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​Chapter One
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There was a specific kind of silence that followed a catastrophe.

It wasn't quiet, exactly. It was heavy. It was a physical weight that pressed against the eardrums and made the air feel too thick to breathe, like humidity before a thunderstorm that never actually broke. It was the sound of a life dismantling itself, brick by painful brick.

I sat on the floor of what used to be the reception area of Ink & Dagger, my knees pulled up to my chest, staring at a scuff mark on the laminate wood flooring. I had made that scuff mark three years ago when I dragged the heavy vintage display case in from the rain (all by myself because I was stubborn and stupid and wanted to prove I didn't need help). I remembered the way my muscles had burned and the triumphant grin I had worn when it was finally perfectly centered under the halogen lights.

Now, the display case was empty. The lights were off. And the scuff mark was just a dirty scratch on a floor that didn't belong to me anymore.

My phone buzzed against the hardwood beside my hip. It buzzed again. And again. A relentless, angry hornet's nest of vibration that I didn't have the energy to silence.

I didn't look at it. I knew exactly what it was saying.

Did you see the video? Omg Remi are you okay? I always knew he was trash lol. Is it true about the shop?

And the comments. God, the comments were probably a dumpster fire that was currently visible from space. I had made the mistake of looking at Instagram an hour ago, just after Julian had left, and the image was branded onto the back of my eyelids.

It was a video from a livestream. Not even a well-produced one. Just shaky vertical footage from a party in barely-there lighting. But the audio was crisp. Crystal clear.

"Remi? Yeah, she's great with a needle, but let's be real," Julian’s voice had slurred slightly, the charm that I had once found so endearing now sounding like oil slicking over gravel. "She's a lot of work. High maintenance without the payoff, you know? Besides, the shop is in my name. The lease is in my name. She's just... the talent. Talent is replaceable."

Then the camera had panned, and there was a girl. A girl with perfect highlights and a laugh that sounded like wind chimes, draped over his shoulder like a relentless vine.

Talent is replaceable.

I squeezed my eyes shut, pressing my forehead against my denim-clad knees. The nausea rolled in a slow, sickening wave. It wasn't just the cheating. People cheated. It was a banal, common tragedy. It was the professional execution. He hadn't just broken my heart; he had dismantled my career in a thirty-second soundbite.

Julian handled the books. Julian handled the lease. Julian handled the social media marketing. I just drew. I just bled ink into skin and focused on the art because I thought we were a team. I thought we were building an empire.

Turns out, I was just building his retirement fund while he built a backup plan with a twenty-two-year-old fitness influencer named Kinsley.

The front door chimed, the little brass bell sounding cheerful and completely inappropriate for the occasion.

"We’re closed," I croaked out without lifting my head. My voice sounded wrecked (scratchy and thin) like I had been screaming for hours, though I hadn't shed a single tear yet. I was too shocked to cry. Crying required a level of hydration I probably didn't possess at the moment.

"Remi."

The voice wasn't a customer. It was sharp, authoritative, and laced with the kind of panicked concern that usually preceded a frantic hug.

Sasha.

I finally looked up. My best friend stood in the doorway, shaking closing a wet umbrella. Her dark curly hair was frizzed from the humidity, and she was wearing her nurse scrubs (the ones with the little cartoon cats on them) which meant she had come straight from a twelve-hour shift at the ER. She looked exhausted, but her eyes were blazing with the fury of a thousand suns.

"I saw it," she said. No hello. No preamble. Just straight to the point.

"Which part?" I asked, uncurling my legs and wincing as my stiff joints popped. "The part where he called me a liability, or the part where he stuck his tongue down Kinsley’s throat?"

"The part where he said the lease was in his name," Sasha said, dropping her umbrella in the bucket by the door and storming over to me. She didn't hug me immediately. She stood over me, hands on her hips, assessing the damage like a field medic. "Tell me that’s a lie. Tell me you didn’t sign over the commercial lease to that fermented waste of protein powder."

I laughed. It was a dry, humorless sound that hurt my chest. "I wanted to focus on the art, Sash. He has an MBA. It made sense at the time."

"Men with MBAs are the devil," she muttered, finally dropping to her knees and pulling me into a crushingly tight embrace. "I’m going to kill him. I have access to potassium chloride, Remi. It stops the heart instantly. No trace."

