
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Needle & Silk

        

        
        
          James Mitchell

        

        
          Published by Silvershade Books, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      NEEDLE & SILK

    

    
      First edition. February 22, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 James Mitchell.

    

    
    
      Written by James Mitchell.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1: Ink and Eviction
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The hum of the tattoo machine was the only sound that made sense to Kady. It was a grounding vibration, a steady buzz that rattled through the bones of her hand and silenced the chaotic noise of the world outside the glass.

Concentration narrowed her vision to a two-inch square of skin.

"Doing okay?" she asked softly. She didn't look up. Her eyes were locked on the delicate shading of a peony petal she was weaving over a jagged, raised keloid scar on her client’s forearm.

The woman in the chair, a young barista named Chloe, nodded. "Yeah. It hurts less than I thought it would."

"Scar tissue is tricky," Kady murmured, dipping the needle into the small cap of ink. It came up dripping with obsidian black. "Sometimes it’s numb. Sometimes it remembers everything."

She wiped the excess ink away with a paper towel dampened in green soap. The smell was sharp, medicinal, and clean. It was the scent of Kady’s entire adult life. This shop, The Iron Canvas, was barely five hundred square feet of peeling linoleum and brick, but it was the only place where Kady felt like she wasn't drowning.

"Almost done," Kady promised.

She worked for another twenty minutes. The process was rhythmic. Dip. Buzz. Wipe. Repeat. She was burying the trauma of Chloe's car accident under layers of ink and art. She was rewriting the history of the skin. When she finally pulled back and clicked the foot pedal off, the silence that rushed back into the room was heavy.

"Take a look."

Chloe sat up, wincing slightly as she turned her arm toward the mirror. She gasped. The ugly, purple rope of the scar was gone. In its place was a blooming garden of greyscale florals, the petals utilizing the raised texture of the skin to give the flower depth rather than hiding it clumsily.

"Oh my god," Chloe whispered. She looked at Kady, eyes welling up. "Kady, I... I can wear short sleeves again."

This was the payoff. This was why Kady ate ramen five nights a week and slept on a futon in the back office more often than she went back to her apartment.

"Keep it wrapped for two hours," Kady said, her voice raspy from disuse. She began breaking down her station, snapping off her black latex gloves with a sharp thwack. "Wash it with unscented soap. No sun. No swimming. You know the drill."

Chloe fumbled with her purse. "I have the cash. It’s two hundred, right?"

Kady looked at the girl. She knew Chloe was working double shifts just to pay rent. She knew that scar had been holding her back from applying for better jobs.

"One fifty," Kady lied. "I’m running a promo."

"Are you sure?"

"Positive. Get out of here before it starts raining."

When the door chimed and closed behind Chloe, the warmth left the room. Kady stood alone in the center of her shop. The neon sign in the window buzzed with a dying flicker, casting a sickly pink light over the empty waiting chairs.

One fifty.

That wouldn't even cover the electric bill this month.

Kady walked to the front counter and opened the register. It was pathetic. A few twenties, a scattering of singles. She shoved Chloe’s cash inside and slammed the drawer shut. The metal rang out like a gunshot.

She couldn't keep doing this. The realization sat in her gut like a stone. She was the best scar cover-up artist in Seattle, but her location was terrible, the building was crumbling, and the gentrification of the neighborhood was pushing her rent into the stratosphere.

A shadow fell over the glass door.

Kady looked up, expecting a walk-in. Maybe a drunk tourist from Pike Place wanting a brave little anchor or an infinity symbol.

It wasn't a tourist.

A man stood on the other side of the glass. He was dressed in a suit that cost more than Kady’s entire inventory of ink. It was charcoal grey, tailored to a terrifying perfection. He didn't knock. He just stood there, holding a leather portfolio case against his chest, waiting for her to acknowledge his existence.

Kady walked to the door and unlocked it. The bell chimed.

"We’re closed," she said.

The man stepped inside before she could block the way. He brought the smell of rain and expensive cologne with him. "Ms. Kady Bennett?"

"Who’s asking?"

"My name is Arthur Vane. I represent a private client." He didn't offer a hand to shake. He looked around the shop, his eyes lingering on the water stain on the ceiling tiles and the duct tape holding the armrest of the guest chair together. His expression remained neutral, but the judgment was loud.

"I’m not interested in selling the shop," Kady said, crossing her arms over her chest. Her black t-shirt was stained with ink splatter, and she suddenly felt very small. "If you’re with the developers, you can tell them to save the postage."

