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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Mica’s morning begins in chaos. The microwave clock glares 8:12; he’s already late. He barrels through the apartment in a blur of black workshirts and faded jeans, tossing couch cushions aside like confetti. His phone is gone—more than an inconvenience, it’s the lifeline for appointments, payments, art references, and client messages. Without it, he's rudderless.

      

      He pauses mid-swipe through the coffee table, hair damp from the world’s briefest shower. The apartment is a shrine to yesterday’s fatigue: half-finished sleeve sketches scattered across the table, a cluster of sweat-beaded colour samples beside a pale mug, a lone slice of congealed pizza teetering on a plate’s edge. His phone could be anywhere—or nowhere—his memory a sieve.

      

      In the kitchen doorway, Wendy watches him, backlit by the bare window. She wears his threadbare T-shirt and shorts, her coffee mug clenched in one hand. He’s an old rerun to her, background noise she barely registers.

      

      “You’re gonna be late, hon,” she says, not lifting a finger.

      

      He doesn’t reply. He digs under the couch, producing a vape pen and stale tortilla chips. No phone. He pats the pockets of his work jacket—loose change, a linty mint, a blood-soaked stencil sheet—but no phone. Each empty search widens the void.

      

      Wendy sips her coffee and remains pinned to the frame.

      

      His frustration flares. “Can you call my phone?”

      

      She shrugs. “Battery’s dead.” She sets down her mug, retrieves her own phone with a lazy flick.

      

      He listens for the ring. Nothing. No vibration in the cushions, no flash under the clutter. His memory fails—kitchen? bathroom? He remembers staring at reference photos last night until his eyes burned.

      

      Wendy scrolls, detached. The silence stretches, punctuated by distant sirens and the upstairs dog’s thundering paws.

      

      He even ransacks the trash.

      

      After minutes, he gives up, planting his hands on hips. He looks at Wendy, hoping for a shred of help.

      

      She announces she needs the bathroom, then steps away, leaving her phone on the counter. He grabs it, noting its residual warmth, and opens the dial pad—still unlocked. A soft notification: Has he left yet? The sender: Pizza. His chest tightens; the words vibrate in him—familiar and crushing. It’s the old fight-or-flight, resurrected.

      

      He texts back: Yes. Tucks her phone into his pocket.

      

      He resumes the pantomime, glancing at the coat rack, bathroom vanity. And there: his phone, half-hidden beneath his jacket. He retrieves it, barely relieved.

      

      Wendy’s phone buzzes. He glances at it: Be there in a minute. He drops the screen and walks to the door as gentle taps sound.

      

      He opens to a man in a crisp short-sleeved shirt, a thin moustache, two coffees in hand—one labelled “Wendy.” Surprise flashes across the stranger’s face.

      

      “Uh, is…Wendy here?”

      

      Wendy emerges, barefoot, face fresh, hair still damp. She forces a bright smile. “Oh, I forgot you were coming.”

      

      Mica nods toward her. “She’s right here.”

      

      The stranger hands Wendy her coffee. She giggles a note too high. “Thank you.”

      

      The man hovers; Mica doesn’t shut the door. They form a tense triangle until Mica gestures. “You want to come in?”

      

      Wendy’s head snaps around. “No, that’s fine,” she squeaks. “I—he was just leaving.”

      

      But the man wavers. “Sure, just a minute.” He slips inside, eyes never leaving Mica.

      

      He stands amid tattoo magazines and abstract prints, skittish. Wendy puts down the coffee, arms folded, avoiding Mica’s gaze.

      

      Mica sits, legs apart, hands loose. Still as a statue, save for his jaw’s twitch. “So,” he says, “you know my wife.”

      

      The man swallows. “Yes. Casually. We met at the dentist’s office…”

      

      Wendy laughs, brittle. “We talk about books. He’s into poetry.”

      

      Mica’s eyes narrow. “Is that what you call it?”

      

      Silence. The stranger fingers his ring. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      

      Mica leans in. “You’re in my living room. With my wife. At nine in the morning.”

      

      The stranger glances at Wendy. She shrugs faintly.

      

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      

      Her voice cuts in: “Nothing happened. We were just talking. You’re overreacting.”

      

      Mica tuts. He studies the man’s features: crow’s feet, a faint eyebrow scar, jittery gaze on the exit. Then to Wendy. “How long?”

      

      She whispers, “A few months. I didn’t plan it.”

      

      He nods, numb. The stranger offers excuses. “It was just coffee. I shouldn’t have come.”

      

      Mica stands, sizing him up. “Do you love her?”

      

      The man shakes his head, mute.

      

      Wendy wraps her arms around herself. “You’re never here, Mica. You’re always at the shop or drawing…”

      

      Mica’s voice is soft as a needle. “So you spreading your legs for strangers is my fault that I work hard to pay for everything you want?”

      

      She turns away; unshed tears glint. “I’m sorry.”

      

      “Leave,” Mica tells the stranger.

      

      The man hurries out. The latch falls. Silence pounds.

      

      Mica sits, staring at the coffee cup with her name in neat letters. He wonders if Wendy spelled it or if he guessed.

      

      He breaks the quiet. “How many?”

      

      Wendy trembles. “What?”

      

      He repeats: “Was he the first?”

      

      She covers her face. “No. I’m so sorry.”

      

      He nods. Expected. Cold clarity settles.

      

      He stands, grabs keys. At the door, he pauses. “I’ll get a lawyer. You can keep the place.”

      

      Wendy droops. “Don’t you want to talk?”

      

      He looks at her long, then says, “No.” And means it.

      

      She trails him. “You can’t just leave—” Her voice cracks. “I said I was sorry—what else do you want?”

      

      He ignores her, tucks his phone into his jacket. Everything else is debris.

      

      She blocks the doorway. “If you leave, you’re gone. This is our home, you selfish asshole.”

      

      He memorises her: mouth set, jaw tense, desperation hanging in her shoulders.

      

      “It’s over,” he says. Professional, final. “I’ll start the paperwork.”

      

      She laughs, raw and wet. “That’s it? No discussion? No fight? No angry Fuck?”

      

      He shrugs. “You’ve already had one—with him and everyone else.”