"You can't go to jail," I mumbled into her shoulder, inhaling the scent of hospital antiseptic and coconut shampoo. "Who would feed your cat?"

"Mr. Whiskers would understand. He respects vengeance."

She pulled back, her hands gripping my shoulders. Her dark eyes searched my face, looking for the cracks. I tried to keep my expression neutral (tough, unbothered) but I could feel the edges of my composure fraying. The adrenaline was wearing off, leaving behind a cold, hollow ache.

"He gave me forty-eight hours," I whispered. The confession tasted like ash. "He said he’s 'rebranding.' He wants the space for... something else. A supplement shop, I think."

Sasha’s jaw tightened. "He’s kicking you out? Of the shop you built? Your flash is on the walls. Your clients fill the books."

"Technically," I corrected, picking at a loose thread on my jeans, "his clients fill the books. He owns the client list database. He changed the passwords this morning."

Sasha looked like she was about to have an aneurysm. She stood up and paced a tight circle around the empty reception area, her sneakers squeaking on the floor.

"Okay. Okay. We triage," she said, slipping into nurse mode. "Housing first. Career second. Revenge third. Where are you staying tonight?"

I gestured vaguely around the room. "I have a sleeping bag in the back office."

"Absolutely not," she snapped. "You are not sleeping in the crime scene. You’re coming to my place."

"Sasha, your place is a four-hundred-square-foot studio. If I sleep on your floor, you won’t be able to open the bathroom door."

"Then I’ll hold it," she countered. "Pack your gear. The expensive stuff. Leave the furniture. We’ll burn it later."

I looked at the walls. The framed prints of my best work (traditional Japanese style, bold lines, heavy shading) stared back at me. I had spent five years building this place. I had painted the walls. I had scraped gum off the underside of the waiting room chairs. I had poured my soul into this shop, and now it was just... real estate.

"I don't have anywhere to go, Sash," I admitted, the words barely a whisper. The reality of it hit me then. I was thirty years old. I had seven dollars in my savings account because every spare penny had gone into the new sterilization equipment that Julian insisted we needed last month. I had no studio. No client list. No apartment, because I had given up my rental to move into the loft above the shop to save money.

I was effectively homeless and unemployed in a city that charged five dollars for a cup of coffee.

Sasha stopped pacing. She chewed on her lower lip, a habit she had had since we were ten years old. She looked at me, then looked away, then looked at me again with a strange, calculating expression.

"Okay," she said slowly. "Don't freak out."

"That is a terrible way to start a sentence."

"I have an idea. But you have to promise not to say no immediately."

I rubbed my temples. "Sasha, I am currently debating the merits of living in my hatchback. I’m not in a position to say no to anything."

"My brother," she said.

I froze.

I knew about the brother. Everyone who knew Sasha knew about The Brother. He was the dark family secret that wasn't actually a secret, just a void where a person used to be. Elias. The prodigal son who went to war and came back... different. He didn't come to Thanksgiving. He didn't come to birthdays. He existed on the periphery of Sasha’s life, a ghostly figure she sometimes mentioned in the past tense even though he was very much alive.

"What about him?" I asked warily.

"He bought a place. A warehouse, down in the industrial district. He’s turning it into a private gym. High-end training, rehabilitation, that sort of thing."

"Okay..."

"He needs a manager," she rushed on. "Not a trainer. A manager. Someone to handle the scheduling, the vendors, the cleaning crew, the... people. He hates people. He hates talking. He needs a buffer between him and the world so he can just focus on the training."

I stared at her. "You want me to work for your estranged brother? The one you called a 'terminally repressed robot' last Christmas?"

"He is a robot," she agreed readily. "But he pays well. And the warehouse? It has an apartment. A full two-bedroom loft on the second floor. He lives in the back unit. The front unit comes with the job."

Job. Housing. In one sentence.

It sounded too good to be true. And if life had taught me anything in the last twenty-four hours, it was that if something sounded too good to be true, it was usually hiding a bear trap.

"Why hasn't he hired someone yet?" I asked.

Sasha grimaced. "He has. Three people. They all quit."

"Why?"

"Because he’s... particular," she said diplomatically. "He has rules. Lots of rules. And he’s intense. And he doesn't like noise. Or mess. Or... joy, generally speaking."

"He sounds delightful."

"He’s solitary," she corrected. "But Remi, look at the facts. You need a place. You need a job until you can build your own capital to open a new shop. You’re organized (when you want to be) and you’re tough. You deal with bikers and needles and people crying in pain all day. You can handle one grumpy ex-Marine."

