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Years of hiding shattered with a single buzz against Dani's thigh.

She was finishing up a consultation, walking Mrs. Patterson through the memorial piece for her late husband—a compass rose with their wedding date in the cardinal points—when her phone vibrated in her back pocket. She ignored it. Clients came first, especially the ones trusting her with grief work.

"The shading here will give it depth," Dani said, tapping her tablet where she'd mocked up the design. "And we can add the coordinates of where you two met, if you want. Small, maybe along the south point."

Mrs. Patterson's eyes went glassy. "He proposed there. Lake Cushman."

"Then we'll put it there." Dani squeezed the woman's hand. "I'll have the final design ready by your appointment next week. We'll make it perfect."

The phone buzzed again.

She saw Mrs. Patterson out, locked the front door behind her—last consultation of the night—and finally pulled out her phone.

The first message was a photo. The shop's front door. The exact angle someone would have from across the street.

The second message: Found you, baby.

Blocked number. Didn't matter. She knew.

The world tilted. All that time—the new name, the new city, the new life she'd built piece by careful piece. The years of sleeping with a knife under her pillow, of flinching at footsteps, of looking over her shoulder until her neck ached. Years of almost believing she was safe.

Gone. All of it, gone in a text.

Dani's legs stopped working somewhere between the front counter and the back room. She made it to the storage closet, sank onto a crate of ink supplies, and tried to remember how to breathe.

Found you, baby.

Craig's voice in her head, smooth as honey and twice as suffocating. The way he said baby like it was a leash. Like she was something he'd misplaced and finally recovered.

Her hands wouldn't stay still. She pressed them flat against her thighs, counting breaths the way her therapist had taught her. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. The tremors didn't stop.

The bell over the front door chimed.

Dani's heart slammed into her throat. She'd locked it—she knew she'd locked it—but her body was already moving, already pressing back against the wall, already looking for something sharp.

"Dani?"

The voice was deep, familiar, and nothing like Craig's polished tenor.

Feedback.

She nearly sobbed with relief. Thursday night, 6:30—his standing appointment. He had a key because she'd given him one months ago, back when she was still pretending she trusted anyone. He came every few weeks to add to the memorial work crawling up his arms. Never missed. Never late.

"Back here," she managed, her voice steadier than she felt.

His boots were heavy on the concrete floor. Feedback moved like he was always expecting a fight—controlled tension, shoulders squared, eyes scanning. She'd noticed it the first time he walked in, over a year ago. Recognized it, actually. The hypervigilance of someone who'd seen too much.

He filled the doorway of the storage room, all six-two of Marine muscle and ink, and stopped dead.

"What happened?"

Not are you okay—he could see she wasn't. Not what's wrong—he'd already clocked the phone clutched in her white-knuckled grip. Just what happened, direct and demanding.

Dani opened her mouth. Nothing came out.

Feedback crossed the small space in two strides, crouching in front of her so they were eye level. This close, she could see the individual pieces of his sleeve—the names, the dates, the symbols she'd learned to read over a year of sessions. Progress marks. Evidence of the work he'd done to stay whole.

"Who sent it?" His voice had dropped, gone lethal in a way that should have scared her. It didn't.

She turned the phone toward him.

Feedback looked at the photo, at the message, and something in his face went cold. Not angry—worse. Controlled. The way a weapon looks right before someone pulls the trigger.

"Ex," she said. The word scraped her throat. "From before. He—he shouldn't have found me. I changed everything. My name, my city, my—" She choked on the rest.

"Name."

"Craig. Craig Benton." Just saying it made her want to vomit.

Feedback's jaw tightened. He didn't ask the questions she dreaded—why didn't you just leave, why didn't you call the cops, why did you stay so long. He looked at her hands, still unsteady, at the way she'd pressed herself into the corner, at the fear she couldn't hide no matter how hard she tried.

His eyes dropped to her arms, to the sleeve tattoos that told her story if you knew how to read them. She'd put them there deliberately—the phoenix rising from ashes over the place Craig had burned her with a cigarette, the geometric pattern covering the scar from the time she'd hit the coffee table and needed twelve stitches, the quote along her inner forearm in her own handwriting: I am not what happened to me.

Feedback had seen them all. Had added to them. Had never asked, but she'd always known he understood.

