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The needle hummed, and Stitch went quiet inside.

Not outside. Outside, his mouth kept running, because Roux had a habit of flinching when conversation died and a flinch ruined a clean line. So Stitch talked. He talked about the bar fight last Tuesday and the prospect who couldn't park a bike without dropping it and whether the Saints had any business sniffing at the playoffs this year, and all the while the gun moved through the sergeant at arms' forearm with a steadiness that had nothing to do with the rest of him.

"Hold still."

"I am still." Roux's voice was a low rumble, the kind that made other men back off doorways. On him, in this chair, it just meant the big man was bored. "You're the one won't shut up."

"My mouth moving keeps my hand from moving." Stitch wiped a bead of excess ink, tilted the arm a half inch toward the lamp, checked the shading against the light. "You want a memorial piece or you want a Rorschach blot?"

"Memorial."

"Then hold still."

The piece was for Tboy — a brother who'd gone in the ground two years before Stitch ever got patched, a name spoken low at the table on the bad nights when the whiskey came out and nobody bothered with glasses. Roux had wanted it done right. More than that, Roux had wanted it done by Stitch, had walked into the garage at eleven o'clock and dropped into the chair and rolled his sleeve without being asked, and that was the part that still landed somewhere soft and unguarded in Stitch's chest if he let it. So he didn't let it. He kept his eyes on the work and his hand on the gun and the soft thing locked in the dark where it belonged.

Midnight in the compound and the makeshift ink station was just a corner of the garage he'd claimed for himself — good lamp clamped to a shelf bracket, a clean stool, a rolling tray he kept laid out like a surgeon's kit. Caps in rows. Ink wells capped. Green soap, distilled water, the gun broken down and reassembled so many times he could do it blind. The bikes sat behind him in their long rows, thirty-some machines breathing oil and gasoline into the dark, chrome catching what little light bled past the lamp. Somewhere past the reinforced chapel doors the last of the night's noise was dying down — a brother laughing too loud, a bottle hitting a tabletop, the low V-twin grumble of somebody pulling in off the canal road and killing the engine.

Stitch heard all of it. Logged it without meaning to. The laugh was Gris. The bottle was nobody, just a bottle. The bike was a stranger's idle, too rough, needed a valve adjustment. He always heard all of it, every room he'd ever sat in, the soundtrack running underneath whatever his hands were doing.

"Lines are clean," Roux said, watching the dates take shape under his skin. Clean numerals, proper weight, spaced the way Stitch had sketched them on the stencil three times until the rhythm of them looked right. "You do good work, kid."

"I do permanent work." Stitch said it without looking up, wiping the skin down again. "Different thing."

Because that was the truth of it, and Roux was drunk enough and warm enough and grieving enough to let it pass without ribbing him for it. Anybody could do good work. Good work was a Tuesday. But ink didn't wash off and ink didn't change its mind at two in the morning and pack a bag while you slept, and you put something on a man's skin and it stayed there until they lowered him into the ground. That was the only kind of promise Stitch had ever fully trusted — the kind written in needle and blood, where leaving wasn't a door the design got to walk through. A name on an arm was a name that stayed. He'd take that over most living people he'd known.

He finished the last numeral. Wiped it. Sat back on the stool and rolled his neck and let Roux look.

"There he is," the big man said, quiet, and something moved behind the warm face that didn't reach his eyes — the look Stitch had learned to recognize without being told, the look of a man seeing a body that the world had taken from him. Roux had a brother in the ground too. Everybody in this place was carrying somebody. Then it was gone, folded back under, and the easy grin returned with the gold molar showing. "Wrap it. Beer's on me, whenever you're done playing nurse."

"Go on. I gotta clean up."

"You always gotta clean up."

"And you always got dirt under your nails, so the world stays balanced."

Roux laughed, a real one, and hauled himself up out of the chair. He clapped a hand down on Stitch's shoulder on his way past — hard, the way the big man did everything, hard enough to rock the stool under him.

And Stitch took it.

Took the contact the way he was teaching himself to take it, without flinching, without the half-second where his body ran the old arithmetic — is this hand a hand or is this hand about to be a fist, do I move, where's the door. Two years patched and the body still wanted to check. Two years and the answer was always the same, it's just Roux, it's just a brother, it's just a hand, and the body was wrong every single time, and somewhere in the wrongness a thing was slowly happening that Stitch didn't have a word for. He was starting to almost believe the hand. That was the closest he could come to saying it.