      

      She slaps him, a sharp crack in the air.

      

      He steps past, boots thudding. At the threshold, he turns. “You can keep everything. I don’t want it.”

      

      She collapses against the doorjamb. “Where will you go?”

      

      He says nothing. Leaves. The stairwell swallows him. Each step strips weight. When he reaches the lobby, he’s lighter than air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            Mica

          

        

      

    

    
      The bass thumps through Mica’s chest like a second heartbeat, insistent and hollow. It’s been five years since he walked out of his apartment—his marriage—and the world continues its steady rotation. He sits alone at a corner table, fingers wrapped around a whiskey that’s more ice than alcohol now, watching Gary, Layla, and Kelly lose themselves in the crush of bodies on the dance floor. They all enjoyed letting loose after a big week at the shop, but unlike the others, Mica was not big on the dance floor antics; he preferred to lean on a support beam, observing without participating.

      

      The ice in his glass shifts, catches the sweeping lights. Blue. Red. Purple. The colours paint temporary tattoos across his knuckles, his skin a canvas even here. He watches Gary throw his head back in laughter at something Kelly whispers in his ear, her teal-streaked hair catching the strobes like electric currents. Layla moves with natural grace beside them, her undercut and pierced eyebrow making her look dangerous in this light. They form a protective triangle on the dance floor, occasionally glancing back at Mica to ensure he hasn’t disappeared.

      

      But he’s still here. Physically, at least.

      

      The music swells, an electronic heartbeat that drowns conversation and thought alike. Perfect. Mica tilts the last of his whiskey back, savours the burn as it slides down his throat. The alcohol’s warmth is different from anger’s heat or shame’s flush; it’s empty calories, a fire without purpose. He sets the glass down.

      

      That’s when he sees her.

      

      She sits at the far edge of the bar, half-turned on her stool to survey the room. Dark hair falls past her shoulders in loose waves, and her dress, something simple, black, revealing just enough, catches the light when she moves. But it’s her eyes that snag him, confident and direct. She’s looking straight at him, no pretence of accidental glances or coy denial when caught. Just open, unapologetic interest.

      

      Mica’s warning system, the internal alarm that’s only grown louder since Wendy, flashes red. Too soon. Too familiar. Too much like slipping back into old patterns. He should order another drink. He should join his friends. He should go home to the empty apartment above his shop and stare at the ceiling until sleep comes.

      

      Instead, he watches her watch him. She raises her drink slightly, a silent acknowledgement that needs no words. Her lips curve into something that’s not quite a smile, more an invitation, a challenge.

      

      Her body decides before her mind catches up. She’s standing, moving around the edge of the dance floor, skirting the worst of the crowd. Each step feels deliberate, like she’s crossing a boundary she set for herself. He tracks her approach with those eyes; he can see now, with flecks of gold caught in the bar’s low light. His posture shifts slightly, opening toward her as she claims the empty stool beside him.

      

      “Hi,” she says, voice raised to carry over the music. Just that. Nothing fancy, no line.

      

      “Hi,” he returns, signalling the bartender. When his fresh whiskey arrives, he turns back to her. “You were staring.”

      

      She laughs, the sound barely audible above the pulsing bass. “You were worth staring at.” Her eyes drop briefly to his forearms, to the tattoos that tell stories he never shares aloud. “Artist?”

      

      He nods, not bothering to explain further. Words are useless here, swallowed by noise and irrelevant to their purpose. She seems to understand the economy of conversation, offering only her glass for a toast instead of her name.

      

      They drink, eyes locked over the rims of their glasses. The alcohol slides warm and familiar down his throat, but it’s not what’s making his skin feel too tight suddenly.

      

      Her knee brushes his under the bar. Accidental, maybe, except she doesn’t move away. The point of contact burns through his jeans.

      

      “You’re not dancing,” she says, leaning closer to be heard.

      

      “Neither are you.” His response is automatic.

      

      Her smile widens. “I was waiting.”

      

      For what, she doesn’t say. Doesn’t need to. Her hands land on his forearm, fingers tracing the outline of an anatomical heart linked there. The touch is electric, deliberate. Her nails are short, practical, painted in a deep red that’s almost black in this light.

      

      Time compresses. They drink. They lean closer with each exchange, minimal words that serve only to fill space between the real conversation happening in the pressure of her thigh against his, the brush of her hair against his shoulder when she tilts her head to hear him, the way her fingers continue their exploration of his tattoos, each touch lingering longer than necessary.

      

      She smells like something expensive and subtle, not flowers or fruit, but smoke and vanilla and warm skin. When she leans in to speak into his ear, her breath fans hot against his neck, and his hand finds the curve of her waist without conscious thought.

      

      The music changes, something with a heavier beat that vibrates through the floor. She sways slightly, her body moving instinctively to the rhythm. Her dress shifts, revealing more of her shoulder, the delicate ridge of her collarbone. Mica’s fingers flex against her waist.

      

      “You want to dance?” she asks, lips close to his ear again.

      

      He shakes his head. “I want to leave.”

      

      The words hang between them, their meaning unmistakable. Her eyes darken, and she sets her glass down with finality. “Your place or mine?”

      

      “Mine.” He doesn’t hesitate. He won’t wake up in a stranger’s bed, won’t bed, won’t leave himself vulnerable to unfamiliar surroundings.

      

      She nods once, sliding off her stool with fluid grace. His hand finds the small of her back as they navigate toward the exit, a possessive guide through the press of bodies. Her muscles shift beneath his palm, warm through the thin fabric of her dress.

      

      They pass the dance floor on their way out, and Mica catches Gary’s eye. His friend’s face splits into a knowing smirk, eyebrows raised in exaggerated surprise. Gary makes an obscene gesture with his hands that the woman doesn’t see, then offers a thumbs-up that manages to be both sassy and congratulatory.

      

      Mica doesn’t acknowledge it beyond a slight nod. He keeps moving, hand steady at the small of the woman’s back, fingers splayed wide. Leading her toward the exit.

      

      The club’s door opens, and cold night air slaps his face, clearing nothing. She leans into his side, warm and solid and present. Mica guides her toward his car, feeling nothing and everything at once.

