“I checked,” Carson says, his voice still tight. “She wasn’t there. The place was all locked up. I checked the beach, drove around town, dropped into her work. She’s not there.”

Fuck. 

This isn’t happening. 

It can’t be. 

Not after the way she ran out. 

Not after I fuckin’ broke her so bad. 

I get out of the chair and grab the keys to Alarick’s truck. “We’re goin’ to find her.”

“I’ll send Kendric and Samson to give you a hand.”

“Samson’s back?” Mykel asks, from his spot at the end of the bar. 

“Don’t know what he is, but the more eyes the better,” Alarick mutters. “Tell us what you find. If nothin’ shows up, we’ll go from there.”

She’ll be somewhere, she fucking will be. 

I move to my car quickly and Carson comes with me, getting in the front seat. We drive in silence, doing laps of the town, going down back roads, going to her cabin and back again. The sun is starting to set by the time we’re rolling back into the club, and we haven’t seen sight nor sign of Merleigh. I’ve called her phone, over and over, even though I know she doesn’t have it. 

I just can’t fucking stop myself. 

Panic grips my chest when we walk into the clubhouse and go straight to Alarick’s office. 

The second he sees my face, he knows we haven’t found her. 

“Fuck,” he mutters, running a hand down his face. “Okay, anyone got any ideas where she might be?”

Briella walks in carrying two plates of food. She looks to us and her face falls. “You haven’t found her.”

“No,” I growl. “Any idea where she might go when she’s upset? A friend? Someone we don’t know about?”

Briella shakes her head. “No, she’s shy, and she doesn’t know anyone yet. Merleigh isn’t the sort of person to let us worry, either.”

“She was pretty upset,” Carson points out.

“Yeah, she was,” Alarick agrees. “It’s getting late, it’s pouring with fucking rain, she could be anywhere. We can’t do much during the night.”

“She could be in trouble and you want me to fuckin’ sit here and do nothing?” I bark. 

“What will you have us do, Bohdi?” Alarick throws back, voice tight. “Go on a hunt in the dark? We can call around to some bars, check some hotels, and the hospitals. We can’t do much more.”

“What if someone picked her up and ...” Carson says, and his voice trails off. 

“That’s what I’m fuckin’ worried about,” I say, running my hand down my face. 

“Merleigh wouldn’t get into a car with a stranger,” Briella shakes her head. “No way.”

“How do you know?” I ask. “She was upset, stuck out in the rain, and her keys were locked in the car. She wouldn’t have had a great deal of choice.”

“He has a point,” Alarick agrees with a nod. “She might have had no option.”

“If that’s the case, she could be anywhere, with anyone,” Briella says, her face going a little pale. “How are we going to find her?”

I have no fucking idea, and it’s terrifying. 

“Think in this case, we have to use the cops,” Alarick says, standing. “We don’t have the resources to look into this if that’s what has happened. They can check cameras, things like that ...”

“The fuckin’ cops?” I growl. 

“We may have no other fuckin’ choice, Bohdi.”

I hesitate, because he’s right – there might be no other choice. If Merleigh isn’t found by morning, we’ll have no option but to go to the police because they have a far bigger chance of finding her than we do. 

“I’m goin’ to search for her again,” I mutter, grabbing my keys and turning, walking out of the room. 

“I’m coming with you!” Briella calls, coming after me. 

I don’t say a word to her as we get in the truck and drive around town again, going all the way back out to Merleigh’s cabin that is still empty. We go around and around until the morning light settles on the earth and that’s when I know, I fucking know, that something has happened to her. 

The fear in my chest makes me sick to my stomach. 

If I lose her ...

God dammit, why was I such a fucking idiot?

If I lose her and the last thing that happened between us was a fight that caused her to run, I’ll never forgive myself. 

Fuck. 

Please. 

Let her be okay. 
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I watch as the man moves into the room, his eyes on me. Thus far, he hasn’t done anything, but this morning he has come in and there is a look in his eyes that’s terrifying. 

It’s time for me to make him question everything. 

It’ll take every strength I have, but I’m determined to get out of here. 

I will not be anyone’s captive. 

Not ever. 

Not in this life. 

I calm my facial features and watch him with a curiosity that has him doing a double take. I tip my head to the side as he walks toward me, and I give him a cold smile that would put anyone on edge. “Have you done this many times before?” I ask in a sultry voice. 

He blinks. “What the fuck happened to the scared girl I picked up yesterday?”

I give a huff and a smile. “You wouldn’t have taken me if I wasn’t screaming, right? I know how this goes. God, it’s my fantasy. Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting for this moment?”

He stares at me with narrowed eyes. “You’re trying to trick me, it won’t work.”

I keep the smile. 

He hesitates. 

“You expect me to believe you want to be held captive?”

“Well, you’re here, stealing girls from the side of the road. I’m expected to believe you’re into that, why wouldn’t I be into something equally as sick? You don’t think girls have it in them to create fantasies?”

“You’re lying. You’re fucking lying. Shut up.”

“I’ve been in this situation before. If you don’t believe me, look at the scars on my body. They’ll tell you just how much I loved it.”

My voice is low, unwavering. 

Inside, I’m terrified. 

But, I have a feeling I’m on the right path. This man, he doesn’t look like he’s the smartest guy out there catching women. Instead, he seems to be just fulfilling some sick fetish that he has, and isn’t really thinking it through. I can tell by the way he hesitates. 

I’ve dealt with some of the cruelest monsters in this world, and let me tell you, they do not hesitate. 

Ever. 

“Hurt me,” I whisper, my voice so low that it scares even me. “I’ll prove to you how much I want this. Please. Hurt me.”

He looks confused and a more than a little thrown off. 

But he pulls himself together. 

He pulls a knife out of his pants and walks over to me. 

This is going to take every strength I have inside, but if I don’t prove myself, he’s going to rape, and likely kill me. This may very well be my only chance at getting away from here. Sure, he might not be the smartest man, but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t killed people before. 

It’s very likely he has. 

He kneels on the bed and places the knife against my leg, his eyes flashing with a lust that makes me want to vomit. 

“Do it,” I growl, my voice sultry. 

He presses the knife into my skin and then drags it down. The pain is horrific, but I’ve dealt with so much worse. God, so much worse. Still, it makes my stomach twist and my body tense up. It takes every single strength I’ve built over the years not to scream, not to cry and not to show him any sort of fear. My god, it hurts. It hurts so fucking bad. 

I force myself to look into his eyes and give him a smile that has his smile stretching, like he’s struck gold. 

“Well, I didn’t think I’d ever find someone just like me.”

“Oh, honey, you have no idea. Tell me, what are you going to do to me?” 

I lick my lips. 

“Oh, you have no idea the things I’m going to do to your body. Would you like this knife inside you?”

“Yes,” I whimper. “But not until the end.”

“What parts of your body do you want me to cut?”

“All of it. Every single inch of flesh.”

He laughs, wildly and in a way that makes me so damned sick I have to bite my lip to stop it from trembling. 

I’ve got this. 

God dammit, I’ve got this. 

Blood is flowing down my leg and onto the sheet. I glance at it and watch as he runs his finger through it and puts it in his mouth. I clench my teeth together, because if I don’t I’m going to gag. He grins at me. 

“Tell me, what did you do to all the others? I want details.”

He sits on a chair beside the bed and gives me a look that makes my insides twist. Then, he starts telling me all the horrific things he has done to the three other girls he has captured. Things I can’t even let penetrate my mind, because they’ll break me. Instead, I tug on my chains, squirming like it’s turning me on. 

I need to make him unbuckle me. 

It’s the only way I’ll get out. 

“You want to touch yourself, don’t you?” he growls

“Yes,” I plead. “Keep me chained, just let my hands free so I can.”

He does as I ask. The stupid fucking moron. 

As soon as he releases me, I let my hands down and rub my bound fists over my crotch. I’m not touching myself, not even close, but he thinks he has struck gold. He shoves his hands down his pants and it takes everything, absolutely everything inside of me, not to vomit and cry until I can’t breathe. 

“Tell me more,” I plead. 

He does, stroking and talking, telling me the most horrific things. He finishes with a grunt in his pants, and I give a giggle that terrifies even me. “I think you’ve made a mess.”

He chuckles. “I’ll be right back.”

He gets up and leaves the room. 

The stupid, pathetic, sick asshole just got up, walked out, and left me unshackled. He didn’t even lock the door. He fell for my little trick so well, that he has already forgotten I’m a prisoner. My hands are cuffed, but that isn’t going to stop me. I leap out of the bed so quickly I stumble. I’m losing a little more blood than I’d like, but I can’t worry about that now. I have seconds. Sheer seconds. 

I run out of the door, hands bound in front of me. 

I make it to the living room and I can hear the shower running. 

That moron. 

Honestly, I didn’t think it would be so easy to trick someone. 

But my plan worked. 

I see his phone on the table and I grab it, stuffing it down my pants. I’m going to need that. I also open the front door, to make it look like I’ve gone out.

He thinks I’m going to run, that’ll be exactly what he assumes has happened and that’s exactly what I want him to think. Most girls, if any have ever escaped before, would run straight out into those woods that I have no doubt he knows incredibly well. 

We’re out in the middle of nowhere, I know that much—running is pointless. 

So, I walk around the house until I find a secure spot to hide. He’ll never assume I’ll stay in the house. 

Why would he?

I find an old, shut up room with sheets over the furniture. 

An old closet is shoved in the corner. Perfect. 

I open it quietly, heart racing, and I climb in. It’s dusty and dirty, but it’s the perfect spot. I close it, and then I open the phone. It’s only a cheap phone, so it isn’t locked. I dial Waverly’s number, the only person’s I know by heart. 

“Hello?” she answers. 

“Waverly,” I whisper. “It’s Merleigh.”

“Merleigh, oh god, honey, are you okay?”

“I’ve been taken. I’m hiding. I escaped, but I don’t know where I am. I didn’t have time to find a location. I stole his phone. I need you to find out where I am and come and get me.”

