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This book contains themes that may be triggering to some readers. Triggers include but are not limited to:


***





Alcohol use


Graphic sexual scenes


Strong language





***


Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note and proceed with caution.
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Hope







Raven and Phoenix,



You're five today, and even though your lives have been nothing but happiness and sunshine, I can't shake this feeling that you deserve so much more. You deserve better than what I can give you on my own.

For six long years, I've been in love with a ghost. A man who vanished before you both drew your first breaths, leaving me to pick up the pieces of what we used to be. Every morning since you were born, I've woken up hoping—no, praying—that I'd hear his motorcycle rumbling up our street. That somehow, some way, fate would bring him back to us.

To you. To me.

But I'm done hoping. I see it now, clear as day.

He's not coming back.

Elias was wild from the start. Untamed in every way that mattered. Like trying to hold lightning in your bare hands—beautiful, dangerous, impossible. He taught me things about myself I never knew existed, showed me what it meant to love someone so completely it leaves marks on your soul. He was everything I'd dreamed of and my worst nightmare rolled into one gorgeous, complicated package.

One day, when I'm stronger, I'll tell you about him. About what we had together, however brief it was. He might be gone, but God, he lives in both of you. Every time Raven gets that mischievous glint in her eye, every time Phoenix tilts her head just so when she's thinking—that's him. That's your daddy, whether he's here or not.

Part of me still thinks he's a good man underneath it all. That somewhere, deep down, what we shared still matters to him despite all the miles he's put between us. What we had was real—you can't fake feelings that intense—and I hope both of you find that kind of love someday. Though please, let your stories have happier endings.

I don't hate him. Couldn't if I tried. But he broke something in me after he'd spent so much time putting me back together. Someday I'll tell you that story. When my chest doesn't feel so tight every time I think about him. When hearing a Harley drive by doesn't make me hold my breath.

Maybe then my heart will be ready to let someone else in. To give you girls the father you deserve. Elias took off with a piece of me I'm not sure I'll ever get back, but I'll try. For you two, I'll try. And if that day never comes, know that I never regretted loving him. Not for one second. Your love has always been enough for me.

You are the best thing that ever happened to me. I'd live through that heartbreak a thousand times over if it meant having you in my world.

Elias West was my first real love, but you two—you'll always be my greatest.

All my love,
 Mom



The tears came fast and hard as I set down my pen. I tried to stop them, but it was useless. Raven and Phoenix were my entire universe, but just thinking about him, writing his name on this stupid piece of paper, ripped open wounds I thought had healed.

When he left, he took the best parts of me with him. As much as I wanted to hate him for it, I couldn't. He gave me my girls. And despite everything—all the sleepless nights, all the tears, all the what-ifs—I wouldn't change a damn thing if it meant losing them.

The day Elias roared into my life on that beat-up Harley, he didn't just shake things up—he demolished everything I thought I knew about myself and built something completely new from the wreckage. He burned through my world like wildfire, consuming everything in his path, leaving me gasping in the aftermath. When he left, I knew nothing would ever be the same. He stole pieces of my heart, sure, but he left behind the two most beautiful, perfect pieces of his own.

Outside, the girls were laughing, completely oblivious to the storm brewing inside their mama. My friends knew I needed this time. Knew I had to get my shit together before the birthday party, before I had to plaster on a smile and pretend my heart wasn't breaking all over again.

I hadn't planned on writing this letter. But the second I stepped inside, I knew I had to. My emotions were all over the place today, threatening to spill over at the worst possible moment. This was my only way to let it all out without completely falling apart.

I stared at the smudged words, remembering those perfect moments with the man I'd thought was forever. The tears kept coming, each one carrying a memory I couldn't seem to let go of. I gave myself this moment—this brief surrender to everything I kept locked away—but just this moment.

When my time was up, I stood on shaky legs, wiped my face, and folded the paper with trembling hands. At the sink, I struck a match and watched our story burn until there was nothing left but ash and the promise I made to myself.

The girls would hear about their father someday. Just not today. Today, I'd keep every trace of him buried where it belonged. When they were older, I'd share the good memories. Tell them how he gave them those stunning eyes and that streak of trouble that ran a mile wide.

But that conversation was years away.
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Hope





Ijerked awake, heart slamming against my ribs like it was trying to escape. Dawn was creeping through my curtains, all soft and golden, but the beauty couldn't touch the ache that had taken up permanent residence in my chest. The memories that refused to let me sleep, even a full year later. 

Mom and Dad were gone. Ripped away from me in a crash so sudden, so fucking unfair, it shook our entire town to its core. The cops said the other driver never saw them coming. Rain, busted brakes, and the worst timing in history—all of it conspiring to steal three lives in the span of a heartbeat.

