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The needle had been talking for four hours. Ruby hadn't.

She didn't need to. The man on her table had said maybe nine words since he sat down—name, placement, sat still, and three grunts she'd chosen to interpret as approval—and she had carried the entire afternoon herself, humming along to the Waylon Jennings drifting out of the shop speakers, murmuring directions when she needed him to shift, filling the air around them with the low easy noise she gave every client.

But she hadn't needed to fill anything for this one. The quiet coming off him was the most restful thing in the room.

Ruby Callahan leaned closer, her left hand braced flat on his ribs to steady the skin, and worked a long curved line up toward his shoulder blade. Full back piece, black and gray, a desert landscape she'd drawn three times before she was satisfied with it—saguaros standing like sentries along a ridge, a thunderhead cracking open above them, and a road below it all that didn't go anywhere, just ran toward the horizon and disappeared. He'd brought the concept on a napkin. She'd turned it into something worth bleeding for.

Four hours in and she was deep in the shading now, building clouds that looked like they carried actual rain, and her hand was rock steady the way it always was at hour four, when the rest of the world dropped away and there was nothing left but the needle and the skin and the sound of the machine running.

She noticed his hands first.

They were lying open on the padded armrests, completely still. Not gripping, not twitching, not doing the thing most men did at hour four where they white-knuckled the leather and pretended they weren't. Just open. Relaxed. Like he'd decided four hours ago exactly how much this was going to hurt and had filed it away somewhere it couldn't reach him.

"You've got the steadiest hands I've ever worked over," she said, not looking up from the thunderhead. "And I've had Marines in this chair who cried at hour two."

Nothing. Then: "I don't move."

Three words. She added them to the running total and figured she'd break twenty by close.

"You don't." She wiped the line, checked her work, kept going. "Most people fidget. Breathe wrong. Flinch when I hit the spine. You haven't done any of it."

He didn't answer that one, which she expected. She let two minutes of needle-buzz fill the space and then said, "So what do you do with hands like that? Besides sit in my chair and make me feel like I'm not even here."

A pause. "I take things apart."

Ruby's mouth curved. She had her head bent close enough to smell the soap on his skin—something plain, like he'd grabbed whatever bar was closest to the shower and hadn't thought about it again—and she let the smile sit there where he couldn't see it.

"Things," she repeated. "That's specific."

He didn't elaborate. She hadn't expected him to.

The pen was in her mouth again—the felt-tip she used for stencil work, chewed down to nothing on one end, jammed between her teeth while she shaded because she'd been doing it since she was nineteen and had never once noticed. Tommy, the shop owner, had pointed it out to her maybe five hundred times. She still didn't catch herself doing it.

She pulled it out, marked a reference line on the stencil paper beside her, and went back to the clouds.

Iron Rose sat on the main drag in Bisbee, a narrow storefront wedged between a crystal shop and a place that sold turquoise jewelry to tourists, with a plate-glass window and a neon sign that hadn't been turned off in eight years. Ruby had worked the same chair since she was twenty-four, apprenticed under a man named Garza who'd made her clean equipment for two years before he let her touch a machine, and she had turned down every offer to take her hands somewhere bigger, somewhere with a waiting list that wasn't already six weeks long. She didn't want bigger. She wanted this chair, this window, this town where the light came in gold at four in the afternoon and hit the ink on her arms like it was checking her work.

Both arms were sleeved in her own designs, down to the knuckles. Black hair with a streak of grown-out red she kept saying she'd fix and never did. A small hard body that she moved through rooms slowly, deliberately, like she had an appointment with every square foot of floor and intended to keep it.

The after-hours book sat under the counter, the one that didn't go through the register. Women who couldn't pay, women covering scars they didn't want to explain in a waiting room full of strangers, booked after close when nobody was watching them come in. She'd started it at twenty-five and had never told Tommy about it and never planned to.

The man on her table breathed in slowly and let it out, and she felt his ribs expand and settle under her bracing hand. Copper-red beard. Burn scars curling up his left forearm that she'd been studying between lines for four hours, the skin rippled and tight in a pattern she recognized as heat rather than chemical. Eyes the flat gray of gun steel that he'd aimed at her exactly once when he sat down and then put somewhere else entirely, like looking at her directly was a thing he had to ration.

She liked him. She'd known that about forty minutes in, which was earlier than usual and more certain.

"Almost done with this section," she said. "You want a break?"

"No."

Word number eleven. She was gaining on him.

