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      “Son, I don’t understand. You’ve got a lot going for you. You’re a strong, healthy young man who has always had a good head on his shoulders. A certified mechanic who is in high demand, and I’m offering you a chance to open your own shop, and you say no. What’s going on with you, Ben?” My father sounds exasperated, as he always does when he brings up this subject, and my answer is always the same.

      “I said, no, thank you,” I reply.

      My father is an inch shorter than my six feet, and there’s no doubt that we’re father and son. Same blond hair and blue eyes, and although Dad’s put on a little weight around the middle, he’s considered a good-looking older man at fifty-seven. Mom tells me that she can’t leave him alone for too long at a gathering because all the divorcées and widows seem to flock in his direction.

      Mom’s loopy, but the sweetest woman you’d ever want to meet. She’s the sun, and Dad is the earth. Dad adores her, and Mom cherishes her husband. Mr. and Mrs. Average American Couple, with one boy, me, and one girl, my sister, Jaci. Jaci takes after her mom. Both are slim and tall, and both have dark hair and hazel eyes. Also, Jaci is very attractive, and I remember scaring the shit out of her boyfriends to make sure they’d treat my sister right.

      “Christ!” Dad swears, raking a hand through his hair and staring up at the evening stars. “What hold do these men have over you? I want to know.” He throws his hand out, trying to get a rise out of me. Yep, frustrated. Dad is convinced that Satan’s Pride are holding me to their club because they’ve got me twisted up in their drug-running schemes.

      It doesn’t matter how many times I tell my father that the club is clean, he just won’t give it up. It pisses me off and makes me want to grab my helmet and get back on the road to my brothers, but that’s not fair to my mother or Jaci.

      Being a prospect for the club means that I’m on duty twenty-four seven, unless they tell me otherwise. In the last year, I’ve had one day off a month. I take the day to drive the two and a half hours to see my family and spend time with them. Lately, all I’m getting is hassle, regardless of how many times I try to explain the situation to my father.

      I release a heavy sigh. “I’m going to explain this to you one more time.” Dad shakes his head before I even begin. “Dad, either listen to me or drop this. I don’t want to ruin Mom’s night.”

      “Fine,” he says, taking a seat in one of the chairs on the front porch. “I’m listening.” He sits with his elbows on his knees.

      “The club isn’t into bad shit. They’re not forcing me to stay. I can walk away anytime I want, but I don’t want to go. These men are amazing. They’re smart and talented, and the Pride runs several businesses. All legit! One of the wives is a lawyer, for Pete’s sake. She needs to stay clean for her own sake, and Demon won’t let anything ugly into her life. Guard is a soldier, the president, and our leader. He’s taught me a lot more than I ever would have learned as a mechanic anywhere else. He’s got me working on choppers and high-end cars, which only increases my knowledge in the industry. I feel like I’m part of something when I’m with them. Something that’s just my own. I don’t have to be Jonathan Zaine’s son. Everyone loves you in this town, and God knows you’ve earned their respect, but I don’t want to live in your shadow. This club lets me be me. I’m not saying I won’t have a shop of my own one day, but I want to decide when and where it’s going to be. I already said that if I want to expand on our current shop and start one, the club would invest. It doesn’t mean that I want them to, but they offered because they think I’m worth it.”

      “I think you’re worth it,” Dad says.

      “Yeah, I know. But I’ll still be Jonathan’s son. Everyone will assume you got me started,” I tell him. “Look, you’ve made up your mind about the club without even meeting them. If you trust me, like you say you do, the least you can do is reserve judgment until you’ve met them.” I tilt my head, seeing an expression on his face that I haven’t seen in a good long while. Dad is really, finally hearing me. “Think on it. The guys would love to meet you.”

      Dad doesn’t give me the win. Not yet anyway. But I do get a grin, and I’ll take it. “I’ll think on it.”

      “Good, Dad, because they’re good people, just like my old man, who I love with everything that I am,” I say. I do love my father. He’s stubborn, but he’s the shit. I didn’t follow in his footsteps, but he was always proud of me. Dad’s the mayor of Briarville. He works for the people of this town, and he’s been the mayor since I was a junior in high school. It’s hard to live up to the expectations of an entire town that thinks I’m destined to go into politics too.