I'd run before the investigation wrapped up. Couldn't handle another pitying look, another whispered "I'm so sorry for your loss." Everyone meant well, but their sympathy felt like salt in an open wound. Everywhere I looked, I saw ghosts. Mom humming while she cooked. Dad reading the paper on the front porch. Their laughter echoing through rooms that would never sound the same.

So I did the hardest thing I'd ever done. Packed up everything that mattered, sold the house that held a lifetime of memories, and got the hell out.

I used to have it all mapped out. Every step planned to perfection. The culinary degree, the dream bakery where I'd watch customers' faces light up over my pastries—all of it felt pointless now. That passion came from Mom, and with her gone, what was the point? I'd never see her flour-dusted apron again. Never hear Dad's exaggerated groans of pleasure over her chocolate chip cookies.

They'd never walk me down the aisle. Never hold their grandchildren. Never know how much their love shaped every piece of who I became.

The nightmare that jolted me awake was always the same. A knock at the door. That police cruiser sitting in our driveway like a bad omen. Officer Martens—who'd known me since I was knee-high to a grasshopper—standing on our porch with devastation written all over his weathered face.

I knew before he opened his mouth. Felt it in my bones.

"I'm so sorry, Hope."

Four words. That's all it took to destroy my entire world.

Tears burned behind my eyes, but I shoved them back down where they belonged. I'm not crying today. The mantra that had become my armor, my daily promise to keep putting one foot in front of the other. Tears wouldn't bring them back, and I was done drowning in my own grief.

No work today—a blessing considering the emotional shitstorm still brewing in my head. The diner would've been a decent distraction, something to keep my hands busy and my mind off the anniversary that was coming up next week. But I'd make do.

The little rental house was slowly starting to feel like home. Mr. and Mrs. Marshall—bless their hearts—had given me free rein to make changes. Fresh paint here, some curtains there, plants that didn't judge me for talking to them like they were people. They seemed genuinely happy that someone was breathing life back into the place.

Those two were angels in disguise. When I'd struck out at every apartment complex in town and was about ready to sleep in my car, I spotted their handwritten ad taped to a gas station window. I knocked on their door with nothing but desperation and the money from selling my parents' house.

No job. No real plan. Just a broken girl who needed a place to fall apart in peace.

By all rights, they should've turned me away. Instead, they listened to my sob story and said yes before I'd even finished explaining myself. They had the same generous hearts my parents did. It made me wonder if Mom and Dad had somehow orchestrated the whole thing from wherever they ended up.

Maybe this was all part of some bigger plan.

The morning was perfect for throwing open the windows and letting fresh air chase away last night's demons. I cranked up the radio and lost myself in mindless cleaning, humming along while the smell of Mom's blueberry lemon muffins—her recipe that I'd tweaked just enough to make my own—filled the house like a warm hug.

Time melted away until the sun hit its peak, bright and warm against my skin. My head had finally quieted down, but something else was stirring. This weird electric feeling, like the air before a thunderstorm. But when I looked outside, the sky was clear as glass. Not a cloud in sight.

Still, something was coming. I could feel it humming under my skin.

I shrugged off the strange feeling and headed toward my bedroom. That's when I heard it—a motorcycle growling down my quiet street, getting louder by the second. The sound was totally out of place here, where the most exciting thing that usually happened was Mrs. Patterson wrestling with her ancient lawn mower.

The engine sputtered, coughed like it was dying, then went silent.

Curiosity won out over common sense. I crept to the front window and peeked through the curtains. A tall guy with dark hair was standing over his bike, hands planted on his hips in obvious frustration. Even from here, I could tell he was worn out. Like he'd been riding for days without stopping.

He tilted his face up to the sky, and my breath caught in my throat.

Holy shit. I'd never seen a man that beautiful in my entire life. Sharp jaw, full lips, midnight-black hair all messed up from the road. Even pissed off at his motorcycle, he was absolutely stunning.

I pressed my palm against the cool window, knowing with absolute certainty that he was the storm I'd been feeling. The change that was about to flip my carefully rebuilt world upside down.
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Elias





Nine fucking hours on this piece of shit bike, and it dies on me when I'm almost there. More than halfway to Phoenix when I spaced out like an idiot and forgot to check my gas gauge. Story of my goddamn life—so close to something good, and my own stupidity screws it all up. 

"Fucking piece of shit!" I kicked the rear tire hard enough to hurt my foot, but the pain felt good. Familiar.

My whole life had been one screwup after another. At least that's what dear old dad would tell anyone who'd listen. Wrong place, wrong time, wrong everything—that was Elias West in a nutshell. For nearly all of my twenty-three years, I’d been reminded daily exactly how worthless I was, usually with Nelson's fists doing the talking.

