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I stepped from the prison exit, no bars or fencing around me for the first time in twelve years. Twelve years for manslaughter and out early on good behavior. Not a single fight or derogatory mark against my name. They didn’t keep me longer than my first appeal, when it was a notorious gang member that I had shot between the eyes. I’d consider that community service myself, but the judge was less inclined to give me a lower sentence than what was normal.

My phone was dead. The crushed pack of cigarettes was empty. Even my contacts list had been worn away because they wouldn’t give me a pen, just a crummy pencil that barely wrote. Guess I was walking it, not that I had anyone I could really trust to pick me up. None of the people on this list would even know I was out.

The sun was shining and there was a light breeze in the air. It wasn't a bad day to walk anyway. Prison had me forgetting a lot of things, but the warm spring day was not forgotten. It was a fantasy that played through my mind to get me through the long days, laying out in a field just soaking in the sun. Days when I was young and not in with a bad crowd. Before I threw myself into drugs and violence. Before Winnie died.

Prison had a horrible way of sobering a druggie up though. It wasn’t all peaceful, but not throwing my fists into someone’s face because they didn’t pay me, losing days t0 hard drugs, then scrambling to find funds to pay for the house, wasn’t all that bad though. 

This was going to be different this time. No more drugs. No more gangs. Nothing that was going to ever going to throw me back in that place, ever. I had no interest in spending any more time incarcerated, and I would rather rot on the side of the road than go back.

I was going to get away from that lifestyle and start something up that would make Winnie proud of me. I got her revenge already. Now was time for peace.

Apparently, prison made me stupid.

Three months into a new job, a little over a year later, and across the entire state, and I thought I had my shit together finally. I hadn't paid attention to what went on around the shop very much, but I heard motorcycles passing by almost every day. Figured business could be better, because both Pete and I liked making a living, and hand-painted my motorcycle tank full of intricate pinstriping and displayed the bike out front. Perks of having a steady hand and a boss that was pretty chill with the use of his materials in my free time, as long as I paid for the paint.

A bike drove by as I was working. Harley. Older, probably 90s something. I recognized the sound of it, since it had passed by almost every single day. Luckily, my hearing didn’t impact my hand, and these plastic saddles had to actually match each other. The bright lime green against this deep sparkly purple was going to be killer. I hadn’t even finished and I loved it so far.

The bike came back around and pulled into the lot. I had finished my line, and the bay was open, so I looked up, intending on checking the bike out. Instead, my eyes caught on the leather vest and the huge insignia on the back and I froze. 

That was a motorcycle gang patch; The Hell's Hounds. Without even reading the name, I saw the horned wolf skull and knew them instantly. There were a few of them in prison still. Locked away for murder, possession of firearms, and attempted murder. This was not someone to fuck around with and neither was this gang.

He got off the bike, and I watched him as I swirled the brush in the paint container. He was a pretty big guy like I was, long chestnut hair braided down his back. It wasn’t his whole head either, the sides of his head were shaved and there was a human skull tattooed on the side I could see. It added to the full sleeves of tattoos he had, skulls and bones between whorls of black that looked like smoke, that went under his vest and up the sides of his neck. His ear was a little mangled looking, but it only added to the air of danger that surrounded him.

He went over to my bike and put his sunglasses on the top of his head. “You paint this?”

The bike shop was small, and I was right near the front so there was no mistaking that he was talking to me. Guess I managed to potentially draw in a customer, even if it was a biker gang member. I wasn’t involved in his extracurricular activities at all so it should be fine. Just a customer. A pretty hot customer, but just a customer.

“Yeah, last week.” I set down the cup of paint with the brush in it.

“It’s good.” He nodded. “What else can you do?”

“I can pretty much paint any designs you’d like. You are thinking of painting her?” Now I stood up from the ground before slowly approaching this man.

His eyes jumped from the bike to me, slowly tracing over my body in a way that would have made me feel like he was checking me out. Or it would have if that steely blue gaze didn’t make me think of a predator sizing up his prey. And boy did those piercing eyes make me feel like prey to this man. Nothing about him said I was safe around him in the slightest and I knew the hair on the back of my neck had risen in warning.