      Dad didn’t care what anyone thought. He saw me tinkering with anything with a motor I could get my hands on, and he knew I was meant for something else. Although I crushed his dreams when I didn’t become an engineer, that passed rather fast, and he’s been cheering me on ever since. That is, until the Pride came into my life.

      “How did we get here, son?” Dad asks, his eyes full of sadness.

      “Where are we? I love you, and nothing will ever change that. You’re the one who taught me to be independent. I want to be my own man and make you proud. But I’ve got to do this my way.” I want this conversation to be over. It’s exhausting every time we have it.

      Dad comes to his feet and hooks his hand around the back of my neck, pulling me in for a manly hug. “I’m already proud of you,” his gruff voice rumbles in my ear.
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      The night went on later than it should have. Mom wanted to play games like we did when Jaci and I were kids. We indulge her, and honestly, it’s still a hoot. Jaci sucks at charades, but she’s hysterical because she tries so hard, and we can’t make heads or tails of what she’s trying to get across.

      It’s pitch-black on the old road I take back into town. It’s a shortcut, and I need to get some sleep before church tomorrow. Church is our word for a club meeting, and tomorrow’s a big one. Until now, I haven’t been allowed into the meetings. All information was relayed to me mostly through Demon.

      I started off working alongside Demon when I first came to the club. Demon’s amazing. Everyone thinks that he’s a superstar because of his detailing designs and his skill at restoring vintage cars, but he’s so much more than that. He’s also a rock star who made a comeback after living through his own nightmare. Demon has his own record label and promotes artists, including Maddie from the Smoking Guns, who just happens to be the wife of another Pride brother, War.

      I am in awe of these men. Self-made artists, businessmen, and brothers, they’ve got it all together. When Guard approached me to become a prospect, I considered myself the luckiest man on earth. I worked in their garage and hung out with them, but never did I imagine being part of their crew. But Guard has a way of knowing what’s going on deep inside a man, and I was no different.

      Everything was good in my life, but I kept feeling like something was missing. I made excellent money at the garage. The club pays their staff well, and I had no complaints. I had a nice apartment in town, even though I live at the compound now. I decided to keep my place for days when I wanted to be alone. One day, Guard asked if I could ride a motorcycle. I have two of my own but never rode them into work. I didn’t want the Pride brothers to feel obligated to invite me to ride with them.

      That first ride together changed the course of my life. It was just me and Guard. We rode for hours until he pulled off the main road and onto a rugged path that led to a beautiful lake surrounded by trees. You’d never know the lake is there. I still remember the feeling of serenity that came over me. Guard and I spoke for hours about everything and anything. Then he said, “It’s not how others see you that matters. It’s how you see yourself.”

      He knew that I felt “less than,” and I didn’t even understand why. My parents are great and continue to support me in most of my decisions. Yet, Guard’s right: I felt like I wasn’t quite enough. Guard was wise and read me right down to my soul. “You’re measuring yourself by physical accomplishments. You’re more than a great mechanic, and I think you need to be around men who have been at the same crossroads before you. I’ll only ask once, and if you feel this is for you, then you come into my office and tell me so. If not, no harm done. I’m inviting you to join the Pride.”

      Guard told me to think on this overnight, but I already knew my answer. Of course, I agreed. Since the day I decided to prospect, the men have shared their stories, and I discovered I’m not the only one with demons to conquer. That’s the beauty of the Pride: we’re never alone. A brother will always be there to lean on.

      Focused on the road, I see ahead of me a car pulled over to the side. As I get closer, a woman opens the trunk and rifles through it. It’s late, and a woman shouldn’t be stuck out in the middle of the road on her own. Then again, I might scare the shit out of her if I stop too close.

      I allow some space between us when I stop my motorcycle and take off my helmet. She hasn’t even heard me pull up.

      “Ma’am!” I call out to her. Nothing. Yet she’s swearing under her breath, tugging on what looks to be a spare tire, trying to get it out of the trunk. I climb off my bike and approach her slowly. “Yo, miss, do you need a hand with that?” Still nothing. Then I notice she has her EarPods in. I tap her shoulder, and she lets out a screech.

