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The needle bit through skin, and Scythe didn't flinch.

Morgue worked with hands that hadn't shaken in fifteen years—not when he was pulling shrapnel out of soldiers in Kandahar, not when he was losing patients in the back of a South Bronx ambulance, and sure as hell not now, in the back room of the Reaper compound with a six-four killer bleeding all over his table.

"Hold still," Morgue said, though he didn't need to. Scythe was carved from something harder than regular men. The knife wound across his ribs was deep enough to need proper closing, but the Sergeant at Arms sat on the metal table like he was waiting for a goddamn haircut.

"Job got messy," Scythe said. Not an explanation—just a statement. The Reapers' primary blade didn't explain himself to anyone except Reaper, and even then, only when asked directly.

Morgue threaded another suture through the wound's edges, pulling the flesh together with precise, even tension. "How messy?"

"Cleanup crew's handling it."

Which meant bodies. More than one, from the set of Scythe's jaw. Morgue didn't ask for details. In this club, curiosity about the wrong things got you a shallow grave in Staten Island.

The back room smelled like antiseptic and copper—blood and the solution Morgue used to keep things sterile enough that brothers didn't die from infections after surviving everything else. The space wasn't much: metal table, industrial lighting, cabinets stocked with supplies that would make a field hospital jealous. No windows. One door. Everything a former combat medic needed to keep his brothers breathing when hospitals weren't an option.

Morgue tied off the last suture and reached for the bandaging. "You're going to want to keep this clean for a week. I know that's a revolutionary concept for you."

Scythe's mouth twitched—as close to a smile as the man got. "Appreciate it."

"Don't appreciate it. Stay out of knife range for five minutes."

"No promises."

That was the thing about his brothers. They didn't do gratitude the way civilians did. No awkward thank-yous, no heartfelt speeches. Just a nod, maybe a grunt, and they were gone before the blood on the floor had time to dry. Scythe was already sliding off the table, testing his range of motion, making sure Morgue's stitches wouldn't slow him down if he needed to swing something heavy.

"You're good," Morgue confirmed. "But if you tear those open, I'm not patching you up again until you bring me a bottle of the good Irish."

"Deal." Scythe pulled his shirt down over the fresh bandage, leather cut going back on over that. The patches caught the harsh light: Gotham Reapers MC. Sergeant at Arms. The grinning skull that marked them all as brothers in the only family that mattered.

Then he was gone, the door swinging shut behind him, and Morgue was alone with the cleanup.

He stripped off his gloves and tossed them in the biohazard bin, then grabbed a mop. The floor needed attention—Scythe had bled more than he'd probably noticed, too focused on getting stitched and getting back to work. Morgue cleaned with the same efficiency he brought to everything else, methodical movements born from years of practice. Blood wasn't hard to handle once you stopped thinking of it as anything other than another fluid that needed containing.

The supply log came next. Every bandage, every suture kit, every ampule of lidocaine—Morgue tracked it all. Not because Reaper demanded it, but because running out of the right supplies at the wrong moment meant brothers dying for stupid reasons. He'd lost too many people that way in his old life. Wasn't going to let it happen in this one.

Three suture kits. Two rolls of gauze. One dose of antibiotics, to be taken whether Scythe wanted to or not.

He made a note to restock from their contact at Mount Sinai. One of the ER nurses owed Coffin a favor, and medical supplies flowed through that channel without questions. The system worked. It had to.

By the time Morgue finished logging everything, the back room looked like nothing had happened in it. No blood on the floor. No evidence of the emergency surgery he'd just performed on a man who'd probably killed someone tonight. Just a clean medical space, ready for the next brother who needed saving.

That was the job. Save the ones wearing the patch. Let the rest of the world handle its own problems.

Morgue grabbed his cut from the hook by the door and shrugged it on, feeling the weight settle across his shoulders like it always did. The leather was worn in all the right places now, shaped to him after years of riding. The patches marked him as a Reaper, marked him as something other than the man he used to be.

Better than what he used to be, some nights.

Other nights, the jury was still out.

