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HER DEATH WAS EXACTLY how Mama T wanted.

Every Romani celebrated death the way they did life. With song and dance until their feet ached. Food and drink until they were stuffed. And every single family member nearby to embrace.

Carmen Solvak just wanted her grandmother back.

Lucien had Mandy. Her little brother was head over heels for a girl who adored him just as much, if not more. His music career destined for success, and someday soon, Carmen promised she'd tell him about Mama T's involvement in making that happen. Today was not that day.

In another corner, her grandmother's charge, Robert, held on tight to Kyrissa, never leaving her side. He embraced his new life with every ounce of strength he possessed. Who could blame him after what they'd been through? Kyrissa was lucky to be alive and Robert had no idea how to mourn like a mortal, free to grieve for the first time in eternity. After vanquishing a demon that tormented Robert for more than five hundred years and nearly snared Kyrissa in the same curse, who saved whom was still up for debate.

Where did this leave Carmen?

Alone. Again.

"Everything is beautiful." Christophe Solvak overshadowed her. "You undoubtedly knew her far better than I in order to put something so perfect together, as if she were still here."

"She left me instructions," Carmen said, lifting her wine glass. Carmen hadn't bothered to ask for her father's help in making funeral arrangements, other than using Solvak's to host the festivities, though festive Carmen was not. "Very detailed instructions."

“She only instructed me to check on you.”

“Because if she hadn’t,” Carmen sighed, the truth sinking in. “You would not have thought to do even that.”

"She practically raised you," he whispered. 

"Someone had to." 

"Carmen," her father said, his voice taut and lecturing. His tailored suit shone in the flickering candlelight that filled the club as stiff and formal as him. "We all have responsibilities within our world. Nobody understood that better than Mama."

“Which responsibilities would those be? The ones where you called Lucien and I long distance to ‘handle’ a problem at one of your numerous businesses? Or wait, maybe it was the terse demands emailed to the management companies that I then needed to smooth over after they threatened lawsuits.”

“I did more than that,” Christophe huffed. He stiffened as a few heads turned to contemplate their loud whispered conversation.

“That’s right. I forgot all about the flight itinerary phone calls where you required Lucien to pick you up. Didn’t matter that he had his own responsibilities with Robert.” Carmen drained half her glass to drown a throat raw with emotion. And maybe stem the uncontrolled rage pouring out of her mouth.

“I did what I had to for my charge.”

"And some of us did whatever we had to do to keep the rest of our family together." They'd had this argument more times than Carmen could count, but what was one more time for old time’s sake? "Will you excuse me?" Carmen asked, leaving her father's side before he could answer.

Her feet drew her to the kitchen as if on autopilot, but she stopped short before crossing the threshold. Every time she walked through those doors, she still expected a Mama T bear hug greeting her on the other side. She blinked rapidly. Would the ache ever abate? At this rate, she might never go into that room again.

Carmen slipped behind the unattended bar to find her favorite vodka. The waiters were all carrying wine. She needed something with more of a kick, intent on drowning her grief like any responsible adult.

"I thought funerals were a good place to pick up women," Mikhail whispered. Carmen spit out her drink. Leaning against the bar, he scanned the room, his frown growing. "Everyone here is either a part of a couple or else family."

"Seriously? You're trying to find a hook up at Mama T's funeral?" Carmen paused in mopping up her mess to punch her cousin's shoulder. "Geez, Mik. Have you no respect?"

"I respect that Mama T was a huge proponent of love and I’m just looking for some." Mikhail coughed. "Can't blame a guy for trying."

"Yes, I can, actually." Carmen downed the rest of her vodka, silently refilling the glass once more.

At least one of us is looking.

Without Mama T harping on her to stop working, Carmen assumed her future included a lot of late nights at the office because she had no reason to go home—and no one waiting for her. 

“So, you still playing pretend lawyer?” He chuckled when she huffed and rolled her eyes.

“I am a lawyer, Mik.” One art history degree, a business major and three torts classes later, Carmen was on her way to becoming a formidable intellectual property attorney. Who knew she’d enjoy the legal field so much when she entered law school in an effort to make herself indispensable to the family business? 

“You really like all that legal wrangling?”

“Yeah. I do.” She smirked. “I get paid to argue. And I’m pretty damn good at it.” Maybe now she could concentrate on her career and prove it to everyone else. 

Mik snorted. “No comment on the grounds that you’ll hurt me if I do.” 

Carmen sighed. She'd give it all up for one more day with Mama T.

"Who is that?" Mikhail whistled, nudging Carmen towards a woman in sleek black pants and knee-high boots with three-inch heels.