      “You nearly gave me a heart attack,” she pants. She clutches her chest, takes the earbuds out, and pushes her glasses back up the bridge of her nose. She’s fucking adorable with her heart-shaped face and perfect bow lips.

      I chuckle. “Didn’t mean to scare you. Actually, I called out to you several times.” I look down at her tire to see the flat. “I can help you with that, if you like.”

      “You’re not some psycho mass murderer, are you?” she asks, squinting and reaching for the tire iron.

      I lift my hands. “I just want to help. You can keep holding the tire iron if it makes you feel better while I get the spare on for you.” I can’t help but smile at her stern expression, furrowed brow, and the way she clutches the rod tightly in her hand. I can disarm her in seconds, but there’s no need to tell her that.

      She bites her lower lip and steps to the side. “I think it’s stuck,” she says, pointing to the partially uncovered tire. The rest of her trunk is packed with boxes, cameras, and equipment. I can see that she’s attempting to move things out of the way to get to the spare.

      “My name’s Blade, by the way,” I tell her. I lift one of the bigger boxes out of the car and set it on the gravel.

      “I’m Emryn,” she replies quietly.

      I turn my head to look at her. “Nice to meet ya, Emryn.” Lo and behold, I get my first smile out of Emryn. Christ! She’s a beauty. She looks like an angel, if you ignore the tire iron in her hand, which she’s already dropped to her side. I turn on my phone flashlight and take a look at her spare. The tire is bald and won’t get her very far. It’s ridiculous to even waste time putting it on. “Babe, you can’t use this tire. It’s bald. You’re going to end up in a ditch.”

      Emryn peers around me, and I show her the extent of the problem. “That’s just great,” she huffs. “I can’t leave my stuff out here. This equipment is my bread and butter.”

      I lean my ass on the edge of the open trunk. “What do you do?”

      “I’m a photographer. It’s taken me years to afford the best cameras,” she answers, taking out her phone. “You wouldn’t happen to know a reputable tow truck driver, would you?”

      “I’m a mechanic in town. I can get it towed to the shop and put a new tire on it tomorrow. Give me a sec and I’ll get our tow truck driver over here to pick it up.”

      “That’s great! I’d appreciate it.” This earns me another smile. I make the call, and Clutch picks up.

      “Yo, bro, this better be good,” Clutch says sleepily.

      “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty. We have a lady in distress.”

      “Huh?” Obviously, he’s still in a haze.

      I give him our location. “Emryn needs her car towed to the shop. I’ll fix it tomorrow,” I tell him.

      “Right. On my way.” He’s groggy and grumpy, but I know my Pride brother will be here soon.

      “He’s on his way,” I say, looking at Emryn.

      “Do you think he can drop me off at my place? I’m not far from the shop. Just two blocks over.” Then she quickly says, “Oh, never mind, I can just walk it.”

      The thought of Emryn walking in the middle of the night down the dark street causes a pang in my gut. “No way, babe. I’ll take you home.” I trust Clutch with my life, but there’s no chance I’m going to let him take Emryn home. Emryn shivers. It’s late October, and all she has on over her shirt is a thin blue cardigan. “Get in the car and stay warm. It won’t take long for Clutch to get here.”

      While we wait, I put the box back into her trunk and shut it, then walk back to my bike. I always keep an extra sweater in my tail bag. I bring it over to her.

      “It’ll keep you warm,” I tell her.

      “You’re being very sweet,” she says.

      “That’s me! I’m sweet,” I tease.

      Just then, Clutch pulls up beside me and glances between me and Emryn. “Brother, you’re a lucky guy,” he says, shaking his head before putting the tow truck in place and hooking up her car. Emryn stands by the driver’s side of the truck, waiting. I hand Clutch the keys to my bike.

      “Make sure it gets back to the compound safe,” I tell him.

      He raises his brows and looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “You’ve never let anyone ride your hog before.” He glances at Emryn. “Unbelievable.”

      “Treat my bike with respect, bro,” I warn him. He’s correct; I’ve never let anyone on my ride, but if it means a few extra minutes with Emryn, I’ll risk it. He snatches the keys out of my hand.

