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Prologue

Who is Izzy?
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People think "feral" is a personality trait. It’s not. It’s a survival mechanism that kicks in when you realize the person who is supposed to love you is actually just a scavenger waiting for you to fall asleep. 

Three years ago, I wasn't Izzy the "Tattoo Girl." I was Isabella, a girl who believed that if you worked hard enough and stayed quiet enough, the world would leave you alone. I’m just your average t, five foot two, teal-haired, coffee-obsessed tattoo artist. I was dating a man named Jax. He played the drums with the hands of a poet and the soul of a vulture. He was my "normal." He didn't have tattoos on his neck or a gun by the coffee maker. He just had a drug habit that was slowly eating our furniture. The night I changed took place in an apartment that smelled like damp wool and desperation.

I came home from a twelve-hour shift at the shop, my back aching, my hands stained with ink, to find Jax packing a bag. But he wasn't taking his clothes. He was reaching for my $2,000 Cheyenne Sol Nova. My first professional machine. My soul, wrapped in aircraft-grade aluminum.

"It’s just a loan, Iz," he’d said, his eyes glassy and unfocused. "I’ll get it back from the pawn shop by Friday. I just need to cover the rent."

"The rent is paid, Jax," I said, my voice sounding like it belonged to someone else. "I paid it. You’re selling my life for a fix."

He laughed then. It was a "normal man" laugh—full of condescension and assumed power. He stepped toward me, using his height to crowd me against the kitchen counter. He thought I was fragile. He thought I was a "project" he could finish whenever he wanted.

"Move, Isabella. You're being dramatic."

I didn't have a knife back then. I didn't have a gun or a mafia executor watching my windows. All I had was a sharpened eyeliner pencil I’d been using to sketch designs on the bus ride home. The wood was cedar. The lead was hard. When he reached out to shove me aside, I didn't flinch. I didn't cry. For the first time in my life, the space between us collapsed, and I realized I didn't care if I got hurt as long as he bled first. I drove the point of that pencil into the meat of his forearm. The sound he made wasn't poetic. It was a wet, pathetic yelp. I didn't stop. I twisted it. I watched the black kohl smudge against his skin, mixing with the red of his blood.

"If you touch my machine again," I whispered, leaning into his space until our shadows touched, "the next one goes into your eye. And I’m much better at aiming than you think."

He left that night. He left the machine, he left his drums, and he left a jagged hole in the version of me that believed in safety.

That was the night I learned my first New Orleans lesson: The world is full of small men who think they are giants because they haven't met a woman who has nothing left to lose.
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Chapter 1

Ink & Bad Decisions
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New Orleans doesn’t sleep. It just pretends to, it leans against itself in the heat, breathes through broken windows, and waits for something worse to happen.

My tattoo shop sits between a voodoo boutique that definitely sells more than candles and a bar that hasn’t served a sober drink since 2003. Which means business is steady. Unfortunately. The bell above the door doesn’t chime so much as scream when it opens. I don’t look up right away because in my experience, people who enter my shop like that fall into one of three categories:

1. Tourists who want a fleur-de-lis tattooed on their ankle and life advice I didn’t ask to give.

2. Drunk men who think pain builds character.

3. Problems.

Today, I get all three energy types in one body.

“Please,” the man says.

That gets my attention. He stumbles forward like gravity has personally insulted him. His hand is pressed hard against his side, and the fabric of his shirt is darkened so thoroughly that it almost looks black under the dim lighting. Almost. It’s not. I’ve seen enough blood to know when it’s trying to become part of someone’s personality.

“I need a tattoo,” he says.

I lean back in my chair, pen still in my hand. “Buddy, you’re bleeding on my floor.”

“I don’t have time,” he snaps, then immediately winces like talking costs extra life force. “It has to be done before —”

He’s interrupted by a long, wet cough. That’s never good.

“Before you what?” I ask.

“Before I die,” he says simply, like he’s ordering coffee. “They’re already on their way for you, Isabella.”

My heart stops. He shouldn’t know my name.

“Who?” I ask, my voice steadier than I feel.

He grips the counter, leaving bloody smears. “Conti. He knows what you did in the parking lot. This... this is the only leverage you’ve got.” My assistant drops something. Probably on purpose. Smart kid.

I tilt my head.

“That’s... ambitious.”