“Okay, okay, yes. I’m going to take this to the police and they can track the number. Do not part with that phone Merleigh, do not, no matter what. It’ll be what leads us to you. We’re coming, honey.”

I go to say more but I hear the shouts as he figures out I’m gone. I double check the phone is on silent and I clench my eyes shut as I hear him barreling through the house. I’m right, he doesn’t even bother to look around. I hear the sound of a gun cocking and then the front door slam. 

The world goes quiet then. 

I clench my eyes shut, and I pray. 

Please. 

~*~*~*~
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THE SOUNDS OF SIRENS come two hours later. I know, because I’ve been checking the phone, over and over. I text Waverly’s number, telling her he’s outside looking for me, and he’s armed. She has the police call me to get a location from the phone, and then they assure me they’re on the way. 

So I sit and wait. 

I don’t know where he is—I haven’t heard a thing. 

Car doors slam, shouts can be heard, and I press my hands to my chest in fear, waiting for the horrible sounds of him coming out and shooting, but they don’t come. The shouting gets more frantic, and then it stops. Only once it stops do I hear footsteps through the house and the sound of a voice I need more than anything in this world right now. 

Bohdi. 

“Merleigh?”

I push the cupboard doors open and step out just as he enters the room. The moment I see him, tears burst forth and roll down my cheeks and I’m running toward him. He catches me and pulls me into his arms, burying his face into my hair. I sob, finally releasing everything I’ve been holding inside. I kept strong, and I got out. 

I got out. 

Bohdi steps back and his eyes scan over me. “Did he hurt you? Are you okay?”

“I have a cut on my leg, but otherwise I’m okay.”

Bohdi kneels down and sees the slice on my leg and he mutters a curse. Then he rips his shirt off and ties it. “You’ve lost a hell of a lot of blood.”

I look down and see my entire leg is soaked in it. 

Now the danger is gone, I am feeling a little queasy. 

Bohdi stands, scooping me into his arms and carrying me outside just as two police officers step inside. They take one look at me and seemingly exhale with relief. “Ma’am, are you okay?”

I nod. “I’m okay, thank you for coming.”

“Can you tell us what happened?”

“She will, outside,” Bohdi growls. “This house is filthy.”

He walks me outside and I see Briella, Alarick, Waverly, and Mykel all standing by a police car, speaking with an officer. Briella sees me and she comes running, throwing her arms around me as soon as Bohdi puts me on the ground. I hug her tightly, and then Waverly when she comes over. I step back and see an officer putting the man into the back of a police car. He’s cuffed and protesting. 

“We’ve been looking for him for quite some time, you were incredibly brave doing what you did,” a police officer tells me. 

“I wasn’t letting him keep me captive,” I say softly. “I did what I had to do.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, how did you escape?”

I tell them everything, from me locking my keys out, to him picking me up and the show I put on to get away. They all look stunned when I’m done. 

“You tricked him?” Waverly asks. “Girl, that is the smartest thing I’ve ever heard.”

The police officer nods. “That was an incredibly smart thing to do, and it worked. Well done. We’ll get a statement from you, but you’re free to go.”

“She needs a hospital,” Bohdi says, taking my hand and leading me to the truck. 

Bohdi and I get into his truck, and the others follow behind in Alarick’s. We’re quite a way out of town and as we drive, I realize I made the right choice not running into these woods. I would have gotten lost and likely died. They’re dense, thick, and go for miles and miles. Even in a car, it takes us a while to get back onto the main road. 

Bleeding like I am, it would have been dangerous. 

“You really trick him like that?” Bohdi asks. 

“Yeah. I guess because I’ve been a prisoner before, I know what it is people like him are looking for in a victim. I decided to go a different direction. It was foreign and it was without a doubt the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but it worked.”

“You’re fuckin’ incredible, do you know that?”

I smile weakly. “I was just ensuring I survived.”

He glances at me. “I’m sorry, Merleigh. The entire time you were gone, all I could fuckin’ think was if something happens to you, the last memory we have is of you bein’ so fuckin’ hurt. It killed me to even consider it. I need you to know that I’m sorry.”

I know he is. 

God, do I know he is. 

The anger I felt before I got taken, has gone. The fear of being captive again erased so much pain and made me realize just how lucky I am. 

That luck includes Bohdi. 

“Tell me why you didn’t go to the police when you killed her, Bohdi,” I whisper. 

“I was tired, I was broken, and she had taken so much from me already. I didn’t want her to take my freedom, too. I didn’t mean to hurt her, fuck, I’m not like that. She was attacking me and I pushed her. She fell and hit her head. I could have done the right thing and gone to the cops, but I knew the chances of them believing me were next to none. I had no family. No support. I knew nobody would care if she went missing ...”

“You’d care, though. You had to live with that choice,” I say softly. 

“Yeah, I have had to live with it. Every fucking day, but if I could go back ... I’d do it again. There is more shit you need to know. The night Sherry went over that cliff, I was hanging onto her, trying to pull her back up. She was pulling me down with her and I couldn’t pull her up without going over the edge, too. I had a choice, go over and die, or let her go. I let her go. I’m a fuckin’ monster, Merleigh. You have to know that.”

I swallow, horrified. Not because I think he made the wrong or right choice, but that he was faced with such a choice to begin with. 

He would have died, plain and simple. 

If I were in that position, I probably would have done the same thing. 

It’s not always easy to assume you’d make the right choice. 

“Was there no other way to save her?” I whisper. 

“No,” he tells me. “She wouldn’t listen, wouldn’t calm down, she was squirming and thrashing. If I could have, I would have hung onto her, but even then it would have been hours before someone came, maybe longer. I was put in a position where I had the choice to live, or die, too.”

“I’m sorry that happened to you,” I tell him honestly. “I’m sorry all of it happened to you, but for what it’s worth, you’re not a monster, Bohdi.”

“You’re wrong about that,” he says, his voice low. 

“No, I’m not. I’ve lived with monsters all of my life, I would know them even in disguise. You’re neither. You have the truest heart of anyone I know.”

His jaw tenses. “I shouldn’t have waited so long to tell you that I want to be with you, Merleigh. That I fuckin’ need you.”

I smile. “Well, you’re telling me now. Better late than never.”

He chuckles, lightly. 

“Does this mean you’re choosing me?” I ask softly. 

He glances at me again. “It was always you. Always. There was never a choice.”

I smile. 

My heart expanding. 

Finally. Oh, finally. 

Bohdi is mine. 
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“You’re in love with her, aren’t you?” Isla asks, crossing her arms. 

“Yeah, I am. You and I are never goin’ to be together again, Isla. I’m sorry. I know you don’t deserve a lot of what I put you through, and I’ll always be there for the boys, but I can’t be with you.”

She doesn’t blow up like I expect she will, she just exhales and sits down on the sofa, like she knew this was coming. 

“I should have known better when I came here. I was holding onto some sort of hope that we could be a family again. After what happened with Daniel, I realized just how good things were with you.”

“But they weren’t,” I say to her, crossing my arms. “In comparison to what you went through with Daniel, sure, but they weren’t good, Isla. You deserve so much fucking more than that.”

Daniel and Isla got together after I went “missing” and I guess the relationship she thought she was going to have, didn’t happen. She started to see that maybe Sherry was so crazy, because Daniel was a manipulative liar. He wasn’t abusive physically, but he sure as shit was mentally. Then he would turn it around and make it look like she was the crazy one, just like he did with Sherry. 

When he cheated on Isla, too, she realized she was in a bad situation. 

He wants nothing to do with Sunny and wasn’t a good father. 

Those are all Isla’s words; I don’t know if it’s true or not, but I’m guessing it is. 

“Maybe I do, I don’t know. I spent so long looking for you, and now ... I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t even know what I want. It’s tiring, being a mother, I have forgotten what it feels like to live free. I can see why you disappeared and left it all behind, it seems much easier that way.”

“You’re wrong, it isn’t,” I say, my voice a touch too rough. “It was fuckin’ hard, not being around those boys, but I truly believed they weren’t mine and I was so fucking broken, I figured it was for the best. Now, I look back, and I’d do anything to change things. I missed out on a lot.”

“Yeah,” she murmurs. “Yeah, maybe.”

“I have to go pick Merleigh up from the hospital and take her home, then I’ll come and get the boys and take them out for a while.”

Isla tips her head to the side. “She changes something in you.”

“She fixes something in me,” I correct. “I don’t like the pain you caused her, telling her what you did, but I know why you did it. Don’t ever fuckin’ do something like that to me again, Isla. I won’t be so nice the next time around.”

She crosses her arms, but nods. “I was angry, and I was lashing out. I knew the situation and I knew how it would end, but I did it anyway. I’m sorry.”

I nod, and then turn, walking out of my house and leaving her there. 

I hope now things between us can be different. 

Like maybe, we might just be able to work together for the boys. 

I need them in my life, even if it means I have to have her in it, too. 

Sacrifices. 

I pick Merleigh up from the hospital and take her home. She’s exhausted, so after tucking her into bed, I go and collect the boys and take them for some ice cream. They’re both attaching themselves to me, and Sunny, even though he isn’t my biological son, looks at me like I’m the father he adores. It fucking kills me that I left him, because in his mind, I was his dad. 

I will never forgive myself for that. 

Once we’re done with our ice cream, I head back home to drop them to Isla so I can go back and spend the night with Merleigh, but when I arrive, she’s not there. Figuring she might have just gone out, I try to call her phone, but it tells me it’s disconnected. 

What the fuck?

In a slight panic, I look around the house and that’s when I find it. A folder on the kitchen counter, with my name on it. As if my mind already knows what I’m about to read, my body tenses and I pick it up with stiff fingers. I close my eyes before reading it, praying it’s not what I fucking think it is. 

I’m wrong. 

It’s exactly what I think it is. 

The first thing I pick up is a letter from Isla, handwritten. 

Dear Bohdi, 

I know you’re going to hate me for this, and I know you’re going to take a long time to understand why I’ve done it, but I hope one day you can accept that I did what I had to do – for all of us. 