      “See ya back at the club.” Clutch moves fast, probably worried that I’ll change my mind about letting him ride my newly restored Harley that cost me a small fortune, but I’m too busy opening the door and helping Emryn into the warm truck.

      It’s not a long drive into town, and with Emryn’s directions, I decide to drop her off at her house first. “Do you need anything from the trunk?” I ask as I pull up to her small cottage.

      She shakes her head. “Not for tomorrow, but I have some photo shoots next week. Do you think I can get my car on Monday?” Seeing that it’s late Saturday night, correction, early Sunday morning, when I look down at my watch, I’m also thinking the best I can manage is Monday.

      I already know the bay is full of cars that need my attention, but I nod anyway. “You’ll have it Monday afternoon.” I’ll go in Sunday and get the wheel changed for her and give her car a once-over. I don’t want her driving around in an unsafe vehicle.

      “Thanks, Blade,” she says shyly, and her cheeks tinge pink. “I have a confession to make.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’ve been terrified of running into a biker. I know your club is cool and all. Everyone in town says nothing but good things, but I also know there are bikers who terrorize people. I’m glad it was you who stopped to help me tonight.”

      Emryn’s smart to be cautious. There is good and bad in every walk of life, and bikers tend to be notorious for their illegal activities. The Pride isn’t about that. Guard’s vision was to create a brotherhood where we’re all working together to better our place in life, including our community. It hasn’t always been easy, and we’ve had some nasty situations come up, but we’re still standing tall.

      “Once you get to know us, babe, you’ll see we don’t bite. Unless you ask us to, that is,” I tease.

      She giggles, then hops out of the truck. “See you Monday,” she says, waving goodbye.

      “Thank God for flat tires and rusty jacks,” I mumble under my breath.
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      I barely get through the door before my makeshift bed, a.k.a. my sleeping bag, calls to me. It’s been a long day! The wedding I’d been driving back from was a hit, and being the photographer meant that I had to try to capture all the special moments of the couple’s day. We did plenty of posed photos to please the parents, but the bride and groom hired me because they wanted to capture the true essence of their wedding and the fun pics with their guests laughing and dancing. I did all that, but what I’m most proud of is the tender moments, like when the groom wiped a tear from his bride’s eye when they were first announced as husband and wife, and the look of joy on her face as he kissed her hand before slipping the wedding band on her finger.

      The day was filled with these memories, and I wanted them to have them all. The last thing I expected was a flat tire on the way home. My feet hurt, and I was tired and achy from carrying all the equipment around on my own. I can’t afford an assistant. Yet! But that’s my hope, that soon I will.

      My parents wanted an artist, and they got a family-and-special-occasion photographer. They think it’s too “common.” Mom’s word, not mine. I love my job. Sharing special moments with a family, a couple, new parents, or whatever may come is a gift. My father would have preferred I were on the other side of the camera, but I’m not a tall, willowy waif who would be a perfect model. I used to wish I were, because models are graceful and elegant, and regal like swans. I am none of that. How my dad could be upset that I’m barely five feet four inches, with brown eyes and brown hair, is beyond me. I didn’t choose my gene pool.

      Now, my brother Ryan is the epitome of a male model. He started modeling at fourteen and has had a successful career. Unfortunately, you can’t stop the aging process, and as he’s getting older, other younger men are climbing the ranks. This isn’t going over well with my big brother, and he’s having trouble adjusting to the inevitable change. Ryan’s floundering, trying to find himself and decide what to do next in his life. It doesn’t help that Boy Wonder, who is the apple of my parents’ eye, is embracing his sulking nature and turning off even the closest connections he’s made in the modeling world. My parents have always given Ryan anything he’s ever wanted and have turned him into a spoiled brat.

      I love my big brother, but he’s made life extremely difficult for me for the last several years, and part of the reason I’m moving away is to distance myself from my family. I love my parents, but most of the time, it’s like they only have one child and not two.