"Claire? She's Lucien's agent." Carmen snorted. "And older than your mom."

"She have a daughter by any chance?" Mikhail joked. At least Carmen thought he was joking.

"Hopeless," Carmen said, shaking her head. "You are utterly hopeless."

"And on a mission to find out if that woman has a daughter," he said, heading towards Claire. Her warning died before it ever crossed her lips. She couldn't decide whether Mikhail or Claire needed the warning more.

At the back of the room, Carmen leaned against the hard, cold wood. Music filled the pools of candlelight with the beginning chords of a song Lucien wrote for the occasion. Angelic voice, he strummed the guitar Mama T had given him; it had been her father's. After the first chorus, his band joined him onstage as if planned. No such plans existed. They played alongside her brother as if they were his family.

Family.

Not a dry eye in the room, surrounded by more friends and family than Carmen knew she had, yet her skin crawled with the proximity of so many bodies. Her heart ached with the loss of one. She needed out of this room. Now. Downing the last of the vodka, she made her way to the back of the club, dodging the waitstaff who didn't even give her a second look.

Head buzzing and eyes stinging, Lucien’s song chased her. Mama T’s memories haunted her as though her grandmother’s voice whispered in her ear.

Go.

She would not break down. Not now. Not here. Everyone considered her strong, unbreakable. Mama T had known the truth. Her steps quickened, her right heel skidding on the tile floor. Carmen cursed the stiletto heels she donned for tonight to match her short black dress.

Hurry. 

The back door loomed. Escape. Blinking back tears she refused to release, Carmen punched the release bar. The door flew open faster than her feet could follow. Falling. Only Mama T wasn’t there to catch her this time.

But someone else was. Biceps and leather flexed under her fingers. Warmth at her waist seeped through the fabric as if it wasn't even there. Strong hands rested on her hips, steadying her until she regained her balance. Pushing off a broad chest, while dark eyes watched her every move, tingles skipped across her palms in teasing whispers of potential. Her headlong escape to solitude from the funeral celebration landed her head first into the arms of a stranger.​
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Chapter Two
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​ONE MOMENT, THE SHADOWS moved and Victor swore they lived. The next, a large metal door slammed opened. Victor barely saved his nose from smashing into the surface by blocking the edge with one hand. The light from the doorway blinding him, Victor grunted as a solid mass smashed against his chest. His back careened into the adjoining brick wall in the narrow alleyway preventing him from falling flat on his ass.

"Shit," someone swore.

Warmth and burning. Pain and pleasure twisted together, intoxicating him to the point that Victor couldn't breathe. And when Victor's vision refocused, the most beautiful creature he ever laid eyes on was securely within his arms. A flush of desire starting from his toes heated him from the inside out until he feared he might burst into flames at any moment. 

Long black hair spilled over one shoulder. Soft fabric caught on his rough hands, the slim dress hugging to-die-for curves. Lashes framed the darkest eyes Victor ever saw. Something in that stare captivated him, held him in place as though the world no longer spun, but revolved around her. And it just might.

This woman carried Guardian blood.

"Thank you," the woman said. Skimming her hands across his chest, the woman studied him in the limited light of the alleyway. "I wasn't expecting anyone else to be out here."

Slowly as if willing each muscle in his arm to work, he released the woman. Stumbling backwards a step, he braced himself against the opposite wall. He let out a deep sigh when space separated them. Yet the mystical energies inherent in someone with Guardian blood remained to taunt him. Every line of ink crisscrossing his skin burned. The thirst reawakened by her touch.

"What the hell was that?" She stared at him, rubbing at her hands as though he'd just electrocuted her.

“Sorry,” Victor muttered, relief washing his fears away. She didn’t know what she was.

The woman’s voice softened, straining to be heard over the music coming through the doorway. “Who are you?”

"Nobody," Victor whispered. His fingers grazed his short black hair. "And if you're smart, you'd try to remember that and forget it all at the same time. Don’t worry. You’ll never see me again." He didn't wait for her to respond, dashing for the street, ignoring the same shadows that had led him down that darkened alley.

Victor ran down an unfamiliar street. Behind him, footsteps chased his path. Hard clicks against cobbled brick set pace with passing traffic. Had the dark-hair woman followed him? A week ago, the city had called to him through the dull pulsing sensations of the white ink covering his body, piquing his interest. The power within the fleeting shadows enticed him to uncover what the city hid. Now he understood his mistake.

Curiosity was a bitch and Fate her sidekick.