The bell over the door chimed and Tommy looked up from the register where he'd been counting out the till, squinting over his reading glasses at a woman holding a binder full of flash art she wanted to flip through. Ruby heard the conversation behind her without turning—Tommy's patient rumble, the woman's indecisive flipping, the bell again as she left without booking.

Four-thirty. The light through the plate glass had gone from gold to amber, and the street outside was doing its late-afternoon thing, tourists drifting toward dinner, a dog sleeping on the sidewalk in front of the crystal shop, a truck—

The truck.

Ruby's hand didn't pause on the needle. Her breathing didn't change. But her eyes went to the window and found it, the same dark blue F-250 that had been parked across the street since Tuesday. Four days. Same spot. Never there in the morning when she opened, always there by noon, gone by the time she locked up after the last appointment.

She hadn't mentioned it to Tommy. She hadn't mentioned it to anyone.

Monday, a man had come in. Not for ink—she could always tell the ones who weren't there for ink, something about the way they stood in the doorway like they were measuring the room instead of looking at the art on the walls. He'd asked which nights she worked, what time she closed, whether she was ever here alone. She'd given him the schedule because it was posted on the door and lying about it would have told him she'd noticed something worth lying about. He'd left without booking.

She'd noticed.

She noticed everything. It was the same skill that made her good in the chair—six hours bent close over a stranger's skin, reading the flinch before it came, feeling the tension build under her hand, knowing when to push and when to pull back. She read rooms the way she read bodies, and something in this room had changed since Tuesday, something just past the edge of the window where the light didn't quite reach.

The man on her table was still. Her hand was still. The needle buzzed its long steady note and she let herself sink back into the work, back into the shading and the line and the rhythm that had been hers for eight years, and she filed the truck and the man from Monday in the same place she filed everything that mattered—deep, quiet, and ready.

"Okay," she said, and her voice was the same low warm thing it always was, the voice that made every man in this chair feel like the only person in the world for six hours and let not one of them get anywhere with it. "I'm going to hit the spine now. Last section before we wrap for today."

He didn't tense. Didn't grip. Didn't do a single thing differently.

"Whenever you're ready," he said.

Word count: fourteen. She was definitely gaining.

She bent closer, braced her hand, and let the needle find the line.

At five-fifteen, the light was gone and she was wiping the last of the ink and blood from his back and taping the wrap over four hours of the best work she'd done in months. He sat up slowly on the edge of the chair, rolling his shoulders, and she saw the rest of him for the first time standing—six feet even, a tightly coiled build that moved like it had been taught to move in spaces where moving wrong got you killed. The burn scars ran from his wrist to his elbow, and he pulled his shirt on over them without looking at them, the way you handle something you stopped seeing a long time ago.

"Two weeks," she said, peeling off her gloves. "Come back and I'll finish the lower section. No sun, no swimming, no—"

"I know."

She laughed. Her low, slow laugh, the one she used on every man who came through that door, the one that sat in the air like an invitation she had no intention of honoring. "Of course you do."

He paid cash. Tipped heavy. Didn't say another word while she cleaned her station, and she let him not say it, because the quiet was still the best thing in the room and she wasn't ready to give it up yet.

Tommy was in the back counting the register. The street outside had gone dark except for the tourist lights down the block and the neon glow of her own sign throwing red across the sidewalk. The truck across the street was gone. She noted that, too.

She was reaching for the mop when the bell chimed.

Two men.

Not for ink.

She knew it before the door finished closing. They came in wrong—both of them at once, shoulder to shoulder in a doorway built for one, and the first one didn't look at the art on the walls and the second one didn't look at anything except her.

The first man was thick through the shoulders and going gray at the temples, with a carpenter's hands and a carpenter's patience, and he stopped six feet inside the door and looked at the room the way a man looks at a room he's already decided about.

"Ruby Callahan," he said. Not a question.

She held the mop handle. Her client was behind her, still pulling on his jacket. Tommy was in the back with the register and the radio and the door half-closed.

"We're closed," she said.

"Yeah." The man with the carpenter's hands looked at her the way a man looks at a job. "You are. Come outside."
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Primer stopped pulling on his jacket.

His hands went still the way they always went still—not frozen, not tense, just done with whatever they'd been doing and ready for what came next. He registered the two men in the doorway the way he registered anything built to go off: hands first. The one who'd spoken had carpenter's hands, thick and patient, hanging open at his sides. The one behind him had his right hand in his jacket pocket with the weight wrong, sitting too heavy on the left side of the zipper, which meant a pistol in a shoulder rig and a man who kept his hand on it in rooms full of strangers.