I can’t be a mother. I love my boys, but I’m miserable and unhappy. I spend my days wishing I could be anywhere else. I’ve forgotten how it feels to live and I need to remember who I am. It’s selfish, I know, but they adore you and you always had such a great bond with them. 

I’m not coming back, Bohdi. I’m not so cruel as to leave their lives and expect to come back when my mind changes. They don’t deserve that and neither do you. I want you to tell them I love them, but I just can’t be their mother anymore. I wish I could, more than anything, but I can’t. 

I have attached papers that I have had drawn up, signing away all my parental rights and making you the full time guardian for both. I have thought this through, and it’s the right choice. I don’t want you to think I can come back in ten years and try to pick up where I left off. I’m signing my rights away, for your peace of mind. 

It’s the least I can do. 

I know you will be a great father to them, you always were. I know eventually, they’ll forget about me and grow to love you and whoever you end up with. 

I’m sorry. I know you’re going to hate me. I just hope one day you can understand. 

To Sunny and Taj, I’m sorry. 

I’m truly sorry. 

Isla x

~*~*~*~
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The knocking at my door has me stopping what I’m doing to see Bohdi standing at the screen. His eyes frantic. I rush over, well, as fast as I can move with my sore leg.

“What’s the matter? Is everything okay?”

“You know how you said you wanted to be a Mother?”

I narrow my eyes, confused, and just as I do I see Sunny and Taj walking up the stairs, hands full of shells, smiles on their handsome little faces. Still, I don’t understand what Bohdi is talking about. What does he mean be a mother? To the boys? I don’t understand. 

“You’re not making any sense, Bohdi. What’s going on?”

He hands me a note, and with narrowed eyes, I take it and read. What I read has my eyes widening and my heart racing. This can’t be real. Isla wouldn’t just up and leave her children like that...would she? No way, it just doesn’t make any sense. Is she in trouble? What if she is and this is some sort of ploy to get Bohdi to believe she made this choice on her own?

It’s not so far-fetched, is it? I mean, Bohdi upped and left everything and had people believe he was dead. This wouldn’t be so far from that kind of crazy. I narrow my eyes and then Bohdi hands me another stack of papers. “Before you go over theories, have a look at these papers, signed by her and done up by a lawyer. I rang that lawyer, who told me Isla was very calm and insistent on everything, and that she was certainly clear of mind. Trust me, I’ve been over every option, but the truth is that she wanted this. That’s all there is to it.”

“But why?” I whisper, shaking my head in confusion. “It just doesn’t make any sense. Why would she want to give up her children?”

“Because she’s selfish, she’s always been selfish. She wants the same kind of freedom she thinks I had, but I’m telling you, one day she’ll regret it. When she does, she won’t be comin’ back into their lives. That much is for fuckin’ sure. You want to give up your kids now, then it remains that way.”

I swallow. 

This is bad. 

Those poor, poor boys. 

They don’t deserve this. To meet a dad they’ve probably long forgotten, and get left with him while their mom disappears. It was hard enough the first time for them, it’ll be a whole lot harder now. Why would she be so selfish? Doesn’t she know they need her? They need her more than they need anyone else? She is their mother. 

Plain and simple. 

“What are you going to do?” I ask, my voice soft. 

Bohdi is tense, so damned tense. “I’m keepin’ them. She doesn’t get a second chance, not after this. I’ll sign those papers and those boys will be mine. They need someone, though. They need...a mother. Someone to help them in ways I can’t. I don’t have the kind of warmth my sons need, Merleigh. I’m hopin’ you do.”

“You want me to be their fill-in-mother?” I ask, shocked. 

“No, I want you to be their mother. I want you to be with me and for us to be a family.”

He does?

Oh god. 

That’s a lot to take in. 

I love him, he knows that and I know that, and those boys are beautiful but just a week ago, we weren’t in a good place and now he wants me to be their mother and basically his wife? That’s a big ask, and it’s daunting and overwhelming. I don’t know how to process that. 

Not right now. 

I turn and glance at the two boys who are now sitting on my sofa, watching television. They’re beautiful kids. They are. 

“What about Daniel?” I ask, turning back to Bohdi. 

“Daniel signed away his rights, as far as Sunny knows, I’m his father. He doesn’t want anything to do with Daniel and the feeling is mutual. He isn’t in the picture, and now, he never will be.”

I rub my hand down my face and exhale. “This is a lot, Bohdi. Really it is.”

“You don’t want it?”

“I didn’t say that...”

“Fuck, I thought you’d be jumping at the chance to have a family and be with me.”

His statement kind of makes me angry, maybe it’s how he delivered it, but he is just assuming I’ll want to dive in headfirst. This is a lot to take in, and I need some time to process it. The assumption that I’d just be happy and everything would be great, makes me agitated. Their mother just left them and Bohdi and I haven’t even made love. Now he wants us to be a family, just like that?

“You’re not even giving me a chance to process this, Bohdi. You just came in here, hit me with it, and expect me to just go along with it. Can you give me a chance here?”

“A chance for what?” he growls, “you want to be with me or you don’t.”

“You’re overreacting, and I understand it. You just got hit with some pretty intense news and it’s a lot to take in, but don’t you think you need time to process before coming here and proposing these things?”

“I know what I want. It’s clear you fuckin’ don’t.”

That makes me angry. 

“I don’t?” I snap, quietly. “I wanted you, Bohdi. I made that very clear. You held me at arm's length when Isla returned. How dare you act like it’s me now.”

His jaw ticks. 

“Can you please leave,” I say softly, trying to keep it together. “I need time to think, and you’re making it hard.”

He shakes his head, barks at the boys to come, and when they run out the door, he disappears with them. I’m hurt, hurt because he’s acting like I should just give in and give him what he wants, but he’s not considering that maybe I need a little time to wrap my head around all of this. Not to mention I just went through a hellish ordeal, and I’m struggling right now. 

My heart aches as I grab my phone and call Waverly. 

She doesn’t answer, neither does Briella, so I kick my shoes off and go for a walk down to the beach. I stroll along, breathing in the sea air, and I think about Sunny and Taj. I think about the life they’re being left to live and I wonder how it’ll all turn out for them. I think about Bohdi and our relationship and my mind swims with confusion and mistrust. 

I don’t know what to do. 

It has been a crazy week, and so much has come forth. 

Why is he not understanding that?

“There you are.”

I turn to see Carson jogging towards me, waving a hand. I give him a small smile as he stops in front of me, panting. 

“I just went to your house,” he says, voice breathy. “I figured you might be here, it was unlocked.”

“I needed to clear my head.”

“You doin’ okay? How’s your leg?”

“It’s sore but fine.”

“What about you? You don’t look fine.”

I exhale, and then I tell him everything that just happened. He listens intently, with wide eyes, and when I’m done, he exhales. “Wow, that’s a fuckin’ lot after the few days you’ve had. I didn’t know Bohdi wanted to be with you like that, did you?”

“No, and that’s why it’s so confusing. When Isla came back, he told me he didn’t know what we were and I accepted that. He’s reacting badly right now, and I understand why, but he’s not seeing how I’m feeling.”

“Give him some time, Bohdi does this. When things get hard, he shuts down. He’s been like this since we were younger, and sometimes you just gotta let him be. It’s a lot to take in, and he’s coming to the one person he trusts because he knows you can help him, and he’s scared. Take that as a good thing, Bohdi doesn’t go to just anyone.”

I didn’t think of it like that, he’s right. 

That makes a lot of sense. 

“You’re right. I will go and talk to him, I just need to know exactly what I want before I do. I came here because I wanted to start fresh, without drama and pain. I don’t know what Bohdi is going to bring me, and I have no doubt I can love those boys more than they’ll ever be able to process, but I just need some time to make sure I’m doing the right thing. I’m not going to go all in and then leave them, I’m not like that.”

“You’re a good person, Merleigh. I know why he wanted you to be the person for his kids.”

Dammit, when he puts it like that, I understand it, too. 

“I know,” I exhale. “And I could love those boys, oh god could I love them. I think that’s what scares me the most. Is that I know how happy I could be, and what if she came back...”

“She has given her rights away, even if she did come back, that love doesn’t change. You’ll love those boys with or without her in the picture.”

He’s right about that, too. 

“You’re too nice a person, Carson. How come you’re still single?”

He chuckles and throws an arm around my shoulder, pressing a kiss to my temple. “Wish I could tell ya, darlin’. One thing is for sure, if you weren’t in love with my best friend, I’d have you. But you are, and I love him more than he’ll ever know, so I’ve got his back on this one.”

I smile. 

I like Carson. 

So much. 
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“Where’s mommy?” Sunny asks, for the eighth time today. 

He’s confused, and he doesn’t understand why Isla hasn’t come back. I haven’t been able to talk to him or tell him the truth. What am I supposed to say? Mommy decided to leave, and she’s not coming back? Then what if she does come back, and he thinks I’ve lied to him? I don’t want to be the monster in this situation, but I also know eventually, I have to tell the truth. 

“Let’s get you a drink, yeah buddy?” I say, ruffling his hair with my fingers. 

“Where is mommy?” he asks again, his voice a little fierier this time. 

“Listen, bud...”

“Hi.”

A soft voice has me swiveling my head to see Merleigh standing in my doorway, a small smile on her face. Fuck. Seeing her here makes my heart do things I never thought my heart could do. If only she knew the effect she had on me. She changes everything. I’m angry that I was so hard on her earlier, she’s been through enough and I should have been a little gentler. 

“Hey,” I say, walking towards her, Sunny’s hand in mine. “I was just about to talk to Sunny. He’s missing his momma.”

Merleigh’s eyes go to Sunny, and she smiles. “Are you feeling a little down, honey?” she asks him. 

He nods. “I don’t know where mommy went, and I’m scared she’s never going to come back.”

Those words hurt me, they hurt me to my fucking core. Not only because I’m angry that Isla left, but also that I left them first. I should have never taken that part of them away, but I did, and now she is too. I can’t do this on my own, I don’t fucking know how. Merleigh, she does. She has this strength, this beauty, that I simply don’t have. 