"I am not a developer," Vane said. His voice was smooth, devoid of any regional accent. It was a corporate voice. "I am here to offer you a commission."

Kady laughed, a dry, humorless sound. "A commission? You want a tattoo?"

"Not for me." Vane walked to the counter and placed the leather portfolio on the glass. He unzipped it with a slow, deliberate motion. "My client requires a specific set of skills. We have scouted thirty-four artists in the Pacific Northwest. You are the only one who meets the criteria."

"What criteria?"

"Discretion. Speed. And an aptitude for working with... difficult terrain."

Kady narrowed her eyes. "Difficult terrain meaning scars."

"Extensive scarring," Vane corrected. "The work is a full back piece. Detailed line work. High density."

Kady felt a flicker of interest despite herself. A full back piece was serious work. "I charge two hundred an hour. A back piece takes forty hours, minimum. Depending on the complexity."

"The fee is not hourly," Vane said. He slid a single sheet of paper across the glass.

Kady looked down.

It was a contract. At the bottom, a figure was typed in bold.

She blinked. She looked again.

One hundred thousand dollars.

The air left her lungs. She looked up at Vane. "Is this a joke?"

"Half upon signing," Vane said, his face unreadable. "Half upon completion. The estimated timeline is four weeks."

One hundred thousand dollars. That would pay off her shop’s back rent. It would fix the plumbing. It would buy her a new autoclave. It would save her.

"What’s the catch?" Kady asked. Her voice shook, just a little. "There’s always a catch."

Vane reached into the portfolio again. He pulled out a document that was thick enough to be a novella. It was bound in black matte paper.

"The client values his privacy above all else," Vane said. "This is a Non-Disclosure Agreement. It is ironclad. If you accept this commission, you will not speak of the client. You will not speak of the location. You will not take photographs. You will not have access to your phone or the internet for the duration of the residency."

"Residency?" Kady stepped back. "Whoa. No. I work here. In my shop."

"The client cannot travel," Vane said simply. "You will be transported to his private residence. You will live there for thirty days. All expenses paid, of course."

"I can’t just leave," Kady argued, though her resistance was already crumbling. She looked around the shop. The empty chairs. The dying neon. "I have a business."

Vane looked at the eviction notice that Kady had tried to hide behind a poster of a traditional Japanese dragon. He didn't say anything. He didn't have to.

"Who is he?" Kady asked.

"That is covered in the NDA."

"Is he dangerous?"

Vane paused. It was the first time he hesitated. "He is... eccentric. He has suffered significant trauma. That is why he needs you."

Kady looked at the check again. Then she looked at the NDA. The black paper seemed to absorb the light in the room.

"I need to read it," she said.

"You have ten minutes," Vane replied, checking a watch that likely cost more than Kady’s car. "The car is waiting."

Kady grabbed the document. She sat in the waiting chair, the duct tape scratching against her jeans. She skimmed the legalese. It was terrifying. Words like liquidation of assets, permanent injunction, and federal prison jumped out at her.

Basically, if she talked about this man, she wouldn't just be sued. She would be erased.

She turned to the final page.

Client: [REDACTED]

"I don't even get a name?"

"You will meet him when you arrive," Vane said.

Kady looked out the window. The rain had started to fall, blurring the streetlights into streaks of grey and gold. If she didn't take this, she would be on the street in two weeks. The landlord had made that clear this morning. The Iron Canvas would become a coffee shop or a boutique that sold fifty-dollar candles.

She thought of Chloe’s face when she saw the scar vanish. She thought of the needle. The control.

"If I do this," Kady said, standing up. "I take my own equipment. My machine. My inks. My needles."

"Acceptable," Vane said. He produced a heavy fountain pen from his jacket pocket. He held it out to her.

Kady took the pen. It was heavy, cold metal. It felt like a weapon.

She looked at the signature line.

Artist.

She had fought for that title. She had fought her parents, who wanted her to go to nursing school. She had fought the industry, which was still an old boys' club. She had fought the economy.

She wasn't going to lose now.

Kady pressed the nib to the paper. The ink flowed black and wet. She signed her name with the same precision she used on skin.

Kady Bennett.

"Excellent," Vane said, snatching the document back before the ink was even dry. "Pack your bag, Ms. Bennett. You have twenty minutes."

Kady moved through the back room of the shop like a ghost. She threw clothes into a duffel bag without really looking at them. Jeans. Black t-shirts. A hoodie. Her combat boots.

