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Fog turned the cemetery into shades of black and gray. It lay on those gathered around the grave, a wet, heavy shroud muting the sounds of grieving as the priest spoke his final words and mourners moved toward the immediate family.

Cathal didn’t cross to offer his condolences, though his mother did, resplendent in designer black and tasteful jewelry. He remained in place even as his father and uncle departed without a word.

They glided through the fog like a pair of ravens, black coats shiny with moisture. Harbingers of death, he thought, knowing that scattered among the mourners were police as well as FBI and ATF agents.

He lingered, trying to recall the dead girl’s face, to dredge up personal memories of Caitlyn, something beyond the smiling photographs present in the funeral home. He failed. All that came to him were thoughts of his cousin, Brianna, and with it, guilt over how seldom their lives intersected.

In the span of a year Brianna had lost her mother and brother.

And now this.

Drugs and gang rape and the death of a friend.

Insanity and murder, if not by intention, then by end result.

He should have made more time for her. He should have . . .

With an acknowledgment of failure, he left the gravesite, returning to the long line of automobiles parked against the curb, transport back to everyday life.

Two heavily muscled men emerged from the gloom as his father and uncle neared identical dark-windowed Mercedes. The men opened back doors, then stood, waiting at attention like the soldiers they were.

Words passed between the brothers. Icy intensity rather than heated argument, accompanied by a glance in his direction before his uncle climbed into a car and was driven away.

A sense of foreboding settled around him but he didn’t slow his footsteps or refuse when his father indicated with a wave that he was to get into the back of the remaining Mercedes. He surrendered his cell phone, a precaution against being listened in on by the authorities, then got into the car.

The doors closed, walling off sound and the possibility of being overheard. His father’s eyes locked on to his. “The animals responsible for this can’t go unpunished.”

Despite knowing his father’s idea of justice involved a shot to the back of the head and an unmarked grave, he said, “I agree.”

“Good.”

The tension left his father. “Good,” he repeated. “A source passed on a name at the funeral. There’s an artist who can help us identify the guilty parties. But there’s a complication.”

The sense of foreboding deepened. “What complication?”

“She might be related to a cop. The guy who passed on the name didn’t know whether it was true or not. All he could say for sure was that she’s got a freaky way with victims.”

“So call in a favor. Have a case file opened. There’s enough about what happened to Brianna and Caitlyn to force an investigation. Let the police make arrangements with the artist. Let them handle it officially and prosecute the guilty parties.”

His father tilted his head toward the empty parking place in front of the Mercedes. “This is personal business. Something your uncle and I need to take care of ourselves. The sooner the better. If you were around more—and I’m not saying you should be, I understand your reasons and I respect your decision—then you’d know Denis isn’t thinking straight. First losing Margo, then Brian. Now this.

“He’s hurting. And a man in that much pain is capable of striking out, damn the consequences. That’s why I’m asking you to run interference here, to minimize the collateral damage by approaching this woman. Pull the right strings to get her to visit Brianna and come up with pictures of the responsible parties.

“Maybe it’ll be simple. Cash for services rendered. Maybe she wants to be a rock star and you can make it happen for her. Maybe she’s lonely and you can convince her between the sheets. Show her a little love so she’ll want to help out here and be willing to keep quiet about it afterward. If you set your mind to it, you can get it done.”

“And if I don’t? If I can’t?”

His father shrugged. “Then my conscience is clear. I’ve tried to do the right thing, walk the line as much as I can given the situation. But I’m not going to stand between Denis and the animals responsible for drugging and raping his baby girl. I’m not going to turn my back on family. Justice will be served on behalf of those two girls, regardless of whether you involve yourself in this matter or not.”

Cathal curled his hand into a fist and fought the urge to answer the verbal jab. He looked beyond his father, at the mourners moving through the fog, leaving Caitlyn to be lowered into her grave.

After a lifetime of keeping his distance, of staying clear of his father and uncle’s business, he wondered if he was about to take the first step on a slippery slope that ended in prison or violent death for most of those who took it.

“How much time do I have to convince her?”

“As much as you need as long as you’re working it steady. I got Denis to agree to that much. To hold off acting. Brianna . . . Well, you’ve seen her. She’s not going to get any worse in the time it’ll take you to come back with an answer.”

