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The needle hummed against skin, and Sadie Marsh disappeared into the work.

She was bent close over a trucker's forearm, laying color into a magnolia bloom he wanted for his dead mother, her gloved fingers stretching the skin taut while her right hand moved the machine in short precise strokes that built petal from nothing. The shop was loud around her — Patsy Cline bleeding from the speaker she'd bolted above the door, two regulars arguing about the Thunder's draft picks on her waiting couch, the rattle of the window unit fighting July in Oklahoma and losing. She heard all of it and none of it. When the needle was running, the world pulled down to a few square inches of skin and the picture taking shape inside it, and everything else could burn.

"Hold still, darlin'." She pressed her thumb into the meat of his arm. "You twitch again and this magnolia's gonna look like a cabbage."

The trucker — Dale, his name was, drove a grain hauler out of Broken Arrow — locked his jaw and held. He'd been sitting ninety minutes without a break and his arm was swelling under the wrap, but he hadn't complained once. Good client. She could feel the flinch he was swallowing every time she hit the inside of the elbow, and she liked him for swallowing it.

Ink & Iron sat on the old alignment of Route 66, wedged between a pawnshop that never opened before noon and a tamale cart that set up on the sidewalk when the weather was good. Sadie had built the place out of a dead barbershop four years ago with her own two hands and a credit card she'd maxed the day she signed the lease. Stripped the old chairs, poured epoxy over the concrete floor, hung her flash on walls she'd painted herself at two in the morning because she couldn't afford to close during the day. The shop still had the barbershop's plate glass window across the front, and afternoon light poured through it now, catching the ink on her arms and turning the colors hot.

She'd sleeved both arms in her own work, color that ran up under her tank top and reappeared at her collarbone, climbing one side of her neck in a spray of small pieces she'd done in mirrors on nights the shop was empty and her hands needed something to do. A stud glinted in her nose. Her dark hair was buzzed close, done in her own bathroom with clippers she kept sharper than most people kept their knives. She smelled like green soap and ink and the menthol cigarettes she'd been telling herself she'd quit since March.

The front door banged open and Mikey Salas walked in with two gas station coffees and a look on his face like he'd discovered religion.

"Sadie. Sadie, Sadie, Sadie." He set a coffee on her counter without being asked. "You will not believe what just happened to me at the QuikTrip."

"You got caught stealing jerky again."

"I did not get caught." He dropped onto the waiting couch next to the Thunder argument, which absorbed him instantly. Mikey was a tile guy who worked jobs up and down the strip, lean and sunburned and always in the middle of a story that went nowhere. He'd been coming through her door since the week she opened, and she'd done the Virgin on his shoulder blade for forty bucks and a case of Modelo.

That was the shop. Ink & Iron had a waiting list months long for custom work, but the front room ran on the walk-ins and the regulars and the strip's whole ragged family drifting through her open door to argue, gossip, bum cigarettes, and sit in her air conditioning. She'd built it that way on purpose. Truckers, felons, widows, barflies, bikers, the old woman who sold paletas from a cart on Saturdays — they all came through, and she knew their names and their stories and the work they wore, because she'd put most of it there.

She pulled back from Dale's arm, wiped the excess ink, and turned his forearm toward the window light. The magnolia sat fat and perfect on his skin, white petals edged in the faintest pink, shaded deep enough to hold.

"That's your mama, sweetheart."

Dale looked at it. His throat worked once, hard. "Jesus, Sadie."

"Don't touch it." She wrapped him — second skin, tape, the care instructions she'd given ten thousand times — and sent him to the counter with a pat on his good arm and the warmth that hit her every time a piece landed right. This was the thing. Not the money, not the list, not the reputation that brought clients from as far as Amarillo. This. The look on a grown man's face when you took the picture in his head and put it on his body forever.

She peeled her gloves and tossed them, sprayed down the chair, checked her book. Next client was at four. She had twenty minutes to drink Mikey's coffee and pretend she wasn't going to step out back and smoke.

