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The needle hummed steady against skin, laying down the final shadow work on Corporal Dwayne Mitchell's memorial piece—his fallen brother's face emerging from smoke and dog tags, the dates underneath telling the story words never could.

"Almost done." Vanessa kept her voice soft, the way she always did during these sessions. Six years of inking Marines had taught her that memorial tattoos weren't just art. They were therapy. Closure. Sometimes the only funeral a warrior could give himself permission to have.

Mitchell's jaw stayed tight, but his eyes were wet. "Looks just like him."

"That was the goal." She wiped the excess ink, studied her work. Private First Class Antonio Reyes stared back at her from Mitchell's forearm—young, confident, alive in the only way that mattered now. Permanent.

The bell over Semper Ink's door jangled.

Vanessa didn't look up. Saturday afternoons brought walk-ins, and her other artist, Beth, could handle the counter. "Be right with you," she called, adding the last touches to the smoke curling around Reyes's portrait.

"Take your time." The voice was smooth. Wrong-smooth. The kind of polished that meant someone practiced sounding reasonable.

She finished the final pass, set down her machine, and finally glanced toward the front.

Four men. White. Mid-thirties to forties. The one who'd spoken stood at point—athletic build, expensive haircut, cold eyes scanning her shop like he was pricing real estate. The three behind him were bigger, rougher, wearing their attitudes like cheap cologne.

Then she saw the ink.

Iron crosses on necks. Lightning bolts peeking from sleeves. The patches on two of their vests made her stomach drop—symbols she'd learned to recognize years ago, when Army medics got briefed on gang affiliations because knowing who hated who kept you alive in a combat hospital.

White supremacists. In her shop. Browsing her flash art like they belonged here.

"We're booked solid today," Vanessa said, standing. She positioned herself between them and Mitchell, who was still in her chair. "You'll need to make an appointment."

The leader smiled. It didn't reach his eyes. "We don't need appointments. Derek Hoffman." He said it like the name should mean something. "My boys need some work done. Heard you're the best military artist in Jacksonville."

"I am." Vanessa crossed her arms. "And I choose my clients."

Hoffman's smile flickered. The men behind him shifted, testosterone and aggression rolling off them in waves. "Everybody works with us eventually. It's just smart business in this town."

"My business is serving Marines." Vanessa nodded toward the door. "Get out."

Silence. Mitchell was sitting up now, tension radiating from him even though he was outnumbered and half-covered in plastic wrap.

Hoffman stepped closer. Close enough that she could smell his cologne—expensive, like his haircut. "You sure you want to do this? Refuse us in front of your client?" His gaze slid to Mitchell, dismissive. "In front of witnesses?"

"I'm sure." Vanessa's heart hammered, but she'd spent two deployments keeping her hands steady while Marines screamed and bled out under her fingers. She could handle four racist assholes in her own shop. "I don't ink hate. I don't serve bigots. And I don't negotiate with people who think the color of their skin makes them special."

One of the men behind Hoffman—thick neck, shaved head, prison-yard muscles—stepped forward with a snarl. "You're gonna regret—"

"Wade." Hoffman held up a hand. The man stopped instantly. Trained obedience. "No need for unpleasantness." His eyes stayed locked on Vanessa, and something ugly moved behind them. "You've got a nice place here. Built something real. Be a shame if standing on principle cost you everything you worked for."

"Noted." Vanessa walked to the door and held it open. "Now get the hell out of my shop."

Hoffman straightened his jacket, taking his time. Making it clear he was leaving because he chose to, not because she'd told him to. "Nobody rejects my people in my territory," he said quietly as he passed her. "Remember that."

The four of them filed out. Wade—the thick-necked enforcer—turned at the threshold and dragged his gaze over her body in a way that made her skin crawl. Then they were gone, engines starting in the parking lot, the roar of their bikes fading down the strip.

Vanessa locked the door. Her hands were shaking now. Adrenaline crash.

"Holy shit." Mitchell was on his feet, wrapping forgotten. "You know who that was?"

"Some racist with money and an ego." Vanessa moved back to her station, started cleaning up with mechanical precision. "Not the first one I've kicked out. Won't be the last."

"That's Derek Hoffman. His family's been in Onslow County for generations—old money, connections everywhere. His crew runs drugs, guns, intimidation rackets. Word is they've got guys in the sheriff's department looking the other way." Mitchell lowered his voice. "People who cross him have accidents."

Vanessa's stomach tightened, but she kept her expression neutral. "Then I guess I'll be careful."

"I'm serious. My buddy's neighbor refused to sell property to one of Hoffman's front companies. Two weeks later, his garage burned down. Cops called it electrical."

"I appreciate the warning." Vanessa finished wrapping Mitchell's arm, her movements brisk and professional. "But I didn't serve two deployments and spend six years building this shop to let some Nazi prick tell me who I can and can't work on. My grandfather was a Tuskegee Airman. My grandmother marched in Selma. I will burn this place down myself before I put hate ink on anyone's skin."

Mitchell studied her for a long moment. Then he nodded, respect in his eyes. "Semper Fi."

"Semper Fi." She managed a smile. "Now get out of here and keep that wrap clean. Come back in two weeks for a check."

She locked up behind him, flipped the sign to CLOSED even though she had two more hours on her Saturday. Beth had the day off—small mercy, keeping her out of this mess.

Vanessa leaned against the counter and let herself breathe. The adrenaline was fading into something colder. Fear, probably. But also fury. This was her shop. Her art. Her six years of building something that mattered, something that helped Marines process the darkest moments of their service.

And now some trust-fund Nazi thought he could walk in and claim her space?

She pulled out her phone, started documenting everything. Hoffman's name. The men with him. The patches she'd recognized. If something happened—

Glass shattered.