I looked around the empty shop again. I looked at the rain streaking the front window. I thought about the text messages piling up on my phone, the pity and the ridicule waiting for me out in the real world. I needed a cave. I needed a hole to crawl into where nobody knew who I was, where nobody cared about Julian or the viral video or the fact that I was a total failure.

A warehouse in the industrial district sounded like a pretty good cave.

"Does he know you're offering this to me?" I asked.

"I'm texting him right now," Sasha said, typing furiously on her phone. "I'm telling him I found a candidate who is desperate, house-trained, and willing to work for the salary of a mid-level executive."

"House-trained is debatable," I muttered, standing up and brushing the dust off my jeans. "I leave coffee cups everywhere."

"He'll hate that," Sasha said cheerfully. "It'll be good for him. Exposure therapy."

She looked up from her phone. "He said 'Send the resume.' But I'm going to tell him you're coming for an interview tomorrow morning. Don't worry about the resume. I'll write one for you tonight that makes you sound less like an artist and more like an administrator."

"I don't know, Sash," I hesitated. "Working for family is messy. Working for estranged family seems like asking for a disaster."

"It's temporary," she insisted. "Six months. Maybe a year. Just until you get back on your feet. He leaves you alone, you leave him alone. You get a free apartment and a paycheck. He gets someone to answer the phone so he doesn't have to growl at potential clients."

She stepped closer, grabbing my hands. Her grip was warm and grounding. "Remi. Look at me. You are not a victim. You are a survivor. This is just a pivot. A weird, slightly terrifying pivot into the world of testosterone and heavy lifting, but a pivot nonetheless."

I took a deep breath. The air in the shop still smelled like green soap and betrayal, but for the first time in hours, the crushing weight on my chest lightened by a fraction of an ounce.

"Okay," I whispered.

"Okay?"

"Okay. Let's go pack the expensive stuff."

Sasha grinned, a ferocious, predatory expression that reminded me exactly why we had been friends since the third grade.

"Good. Grab the inks. I'll grab the stereo. And if Julian walks in," she added, glancing at the door, "I'm going to stab him with a disposable razor."

"Please don't," I said, moving toward the back room to grab my equipment case. "He'd probably sue us for tetanus."

"Worth it," she called after me.

I walked into the back room, the sanctuary where I had spent thousands of hours bending over skin, creating art that would outlive me. I began to pack. Methodically. Neatly. I packed my machines. I packed my power supply. I packed the sketchbook that Julian had tried to throw away last week because it was 'clutter.'

I didn't know who Elias was. I didn't know what kind of rules a man like that imposed on his world to keep it functioning. But I knew one thing about walls.

I had spent my whole life painting on people's skin, covering up their scars and their mistakes with beautiful things. I knew how to cover things up. I knew how to hide.

If this Elias guy wanted a roommate who was invisible, he was in luck. I was already starting to disappear.

I zipped up my equipment case, the sound loud and final in the empty room.

Chapter One was over. The page had turned. I just hoped the next chapter wasn't a tragedy.
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The problem with sleeping on a couch wasn't the couch itself. It was the waking up.

When you woke up in your own bed, there was a solid thirty seconds of blissful ignorance where the world made sense. The ceiling was familiar. The smell of the sheets was right. You were safe. But when you woke up on a couch (specifically a beige loveseat that was six inches too short for anyone over five-foot-two) reality didn't wait thirty seconds. It hit you immediately, like a wet towel to the face.

I woke up with a crick in my neck that felt like someone had driven a railroad spike into my vertebrae. My mouth tasted like stale wine and regret. And there was a cat staring at me.

Mr. Whiskers sat on the coffee table, his unblinking yellow eyes fixed on my face with the intense scrutiny of a parole officer waiting for a reason to revoke bail. He let out a low, judgmental meow.

"I know," I croaked, shielding my eyes from the aggressively bright morning sun streaming through Sasha’s window. "I look terrible. You don't have to say it."

I sat up, winced as my spine popped in three different places, and looked around the room.

Sasha’s apartment was essentially a walk-in closet with aspirations of grandeur. It was clean, efficient, and packed to the gills with the debris of her life. Scrubs drying on a rack in the corner. Textbooks on advanced trauma life support stacked on the floor. It was a home. It was a life.

