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      Blood runs pink in water. Most people don’t know that. They think it stays red, but it doesn’t. It thins out and becomes something else. Something weaker.

      I scrub my knuckles methodically under the rusty tap in the back room of the clubhouse, watching the evidence of the last hour swirl down the drain. My hands don’t shake. Neither does the body on the floor behind me, but that’s for different reasons.

      Mason Teller won’t be cutting our product with fentanyl again. He won’t be doing much of anything.

      I shake the water from my hands and dry them on a shop rag. The quiet back here is a relief after the noise of the interrogation. Mason had a lot to say. He begged, he bargained, he even wept. I didn’t enjoy it; I just did what needed doing. When a dog goes rabid, you put it down. Simple as that.

      The back room of the Destroyers MC clubhouse isn’t much—concrete floor, metal table bolted down, a single overhead bulb casting shadows in corners where the light won’t reach. It’s clean though. I make sure of that. Blood’s easy enough to wash away if you don’t let it sit too long.

      The drain in the center of the sloped floor handles most of the mess, and what’s left comes up with bleach and elbow grease. I’ve gotten efficient at this part over the years. Some might call it practice, but I think of it more as perfecting a necessary skill. Like maintaining your bike or cleaning your guns, it’s just part of the job.

      I check my watch. Three hours from start to finish. Efficient.

      My reflection in the cracked mirror above the sink shows nothing. Just a man with cold eyes and a steady pulse. Some of the younger members think I feel something when I do this work, just pleasure, rage, and power. They’re wrong. I feel order being restored. Nothing more.

      I roll down my sleeves, button the cuffs of my black shirt, and pull my cut back on. The leather president’s patch settles across my shoulders with familiar weight. I’ve worn it for years now. Sometimes it feels like it’s been grafted to my skin.

      Mason’s body will need to be dealt with, but I’ll have Bash take care of it later. He enjoys that part—the digging, the dirt, the disappearing. I prefer the cleanness of the knife, the precise moment when steel meets flesh. Let him handle the messy aftermath while I focus on the purity of execution. Some men are made for burial detail, but that’s never been my calling.

      I pull a bottle of whiskey from the shelf and pour two fingers into a semi-clean glass. The first sip burns, but the second goes down smooth. This is my ritual. My communion. Blood, then water, then whiskey. The unholy trinity that marks the end of judgment.

      “Blood’s just a language,” my old man used to say. “Some men speak with fists. I speak with knives.”

      He was right about that, at least. It might be the only thing he was ever right about.

      The door to the back room creaks open, and I don’t turn. Only one person would interrupt me here.

      “Job done?” Roach asks, leaning against the doorframe. He’s been my VP for three years, ever since I put a bullet in the last one for skimming club money. Roach is loyal, if not particularly bright. But he follows orders, and he knows when to shut up, like now, when I don’t answer his question. The body on the floor tells its own story.

      “Got a situation at the gate,” he continues after a moment. “Someone asking for you personally.”

      I drain my glass. “Club business?”

      “Not exactly.” Roach shifts his weight. “It’s Deacon.”

      The name catches me off guard, though I don’t show it. Deacon. Haven’t heard that name in—what, six years? Seven? He was a prospect back when I was just a soldier, before I climbed the ranks, before the club became what it is now.

      “Deacon Murphy?” I set my glass down. “What the hell does he want?”

      “Didn’t say. But he’s not alone.” Roach rubs his beard, uncomfortable. “Got a woman with him. And a kid.”

      I don’t like surprises. They’re messy and unpredictable. I like neat edges and clean cuts, the kind of certainty that comes with knowing exactly what’s coming next. The club runs on that kind of precision, my precision. But my curiosity is piqued.

      “Tell Bash to move the package,” I say, nodding at Mason’s corpse. “I’ll deal with our visitor.”

      I follow Roach through the maze of the clubhouse. Friday nights are usually wild here with booze flowing, women everywhere, and music rattling the walls. But it’s Tuesday afternoon, and the place is subdued. A few members play pool in the corner. Vic and Trigger argue over a game of cards. They all nod as I pass, a mixture of respect and fear in their eyes. Good. Fear keeps order.