      

      Mica’s key slides into the lock of the side entrance, the one that bypasses the tattoo shop and leads directly to his apartment upstairs. The stairwell is narrow, walls lined with framed flash art, his own designs, never hung in the shop below. She follows close behind, one hand trailing along the wall for balance. He doesn’t offer his arm, doesn’t look back to check if she’s keeping up. Her heels click against the wooden steps, a steady counterpoint to the silence between them.

      

      He pushes open the door at the top, flips a switch. Light spills across hardwood floors worn smooth in pathways from bed to bathroom, kitchen to door. The apartment reveals itself in stages: a living room with a leather couch facing nothing in particular, no TV, just empty wall space; a kitchen with clean counters and a single mug in the dish rack; a closed door that must lead to his bedroom. The walls are bare except for two framed illustrations, original art, not prints, and a clock that ticks too loudly in the sudden quiet.

      

      “Nice place,” she says, but her eyes tell a different story. She sees what’s missing: photographs, mementos, the accumulated debris of a life shared.

      

      Mica shrugs, drops his keys on the counter where they land with a metallic finality. “It’s just somewhere to sleep.”

      

      She steps out of her heels, losing two inches of height, making herself at home in a space that doesn’t invite it. Her eyes catch on the bedroom door. “And is that where we’re sleeping?”

      

      He doesn’t answer, just crosses to her in three long strides. His hands find her waist, spanning it easily, fingers pressing into the curve of her spine. Her breath catches, a small sound in the quiet apartment. When he kisses her, it’s not gentle. There’s no pretence of romance, no slow build. His mouth is insistent, demanding a response she’s eager to give.

      

      She arches into him, hands sliding up his chest to the buttons of his shirt. Her fingers work quickly, revealing skin inch by inch. The first tattoo appears at his collarbone, a compass rose, its needle pointing true north. More emerge as she pushes the fabric from his shoulders: an anatomical heart on his right pectoral, its arteries extending down his ribs; a half-sleeve of geometric patterns that morph into forests and mountains; script along his left side in a language she doesn’t recognise.

      

      Her fingers trace each design, curious and appreciative. “Your work?” she asks, voice hushed as if they’re in a museum.

      

      “Some of it.” He pulls her dress over her head in one fluid motion, revealing skin unmarked by ink. The contrast fascinates him, her canvas blank, waiting. For a moment, he sees her as lines he could draw, spaces he could fill. But the thought dissolves as her hands move to his belt, her intentions clear.

      

      She drops to her knees in front of him, he closes his eyes and throws his head back as he holds the back of her hair steady in his fist. After a few minutes, he grabs her arms and stands her up, and he moves her to the bedroom. His mattress sits low on a simple frame, sheets pulled tight with military precision. She pulls him down onto it, and the bedding comes undone beneath them, a mess of cotton and limbs.

      

      What follows is physical in the purest sense. Mica’s hands are sure, his movements precise. He reads her body like a map, finding the places that make her gasp, arching beneath him. But his mind remains detached, observing from a distance as their bodies move together. When she digs her nails into his back, he feels the sting but welcomes it; pain is real, at least. Her satisfaction matters to him, a point of professional pride more than emotional connection.

      

      She says his name, the only personal detail they’ve exchanged, and it sounds wrong in her mouth, too soft around the edges. He silences her with another kiss, harder this time. Doesn’t want words, doesn’t need them. Just the physical release, the momentary escape from thought.

      

      When it’s over, they lie side by side, not touching except where her leg presses against his. Their breathing slows in tandem. Sweat cools on skin. The ceiling fan turns lazy circles above them, stirring the air but offering little relief.

      

      Mica sits up first, he fluffs his pillow, “You can shower before you leave if you like, towels in the cabinet,” he says, rolling over and getting comfortable.

      

      She props herself up on her elbows, hair a dark tangle against his white pillowcase. Her eyes narrow slightly, reading between his words to what he’s not saying. “Thanks, but it’s not necessary,” she says after a moment, and there’s no hurt in her voice, just acceptance of unspoken rules.

      

      She rises out of the bed and reaches for her clothes, “I guess this is goodbye,” she says. Mica looks in her direction and nods. She studies his face for a moment, as if committing it to memory, or perhaps just confirming something she suspected all along.

      

      “Take care, Mica,” she says finally.

      

      “You too,” he says into his pillow.

      

      In bed, he stares at the ceiling, wide awake despite the hour. The sheets smell of detergent and skin, but not of her. He’s made sure of that. His phone sits on the nightstand, silent and dark. No messages, no calls, no connections to maintain.

      

      Just as he prefers it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The needle hums against skin, a sound more familiar to Mica than his own heartbeat. He wipes away excess ink with a paper towel, revealing crisp black lines forming the skeletal wings of a phoenix rising from ash. His client—a forty-something accountant with surprisingly high pain tolerance—lies still on the table, scrolling through his phone with his free hand, occasionally glancing up to watch Mica work. The shop buzzes around them: Gary's machine whirring two stations over, Kelly's laugh punctuating the air as she schedules appointments at the front desk, Layla's focused silence as she sketches designs for tomorrow's clients. Normal. Routine. Safe.

       

      "Looking good," the client murmurs, craning his neck to see the progress in the small mirror Mica holds up. "The detail in those feathers is exactly what I wanted."

       

      Mica nods, dipping the needle back into the cap of black ink. "We'll start shading next session. This is just the outline." His voice is steady, professional—the same tone he uses with every client, regardless of their story or his own. The machine buzzes back to life in his hand, and he bends over the man's arm, eyes narrowed in concentration.

       

      The morning light filters through the shop's front windows, catching dust motes and painting rectangles across the polished concrete floor. Music pulses from the speakers mounted in each corner—something instrumental with a heavy bass line, selected from Gary's endless playlist of "perfect tattoo music." The walls are lined with flash art, both vintage pieces and original designs by the shop's artists. Mica's station, tucked in the back corner, offers the most privacy—a deliberate choice when he designed the layout years ago.