The compound's main room was quieter than usual when he walked through. A few brothers at the bar, nursing beers and talking low. Coffin playing cards with Boneyard at one of the back tables, the steady slap of dealt hands punctuating their conversation. The bartender—a prospect who'd been working the stick for three months—looked up when Morgue passed, then looked back down. Nobody bothered a brother who was clearly on his way somewhere.

Morgue pushed through the main door and into the Hunts Point night.

The industrial zone spread out around the compound like a wasteland. Warehouses and loading docks, eighteen-wheelers parked in lots surrounded by chain-link and razor wire. The meat market would come alive in a few hours, but right now, everything was sodium light and silence. The kind of darkness that civilians never saw because they had the good sense to be home in bed.

This was Reaper territory. The night that belonged to his brothers.

Morgue's bike waited in the lot—a blacked-out Road King that ran quieter than most Harleys, which suited his purposes just fine. He swung a leg over, settled into the seat, and brought the engine to life with a rumble that vibrated through his bones.

Sitting still made him think too much. That was the problem. In the ER, there'd always been another call, another emergency, another life to try to save. Here, when the patching was done and the blood was mopped up, he was left with nothing but time and a brain that liked to wander through territory he'd rather avoid.

He rolled out of the compound lot and pointed the bike south.

The Bronx at midnight was a different animal than the Bronx at noon. Fewer witnesses. More shadows. Streets that looked empty until they weren't, until someone stepped out from between parked cars and reminded you that this neighborhood had teeth. Morgue had learned these roads running ambulance calls, had memorized every shortcut and dead end and alley that might save seconds when seconds meant the difference between living and dying.

Now he rode them because movement was easier than stillness, and the wind against his face felt better than the quiet of his quarters back at the compound.

He wasn't heading anywhere specific. That's what he told himself, anyway. Just burning fuel and clearing his head, letting the rhythm of the road work out the tension that Scythe's surgery had wound into his shoulders.

But his bike seemed to have ideas of its own.

He found himself on Southern Boulevard, then crossing into the tighter streets of the neighborhood that surrounded it. Familiar territory in a different way—not Reaper routes, but the roads he'd driven in his old life, the ones that led to bodegas and apartment buildings and too many front stoops where he'd pronounced someone dead before their family finished screaming.

And then there it was.

Sacred Ink.

The tattoo shop sat on the corner of a block that had seen better days, nestled between a laundromat with broken signage and a bodega that sold loosies and wouldn't ask questions about anything. The windows were dark—

No. Not dark. The lights were still on at midnight.

Morgue slowed the bike without meaning to, engine dropping to an idle as he pulled along the curb across the street. Through the shop's windows, he could see movement. A figure behind the counter, head bent over something. Working late.

Carmen.

The name surfaced before he could stop it, bringing with it a flood of sense-memory: the buzz of her machine, the smell of ink and antiseptic, the way she'd looked at him when he'd explained what he wanted. The names. Six of them, in a column down his chest, right over his heart.

She hadn't asked why.

Three months of sessions, hours in her chair while she worked those names into his skin with steady hands and total focus, and she'd never once asked him to explain what she was doing or who she was commemorating. Most artists pushed. They wanted the story, wanted to understand what they were putting on someone's body forever.

Carmen had just listened to the names, looked at the placement he'd requested, and gotten to work.

That silence had meant more than he'd expected it to.

Morgue sat on his idling bike and watched the lights in her shop, watched her shadow move behind the glass. He thought about the names on his chest—the brothers he couldn't save in Kandahar, the patients who'd died in his rig during those last bitter years as a medic. She'd given him a way to carry them that didn't eat him alive. Every time he looked at the ink, he felt the weight of those losses, but it was a weight he could bear now. A weight that had been transformed into something permanent and deliberate rather than something that haunted him in the dark.

She'd done that. With needles and ink and silence.

He could go in. The shop was open. She was working. There wasn't any rule against a brother checking on someone who'd done good work for him.

But Morgue didn't move.

He sat there for three slow breaths, watching her lights, and then he twisted the throttle and pulled away from the curb. The engine's growl echoed off the buildings as he headed back toward Hunts Point, leaving Sacred Ink in his mirrors.

