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      There’s a lot I do for my brothers, but this is a new one for me. Hammer and I must have drawn the short straw, because here we are outside a florist shop picking up pink fucking roses and centerpieces for the elaborate party Priest is throwing, with the help of the Lady Pride, so that he can celebrate his engagement to his woman, Quinn, in style.

      I’m happy as hell for him, but I’d rather be doing the liquor run. Priest is going to ask Quinn to marry him, again, at the clubhouse. It seems that once wasn’t enough for Priest to hear her say yes, and between Willow and Vi, the place looks more like a gala banquet than a guys’ hangout. He wants his family there to celebrate. We already know Quinn is head over heels in love with Priest and this is just an excuse for all of us to come together. Those two belong together. Priest also arranged to have Quinn’s family come out for the affair. For a kid who came from such a messed-up home, Priest finally has the family he deserves.

      Hammer and I get out of the club’s truck—apparently, we’re going to be filling the back with flowers—and walk up to the store called Petals. The place looks like something out of a fairy-tale book. Loads of flowers are expected, but it’s filled with twinkle lights and sparkles. I could just see Vi’s daughter, Gabby, go apeshit in this place. That little girl is such a girly girl, and if she grows up as pretty as her mother, Orion’s going to need to get her a personal bodyguard to hold the boys back.

      The bell chimes over the door as we move inside.

      “Be right there,” a soft voice says from the back room. Something about the voice sounds familiar. Really familiar, eerily so. A moment later, a woman emerges from the back, and it’s like a heavy weight lands on my chest, knocking the wind out of me. She’s a dark brunette with chocolate-brown eyes, olive skin, and a body that any man would walk through fire for. Fate is a fickle bitch as I come face-to-face with a woman I thought I’d never see again.

      Rose Marie Mariner, the sister of my ex-girlfriend. The ex who tore my heart to shreds, stomped on it, and left me, never to be seen again.

      I’m not the only one in shock. Rose takes a step back when she sees me, her gaze flickering from me to Hammer, then back my way. Her gasp is audible as she covers her mouth with her hand.

      “Didn’t mean to scare you, beautiful. We’re here to pick up the order for Priest. He ordered a bunch of flowers,” Hammer says, breaking the silence and flashing his boy-next-door smile her way. Rose apparently realizes that Hammer has no idea we have history and takes a breath.

      “Sorry, I’m not usually so jumpy,” she murmurs.

      “This is Thunder. He looks mean, but once you get to know him, he’s not all that bad.” Hammer is flirting with Rose. This irks me. A lot!

      Rose was the sweet sister. Clarissa was spicy. I fucking loved spicy over sweet. With Clarissa, everything was intense. She fucked hard, played hard, and lived life on the edge. She was passionate. Unfortunately, she was also cruel as fuck. You were only worth her time when it was convenient for her. When she needed money for clothes, or at least I thought it was for clothes, I gave it to her, only to find out she was buying cocaine and was an addict. I fell in love with her, or I thought I did. Maybe I just felt responsible that I was feeding her habit. By the time I figured it out, I felt used.

      Still, I begged her to stop and offered to pay for rehab. Instead, she fucked me stupid, waited for me to fall asleep, took all the cash out of my wallet, and disappeared. Never saw Clarissa again. I went searching, partially because I was worried, but also because she fucked me over and I wasn’t cool with that. When I said a lot of shit to her parents, Rose looked on from the other room, silently crying. I never saw any of them again.

      That’s when I decided that relationships don’t work for me. I don’t date. I fuck, and I fuck hard and fast. I make sure all the women know the score and that the time we spend together is enjoyable for both. I’ve never had any complaints. I love women and I like sex. I don’t make excuses for who I am.

      Rose grew up to be beautiful in every way, a dark beauty with eyes that shine brightly. Her lips are full and luscious, her cheekbones high, and her hair hangs down in one long braid. When I do a full-body scan, I can see that she has full breasts and hips. Her hourglass figure reminds me of an old-time Hollywood goddess. Clarissa was the exact opposite, blonde, with blue eyes and a feisty nature.

      “If you’ll give me a minute, I’ll grab the boxes from the back,” she says, quickly disappearing to the back room. Fuck me, even her voice is low and sultry.

      “I’m happy to help you,” Hammer says, but she’s already gone.