       

      Gary's voice rises above the background noise as he explains aftercare to his client, a woman getting an intricate mandala across her upper back. "No swimming, no direct sunlight, and for God's sake, don't pick at it—I don't care how satisfying it feels." His hands move as he talks, punctuating each point with dramatic gestures. The woman laughs, nodding along.

       

      Mica focuses on the line he's drawing—a delicate extension of the wing that curves around the client's bicep. His hands remain steady even as his mind briefly drifts to last night, to the woman whose name he never asked, to the emptiness of his apartment after she left. He pushes the thoughts away, locks them down. The tattoo demands his full attention, and he gives it willingly.

       

      An hour passes this way—the steady buzz of the machine, the occasional comment from his client, the background symphony of the shop. When Mica sits back to wipe away excess ink and check his progress, he notices Gary's station is empty. His client sits at the front counter, credit card in hand, chatting with Kelly as she processes the payment.

       

      "Taking five," the accountant says, gesturing toward the bathroom. Mica nods, setting down his machine and stretching his shoulders. The brief respite is welcome—four hours of hunching over the intricate design has left a knot between his shoulder blades.

       

      Gary materialises at his side, leaning against the counter with studied casualness. His own arms are showcases of different styles—American traditional bleeding into Japanese influences, geometric patterns transitioning to photorealistic portraits. He crosses them now, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth.

       

      "Saw you leave with that brunette last night," he comments, voice pitched low enough that it won't carry to the front of the shop. "Nice work. She was hot."

       

      Mica doesn't look up from where he's preparing fresh ink caps. "Yeah, so?"

       

      Gary's smirk widens. "So nothing. Just making an observation." He pauses, watching Mica's methodical movements. "That's the third one this month, by my count. The redhead from the gallery opening, that blonde yoga instructor from Layla's building, and now club girl."

       

      Mica arranges the caps in a neat row, perfectly spaced. "You keeping score?"

       

      "Just looking out for a friend." Gary leans closer, dropping his voice further. "You ever think about actually dating someone? You know, getting their name, calling them the next day, that whole ritual?"

       

      Mica snorts, shaking his head. "Not interested. You know that." His jaw tightens almost imperceptibly, a small muscle jumping beneath the skin.

       

      Gary studies him, the humour in his eyes fading to something more serious. "Look, man, I get it. Wendy did a number on you. But it's been—what, five years since you moved out? Maybe it's time to⁠—"

       

      "To what?" Mica interrupts, finally looking up. His eyes are flat, his voice even flatter. "Jump back into another disaster? No thanks." He turns away, adjusting the settings on his machine with unnecessary precision. "I'm good with things exactly how they are."

       

      Gary raises his hands in mock surrender. "Fine, fine. Just saying, there's a middle ground between 'married and miserable' and 'emotionally unavailable to everyone forever.'" He steps back from the counter. "But you do you, man."

       

      Mica's client returns, settling back onto the table with a small grimace. "Ready when you are," he says, extending his arm.

       

      Gary takes the hint, returning to his own station to prepare for his next appointment. Mica dips the needle in ink and resumes work, grateful for the excuse to end the conversation. The machine's buzz fills the silence, drowning out the unwelcome thoughts Gary's words have stirred up.

       

      For a few minutes, Mica loses himself in the work, the rhythm of needle to skin, wipe, dip, repeat. But beneath the concentration, memories surface like air bubbles in still water: Wendy's face the last time he saw her, mascara streaked down her cheeks; the text message on her phone; the stranger at their door, coffee cup clutched in both hands. The sour taste of betrayal rises in his throat.

       

      He pushes it all back down, focuses on the phoenix taking shape beneath his hands. Its wings stretch toward freedom, its beak open in silent defiance. There's something satisfying about creating permanence in a world where nothing lasts—not marriages, not promises, not trust.

       

      Across the shop, Kelly and Layla burst into laughter at some shared joke. Gary joins in, his voice carrying over the music. Mica doesn't look up, doesn't pause in his work, but something in him softens at the sound. The shop is the one place where boundaries make sense, where relationships follow clear rules: professional, respectful, with defined limits that everyone understands.

       

      "You okay?" his client asks, noticing the momentary tension in Mica's posture. "Need a break?"

       

      Mica shakes his head, offers the practised smile he reserves for clients—reassuring without being warm. "I'm good. Let's finish this section."

       

      The needle buzzes back to life, and Mica bends to his work again, grateful for the simple clarity of ink on skin. Everything else—Gary's concerned looks, the empty apartment waiting upstairs, the hollow space where his marriage used to be—can wait. For now, there's only the line, the design, the creation of something lasting from nothing but imagination and skill.

       

      It's enough. It has to be.

       

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            Nyah

          

        

      

    

    
      The restaurant light barely reaches their table, casting shadows across Robert’s face that make his smile look like something carved rather than expressed. Nyah’s wineglass catches the dim glow, half-empty again, though she doesn’t remember drinking that much. She watches Robert’s hand move toward the bottle, a familiar motion that she knows better than to interrupt.

      

      “You barely touched it,” he says, already tilting the bottle over her glass. The wine rises, dark as a bruise against the crystal. “I’m not paying thirty dollars a bottle for you to just look at it.”

      

      Nyah’s fingers flutter to the stem, a weak protest. “I’m already⁠—”

      

      “Already what?” His voice stays pleasant, but his eyes flash a warning only she can read. “Enjoying yourself? Good. That’s the point of a night out.”

      

      She lifts the glass to her lips, takes the smallest sip possible. The wine is too sweet, cloying at the back of her throat; she wouldn’t have picked it for herself. She’s past the point where alcohol tastes like anything but necessity.

      

      Robert continues his monologue about work politics, something about a promotion he deserves and a colleague who’s undermining him. Nyah nods at appropriate intervals, a skill she’s perfected over their two years together. Her head feels heavy, like it might detach from her neck if she moves too quickly. The restuarant around them blurs at the edges, white tablecloths bleeding into dark walls, other diners reduced to murmuring shapes.

      

      “And then I told Jenkins that if he wanted the Henderson account, he’d have to go through me first.” Robert pauses, waiting for her reaction. When she’s a beat too slow, his mouth tightens. “Are you even listening?”