What were the chances of running into an actual Guardian in Baltimore? Or worse, find his Guardian. He’d been running from his father’s Guardian for more than a year, no way would he allow himself to get caught by one now. He didn’t need a Guardian. Didn’t want one. No way would he risk someone discovering Rori. 

Victor had convinced his sister they’d be safe in Baltimore. He failed to mention that his body hummed, his heart raced and every hair on his body raised the moment they set foot in the city. If she even suspected he was out tracing the pull of ink in the wind, no way she would've let him leave tonight. Hell, she would've pushed him back on his vintage Victory and hightailed both their asses out of the city before either of them blinked.

After a sharp right turn at the next crossing and slipping to the other side of the road, he glanced both ways behind him. Even though no one was there, every one of Victor's flares went up. Tires squealed against the pavement. Victor turned toward the sounds and froze. A figure emerged from shadows. Darkness reached for him. His ink hummed. Victor fought the seductive pull—the power high loosing himself in the ink offered—and ran.

His boots pounded the cement as he escaped down an alley and crossed another side street before stopping to listen. The shadowy figure appeared again and Victor ducked between two buildings.

Slipping deeper and deeper into the labyrinth of bricks and alleys swallowing him, he strained every sense. No footfalls thumped on the pavement except his. No light beckoned, the burned out street lamps dead eyes in the night, oblivious to his flight. Only rotting garbage and the musty scent of wet leaves from the previous night's rain assaulted his nose.

Still he ran.

An eerie silence deafened. In the distance, lack of movement startled him more than chaos as if something sucked all the air out of the alley. The farther Victor got from the mysterious woman, the more he felt like a rat herded into a cage. The walls shrank, closing in on him at the edges of his vision until his shoulders felt pressed.

He pushed his back to the cold, brick wall. Straining to slow his ragged breathing, each inhale pulled against the tattoo lines pulsing across his chest—exactly where she’d touched him. The white ink scabbed and peeled weeks ago but never fully healed. He didn't know why—although as an Ink Master he should—but couldn't ignore the faint whisper of Guardian ink that whirled in the wind nearby as a possible reason.

Body buzzing like a transformer ready to blow, Victor couldn’t be sure whether he ran to or from someone. Either way, he'd come to a dead end alley with no escape. Unable to stand upright any longer, his body slumped down the wall. Shaking hands hid his face.

Victor told himself he wasn't in Baltimore because the Guardian tattoos called to him, like a fix called to an addict on the nighttime breeze. He told his sister that they were just passing through. Convinced her that the white ink on his body had healed. He assured the motel manager he'd pay him in full by the end of the day. And he’d just told the mysterious woman their paths would never cross again.

In the past twenty-four hours, Victor Rusu told a lot of lies. Fate just had dealt him a hand he didn’t want to play and couldn’t outrun.​
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Chapter Three
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​FORGET? FORGETTING this man, this stranger, would be like forgetting to breathe.

Like the adrenaline rushes she got racing her motorcycle, Carmen couldn't control the shakes now coursing through her. Whatever the hell just happened, embedded itself into her very soul.

Blurry images flashed past her vision. Light, pure and innocent, intertwined with black shadows. Her hand scraping against the rough brick kept her upright. Barely. Carmen shook her head. Too much vodka. That had to be it.

She considered chasing him down and demanding his name. Even took a step to do so, promptly stumbling as her heel caught in a crack of broken cement. Definitely the vodka. Maybe she needed to rethink her love of high heels—at least when vodka got involved. With her motorcycle locked up back at Robert's studio, trying to get the keys to Lucien's truck was her only option. Which would require an explanation. One she couldn't give.

"Who's the guy?" Lucien slurred. 

Carmen jumped, wondering how long her brother had been standing behind her. "Nobody." 

The urgency to find the mystery man, learn more about him, a distraction she didn’t need. She rubbed the center of her chest where an ache pulsed and tugged as if all the blood in her body pooled around her heart. At any moment, she expected it to burst.

“You okay?” Lucien pointed an unsteady finger at her chest.

Darkness flittered at the edges of her vision. Goosebumps swept across her skin, the hair standing up straight.

“Carmen?” Warm hands on her upper arms chased the uneasy feeling away.

Okay. Definitely no more vodka tonight. She smiled at Lucien only then noticing the blood.

“I’m fine. I, um, fell against the brick is all. Stupid heels. Must have cut my hand.” She used Lucien’s offered handkerchief to wipe away the color staining her fingertips, but her gaze drifted to the mouth of the alleyway.