He grips the counter hard enough to leave prints. “You don’t understand. Conti, he knows.”

“Oh, I understand,” I say. “You’re bleeding on my antique chair and about thirty seconds away from becoming a health code violation.”

He laughs once. It quickly turns into a cough again.

“I need it inked,” he insists. “Now.”

That’s when I finally stand. He’s closer than I like. Everyone is always closer than I like.

“What’s the design?” I ask.

His eyes flicker around the room like he’s checking for ghosts. Or consequences. “Coordinates,” he says. “And a symbol. Black ink only.”

Of course it is, it’s always black ink when someone’s about to ruin my day.

I gesture toward the chair. “Sit.”

He hesitates. He’s smart enough to be afraid, and too stupid to leave anyway. 

He sits, and I snap on gloves.

“Name?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “Doesn’t matter.”

“That’s fine,” I say. “I name everyone in my head anyway. You look like a ‘bad decision with legs.’”

His lips twitch. Not quite a smile. More like his body remembering humor exists. I start the stencil, and outside, thunder rolls in like the city is clearing its throat. The design he insists on is too precise. Its coordinates wrapped around a symbol I recognize but can’t place immediately. Something familiar in the wrong way. It makes me feel as if I should stop. I don’t. Because I’ve never been particularly religious, but I do believe in one thing:

If someone walks into my shop bleeding and asking for secrecy, it’s already too late to say no.

The needle starts to hum, and he flinches. 

“Stay still,” I say.

“I’m trying,” he grits out.

His blood soaks into my chair faster than I can pretend not to notice.

“You owe me a chair,” I mutter.

He laughs again, weaker this time. “Put it on my tab.”

“I don’t do tabs,” I say. “I do consequences.”

Minutes pass, and the shop becomes quiet in that way it only does when something important is happening, or about to go wrong. Outside, a motorcycle engine rumbles past. Once. Then again. Too slow to be a coincidence. My stomach tightens.

“People coming for you?” I ask casually.

His breathing stutters. “No.”

That’s a lie so obvious it should come with a warning label. I finish the final line of ink just as his head tips back. For a second, I think he’s going to pass out. Then I realize he’s just....“Oh,” I say flatly. “That’s new.”

His lips part like he wants to say something else, but nothing comes out. His hand slips off the chair, and it hits the floor. The sound is final in a way I don’t appreciate. I stare at him for a beat. Then another.

“Well,” I say to no one, my voice shaking just enough to notice, “I am definitely not getting my security deposit back.”

I don't reach for a weapon immediately, because in this neighborhood, you don't call the cops on the mafia; you just wait for the cleanup crew. Just then, the scream of brakes comes from outside, doors slam, footsteps, lots of them, flood in. I don’t reach for a weapon immediately, because I already know this isn’t a robbery. It’s cleanup, and I’m in the way. The shop door explodes open, and three men enter first. They are in dark suits, too clean for this neighborhood. Guns already drawn and eyes scanning. Behind them, more.

They see the body. They see me, and one has the audacity to exhale like he’s annoyed.

“Where is it?” he demands.

I look down at my hands still in gloves, still bloody. “I think you’re going to have to be more specific,” I say.

The leader steps forward. “The tattoo.”

Ah, so that’s what this is.

Before I can answer, the air shifts; it now feels wrong. Like the room remembers something dangerous is nearby. A new presence fills the doorway.

He doesn’t rush in. He doesn’t need to. Tall. Dark jacket. Tattoos climbing his neck like they’re trying to reach his jaw. Eyes that don’t move like a normal person's do, they calculate before they look. He takes in the room in one sweep: body, blood, me.

Then he looks at the men with guns like they’re more of inconveniences than threats. One of them notices him.

“You lost?” the man with the gun asks.

The newcomer finally speaks.

“No.”

Suddenly, the entire room feels smaller.

He steps inside slow and controlled, like he owns time and just hasn’t decided what to do with it yet. His eyes land on me, and he holds them on me for far too long. I should feel intimidated, but I only feel mostly irritated.

“You,” one of the armed men says sharply, pointing at me. “Did you finish it?”

I tilt my head toward the body. “Depends. Are we counting ‘died immediately after’ as finished or unfinished?”

Silence.

The newcomer moves closer now; he’s only a few feet away. He’s close enough that I can see the ink under his collar. Close enough that I can feel how still he is. “You did it,” he says.