Paid men. Not angry ones. Anger made people loud and stupid and easy. These two were quiet and had come in at closing time and knew her name, which meant somebody had spent money on knowing when and where and who.

Primer moved.

Not fast. Not loud. He just stopped being behind Ruby and started being between Ruby and the door, the jacket half on and forgotten, his body angled so he could see both men and the plate glass window and the back hall where the owner had gone with the register. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to. The geometry of the room changed the second he filled the space, and the man with the carpenter's hands noticed it and recalculated and came up with a number he didn't like.

"This isn't yours," the carpenter said to him. Calm. Professional. A man sorting out an obstacle from a problem. "Walk out and it stays that way."

"No," Primer said.

One word. The same flat tone he'd used all afternoon in her chair. The carpenter studied him for two seconds, reading the burn scars and the build and the absolute stillness, and then looked past him at Ruby.

"Ruby. Outside. It's a conversation, nothing else."

Behind him, Ruby's voice came steady and hard. "I said we're closed."

The second man moved.

He was faster than he should have been for his size, coming off the door frame with his right hand clearing the jacket, and the pistol was halfway out of the shoulder rig when Primer closed the distance in two steps and took his wrist.

What happened next took four seconds.

Primer's left hand locked the man's gun hand at the wrist and his right hand found the pistol and did something to it Ruby couldn't follow—a twist, a pull, a piece of metal hitting the floor that she realized later was the slide coming off in his fingers—and the weapon came apart in the man's grip like it had never been a weapon at all. Just parts. Just metal and springs and a grip with nothing behind it. The man stared at his own hand holding a frame with no slide and no barrel, and in the half-second it took him to understand what had happened, Primer put his elbow into the man's temple and dropped him straight down.

The carpenter came in hard.

He was good—he covered the distance with his weight low and his hands up, a man who'd hit people in small rooms before and knew how to use the furniture. He caught Primer across the jaw with a right hand that would have put most men on the floor, and Primer took it the way he'd taken four hours of needlework, like he'd decided in advance how much it was going to cost and had already paid for it.

He hit the carpenter once in the ribs and once under the ear, precise, unhurried, each strike landing exactly where he put it, and the man folded sideways into the tattoo chair and took it over with him. Primer followed him down and put a knee on his chest and one hand around his throat, and the carpenter stopped fighting. Not because he couldn't. Because the hand on his throat was perfectly still, and the man attached to it was looking down at him with the patience of someone who would hold that position all night if the job required it.

Ruby came up off her stool.

She had the tattoo machine in her fist, cord trailing, and she was already past the counter and moving toward the door where the second man was trying to get his knees under him on the floor. She didn't scream. She didn't freeze. She planted herself between the downed man and the exit with her jaw set and her knuckles white on the machine, a woman standing over a fight in her own shop with no intention of letting anyone leave it on terms she hadn't set.

Primer saw it. Registered it. Filed it in a place he was not going to forget.

"Stay down," Ruby said to the man on the floor, and her voice was the same low steady thing it had been all afternoon, except now it had an edge on it that could cut glass.

The man stayed down. He looked at the disassembled pistol on the tile beside him and at the woman standing over him with a tattoo machine and made the correct decision.

Primer leaned closer to the carpenter, his knee still on the man's chest, his hand still around his throat. "Who sent you."

Not a question. A direction.

The carpenter's eyes were going glassy from the hit under the ear, but his voice came out steady. He was a professional and professionals talked when the math stopped working. "Paid job. Account owed on the woman. We're the conversation, not the work."

"Whose account."

"I don't get names. I get addresses and dates."

Primer's hand tightened a quarter inch. "Try harder."

The carpenter swallowed against the grip. "The money comes through a man out of Douglas. Old crew, been running paid work in this corridor for twenty years. We got hired last week to make the introduction. That's it. That's the whole job—bring her out, put her in front of somebody, go home."

"Put her in front of who."

"I told you. I don't get—"

Primer's thumb found the nerve bundle under the man's jaw and pressed, and the carpenter made a sound like a dog that had been stepped on.

"An account," the carpenter said through his teeth. "Somebody bought and paid for. Old debt, something personal, I don't know the details. We were told she'd come easy."

"She won't," Primer said. He held the pressure for another two seconds, watching the man's eyes, and then let go and stood up in one motion. The carpenter rolled onto his side, coughing, both hands at his throat.