      I look Hammer right in the eyes and say, “She’s off-limits.” Hammer looks stunned. I’m not asking him to back off. I’m telling him.

      We can hear her shuffling about, then she comes out a few minutes later with a box, leaves, and returns with another, then with a massive bouquet of long-stemmed pink roses in a crystal vase wrapped in cellophane. “They’re already paid for. If you want to take these boxes out to your car, I’ll put these roses”—she holds up the vase—“in a box to secure them better.”

      “That’ll be good.” I finally speak and motion for Hammer to make himself scarce. He picks up a box and takes it out to the truck. She hasn’t given me a second glance, instead turning her attention to the flowers and making them perfect before she hands them over.

      “Are you going to pretend you don’t know me?” I ask, taking a step closer to her.

      She lifts her head and eyes me cautiously. “It seemed to me that you didn’t want your friend to know we had met,” she replies, then goes back to what she was doing.

      “How’s Clarissa?” I ask snidely. I know I shouldn’t be taking it out on her, but I can’t seem to help myself.

      “Clarissa passed away six months after I last saw you,” she says dryly.

      Now I feel like a shit! As much as I hated what Clarissa did, I wouldn’t want that for her or her family. “I’m—”

      “Don’t say you’re sorry. You shouldn’t be sorry. She was terrible to you. She treated you badly and didn’t warrant your pity. You should know that what she did to you, she did to all of us. My parents fought like hell to turn things around for her, but Clarissa never listened and wanted to live life on her terms. We weren’t close, and I found out the hard way that she was only nice to me when she wanted something, but I wanted a sister so bad that I let her use me.” She finally looks directly at me. “I just opened this shop a few months ago. People here are lovely. I’m hoping to be the florist of choice for the area. I don’t want to have a problem with you, Michael.” No one has called me by my name in years. Coming out of her mouth, it sounds nice.

      She flits around, finding the perfect-size box and stuffing it with paper to keep the flowers secure.

      “We won’t have a problem, Rosie.”

      She stops what she’s doing and flashes a shy smile at me. “Is Thunder your new name? Like Beyonce or Cher?” She’s teasing me. I remember her doing that when I sat on the couch waiting for Clarissa to get ready for wherever the hell she decided we were going that night.

      “Kind of.”

      She pushes the box toward me. “All ready. I hope she loves these.”

      “Quinn will love them.”

      “Lucky girl to have so many people to make her day special,” she says. Maybe I’m imagining it, but her tone turns wistful, almost sad.

      “How did Clarissa die?”

      “Overdose,” she says softly. “We were devastated. I’d like to say we were surprised, but we knew it would end that way if she didn’t stop. She chose not to.”

      Hammer returns for the second box, and I grab the other. Hammer is about to leave when he turns and speaks to Rose. “I was thinking, maybe we can grab a coffee sometime.”

      I want to smash this vase right over his thick head. What did he not understand?

      “Thank you, I’m flattered, but I don’t date,” Rose replies quietly. “Please give the happy couple my best.”

      What the hell does she mean she doesn’t date?

      As soon as we get out of the shop and into the truck, I turn to Hammer. “What the fuck was that? I told you she was off-limits,” I growl.

      Hammer grins. “I fucking knew it. You’re into her.”

      I shake my head. “You’re fucking crazy. I don’t date girls. I fuck women.”

      “Yeah, she doesn’t date either.” Then the bastard laughs out loud.

      I’m not ready to give an explanation to Hammer or anyone else. I feel like I need to protect Rose. The last thing Rose Marie Mariner needs is a man like me.
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      Never in my life did I expect to see Michael Donally again. He was so angry the last time he showed up at our house, I thought he was going to shake the door off the hinges with his violent knocking.

      It was early morning when we heard the pounding. I jumped out of bed, hoping to get to the door before Dad, but he was already yanking the door open. We all expected to see a very high Clarissa standing there, and instead, it was Thunder, full of fury. Dad was stunned because Michael, or should I say Thunder, was always even-keeled. Any time he came over to the house with Clarissa, Thunder had been nothing less than respectful.

      Even though I’m a wallflower, Thunder would find a way to include me in conversations or tell me jokes to make me laugh. I had a crush on him, hard. I knew he was with my older sister, but secretly, I wished it was me he wanted.