She kneels in front of Sunny. “I know you’re sad. It’s super scary when our parents go away, but sometimes, they do it because it helps make them stronger. It’s not because they don’t love us, and of course, we miss them - we’re allowed to miss them. Your momma had to go away because she needed to fix some parts of herself, but you know what? I’m here, and Bohdi is here, and we love you so much. If you need to talk to someone, we’re always going to listen to you. If you need to be sad or angry, we are going to understand that.”

Sunny stares at her with a pained expression, an expression that breaks my fucking heart. I put my hand in his hair and gently rub. It’s killing me to see him like this, to see him so broken and upset. He doesn’t deserve it. The poor kid deserves happiness. I hope we can be the ones to give that to him now. 

“Does my mommy still love me?”

“Oh honey, of course she does. She loves you so much, but sometimes it gets hard for mommies to show you how much they love you when they have forgotten how to love themselves, too.”

“What about Taj? He thinks she’s coming back. He’s so sad. I told him it’s okay, he has me, but he wants momma.”

Strong, beautiful boy. 

“You’re a great big brother, the best I know,” Merleigh smiles at him. “He has you, and that’s enough. In time, that’ll make him feel less sad. In the meantime, Bohdi and I are going to make you both feel as happy as we can, okay?”

“Can we come and stay in your cabin? I like it there. I like the beach so much. Bohdi said he’d teach me to surf and I want to start now.”

My heart fucking aches. 

“You know what? I think you can come and stay at the cabin anytime you want. How does that sound?”

Sunny smiles, a smile that makes my heart explode. “Yay!”

“And, you can learn to surf with me, because Bohdi is teaching me, too. Though I’m not very good, so you might be better than me.”

He laughs and then runs off yelling at Taj that they’re going to learn to surf and stay in Merleigh’s cabin for a while. I turn to Merleigh when she stands, and I place a hand on the side of her face. She closes her eyes and tips her head into my palm, exhaling. “I’m so sorry I reacted the way I did,” she tells me, “I was just scared and a little overwhelmed.”

Her eyes pop open and she stares up at me. “You’re the most incredible human I have ever met, Merleigh. You shine so much beautiful fuckin’ light into this world. My boys would be lucky to have you in their world, but more than that, I would be lucky. I need you. I love you. I don’t want to live another fuckin’ second without you, and I’m sorry it took me so long to show you that.”

Her eyes light up and she smiles a big, toothy smile. “You love me?”

“More than I’ve ever loved another person in my life.”

“I love you too, Bohdi, and I want this. I want all of it. I want every piece of you, broken or not. Because you’re exactly what I need in this life. You’re the strength I’ve lived so long without, and I would love nothing more than to help you raise your beautiful sons.”

I bring her close and press my lips to hers, kissing her slowly and deeply. She’s so fucking perfect, the kind of perfect you rarely find in a person, and when you do, you don’t let go. 

“Ew,” Taj’s little voice comes from behind us. 

I chuckle and let her go, and her cheeks go a beautiful shade of red as she smiles at my son. “Hey buddy, what do you say we go and get some ice cream and then go to the beach?” she asks him. 

He claps his hands together. “Can I have chocolate?”

“You can have whatever flavor you want, two if it makes you happy!”

“Yay!” he cheers. “Then can we go to the club and visit with Alarick? I like it there.”

Merleigh smiles. “You know, I quite like it there, too. I think it sounds like a great plan.”

Merleigh puts her hand in mine, and I squeeze. 

Fuckin’ best day of my life. 

Without a doubt. 

Maybe Isla did us all a favor. 

Maybe, she finally did right by us. 

~*~*~*~
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“They’re such cute kids,” Zariah says, smiling at the boys who are currently looking at all of the bikes lined up outside the clubhouse. They’re obsessed with them and certain, one day, they’re going to join the club, too. 

“They are,” Briella agrees. “I can’t believe their mom just upped and left.”

“Good riddance,” Waverly shrugs. “She was a pain in the ass anyway.”

“Amen to that,” Aviana nods. “Speaking of a pain in the ass, how has Cova been since you got back?”

I have been meaning to go and see Cova, but things have been crazy in the last week and I simply haven’t had the chance. I owe it to her, though. As someone who understands what she’s going through, the least I can do is go and see her. Even if she doesn’t want me to. 

“She’s angry, bitter, and miserable,” Briella sighs. “I don’t know what to do with her anymore. She just doesn’t want to be with us and I’m thinking maybe, I should just let her go her own way.”

“Yeah, maybe it’s time for us to stop trying to help her,” Waverly suggests. “I mean, it’s clear she doesn’t want it. It’s like a defiant teenager, the more you push them and tell them no, the more they want to do it. Perhaps it’s time to just let her find her own path.”

“I have to agree,” I nod. “If it weren’t for me getting out on my own and taking chances, I wouldn’t have felt free. She has people trying to help her, which is lovely, but she doesn’t see it the way you do. If I were you, I’d let her find her path. Even if she makes the wrong choices, at least you’re letting her decide. You have to remember, she hasn’t been allowed to decide, and that’s a really hard thing to have taken away from you.”

Zariah smiles. “You’re a smart girl, Merleigh.”

I laugh softly. “Not smart, just been there and know what she’s feeling.”

“Maybe you could go and talk to her,” Briella suggests. “I know we’ve tried and I know you’re right, that we have to let her go, but I still want to know that at the very least, we’ve tried one more time to get through to her.”

“Yeah, I’d like to talk to her anyway,” I say. “I need to clear the air with her, I don’t want her forever thinking I’m not on her side.”

“Well, it’s a plan then,” Briella smiles. “Now, back to some interesting gossip, talk to me and you and Bohdi.”

I roll my eyes with a smile. “What about me and Bohdi?”

“Have you two done it yet?” Aviana wiggles her brows. 

I flush. “No, because I freaked out on him and since then...we just haven’t tried. Now we have the boys, and...”

“And what?” Waverly crosses her arms. “Girl, you have to jump on that horse and take him for a ride, god knows he needs it. Don’t be scared. We’ll take the boys for a night, you two can get jiggy with it.”

I laugh. “It’s not that, it’s more that I’m afraid. I haven’t been with anyone in the right way, and I’ve got bad memories of the past. That came up last time, and now I’m scared it’ll come up this time, too. I don’t want to freak him out and I don’t want to embarrass myself anymore.”

“I think you just need to go slow,” Zariah suggests. “Maybe kissing, touching, gently discovering one another. You don’t have to dive right in. That’s not what works for every person.”

I nod, swallowing the lump in my throat. What if Bohdi doesn’t like what he sees when we finally get down to it? What if I’m too timid, too quiet, too...broken?

“You’re overthinking this, honey,” Aviana says gently. “I can see it in your eyes. You need to get out of your head and stop whatever thoughts are swimming through it because that man adores you. He looks at you like you’re the best thing he has ever seen in his life. Whatever you’re thinking he might feel, it’s wrong. I promise you, it’s wrong.”

They’re right, I know that. 

It still doesn’t take away that fear.

“I’m sure we’ll get there when the time is right,” I say. “We only just decided to give this a go, I don’t even know where to start with that yet.”

“The boys love you,” Briella smiles. “They seriously do. You’re going to be the best thing in their worlds. It’s a blessing in disguise.”

God, I hope she’s right. 

I really do. 

Because I don’t want to let them down. 

I don’t want to let anyone down. 
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I sit beside Bohdi on the sofa, his arm around me, the boys sound asleep in the spare room at my house. 

My nerves are getting the better of me, my stomach twists and I’m terrified of what the night might bring. But still, there is nowhere I’d rather be than right here with him because he makes me feel safe and secure and I know that no matter what, he’s not going to put any pressure on me that I don’t want there. 

He’s incredible and the happiness I feel right now is overwhelming.

“It’s fuckin’ nice here,” he murmurs, his mouth close to my hair, his breath warm. “I miss bein’ near the beach.”

“You could come live here, we could get a bigger place. I can keep my job and you can just go back and forth to the club.”

“It’s tempting, somethin’ I’ll look into.”

I snuggle closer. “Have you heard anything from Isla?”

“Nothin’. Not a single thing. I tried to call Daniel, safe to say that didn’t go well.”

“Oh, how come?”

“He’s angry at me, blames me for Sherry’s death, and blames me for leavin’ him with a broken Isla and two ‘screamin’ banshees’. I told him that Isla was gone, and I wondered if he might know where she was. He hung up on me after tellin’ me not to call again and to keep the brat. So, safe to say, he doesn’t give a fuck where she is.”

“He doesn’t want anything to do with Sunny at all? I thought he was a good guy.”

“He was a good guy,” Bohdi explains. “Back when I knew him, he was. Guess drugs and alcohol changed that for him. It’s clear he isn’t the same man I knew.”

“That’s a shame, but I’m not sad that he isn’t going to be around Sunny. That boy doesn’t need that kind of influence in his life.”

“No, he fuckin’ doesn’t.”

I look up at him. “It’s a good thing he has you.”

“And you.”

He leans down and kisses me, and sparks explode in my chest. I whimper and press up higher, deepening the kiss. I love feeling Bohdi’s lips on mine, I love knowing that he’s here with me, and he’s mine. The feeling that gives me, makes my heart explode. He carefully shifts me until I’m on my back and he’s lying on top of me. 

He stops and looks down at me. “If this, at any point, is ever too much...you tell me and I’ll stop. You hear me?”

I cup his face. “I trust you, Bohdi. I want this.”

“Then we ain’t goin’ to do that here.”

He stands and leans down, scooping me into his arms and carrying me down the hall into my bedroom. He closes the door and lays me on the bed, and there, he slowly removes every inch of clothing. He does it in a way that’s so incredibly gentle and kind, that my heart races and my mind automatically trusts him and all my fears are eased. 