      

      “Yes,” she says quickly. “The Henderson account. You told Jenkins.”

      

      His expression softens marginally. “You know, you’re lucky I put up with your spaciness.” He reaches across the table to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingertips lingering against her cheek.” Anyone else would have given up on you months ago.”

      

      The words land like small stones, each one adding to the weight she carries. Nyah looks down at her plate, pushing around the remains of a pasta dish she can’t remember ordering. “I know,” she whispers. “Thank you for being patient with me.”

      

      “That’s my girl.” His approval washes over her, a momentary respite. “Though we really need to work on your attention span. And your gratitude.”

      

      Nyah’s fork trembles against the china, a tiny metallic stutter that seems deafening to her ears. She sets it down carefully, tucks her hands beneath the table to hide their shaking. The room tilts slightly when she moves, the wine making her limbs loose and her thoughts slow. She should eat more, soak up the alcohol, but her stomach feels knotted.

      

      “You know what we should do tonight?” Robert leans forward, voice dropping into the register he uses when he’s excited about something. It’s the voice that once charmed her, back when his intensity felt like passion rather than pressure. “We should get you a tattoo.”

      

      The suggestion is so unexpected that Nyah blinks, momentarily jarred out of her haze. “Tattoo?”

      

      “Yeah, I will think of something real nice for you.” His eyes gleam in the low light. “Something to commemorate us.”

      

      For a heartbeat, something like hope flutters in her chest. A normal couple thing, spontaneous, reckless maybe, but sweet. Maybe she could get something small, something that means something to both of them. A tiny symbol of better days.

      

      “I didn’t know you wanted a tattoo,” she says, careful to keep any hint of judgment from her voice. Robert has strong opinions about ‘defiling one’s body.’

      

      “Not for me.” His smile shifts, revealing the trap. “For you. My name I think, right here.” He reaches across the table, his fingers brushing against her collarbone, then dipping lower to trace a line across the top of her breast where it rises above her dress neckline. The touch makes her skin prickle. “Where everyone can see who you are with and how much you love me.”

      

      The hope dies as quickly as it bloomed. Nyah’s mouth goes dry. “Your name? But I thought you meant matching⁠—”

      

      “This is better.” His tone brooks no argument. “Something elegant, script maybe. Robert right across here.” His finger traces the path again, possessive, planning. “You’re always saying you want to prove how much you love me. This is your chance.”

      

      Nyah’s gaze drops to the tablecloth, counting the pinprick patterns in the fabric to steady herself. One-two-three-four. The thought of a needle marking her skin makes her stomach lurch, or maybe it’s the wine, or the knowledge of what’s coming next.

      

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for something so permanent,” she says, the words barely audible. Her hand moves to the edge of the table, gripping it as if it might save her from drowning.

      

      Robert’s expression doesn’t change, but something hardens behind his eyes. “Not ready? After two years?” He leans back, arms crossing over his chest. “I guess I was wrong about us.”

      

      She recognises this tactic, the quick pivot to wounded pride, the implication that she’s failing some crucial test of devotion. She’s seen what follows: the cold silence that stretches for days, the cutting remarks about her ingratitude, the comparisons to women who would appreciate what they have. Or worse, the nights when his disappointment finds physical expression, leaving marks that fade more quickly than the memory of causing them.

      

      “No, it’s not that,” she says quickly, fingers twisting the napkin in her lap. “I just, I’ve never had a tattoo before. I’m nervous about the pain.”

      

      “It’s nothing you can’t handle.” His hand slides under the table, finding her thigh. His grip is firm, fingers digging slightly into her flesh through the thin fabric of her dress. “Besides, I’ll be right there with you. I’ll hold your hand.”

      

      The offer sounds like care, but feels like another form of control. Nyah’s breath comes faster, shallower. She tries to imagine refusing, walking out of the restaurant, finding somewhere, anywhere else to go. But there is nowhere. Robert’s name is on the apartment lease. Her friends have drifted away, one by one, as he’s isolated her with subtle criticisms and inconvenient scheduling conflicts. She has no job or money.

      

      “Okay,” she finally says, the word feeling like surrender. “If it’s important to you.”

      

      His smile returns, genuine this time with the pleasure of victory. “It is.” He squeezes her thigh once more before releasing it, the pressure lingering like a promise. “And trust me, you’ll love it once it’s done. A symbol of us, forever.”

      

      Forever. The word echoes in her mind, a sentence rather than a romance. Although she would never admit it, and has no one to admit it to, she knows it will be a death sentence one day.

      

      Robert signals for the check with a confident wave that catches the server’s attention immediately. Nyah watches his hand move through the air, sure and entitled, and wonders how those same fingers can feel so different against her skin from one day to the next, gentle when he’s pleased, bruising when she disappoints him.

      

      “Drink up,” he says, nodding at her still full glass. “Liquid courage for my brave girl.”

      

      Nyah lifts the wine to her lips and drinks deeply this time, hoping for numbness.
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        * * *

      

      Mica wipes down his workstation with practised efficiency, the smell of antiseptic sharp in the air. The clock above the door reads 9:47, thirteen minutes until official closing, though the shop stands empty except for him. Gary, Layla, and Kelly left an hour ago, citing plans that Mica declined with his usual brief shake of the head. The solitude suits him, these quiet moments when the buzzing of machines gives way to silence. He’s nearly finished putting away his inks when the door swings open, the bell jingling with unexpected violence.

      

      A blast of night air carries in two figures, a man first, then a woman who seems to trip over the threshold. The man steadies her with a grip that looks more restrictive than supportive, his fingers digging into her upper arm. Mica straightens, towel still in hand, and takes their measure with a single glance.

      

      The man is compact and well-dressed, his button down shirt crisp despite the late hour, his hair styled with the kind of product that smells expensive. He surveys the shop with the entitled confidence of someone accustomed to being accommodated. The woman beside him is younger, mid-twenties at most, with delicate features flushed from alcohol, her dark hair falling across her face as she stares at the floor. Even in her unsteady state, there’s something about her that catches Mica’s attention, a fragility that seems at odds with her beauty.

      

      “You still open?” the man calls out, already moving toward the counter without waiting for an answer. His arm remains locked around the woman’s waist, guiding her forward.