      Outside, the Kansas heat hits like a physical blow. Mid-July, over a hundred degrees, the kind of heat that makes the air shimmer above the blacktop. Our compound sprawls across five acres of prairie, ringed by a ten-foot chain-link fence topped with razor wire. At the gate, I see them, three figures standing beside a battered Ford Taurus that’s seen better days.

      I recognize Deacon immediately, though the years haven’t been kind to him. His face is gaunt, his eyes hollow. He was always lean, but now he looks stretched thin, like paper held too close to flame. Beside him stands a woman who was pretty once, maybe, but now she’s just tired. Her left eye is swollen half-shut, yellowing bruise on her cheekbone. And beside her, clutching her hand, is a little girl. Four, maybe five years old. Blonde pigtails. Big blue eyes that watch me approach with unnerving directness.

      Deacon straightens when he sees me, trying to find some backbone. “Priest.” He nods, forcing a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Been a long time.”

      I stop a few feet away, hands loose at my sides. I don’t return the smile. “Not long enough if you’re bringing trouble to my gate.”

      He flinches. “I wouldn’t be here if I had a choice.”

      I look past him to the woman and child. The woman stares at the ground. The child keeps watching me. “This my problem?” I nod toward them.

      Deacon shakes his head too quickly. “This is Melissa. My wife. And that’s Jessie.”

      I don’t offer to shake hands. I don’t say it’s nice to meet them, either. Instead, I focus on Deacon. “Why are you here?”

      He looks over his shoulder, as if expecting to see someone following him. “I need help. Just for a few days.” His voice drops. “I fucked up, Priest. Bad. But it’s not their fault.” He nods toward his family.

      “You walked away from the club,” I remind him, my voice hard as stone. “The club owes you nothing. Not protection, not sanctuary, not a goddamn thing.”

      “I didn’t walk away from you,” he says with desperation creeping into his tone. His eyes dart to his family, then back to me. “I walked away from that life. For them. But now it’s walking back toward me.” He swallows hard, Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. “You know how this works, Priest. Once you’re in, you’re never really out.”

      There’s something in his eyes I don’t like. Fear, yes, that’s expected. But something else. Something shifty. Deacon was never cut out for this life. He’s too soft, too eager to please. Some men aren’t built to carry the weight of violence. He was one of them.

      “Who’s after you?” I ask.

      He swallows hard, throat working visibly. “Rattlesnakes.”

      A rival MC from up north. Vicious bastards who specialize in gunrunning and drug trafficking. Their reputation for brutality isn’t exaggerated; I’ve seen the aftermath of their negotiations firsthand. We have an uneasy truce with them—territorial lines drawn in blood years ago after a three-day war that left bodies scattered across three states. If they’re after Deacon, he’s fucked up worse than bad. This is the kind of bad that doesn’t end in just a beating.

      “What did you do?” I lean forward slightly. The question isn’t casual, it’s a demand, and we both know the wrong answer could cost him everything.

      “I borrowed money.” His eyes dart away from mine. “When I couldn’t pay, they offered me a job. Moving product. I did a few runs but...” He trails off.

      “But you stole from them,” I finish for him, my voice flat and devoid of sympathy. This isn’t a mistake you come back from.

      His wife makes a small sound. Not quite a sob, more like the noise a wounded animal makes when it knows the end is coming. Her fingers twist together so tightly her knuckles shine white in the dim light.

      “I was desperate,” Deacon says, his shoulders slumping further. “Jessie needed medicine. Expensive medicine. Insurance wouldn’t cover it, and the bills just kept piling up. I didn’t know what else to do.” His voice cracks on the last word, the sound of a man watching his life crumble before his eyes.

      I stare at him, unmoved. The world is full of desperate men making desperate choices. Doesn’t mean I have to clean up their messes.

      “You owe me, Priest,” he says suddenly, and I feel my expression harden.

      “Careful,” I warn.

      “Bakersfield. 2015. You would’ve bled out if I hadn’t⁠—“

      “Enough.” He’s right, and we both know it. Seven years ago, a deal gone wrong. Three bullets in my side. Deacon drove me two hundred miles to a doctor who wouldn’t ask questions, kept pressure on the wounds the whole way. I lived because of him.

      Debts must be paid. That
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