“Not her. A different bike for a buddy of mine. He’s into this kind of thing but I wanted to add a naked chick to it, like she’s riding the pinstripe. Capable of doing something like that?” He turned to me and I swore my heart was going to run right out of my body, either from fear, or because he was really hot.

“Yep. Ideas on what kind of chick? Big titties? Round ass?” I pulled out the little sketchbook in my back pocket and the pencil from in the center of the pages.

Even under what felt like a thousand pounds of pressure from his gaze, my hands were steady and calm as they always were. Nothing had ever made them shake before, and I was pretty sure nothing would now either, including the man in front of me. Ignore everything that my body was torn on, between feeling like I needed to watch my back and feeling like I needed to flirt.

He put his thumbs in his front pockets, shoulders relaxing back. “Oh both, for sure. A curvy one with pretty pink nipples. He likes blondes.”

Something sounded off about the way he said that, but I noted it down anyway. Maybe from the way his eyes felt on me and the fact that I was blonde myself. Good old blonde haired farmer boy turned automotive painter.

“And when you say riding the striping, you want something modest or her pussy folds on the stripe itself?” I had to ask because some people would be pissed if I did one way or the other without knowing.

He took a step toward me with a crooked grin and leaned his shoulder on the wall. “Definitely the latter.”

Gross to me but okay, this would be a fat paycheck, and I wasn’t against making money. “What color stripe and what base? Pete owns the place so he’ll charge you, but I can get started tomorrow if you drop the bike off tonight.”

My eyes went from the paper to meet his, and I felt like that was the wrong move. The stare he had on me was fucking intense, like he could strangle me with a look alone, and a shiver ran down my spine.

“See, there lies the problem. If I take Harv's bike, he’s gonna know. I want to surprise him. Can you travel?”

“Sure, but I can’t clear coat it when the paint is wet and I don’t suggest going and riding it either.” Both would ruin it, and if this turned out well, I’d be pissed.

He took a step toward me, his hand coming up to clamp over my shoulder. “Don’t worry about either of those or the base. I’ll throw an extra five in for your troubles.”

I didn’t move a single inch; I knew better than to let him think I’d submit to him and his intensity. He knew very well how intense he was, he had to have. Instead, I put my hand out to shake his, not breaking his gaze. This man had no idea who the fuck I was and that I had never been one to back down.

“Dallas. Pleasure to do business with you.”

That grin widened. “Devin. The pleasure is all mine.”

~
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I PULLED INTO THE DIRT lot of the old bar and knew instantly that I was walking into a clubhouse. There had to be like ten bikes here and I was sure there would be more as the day was still early, all lined up along the front of the bar. It wasn’t a horribly run down place, but it did look older. It had probably been a bar for a million years at this point, something that had run through generations of biker members at this point.

Fuck was this not about to be a good time for me. At least I had the sense to bring the truck and not the bike. I didn’t need anyone else to think that I was going to take part in this club. Just here for the job and that was it. Less people I interacted with, the better.

I grabbed my bag from the passenger’s seat and opened my door, mentally preparing myself to turn every fucking one of these guys down for literally everything. No drinks, no mingling, and no joining them. 

“Dallas! Welcome in. I’ll show you where we’ve got the bike. It should be a fine place to paint it.” A man that I didn’t recognize was walking up to me now. “I’m Curtis, but you can call me Curt. Devin's right hand.”

He stuck his hand out to shake mine, and I held back the crippling dread as I shook it. Devin was the fucking leader of this biker gang. I had agreed to do this on his turf. Fuck, if my hand shook once, one line was not perfect, I would be in deep shit. Rather than not paying me he could very well decide to fucking shoot me or beat the shit out of me.

This would be the painting of a lifetime, and I was underprepared by a mile.