She stepped out back and smoked.

The alley behind Ink & Iron was cracked concrete and dumpster shadow, but there was a milk crate she kept by the back door and a strip of sky between the buildings that turned copper in the late afternoon. She sat with her coffee and her menthol and let the nicotine take the ache out of her hands. Eight hours of needlework put a burn through her fingers and up into her wrists that never fully went away, and she'd learned years ago not to fight it, just let the cigarette and the stillness do what they did.

Blade was due in her chair Thursday.

The thought surfaced without invitation, the way it had been doing for weeks. Patrick Sullivan, though nobody called him that — Blade to the whole club, Blade to her. The Renegades' armorer, quiet as a church and built like a man who'd spent his life over a forge because he had. Blacksmith's shoulders. Burn scars and metal splinters mapped across both forearms like a language she wanted to read. Red-brown beard, eyes that went somewhere far away when he was thinking about steel, and calluses she'd felt once when he'd handed her a deposit check and his rough fingers had brushed her palm, and she'd thought about it in the shower that night, which was a thing she was not going to examine right now on a milk crate in an alley.

He had a half-finished piece on his left forearm — a hammer and anvil worked into a pattern of blades she was building for him, detailed work she only did for clients who understood what it meant to sit still and let the art happen. Most of the Renegades came through her chair. She'd done Clutch's piston sleeves, Surge's tribal bands, half the ink on half the brothers who rode the Mother Road. But Blade was different in her chair. He sat without flinching, without talking, watching her hands with that distant focus he probably wore at his own bench, and the silence between them wasn't awkward. It was the shared quiet of two people who worked with their hands and understood that the work was the conversation.

She wanted to see him Thursday for reasons that had nothing to do with linework, and she knew it, and the menthol tasted like the lie she was telling herself about it.

She crushed the cigarette on the milk crate and went back inside.

The four o'clock was a walk-in, a young woman who wanted a semicolon on her wrist, small and clean and quick. Sadie didn't ask the story — she never asked the story unless the client offered — but she held the girl's hand steady and did the work perfect, because every piece mattered the same regardless of size, and the girl left with tears on her face and gratitude Sadie accepted with a nod and a "take care of it, honey."

The afternoon stretched. The Thunder argument resolved itself when both regulars remembered they agreed. Mikey told his QuikTrip story, which involved a woman, a chihuahua, and a misunderstanding about a fountain drink, and was exactly as pointless as Sadie had predicted. The light through the front glass shifted from white to amber as the sun dropped toward the refineries.

She was cleaning her station and half-listening to Mikey's second story when she noticed the car.

Silver sedan, nothing special, parked across the street in front of the pawnshop. It had been there too long. She'd clocked it an hour ago without really thinking about it — the strip trained you to notice what didn't fit — and it was still sitting there with someone behind the wheel, engine off, watching her door through the windshield glare.

Sadie's hands kept moving, breaking down the machine, sorting tubes into the ultrasonic. But something old and hard woke up behind her ribs. She'd grown up the daughter of a man who ran with trouble, a biker who was in and out of the wrong side of everything before the overdose put him out of reach for good. She'd learned young what it looked like when someone was watching you on purpose. This looked like that.

She dried her hands and leaned against the counter with her coffee, casual, watching through the plate glass without watching. The car sat. The figure behind the wheel didn't move.

"Mikey."

"—so she says to me, that's not my chihuahua—"

"Mikey. Silver car across the street. How long?"

He looked. He was a strip kid too, same instincts. "Been there since I came in. Maybe before."

She nodded once and went back to her breakdown. Maybe it was nothing. A guy waiting for someone in the pawnshop. A dealer taking a nap. The strip collected parked cars the way it collected stray dogs and bad luck — they showed up and eventually they left.

But she watched, and it didn't leave.