If only it was as easy to wipe away the memory of her mystery man. Short black hair, spiked on top. Two days’ worth of scruff covering his jaw. Maybe three. Her fingers twitched remembering the soft faded t-shirt under her fingertips, untucked from well-worn jeans except in the front. The leather motorcycle jacket and boots sexy as hell. If she had met him under any other situation, he would totally be the type of guy she'd chat up. The gentleness of his touch, his strong arms around her, his broad chest beneath her...

Get a grip, Carmen. She shook her head. Spirits, she was as bad as Mikhail.

"What are you doing out here?” Carmen snapped at her brother. Heaving a sigh, she reigned in her frustrations. Lucien deserved better from her. “Don't tell me you're partied out." Sounds from the celebration seeped out the door. Each note of music, every group laugh, reminded her of what she lost. Or maybe never had all along.

"Looking for you." Lucien weaved on his feet. Carmen grabbed him before he did a faceplant on the oil-stained pavement.

"You're drunk."

"I'm susspposed to be." His words slurred, almost uninterpretable.

She knew the tradition, the way her family mourned, but she didn't feel like trying to explain to some county judge at two a.m. why a nineteen-year-old was completely wasted at her father's private club.

Lucien looked down at her. Light green eyes, so unlike her rich brown ones, filled with concern. So much wiser than his years, though she'd never admit that to him.

"I was...worried when I saw you leave."

"Worried? Why?"

Lucien leaned against the brick wall. Closing his eyes a moment, he struggled to make his mouth form the correct words. "You were Mama T's favorite. Closest to her. I always envied that."

"That's not true," Carmen whispered. The ache of her grandmother's death an empty hole needing to be filled. "She loved us all equally."

"Nuh uh." He waved his hand dismissing her statement, catching his balance on the wall before Carmen needed to help. "You...were special. She told me once she never worried ‘bout you. That your path was bright and clear." A frown creased Lucien's brow. "That you'd always see where you were going." He shook his head, the movement overbalancing him once more.

"Come on, little brother. Let's get you back to the party. Mandy's probably frantic to find you."

Pausing at the open door, a single shooting star streaked across the sky. Carmen rubbed at her arms. The hair stood straight up again, but not from the cool night air—energy danced across her skin. Change was coming if she believed the old myths Mama T preached.

Five minutes ago, she might’ve agreed with Lucien. Yet her soul continued to pulse with the mark a stranger left behind as it sank deeper into her core. A stranger she needed to find as surely as she needed to breathe.​
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Chapter Four


[image: ]




​WHAT IN HELL POSSESSED him to come here? The minute he felt the white he should’ve grabbed Rori, hopped back on his bike, and hightailed it out of Baltimore. Well, he’d fix that now. 

The corners of another sketchbook curled and peeled in the fire Victor set in a rust-pitted 55-gallon drum behind the motel. He threw the last one on the pile and doused the whole thing with lighter fluid. The whoosh as the fuel caught sucked away his breath. A cool November breeze fanned the flames, forcing him to take a step back.

Fifteen months of his life turned to ash in less than five. That had to be a new record, even for him. Another ten minutes and all evidence of his hand drawn Guardian tattoos would be gone. Designs never inked. Connections never made. If only he could suppress the call of the white carried in the midnight breeze as easily. Or pictures of the raven-haired beauty who tumbled into his arms.

They needed to run. Again. Before the ink seduced him to the point of no return. Or was it the woman? He rubbed the spot under his shirt where she seared a connection straight to his core with a single touch. Fuck. He'd convinced Rori this time would be different. That he would be better at hiding and better at making sure no one learned their secret. His secret. Her gift.

“The white is your legacy,” their father told them time and again. Some legacy. Look where it got him. Dead. At the hands of his own brother.

“More like a curse,” Victor muttered. Only the hands of someone carrying the blood of the last Master could lay the sacred ink. Victor and Rori were the last of that line. Other than their uncle. And that man would stop at nothing to drain them both of their powers.

That would never happen. Not while he still had breath to protect his sister.

Victor pulled the hood of his sweatshirt tighter around his face and headed towards the tiny motel room where he left Rori earlier. She was asleep when he walked into the room. Peaceful. Or else as peaceful as he'd seen her in recent years. Figures he’d screw that up too.

"Pack your bag." Victor threw the small messenger bag his sister always carried into her lap. He'd already shoved all the clothes he owned into another bag. Two pairs of jeans plus the black pants he wore. Four t-shirts, three gray and one white. And a sweatshirt, charcoal, still on his back. "You have ten minutes."