Curtis was an older man, graying brown hair that reached his shoulders and was pulled back in a bandana. His eyes were darker brown than mine were, but they were not even close to being as intense as Devin’s. He led me around back to the back door and into an old cleared out storeroom right across from the bathrooms, the newer Harley sitting there with a fresh wash. It was a smaller bike but nice.

I set my bag down and pulled up the stool that had been left for me. It would work as an okay paint tray. I enjoyed sitting on the ground to paint, it made me feel more stable than on a chair or stool. I pulled out the premixed containers of paint, my sketchbook, and the brushes I was going to use.

“I won’t hover while you’re working, but I’ll be down the hall if you need anything. Beer, water, a shot or two. Just no working kitchen so no food besides bar snacks. The bathrooms are right across the hall.” Curtis lingered in the doorway for a second before he walked off.

At least there wouldn’t be anyone hovering over my shoulders. I hated that. Get this done, get the money, and leave. Easy enough, and I probably wouldn’t see anyone but Devin and Curtis. If Devin gave him the money, I could avoid those eyes all together. God, no wonder he was so predatory; he ran a fucking biker gang.

I got started on the design that we had agreed on based on my sketch. He had very specific ideas about what this woman should look like, and it was probably some fantasy woman that his friend talked about at some point. They were probably all like that. Gross ass guys who objectified women and did shit like whistle at them as they walked down the street. Shit I would have expected from people back where I had come from.

It took hours to finish, but this was some of my best work that was actually on a bike. I was proud of this. I wished I could have clear-coated it, but it was fine. Maybe he’d like it enough to let me come back and do it tomorrow when the paint was safe to go over. The blue-green striping on the black base popped, along with the form of this woman. It was clean and intricate.

I popped out of the room and Curtis was indeed in the hall, sipping a beer as he looked at his phone. “I, uh...finished.”

“Hell yeah. Let me grab Devin and we’ll get you squared away.” He grinned and went out toward the bar.

Almost over. Get my payment and leave without anyone else bothering me. I went to the backpack and put all the supplies away. It would be a quicker exit this way. There was no way he wouldn’t love this. This beautiful fantasy woman and stunning pinstriping. Maybe it would get even more guys to come in, and I was always looking for work.

I had just put my backpack over my shoulder when three guys walked into the room. Devin was at the back, that sloppy grin on his face. Curtis was in front with another man who had his bandana pulled over his face. I had to assume this was Harv. 

Seems as though I was going to be a part of the big reveal. 

“This is very special, Harv. I paid for it out of my own money.” Devin stood next to me and held out an envelope. “So, I hope you love it to death.”

I took the envelope and tucked it into my back pocket as Curtis pulled the bandana off Harv’s face. I still had a problem with the way he said some things, like it wasn’t how it seemed, and his true intentions were shrouded in his words. Which was weird, but I suppose I had been locked up for a long time, and people in prison were very double-sided there. 

“Oh, fucking hell, Dev. This is...” He had gone from gushing, as my chest filled with pride, to spinning around to us with wide eyes. “Devin, let me explain.” 

The hair on my arms was raised as my heart sank. Something wasn’t right and this was not the reaction I had expected from a guy who got treated to some beautiful and expensive art. He looked terrified.

“We kill rapists, Harv.” Devin was still grinning, as he pulled the gun from behind his back, and shot into Harv’s chest.

I was frozen in shock, stuck watching this unfold in front of me, in what felt like slow motion. The blood spraying from his back with each round shot through him, watching each drop as it hit the bike, and the art, as his body fell backwards. 

My art never mattered. It was ruined with the streaks of blood running down it. This had been his plan all along, to use it to prove some kind of point, to trap this guy into some kind of sick plan to shoot him.

The shock had fully set in, the numbness of seeing this man crumpled in front of his own bike, and the fact that I had been a witness to a murder, filling me. If he was caught, I was an accomplice, and I was going back to prison. Fuck.

“Devin... I’m a felon.” I didn’t look away from Harv’s body.

“Ah, well... I did tip you. Pretty art, but I like it more now. His blood adds a whole new dimension to it, right, Curt?” Devin’s reply hadn’t fully hit me.