Then he kisses every inch of skin. Every scar, every mark, every single blemish, and flaw. He kisses me, dragging his perfect lips over me like I’m the most incredible thing he’s ever had the pleasure of being with. 

It makes me feel like a queen.

Once Bohdi is naked, it’s my turn. 

I’ve never seen a male's body in any way that has been enjoyable. So I take every moment to go over his delicious flesh. I kiss and lick, running my hands over his muscles, his ripples and dips, and when I reach his cock, I stare at it with awe. It’s long, it’s thick and it’s hard. The ache that it creates between my legs is something I’m not familiar with. 

I love it. 

I hesitate when I reach it, my hand extending and then pulling back. 

“You can touch me,” Bohdi growls. “Anywhere you like.”

I bite my bottom lip, and then I curl my hand around the warm, hard length. The growl Bohdi gives me is so satisfying that I carefully start to stroke, up and down, slowly. He tenses his abs, and his body flexes in ways that make me feel wild and free, crazy even. I stroke a little faster and finally his hand lashes out and stops me. “That feels incredible, but if you keep going, that’ll be all there is...”

“Oh,” I say softly. 

He chuckles and then in seconds, I’m on my back. “It’s my turn.”

“For what?” I ask, eyes wide. 

“To make you cum.”

“What?”

He narrows his eyes. “You’ve never had an orgasm?”

I blink. “No.”

He looks almost angry at that fact. “Nobody in your life has ever made you feel good?”

“No,” I say softly. “No, it has never been enjoyable.”

“Fuck, baby, I’m sorry.”

Baby. 

That feels nice. 

“Say that again,” I say softly, cheeks flushing.

“Baby,” he rasps. 

God. 

I love it. 

“If you don’t want me to do this...” he goes on, his fingers trailing over my skin. 

“I do,” I say, confidently. “I want you to be the first for everything in my world.”

He growls and leans down, pressing a kiss to my lips that takes my breath away. Then, he moves down my body until his mouth is between my legs. His hot breath tickles me, and I squirm. I’m not naïve enough to not know what he’s about to do, but I can’t say I’ve ever had it. Not this. I’ve had everything else around there before, but never a mouth. 

I’m terrified. 

“It’s okay,” Bohdi murmurs. “I won’t hurt you and if you hate it, you tell me and I’ll stop. I’ll never push you, Merleigh.”

“It’s okay,” I say softly. “I’m just scared.”

“I know,” he murmurs. 

Then he puts his mouth down. 

My fear immediately disappears when I feel the kind of intense pleasure I could have never imagined. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. The feelings building between my legs can only be described as incredible. Bohdi’s mouth is soft and warm, and his tongue is doing things to my body that I didn’t know what possible. 

I’m moaning, without even realizing it. 

My cries fill the room as that feeling grows and grows, the most beautiful feeling I’ve ever experienced. 

Then it explodes. 

Pleasure. 

Pure, raw pleasure. 

I cry out and clutch the sheets, crying Bohdi’s name as my body trembles. He licks until every shudder is released from my body, and then he slides up until he’s on top of me. I stare at him in awe, and he grins. “I guess you’re not afraid of that anymore.”

I laugh softly, breathily. “No, you could say that.”

“Are you sure you want to keep goin’?”

I lean up and kiss him, deep and hard. 

“I want all of it. Every single thing.”

So that night, Bohdi makes love to me. 

His cock, his hands, his mouth, and his body. 

He takes me to heights I never thought was possible. He brings me the kind of pleasure I couldn’t even dream of. There is never a moment where it feels anything but perfect. His thrusts are gentle, his cock feels great inside me and his kisses bring me peace at any time I’m uncertain. He makes me feel like nothing in this world could touch me. 

When we’re done, he holds me in his arms until I fall asleep. 

That night, I have the best sleep I’ve ever had in my entire life. 

Because finally, I’m free. 

But mostly, I’m safe. 

That’s a beautiful feeling. 

~*~*~*~
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“Daddy?” Taj asks, staring at his plate of pancakes that Merleigh just made him. 

“Yeah, buddy?”

“Can I have these for breakfast every day?”

Merleigh giggles from the kitchen as she shows Sunny how to flip the pancakes on the stove. 

“Well, buddy, they’re a treat but maybe we can have them every Sunday?”

“Yay!” Taj claps, digging in. 

“I am making them next time!” Sunny calls. “I’m ready, dad.”

Dad.

That feels fucking incredible. 

I’m not Sunny’s dad but he has decided that now, that’s exactly who I am to him and he started calling me dad without prompting. It makes me feel fucking incredible inside, because he’s a strong kid and he’s got a heart bigger than anyone could have imagined. 

He is perfect. 

“I think you’ve got it down, big man,” I call out. 

He grins and looks to Merleigh. “Do you think so?”

“Oh, honey, you’re nailing this. Soon, you’ll be better than me and you’ll have to cook every night.”

“Every night?” Sunny gasps. “I don’t know about that, maybe once a week.”

Merleigh laughs. “What about twice?”

“Hmmm, okay, twice might be fun.”

I chuckle. “Sounds like you’ve got yourself a plan.”

Sunny grins and Taj continues to focus on eating his pancakes with a hunger that I had long forgotten about. I didn’t remember just how much kids could eat until this moment. I need to start considering having enough around for them. 

“Who wants to do a surfing lesson this morning?” I ask, winking at Merleigh and relishing in the way she flushes. 

She’s fucking perfect. 

Last night with her was fucking perfect. 

I haven’t felt anything like this in my life and experiencing it with her feels like it’s going to be a game-changer. 

She is going to be a game-changer. 

“Yes!” both boys call. 

“What about you, beautiful?” I say, in a low, husky tone that has Merleigh’s cheeks getting even redder. 

“Yes, I think I might. I have to work later, but I have time this morning.”

“Well, you heard the lady. Go and get changed, boys.”

The two of them finish up breakfast and get changed while Merleigh cleans up. I eat some of the incredible fucking pancakes she made and then we all head down to the beach. I only have two boards, but I make a note to get the boys one each if they take to it. I know they’d love that and fuck, it feels good to be back near the ocean, this time with people that make me so damned happy I barely know myself. 

“This is so hard!” Taj complains, wobbling on the board and falling off. “I’m never going to be able to stand up in the water. I can’t even swim properly.”

He flops down, arms crossed, frown on his face. 

I sit down beside him. “You know, when I started surfing, I fell off so many times they used to tease me every time I went into the water. But I ignored them all and kept practicing, and eventually, I beat all of them. Don’t give up, son. Always keep fighting.”

Taj nods and stands, getting back on the board and practicing until he has himself balanced. Sunny is a natural and stands with pride on the board as he pretends he’s on some waves. Merleigh watches, big sun hat on, a smile on her face. When it’s her turn, the boys go and have a splash in the waves while I keep practicing with her. 

I put my hands on her hips, sliding them around until my arms are around her and my lips are on her neck. 

“I don’t think this is how it goes,” she giggles. 

“Oh, fuck, I thought it was.”

She laughs and shoves her elbow backward. “We can do that later, right now you have to teach me how to ride some waves.”

I kiss her neck again, and then she turns her head and kisses my lips before slapping my hands from around her and snapping me back into action. I spend the next hour showing her how to get up on the board, and then we move into the ocean and practice there. By the time lunch rolls around, we’re all exhausted and head back to the cabin so she can get ready for work. 

This would have to be the best day I’ve had in a very fucking long time. 

Nothing could make it any less perfect. 

At least, that’s what I think. 

Turns out I’m wrong. 

There is always something. 

Always. 
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“I have to go and pick my son up from his father's place, he’s sick. Are you able to lock up for me? I know it’s short notice and you haven’t done it before, but it’s super easy.”

I stare at my boss and hesitate for a second. Not because I don’t think I can lock up, I’m just nervous I might do it wrong and someone will get in. Still, I’ve been on a few shifts where I’ve left when they’re locking up, I think I can manage it. I’m sure I can. 

“Of course, that’s no problem. Can you just show me quickly how to do it again so I’m certain I’ve got it right?”

She nods and goes over it all with me. Then she tells me she’ll call me later to check-in, thanks me a hundred times, and leaves. It’s a quiet night so far, with only four customers in. I’m working with another girl who just started, too. Her name is Lennon. She’s a nice girl, the same age as me and she lives locally. Together, we manage to keep everything going until it’s nearly time to close. 

We’re not serving meals tonight, so the chef isn’t here. We’re just serving pies, cakes, and sandwiches that we have in the cabinet, plus coffee that Lennon makes. We also have ice cream and milkshakes, so a few teenagers come in for that. Otherwise, it’s going quite well, and half an hour before closing, Lennon turns to me and tells me she’s going out the back to get some boxes to pack up the last of the stock. 

I wipe down some tables and go back behind the counter just in time to hear the bell over the door jingle. I look up to see a man coming in. He’s maybe thirty, with scruffy hair and a handsome face, but it’s a face that is very cold. He looks at me and the moment his eyes meet mine, my stomach turns. All the alerts go off in my body and I’m suddenly very aware that this is about to be a very bad situation. I can feel it with every particle in my body. 

He is bad news. 

And we’re about to be trapped in it. 

“I’m sorry, we’re closed,” I attempt to say, in hopes he might just turn around and leave. 

“I’m looking for someone,” he tells me in a gruff voice. 

“I’m the only one here, sorry sir.”

“No, you’re not. Miranda is here. I’m not leaving until I see her, go and get her and tell her that Tiger is here.”

Tiger. 

That gives me shivers. 

I’m about to tell him there is no Miranda here, but I hear Lennon’s voice come out soft and terrified from behind me. “Tiger?” 

Wait? She’s Miranda?

“Surprise,” he grins. 

This situation is dangerous, I can feel it in my bones, and yet I don’t know how to deal with it. I don’t want to aggravate this man, but I also know we need to get out of here. I glance around, without moving my head, to try and see where my phone is. It’s to my left on the counter, sitting down beside the till.

“Didn’t think I’d find you, did you darlin’?” he purrs. 