"He's here," she said. "In Tacoma. That photo—he's here."

"Or someone working for him."

She hadn't considered that. The idea that Craig had resources, people looking for her—it made everything worse. "His father. Gerald. He runs some kind of security company. Ex-cops, investigators. If he's involved—"

"Then you've got more than one problem." Feedback rose, pulling out his own phone. "But so do they."

"Feedback—"

"Freddy." He said it without looking at her, already typing something. "We've known each other a year. It's Freddy when we're not in front of other people."

The intimacy of that—of being invited past the road name—hit her somewhere soft. She filed it away because she couldn't process it right now, not with her world collapsing.

"Freddy." It felt strange in her mouth. Good-strange. "What are you doing?"

"Calling in backup." He glanced at her, and something in his expression shifted. Softer, just for a second. "You're not handling this alone."

"I've been handling myself for years—"

"I know." He crouched again, phone still in hand, and met her eyes with an intensity that made her breath catch. "You survived. You got out, you rebuilt, you've been carrying this by yourself because you had to. But you don't have to anymore."

Dani's throat tightened. She'd told herself a thousand times that she didn't need anyone, that relying on someone only gave them power to hurt her. Craig had taught her that lesson in bruises and broken bones.

But Feedback—Freddy—wasn't Craig. He'd sat in her chair for a year, letting her put needle to skin, trusting her with his body and his stories. He'd told her about the TBI that scrambled his brain some days, about the PTSD he managed through therapy and medication and the structure his club provided. He'd been vulnerable with her in ways that must have cost him.

"Why?" The word came out small. "We're not—I'm just your tattoo artist."

His expression flickered—something dark and hungry that he buried fast. "You've been trusted with my skin and my stories for a year. You've seen shit I don't show people. That makes you family enough."

Family. The word cracked something open in her chest.

"The club," she said slowly, pieces clicking together. "The MC. They're—you want to bring them into this?"

"I want to make sure you're breathing tomorrow." He stood, decisive. "The rest we figure out as we go."

Her phone buzzed again.

They both looked at it. Another photo—this time of her car, parked in the back lot.

Miss you, baby. Can't wait to catch up.

Dani's stomach hollowed out. He was here. Right now. Outside.

Feedback moved before she could speak, positioning himself between her and the door, one hand going to his hip where she'd always suspected he carried. "Back exit?"

"Through the supply room, opens to the alley—"

"Connected to the parking lot?"

"No. Goes the other direction, toward Main Street."

"Good." He was already texting again, movements sharp and efficient. "We're not going out the front, and we're not going to your car."

"My keys—"

"Leave them. Whoever's out there, they're watching that lot."

The fear was a living thing now, coiling in her gut, tightening around her ribs. She'd spent years running, hiding, looking over her shoulder—but she'd never actually been found. All those precautions, all that paranoia, and she'd still thought of it as theoretical. A fear, not a reality.

Now it was real. Craig or his people were outside her shop, photographing her life, sending messages like love notes from a nightmare.

"Hey." Feedback's voice cut through the spiral. He'd moved closer, close enough that she could smell leather and rain and something warm underneath. "Look at me."

She did. His eyes were steady, certain, the eyes of someone who'd faced worse and survived.

"You're not alone in this," he said. "Whatever happens next, you've got me. You've got my brothers. We handle our own, and right now, you're ours to handle. Understand?"

Ours. The possessiveness should have triggered every alarm bell Craig had installed in her. It didn't. Because Feedback wasn't claiming her like property—he was claiming her like a responsibility. Like someone worth protecting.

"I understand," she whispered.

His phone buzzed. He checked it, nodded once. "Brothers are twenty minutes out. We sit tight until then."

"And if whoever's out there comes in before that?"

Something dangerous flickered across his face—the Marine underneath the biker, the combat veteran beneath the dark humor. "Then I handle it."

The certainty in his voice shouldn't have been comforting. Dani had spent years learning to fear men who thought violence was an answer.

But Feedback wasn't trying to control her. He was trying to protect her. And for the first time since she'd run, she let herself lean into that difference.

Outside, rain started to fall, drumming against the shop's windows. Somewhere in the distance, a plane rumbled overhead—a C-17 from McChord, the sound as familiar to Tacoma as the constant drizzle.