The last client of the day was gone by six. Sadie was wiping down the chair for the final time, the shop empty now except for the music and the hum of the window unit, when the front door opened and the man from the silver car walked in.

He was late twenties, wire-thin, moving with the twitchy energy of someone running on chemicals and bad decisions. She half-recognized him — one of the west-side faces she'd seen around, the kind of low-level dealer who drifted through the strip's bars and alleys like weather. She'd turned men like him away from her door before, the ones who came in looking for a place to deal or a back room to use in. They always left when she told them to. She had a reputation for that.

He wasn't here for a tattoo. She knew it the way she knew when a client was lying about what they wanted inked — something in the energy, the wrong kind of want in his face.

He stopped in the middle of her shop, looked around at the flash on the walls, the station still wet from her wipe-down, the whole small kingdom she'd built, and smiled. It was the wrong smile. Too wide, too knowing, aimed at her like a weapon.

"Sadie Marsh." He said her name like he was tasting it. "Eddie Marsh's girl."

The name hit her like a slap. Nobody called her that. Nobody brought her father's name into her shop, into the place she'd built specifically to be something that had nothing to do with Eddie Marsh and the trail of wreckage he'd left through her life before the heroin took him out of it.

She set her spray bottle down carefully. "Shop's closed."

"I'm not here for ink." He was still smiling that wrong smile, looking around her shop the way a man looks at something he's already decided he owns. "Emmett Cade says hello. Says your daddy left some unfinished business."

Sadie's blood went cold and her face went hot and her hands, her valuable, essential, artist's hands, curled into fists at her sides.

She knew the name. Everyone on the west side knew the name. Emmett Cade ran the meth and pills that moved through these streets, a twitchy, paranoid, vicious man who cooked in rented houses and squeezed everything he touched until it broke. Her father had run with Cade before the end — she knew that much, had pieced it together from the wreckage Eddie left behind — and whatever he'd done, whatever debt or slight or stolen product, it had apparently survived him.

The dealer took a step closer. He smelled like cheap cologne and chemical sweat. "Cade's been patient, but patience runs out. He figures the shop can help him out. Little laundering, little storage in the back room. Think of it as settling your old man's tab."

"My old man's dead," Sadie said. Her voice came out flat and hard, the voice she used on men who grabbed at her in bars, the voice that came from a childhood spent watching a man destroy everything he touched. "Whatever he owed, he took it with him."

"Cade don't see it that way."

"I don't give a damn how Cade sees it."

She moved before the smart part of her brain could stop her, coming around the counter with her chin up and her shoulders set, and she grabbed the front door and threw it wide open so it banged against the wall.

"Get out of my shop."

The dealer's smile flickered. He looked at her — this small, wiry woman with ink crawling up her neck and murder in her eyes — and something in his face recalculated. But the something recalculated wrong, because he leaned in instead of stepping back, close enough that she could see the bad teeth and the broken capillaries.

"You think about it," he said, quiet enough that only she could hear. "Cade's gonna come collect one way or another. Your daddy's blood don't wash off just because you opened a cute little shop."

"I said get out."

He held her eyes for a beat too long, then walked through the door she was holding, slow, making her wait, making sure she knew the leaving was his choice. He crossed the street to the silver sedan without looking back.

Sadie stood in her own doorway with her heart slamming against her ribs and her hands shaking and the July heat pouring through the open door like a furnace. She watched the sedan pull away from the curb, turn east, and disappear past the refinery towers.

She closed the door. Locked it. Pressed her back against the glass and slid down until she was sitting on her own floor with her knees pulled up, breathing hard in the empty shop, the music still playing to no one.

Her father had been dead two years, and he was still reaching up from the grave to take things from her.

She sat there until her heart slowed and her hands stopped shaking. Then she stood up, turned off the lights, and went to the back to lock up, moving through the motions of closing the way she always did, because the shop was hers and nobody — not Eddie Marsh's ghost, not Emmett Cade's twitchy errand boy — was going to make her do it any different.