His last visit to Brianna played out in his mind, bringing rage and despair at how a vibrant, talented girl now had to be kept heavily sedated and constantly watched. “What’s the woman’s name?”

“Etaín.”

“Irish?”

His father shrugged again. “Don’t know. All I have is the first name and where she can be found. She’s a tattoo artist. Works at a place called Stylin’ Ink.”

“In San Francisco?”

“Yeah, in the city.”

Guilt. Regret. Misgiving. They clawed at him, tearing him up inside and creeping into his guts.

His choice to open a club where people with money traded on their looks and names as they played hard and fast, his involvement with musicians, all of it was an ongoing test of himself—that he could be around vice without becoming what his father and uncle were: criminals.

He saw his mother approaching and knew he had less than a minute before it would be out of his hands. His father glanced over his shoulder and saw the same thing. “You’ll do this for the family?”

The question hung between them, tense with time running out. Heavy with choice and consequence. Innocence and guilt, and the ominous weight of lives already shattered and those that might end the same way.

“I’ll do it,” Cathal said as his mother reached the car. “For Brianna and for Caitlyn.” And so he could live with his own conscience when it came to them, and to the artist Etaín.

Desire hummed through Etaín, piercing the layer of purple latex separating her skin from Salina’s as if the barrier was nonexistent. It coursed through her, stirring an echoing need, though for a man instead of a woman.

It’d been too long since she’d had sex.

She paused to wipe the excess ink off Salina’s back, and to give the hand stretching the skin a break. “You’re thinking about doing the nasty.”

“And you can tell how? I’m not even looking at you.”

“You don’t need to be.”

She didn’t need the visible signs. Salina’s emotions spiked through the gloves like a needle plunging in and hitting a vein, dumping something foreign into her bloodstream.

Skin didn’t lie, not to her. It was her gift, sometimes her curse, to feel what others felt when she touched them, especially when she worked, and afterward, to catch glimpses of their memories.

Tattooing forged a bond, and to give it up would be to give up living. She’d been doing it since she was thirteen, her first tattoos the stylized eyes on her own palms. They’d haunted her dreams and turned into a compulsion she couldn’t escape. It was the same with the elaborate, multicolored vines twisting around her forearms and growing upward from wristbands her mother had inked on her when she was eight.

“One night is all I’m asking for,” Salina said. “Come to the club. Hear Lady Steel play and party with us afterward. I’ll show you a good time. And it’s not like I’m asking you to give up cocks.”

Jamaal snorted without looking up from the row of butterflies he was outlining at the base of his client’s spine. “Dildos aren’t as good as the real thing.”

“And you’ve had both so you know for sure?” Etaín asked.

“I don’t swing that way, baby, you know that. Spend a night in my bed and I’ll show you what I can do.” White teeth flashed against mocha-toned skin. “But I’m warning you, once you’ve had black, you ain’t never going back to those pretty white boys you go around with.”

“Yeah, and if I take you up on your offer, I’ll be looking over my shoulder for DaWanda.”

“There’s enough of me to go around, baby. Besides, DaWanda’s a church-going woman. She’s all about forgiving my sins.”

“More like she’s desperate,” Salina said.

“That was low, and you wearing a shitload of my work. I broke a sweat on your tits and it wasn’t because there were mountains to climb and nice big peaks to camp out on and explore.”

Etaín laughed, familiar with the scene on Salina’s chest. “If you were sweating, it was because you were picturing an X-rated unicorn-and-virgin scenario.”

“Probably comparing his cock to the unicorn’s horn and seeing he comes up short,” Salina said.

“Freud would back you on that.”

“You two are some mean bitches, doing me like this. Don’t think I’ll forget it the next time you come around asking me to put some ink on you.”

“As long as you remember payback’s hell,” Etaín said. “It’s going to take another session to finish the work on your upper thigh. One little slip . . .”

“I ain’t no fool, soon as I get home I’m going online, see if I can find myself an iron-plated jock. Extra, extra, extra large, so I can keep all my essential equipment safe.”

Salina made a choking sound. “Hello. Delusional.”

Etaín dipped the needles of the shader into a cap of gray ink. “What do you expect? When’s the last time you saw a pack of condoms labeled small?”

