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The Jackals scout died before he understood what was happening.

Thrash had him by the throat, slamming him into the alley wall hard enough to crack brick, while Shred worked on the second one with a blade that caught streetlight in ugly flashes. The third scout tried to run. Thrash let him get four steps before he caught up, drove his knee into the man's spine, and rode him down to asphalt.

"You were mapping our territory." Thrash's fingers found pressure points the Navy had taught him, and the scout screamed into concrete. "Who sent you?"

"Jackals—Reid—he just wanted to know—"

"Know what?" Thrash twisted harder. The man's shoulder made a wet popping sound. "What did Reid want to know about my neighborhood?"

The scout babbled something about business expansion and territory assessment, words tumbling out between sobs. Thrash listened for thirty seconds, cataloging intel, then snapped his neck with a motion so fast the body didn't even twitch.

Behind him, Shred finished with the second one. The first was still slumped against the wall, throat crushed, eyes glazed.

"Three bodies." Shred cleaned his blade on the dead man's cut. "Plague's gonna want to know why the Jackals are sniffing around the North Ward."

"He'll know." Thrash was already moving, that pit-energy crackling under his skin, demanding he do something. Standing still felt like dying. He crouched beside the first body and started going through pockets. "Help me strip them. Intel first, then we dump."

They worked fast—Thrash because he couldn't work any other way, Shred because he'd learned that keeping up with Thrash was easier than getting left behind. Burner phones, some cash, a crude map with X marks on businesses along Market Street.

Including Sacred Ink.

Thrash stared at the map, something cold sliding through his chest. Gina's shop. His tattoo artist—the only one in North Jersey who didn't flinch when he described what he wanted, who laid ink like she was born with a machine in her hand, whose dark eyes tracked him with an intensity that matched his own.

"That's your girl's place." Shred peered over his shoulder. "The tattoo shop."

"She's not my girl." The words came automatic, but they felt wrong in his mouth. "She's my artist."

"Same thing, way you talk about her."

Thrash shoved the map into his cut. They'd burn it later, but Plague needed to see what the Jackals were targeting first.

Getting the bodies into the van took seven minutes. Thrash drove while Shred rode shotgun, neither speaking, moving through industrial backroads that surveillance didn't cover. The dump site was an old chemical pit behind a defunct refinery—toxic enough that anyone who found the bodies would need hazmat gear, and smart enough to stay quiet about what they'd discovered.

By the time they finished, Shred was bleeding from a slice across his ribs where one of the scouts had gotten lucky.

"Hold still." Thrash grabbed the first aid kit from his saddlebag. His hands steadied as he worked—alcohol swab, butterfly closures, pressure bandage. The familiar rhythm of patching damage he hadn't caused. "You're gonna need stitches when we get back."

"You're the medic."

"I'm a lot of things." Thrash secured the bandage, checking for arterial damage, finding none. The healing and the hurting—same itch, different scratch. He'd stopped trying to figure out which one he actually needed. "Can you ride?"

"Can you slow down long enough to let me?"

Thrash's mouth twisted. Fair point.

They took the Turnpike south toward the compound, engines thundering through refinery shadows, the chemical burn smell so familiar Thrash stopped noticing it years ago. This was home—toxic air and industrial grit and brothers who didn't ask why he couldn't stand still. Newark didn't apologize for what it was, and neither did he.

On the way, they passed through the North Ward. Thrash caught himself scanning Market Street for Sacred Ink's neon sign, the flash of color visible even at 2 AM.

Dark. Closed.

Gina would be home by now, probably sketching new designs, those steady hands moving across paper with a focus that made his chest tight. He was due for an appointment tomorrow—another piece for his sleeve, custom work that was going to hurt like hell and look like a masterpiece.

The way Gina looked at him when she worked... like he was a canvas worth investing in, not just a body covered in violence and bad decisions.

Not your girl, he reminded himself. But his hands tightened on the handlebars anyway.