Dani sat in the back room of the shop she'd built from nothing, phone heavy in her hand, and waited for the cavalry to arrive.

She'd tell Feedback more when they were safe. Tell him all of it—the full horror of what Craig was, what his family could do.

For now, it was enough that he believed her. That he hadn't asked if she was exaggerating, if maybe she'd provoked it, if she was sure she wasn't overreacting.

He'd just stepped in front of her and called for backup.

It was more than anyone had ever done.
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The cavalry looked like two bearded men on Harleys who walked into her shop like they owned it.

Dani watched from the back room as Feedback met them at the door. Low voices, a quick exchange she couldn't hear, then one of them slipped out the back while the other posted up near the front window. Neither of them looked at her like she was a victim. They looked at her like she was a package to protect.

She wasn't sure how she felt about that.

"Parking lot's clear," the one by the window said after a few minutes. His cut said WRAITH on the front, and he moved with the stillness of a hunter. "Whoever was out there pulled out when we rolled up."

"Plates?" Feedback asked.

"Got 'em. Mortar's running them now."

Feedback nodded, then turned to her. "We're good to move. You need anything from here before we lock up?"

Dani's brain was still catching up. Twenty minutes ago she'd been paralyzed with fear, and now there were bikers sweeping her parking lot like it was a military operation. "My—my bag. Behind the counter."

He retrieved it without being asked, checking the contents before handing it over. Keys, wallet, phone charger. The small details of a life that suddenly felt fragile.

"I had an appointment," she said stupidly. "You had an appointment. I was supposed to—"

"Canceled." Feedback's hand landed on her lower back, warm and steady, guiding her toward the front. "Ink can wait. Getting you somewhere safe can't."

The touch shouldn't have grounded her. She'd spent years flinching away from men's hands, reading threat into every casual contact. But his palm against her spine felt like an anchor, not a cage.

She locked up the shop with fingers that only fumbled twice. Wraith had disappeared—she hadn't even heard him leave—but she could feel eyes on her from somewhere in the shadows. Watching. Protecting.

It was disorienting. She'd been alone so long.

Feedback walked her to her car, positioning himself between her and the street, scanning the darkness like he expected an ambush. When she unlocked the Honda, he opened her door but didn't step back.

"I'm following you home," he said. Not a question.

"You don't have to—"

"Wasn't asking."

There it was again—that possessive certainty that should have set off every alarm Craig had installed in her. But Craig's control had been about ownership, about reducing her to something he could manage. Feedback's felt different. Protective, not possessive. Or maybe possessive in a way that didn't make her feel small.

She was too tired to untangle it. "Fine. But I'm not some damsel who needs—"

"Never said you were." His eyes met hers, dark and serious in the streetlight glow. "You've survived shit that would break most people. That's not weakness, Dani. That's the opposite."

Her throat tightened. She nodded once, not trusting her voice, and slid into the driver's seat.

The drive to her apartment took fifteen minutes. Feedback's headlight stayed steady in her rearview mirror the whole way, a single bright point of reassurance in the rain-slicked darkness. She found herself checking for it at every stoplight, something in her chest loosening each time she confirmed he was still there.

When had she started trusting him? She couldn't pinpoint the moment. Maybe it was the first time he'd sat in her chair and told her about the names on his arm—brothers he'd lost, dates he couldn't forget. Maybe it was the way he never flinched when she traced the scars on his skin, never offered explanations she didn't ask for. Maybe it was simply the accumulation of a hundred small moments where he'd been exactly who he appeared to be.

She'd forgotten that was possible. That a man could be consistent. Safe.

Her apartment complex loomed ahead, a three-story walk-up she'd chosen for its anonymity—no doorman to notice her comings and goings, no nosy neighbors who'd remember her face. She'd paid cash for the first three months, used a PO box for everything, kept her head down and her profile invisible.

None of it had mattered. They'd found her anyway.

She pulled into her usual spot and killed the engine, but didn't move. Through the rain-streaked windshield, she could see the building's entrance, the stairs leading up to her second-floor unit. Home. Except it didn't feel like home anymore. It felt like a trap.

Feedback's knock on her window made her jump. She hadn't heard him
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