Thursday, she thought as she set the alarm. Blade was in her chair Thursday. The quiet man with the scarred hands who sat without flinching and watched her work like it meant something.

She pulled the back door shut and stood in the alley with the heat settling over her like a hand, and she wondered what it would feel like to tell someone about this, and whether the someone she was thinking of was the kind of man who'd know what to do about it.
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The world went quiet when she put the needle to his skin.

Blade sat in Sadie's chair with his left sleeve pushed past his elbow and his forearm laid out on the padded rest, watching her work the way he watched steel take shape at the anvil — with the focused stillness of a man who understood what it meant to build something permanent. The machine hummed. Her gloved fingers stretched the skin on the inside of his forearm, pulling it taut over the half-finished pattern of hammers and blades she'd been building for him across three sessions, and the needle laid a clean black line through the gap between a forging hammer and the curved edge of a tanto.

She was bent close enough that he could smell the green soap on her hands and the menthol on her breath. Her cropped dark head was inches from his arm, her tongue caught in the corner of her teeth the way it always was when she was deep in the work, and every now and then she'd turn his forearm to catch the light from the window, her fingers pressing into the meat of his wrist, and the contact went through him like current.

He didn't talk in her chair. He never had. Some clients filled the silence with stories or questions or nervous laughter, but Blade had been sitting for needles since his first Renegade ink, and the quiet between him and Sadie had become the thing he looked forward to — the one place outside his forge where the noise of the world dropped away and he could just be still with someone who didn't need him to explain it.

She was doing something to him. Had been for months, if he was being honest with himself, which he generally avoided. It wasn't the ink, though she was the best he'd ever sat for. It was the way she read what he wanted without asking, translated the scars and the calluses and the metal-splinter marks on his skin into a design that said more about him than he'd ever managed with words. She looked at his hands and saw the forge. Nobody else had ever done that.

"Breathe," she said without looking up.

He realized he'd been holding his breath. He let it out slow.

"You always do that." The corner of her mouth twitched. "Right when I hit the wrist."

"Doesn't hurt."

"I know it doesn't hurt. You'd sit through a belt sander. You just forget to breathe when I get close to the vein." She turned his arm another fraction, her thumb riding the ridge of his wrist bone. "Makes me feel like a heart surgeon."

"You're better than a surgeon."

She looked up at that. Quick, sharp, her dark eyes catching the afternoon light. Something passed across her face — not surprise, exactly, but the flash of a woman who'd heard a thing she wasn't expecting to matter as much as it did.

"Smooth talker," she said, and dropped her eyes back to the work. But the color in her cheeks wasn't from the heat.

The shop was alive around them the way it always was — a couple of her regulars parked on the waiting couch, the window unit grinding, music playing low. Blade had been coming here for almost a year, and he'd watched the way Ink & Iron functioned like a second living room for half the west side, people drifting in and out of Sadie's door the way they drifted into the compound. She'd built something. He recognized it because it looked like the thing the club had built — a family made out of proximity and stubbornness and the refusal to let the world tell you where you belonged.

He respected her for it in a way he couldn't quite put words to. So he kept sitting in her chair and watching her work and telling himself the pull he felt was about the art.

The front door opened.

Blade's eyes tracked to it by reflex — you didn't ride with the Renegades without learning to clock every door that moved — and the man who walked in sent a cold wire through his gut before his brain caught up with why.

Late twenties. Wire-thin. Moving with the jittery, overspun energy of someone burning chemical fuel. He had a filed-down box cutter handle visible in his back pocket and the kind of smile that came with terms and conditions. Blade had seen a hundred men like him — low-level muscle running on bad product and worse judgment, the disposable edge of someone else's operation.

The man stopped inside the door and looked around the shop the way he had a claim on it.

Sadie's needle stopped. Blade felt her fingers tighten on his arm — not a flinch, not a freeze, but a sudden rigid attention, the way a dog's ears go flat.