      

      Mica sets down the towel, his movements unhurried. “Just about to close,” he says, voice neutral. “If you’re looking to set up a consultation, we open tomorrow at eleven.”

      

      “No consultation. We want a tattoo. Tonight.” The man reaches the counter, pulls the woman closer to his side. Up close, Mica can see the slight sway in her stance, the unfocused quality of her gaze. “Name’s Robert. This is my girlfriend.”

      

      Mica notices that Robert doesn’t offer her name, as if it’s unimportant. His eyes shift to the woman, taking in details with the assessment of someone who’s been reading people for year: the way she won’t make eye contact, how her fingers fidget with the strap of her purse, the slight tremor in her lower lip. She’s drunk, not falling down drunk, but well past the point of making clear decisions.

      

      “What kind of tattoo are you looking for?” Mica asks, directing the question at both of them, watching for her reaction.

      

      Robert leans forward, elbows on the counter. “Something special. My name across her chest, right here.” He makes a sweeping gesture across his own chest, then points to the woman. “Nice script, maybe some decorative elements. Nothing trashy.”

      

      The woman’s gaze flickers up for just a second, meeting Mica’s before darting away. In that brief contact, he sees something that tightens his jaw, uncertainty, maybe fear.

      

      “Sounds like a significant piece,” Mica says carefully. “First tattoo?”

      

      Robert answers before she can. “Yeah, she’s a virgin.” He laughs at his own joke, squeezing her closer. “But she’s ready to commit, aren’t you, babe?”

      

      She nods, the movement mechanical. Her lips part as if to speak, but nothing comes out.

      

      Mica shifts his attention directly to her, deliberately excluding Robert from the exchange. “Hi.”

      

      The direct exchange seems to surprise her. She blinks tucking a strand of hair behind her ear with fingers that aren’t quite steady. “Hi,” she says, voice so soft he almost misses it.

      

      “So,” Mica says, holding her gaze. “You really want this guy’s name plastered across your tits?”

      

      The crude phrasing is deliberate, a shock tactic to cut through the fog. Robert stiffens beside her, but Mica keeps his eyes on the woman, watching as surprise registers on her face. For a moment, something like clarity flashes in her eyes, then vanishes as Robert’s arm tightens around her waist.

      

      “Yes,” she says, but the word hangs in the air, hollow and unconvincing. Her eyes drop again, focusing on a spot on the counter.

      

      Robert’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “See? She’s sure. Now, what’s your rate for something like that? We’re paying cash.”

      

      Mica crosses his arms, leaning back slightly. “I don’t tattoo drunk clients. Shop policy, and alcohol thins the blood, it’s not safe.”

      

      “She’s not drunk. Just a little tipsy from dinner.” Robert’s voice hardens at the edges. “Look, we can make it worth your while. Extra fifty percent on top of your regular rate.”

      

      “It’s not about money,” Mica says, gaze shifting between them. “It’s about professional ethics. She’s intoxicated. I don’t do permanent work on people who can’t give clear consent.”

      

      Robert’s facade of friendliness slips, revealing something uglier beneath. “She just gave consent. You heard her.”

      

      “Not good enough.” Mica’s voice remains level, but his posture shifts subtly, spine straightening.

      

      “Come back tomorrow when she’s sober. If she still wants your name across her chest then, we can talk.”

      

      “Listen, man.” Robert leans closer, lowering his voice to what he probably thinks is persuasive. “I get it. You’ve got your principles. But principles don’t pay bills, right?” He pulls out his wallet, extracts several hundred-dollar bills. “Double your rate. Cash, tonight, no questions asked.”

      

      The money sits on the counter between them, a bribe disguised as a tip. Mica doesn’t even glance at it. “Not happening.”

      

      Robert’s expression darkens. “You think you’re better than me? Some fucking ink-slinger with a God complex?” He takes a step closer, entering Mica’s personal space. “Do you know who I am? I could buy this shithole shop of yours and turn it into a parking lot.”

      

      Nyah shrinks back, eyes widening at the escalation. Her hands tremble visibly now, one rising to her throat in a protective gesture.

      

      Mica doesn’t move, doesn’t raise his voice. Years of dealing with drunk clients, angry boyfriends, and entitled customers have taught him that stillness can be more intimidating than aggression. “You need to leave now. Shop’s closed.”

      

      “Fuck you,” Robert spits, snatching the money back from the counter. “Come on, this place is beneath us anyway.” He grabs her elbow, fingers digging in hard enough that Mica sees her wince.

      

      Nyah stumbles as Robert yanks her toward the door, her eyes meeting Mica’s for one fleeting moment. Something passes between them, not quite a pleas, but a recognition. Then she’s being pulled away, her steps uneven as she tries to keep pace with Robert’s angry stride.

      

      “If you change your mind when you’re sober,” Mica calls after her, “the shop opens at eleven.”

      

      Robert shoots a venomous glare over his shoulder, shoving the door open with enough force that it slams against the wall. The bell jingles violently as they exit, the sound echoing in the sudden emptiness of the shop.

      

      Mica doesn’t move for several seconds, eyes fixed on the door as it swings closed. The encounter leaves a bitter taste in his mouth. He’s refused drunk clients before; it’s standard practice in any reputable shop, but something about this feels different. The woman and the look in her eyes stay with him, unsettling in a way he can’t immediately identify.

      

      He turns back to his cleaning, movements more abrupt now. The antiseptic smell suddenly seems too sharp, almost nauseating. Behind him, the clock ticks past ten, official closing time, but Mica finds himself in no hurry to lock up and head upstairs to his empty apartment.

      

      Mica moves to the front window, drawn by some impulse he doesn’t fully understand. The shop’s exterior lights cast harsh shadows across the parking lot, illuminating Robert and his girlfriend in stark relief. They haven’t made it to their car yet. Robert stands too close to her, one finger jabbing the air inches from her face, his body vibrating with barely contained rage. The woman’s shoulders curve inward, her spine a question mark against the night.