And I didn't have one anymore.

The memory of yesterday didn't crash down on me; it seeped in. It was a cold, spreading stain in my chest. The video. Julian. The lease. The fact that my entire career was currently being packed into cardboard boxes by my ex-boyfriend while he probably brainstormed hashtags for his new "lifestyle brand."

I checked my phone. It was sitting on the floor where I had dropped it last night. The screen was black. Dead.

Good.

I didn't want to turn it on. If I turned it on, I would have to see the notifications. I would have to see the pity from people who used to be jealous of me. I would have to see the "I told you so" texts from my mother, even though she hadn't actually sent them yet. I could feel them vibrating in the ether, waiting to land.

"You’re up."

Sasha walked out of the bathroom in a cloud of steam, wrapped in a fluffy white towel. She looked annoyingly fresh-faced for someone who had helped me drink two bottles of cheap Pinot Grigio until three in the morning.

"I am up," I agreed, rubbing my face. "But I am not happy about it."

"Coffee is brewing. Drink it black. You need the caffeine to kill the weak cells in your brain so the strong ones can focus." She walked into the kitchenette (which was just a counter against the wall) and started banging mugs around.

"Is that medical advice?"

"It’s survival advice. You have an interview in two hours."

My stomach did a slow, painful flip.

The interview. Right. The job. The Cave.

"Sash," I started, pulling the throw blanket tighter around my shoulders. "Are we sure about this? Maybe I should just look for a studio apartment. Something cheap. Maybe a basement. I’m not above living in a basement. I have very low vitamin D requirements."

Sasha turned around, a steaming mug in each hand. She had that look on her face. The one she used on patients who were refusing to take their medication because they read something on a conspiracy forum.

"Remi," she said, setting the mug down in front of me with a thud. "You have seven dollars. You cannot rent a basement. You cannot rent a storage unit. You can barely rent a sandwich."

I stared at the black coffee. It looked like motor oil. "I have credit cards."

"Which are maxed out from the sterilization equipment Julian made you buy. Remember?"

I groaned and dropped my head into my hands. "God. I was so stupid. Why was I so stupid?"

"Because you were in love. And because Julian is a sociopath with really good hair. It happens to the best of us." She sat down on the edge of the coffee table, displacing the cat, who hissed and stalked off to sulk under a chair. "But we are not doing the 'pity party' thing today. Today is about strategy. We are securing the asset."

"The asset being the job with your scary brother."

"Exactly. Drink."

I drank. The coffee was bitter and hot, and it burned a path straight down my throat, waking up my dormant nervous system.

"Okay," Sasha said, clapping her hands together. "Game plan. The interview is at ten. Elias is... punctual. If you are one minute late, he will assume you are dead or unreliable. Neither is a good look."

"Ten. Got it."

"Appearance," she continued, eyeing my oversized t-shirt which featured a skeleton drinking a margarita. "You cannot wear that."

"It’s vintage."

"It’s a skeleton getting wasted, Remi. Elias runs a gym called 'The Foundry.' It’s all about discipline. Strength. fortitude. He doesn't do... irony."

"So what do I wear? A suit? I don't own a suit. I’m a tattoo artist. My work uniform is black jeans and a t-shirt that I don't mind getting ink on."

Sasha stood up and marched to her closet. "We are going for 'capable administrator.' Clean lines. Neutral colors. Nothing that screams 'I sleep until noon and eat cereal for dinner,' even though that is technically true."

She tossed a white button-down shirt and a pair of black slacks at me. "Put these on. And cover the tattoos."

I stiffened. "What?"

"Just the visible ones. The sleeves."

I looked down at my arms. I had full sleeves on both sides. Beautiful, intricate work that told the story of my life. A phoenix on my right forearm. A storm at sea on my left. They were my armor. They were my identity.

"Sash, if he hires me, he’s going to see them eventually. It’s not like I can wear long sleeves 24/7. Especially in a gym."

"I know," she said, her voice softening slightly. "But for the first meeting? The first impression? We need him to see you before he sees the ink. Elias has... preconceptions. He’s old school. Rigid. If he sees the sleeves first, he’s going to put you in a box labeled 'Chaos' and glue the lid shut. We need him to put you in the box labeled 'Solution.'"