“What do you want?” Lennon whispers. “I have a DVO out, if the police find out you’re here...”

“They’re not going to find out. Believe me.”

I shiver. 

I take a small step towards the phone. 

“If you take another step,” he growls towards me, “I’ll kill you both.”

He pulls a gun from his jacket and points it at me. I go still. Terrified. 

“Please, she has nothing to do with this,” Lennon pleads. “Let her go.”

“To run to the cops? I don’t think so.”

“What do you want?” Lennon asks, her voice so shaky and terrified it breaks my heart. 

“I want my wife, that’s what I want. You belong to me, angel.”

God. 

He is terrifying. 

And her husband. 

“I’m not coming back with you,” she tries to make her voice sound stronger, but it doesn’t come out like that. It comes out broken and scared. “I left for a reason, and I’m not coming home.”

“You think changing your name and doing a runner is going to protect you? I found you, Miranda, and I’ll find you again and again. You belong to me, you’ll never escape me.”

“Please,” she croaks, “just let me go.”

This is escalating quickly, and I have no idea how to stop it. 

“Come here,” he orders, taking a step forward. 

“No,” Lennon says, her voice strong. I admire her strength, but this man is dangerous and her standing up to him now is only going to make him lose it. “No, I’m not going. You need to leave.”

He laughs, showing a row of perfect white teeth. “What did you say?”

“I said no,” she tries again.

“Lennon,” I whisper, pleading with her to stop. 

I know how men like this work. They’re dangerous and they don’t back down. It’ll only make him angry and when that happens, he’ll do something stupid. I can’t have my friend killed here tonight, but that’s what’ll happen if this doesn’t stop soon. 

“No, you need to leave,” she tries again, squaring her shoulders. 

She might be doing that, but I can see her terror. 

“Get over here,” he growls, waving the gun at her. “I will start shooting. You’re coming with me.”

“No,” she tries again, “no, I’m not.”

He lunges towards her and she side steps, trying to escape but he’s too quick. I’m shoved out of the way as he grabs at her, his hands going around her throat. She screams as he starts to squeeze. Her face goes red as she gasps and claws at him. Where is the gun? Where is it?

I see it on the floor, to my right. I could reach it, but I’ll have to go past them. 

Lennon screams again, thrashing. 

“I’ll fucking kill you, bitch. You won’t get a second chance in this world without me,” he roars, shaking her, his hands tightening around her throat. 

“Stop!” I scream, grabbing at his arms, trying to stop him. 

He uses his elbow to slam me out of the way. 

It’s the exact chance I need. I drop to the ground and crawl towards the gun. I pick it up, stand, spin around, and aim it at him. “Let her go or I’ll shoot!” 

He doesn’t even flinch. 

Not a single movement. 

He squeezes harder. Lennon is gasping for breath now, her face going an ugly shade of purple. He’s going to kill her. Seconds, she’ll be dead. I’m frantic and screaming, roaring at him to stop but he isn’t even hearing me. Lennon has stopped screaming now, and her eyes roll back. 

He’s bellowing about killing her. 

I don’t think. 

I clench my eyes shut and pull the trigger. 

The gun goes off with a loud bang. A mighty thump has me opening my eyes to see him slumping down to the ground. Blood. So much blood. It’s splattered everywhere, mostly all over Lennon who is now on the ground, her eyes closed, her body limp. No. No. 

I drop the gun and run towards her, dropping to my knees and grabbing her shoulders in my hands, shaking her. “Lennon, please wake up.”

She’s not moving. Her skin is still a dark shade that’s terrifying. I shake her again, and then I feel for a pulse. She has one, she’s still alive. I kick myself into action and start CPR. Within a few seconds, she’s gasping and her eyes flutter open. She croaks and makes a whining sound. Then, she looks at me and whispers my name. 

“You’re okay. It’s okay,” I say, over and over, almost robotically. 

Then I look over to the man on the ground, face down, blood pouring from a hole in his head. I killed him. He is dead and it’s because of me. I just took a life. I drop to my knees, trembling. Lennon sits up slowly, looking ill and like she’s struggling to move. She glances at Tiger, and then looks at me and starts to cry. “You saved my life.”

“He’s dead,” I sob. “He’s dead.”

She stares at him.

I need to think. 

I don’t know what to do, but I have to do something. 

I push to my feet and go to the front door, locking it. 

Then, I pull the shades closed, walk numbly to my phone and call Bohdi. 

“Hey beautiful,” he answers. 

“Bohdi,” I sob. “I need help.”

“What’s goin’ on? What’s happened? Talk to me.”

“I...I killed him.”

“Who? Fuck? Who baby?”

“Please come. Call Alarick. Please.”

“I’m coming. Hold tight.”

I hang up the phone and walk back to Lennon, who is in the same spot, her eyes blank and she stares at Tiger. She looks at me and I sit down beside her, putting an arm around her shoulders. “It’s okay, it’s going to be okay.”

“You saved my life. You did that for me.”

“He was going to kill you,” I say softly. “I had no choice.”

She hugs me tight, pressing her face into my chest. I hang onto her until Bohdi bangs on the front door, bellowing my name. I stand slowly and walk over, unlocking it to see him outside. The second he sees me, his eyes widen. I know I’ve got blood all over me because I’ve been holding Lennon who was covered in it. 

“Are you hurt? Fuck. What happened?”

“I’m not hurt,” I whisper. 

Then I step aside and he walks in to see the mess on the floor, the mess that was left by me. I did that. I killed that man. 

“What happened?” Bohdi asks. 

“He came in looking for Lennon,” I say in a quiet voice. “He was her ex or something. She had run away from him. He found her. He started choking her, and I couldn’t stop him. I threatened to shoot him, but he didn’t stop. He was going to kill her. I didn’t think, I just shot him. I killed him, Bohdi.”

Bohdi grabs me and pulls me close, wrapping his arms around me. He holds me so tight I can barely breathe, but I need it. I sob hysterically into his chest, and he hangs on until I stop. Then, and only then, does he pull back and get to work. 

“Go and find a blanket to cover that body, and get your friend cleaned up. Alarick is on his way, we’ll fix this. It’ll be okay.”

“I’m going to go to prison, and...”

“Look at me,” Bohdi orders. 

I look at him. 

“You are not going anywhere. I’ll fix this. I will fuckin’ fix it. You are not going to prison, and neither is Lennon.”

“How can we not? The police will come, and...”

“Merleigh, trust me, we’ll fix this. Go and help your friend, you hear me? Get it together and trust me. I got you.”

I nod, wiping my tears. I take a deep breath and I do as he asks. I have to keep it together because if I don’t, I’m going to fall apart. Lennon is falling apart, she needs me to be strong. I clench my eyes, take a long, long breath and then I exhale and walk past the body, and the girl sitting on the ground in shock. I go out the back and grab two blankets and some water. 

I find Lennon first, and wrap the blanket around her. She takes it, tears running down her cheeks. Then, I lay the other one over the body, fighting back my emotions in a way I’ve never had to before. I breathe through it and when he’s covered, I turn and face Bohdi, who is on the phone talking in a hushed voice. 

I sit beside Lennon and I wait. 

Alarick, Mykel, Kendric, Samson, and Cohen arrive just over two hours later. By now, it’s later at night and the streets are quieter, hopefully not drawing any attention to the café and everything going on inside it. It’s times like these I’m thankful the front windows have shades that can be drawn, so nobody can see in. Bohdi had me turn the front lights off and the ones at the beginning of the room, so it looked like it was closed. 

Alarick is the first to walk over, lift the blanket and stare at the body beneath it. Then, he turns to me. “You okay?”

“I killed him, Alarick. I killed him.”

He squats down in front of me. “You are not going down for this, I promise you that. We are goin’ to sort it out. What’s your name, darlin’?”

“Lennon,” Lennon whispers, looking up at him. 

“You goin’ to be a problem for us, Lennon?”

She shakes her head. 

“We can make this go away, we can make sure both you and Merleigh walk out of this, but I need to know you’re not going to get the guilts and go to the cops. You do that, it’s over for all of us and I can’t have that.”

“He beat me for years,” Lennon says, her voice shaky. “He made my life a living hell until I finally left and changed my name, started a new life, and even then he still found me. He was going to kill me, if it wasn’t now it would have been sometime in the future. My lips are sealed, I give you my word.”

“I’ll take your word. Now, you two girls are going to leave and we’re going to deal with this.”

“But there is so much blood and-” I say, glancing around. 

Alarick grins. “Blood is my specialty. You don’t need to worry. Nobody will ever know he came here. By the time this café opens in the morning, it’ll just be like you spent a little too much time cleaning the night before.”

I swallow. “What if someone saw him come in and not go out? What if a missing person's report comes out about him, and people trace him back to here? I...”

Alarick takes my shoulders in his hands. “Then I’ll deal with it. You do not need to worry about those things, Merleigh. I promise you. The only thing I need from you two is to tell me if there are security cameras here.”

I shake my head. “No, they failed a few weeks ago and they have been waiting for new ones to arrive.”

Alarick nods and then straightens. “Well, then this will be easier than we thought. Lennon, give me any information you can about this fucker, and then you’re going to go home, clean up and get yourself together. Not until you give me the clothes you’re wearing, Mykel has a spare pair for both of you. We don’t want anything to link you to it.”

Lennon nods and then slowly stands. I help her when Mykel gives me the spare clothes. We take a great deal of time making sure we don’t get any blood anywhere in the bathroom as she changes out of the bloodied clothes she’s wearing. I do the same, and then we put them in a bag and hand them to Kendric who disappears with them. I don’t know what he’s going to do with them, and honestly, I don’t want to know. 

I just want this to be over. 

More than anything, that’s what I need. 

“C’mon, I’m takin’ you two home,” Bohdi tells me, putting his arm around my shoulder. “You’re in shock.”

“Are you sure this is going to be okay?” I ask him softly. 

“Alarick knows what he’s doin’, baby. You gotta trust him.”