Then, the important part.

She unlocked the secure cabinet where she kept her machines. She took out her primary liner, a custom-built rotary coil that fit her hand perfectly. She packed her power supply, her foot pedal, and boxes of sterile cartridges.

She hesitated over her sketchbook. Vane had said no photos. He hadn't said anything about drawing. She slid the battered moleskine notebook into the bottom of the bag.

When she walked back out to the front, Vane was waiting by the door. He held it open for her.

"The shop?" Kady asked.

"I have arranged for a security service to monitor the premises while you are away," Vane said. "The rent has been wired to your landlord for the next six months."

Kady stopped. "You already paid it?"

"We anticipate success," Vane said smoothly.

They stepped out into the rain. The air was cold, biting at Kady’s exposed arms. A black SUV sat at the curb, its engine idling with a low, predatory purr. The windows were tinted so dark they looked like walls.

The driver, a massive man with a neck like a tree trunk, got out and took her bag. He didn't speak. He just opened the back door.

Kady paused, one foot on the pavement, one foot in the car. Her instincts were screaming at her. This was the start of a horror movie. This was how girls went missing.

But then she touched the pocket of her jeans, where the check for fifty thousand dollars was folded into a tiny square.

She got in.

The door slammed shut with a heavy, solid thud, sealing her inside. The interior smelled of leather and nothingness. It was sterile.

Vane slid into the front seat. "Comfortable?"

"Peachy," Kady muttered.

The car pulled away from the curb. Kady watched The Iron Canvas recede into the distance. The neon sign flickered once, twice, and then disappeared into the rain.

She turned around and looked out the front windshield. They were heading toward the highway. Toward the mountains.

She pulled her phone out of her pocket, intending to send a text to her sister, just in case.

"Ms. Bennett," Vane said from the front seat. He didn't turn around. He held his hand back, palm open.

Kady stared at the hand. "Seriously?"

"The NDA," Vane reminded her.

Kady looked at the screen of her phone. No signal. She hadn't even noticed when they lost it. Or maybe the car was jamming it.

She sighed, a sound that was half frustration, half resignation. She placed the phone into Vane’s hand.

"Thank you," he said.

He dropped the phone into a signal-blocking pouch and locked it in the glove box.

Kady sat back against the leather. Her hands, usually so steady, were trembling slightly. She clasped them together, forcing them to be still. She was a professional. She was an artist. She could handle an eccentric billionaire.

She had handled bikers, crying teenagers, and ex-convicts. A rich guy in a big house was nothing.

"How far is it?" she asked.

"Far enough," Vane said.

The city lights faded. The road grew darker. The trees on the side of the highway began to blur into a solid wall of black. Kady closed her eyes and listened to the hum of the tires on the wet asphalt. It sounded like a needle dragging across skin.

She didn't know it yet, but she had just signed her life away. The ink on the page was permanent, but the ink she was about to lay down would change the world.

She was heading into the fortress. And the monster waiting inside didn't want a tattoo.

He wanted a savior.

​
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​Chapter 2: The Concrete Fortress
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The journey was less a drive and more an ascent into nothingness.

For the first hour, Kady watched the familiar landmarks of Seattle blur and vanish. The Space Needle, a glowing white spike in the distance, was swallowed by the rain and the curve of the highway. Then the suburbs fell away, replaced by the towering silhouettes of Douglas firs that crowded the road like sentinels.

Vane didn't speak. He tapped silently on a tablet, the blue light illuminating his sharp cheekbones. The driver was a statue made of meat and suit fabric, his hands locked on the wheel at ten and two.

Kady shifted in the plush leather seat. The silence in the car was pressurized. It felt like being in a submarine diving too deep, too fast. She pressed her hand against the cold window glass, trying to see where they were going, but there were no streetlights anymore. Just the endless, sweeping darkness of the Cascade foothills.

"We are crossing the perimeter," Vane announced suddenly. He didn't look up from his screen.

"Perimeter?" Kady asked. "We're in the middle of the woods."

"Exactly."

The SUV slowed. Ahead, the headlights cut through the gloom to reveal a gate that had no business existing in nature. It was a monolith of matte black steel, easily twenty flawless feet high, topped with cameras that rotated with insect-like precision. There was no guard shack. No keypad.

As the car approached, a red laser grid scanned the windshield. Kady instinctively flinched.

Access Granted, a computerized voice intoned from nowhere.