Then the garage door swung shut behind the big man, and the garage was his.

He cleaned the station the way he always cleaned it. Sharps in the bin first, every needle accounted for. Gun broken down, each piece wiped and dried and laid in its place in the case. Ink caps disposed, wells sealed, the tray sprayed and scrubbed until the stainless gleamed under the lamp and you could've done surgery on it. It took longer than it needed to and he knew that — a man could wrap a station in half the time Stitch spent on it, and a couple of brothers had ribbed him for it early on, who you operating on, kid, the floor? He'd grinned and kept scrubbing. The time was the point. The needle was the one thing in his whole life that had never once done anything but exactly what he asked of it. No surprises. No bag in the night. You treated a thing like that with respect, you kept it surgical, you earned the right to pick it up again in the morning and have it work. There weren't many things you got to earn like that. He wasn't about to be careless with the one he had.

Two in the morning when he finally killed the lamp.

He walked the long way to his room because the long way meant cutting through the edge of the courtyard, and the courtyard at this hour was just dark shapes and cold fire pits and the ghost of yesterday's crawfish boil baked into the old brick. The razor wire on the fence caught a sliver of moon. Past it, the canal moved black and slow, and a barge horn groaned somewhere downriver, low and long, the loneliest sound the city made. Stitch stood in it for a second. Just stood. Then climbed the stairs.

His room was at the end of the second-floor hall. Spartan— a bunk, a footlocker, a chair he never sat in, a window facing the water. Nothing on the walls. He'd never gotten the habit of putting things on walls. You don't decorate a place you're leaving.

His room.

He still thought the words like that sometimes, deliberately, the way a man presses on a bruise to find out if it still hurts. His. The first door in twenty-seven years he could lock from the inside instead of having it locked on him from the outside. Seven placements in ten years had taught him the truth early — there was no such thing as your room, every bed was borrowed and every roof was rented by the month, and the smart kid kept his whole life in a backpack so that when the call came, and the call always came, he could be packed and gone before the goodbye got awkward and somebody had to pretend they were sorry. He'd aged out at eighteen with that exact backpack and a talent he'd taught himself with improvised needles in group-home bathrooms. Three years of couches and back rooms after that, inking in any chair that would hold him, sleeping anywhere that would hold him, until a Devil with steady requirements and a good eye sat down in a Magazine Street shop and watched the wiry kid work and saw something worth bringing home.

The compound hadn't kicked him out yet.

Two years. Longest he'd ever stayed anywhere by more than a year.

He sat on the edge of the bunk and did not lie down. Not yet. First the window — the latch, the single-pane give of it, the drop to the loading dock below, the angle a body would have to take to reach the dock roof and from there the fence. Then the door — the hinge, the swing, the half second of give before the latch caught. Then the vent in the ceiling, which he'd measured his second week here and measured again now with his eyes, out of habit, the way other men thumbed their phones before sleep. Exits. Always the exits. A foster kid learned the geography of a room before he learned a single name in it, because the names were temporary and the exits were forever, and the cold survival math that had kept him breathing through seven houses didn't clock out just because the address had finally held for a while.

Down the hall a door closed soft. Somewhere below him a bike settled on its stand, metal ticking as it cooled.

Stitch lay back finally, boots still on, hands folded on his chest, eyes open on the dark ceiling. His brain would not go quiet the way it went quiet under the needle. It never did — that was the whole reason the needle mattered, the one place the noise stopped. So he ran the room one more time, window and door and vent, and then because the gun wasn't in his hand and there was nothing to make it stop, the catalogue kept going, past the exits and into the territory he never let it reach in daylight.

Stay, the brothers kept telling him, all of them, in the hundred ways brothers said it without ever using the word. You're home now, kid. You're one of us. This one holds.

He wanted to believe it more than he had ever wanted anything in his life.

Which was exactly, precisely why he couldn't.

The compound went silent around him, settling into its bones, breathing oil and brick and river. And Stitch lay awake in the only room that had ever been his, listening to the place hold together in the dark, counting and recounting the exits he prayed to a God he didn't trust that he would never have to use.
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Seven in the morning and the light came through the salvaged windows the way it always came in spring — long and gold and angled, breaking across the propagation trays in patterns Robin knew by heart.