I glance at Alarick and he gives me a low nod before he and the guys get to work cleaning this place up. I give Alarick the key and he promises to have it back to me as soon as they’re done so I can hand it over in the morning. 

Then Bohdi takes me home. 

A little more broken. 

A little stronger. 

A little less afraid. 

~*~*~*~
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“Situation is under control,” Alarick tells me over the phone, four hours after I have returned to Merleigh’s cabin. “Nobody will ever know anything that happened here. We’re goin’ to deal with the remainder, we’ll see you at the club in the morning.”

The remainder being the body. 

“I’ll bring Merleigh past in the morning, boss.”

“She doin’ okay?”

“Not really. She fell asleep after a long shower, but she’s not doin’ the best. Keeps cryin’, sayin’ she’s a bad person, feelin’ like shit. She’ll come good. Lennon is here, too, didn’t want to be alone. She fell asleep, but I imagine it’ll be a long few days for both of them.”

“You did the right thing callin’ the club, and she did the right thing callin’ you. Tell her that.”

“Will do. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I hang up and turn to where Merleigh is sleeping on the sofa, curled up onto her side. She looks like the weight of the world is on her shoulders, and I understand why. What she went through would shake anyone to their core. She’s strong but that threw her, and it’ll take some time to process. 

I walk over and sit beside her, swiping a piece of hair from her face. 

She groans and then her eyes flutter open. 

Fuck. 

“Sorry, babe, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“It’s okay,” she whispers, shifting and sitting up, “I wasn’t sleeping anyway.”

She glances over to where Lennon is sleeping, and her eyes grow sad. “Is she okay?”

“She’s sleepin’, which is better than nothing. Come on, you should go to bed and get some proper rest. I’ll stay out here and keep an eye on her.”

“Can you come with me?” she whispers. “I don’t want to be alone, Bohdi.”

I nod and help her up. We walk to her room and she climbs into bed. I tell her I’m going to double-check everything is locked, and then I’ll be back. I do just that and then check on both the boys. They’re sound asleep and Lennon is still on the sofa. I go back to join Merleigh. 

I undress and climb into bed beside her, pulling her soft body towards mine. She whimpers and rolls towards me, pressing her face into my chest. “Will you make love to me, Bohdi?”

“Tonight?” I ask, pulling back to stare at her. 

“Yes. Please. I need to feel you.”

I lean forward and kiss her. She has the softest, fullest fucking lips I’ve ever experienced in my life. Warm and plump. My dick twitches, especially when the kiss deepens and my hand roams up her nightie finding her supple naked skin beneath. I slide my hands over her breasts, gently flicking her nipple, before moving down and finding her already wet pussy. 

She whimpers when my fingers glide through, finding her clit. I gently stroke, while kissing her in a way I’ve never kissed a woman in my life. It’s with love and intensity, the kind of kiss that could nearly bring a man to his knees. Merleigh deepens it as her body begins to tremble. She takes my hair in her hands and tugs as a moan escapes her lips and my fingers become coated in her arousal. My dick is aching, but I keep it together until her trembles become shakes and her moans become whimpers of utter pleasure as an orgasm takes her body. 

Only when I’m certain she has enjoyed every fucking second of it, do I remove my hands and slide my body on top of hers. My cock pushes against her entrance, more than ready to go, but I take it slow. I find her mouth again, her neck, her shoulders. I kiss her flesh until she is thrusting towards me, begging me to fuck her. Only then, do I sink inside of her. 

She’s warm, tight, and fucking perfect. 

I growl with pleasure as I start slow, moving in and out of her, relishing in her cries of passion. Her fingernails dig into my back, her legs tighten around my hips, and it takes everything for me not to cum. I keep going slow, even though it’s pure fucking torture. I want her to know just how much she means to me. I want her to know that I’ll forever make love to her if it means she understands her worth in my life. 

Her cries as she finds another orgasm is music to my ears. 

I follow along right behind her, growling as I release into her beautiful body. 

When we’re done, I lean down pressing my forehead against hers. 

“I’m going to be okay, right?” she whispers. 

“Baby, I’ll never let you be anythin’ but.”

She wraps her arms around me. 

And finally, I’m home. 
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NOW – MERLEIGH
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I stare at the note and bundle of money, so much of it that I don’t know what to do except stare with horror. The note is from Lennon, who was meant to come by this morning and see me. It has been three days since the incident, and nobody is any wiser. The café ran as usual, my boss telling me I’m a clean freak because I used so many chemicals, but the place has never looked better. 

That’s the only backlash. 

Lennon quit, without explaining, and I promised my boss I’d talk to her. I told her she has been going through a hard time and just needs support. So, I invited Lennon over but instead woke up this morning to a letter on my front porch and an envelope full of cash. Hundreds bundled into big piles, there has to be thousands and thousands of dollars here. So much money. Money I’ve never seen in my short existence. 

I read the note again, with tears blurring my vision. 

Merleigh, 

Firstly, I want to explain why I couldn’t come and say this to your face. It’s because I didn’t want to see how much it would hurt you. You’ve done so much for me, I couldn’t bare to bring you any more pain. 

I have to leave. 

Mostly, because I can’t be here anymore, but also because this is the first time in my life I’ve been able to go somewhere and not be afraid. I owe that to you. You saved my life, Merleigh. I don’t think you’ll ever fully understand what you’ve done for me. 

I have lived under his shadow for so long. Most of my life. I was just a teen when we got together. The things he has done to me, no person should endure. I’ve been running and hiding and I’ve forgotten what it’s like to live. You gave me that back. 

Don’t you ever feel like you should have made another choice. 

The choice you made was exactly the right one. 

You’re probably wondering why there is money involved. 

I have a lot of it. 

I’ve had it for so long, sitting in a safe. I’ve never known what I wanted to use it for, after all, I couldn’t go anywhere. Then, I saw you. I know you’ve lived some kind of hell. I don’t know what, but I can see it in your eyes. I see it because the same kind of broken looks back at me every day in the mirror. 

You deserve freedom, the kind of freedom you’ve given me. 

I don’t need all this money, hell, I don’t even want it. 

Do something great with it. Make yourself shine. And every time you do, think of me. 

You deserve it. 

Promise me you’ll not let what happened drown you, Merleigh. Promise me, that no matter what, you’ll always hold your head high because what you did... saved my life. 

You set me free. 

Thank you. 

Forever, 

Lennon x

I press the letter to my chest and cry again. Bohdi walks outside, shirtless, hair a mess from sleep. He takes one look at me and his eyes narrow. He walks over and carefully takes the note from my hands and reads it. His eyes widen and he glances at the large envelope full of cash on the table beside me. 

“Lennon left this?” 

“Yeah,” I say, my voice shaky. “I understand why, but...why would she leave that kind of money?”

Bohdi shrugs, still looking a little shocked. “Sometimes, when you’ve been trapped for so long, you feel like nothin’ in the world could free you, even having that kind of cash. She has a chance to start again and she wants to do it her way.”

“But I don’t want her money,” I say, a little frustrated. “I don’t want it. I don’t even know where it came from.”

Bohdi steps forward, placing his hands on my shoulders. “She gave you something that she felt means somethin’. It might not be how you’d do it, but it’s how she has done it. She is grateful, Merleigh. You gave her freedom and that was all she had to give you in return. Accept it. Because to her, it meant the world.”

Goddammit. 

He’s right. 

Maybe it’s not how I’d do something, but to Lennon, it was all she could offer me and that offer was given with love, appreciation, and respect. 

It wouldn’t be right for me to throw it aside. 

She’s gone, I can’t give it back. 

I can’t even say goodbye. 

“I hope she’s going to be okay,” I say softly. 

“She’s strong, she has been through so fuckin’ much. This is her chance to be free of that. You, out of everyone, should know how good that feels. You gave her freedom back. Might not have been in the way anyone would have wanted, but you did it. It’ll take time, baby, but eventually you’ll feel good about it.”

“I don’t know if I can ever feel good about it,” I say. “But I am glad she has what she deserves.”

Bohdi steps forward and pulls me into his arms. “It’s going to be okay. You got me. You got the boys. You got every single thing you need. We’ll never let you fall.”

I wrap my arms around him. “I do have everything I need. Finally.”

Maybe Lennon is free now. 

But so am I. 

We’re both free. 

And it feels pretty damned good. 

~*~*~*~
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




SIX MONTHS LATER

MERLEIGH
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“I can’t believe you’re leaving us,” I say to Samson, giving him another hug. “It won’t be the same without you here, or you.”

I smile at Lilian, and she returns the smile. She’s radiant and doing so well. Samson has pulled her broken pieces back together and been a great father to her. The kind of father that will change her entire world. Now, he’s leaving the club. After long talks with Alarick, he agreed to let him go. 

Samson is leaving the King’s Descendants and going on the road with his daughter to travel the world. 

He deserves it. 

So does she.

We’ll miss him. 

“It won’t be the same without all of you, but you’ll see me again. Promise you that,” Samson tells me, squeezing my shoulder with a smile. 

“You ready, brother?” Alarick asks, walking towards us. 

Samson nods. “I’m ready.”

We all gather around the fire at the cookout we’re having at the club, and I take Bohdi’s hand. I look around to where the boys are running around playing, and I smile. They’re happy and settling in well. I’m happy and everyone is just...at peace. 

Finally. 

It took me a while to get over what happened with Lennon, but finally, I decided to use her money to get us a bigger place. I put down the deposit and Bohdi purchased the rest. We got a four-bedroom cottage, right on the beach this time. I can walk out every morning into the sand. We hear the waves every time we go to sleep at night. 

It’s perfect. 

I have even managed to learn to stand on the surfboard...in the water.

The boys are far better than me, of course, but that’s to be expected. They are natural-born surfers, I’m far too clumsy. Still, I enjoy every second of it. It brings me the same kind of peace and freedom it brings Bohdi, and that is a great feeling. 

Briella steps up next to me, hand on her swelling bump. She found out she was pregnant five months ago, and my god, we are so happy for her. She found out they’re having a little girl and she is overjoyed. After losing so much of her family, this brings life back into her world. She is going to make a great mother. I am so excited for her. 