      It almost takes too much energy to get undressed, but I manage and slip into my sleeping bag, throwing an extra blanket overtop of me. As I drift off, Blade’s warm smile fills my thoughts. When he first dismounted from his motorcycle, he looked dangerous, and instinctively, I reached for the closest weapon I could find. I must have looked ridiculous holding a tire iron in my hand. But he didn’t laugh at me and seemed to understand why I did it.

      His eyes were as blue as the sky. And his strong jaw and features would have rivaled my brother’s for the cover of Vogue. His wavy, golden-blond hair made me want to run my fingers through its soft thickness. I curbed my desire and instead focused on the dilemma at hand.

      Blade got me home safe, with the promise of having my car ready by Monday in plenty of time for my next shoot on Tuesday evening. I’m doing a starry-night engagement photo session for a couple. If all goes well, I’ll be booking another wedding, and that’s where the big money is.

      Launching my business has been hard work, but it’s all I ever wanted. I’ve done really well throughout the summer months with weddings, and I’m filling up my calendar with baby photos, family photo shoots, and anything else I can get my hands on. I’m not afraid of hard work, and if need be, I’ll get a part-time job to supplement my income until I can make photography my full-time gig.

      My eyes drift closed, but with the final picture of Blade sitting on his motorcycle with that sexy smile that makes me swoon. I wish I’d taken a photo of him.
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      Sometimes the best photos happen when you’re just walking around and taking in the atmosphere. Sunday morning church bells begin to ring, and people gather outside. Some rush off to their cars and on to their next stop, others hang around chatting, while the kids play tag. I aim my camera and begin shooting. I take photos of the church steeple, watching the old-fashioned bell sway back and forth. Then, I aim at those gathering, men and women huddled together, smiling and joking with one another, trying to capture the beauty of people meeting and uniting.

      The children are the best subjects of all. A child’s laugh is a song, and getting that to show on film is an art in itself. A little girl with cherub cheeks, dressed in a pretty blue dress with daisies on it, tugs on what I assume is her older brother’s hand to push her on the swing. The older sibling acquiesces immediately, being careful not to push her too high and keeping his little sister safe.

      I take a few more shots, then move on down the street. People watching is my favorite pastime. I wonder what people are thinking as they go about their day. While most shops are closed, I notice that Hanna’s is open. I stop in front of Hanna’s Bakery and look inside at the patrons happily enjoying their delicious desserts. A teenage couple is sitting together holding hands, and the young man whispers in the girl’s ear, causing her to blush. At another table, three women are giggling and chatting away with the owner, Hanna. I met Hanna when I dropped in the first night I was in town and indulged in her chocolate croissant. Oh my! It was a heaven-filled, light, flaky pastry that turned me into a repeat customer.

      I ease on down the street toward Millie’s Diner, which is also open today but is closed on Mondays. It’s the hub of activity in town, and it seems that Millie’s is the place to go to have the best cup of coffee and a chat with Millie herself. Today’s my day to discover if all they say about Millie’s Diner is true. As I near the diner, I notice a bunch of motorcycles in the parking lot. I glance through the window and see at least half a dozen bikers wearing the same kind of jacket that Blade had on yesterday. They’ve pulled together three tables and are sitting around having breakfast.

      At first glance, the guys look pretty ominous, but they look like they’re having a great time. I enter the diner and find that their voices boom over the others, but an older woman doesn’t have any trouble telling them to “Hush up.”

      “Sorry, Millie. We’ll try to keep it down,” one of the men says, giving the woman a wink. Millie tries to hide her grin but doesn’t quite succeed.

      “It’s a good thing I love that wife of yours, or I’d give her a run for her money,” Millie teases back.

      “I love Ava with my heart and soul. But, Millie, darling, you will always have a special place in my heart,” the man tells her.

      “You’re a sweet talker, Guard, and I love you for it,” she says. Then she looks over to the door where I’m standing. “Well, come on in, sweetie. Can’t serve you coffee if you don’t take a seat.”

      I move toward her. “Hi, I’m Emryn. I’ve heard that your coffee is the best, and I definitely need a cup.” I’m so proud that I didn’t make a fool of myself, because I know that all the men at the table were staring at me from the moment I said my name.

      “A pretty name for a very pretty girl,” Millie replies sweetly. She points to a small table for two in the corner. “How about right there?”

      “Thank
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