The compound rose out of Newark's industrial corridor like a fortress—converted chemical storage, concrete and steel, chrome in the lot catching security lights. Brothers were posted at the gate, nodding them through with the automatic respect that came from years of shared blood.

Plague was waiting in the main room, leaning against the bar built from refinery salvage, eyes already calculating.

"Three Jackals," Thrash reported without preamble. "Mapping North Ward territory. They had this."

He handed over the map. Plague studied it, expression unchanging, while other brothers filtered in from the corners—Scourge with his epidemic build, Turnpike with routes memorized in muscle memory, Havoc radiating pre-violence stillness.

"The tattoo shop." Plague tapped Sacred Ink's location. "Your artist."

"My appointment's tomorrow." Thrash couldn't keep the edge out of his voice. "If the Jackals are targeting that block—"

"They're testing boundaries." Turnpike moved closer to study the map. "Three blocks deep into our territory. Businesses they think they can flip to fronts."

"They think wrong."

"They will." Plague's voice carried that patient-zero certainty, the spreading inevitability that had built this club from nothing. "Church, morning. We'll discuss how hard to push back." He met Thrash's eyes. "Keep your appointment. See what the neighborhood knows."

Thrash nodded, jaw tight. Intel gathering. Reasonable. The itch under his skin wanted something faster, something with blood in it, but Plague's orders were absolute.

"And Thrash?" Plague's mouth curved, just barely. "Try not to claim the tattoo artist before we know what we're dealing with."

"She's not—"

"Brother." Scourge's laugh was a rough bark. "You talk about her hands like they're holy relics. We've all heard it."

"Her work."

"Same thing." Havoc spoke without moving from his position by the door. "The way you vibrate when her name comes up? We can see it from across the room."

Heat climbed Thrash's neck. The brothers were watching him with knowing grins, crude amusement in their eyes, and he couldn't even argue because they weren't wrong. He thought about Gina more than he should—her focus, her backbone, the way she'd told him once that his skin took ink like it was hungry for it.

"Church. Morning." Thrash bit the words out. "I'm gonna crash."

He made it three steps before Shred called after him.

"You're still bleeding, asshole. My stitches?"

Right. The healing part.

Thrash turned back, grabbed the medical kit, and pointed Shred toward the nearest chair. The familiar motions took over—needle threaded, wound cleaned, flesh pulled together with precise stitches that would hold through combat if needed.

Shred didn't flinch. None of the brothers did anymore. They trusted Thrash's hands to put them back together because he'd proven it a hundred times—the medic training that never turned off, the combat skills that never slowed down.

"You're good." Thrash tied off the last stitch. "Keep it dry for forty-eight hours."

"Yes, doctor."

"Don't call me that." The word scraped wrong, too close to what he'd tried to be, what he'd failed at. The ER, the patient who swung at a nurse, Thrash's response going so far past restraint that security had to pull him off.

He'd told himself it was protection. Defense. That the violence was reaction, not instinct.

But the truth was simpler and uglier: hurting and healing satisfied the same itch. He just stopped pretending otherwise.

"Get some sleep." Shred's voice was quieter now. "You look like hell."

"I look like Newark." Thrash grabbed his cut and headed for his room. "Same thing."



He didn't sleep.

The pit-energy wouldn't let him, that constant vibration demanding motion, action, something. He cleaned his guns. Reorganized his medical kit. Did push-ups until his arms burned and then did fifty more.

At 4 AM, he gave up and sat at his window, watching refinery flames paint the sky orange.

The Jackals were coming for the North Ward. For businesses under Creeping Death protection. For Gina's shop.

Thrash's hands curled into fists on his thighs.

She wasn't his. Wasn't his woman, wasn't his to protect beyond what any brother would do for their territory. But the thought of those Jackals anywhere near her—near her shop, her work, her steady artist's hands—

He'd volunteered for push-back duty before Plague even asked. The North Ward was club territory, yeah. But it was also her territory, and somewhere between appointments and custom designs and the way Gina looked at him like he was worth the ink she put in his skin, Thrash had started thinking of it as his, too.