Cova went off on her own, but after about three months, she came back and checked in with Briella. Slowly, the two of them are forming a relationship. Cova needed time and being on her own gave her that. I’m happy that they’re finally mending bridges, they deserve that. Both of them. 

The rest of the gang are doing well, they’re happy and going strong. Aviana and Cohen moved out to the beach, too. Aviana said she loved it so much out there, that she just wanted to live that life. I’m happy because I have someone to walk with every day. She even got a job at the same café as me and she’s becoming a great friend. 

Waverly and Mykel are expecting a baby, too, but she’s only very early in her pregnancy so nobody knows yet. She told me because I’m her best friend. I’m so excited for her and keeping everything crossed it goes well. Two babies in the club will be utterly incredible. 

Zariah and Kendric are off on a worldwide holiday. They will be gone for months, but they check in often and sound like they’re having an incredible time. When Zariah gets back, she has been offered a job as a police officer at a new station that’s opened up. It sounds like a great place, and they wanted her, so she decided to go back in. 

I’m super happy for her. 

Everyone is just perfect. 

But now, we have to say goodbye to Samson. 

He’s one of our own, but after what happened he has never felt the same with the club. He betrayed them and that was weighing heavily on his mind. He broke that trust, and it takes a while to get back, so this was the best road for him to go down. Usually, clubs wouldn’t agree to something like this, but Alarick was far more understanding and decided it was the right choice, too. 

So, we’re letting him go. 

“Samson,” Alarick says when we all gather around. “You’ve been my brother in this club for a long time, more than that, you’ve been my friend. Things haven’t always been good, and some bad things went down between us, but you proved your loyalty and because of that, I’m releasing you from your vow to always stand with us. Your daughter needs you. Want to thank you for your service, you’ll always be our brother.”

Samson nods, his jaw tight. 

“We’re releasing you from the King’s Descendants Motorcycle Club, effective immediately. You will no longer be involved in our business, but you’ll always be involved in our lives,” Mykel goes on. “Goin’ to miss you, brother. More than you could ever know.”

Cohen steps forward and Samson shrugs off his jacket, holding it in his arms for a moment and staring at it, before handing it over to Cohen. Just like that, Samson is no longer a member. 

Just like that, he’s free. 

We all hug him and the members shake his hand and wish him all the best. 

I put my arm around Lilian, and she steps in closer. 

“Best of luck to you and your daughter,” Alarick nods to him when he finally makes it back. “We’ll always have our doors open to you, brother.”

Samson hugs him again and then steps back with a nod. 

He turns to Lilian. “You ready, baby girl?”

She nods. “I’m ready.”

She walks over, he throws an arm around her shoulder, and the two of them leave. Samson puts his hand in the air, giving us a final wave, before disappearing into the night. 

I look to Briella, who has tears running down her cheeks. I step over and hug her. 

“It’s the hormones, I swear,” she whispers. 

I laugh. “I’m sure it is.”

Alarick watches the darkness for a while, and then he turns back to the ground. “Bohdi, come here, brother.”

Bohdi looks confused, but stands and walks over to Alarick, who reaches his hand out. Bohdi shakes it, still looking a little lost as to what’s happening. Alarick asks for his leather jacket and Bohdi shrugs it off, handing it over. Alarick presents him with a patch, and Bohdi’s eyes widen. 

“You’ve proven your worth, your loyalty, and your friendship. I’m officially patchin’ you in, welcome to the brotherhood. You are goin’ to take over Samson’s position in the club. You’re one of us and you’ll forever remain one of us.”

Bohdi gives Alarick a look of such gratitude, it makes my heart ache. The two of them shake hands again and then give each other a big old manly hug. Bohdi pulls back, holds his jacket up, and everyone cheers. I smile, huge, because I’m so damned proud of him. 

“I’d also like to welcome our newest prospect, Carson,” Alarick says, and out of the darkness walks Carson, a huge grin on his face. 

What?

I laugh, shocked. I had no idea Carson was thinking of joining the club. What great news. 

“I’m lookin’ forward to being your little bitch,” Carson says, shaking Alarick’s hand. 

Alarick laughs. “I’m lookin’ forward to makin’ you my little bitch.”

Carson grins. 

Bohdi steps in beside me, putting his arm around me. 

“I didn’t know Carson was joining,” I say softly. 

“Surprise,” Bohdi chuckles. 

“This is so great. We’re all together.”

“Fuckin’ yeah we are.”

I lean in closer, unable to wipe the grin from my face. We’re all finally happy, free of drama and pain, but mostly we’re together. 

A family, a brotherhood, a place to call home. 

I never thought I’d find such love in my life, but here I am, with everything I could ever ask for. 

What a perfect ending. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




THE END
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Thank you guys SO much for reading this series, gosh, it meant everything to me. I can’t begin to thank you all for your support, and for always reading my work. You keep me going and you make me incredibly humble. It would mean the ABSOLUTE world to me if you could leave a review. They make or break us authors and it is so beneficial to us. 

It’s sad to see this series coming to an end, but don’t you worry, I have a great new series beginning in 2021 that is a little something different to my usual bikers...it’s a romantic comedy...biker style!! Seriously, get ready to laugh and swoon, this one is going to be epic. (See excerpt below!!)

You can follow me on all my socials here...

Jewel Junkies - https://www.facebook.com/groups/193768845264562

Instagram - https://www.instagram.com/authorbellajewel/

Twitter - https://twitter.com/BellaJewel73

Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/AuthorBellaJewel/

Website – www.authorbellajewel.com

Biker Schmiker is coming to you Feb 2021 and because I love you all, here is a little peek....
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BIKER SCHMIKER – FEBURARY 2021
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I stare up at the sun blaring down into my eyes. 

I’m lying on the sidewalk after attempting to jog, tripping over the curb, and falling flat on my back. In the main street. In front of everyone. So far, nobody has offered to help me up. 

People really are rude.

I could get up, I should get up, but the shame that’ll befall me when I do is going to be something I’m not quite ready for yet. 

I turn my head to the side with a groan and see an older lady, and my full-time enemy, walking past with her fluffy little dog. She walks past every single day, and every single day, she gives me the same look. Horror. Disgust. I’m not entirely sure what I’ve ever done to her, but she really doesn’t like me. 

She has never liked me. 

Not even for a second. 

Old cow.

“What are you looking at, Karen!” I call. “Move along.”

She scoffs, her old face scrunching up. “My name is not Karen!”

“It should be,” I throw back with a scoff.

Horrified, she picks up her pace and disappears. 

Thanks for the help, lady. 

A shadow looms over me, blocking the sunlight, and I turn my head to see a very large, very good looking man staring down at me. He tips his head to the side and takes me in. 

“You abuse everybody while layin’ on the ground, on a sidewalk?” he asks. 

I notice he’s wearing leather, jeans and no doubt, boots. His hair is dark, long, and falling over his shoulders. He has a beard that would make any woman wet and eyes as blue as the sky itself. He’s gorgeous, but what the hell is he wearing?

Who wears leather?

Nobody, that’s who.

“Are you going to a fancy dress party?” I ask, still laying on the ground, still throwing sass around like I’m actually in the position to. 

The sidewalk is starting to burn my back. 

You won’t see me complaining, though. 

No sir, not today.

He tilts his head again, to the other side this time. As if he’s studying some sort of wild animal he’s never seen before. “I’m thinkin’ you need to get up because the fall has clearly given you some sort of brain injury.”

He extends a hand. 

I huff. 

“No thank you,” I say, rolling with zero grace to my side. I grunt and squirm, but finally, I get to my feet. 

Not without looking like a complete fool. 

Now I’m standing, I can see him better. His jacket has some sort of patches on it, but one that stands out to me is ‘PRESIDENT’ in big, bold letters. 

President of what? 

A BDSM club?

They’re the only people I know who wear leather in this heat. 

“You never seen a biker before, lady?” he asks and my head snaps up. 

“You’re a biker?”

He doesn’t look impressed. 

“I mean, my mind was going somewhere completely different, but okay. I’ll take it.”

“You always this smart-mouthed or is it just my lucky day?”

I cross my arms. “That depends.”

“On what?”

“If I like you or not, so far, I don’t. I mean, who wears leather in the blistering sun?”

“I do.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m a fuckin’ biker.”

I give him a sarcastic eye roll and mock him, repeating the same sentence. “Because I’m a fuckin’ biker.”

He growls. “You’re somethin’ else, what’s your name?”

I narrow my eyes. “What’s your name?”

“Fuck me. You’re insane.”

I grin. “Says the man in the leather.”

He leans in closer, so close I can see the speckles of green in his eyes. “You’ll get yourself into trouble with that mouth one day.” 

God. 

He smells incredible. 

Yum. 

“Can you move back a little,” I say. “Your breath is quite offensive.”

His eyes harden. 

He doesn’t move. 

I go on. “Can I get you something for it? Mouthwash? A mint? Dental floss? A better personality?”

He steps back with a scowl that makes him look even more handsome. God, he’s good looking. Ridiculously so. 

“This your place?”

He nods to the building we’re standing next to. It is indeed my place. A place I’ve worked hard for. A restaurant that holds the town's best open mic nights. I have singers from far and wide come to play for me, and I’m well known in the area. I’ve given my all to this and it’s my pride and joy. 

“Yes, actually, it is my place.”

He grins. 

“Well then, I’ll be seein’ you around.”

I shake my head, confused. 

He turns and points to the large, empty garage-style space beside mine. We share the same parking lot, but it has been empty for as long as I’ve owned my restaurant. I’m happy to have it that way, I don’t want anything getting in the way of my business, and someone owning that place would certainly disrupt what I’ve got going on.

I mean, it would have to be some sort of garage and that means noise, and people I don’t want around.

Still grinning, he gives me a look that makes me a little nervous. “I guess you better get used to me and my breath then, lady, because I’m your new neighbor.”

Wait.

What?

Oh god. 

No. 
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