“Oh yeah. It’s got a whole big message to it now.” Curtis laughed and went over to Harv and kicked his foot. “The message is don’t rape people, and you won’t get killed.”

I agreed with the sentiment, wholeheartedly actually, but why the hell did I have to be involved? “Great message. Glad to be a part of this. I’m leaving now.”

I shoved past Devin and booked it out the back door. This was not fucking happening to me. I had just gotten out. I had just flipped my life around. The only thing I could think of doing was going to the cops and ratting on him, then moving far the fuck away, and getting the hell out of dodge. I had to. I couldn’t go back to prison.

A hand was around the back of my neck, and I was slammed into the truck door. My eyes caught Devin’s in the reflection of the window as he held me against the door with his hand and body as it pressed against me. 

I was prey.

“Where are you running off to, Dallas? I thought you’d enjoy this. You’re really cute to think I wouldn’t have looked you up before allowing you into my home.” His quiet words in my ear had every alarm bell going off in my mind. “Was it as satisfying for you as it was for me?”

He knew I had killed someone. He knew I had done it to get the only justice I could for Winnie, when the prosecutors refused to go to trial, and she killed herself. Because the man I killed had raped her and beaten her half to death. She couldn’t live in a world that refused to let her terminate her rapist's baby. Where he’d get rights. And I refused to let her death be anything but a call to vengeance.

“What do you want from me?” My eyes were locked on his reflection.

Those eyes shone with amusement. “You want to keep doing that? Make people pay for heinous things they’ve done?”

I didn’t know how to answer him. I had assumed the drugs had made me that kind of person. I was on all kinds of shit when they dragged me to jail before the trial. This guy’s death didn’t bother me either, I had already made peace with that monster who didn’t care about seeing someone die. The monster I had thought was gone. A one off.

I didn’t quite feel like that was the case anymore.

He continued, probably seeing the uncertainty in my eyes. “I need a new enforcer since I just killed my last one. Someone strong and who knows their way around a gun. You know your way around a gun, right, Dallas?”

I nodded because I did.

“What if I told you that Harv didn’t act alone? That there was another man who also raped that poor woman at the same time? They got her alone and drunk. Cornered her in an alley and assaulted her until she passed out. She recognized them. Knew who did it to her. But the county won’t do shit because she went with them willingly.”

A part of me was filled with anger and my anger was as reckless and blinding as it had always been. “Let me go, Devin.”

He released me, and quickly I turned to him, punching him in the nose as hard as I could. That wasn’t what he was expecting; he hadn’t even tried to block me. I was huffing with anger as I circled him, his hand on his nose as he groaned and bent over.

“You think I want to fucking rot my fucking life away in prison again? I was there for twelve years, motherfucker. I’m not doing that ever the fuck again. I’m never going back.” I let that anger flood my system, expecting him to retaliate.

I couldn’t be around guns, couldn’t own a gun, couldn’t even go to jail for anything without the possibility of being thrown back into prison. I was never going to work with this guy, I couldn’t, not without violating every single bit of my parole and then some. This had already violated it, and it felt like the bars were closing around me already.

“You hit like a train, Dally. I think you actually broke it.” Why did he sound amused by this?

Oh God, I had just punched the fucking gang leader in the fucking face. Fuck. I was screwed. 

“Good. Now leave me the fuck alone. Forever.” I pulled open the truck door and threw the envelope on the ground. “I don’t want your fucking money and don’t call me Dally.”

He was watching me as I put the key in and started the truck. Still watching me as I floored it out of there, spitting dirt and rocks behind the tires as I went. I hit the road and kept going, not stopping until I got home. 

It was basically a room I rented. A kitchenette, a bed, and a bathroom. Barely bigger than a hotel room, but it did what I needed it to do. A place to shit, sleep, and eat. Nothing more was needed. 

I laid down on the bed after putting my bag by the door, my hands going over my face. This was so fucked up. So horribly fucked up. He had killed someone in front of me and propositioned me for a fucking job. Not even because of the killing or the violence.