She moved down the bench with the watering can, slow, reading as she went. Not the amount. The plants told you the amount if you knew how to listen. She read the color of the soil, the angle of the leaves, the particular droop that meant thirsty against the particular droop that meant drowning. The pothos cuttings had thrown new roots in their glasses overnight, white threads reaching for the water, and she touched one with a fingertip and felt the small private satisfaction that had never once gotten old in four years.

This was the part of the day that was hers. Before the bell over the shop door. Before the deliveries and the wholesale calls and the customers who wanted to know why their fiddle-leaf fig kept dropping leaves. Just Robin and the greenhouse and the light, and the hundred small living things that had decided, under her hands, to keep living.

Then the noise started up next door, and the morning curdled.

Vehicle doors. Two, then a third. Heavy footsteps on a concrete floor that was supposed to be empty. The muffled thud of something weighty being set down — something that changed the way a man stood when he carried it, made him lean back against the weight. She'd been hearing it for a week now. Mornings mostly, sometimes late at night. The vacant building that shared her east wall had stopped being vacant, and nobody had hung a sign or opened a door for customers, and that was the whole problem, wasn't it.

Robin set the can down and stood still and listened the way she'd learned to listen as a child — the deep attention of a kid in a loud house, reading the volume of the rooms above her, knowing that the pitch of a voice told you whether to come down for dinner or stay very still under the covers.

These were the staying-still kind of sounds.

She'd watched the men for three days. Told herself she wasn't watching, and watched. They came and went through the alley entrance, never the front, always two or three together, always with bags — duffels, hard cases, the occasional long shape wrapped in a moving blanket that her stomach didn't like the look of. They were armed. She'd grown up around enough to know the way a jacket hung when there was weight under the arm. They didn't look at her shop and they didn't look at her, and somehow that was worse, the not-looking, the way you don't look at a thing you've already decided doesn't matter.

The bell rang at nine-forty. Mrs. Boudreaux, for her basil and her standing complaint about the price of good rosemary.

"You hear them?" the old woman said, lowing her voice, leaning across the counter though there was nobody else in the shop. Her eyes cut toward the east wall. "Those men. My nephew says—" She stopped. Pressed her lips. "You be careful, baby. That's all I'm saying. Something's not right over there."

And that was the thing that did it. Not the noise, not the bags, not the long shapes in the blankets. It was watching fear walk into her shop on the back of a sweet old woman who'd been buying herbs off her for two years, watching it follow Mrs. Boudreaux out the door and down St. Claude. Whatever was happening next door was reaching across the wall and putting its hands on the thing Robin had built. On her customers. On Roots.

She gave it until noon. Then she took off her apron, folded it on the counter, and walked next door.

Two men stood at the alley entrance. One heavy, flat-eyed, arms thick the way a man's arms got from lifting things that weighed more than they should. The other younger, jumpier, a phone in his hand he didn't look at.

"This building's not zoned for whatever you're running," Robin said. Calm. Even. The voice she used on a wholesaler who'd padded an invoice. "Your traffic's scaring my customers. People don't buy houseplants where they don't feel safe. So you need to find another building."

The heavy one looked at her. Took his time about it. Looked her up and down the way you'd assess a fence post you were deciding whether to lean on or knock over, and she felt the assessment land and did not let it move her face.

"Go back to your plants," he said.

Not angry. That was the part that stayed with her. Not even unfriendly. Just done with her, the way you'd be done with a fly, a thing too small to bother swatting until it got close enough to land.

"I'm not asking," Robin said.

"Yeah," he said, already turning away. "You are."

She stood on the cracked sidewalk a moment longer than was comfortable, long enough to make the point that she wasn't running, and then she walked back to her shop with her spine straight and her heart going hard, because she'd decided a long time ago that her space would be safe and she enforced that decision with her presence and not with her volume. She'd said her piece. She'd looked them in the eye. That was supposed to mean something.

The day went on. It always did. She repotted a monstera for a woman from Marigny, talked a nervous first-time plant owner through the difference between underwatering and overwatering, sold a flat of marigolds and two bags of the good potting mix. By six she'd half talked herself out of the worry. People were strange. Buildings changed hands. None of it had to be her problem if she kept her head down and her shop running.

She closed at seven. Watered the greenhouse one more time in the dusk-light
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