"No." Her voice was low and hard. "Not today, Royce."

So she knew him. And she wasn't happy to see him.

The man — Royce — spread his hands like he was the reasonable one in the room, that wrong smile getting wider. "Just checking in, Sadie. Cade wanted me to follow up on our conversation." He took a step closer, his eyes sliding over Blade in the chair the way they'd slide over furniture. "Told you he'd come back around."

Blade watched Sadie's jaw set. He didn't know the conversation Royce was referencing, but he could read the anger on her like print. She'd been carrying something all session — he'd felt it in the slight tension of her hands, the way she'd leaned into the work harder than usual, like the needle was the only thing keeping her from flying apart.

"This is my shop." Sadie set the machine down on the tray, careful and deliberate, the way a woman puts something down when her hands want to make fists. "I told you that Monday. I'm telling you again. Whatever Cade thinks my father owed him—"

"Your daddy skimmed Emmett Cade for two years and then died before Cade could collect. That ain't a debt that disappears." Royce's smile was still pasted on, but his voice had dropped a register, the kind of quiet that came before bad things. "Cade figures the shop makes it right. Little laundering. Little storage. Nothing changes on the outside, and nobody has to lose their—" his eyes flicked to Sadie's hands on the tray, "—livelihood."

The threat sat in the air like smoke.

Blade stood up.

He didn't say anything. Didn't need to. He just took his arm off the padded rest with the linework still raw and weeping ink, and he rose out of the chair, and the room changed. He was five-eleven but he was built like the anvil he worked on — blacksmith's shoulders, forearms roped with muscle and mapped with scars, hands that had shaped steel since he was sixteen. He stood with his weight already set, the way a man stands when he's decided what's going to happen and is waiting to see if the other guy figures it out.

Royce figured it out.

The dealer's eyes went from the ink on Blade's forearm to the cut draped over the back of Sadie's chair — the Renegades patch, the rocker, the one-percenter diamond — and the color went out of his face like somebody pulled a plug.

"She's got company." Blade's voice was low, unhurried, and completely empty of anything Royce could argue with. "So you're going to walk back through that door."

"Hey, man, I'm just—"

"Now."

Royce's hand twitched toward his back pocket, toward that filed-down box cutter, and Blade watched it happen with the flat calm of a man who'd already mapped the distance and the angle and the three moves it would take to put this twitchy piece of shit on Sadie's floor. He wanted him to reach. Part of him, the part that lived in the dark behind the calm, was begging for it.

Royce's hand stopped. His survival instincts were bad, but they weren't dead.

Sadie moved before either of them could decide what came next.

She came around the chair, stepped past Blade — close enough that her shoulder brushed his chest, close enough that he could feel the heat coming off her skin — and she grabbed the front door handle and hauled it open so hard the bell nearly tore off its mount.

"Get the fuck out of my shop." Her voice was pure venom, loud enough that the regulars on the couch stopped talking and the strip outside could hear her. "Tell Cade I said the same thing I said Monday. My father's debts died with my father. He wants to come lean on me himself, he can bring his twitchy ass down to the alignment and say it to my face."

She was five-foot-four and a hundred and twenty pounds and she was throwing a drug dealer out of her own business by sheer force of fury, and Blade stood behind her and watched and felt something lock into place in his chest like a bolt seating home.

Royce looked at her. Looked past her at Blade. Ran the math one more time and came up with the same answer.

"Cade don't forget," he said from the doorway. Not a threat, exactly. A fact, delivered the way men deliver facts when they know they're losing and want to leave a mark anyway.

"Neither do I." Sadie slammed the door behind him hard enough to rattle the flash on the walls.

She stood with her back to Blade for a three-count, her shoulders rising and falling with hard breaths, her fists balled at her sides. Then she turned around, and her eyes were bright and furious and wet at the edges, and she looked at Blade like she was daring him to say something soft.