Vanessa dropped behind the counter, combat instincts screaming. But there was no gunfire. Just the crack of breaking windows and the hiss of spray paint.

She stayed down for three long minutes, heart pounding, waiting. When the sounds stopped and engines roared away, she finally crept to the front.

Her windows were destroyed. Both of them, shattered from thrown objects—looked like bricks wrapped in paper. And across the remaining glass, the paint still dripping, someone had sprayed swastikas. Lightning bolts. And words:

RACE TRAITOR. WE DON'T FORGET.

Vanessa stood in the ruins of her afternoon, surrounded by broken glass and threats, and felt something cold settle in her chest.

She'd made an enemy of organized evil. The kind with money and connections and men willing to commit violence for ideology. The kind that didn't just threaten—they followed through.

She should call the cops. File a report. Do the civilian thing.

But Mitchell's words echoed in her head. Guys in the sheriff's department looking the other way. What good was a report if the people investigating were sympathizers?

Vanessa grabbed a broom and started sweeping glass. She'd been in worse situations. Rocket attacks in Kandahar. Mass casualties in the ER. She knew how to function when everything was falling apart.

But those had been temporary. Tours ended. Deployments had end dates.

This felt different. This felt like the beginning of something that wouldn't stop until someone made it stop.

Standing on principle might cost you everything you worked for.

She swept harder, jaw set, refusing to let the fear win. This was her shop. Her life. Her choice to make.

But deep in her gut, where the truth lived, Vanessa knew she'd just stepped onto a battlefield without backup, without support, without any idea how bad this was going to get.

The swastikas gleamed in the afternoon light, paint still wet, hate still fresh.

And somewhere in Jacksonville, Derek Hoffman was waiting to see what she'd do next.
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The ringing in Thunder's ears had been bad all day—phantom artillery echoing through his skull like his brain couldn't forget the sound of outgoing rounds. Thirteen years of calling fire missions would do that. Steel rain had a price, and he paid it daily.

But ink helped. Something about the needle's buzz cutting through the internal thunder, giving him an external sensation to focus on. Vanessa Tikotin's work was the best he'd found—clean lines, steady hands, an artist who understood that scars told stories and sometimes Marines needed those stories rewritten in ink.

He pulled his bike into Semper Ink's lot and killed the engine.

Something was wrong.

The windows were new. Too new—the glass still had stickers on it, and the frames showed fresh caulk. The old brick beneath looked scrubbed, but he could see shadows of something underneath. Paint that hadn't quite come off.

Thunder swung off his bike and walked closer. His fingers traced the ghost marks on the brick.

Swastikas. Lightning bolts. The shapes were unmistakable even bleached and scrubbed.

His jaw tightened. Hate groups didn't tag random businesses. This was targeted.

The bell jangled when he pushed through the door. Vanessa looked up from her sketch pad at the counter, and Thunder caught it immediately—the tension in her shoulders, the shadows under her eyes, the way her gaze flicked to the door like she was expecting trouble.

She covered it fast. Professional smile sliding into place. "Thunder. You're early for your appointment."

"Wanted to check the schedule." He didn't sit in the waiting area. Instead, he walked to the counter, close enough to read her body language. Close enough to catch the faint tremor in her hands when she set down her pencil. "What happened to your windows?"

Her smile flickered. "Vandalism. Couple nights ago."

"Vandalism." He let the word hang flat. "Someone tagged your shop with Nazi symbols and you're calling it vandalism?"

Vanessa's chin came up. Defiance flashing in those dark eyes, and something in Thunder's chest pulled tight. Backbone. This woman had backbone.

"What would you call it?"

"Declaration of war." He braced his hands on the counter, leaning in. "Who?"

"Just some locals with bad attitudes." She tried to wave it off. "I refused service to the wrong people. They didn't take it well."

"Names."

"Thunder—"

"Names, Vanessa."

She held his stare for a long moment. Most people looked away when Thunder got intense—something about the blast damage had changed his eyes, made them harder to meet. But she didn't flinch.

"Derek Hoffman," she finally said. "And his crew. Four of them walked in Saturday demanding ink. I told them to leave. They didn't like hearing no."

Thunder's blood went cold.

He knew that name. Every Marine in Jacksonville knew that name, even if they pretended they didn't. Hoffman's organization had been poisoning Onslow County for years—drugs, guns, intimidation. Worse, they had sympathizers in local law enforcement, which meant they operated with near impunity.

And this woman had told them to go to hell.

"You kicked out Derek Hoffman." It wasn't a question.

"I kicked out a racist piece of trash who thought his money and his ideology meant I owed him something." Vanessa's voice was steady, but he could see the fear underneath. She was scared. She just refused to let it win. "I served two deployments patching up Marines of every color. I'm not putting hate ink on anyone's skin."

Thunder studied her—really looked. The fatigue around her eyes. The way she kept glancing at the windows. The sketch pad covered in designs she probably couldn't focus on.

"This isn't going to stop," he said quietly. "You know that."

"I know." Something cracked in her composure, just for a second. "But what am I supposed to do? Cave? Apologize? Let them think they can walk into my shop and demand I serve their ideology?" She shook her head. "I'd rather lose everything."

I'd rather lose everything.

The words hit Thunder somewhere deep. He'd known Marines like that—the ones who'd die before they'd bend. The ones worth protecting because their principles made them targets.

"You got somewhere else you can stay?" he asked. "Besides your apartment?"

Vanessa frowned. "How do you know I have an apartment?"

"Because you work twelve-hour days and you drive a ten-year-old Honda, which means you're not paying mortgage on a house." He straightened. "Hoffman's people are going to escalate. First property damage, then personal threats, then violence
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