      

      Robert’s mouth moves rapidly, spitting words that Mica can’t hear through the glass but can easily imagine. The man gestures back toward the shop, a sharp, accusatory motion, then returns to pointing at her face. She doesn’t speak, doesn’t defend herself. Just stands there, taking it, head slightly bowed, hands clasped in front of her like a scolded child.

      

      Mica has seen his share of post-rejection tantrums. Drunk customers, underage kids with fake IDs, couples fighting over tattoo choices, they’re as much a part of the job as the needles and ink. Usually, he feels nothing beyond mild irritation at the drama. People’s poor decisions and relationship problems aren’t his concern; he learned that lesson thoroughly with Wendy.

      

      But something about this scene crawls under his skin. There’s a practised quality to it, the way she makes herself smaller, how Robert’s anger seems to take up all the available space between them. This isn’t their first argument like this. It’s a choreographed dance where both know their steps too well.

      

      Robert’s hand suddenly shoots out, grabbing her arm above the elbow. Even from this distance, Mica can see his fingers digging into her flesh, see the slight wince that crosses her face, though she doesn’t pull away. Robert pulls her closer, says something directly into her face, then releases her with a small shove that makes her stumble back a step.

      

      Mica’s hand tightens on the window frame. A sudden heat spreads across his chest, up his neck, unfamiliar in its intensity. It’s been years since he’s felt this, the urge to intervene, to step between someone and harm’s way. Not since high school, when he used to put himself between his mother and his father’s drunken rages. He thought he’d buried that instinct along with every other unnecessary emotion.

      

      Yet here it is, flaring to life for a woman whose name he doesn’t even know.

      

      He tries to dismiss the thoughts, to remind himself of his policy of non-involvement. Her problems are not his. Her relationship is not his business. The shop door is locked; his professional responsibility ended the moment they left.

      

      Robert turns away from her, paces a tight circle, hands running through his carefully styled hair. The gesture dishevels him, makes him look more dangerous somehow. Less controlled. She remains frozen, watching him with the wary focus of someone tracking a predator’s movements. When Robert spins back toward her, she flinches, a small, instinctive movement that speaks volumes.

      

      Mica’s jaw tightens. The scene before him blurs momentarily with another memory: Wendy, tears streaming down her face, saying, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” over and over while he stood cold and distant, feeling nothing but his own betrayal. But this is different. Wendy had choices. She made hers. This woman, her eyes hold something Wendy’s never did. Something that makes his chest constrict.

      

      His hand moves to the door lock, fingers hovering over the deadbolt. He could open it. Step outside. Say…what, exactly? What could he possibly say that wouldn’t make things worse for her once they are alone again?”

      

      His hand falls away from the lock, curls into a fist at his side. Opens. Closes again. His body vibrates with the tension of inaction.

      

      In the parking lot, Robert grabs his girlfriend’s purse, yanks it open, and fishes out what must be keys. He barks something at her, then stalks toward a glossy black sedan parked under the streetlight. She follows, steps unsteady on her heels, arms wrapped around herself against the night chill, or something colder.

      

      Mica watches as Robert practically shoves her into the passenger seat, slams the door hard enough that the sound carries faintly through the glass. He circles to the driver’s side, throwing one last venomous glance toward the shop before sliding in behind the wheel.

      

      The car starts with an aggressive rev of the engine. Headlights flash on, sweep across the window where Mica stands. For a moment, he thinks he sees her face turn toward the shop, a pale oval in the darkness of the car’s interior. Then the sedan jerks backward, tyres squealing as Robert accelerates out of the parking lot and onto the main road.

      

      Mica remains at the window long after the taillights disappear, staring at the empty space where the car had been. His reflection stares back at him from the glass, features indistinct in the dim light. He doesn’t recognise the expression on his own face.

      

      Eventually, he forces himself to move, to finish the closing routine that’s been interrupted. His movements lack their usual precision. He knocks over a bottle of cleaning solution, fumbles with the register while counting out the day’s cash, forgets to turn off the back room light until he’s halfway to the door.

      

      His mind keeps returning to her face, that brief moment when she looked up at him, something raw and honest breaking through her alcohol haze. The way her voice sounded when she said “Yes” without meaning it. The curve of her shoulders as she walked away, following Robert’s angry stride.

      

      As he finally locks the door and turns out the front lights, Mica realises he’s memorised her features without intending to. Like planning a tattoo, his mind has traced the lines of her face, noted the shadows beneath her eyes, catalogued the precise angle of her collarbone where it disappeared beneath her dress, where Robert wanted to brand her with his name.

      

      Mica climbs the stairs to his apartment, each step heavier than the last. He tells himself he’ll forget her by morning. Just another customer who didn’t get what they wanted. Just another relationship drama he thankfully isn’t part of.

      

      But as he unlocks his apartment door, he knows it’s a lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            Home Sweet Home…Not

          

        

      

    

    
      The apartment door barely closes before the silence shatters. Nyah stands with her back against the wall, keys still clutched in her hand, watching Robert’s controlled movements as he places his wallet on the entry table. His gestures are too precise, too measured, the calm before the storm she’s learned to recognise. The pristine living room stretches before her like a minefield, each piece of furniture a potential obstacle between her and safety. She waits, breath shallow, for the first explosion.

      
      “What the fuck was that?” Robert’s voice remains low, almost conversational, which frightens her more than shouting. He doesn’t turn to face her yet, just stands with his back to her, shoulders rigid beneath his expensive shirt.

      
      The apartment surrounds them in silent witness, all clean lines and minimalist furniture in the neutral palette Robert insisted upon when they moved in. His apartment really, though he calls it theirs. His taste in the artwork, his preference in the lighting fixtures, his rules about shoes on the carpet and glasses on the tables. Nothing here belongs to Nyah except the clothes in her designated section of the closet and a small box of mementos she keeps hidden in the back of her drawer.

      
      “I didn’t do anything,” Nyah says, the words coming out soft and placating. “He just wouldn’t do it. I tried⁠—”

      
      Robert spins around, the movement so sudden she flinches. “You must have given him some sign you didn’t want it.” His voice rises now, filling the space between them. “Some look, some signal. What was it? What did you do?”

      
      “Nothing.” She shakes her head, fingers still tight around the keys, their edges digging into her palm. “I was following your lead, like you said. I told him I wanted it.”