Carmen Reyes was a civilian. A business owner in a neighborhood the Reapers didn't claim. Whatever was happening in that shop at midnight—whatever kept her working when she should have been home—it wasn't his problem.

He had brothers to take care of. A club that demanded his skills and his loyalty. A life that didn't leave room for whatever he'd felt during those quiet hours in her chair.

The compound rose out of the darkness ahead, and Morgue pushed everything else out of his head. The Bronx kept its secrets, and he was going to let it keep this one.

But as he rolled back into the lot and killed the engine, he found himself thinking about her hands again. The steadiness of them. The way they'd moved across his skin like she was writing something sacred.

She'd never asked about the names.

Maybe that was why he couldn't stop wondering about hers.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


The lock stuck the way it always did—Carmen had to jiggle the key twice, lift the handle, then turn. She'd been meaning to fix it for two years. One of those things that never made it to the top of the list when there were clients to ink and bills to pay and a business to keep breathing in a neighborhood that ate businesses for breakfast.

She got the door open and stepped inside.

And stopped.

The smell hit her first. Ink—not the clean, controlled scent of bottles in their proper places, but the raw chemical stench of it splashed everywhere, soaking into everything. Then the visual caught up, and Carmen felt something crack open in her chest.

Her shop. Her shop.

The tattoo machines were scattered across the floor in pieces, smashed with something heavy and deliberate. The coils and frames she'd saved for months to buy, the custom grips she'd had made to fit her hands perfectly—destroyed. Broken. Components she couldn't replace without selling a kidney ground into the concrete like someone had stomped on them for fun.

The ink bottles had been swept off their shelves and shattered against the walls. Black and red and blue ran down the exposed brick in streaks that looked like wounds, pooling on the floor in puddles that had already started to dry at the edges. Five years of carefully curated colors, professional-grade pigments, the exact shades her clients trusted her to use—all of it bleeding out across her floor.

Her chair—the chair she'd bought secondhand and restored herself, the chair where she'd tattooed hundreds of people, where she'd put memorial pieces on grieving mothers and first tattoos on nervous eighteen-year-olds and cover-ups on survivors who needed their skin to tell a different story—had been slashed open. The padding spilled out like guts, the vinyl carved up with something sharp and angry.

And on the wall, in spray paint she'd never get off that brick, one word:

PAY

Carmen stood in the doorway of Sacred Ink and felt the rage building behind her eyes.

Not fear. Not yet. That would come later, probably, when she was alone in her apartment and the adrenaline had worn off and she had time to think about what this meant. Right now, standing in the wreckage of everything she'd built, all she could feel was a fury so hot it burned the back of her throat.

Luis Medina.

She could still see his face from last week. That smooth smile, those reasonable eyes, the way he'd walked into her shop like he owned it and explained—so politely, so professionally—that businesses in this neighborhood paid for protection. That's just how things worked. Nothing personal. Just business.

She'd told him to go fuck himself.

Not those exact words, maybe. But close enough. She'd told him she didn't pay extortion money, didn't care who he worked for, didn't respond well to threats dressed up in business casual. She'd told him to get out of her shop and not come back.

He'd smiled wider. Told her she'd change her mind.

And now here she was, standing in the ruins of five years of work, and Luis Medina was probably somewhere across the Bronx right now, collecting money from shop owners smart enough to pay and laughing about the tattoo lady who thought she could say no.

Carmen's hands were shaking. She looked down at them—the hands that made her living, the hands covered in her own ink, the hands that had created art on thousands of bodies—and watched them tremble with rage she couldn't release.

She pulled out her phone.

Eddie answered on the third ring, voice rough with sleep. "Carmen? It's like ten in the—"

"Don't come in today."

Silence. Then: "What happened?"

"They hit the shop." Her voice came out steadier than she expected. Flat. Professional. The voice she used when clients were nervous, when she needed to project calm she didn't feel. "Equipment's destroyed. I need to figure out what's salvageable before I know if we're even opening again."

"Shit. Shit. Carmen, are you—"

"I'm fine. I wasn't here when it happened." She looked at the spray paint on the wall, the message meant specifically for her. "I'll call you when I know more."