"Dude. What the hell?" Rubbing her eyes, Rori didn't move from her position on the couch. Not that Victor blamed her for napping there. It was more comfortable than the beat up old mattress in the room and the first couch they'd had in years. In New York, their apartment barely fit two twin beds in the one room.

"We're leaving. Tonight," Victor declared, kicking her foot to spur an action. He shouldn't have to explain a sudden change of scenery to Rori, the need for urgency. They'd seen their fair share of emergency relocations and she was two-thirds the reason he always ran. His own protection only dictated a third of his concern at any given time.

Tonight he hadn't thought of his sister at all. Only of himself and his obsessive need for the next ink high. Look where that got them. Screwed. Again.

Rori sat up, leaning back against the seat. "Not until you tell me why this time." She tossed the green bag on the floor.

"Things have changed," Victor spit, picking up the bag. The handle had been duct taped a few times and the fabric was practically see-through along one of the seams. He'd fix that as soon as they were on the road. Seconds passed. His outstretched arm holding the bag started to shake.

“Rori,” he growled when she didn’t move.

“Victor.” She stared at him. Arms crossed over the faded yellow sunshine shirt he bought for her birthday years ago, his sister didn’t budge. Content to waste time when time was a hot commodity they didn't have enough of. By now, the woman from the alley could be asking the wrong questions of the wrong people and putting all their lives in jeopardy.

"Someone is too close. Pack your shit and let's go."

"Fine," Rori snapped. Standing, she opened the bag wide enough to toss the only things in the bag that Victor knew she'd never leave without, her white case of bamboo sticks and needles. A small vial of ink and one of invisible oil went in next. She slung the bag over her shoulder. "I'm ready. Where are we going this time?"

"I don't know." Victor grabbed Rori's clothes from her drawer and shoved them in his bag. He couldn't know when they'd be able to get new ones and wasn't going to argue with her about it now.

"Excuse me?" Rori paused in the middle of the room, shoulders hanging limp. "If someone's already too close, then they have our names and enough info to track us. We can't get new identities while we're on the run. And what about money?” A scowl creased her brow. “Planning to run off in the middle of the night and lay some fucking ink down?"

"I wasn't inking anyone." Not now. They weren't staying in town long enough to meet the ink contact. Victor sighed. "I'll sell my bike." His bike was the one thing he never left behind and arranging to bring overseas with them wasn’t easy. He inked a lot of underground tattoos to pay for it. Now the Vintage Triumph was their only source of money.

"You're not selling Dad's bike," Rori said, dropping the bag from her shoulder and crossing her arms over her chest once more. "Look. I'm not sure what has you so spooked all of a sudden, but we need some time to plan, figure out where the hell to go next. I can get a job under the table and save up some cash. We can figure something out. Together." Rori twirled her long strawberry-blonde hair into a tight bun. Their mother had worn her hair the same way for the little time Victor could remember her. "So let's just stay put for a few weeks like planned. Okay?"

Rori stood solid in front of the motel door. An unmovable rock amongst a swirling maelstrom of confusion. To Victor's chaos, Rori was his calm. Somehow, she always managed to bring a sense of peace to a situation, no matter how chaotic.

Victor caved, like usual, when Rori dug her heels in against his headlong flights. He nodded. "But keep the bags packed," he said. "Just in case."

He couldn't help the nagging in his gut that told him to run as far and fast as he could from the woman in the alley. Run even faster from the sensation still coursing through his chest where she had touched the unhealed white ink. And don't stop running until they were on the other side of the country. Or a different country altogether.

"I never bother to unpack long enough to have to pack a bag." Rori smiled. She dragged the bag along the ground until she got into the bathroom, shutting the door and leaving Victor out.

He sagged onto brown, threadbare bedspread covering the lumpy mattress. The bag in Victor's hand was everything they owned. Their entire lives, minus the vintage Triumph motorcycle, fit in one medium sized duffel bag he could sling on his back. And Victor couldn't dare to hope for ever having more.

Rori. His sister. She was all the family he had left. And he'd do whatever it took to protect her.​
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​"I THOUGHT I HEARD SOMEONE moving around down here."

Carmen looked up from cleaning to see Kyrissa descending the stairs from Robert's loft bedroom suite. It amazed her that anyone could look so put together barefoot, with sleep mussed hair, and dressed in nothing but a faded t-shirt and paint splattered jeans.

"Carmen, it's five-thirty in the morning. What are you doing?"

"I didn't mean to wake you," Carmen said. At least someone had been able to sleep. "I knew this mess would drive Robert crazy, so I just thought..." Kyrissa took the rag out of her hands, pulling Carmen into a hug.