      Everything about him was hot and still is. When I first knew him, his hair was black, with strands of red, which he wore up in a man bun. Today he wore it the same, but when he was dating my sister, sometimes he would keep it loose, and I would watch him ride off with his hair blowing in the wind. His eyes are so dark, in fact almost black, but they shine brightly when he laughs. Maybe it’s because he’s mature, carries himself with confidence, and knows what he wants that I find him so attractive. He was a no-nonsense kind of man. He said what he had to say and if he had nothing to say, then he wouldn’t fake it.

      What my sister did to him was horrible. I cringe at the thought of how it must have been to wake up and find your wallet empty and realize that the person you loved had abandoned you. Thunder was looking to build a life with Clarissa, and she threw that all away. And for what? Another hit!

      What’s worse is that she took Thunder away from all of us. My dad looked upon him as a son. My mother believed him to be everything a woman needed in a man: caring, attentive, and a great partner in life.

      And me, well, I lost my best friend. He didn’t know it, but he was. He was the person I felt free to be myself around. I told him stories about school and the dreams I had. He encouraged me, pushed me to keep dreaming, and taught me that I could do anything I wanted. My florist shop, Petals, exists because of him. This shop is what I’ve always wanted. When things got hard, I wanted to give up, but I kept hearing Thunder’s voice in my head, telling me that I could do anything.

      I both loved and hated my sister. I loved her because she was my older sister, and when she was younger, she was the coolest. Eventually, she turned into someone I didn’t know. She was a user, and not just drugs. She used people, including Mom, Dad, her friends, and me. I could live with all that, but the way she lied and manipulated Thunder, that wasn’t something I could forgive.

      When Clarissa ran away, Mom and Dad were beside themselves. I was relieved that she wasn’t going to be able to hurt us anymore, and maybe Thunder would find peace.

      It was four in the morning when a police officer came to the house to tell us they’d found a woman matching Clarissa’s description in an alley. She had overdosed and was gone. We cried, we grieved. Although, I think each of us cried for different reasons. Mom because she lost a child and her thoughts went back to the sweet little girl Clarissa had once been. Dad felt like he’d let Clarissa down and that he should have been able to fix her. I cried because I was angrier than hell that she could do this to the people I love.

      Mom and Dad are back in Nebraska now, where they chose to retire, surrounded by good friends and relatives. I go back as often as I can, but with the new shop, I’m here until I can hire staff to cover for me. My parents understand and support me.

      I don’t know how Thunder and I ended up in the same place, but I intend to stay out of his way. The last thing he needs is a reminder of the past. For my own sanity, I need to keep my distance. Thunder is far too hot to ignore, and I spent years when he was with Clarissa, watching him be the perfect boyfriend, knowing he’d never be mine. I don’t think I could take seeing him with yet another woman on his arm.
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      As I look around the room, all I see are Rosie’s flower arrangements. They’re unique, and all the women have commented on them, Ava especially, and she’s already talking about visiting the shop in person. This doesn’t bode well for me, because the minute they meet Rosie, they’ll fall in love with her and want to make her one of the Lady Pride.

      Quinn was surprised by the party and even more excited to see her family here to celebrate with all of us. Priest did good for himself. He and his sister, Camille, have come a long way in the last few years. Camille nearly worked herself to death and was being terrorized by her own family before Steady came into her life. Steady fell in love with Camille, and he didn’t put up with her family tearing her apart and using her as a cash cow. She was going hungry to give them money.

      Priest didn’t realize to what extent he played into his mother’s plan. When he found out how badly Camille was being abused, he walked away from his mother and everything she stood for. Guard, our president and sage, took him in. That was the best thing that ever happened to Priest. Shit! Finding the Pride has been the best thing that ever happened to any of the brothers.

      Together, we’re stronger. Each brother brings something to the table, and we would die to protect one another. That’s just the way it is. It’s a simple concept: respect, honor, and protect.

      I came to the Pride from another chapter of the brothers. Guard was once part of their club before they asked him to branch out on his own. We knew each other back then, and I could see he was meant to lead. Guard wanted me to come with him, but I needed to roam the country first. I was restless, a nomad. I got bored too quickly and was looking for adventure. Guard told me to come find him when I was done. He said I’d always have a home with his club.