Salina snickered. “Or extra small.”

“Makes a dildo start looking good in comparison.”

“Damn straight.”

Etaín paused to study the big-breasted mermaid she was working on before placing her hand on Salina’s skin to stretch it. Desire slid into her bloodstream again, a warm pulsing that didn’t bother her even if she didn’t reciprocate it.

The shop went quiet except for the hum of tattoo machines and the sound of U2. She was putting the final touches on the mermaid’s tail when the door jerked open and Derrick stalked in wearing a skintight fuck-me dress and high-heels.

“Don’t let me keep you from your business,” he said, sniffing for effect. “Life goes on.”

The outfit and thick mascara were enough to clue Etaín in, but when he headed directly to the player and changed the tunes to John Mayer she knew he’d been fighting with his boyfriend again.

Jamaal’s machine crashed down on his work stand. “No fucking way! I can’t work to that. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever again after last week.”

Two-hundred and fifty plus pounds of muscle headed toward the player with all the determination of an NFL linebacker. Derrick stood taller, thrusting his chin out. “Go ahead. Strike out at me because I’m in touch with my feelings. Everyone else does.”

“Knock that shit off, you two,” Bryce said, coming around the privacy screen and halting at the sight of Derrick. His eyes widened and his hands went to his hips. “Nice of you to finally show up for work. Now go home and change clothes. Either that or call and reschedule Orlando.”

“Since when do we have a dress code?”

“Since I got finished getting things set up for your client, then came out and saw you.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Then sue me. After you get out of drag and stop channeling your inner diva.”

Derrick huffed. “Well if that’s the way you feel—”

“I do. I’m not having my shop trashed by Orlando when he walks in to get his ass worked on and sees you waiting for him like that.”

“You’re overreacting.”

“I’m the boss. It’s my privilege.”

“I’ll change, but it’s under protest.”

“That works for me.”

“Fine. I’m leaving.”

Derrick flounced his way around the counter separating the workstations from the waiting area. He stopped at the door and added, “If I don’t make it back in time, you spread Orlando’s ass.”

“Save the drama queen routine for after hours. You want to act? Dress up like a man and come back pretending you’re hetero, at least long enough to finish the work on Orlando.”

A violent slam of the door was Derrick’s response. Bryce laughed.

“Not very PC,” Etaín said.

“I don’t give a shit about political correctness.” He hit a button on the player, silencing John Mayer and filling the air with Nickelback.

Bryce paused long enough to check the appointment screen on the computer, then cleaned the waiting area and organized the reference materials. By the time he was done, she was putting antibiotic ointment on the areas of the tattoo she’d worked.

He strolled over and stopped next to her. “Nice. What have you got, two, three more sessions to finish it?”

“Four,” Salina said. “Maybe five. I don’t like being on the receiving end of pain.”

“Make sure Etaín takes a picture of this one when she gets finished with it. I definitely want it on the website. Good advertising.”

“Putting a picture of Etaín up would be better.”

“She’s threatened to quit if I do.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Etaín said. “And I am standing right here, you two.”

Bryce opened one of the packages of nonstick pads on her worktable, exposing the adhesive tabs and handing it to her. She applied it to Salina’s back.

“So you think you could fix Derrick up with someone?” Bryce asked.

Jamaal snorted. “Fat fucking chance of that. She can’t find someone for her own self. You ever see her out with the same guy twice?”

The quiet businesswoman he was tattooing spoke up, “You ever try to find a good-looking man in San Francisco? One who’s not gay, already taken, or a total jerk?”

“Present company excluded?” Bryce asked.

The woman’s expression took on the look of a deer in the headlights. “Sure,” she said, dropping her head so it rested in the face cradle attached to the massage table.

Etaín hid a smile. Only a serious tattoo aficionado would look at Bryce and think he was gorgeous. His body was a heroin-chic canvas with very few places in need of ink, and plenty that had been pierced.

The ink and metal put a lot of women off. Their loss as far as she was concerned. Both told a story of struggle, survival, and ultimate victory over the demons plaguing him.

He’d been heavy into drugs, dangerous sex, and the fringe lifestyle that went with both, but he’d found his way out of it through his art. The same way she’d avoided going crazy and ending up dead from an overdose or from hooking up with the wrong kind of guy.