Carmen stiffened. She wasn't big on touching or any emotions for that matter. At least not since her mother had died. Only Mama T had hugged her without reservation. A sensation she hadn't realized she missed so much in the few short days since her passing. 

Kyrissa held on. Carmen forced herself to awkwardly pat Kyrissa back. Kyrissa broke the embrace but transferred the hold to Carmen's hands. 

"I swear, for such a close family, you all need to loosen up and show each other how much you care about one another. Robert is the worst of all of you, though. I guess he’s had the longest to learn the bad habit."

Her words sounded harsh, but Carmen heard the lilt in them at the mere mention of Robert. There was no doubt about the love Kyrissa felt for him.

"And where is our favorite control freak?"

"Sleeping." Kyrissa smiled and winked. "I might have slipped something into his drink after I wore him out to make sure he slept. Something I might add, you should be doing, too."

"Sleep and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms right now.” Neither was sex, but she wasn’t going there. “However, coffee and I are the best of friends." Leaning over the kitchen counter, she snagged a mug and poured Kyrissa a cup.

"Mmmmm. Hazelnut?"

"Yep. With a hint of vanilla." Normally, Carmen drank her coffee black. But Mama T insisted the vanilla chased away any bitterness and right now, Carmen was bitter.

Inhaling deep, the smell reminded her of her grandmother. The ache of loss returned, except this time it included a certain mystery man. Dammit. She had managed to forget him while cleaning.

"You okay?" Intense green eyes stared at her. "If I didn't know better, I'd swear you were pining over a guy."

Carmen gasped. How in the hell could Kyrissa know? No one knew, except Lucien and he was sound asleep in Mandy's arms, sleeping off what would be a spectacular hangover later.

"Wow. I could paint the sexual tension you just projected.” Kyrissa formed her hands in a square as if she framed Carmen in a painting. “Who the hell is this guy and why haven't I met him yet?" 

Carmen faltered back a step. "What? No. It's not like that. I don’t even know him. I mean, I just met him, kinda, well, not really." Carmen rarely rambled, but when she did, she excelled like an idiot. Sexual attraction? Not likely. More like sexual frustration. It had been a while and he was gorgeous and all, but hell, she had no idea who he was much less anything else about him.

Carmen dropped into a chair, the coolness of the soft leather contrasting against the heat pouring off her skin. "I don't even know his name."

"Do tell." Kyrissa settled into the chair next to her. "Where did you meet him?"

"Last night." Was it only last night? It felt like a lifetime ago. "Outside."

"He was at the funeral, I mean celebration?"

Carmen smiled. Kyrissa was still learning the Romani ways and having no family of her own anymore, the dynamics of a large extended family sometimes overwhelmed her. Surrounded by mostly male cousins, Carmen never had a confidant she could talk girl stuff with, at least not until Mandy showed up. But Mandy's connection to her little brother weirded her out too much. Yet here was Kyrissa, comforting her, like the little sister Carmen always wanted.

"Not exactly. I ran into him. Literally." Carmen shook her head. “I tripped in those damn heels in the alleyway and fell into his arms." Strong arms that held her tight. Safe. Secure. At least until she pressed against his chest. A tingle danced over her skin where he had touched her, now aching for him to repeat the gesture.

"He must have made some impression.” Kyrissa pointed to Carmen’s hands. “You're trembling."

Carmen pushed to her feet, pacing. "That's just it. I don't understand what happened. One minute I was interrogating him. The next, I felt like someone tased me." Snippets of images teased at her. But like trying to grasp a handful of fog, she kept coming up empty—and frustrated. “It’s like I should know...something. But how can I? I mean, I just met him.” She turned to face Kyrissa. "Stupid, huh?"

"Not at all." Rising slowly, Kyrissa caught Carmen’s shaking hands once more. At least she managed not to flinch. Kyrissa had a touch thing. Not that Carmen minded too much. It grounded her. Like Mama T used to do.

"Robert always talks about fate. That he never believed in it until he met me. He said Mama T always seemed to know where she was supposed to be, where he was supposed to be. Just because she's not here physically with us anymore, doesn't mean she's not still guiding you. Maybe you were supposed to meet this mysterious man and she drew you both to the correct place."

Only Mama T could pull at the winds of fate like that. Tears stung Carmen's eyes and she pulled Kyrissa into a tight hug before she let Kyrissa see her almost cry. The thought of her grandmother still watching over her filled her with hope. That was Kyrissa's true gift—teaching people to hope when they forgot how.

"But I still have no idea how to find him."