She hung up before Eddie could ask questions she didn't want to answer.

The next hour passed in a blur of documentation. Carmen photographed everything—the smashed machines, the slashed chair, the ink running down the walls, the word painted across the brick. She photographed the broken door lock on the back entrance where they'd gotten in, the boot prints tracked through the ink puddles, the damage to her workstation and her supply cabinet and the flash art she'd spent years creating.

She photographed it all knowing exactly how much good it would do.

The 40th Precinct didn't give a shit about vandalism in this neighborhood. They'd take a report, file it somewhere no one would ever look at it again, and tell her to call her insurance company. And her insurance company would find some reason not to pay, some clause in the fine print that meant destroyed equipment in a protection racket shakedown wasn't covered.

She knew how this worked. She'd grown up in the Bronx, watched her mother struggle to keep a bodega open for twelve years before finally giving up. She'd seen what happened to businesses that couldn't afford to fight back against the men who came collecting.

But Carmen wasn't her mother. And she wasn't going to pay.

She called the cops anyway, because you had to, because there was a paper trail that might matter someday even if it didn't matter now. The officer who showed up was young and bored and spent more time looking at her ink than at the crime scene. He took notes he'd probably lose by the end of his shift and told her someone would be in touch.

No one would be in touch.

By noon, Carmen had sorted through the wreckage and made a list. Three machines destroyed beyond repair. Two that might be salvageable if she could find replacement parts. Her chair was gone—no fixing that kind of damage. Most of her ink supply was lost, maybe forty percent recoverable from bottles that hadn't shattered.

The math was brutal. Replacing what she'd lost would cost more than she had in savings. Way more. She'd have to close for weeks, maybe months. Her clients would go elsewhere—there were other shops, other artists who'd be happy to take her waiting list. Eddie would need another job.

All because she'd told one man with a smooth smile to get the hell out of her shop.

Carmen sat in her ruined chair, surrounded by broken equipment and spilled ink, and thought about the businesses on this block who'd made a different choice. The bodega that paid. The dry cleaner that paid. The barber shop that paid every month, on time, no questions.

They were still open. Still operating. Their windows weren't smashed and their equipment wasn't destroyed.

All it cost was money and dignity.

Fuck that.

She stood up, grabbed a mop, and started cleaning. Not because it would fix anything—not because mopping up ink would bring her machines back or make her chair whole again—but because sitting in the wreckage felt like giving up. And Carmen Reyes didn't give up.

She'd opened this shop five years ago with borrowed money and borrowed equipment and a reputation she'd built one piece at a time. She'd survived the first year when no one came, survived the second year when she could barely make rent, survived the slow climb to a waiting list and regular clients and a name that meant something in this neighborhood.

Sacred Ink.

She'd chosen the name because that's what tattooing was to her. Sacred. Every piece she put on someone's body was permanent, meaningful, something they'd carry until they died. Memorial pieces for the dead. Cover-ups for the survivors. Art that mattered on skin that would remember.

And some asshole with a protection racket thought he could take that from her because she wouldn't hand over cash every month?

Carmen scrubbed harder.

The afternoon brought visitors. Mrs. Delgado from the dry cleaner next door, bringing coffee and sympathy and a look in her eyes that said I told you so without words. Mr. Okonkwo from the bodega, shaking his head and muttering about how these things happened to people who didn't understand how the neighborhood worked now. Angela from the hair salon down the block, who'd been paying Luis Medina's boss for two years and couldn't meet Carmen's eyes when she said she was sorry.

Word spread fast in the South Bronx. It always did.

By the time the sun started to set, Carmen could feel the weight of it—all those eyes on her shop, all those neighbors who'd heard what happened, all those whispers passing from business to business, block to block.

The tattoo lady didn't pay.

Look what happened to her shop.

That's what you get.

She should have listened.

Carmen locked up what was left of Sacred Ink, stepped out onto the sidewalk, and looked down the block at all the businesses that were still standing. The ones that paid. The ones that bent. The ones that decided their dignity wasn't worth the trouble.

She wasn't going to be one of them.

Even if it killed her.
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