Primer looked at the second man, the one on the floor with Ruby standing over him. The man hadn't moved. Smart.

"Get up," Primer told him. "Take him with you. Don't come back to this shop."

The second man got up slowly, collected the carpenter by the arm, and half-carried him toward the door. He stopped at the threshold and looked back at Ruby, and then at Primer, and then at the parts of his own pistol scattered across the floor, and whatever he'd been about to say died in his mouth.

The bell chimed behind them. The street was dark and quiet and nobody was running toward the sound of anything, because there hadn't been a sound worth running toward. No gunshot. No screaming. No glass. Just a brief rearrangement of people inside a room, and then silence.

Primer stood in the middle of Iron Rose with his jacket still hanging off one shoulder and his knuckles not even split, and he breathed out once through his nose and bent down and started picking up the pieces of the pistol off the tile. Slide. Barrel. Recoil spring. He set them on the counter in a neat row, the way a man sets tools back in their places when he's finished with a job.

Ruby was still standing by the door with the tattoo machine in her fist. Her hand was steady. Her breathing was fast but controlled, the breathing of a woman who had just watched violence happen in her workspace and was processing it from the feet up. She looked at the pieces of the gun on her counter and then she looked at him.

"You took that apart," she said. "While he was holding it."

"Yes."

"In his hand. While he was trying to point it at you."

"Yes."

She stared at him. Her dark eyes were wide but not panicked, and she was reading him the way she'd read him all afternoon in the chair—close, careful, not missing a thing.

"You said you take things apart."

"I do."

Something crossed her face—not fear, not gratitude, something closer to recognition, like she was looking at a man and seeing the shape of him for the first time. She set the tattoo machine down on the counter beside the pieces of a gun that had been whole thirty seconds ago, and she put both hands flat on the glass and leaned on them and breathed.

Tommy came out of the back with his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead and the cash bag in his hand. He looked at the overturned chair, the scuff marks on the tile, Primer standing there with his jacket half off, Ruby leaning on the counter with her hands shaking.

"What the hell happened?"

"We're closed," Ruby said, and her voice didn't crack. "Go home, Tommy."

Tommy looked at Primer. Primer looked back at him with the flat gray eyes that had been resting on the ceiling all afternoon and were not resting on anything now, and Tommy decided to go home.

The bell chimed a third time and then it was just the two of them in a room that smelled like ink and antiseptic and the faintest trace of gun oil from a weapon that would never fire again.

Ruby straightened up off the counter and turned to face him, and she crossed her arms over her chest and looked at him with an expression that had a dare built into the bones of it.

"So," she said. "You take things apart."

Primer looked at her. This woman who hadn't screamed. Who hadn't frozen. Who had come up off her stool with a tattoo machine in her fist and moved toward the fight instead of away from it, and stood over a man twice her size and told him to stay down, and been right about it.

A woman somebody had bought and paid for, and sent two men to collect like a debt.

"Yeah," he said. "I do."

He pulled his phone from his jacket pocket and made one call. It lasted eleven seconds.

Ruby watched him hang up. "Who was that?"

"My club." He set the phone on the counter next to the gun parts and the tattoo machine, and he looked at her the way he'd looked at the two men when they came through the door—hands first, then eyes, then everything that mattered. "They're coming. You're going to want to tell them what you haven't told me yet."

Her chin came up. "I don't know what you're—"

"Yeah, you do." He said it quiet, the way he said everything, but there was something under it now, something that hadn't been there during four hours of sitting still in her chair. "Somebody spent money tonight. Knew your name, your schedule, your shop. That's not random. That's an account."

Ruby held his eyes for a long time. The neon sign threw red light across the floor between them, and the street outside was empty, and somewhere in the distance a coyote called out across the desert and got nothing back.

"It's a long story," she said.

"I'm not going anywhere."

She looked at him—this man who'd sat in her chair for four hours without flinching and then taken a gun apart in another man's hands and then picked up the pieces and set them on her counter like he was tidying up after dinner—and something in her face shifted, settled, decided.

"No," she said quietly. "I don't think you are."
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The Last Stand Saloon smelled like sawdust and spilled beer and the kind of history that happened after midnight, and Ruby sat at a back table with her hands around a whiskey she hadn't asked for and told three men she'd known for less than an hour why somebody wanted her dead.

She told it herself. Nobody was going to tell it for her.