"What would Mama T tell you?" Kyrissa asked.

Carmen laughed. "Follow you heart." Carmen imitated the beloved broken speech pattern of Mama T. "It show you where you belong."

"And where is that?" Kyrissa's stomach gurgled out a loud complaint sending both women into hushed giggles that echoed around the apartment.

"To the one place Mama T always loved."

"Yuri and the Greek Deli?" Kyrissa offered. The place held a special spot in her heart. "We can bring something back for Mandy and the guys."

"Did someone mention my name and food? I hope so because I am starving." Mandy walked in, not bothering to knock.

"Looks like the girls are the only ones who survived last night's celebration," Kyrissa muttered with a grin. "We're going to head out to Yuri's for some breakfast. Up for a trip?"

"Hell yes. I don't expect Lucien to move for another several hours. At least, not without loud complaints, which I don't want to listen to. What about Robert?"

"Out cold. I'll wake him later." The gleam in Kyrissa's jade-colored eyes left no doubt in Carmen's mind as to the manner she planned to wake him.

Linking arms with both women as they left the apartment, Carmen already felt better. Action. That was her strong suit. Attack the problem, tear it into pieces she could control and manipulate. Plans formulated in her head. She'd talk to Detective Reese, see if she could borrow one of his sketch artists. His face was a blur, but the tattoos stood out stark in her mind's eye. She could check out some of the local tattoo parlors and see if anyone recognized the work. 

Fate or no fate, whoever this mystery man was, she'd find him.​
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Chapter Six
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​VICTOR TOSSED AND TURNED most of the night with one ear listening for any signs at the door and one foot on the ground, ready to run. How he thought he'd manage to get any sleep after Rori convinced him to stay put, when every one of his nerves stood on edge in this city, he wasn't sure. Somewhere around five-thirty, he gave up trying.

He sat up on the couch, the packed bag still lying at his feet. If they were staying put, he'd have to come up with some cash. And fast. Victor only knew one way to do just that and he still had time to make it happen.

Getting dressed, he ran through the plan in his head. Meet the guy willing to pay for white ink, fulfill the guy's tattoo dreams, get paid and get out. Get out of the situation. Get out of Baltimore. Get out of danger.

Victor couldn't explain why, but he couldn't help think that he and Rori were in imminent danger and the sooner he could get them out of the city, the better he'd feel. No matter how hard Rori dragged her feet.

"Where are you going?" Rori's voice squeaked from the bed. Not sure how long she'd been awake watching him get ready, Victor decided not to lie to her. Again.

"Out." Instead, he chose to evade her altogether. "Don't leave the room."

"Victor," she warned, her voice laced with disapproval. "I know what you're doing."

Of course she did. She always knew. 

"Doesn't matter," he said, heading towards the door. "You wanted me to come up with a plan. We need money. That’s my plan." He left out that he already had a lead on ink in the city and he didn't wait for her response. He closed the door behind him and hopped into a cab before Rori could follow.

Victor pulled the collar of his leather jacket up to cover his ears. The brisk chill wind coming off the Baltimore bay seeped into his bones. Miami. As soon as this meeting was over, he'd find a map and route a safe passage to Miami, so he and Rori could spend the winter in warmer temperatures.

Victor repeated the same path he traveled last night. This time, no ink taunted him in the breeze. No footsteps followed his shadow and nothing chased him into alleys. But when he found himself staring into the Greek Deli, he hesitated half a second too long.

"Uhum," a deep voice cleared his throat to Victor's right. A thin man with dark blonde hair squinted at him. The longish top fell into his eyes and he brushed the strands back against the shaved sides. "I'm Jay. Are you V?"

Victor ducked his head, checking over both his shoulders. Normally, he wouldn't have even acknowledged the guy with bloodshot eyes peering over the top of dark sunglasses. But his ink hummed. The lines scrolling the guy's arm below the pushed up sleeves and the intricately detailed skull showing at the base of his throat told Victor this guy was no stranger to ink.

Victor closed his eyes. In his mind, a line of dark ink tangled the white he hadn’t yet placed. How was it possible to bear both dark and light ink? That could be a problem and Victor had enough of those right now.

Flight or fight. Victor had thirty seconds to decide whether to evade this guy by telling him he had the wrong person. Or he could take this guy’s money and ink him.

With a sigh, Victor opened the door to the deli and nodded for the guy to go inside.

"End of the counter," Victor stated, thankful the place seemed nearly deserted. He'd already scoped the vicinity of the back door to this seat and it provided a quick getaway in case needed. Victor hoped it wouldn't be, but so far, Baltimore wasn't turning out exactly the way he’d expected.