The massive gates swung inward, silent and heavy. They passed through, and the gates slammed shut behind them with a finality that made Kady’s stomach drop.

"Is he... a Bond villain?" Kady joked, though her voice sounded thin in the quiet cabin.

Vane finally turned to look at her. "He is a man who values security. You would do well to respect that."

The driveway wound upward for another three miles. The terrain grew harsher. The trees thinned out, replaced by jagged rock formations and patches of snow that hadn't melted in the mountain shade.

Then, the house appeared.

Kady gasped. It wasn't a house. It was a brutalist sculpture carved directly into the cliff face. It was all raw concrete and sharp, aggressive angles. There were no welcoming porches, no soft eaves. It was a fortress of grey stone that seemed to grow out of the mountain itself, dominating the landscape with a heavy, oppressive gravity.

It had no windows.

At least, none that she could see from the front. The facade was a sheer wall of concrete, broken only by a single, recessed entrance that looked like the mouth of a cave.

"It looks like a prison," Kady whispered.

"It is a sanctuary," Vane corrected.

The SUV glided to a halt in front of the entrance. The rain here was sleet, hitting the roof with the sound of gravel.

The driver opened her door. Kady stepped out, and the cold hit her like a physical blow. The air was thin and smelled of ozone and wet stone. She clutched her denim jacket tighter around herself, regretting her choice of attire. She was dressed for a coffee shop, not a mountaintop fortress.

Vane was already at the door. He placed his hand on a biometric scanner. A heavy thunk echoed from inside the walls, and the massive door hissed open.

"Welcome to The Spire," Vane said, gesturing for her to enter.

Kady hoisted her duffel bag onto her shoulder. The weight of her tattoo equipment was comforting. It was her armor. She walked into the belly of the beast.

The interior was vast. The foyer was a cavern of polished concrete floors and high ceilings that vanished into shadow. There was no furniture. No art. Just space. A lot of empty, echoing space. The lighting was recessed, casting long, dramatic shadows that stretched across the floor like fingers.

It was freezing.

"Does he not believe in heating?" Kady asked, her breath misting in the air.

"The temperature is kept at a constant sixty-five degrees," Vane said, his heels clicking sharply on the floor as he began to walk. "It is optimal for the servers."

"I'm not a server," Kady muttered, following him. She felt like an intruder in a museum after hours. "I'm a mammal."

They walked down a long hallway that felt endless. The walls were unadorned concrete, cold and grey. Occasionally, they passed a door, but they were all seamless, handle-less slabs that looked impossible to open.

"Your quarters are this way," Vane said. "We have prepared the Guest Suite."

"Where is he?" Kady asked. "The client."

"Mr. Vance is... indisposed at the moment. He will see you when he is ready."

Mr. Vance. So she had a name. It sounded familiar, but she couldn't place it. A tech name, maybe?

They reached the end of the hall. Vane pressed his palm against another panel, and a door slid open.

The room inside was shocking in its luxury, primarily because it was the first thing in the house that looked like it was designed for humans. There was a bed, low and wide, covered in charcoal linens. A desk made of reclaimed wood. A rug that looked like it cost more than Kady’s life.

But there were still no windows.

Instead, one entire wall was a high-resolution screen displaying a live feed of a forest. It was a digital window.

"The bathroom is through there," Vane pointed. "Meals will be delivered at 8:00 AM, 1:00 PM, and 7:00 PM. Do not be late collecting them from the dumbwaiter. The staff does not interact with guests."

"Staff?" Kady looked around. "I haven't seen a soul."

"They value their privacy as well." Vane turned to leave. "Get settled. Mr. Vance will summon you within the hour."

"Wait," Kady said, dropping her bag. "My equipment. I need a sterile workspace. A table, a stool, lighting. I can't tattoo him on a couch."

"The Library has been prepared," Vane said. "It meets all medical standards."

He paused at the door, his hand hovering over the control panel. He looked at Kady, his expression unreadable.

"One final rule, Ms. Bennett."

"Yeah?"

"Do not wander. This house is equipped with an automated security system. There are zones you are permitted to enter, and zones that will trigger a lockdown if breached. Stick to the hallways that are lit. If a hallway is dark, do not enter it."

"So if I take a wrong turn, I get laser-blasted?" Kady asked, trying to keep the sarcasm in her voice to mask the fear.

"You get detained," Vane said. "And the contract is voided."

He stepped out. The door slid shut with a soft hiss.