The sun crept over Newark's skyline, weak light filtering through chemical haze.

His appointment was at three. Eight hours of waiting.

Thrash headed for the garage to find something to do with his hands before the stillness killed him.
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The bell over the door chimed at 9:14 PM.

Gina didn't look up from her station. "We're closed. Sign says—"

"Sign says you're open till ten." The voice was smooth, confident, wrong. "That gives us thirteen minutes."

She looked up then.

Four men. Cuts with Iron Jackals patches, the president's rocker on the one in front—a weathered face, road-worn build, eyes that moved over her shop like he was already calculating square footage. Two prospects flanked the door. The fourth stood at the president's shoulder, VP patch visible, a scar splitting his eyebrow that made his face look permanently aggressive.

Gina set down her machine. Kept her voice level. "I don't do walk-ins this late. Book an appointment like everyone else."

"I'm not here for ink." The president stepped closer, boots heavy on her hardwood floor. "I'm Marcus Reid. This is my VP, Damon. And this conversation is about your future, sweetheart."

Sweetheart.

Gina's spine straightened. Eight years building this shop. Eight years of men who thought sweetheart was a negotiating tactic. She'd cut the last one who tried to intimidate her—left him bleeding on her floor with a tattoo needle buried in his hand.

"My future involves you leaving." She stood, putting the chair between them. "Now."

Reid smiled. It didn't reach his eyes. "See, that's the thing. The Jackals are expanding into North Ward. Your block specifically. And a tattoo shop makes excellent cover for... auxiliary operations."

"Cover for what?"

"Parts moving through the back. Nothing that affects your business. You keep inking, we use your storage, everybody profits." Reid spread his hands like he was offering her a gift. "Partnership."

The word landed like a slap.

"No."

Reid's smile flickered. "Excuse me?"

"I said no." Gina's hands were steady—years of freehand work had trained the shake out of them. "I built this shop from a single chair in a shared space. Every piece of equipment, every client, every design on these walls—mine. I don't need partners. I don't want partners. And I definitely don't want your kind of partners."

Silence stretched. The prospects shifted by the door. Damon's scarred face twisted into something ugly.

"You don't understand how this works," Reid said softly. "I'm not asking."

"And I'm not negotiating." Gina reached for her phone. "Get out before I call the cops."

Reid moved faster than she expected. His hand closed over her wrist, phone clattering to the floor, and suddenly she was face-to-face with forty-five years of violence wearing a president's patch.

"The cops don't come to North Ward for biker problems, sweetheart. They learned that lesson." His grip tightened until her bones ground together. "You're going to learn it too."

"Get your hands off me."

"Damon."

The VP grabbed her from behind—arms locked around hers, forcing her backward, shoving her down into her own tattoo chair. The leather creaked under her weight. Damon's hands were iron bands on her shoulders, keeping her pinned while Reid leaned over her.

"I was trying to be civilized." Reid's breath was stale cigarettes and cheap beer. "Offered you money. Offered you protection. But you had to make it personal."

Gina's eyes found her workstation. The needle. Six inches from her right hand.

"Here's what happens now." Reid grabbed her left hand, spreading her fingers against the chair's armrest. "You're going to think about my offer. Really think. And while you're thinking—"

She lunged for the needle.

Her fingers closed around the grip just as Damon realized what she was doing. She drove it into his forearm—not deep, but enough to make him scream, enough to loosen his grip for one precious second.

Then Reid's fist connected with her temple.

Stars exploded across her vision. She felt herself go limp, felt hands grabbing her wrists, pinning her down again. The needle clattered away across the floor.

"Little bitch." Damon was bleeding, cradling his arm, murder in his eyes. "Let me—"

"No." Reid's voice was calm. Controlled. Worse than anger. "We're sending a message. Not creating a body."