Jay dropped into a seat second from the end of the counter. Victor slid in wondering how Jay knew to leave the last seat open for him. From this location, he could see a round man, of obvious Greek descent, behind the counter helping a group at the other end of the deli. Beside the man, a waitress held up a full coffee pot. Victor nodded and held up two fingers.

The two men sized each other up while the woman filled their cups. Jay broke first.

"Can I get a breakfast sandwich, love? The special," a slight British accent teasing at the vowels of his speech. Jay smiled at the woman. 

Victor ordered two sandwiches, asking for his order to go. He waited for the waitress to retreat before engaging Jay further. He couldn't afford someone overhearing their conversation and he hadn't gotten this far without at least pretending to be a little patient.

"You're not an easy bloke to track down." Jay winked, pouring enough milk into the coffee that Victor was offended. He liked strong coffee and didn't have room for milk, especially not this morning.

"Good." Victor wasn't sure how Jay did manage to track him down and he wouldn't ask until he had cash in hand. And he wouldn't get the cash until he agreed to ink the guy sitting next to him. "Let me see your arm."

"What?" Jay asked, his face contorted between analyzing the request and making a run for it. Jay was a guy with something to hide.

"I need to see the ink you already have. Just what's visible up to here." Victor touched the top of his shoulder. The last thing he needed was for this guy to remove his shirt entirely.

Without a word, Jay slipped out of his jacket and held his arm out but never took his eyes off Victor's face. Victor never mentioned that sometimes, white ink couldn't be done on a person who already had dark ink, at least not without neutralizing the darkness, and Victor didn't have time for that kind of commitment. An endeavor to balance someone could take days, weeks even. Once, he remembered his father attempting to neutralize dark ink that took months. Victor had hours at best, maybe a day. No more.

As if requested, Jay offered up his other arm. "My chest is covered too," he said proudly. "And part of my back. But don't think you want me stripping. Not that I mind a little nudity, but you're not my type, man." Jay shrugged. "I prefer blonds. Or brunettes. Though I've never met a redhead I didn't like, if you know what I mean."

Victor knew what he meant, he just didn't have time to indulge in the crudity. Victor took a deep breath. Jay had more dark ink than Victor originally thought. Not just the normal tat marks people saw, but true blood ink mixed into the black lines, and that was without seeing the rest of his tats. It would be close, just a tad more than Victor had worked with in the past without worrying about neutrality.

"What are you expecting to get out of the ink?" Victor released Jay and braced for the answer. Some people didn't have expectations for white ink other than the novelty. Those were the easy ones. Others knew of the power such marks carried—the mixture of ancient herbs and venom of snakes raised by trained hands. Mixed with aloe oil blessed by Buddhist Monks and hemp grown in sacred remote locations. Each ingredient empowered its own spiritual weight to an individual. He could only hope Jay had no ideas of his own.

"I've heard rumors," Jay said. He tapped his finger on the edge of his coffee cup.

Victor laughed. So much for a quick stick and run. "Don't have time to address rumors." He started to stand up.

Jay grabbed Victor's wrist. He looked over his shoulder and Victor appreciated the care Jay seemed to have for the ink. But if he didn't remove his fingers from Victor's arm, Jay wouldn't live long enough to appreciate the next minute of his life. Jay loosened his grip.

"Let me repeat, what are you expecting to get out of the ink?" He hated this part of the transactions. If someone knew of the spiritual energy of the white, he couldn't just ink them without making sure they knew what they were getting into, at least partially. Some things he couldn't explain.

"I know the white can grant individuals knowledge and connections to others. For some, it sparks balance and creativity. I need a lil’ bit of all that." Jay downed the rest of his coffee like a shot of liquor, signaling the waitress for more. 

Victor settled on the edge of the chair again. He couldn’t deny that the dark ink on Jay would be a thrill to cross.

"And I know it's not cheap. I've got cash." He tapped his jacket pocket. "The amount you quoted still good?"

Victor nodded. That much cash would be enough to get Rori to the other side of the country. Vegas. He'd always heard what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas. What a perfect place to hide out and live underground. As far from the eerie chill of Baltimore as possible.

As if on cue, a cold breeze swept through the open door, icing the nervous sweat sliding down his spine. The cheerful jingle of the bell dismissed none of the alarm growing in his gut telling him to run.

"Has to be tonight, though. Midnight. And I need half up front."

"Not a problem." Jay thumbed through a wad of cash, splitting it into two parts. He put one part into his napkin and handed it over.
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