I hated it. I hated hiding who I was. It felt like another concession, another piece of myself I was whittling away to fit into someone else’s world. Julian had hated the neck tattoo I wanted to get. He said it was "too aggressive" for the brand. So I hadn't gotten it.

And now here I was, buttoning myself into a shirt that smelled like lavender detergent, covering up the art that I had bled for.

"Fine," I muttered, sliding my arms into the stiff fabric. "But if I get the job, the sleeves come out. I’m not going to sweat to death in a cardigan."

"Deal," Sasha agreed. "Now. The Resume."

She picked up a piece of paper from the counter and handed it to me.

I scanned it. My eyebrows shot up.

Remington J. VALE Experienced Operations Coordinator


●  Managed daily scheduling and client intake for high-volume service business. (That meant booking tattoo appointments).

●  Oversaw inventory management and vendor relations. (Ordering needles and paper towels).

●  Maintained strict sanitation protocols in compliance with state health regulations. (Cleaning up blood).

●  Handled conflict resolution and customer service. (Talking drunk guys out of getting their girlfriend’s name tattooed on their neck).


"Sasha," I said, looking up at her. "This makes me sound like I ran a hospital ward."

"It’s all true," she shrugged. "It’s just... translated. Elias speaks 'Logistics.' He doesn't speak 'Art.' We are giving him the data in a format he can process."

"You really think he’s going to buy this? experienced Operations Coordinator? I’ve never used Excel in my life. I use a notebook with stickers in it."

"You’ll learn," she said dismissively. "The job isn't hard, Remi. It’s answering phones, scheduling sessions, and making sure the gym doesn't run out of chalk. The hard part isn't the work. The hard part is... him."

She sat down next to me on the couch, her expression turning serious.

"Okay. The Rules. I need you to listen to me."

"I'm listening."

"Rule number one: Don't fill the silence. Elias doesn't talk much. Like, at all. Most people get nervous and start babbling to fill the air. Don't do that. If he stops talking, you stop talking. Just wait. He’s thinking."

I nodded. "Okay. Silence. I can do silence. I’m great at brooding."

"Rule number two: Don't touch his stuff. And I don't mean his personal stuff, obviously. I mean the gym stuff. If he has the weights racked a certain way, don't move them. If his protein powder is aligned by flavor, leave it alone. He has a system. It’s... obsessive. Just respect the system."

"Don't touch the protein powder. Got it."

"Rule number three," she hesitated, chewing on her lip again. "Don't ask about the leg."

I paused, my coffee cup halfway to my mouth. "The leg?"

"He has a... limp. Sometimes. When the weather is bad, or he’s tired. It’s from the... incident. The one that sent him home. Just don't stare at it. Don't ask if he’s okay. Don't offer to help him carry things. He will take it as an insult, and he will shut you out forever."

The "incident." The way she said it made the air in the room drop ten degrees. I knew Elias was ex-military. Special Forces or something equally terrifying and vague. I knew he had come back damaged. But Sasha never gave details, and I never asked.

"So basically," I summarized, "Be quiet, be invisible, and don't have empathy."

"Exactly," she beamed. "You'll be perfect."

She checked her watch and jumped up. "Okay. I have to get back to the hospital. My shift starts in forty minutes. You take my car. The GPS is already set for the address."

"You're trusting me with your car?"

"I'm trusting you with my life," she said, grabbing her bag. She stopped at the door and looked back at me. The fierce, protective fire was back in her eyes. "Remi. You can do this. You built a business from scratch. You’re talented. You’re smart. You are just... currently displaced. This is a stepping stone. Just don't let him intimidate you. He’s a lot of bark, but..."

She trailed off.

"But no bite?" I offered hopefully.

Sasha winced. "No. He definitely bites. Just... try not to look like a chew toy."

With that inspiring pep talk, she was gone.

Driving Sasha’s Honda Civic felt weirdly like driving a spaceship. It was clean. It smelled like vanilla. There were no empty Red Bull cans in the passenger footwell. It was a responsible car for a responsible person.

I felt like an imposter gripping the steering wheel.

The rain had stopped, leaving the city washed in a grim, gray light. I drove south, away from the trendy arts district where Ink & Dagger was located, away from the coffee shops and the murals and the life I knew.

The landscape changed. The brick storefronts gave way to concrete blocks. The artisan bakeries were replaced by welding shops and auto parts yards. The Industrial District.

It was a part of the city people usually only drove through to get somewhere else. It was utilitarian. ugly
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