Primer sat beside her, close enough that his knee pressed against hers under the table, and he hadn't moved it and she hadn't moved hers and neither of them had mentioned it. Two officers sat across from them—one she'd been introduced to as Boothill, the president, a rawhide man with a scar across his jaw and dark eyes that measured her for thirty seconds before he sat down and hadn't stopped measuring since, and one called Sundown, sandy-haired and easy-smiled, who'd pulled out her chair for her and brought the whiskey and hadn't said a single thing that matched the way his eyes were working the room.

The bartender had locked the front door when they came in. Ruby noticed that.

"Eleven years ago," she said. "Douglas. A bar called the Copper Saddle, down near the border crossing. I was twenty-one and stupid and a friend of mine was in over her head with a man who thought he owned her."

She drank. Set the glass down. Kept going.

"His name was—I don't remember his name. Big guy, mean drunk, had my friend Cara by the hair in the back hallway because she'd tried to leave and he'd decided she hadn't. I came around the corner with a Modelo bottle and put it through his face."

Sundown's easy smile didn't move. Boothill's expression didn't change at all.

"He lost an eye," Ruby said. "And everything he was worth after that. Couldn't work, couldn't fight, couldn't do the one thing that kept him earning. Somebody paid his bills for the next ten years. Medical, rent, whatever he needed. And he died in March."

She looked at Primer. His gray eyes were on her and they were perfectly still, the way they'd been still all afternoon, the way they'd been still when he took a pistol apart in a man's hands. The knee against hers under the table was warm and solid and he hadn't moved it one inch.

"And now somebody's collecting," Boothill said. Not a question.

"That's what the man on my floor said. An account. Something personal, bought and paid for." She turned the whiskey glass between her fingers. "His name is Martin Yates. The man who paid those bills. That's who's coming."

The name landed on the table like a dropped knife.

Boothill looked at Sundown. Sundown stopped smiling.

"You know him," Ruby said.

"Everybody in this corridor knows Yates." Boothill's voice was quiet, the kind of quiet that made you lean in to hear it. "He's been the call for twenty years. You need a man hurt and can't spare your own people, Yates is the number. He's never once failed to deliver."

"Great," Ruby said. "That's comforting."

"It's not meant to be." Boothill's dark eyes held hers. "He settles an account the week it closes. His man died in March. It's been five months. The fact that he waited this long means he was finishing other work first, not that he forgot."

Ruby's stomach dropped, but she kept her face level and her hands steady on the glass. She'd been keeping her face level in rooms full of men since she was nineteen years old. It was the same skill that made her good in the chair—you read the room, you held your ground, you didn't show them anything they could use.

"The two men tonight," she said. "They said they were the conversation. Not the work."

"That's Kovar," Sundown said. "Dean Kovar. Runs Yates's entry crews. He's the one you send when you want the message found, not hidden. Those two were introduction. The next ones won't be."

Primer spoke for the first time since they'd sat down. "Who comes after the introduction?"

Sundown and Boothill exchanged a look that Ruby couldn't read and didn't like.

"Owen Briscoe," Boothill said. "Six-five, heavy, flat nose, hands like cinder blocks. Yates sends him when the job is a body rather than a message. He's been doing that work for fifteen years."

The table went quiet. The sawdust on the floor. The locked door. The bartender wiping glasses at the far end of the bar and pretending she couldn't hear any of this.

"Okay," Ruby said. "So what do I do?"

Boothill stood up. "Give us a minute."

She stared at him. "Give you a—"

"Porch," he said. "Five minutes. You'll hear everything we decide." He looked at Primer. "Stay with her."

Ruby opened her mouth to tell the president of an outlaw motorcycle club exactly what she thought of being sent to the porch like a child who'd wandered into the wrong room, and Primer's hand landed on her knee under the table—not squeezing, not pushing, just there, warm and heavy and certain—and she closed her mouth on whatever she'd been about to say and stood up and walked outside.

She was furious about it. She was furious about it the entire way to the porch.

Primer followed her out and leaned against the railing and didn't say a word, and she paced the length of the wooden porch with her arms crossed and her jaw tight and the whiskey burning in her chest.

"Don't," she said.

He looked at her.

"Don't stand there being quiet at me. I just got sent outside like I'm not the one they're talking about."

"They're deciding how many men to put on you," Primer said. "They don't need you for that."

"I don't need men put on me."

He didn't argue. He just looked at her, and the look had weight to it, the same steady patience he'd sat with all
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