      That was when I met Clarissa and settled down in a town that I thought was going to be my forever home. Clarissa matched my zest for life. She lived free and hard. Then I found out that being free and hard to her meant getting high and doing stupid shit. I took her to rehab many times, yet it never stuck. I didn’t understand it. Her parents fucking rocked. They were good people doing all they could to show their love for her. The more I tried to give Clarissa stability, the wilder she became, like a bucking bronco in a rodeo, not wanting to be tamed. In the end, she took off in the middle of the night. It wasn’t the money she stole that pissed me off, it was that she couldn’t be straight and tell me it was over. She played me.

      Unfortunately, I took it out on the wrong people. I went straight to her parents and laid all my shit on them. They should have thrown me out or called the cops, but they didn’t. They listened to me rant and swear and blame them for being crappy parents. It wasn’t until Rosie stepped up to the door and poked me in the chest with her finger, telling me to shut my mouth, that I saw what I was doing to them.

      “You’re hurting, and I get that,” Rosie said, “but so are we. You just told us that Clarissa disappeared. Do you have any idea what that does to my parents? Stop being so selfish and look around. As much as Clarissa doesn’t deserve our love, she has it, and she knows it. You get to walk away and move on, but we can’t because she’s ours.” Rosie was hurt, and I mean really hurt, and I just made it worse. She was right. I was only thinking of how I was feeling.

      I did the only thing I knew how to do. I left. Years later, it isn’t Clarissa who’s haunted my dreams, it’s Rosie. When I left, she was a kid. A sweet, soft, warmhearted girl. Now she’s a beautiful woman who I can’t get out of my head.
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      It’s been two weeks since I found myself face-to-face with Rosie, and since then, I haven’t been able to get her out of my mind. I shouldn’t care, but I want to know about her life. How are her parents? Where are they? They’re good people. They opened their minds and hearts when they saw a rough biker at their door and didn’t judge me.

      Losing a child, no matter how much trouble she caused, must have devastated them. Erik tried time and time again to get Clarissa help. She had us all fooled. Made us believe that she was off drugs and wanted to live a clean life. Penny was so happy. She really believed that last time, it would stick and Clarissa would beat the addiction. She insisted on a special dinner with the family. I think we all bought into her act, except for Rosie.

      I remember seeing Rosie that night, and though she’s normally quiet, she was even more so that evening. I never gave it another thought, but her side glances at her sister weren’t warm or accepting. They were fearful. I believe Rosie always suspected her sister was playing us.

      This is the fourth time this week that I find myself at Hanna’s Bakery and as good as her food is, my eyes are fixed on the flower shop across the road. The sign for Petals, in royal purple, with the P made to look like rose petals bordered in gold, represents what Rosie is all about. Rosie is delicate like the petals of a flower, but encased in a strong outer edge to hold herself up when things get hard.

      Rosie comes out of her shop carrying a vase of flowers and walks across the street, heading this way. The ding of the bell above the door alerts Hanna, who is wiping off a newly vacated table. She turns to see Rosie standing there.

      “Hi. I’m your new neighbor across the way. I hope you like tulips,” Rosie says, extending the vase to Hanna.

      Hanna smiles and takes them from her. “These are gorgeous. I love tulips. I’ve been wanting to come over and say hello, but things have been busy. My son, Romeo, has been sick with a stomach bug, and this is his first day back at school. Thank you for these. Can you sit for a while?”

      “I should get back to the shop. I’m still new and can’t afford to hire help yet. Soon, I hope,” Rosie replies, holding up her hands and crossing her fingers.

      “Oh! I remember those days!” Hanna says. “At least let me give you my special for the day to see you through. It’ll take two minutes.”

      “Oh no, that’s not necessary—” Rosie starts, but Hanna jumps in quickly.

      “We small businesses have to stick together. Two minutes. Please?” Hanna rushes behind the counter, and as Rosie looks around, she finally spots me in the far corner near the window. I see her sharp intake of breath. Her cheeks turn pink, and her chocolate-brown eyes go wide. Damn, but she’s beautiful.