He didn't. He sat back down in her chair and laid his arm on the rest.

"You've got a line to finish," he said.

Something in her face broke open — not into tears, into a laugh. That sharp bright bark he'd been thinking about for months, the one that sounded like a woman who'd decided the world could go to hell and she'd enjoy the ride. She dropped back onto her stool, pulled fresh gloves, picked up the machine, and put her hands on his arm like nothing had happened.

But her fingers were shaking. Just barely, a fine tremor she was fighting to hide, and Blade laid his free hand over hers on his forearm and held it steady until the shaking stopped.

She looked at their hands. Looked at him.

"You going to tell me what that was about?" he asked.

"My father was a user and a thief who ran with Emmett Cade and died owing him money." She said it flat, no self-pity, the way you'd read a bill. "Cade's decided the debt passes to me. He wants to use my shop to wash his cash and store his product. I told his boy no on Monday. Apparently no doesn't stick."

"It'll stick now."

She studied him. He could see her deciding how much to trust the words, measuring them against every promise that had ever fallen through in her life — and he knew there'd been a lot of them, could read it in her the way she read the stories people carried under their skin.

"You're going to make it stick," she said. Not quite a question.

"Cade's been pushing product down the alignment for two years. Poisoning the same people the club's supposed to protect." He held her eyes. "This was coming whether or not he showed up in your shop."

That was true. It was also the convenient truth, the version that let him frame what he was feeling as club business instead of the raw, territorial thing already growling in his chest — the thing that had flared hot the instant Royce Tillman leaned over this woman and threatened what was hers.

What was his.

The thought landed without permission, and he didn't push it away.

Sadie held his eyes for another beat, then dropped her gaze back to his arm and started the needle. The line she laid was perfect, steady as a ruler. Whatever she was feeling, her hands were the last part of her to show it.

"Blade."

"Yeah."

"Thank you for standing up."

"Didn't do anything. You threw him out yourself."

The corner of her mouth curved. "I did, didn't I."

She finished the session in focused quiet, the pattern growing under her needle while the afternoon light shifted through the glass and the shop filled back up with regulars who didn't know how close the room had been to something ugly. When she wrapped his arm and he shrugged his cut back on, her fingers brushed the leather at his shoulder and stayed a half-second longer than they needed to.

He paid. Left a tip that would piss her off if she noticed the amount. Walked out into the July heat and threw a leg over his bike in the lot, and sat there for a long moment with his hands on the grips, not starting the engine.

Royce Tillman was a collector. A bottom feeder. He wasn't the problem — he was the fingertip of a hand that belonged to Emmett Cade, and Cade's operation had been creeping across the alignment like rust for two years, eating into the strip the club was supposed to hold. Legion had been watching it build. The whole table had. Cade was a mid-level cooker with twitchy muscle and a grudge, and sooner or later the club was going to have to burn him out.

But that wasn't why Blade's hands were tight on the grips.

He kicked the engine over and pulled out of the lot, heading west toward the compound with the sun in his eyes and the fresh ink throbbing under the wrap on his forearm. He rode the old alignment past the refinery towers and the shuttered diners, the stretch of 66 the Renegades held because nobody else would, and he thought about the woman he'd left standing in her shop with her chin up and her fists balled and her eyes daring the world to come at her again.

Something that will not bend.

That was the thought he couldn't shake, the one that had been building for months under the quiet of her chair and the way her hands felt on his skin. He'd spent his whole life at a forge, shaping metal, and he knew what it looked like when a thing was made right — when the grain of the steel ran true and the temper held and the edge wouldn't give no matter what you put it against. Sadie Marsh was made like that. He'd known it the first time he sat in her chair, and he knew it now, and the name he was putting to the feeling was the one that had no reverse gear.

She was the armorer's woman, and he was going to make goddamn sure Emmett Cade understood that.

He hit the compound gates doing forty with the gravel spraying behind him and went looking for Legion.
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