The bastard wasn't exactly father material. Had a mean streak that ran deeper than the Grand Canyon, and he'd been taking it out on me since Mom ran off when I was five. My latest souvenir was a jagged scar across my ribs, courtesy of a beer bottle he'd smashed before dragging the sharp edge across my skin. That was last month. Three nights ago, he'd added some fresh purple and blue to match that pink reminder.

"Stupid fucking bastard." I slammed my fist into the bike's seat, living that last night in hell all over again.

Twenty-three years of pure torture. That's what I'd left behind in that shithole town. A monster who called himself my father but never had a clue what the word actually meant. Real dads didn't beat the shit out of their kids for sport. They didn't spend decades destroying every scrap of self-worth their children might've had.

Some days I wondered if his poison was in my blood too. If violence was just part of my DNA, waiting for the right moment to surface. Maybe guys like me were born broken, destined to hurt everyone stupid enough to get close.

I punched the seat again, cursing everything and everyone. I'd taken a wrong turn somewhere and ended up in a neighborhood that had definitely seen better days. Not as run-down as the hellhole I'd escaped in Colorado, but these houses needed some serious TLC.

I looked back the way I'd come, squinting against the sun. It had to be at least five miles to the nearest gas station.

"Fuck me."

I was busy beating myself up for being such an idiot when this soft voice came from behind me.

"Is everything okay?"

I spun around, ready to tell whoever it was to mind their own damn business, but the words died in my throat. My brain just... stopped working. Completely shut down as I stared into the most beautiful green eyes I'd ever seen.

She was standing there in shorts and a tank top that showed off curves that made my mouth go dry. Red hair catching fire in the sunlight, those incredible eyes studying me with curiosity and just a hint of nervousness. Smart girl—she should be nervous. But here she was anyway, brave enough to approach a stranger having a complete meltdown in front of her house.

Why the hell would someone like her give a shit about someone like me? Couldn't she see the danger written all over me?

"Are you all right?" she asked again, and Christ, her voice was like honey.

I shook my head, trying to get my brain back online. "Yeah, just ran out of gas. Wasn't paying attention."

She looked at my bike, then back at me, chewing on her bottom lip in a way that made heat shoot straight south. I held my breath, waiting for her to speak. Something about her voice grounded me in a way I'd never felt before. Women had never made me nervous—hell, I could barely remember most of their names—but this one scrambled my circuits with a single look.

Standing in front of her, I felt like she might be the most dangerous thing I'd ever encountered.

"I can give you a ride into town," she said, the words seeming to surprise both of us. "There's a gas station not too far. I don't mind."

Dead silence stretched between us. She looked as shocked as I felt that she'd made the offer. A dangerous stranger was standing in front of her, and she was volunteering to help. Stupid and admirable in equal measure.

I should've said no. Should've told her to go back inside where she'd be safe from whatever followed me around like a bad smell. But something inside me was howling at the chance to spend more time with this woman.

I nodded. "I'd appreciate that. Thank you."

She smiled—shy and sweet—and gestured toward her house. Don't do it. Don't let the monster inside. Every instinct I had was screaming warnings as we reached her door. I stopped just outside, keeping distance between us, protecting her from whatever darkness lived in my bones.

"I'm Hope, by the way," she said softly. "Should've said that first."

Hope.

The name hit me like a punch to the gut. Hope was something I'd never had—not once in twenty-three years of barely surviving. My life had been about damage control and exit strategies. Good things happened to people like her, not broken pieces of shit like me.

But hearing her name sparked something in my chest I didn't recognize. Something that felt dangerously close to yearning.

"Hope," I whispered, tasting the word on my tongue. "That's beautiful."

Her cheeks turned pink, and pride swelled in my chest at being the cause. I wanted to memorize every expression that crossed her face, catalogue every blush and smile.

"I'm Elias," I said, letting my eyes drift over her features.

She noticed, her blush deepening as she took her own moment to study me. When her gaze lingered on my mouth, something hot and desperate clawed at my insides.

"Elias." She said my name like a caress, and I nearly groaned out loud.

What the fuck was this woman doing to me?

I had to shut this down before we both did something we'd regret. I had places to be, people expecting me, and Hope was never part of any plan I'd made. If I didn't stop this now, I'd never be able to leave. Staying would only drag her into my mess, and she deserved better than the chaos that followed me everywhere.

I cleared my throat. "Should we get going?"

The drive was torture—quiet except for the stolen glances and unspoken questions hanging between us. I forced myself to stare out the window, tried to look intimidating enough to scare her off whatever this was building between us.

She deserved someone who wouldn't destroy every beautiful thing in her life.

She deserved better than me.
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