Kady was alone.

She stood in the center of the room, listening. Silence. Absolute, heavy silence. No traffic. No sirens. No hum of a refrigerator. Just the sound of her own heart beating too fast in her chest.

She walked to the "window" and touched the screen. It was cold glass. The digital leaves fluttered in a digital breeze. It was perfect. It was fake.

She turned to her bag and unzipped it. She needed to hold something real. She pulled out her tattoo machine, the heavy brass grip cold against her palm. She traced the engravings on the side.

One hundred thousand dollars.

She could survive a month in a concrete box for that. She could survive a creepy butler and a recluse billionaire. She had to.

She sat on the edge of the bed and waited.

Forty minutes later, a chime sounded in the room. It wasn't a doorbell; it was a soft, ambient tone that seemed to come from the walls themselves.

Ms. Bennett, a voice spoke. It wasn't Vane. It was deep, distorted by a synthesizer, rough like gravel grinding against steel. Come to the Library.

Kady jumped up. "Hello? Which way is the library?"

The door to her room slid open.

In the hallway, a strip of LED lights on the floor illuminated, creating a path through the darkness.

Follow the light, the voice commanded.

Kady grabbed her equipment case. She took a deep breath, inhaling the sterile, ozone-scented air.

"Okay," she whispered to herself. "Showtime."

She stepped out into the hall, following the glowing white line deeper into the labyrinth. The lights pulsed slowly, like a heartbeat. They led her past closed doors and shadowy alcoves, deeper into the mountain.

The air grew colder.

Finally, the path ended at a set of double doors. These were not steel or concrete. They were ancient, dark wood, intricately carved with patterns that looked like circuitry.

The doors creaked open on their own.

Kady stepped inside.

The Library was massive. It was a cathedral of books. Shelves stretched up twenty feet to the ceiling, filled with thousands of volumes. A rolling ladder sat attached to the rails. In the center of the room, under a harsh surgical light that looked violently out of place among the leather and wood, sat a medical chair.

And standing in the shadows behind it, his back to her, was a man.

He was tall. Even in the gloom, she could see the breadth of his shoulders, the tension in his posture. He was wearing a black hoodie with the hood pulled up, obscuring his head.

"Close the door," he said.

The voice was the same one from the speaker, but without the distortion. It was still deep, still rough, but now it sounded... tired.

Kady hit the button on the wall. The doors swung shut, sealing them in.

"Mr. Vance?" she asked, stepping forward.

He didn't turn around. "Put your equipment on the cart. Sanitize your hands. We begin immediately."

"Whoa, hold on," Kady said, stopping in her tracks. "We don't begin anything until I see what I'm working with. And until we discuss the design. I’m not a photocopier. I’m an artist."

The man went still. The silence stretched, tight as a bowstring.

Then, slowly, he turned.

His face was hidden in the deep cowl of the hood. All she could see was the line of a jaw, tense and clenched, and a mouth set in a grim line.

"You are here to perform a service," he said. "The design is not up for debate."

"Everything is up for debate when it's going on someone's skin forever," Kady countered. She wasn't going to let him bully her. She had dealt with bikers who wanted swastikas and drunk frat boys who wanted regrettable ex-girlfriends' names. She knew how to say no.

She walked to the medical chair and set her case down. She snapped the latches open, the sound loud in the quiet room.

"Show me the canvas," she said.

Julian Vance stood there for a long moment. He seemed to be weighing the cost of movement. Then, with a jerky, frustrated motion, he reached for the hem of his hoodie.

He pulled it up and over his head.

Kady braced herself. Vane had said extensive scarring. She had prepared herself for burn victims, for shrapnel wounds, for the mangled aftermath of car crashes.

But when the fabric fell away, Kady didn't gasp at the horror. She gasped at the blankness.

Julian’s back was perfect.

It was a broad, muscular expanse of pale skin, untarnished by a single mark. No moles. No freckles. And definitely no scars. It was smooth, like marble.

Kady frowned. "I don't understand. Vane said you had scars. Difficult terrain."

Julian turned his head slightly. His eyes, dark and stormy, met hers for the first time. There was a desperate, haunted look in them that made her breath hitch.

"The scars aren't on the outside," he said. He tapped his temple with a long, trembling finger. "They’re in here. And they are eating me alive."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black USB drive. He tossed it to her. Kady caught it; it was warm from his hand.

"That is the design," Julian said. "It is the only thing that matters."
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