      
      Robert paces toward her, stopping just inside her personal space. She can smell the wine on his breath, see the pulse jumping in his throat. “You said it wrong. I saw your face. You looked uncertain, like you were being forced.”

      
      “I was nervous,” she tries. “About the pain. I told you that at dinner.”

      
      “Bullshit.” He slams his hand against the wall beside her head. Nyah doesn’t jump this time; she’s trained herself not to react, knowing it only feeds his anger. “You sabotaged me. Made me look like some controlling asshole in front of that tattooed freak.”

      
      Something flickers in her mind at the mention of the tattoo artist, the way he’d looked directly at her, asked her what she wanted, spoken to her instead of about her. The memory feels dangerous, and she pushes it away.

      
      “I’m sorry,” she says automatically. “Maybe we can find another shop. Or go back tomorrow when I’m sober, like he suggested.”

      
      Wrong thing to say. Robert’s eyes narrow, his mouth twisting. “So now you’re taking his side? Agreeing that I dragged you there drunk against your will?”

      
      “No, that’s not—”

      
      “You don’t love me.” His voice drops again, wounded now, the shift in tactics so familiar she could map it. “If you loved me, you’d be proud to wear my name. You’re embarrassed by me.”

      
      Nyah reached for him, a practised gesture of reconciliation. “I do love you. You know I do.”

      He steps back, rejecting the touch. “Then why fight me on this? After everything I’ve given you? This apartment, those clothes, the life you have now.” His arm sweeps wide, encompassing the space. “Before me, you were nothing. Working that dead-end receptionist job, living in that shithole apartment with roommates. I saved you.”

      
      Each word lands like a small blade, precise in its cruelty. The worst part is, she believes him. Before Robert, her life had been a struggle—lonely, financially precarious. He’d swept in like a dream, all charm and promises. By the time the dream, all charm and promises. By the time the dream revealed itself as something darker, she was already trapped in its web, her independence systematically dismantled.

      
      “I’m grateful,” she whispers. “I am. I just—I drank too much tonight. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      
      “You never think clearly.” His tone sharpens again, the temporary vulnerability vanishing. “That’s why you need me. To think for you, to guide you. And this is how you repay me? Humiliating me in front of some minimum-wage nobody?”

      
      The accusations grow more irrational with each passing minute. Nyah feels herself shrinking, becoming smaller beneath the onslaught. Her head throbs, the alcohol in her system making it hard to track Robert’s rapid shifts in reasoning. She needs space, a moment to breathe.

      
      “I’m going to get some water,” she says, trying to edge toward the kitchen. “We can talk about this when we’re both calmer.”

      
      “We’re talking about it now.” Robert blocks her path, his body a barrier between her and escape. “Don’t you dare walk away from me.”

      
      The danger signals flash brighter now. Nyah changes strategy, trying instead for the bedroom. “I just need a minute,” she says, turning quickly, moving faster than she has all night.

      
      She makes it three steps before his hand closes around her upper arm, spinning her back toward him with enough force that pain shoots up to her shoulder. “You don’t get to decide when this conversation is over,” he hisses, face close to hers.

      
      “Robert, please—” The plea dies in her throat as his open hand connects with her cheek, the crack of it echoing in the quiet apartment.

      
      The blow snaps her head to the side, pain blooming hot and immediate across her face. She staggers, would have fallen if not for his grip on her arm. For a moment, the room swims, black spots dancing at the edges of her vision. The taste of copper fills her mouth where her teeth have cut the inside of her cheek.

      
      “Now look what you made me do,” Robert says, voice suddenly gentle, almost sorrowful. The shift is dizzying, part of the cycle she knows too well. “If you’d just listened⁠—”

      
      The momentary regret vanishes as quickly as it appeared. His face hardens again, jaw tight with renewed anger. “But you never listen, do you? Always pushing, testing limits”

      
      The second blow lands against her temple, harder than the first. This time he releases her arm as he strikes, and Nyah stumbles backward, colliding with the wall. Her knees buckle, and she slides partway down, one hand raised in futile protection.

      
      “Stop,” she gasps. “Robert, stop. I’m sorry.”

      
      But he’s beyond hearing now, consumed by the rage that’s been building since they left the tattoo shop. His foot connects with her side—not full force, but enough to drive the air from her lungs. She curls inward, protecting her vital organs the way she’s learned through bitter experience.

      
      He grabs her hair, yanking her face up toward his. “You’ll get that tattoo,” he says, each word precise and cold. “You’ll show everyone that you belong to me. No more of this disrespect. No more embarrassing me.”

      
      When he releases her, she crumples fully to the floor, arms wrapped around her midsection. He stands over her for a long moment, breathing heavily, fists clenched at his sides. She doesn’t move, doesn’t speak, knowing from experience that stillness is her best defence now.

      
      Finally, he steps back, straightens his shirt with jerky movements. “I’m going out,” he announces, as if they’ve just had a normal disagreement. “Don’t wait up.”

      
      He retrieves his wallet from the entry table, checks his reflection in the mirror, smooths his hair. The transformation is chilling. Within seconds, he looks composed again, the successful professional ready to face the world. Only the slight tremor in his hands betrays the violence of moments before.

      
      The door slams behind him with such force that the artwork on the wall trembles. Nyah remains on the floor, counting her breaths, waiting to make sure he doesn’t immediately return. Only when she hears the elevator ding in the hallway does she allow herself to move, each motion sending fresh pain through her battered body.

      
      Slowly, using the wall for support, she pulls herself upright. Blood trickles from her nose, dripping onto the pristine cream carpet. The sight fills her with a new panic; he’ll be furious about the stain. With trembling fingers, she presses the sleeve of her dress against her nose, already calculating how to clean it before he returns.

      
      The bathroom light flickers twice before steadying, harsh fluorescence exposing what the apartment’s dimmer lighting had mercifully obscured. Nyah stands before the mirror, one hand braced against the marble countertop, the other still pressing her sleeve to her nose. Blood has soaked through the fabric, staining her fingers. Her reflection stares back, a stranger with a swelling left eye and
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