This wasn’t a question; this was a confirmation, like what kind of person inks up a dying man.

I shrug. “He insisted.”

His gaze flicks to the corpse, then back to me. Something unreadable shifts behind his eyes.

“You don’t seem alarmed there’s a corpse in your shop.”

I wipe blood off my wrist with the edge of a cloth. “You don’t seem alarmed. I'm holding a tattoo gun near your throat.”

For the first time, something like amusement touches his mouth. It’s faint, but it changes the air entirely. Which somehow feels more threatening than if he’d pulled a weapon. Behind him, the armed men shift uneasily. Like they’re realizing they’re not the ones in control of this room anymore.

The man steps closer, just enough that I can smell leather and something darker underneath it. “I’m Luca,” he says.

I don’t offer mine, and he doesn’t ask. Instead, his eyes drop briefly to my hands. Still steady, and still not shaking. When he looks back up at me, his voice lowers.

“Now,” Luca says quietly, “we’re going to talk about what he just had you ink.”

And for the first time all night, I think I might actually be in trouble.
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Chapter 2

The Biker Problem
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The corpse is still in my chair. Which feels rude, honestly, not morally rude, inconvenient rude. Like someone spilling red wine on a couch before dying. The shop smells like blood, antiseptic, and bad choices.

So... normal.

I stand behind the counter with my arms crossed while armed men search my studio like they pay rent here. Drawers slam open. Cabinets get checked. One idiot touches my ink rack with greasy fingers, and I make a mental note to stab him later. The only person not moving is Luca. He leans against the wall near the doorway like he’s been there for years instead of seven deeply irritating minutes. Still watching me, unblinking. It’s starting to feel less like observation and more like a wildlife documentary.

*Here we see the feral tattoo artist in her natural habitat. Notice her defensive posture. Fascinating.*

“You got a staring problem?” I ask.

“No.”

“Sure seems like you do.” “You’re staring right now.”

His eyes move slowly over my face like he’s deciding whether I’m lying about something. “I’m thinking.”

“Try thinking less....hard. You’re making the room weird.”

One corner of his mouth twitches, but not enough to qualify as a smile. More like his face briefly considered humanity and rejected it.

The suited men finish tearing through my station. “Nothing,” one of them snaps, and the leader swears under his breath. Luca finally pushes off the wall.

The movement alone changes the atmosphere. No raised voice. No threats. But every single person in the room subtly shifts around him like gravity got heavier.

Interesting. Annoying. Hot in a deeply concerning way.

“What exactly did that man make me tattoo on him?” I ask.

No one answers immediately. Which tells me everything. I sigh dramatically. “Great. Love that. Love mysterious silence. Always means something healthy.”

Luca walks toward the dead man’s chair and studies the fresh ink on his arm.

“The coordinates are real,” he says.

“Cool.”

“The symbol is a cipher marker.”

“Even cooler.”

His gaze lifts to mine. “It’s tied to financial routes.”

I blink. “You say that like I know what that means.”

“It means,” one of the suited men cuts in sharply, “you just tattooed access codes for mafia accounts onto a dead courier.”

Silence. I stare at him, then at the corpse, then back at Luca.

“...That feels illegal.”

“No shit,” the suited man snaps.

I point at the body. “In my defense, he was dying very aggressively.”

The man looks like he wants to strangle me, while Luca looks like he’s trying not to laugh about it. Which is somehow worse.

I strip off my bloody gloves and toss them onto the counter. 

“Okay,” I say. “So let me summarize tonight:

A stranger dies in my chair, the mafia storms my shop, and apparently, I accidentally participated in organized crime arts and crafts.”

“You’re involved now,” the suited man says.

“I was involved the second he bled on my furniture.”

The man steps toward me, Luca steps forward too, small movements, instant tension. The suited guy notices immediately and stops. Interesting again.

Luca’s voice stays calm. “She’s not leaving alone.”

I look between them. “Oh, absolutely not. Nobody gets to say cryptic things like that around me.”

The suited man rubs his jaw. “Word’s already spreading.”

My stomach tightens. “How fast?”

“Fast enough.”

Translation: 

Very, because New Orleans runs on gossip, alcohol, and crime. Usually in that order. I grab a rag and start wiping blood off my station because, apparently, I process trauma through cleaning.