      “Hey, Rosie.” Her eyes go soft when I say her name. I’ve called her Rosie since the first time I met her. She was a teenager when I met Clarissa. The two sisters were almost eight years apart in age. Rosie was an oopsie, unexpected, but loved. Clarissa would tease her younger sibling about how she had to make an appearance in the world and steal Mommy and Daddy’s attention. That was far from true. Rosie was the independent kid, where Clarissa clamored for attention. On more than one occasion, I wondered if Clarissa did drugs to keep the attention on herself.

      “Hi, Thunder,” she replies. “Are—are you having a good day?”

      A grin comes to my lips. She’s always polite. “Yeah. I’d say so. How about you?”

      “Really great. Since your friend ordered the flowers for his party, the shop has gotten a lot busier. One day, a group of women came in and almost bought out my entire stock for the day.” Rosie laughs with her husky voice, and I swear it makes me hard. Fuck me! She’s my ex’s baby sister.

      “I see the Lady Pride is on the move.”

      “Lady Pride?” she asks, tilting her head to one side.

      “That what they call themselves. They’re the wives and girlfriends of the Satan’s Pride members. I’m a Pride.” I point to my vest and the insignia etched into it.

      “Are you happy?” They’re not just words. I can see that she really wants to know.

      “As happy as I can be. There are great brothers in the club. They’re real family to me.”

      Rosie bites her lower lip. She undoubtedly remembers that I never had a family. My parents dropped me off at my grandmother’s house and disappeared for days and weeks on end. They were more interested in their careers and traveling the world than looking after a kid. She died when I was fourteen, but instead of going to foster care, I took off. I was a clever kid and knew how to survive. The president of an MC took me under his wing. He was an older man, but he knew I needed guidance. He got me back in school and practically raised me. That’s where I met Guard.

      “I’m glad,” she says quietly. Just then, Hanna comes back with a to-go box.

      “Ham and Swiss with my secret spread. I hope you like tomatoes. And I added a little treat, a double chocolate brownie with caramel and pecan drizzle,” Hanna announces as she hands her the box.

      “Wow. This is too much,” Rosie says.

      “Please, I love my tulips. The girls come by for coffee around three o’clock tomorrow if you want to drop by and join us,” Hanna offers.

      “I’ll try, but I’m on my own. Which reminds me, I have to get back. Thanks for this,” Rosie says, lifting the box, then turns to me. “Nice seeing you again.”

      “Later, Rosie.”
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      A couple of hours later, I found myself volunteering for a parts run. I hate deliveries, but this one means that I’ll be driving by the flower shop around closing time. I sit in the truck as Rosie locks up and walks up the block.

      I don’t know what possesses me, but I follow her. I hop out of the truck, keeping my distance, watching as she moves up the steps of a cute cottage-like home and lets herself in. It’s a small house, but it suits her personality, warm and adorable. The home is painted pale yellow, with a white picket fence and, of course, a garden full of sunflowers. They were always her favorite.

      I stare for a little longer, but manage to tear myself away. As I’m walking back to the truck, my cell phone dings.

      A text comes in from Hammer. Where are you?

      Be back in 5, I reply.

      Seen Rose lately? he types back.

      What the fuck! I look around as the truck comes into view. Hammer is leaning against the hood, along with Roscoe and Wildcard.

      “Not a word,” I warn.

      Roscoe shrugs. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Too bad the flower shop is closed for the night. I was thinking of picking up some flowers for Charli,” Wildcard says with a smirk.

      I glower at Hammer, who I presume is the one who mentioned Rosie in the first place. “I didn’t say a thing. You can thank Hanna for that. She said there was enough electricity between you two, it could light up the whole town.” I want to wipe his smug grin off his face, but instead, I pull open the driver’s door, get in, and take off.
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      It can be hard at times when you’re alone at the compound. Yes, we have our own rooms, but sometimes it’s good to be able to roam. Unfortunately, the club is busy tonight. I decide to take a walk outside to clear my head.

      When I see Rosie drive by and pull into a spot at Millie’s Diner, I beeline for the diner as well. She’s like a magnet, drawing me to her. The pull is so strong that I have to see this through. I’m not sure if it’s because I was a complete dick to her and her family that last time I saw them, or maybe it’s closure. I’ve mulled this over a lot since that day.

      But as I see her sitting near the window, chatting with Millie like she was her new best friend, I’m thinking this isn’t about closure, but the beginning of something. I must be losing my
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