What it all really came down to was that I really didn’t want to fucking go to prison again. Even if I had no problem killing sick fuckers who wanted to hurt people for their own pleasure. Even if that monster inside of me still existed and was more than happy to kill someone over something as fucking horrible as assaulting someone, I would not be able to handle prison again. 

It broke me like it broke a lot of the long-term residents there. People didn’t come back from that; eventually, they just stopped being themselves. I didn’t want to be a zombie of a person. It was hard enough to be creative in prison; there were no markers or pens. No paint. No pencils. Nothing we could kill each other with, which meant most creative materials were out of the question, and it was a wonder how I ever got into painting to begin with.

Hair in tape made an okay paint brush, and coffee made an okay medium, when it was all that you had access to. I still had the inkling to continue working with things like watercolors, but pinstriping was satisfying and there was a job for it that paid real money.

Fuck was the boss going to be pissed that I fucking threw the money back at him. That was going to come out of my paycheck.
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The bar was quiet this afternoon. Of course, not everyone was happy with me right now, sitting here with two black eyes and a broken nose. They weren’t mad that I had gotten sucker punched, some of them though it was pretty damn funny; they were mad that I didn’t shoot him or sock him back for even laying his hands on me. I did neither and they were mad because they thought it made the club look weak. That this had made me look weak.

They didn’t understand, and part of me didn’t think they would, until something happened. If something happened. I was pretty sure I had fucking thrown that out the goddamn window at this point with how fucking strong I had come on to him in the first place.

I wanted Dallas like I wanted air to breathe. Never had I ever laid eyes on someone, and just instantly felt like I would die for them, but goddamn would I burn the entire world to the ground for that man, me along with it. I wanted him to be mine, but I didn’t even know if he was into guys at all. The way he had painted that woman on Harvey’s bike, talked about her body, I didn’t think he was.

That didn’t stop me from wanting him and wanting to keep him close, because I would fucking kill anyone who tried to touch him. He was mine even if he wouldn’t have me back. He had to be a part of my club, so I could keep an eye on him easier, and maybe figure out if I had a snowballs chance in hell with the man of my dreams.

“You going to keep freaking the boys out with your moping or are you going to get out there and take care of business, Dev?” Curtis leaned on the bar next to me. 

I had been sitting here just swirling a glass of whiskey around. Sure, it probably looked like moping to them, but I was more calculating than that, and this was a good time to plan out how I was going to get him here. Get him interested in being here after I fucked that up before.

“I’m figuring out my move, Curt.” I downed the whole glass. “What I’m planning doesn’t involve fucking killing him. Sorry you’re all disappointed.”

My voice had been loud enough to carry on purpose. There were a few rules that my boys had to follow, and the biggest one was that nothing was done without me saying so. The second biggest was that we didn’t abuse people. Sexually, physically, emotionally, none of it. We weren’t some fucking gang-bangers. We were The Hell’s Hounds, and we punished the wicked. People came to us to solve their problems, not to be introduced to them even more.

Maybe that’s where I would start with him. Make him a grunt, give him some jobs painting the bikes, or a big mural on the bar wall. I knew he could do it. Get him around the clubhouse and get him interested in what we did. That man was a killer, I could see it in those eyes of his, even if he wanted to pretend he wasn’t interested in it anymore.

I’d give him a couple of days to think about it. I doubted that he would come around with that alone, but I could let the thoughts dig into his mind a little more. 

~
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I GAVE DALLAS A WEEK before seeking him out. The bruising was mostly faded, just a little discolored now, but my nose was still painful. I had expected him to be at the shop, but Pete had said he had left early since he was done with his work for the day. I knew Pete, and I had given him the money Dallas left behind. I always paid what was due even when it was thrown back in my face. Again, something that was my fault.

Here I was, walking into a field, not even sure whose property I was on, chasing after the damn truck of his that I saw from the road. The bed was open, and I got a glimpse of his boot from the angle that I approached. I hoped I hadn’t made a mistake by leaving the gun with the bike, but it wasn’t like I was going to ever shoot him. He might not have the same idea about me though.