“So what now?” I ask.

Luca watches me quietly. “Now,” he says, “people will come looking for you.”

I snort. “People already come looking for me. I’m charming.”

“Not for this.” Something in his tone finally cuts through my sarcasm.

Cold. Certain. Predatory, and suddenly the room feels too small.

I set the rag down slowly. “How many groups?”

“Three confirmed,” Luca says.

“Three?”

“One wants the coordinates.” “Another thinks you memorized them.” “The third will kill you to make sure nobody else gets answers.”

I stare at him. “...Fantastic.”

“You need protection.”

I bark out a laugh immediately. “No.”

One of the suited men mutters something under his breath in Italian. Probably about me being difficult. He’d be right.

“I’m serious,” Luca says.

“So am I.” I grab my keys off the counter. “I’m going home.”

“No.”

I pause. Slowly turn toward him. “No?” 

Luca’s expression never changes. “You can’t stay alone tonight.”

“You say that like you’re my dad.”

“No,” he says evenly. “Your father would ask.”

Okay. That one almost got me. Unfortunately for him, I’m powered entirely by spite. “I don’t need protection,” I say.

“You do.”

“I carry knives.”

“I know.”

The words hit strangely. I narrow my eyes. “Why do you know that?”

Luca doesn’t answer, and that’s somehow worse than answering.

I point at him. “See? This. This is serial killer behavior.”

One of the suited men coughs suddenly like he’s hiding a laugh. Luca ignores him completely.

“We’re leaving,” he says.

“We?”

“You’re coming with me.”

“Absolutely not.”

He studies me for a second. Then: “Fine.”

I blink. “That was easy.”

“It wasn't an agreement.”

Oh, I already hate him.

▪️▪️▪️

An hour later, I leave through the back alley behind the shop with two knives in my boots, pepper spray in my jacket pocket, and the overwhelming feeling that my life has become a documentary titled *Woman Makes Terrible Choices Under Pressure.*

Rain pours hard enough to blur the streetlights, making the city glow gold and wet around me. I make it exactly half a block before headlights appear behind me.

A motorcycle.

Of course.

I keep walking. The bike rolls beside me slowly. I don’t look over.

“If you’re trying to impress me,” I call over the rain, “this is deeply creepy.”

Luca rides one-handed beside me like following women through dark streets is a completely normal hobby.

“Get on.”

“No.”

“You’re being followed.”

“I’m being followed by you.”

“That’s different.”

“It absolutely is not.”

He kills the engine and steps off the bike in one smooth movement. Rain slides down the tattoos on his throat. Oh my, that’s, nope, not doing that. God, he’s so hot it's annoying.

“Stop following me.”

“I’m escorting you.”

“To where?”

“Safety.”

“You stabbed someone in a parking lot an hour ago.”

“And now the parking lot is safer.”

I hate that I don’t immediately have a comeback for that. Before I can recover, movement flashes at the far end of the alley.

Three figures. Coming fast, not moving like drunk tourists, no, they are moving with purpose.

Luca sees them too. And the terrifying part? He doesn’t look worried. He looks tired. Like this is merely another inconvenience in his evening.

One hand reaches behind his back calmly. Gun. Obviously.

“Get on the bike, Izzy.”

The fact that he knows my name stops me cold. I never told him. The rain pounds harder around us. The men at the end of the alley pull weapons.

And Luca, is he smiling? It's a small, cold, but excited smile.

That’s when I realize something important:

The biker problem might actually be the least dangerous thing about him.
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Chapter 3

Breaking and Entering
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The first gunshot cracks through the alley loud enough to rattle the fire escapes. I duck automatically. Luca doesn’t, of course, he doesn’t; apparently, self-preservation is optional when you look like a man handcrafted by violence and poor communication skills.

“Bike,” he says calmly.

Another shot sparks against the brick near my head.

“Oh, now you’re making valid points.”

I jump onto the motorcycle behind him just as Luca fires once over his shoulder.

One shot.

One scream. The men behind us scatter instantly.

Which tells me two things:

One: Luca is terrifying.

Two: This is not his first extremely illegal evening.

The bike roars forward hard enough to shove me against his back. The rain lashes across my face as we tear through the French Quarter like fugitives in a very expensive cologne ad. I grip the back of his jacket.
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