He took her right hand. Her working hand. The one that had built everything she had.

"You cut my VP." Reid's fingers wrapped around hers—index, middle, ring. "So I'm going to make sure you remember this conversation every time you try to hold a machine."

He bent her fingers back.

Gina screamed.

The pain was white-hot, searing, the kind that rewired your brain and left nothing but survival instinct. She heard herself making sounds she didn't recognize—animal sounds, begging sounds, sounds she'd promised herself she'd never make for any man.

Reid held the pressure for five seconds. Ten. Then released.

"That's just a preview." He straightened his cut like he was leaving a business meeting. "We'll be back in a week. And you're going to say yes, because the alternative involves your fingers hitting the floor instead of just bending."

Damon spat on her floor. The prospects fell in behind their officers.

At the door, Reid turned back. "Nice shop, by the way. Be a shame if something happened to it."

The bell chimed. They were gone.



Gina didn't move for a long time.

She lay in her own chair, staring at the ceiling she'd painted herself—constellations and compass roses, the kind of work that made clients look up and relax. Her right hand throbbed with her heartbeat, fingers swelling, the joints screaming every time she tried to flex them.

Not broken. Please, God, not broken.

She made herself sit up. The room spun, her temple pounding where Reid's fist had connected. Blood on her floor—Damon's, from the needle. Her phone was somewhere under the workstation.

She found it with her left hand. The screen was cracked but functional.

911 sat ready to dial.

She stared at it for a full minute before setting the phone down.

The cops don't come to North Ward for biker problems.

Reid wasn't wrong. She'd grown up in this neighborhood. She knew how it worked—knew that calling the police meant paperwork and nothing else, knew that the Jackals would hear about it before the report was filed, knew that making noise just made you a louder target.

Gina pushed herself out of the chair. Her legs held, barely.

Ice. She needed ice.

The small freezer behind her station had packs she kept for swelling—occupational hazard when you worked with needles and nervous clients. She wrapped one around her right hand, hissing at the cold against abused joints.

Can you still work?

She flexed her fingers experimentally. Pain lanced up her arm, but they moved. All of them. Nothing grinding or catching the way broken bones would.

Damaged. Not destroyed.

Not yet.

The shop felt different now. Violated. Eight years of her life pressed into these walls—the flash art she'd designed, the equipment she'd saved for, the reputation she'd built one perfect line at a time. Now some biker with a president's patch thought he could walk in and take it.

Gina's jaw tightened.

She thought about Thrash. His appointment was tomorrow—3 PM, another session on the sleeve she'd been building for six months. He was Creeping Death, not Jackals. She'd inked enough bikers to know the difference, to read the hierarchy in their patches and the violence in their eyes.

Thrash had a different kind of violence. Controlled. Directed. The kind that vibrated under his skin like he was holding back a hurricane, and she'd be lying if she said it didn't do something to her.

But she wasn't going to run crying to some biker just because another biker threatened her. That wasn't how she operated. That wasn't how she'd survived this long in a neighborhood that didn't hand out protection.

Gina grabbed the mop.

By midnight, the blood was gone. The needle was sterilized and back in its case. The flash art Damon had knocked loose was rehung.

Everything looked normal.

Her hand still throbbed under the ice pack. Her temple had swollen into an ugly bruise she'd need to cover with makeup. And somewhere in the back of her mind, a clock was ticking—one week before Reid came back expecting an answer.

She locked the front door, flipped the sign to CLOSED, and climbed the stairs to the apartment she kept above the shop.

I'm not crying, she told herself, filling another ice pack. I'm not giving them that.

Her hands shook as she wrapped her fingers.

She ignored it.

One week.

One week to figure out how to save everything she'd built from men who thought they could take it. One week to find leverage, protection, something.

Or one week to lose her fingers and her shop and everything she'd ever worked for.

Gina sat in her dark apartment, ice melting against her swollen hand, and refused to cry.

The tears came anyway.
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