I leaned over the bed to see him lying there, eyes closed and arms tucked under his head. His shirt was thrown over the side of the bed, and I ate up that delicious-looking body of his. Shaggy blonde hair, muscles, and not a single fucking spot of ink on him so his skin was pristine and...perfect. He was perfect.

God did I want to just climb right on top of him and kiss him. Take a handful of that golden hair and just hold him to me for eternity. That was not what was about to happen though, and even though I wasn’t dumb enough to think it was, I had a shred of hope.

“Hey, Dallas.” His name on my tongue was electric, like it belonged there and always had.

I didn’t see an ounce of fear as he opened an eye to look at me, that light brown color reminding me of some of the jasper that was common along the Yellowstone River. I couldn’t look away, just drawn to the beauty of them. My entire being wanted this man, and I was fucking helpless to fight it. 

“What do you want, Devin? I thought I told you to leave me the fuck alone.” That eye closed and he returned to basking in the sun. 

This man held no fear for me, and if he did, he managed to hide it incredibly well. Well enough that he gave nothing away. Not that I thought he was afraid of me even after I held him to his truck. He was just angry under all the indifference he wore like a mask. 

“I’ve got a job for you. Not as my enforcer. I want your art on my bike.” Start here and see where this goes.

He laughed, and I was too enamored with his smile to give a flying fuck that he was laughing at me. “No. You fucking lost that privilege when you purposely ruined my fucking art. I don’t know where you got the idea that roping me into that was a good idea, but I’m done with you and your lot. I’ve already turned someone away with one of your fucking vests.”

Okay, that was a fair point. I had done it to make a point, and he had been in the crosshairs as well. Would I do it again with him and his art, no, but I had to have a fucking reason to see him again and that was what came to my mind at the time.

“What can I do to change your mind?” I didn’t ask for permission, just climbed onto the tire and into the bed, sitting on the side of it. “I won’t do that to you again. I thought you’d appreciate the death of a rapist more.” 

Something had him moving to sit up, propping himself on his arms with confusion on his face. “What’s happening right now?” 

“What?” I was the one confused now.

“You’re like...not how you were before. You shoved me into my truck and practically threatened me. What changed?” 

I wasn’t different than before, right? Maybe I had a touching problem with how much I tried to keep control of myself. Slamming him into his own truck had probably been a little scary for him, but I struggled to keep my hands to myself when all I wanted to do was touch him, feel his body against mine, and breathe him in.

With a sigh, I leaned on my knees. “I didn’t get anywhere that way, now, did I?” 

“No, you didn’t. And you won’t get anywhere with honey either. I want nothing to do with you or your merry band of murderers.” His eyes narrowed on me.

“What about just me?” He was fucking serious and I was trying to keep my temper now, because this was not going the way I wanted in the slightest. 

He shook his head as his eyes narrowed more. “You were on that list too, asshole. I don’t know why it’s so hard to get into your fucking thick skull that I want nothing to do with you. I don’t want to kill people. I don’t want to paint your bike. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

I was bristling like hell and furious about it. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted everything to do with him, but I couldn’t just fucking tell him that. What fucking insane person would he think that I was then? My fucking chest was in a vice, squeezing me tighter by the second, and I was just staring at him. 

“Go. Away. I’d like some peace and quiet, please.” He laid back and put his arms behind his head again. 

Wordlessly, I left. I needed to figure this out and, for me, it wouldn’t be by baking under the hot sun like he was. It would be at the bottom of a stiff glass of whiskey in my air-conditioned bar.

And I did just that. I went back to the clubhouse and drank away my feelings, which just made me angrier. I had to fucking do something though. I couldn’t just fucking give up. I had to have him. I would follow him to the ends of the fucking earth, just to fucking see that smile as he laughed again, even if it was at me for every single fucking day of my life. 

More drinking and the club partied around me. Rounds were passed around, cheers were made, and it was like nothing had happened again. I faked my smiles, did shots with the boys, and pretended like I wasn’t being ripped apart inside by a
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