Bryce opened a second package and passed it to Etaín. “You know people. What Derrick needs is a take-no-bullshit type, somebody who’s going to keep him in line.”

“Like maybe someone into whips and chains,” Jamaal said.

“A collar and leash work better,” Salina volunteered.

Jamaal snorted. “Not touching that one.”

Bryce handed a third nonstick pad to Etaín. “What about a cop? You know any gay cops on the prowl for a significant other?”

Etaín met his gaze and raised her eyebrows. “You want me to start hitting up the cops who come around the homeless shelter when I’m there?”

“Sounds like a plan to me.”

She shook her head and went back to concentrating on covering the areas of Salina’s back that needed it. “Derrick may not be ready to call it quits with the current boyfriend. You know how he is.”

Bryce sighed. “Yeah, I know. Too damn sensitive and accommodating for his own good. But think about finding a nice stable guy we can set him up with, okay? His reliability goes to shit when his relationships tank.”

“I’ll think about it.”

He handed her one last pad. “Appreciate it. You heading out? Or hanging to do some art work?”

“I’m gone for a while. I promised Justine I’d swing by the shelter sometime today to go over the final schedule for the fund-raiser. We’re in countdown mode now.”

“Yeah, thing is coming fast. How many artists you get signed up?”

“Twelve, with another five saying they’ll come in if things get crazy. I’ve already done a bunch of stencils to speed things up. Almost everyone else is bringing some of their own flash, too. Stuff that won’t take more than thirty minutes to tattoo.”

“I’ve got a couple of design ideas I’m going to work up and bring with me. I don’t want this to get into a pissing contest, so anyone, regardless of whose shop they’re from, is free to use them.”

“Thanks.”

“Plenty of regulars have told me they plan on showing up on Saturday. I’m guessing it’s going to be busy. Should be a nice chunk of change for the shelter. “

“It’s all good.”

Bryce reached out and grabbed the thick wheat-gold braid snaking down her back. “Yeah. It’s all good. You and me, we’ve both done our time on the streets and in shelters.”

Etaín shivered, thinking about the wild stretch of her teen years, and her father’s way of scaring her straight. It made dying in an alleyway seem good in comparison, though she had to give it to the captain, his method had worked, just not for the reason he thought it had.

“Briefly in my case,” she said, shaking off the memory, though the shadow-pain of it lingered from the continued estrangement with the policeman she’d once called Dad.

“That’s the best way. Enough to know what it’s like and never forget it.”

Bryce gave a little tug to her braid. “You’ve got one more appointment today, a late one. Promise you’ll call the shop so one of us can step outside and make sure you get in okay.”

“Will do.” She didn’t need to ask why. A serial rapist had been terrorizing San Francisco and the cities near it for months.

Bryce wandered off as she covered the last part of the mermaid’s tail and gave Salina her aftercare instruction, both verbally and in writing. It didn’t matter Salina had been through it before, many times. She’d rather err on the side of caution, not just for Salina’s benefit, but for her own.

She took pride in the tattoos she created. Each piece reflected on her as an artist.

Fresh tattoos were wounds. They were thousands of punctures to the skin, damage that the body healed, trapping the embedded pigment beneath a see-through layer of thin scar tissue.

Etaín pressed her fingers gently along the edges of the bandages, assuring herself for a final time that they were secure before easing Salina’s shirt down.

“Tease,” Salina said. “So are you going to come hear Lady Steel play? I’ll even promise not to hit on you. Well, not too hard anyway. I can’t promise—” Her breath caught. “Shit. Shit. Shit. I can’t believe it. That’s Cathal Dunne outside the shop. If he comes in, connect with him, Etaín, and I’ll owe you for like forever. You don’t know how bad we want to land a gig in his club. All he has to do is pick up the phone and the door to fame opens.”

Etaín turned to look and felt her own breath catch, but for a totally different reason. Black Irish. Even without hearing his name she would have guessed at his roots. He had the look. Fallen angel and hardened warrior. Piercing blue eyes and a jaw shadowed with stubble.

He wore expensive clothes and carried the kind of confidence that radiated danger. A bad boy dressed in fine threads but unable to hide the truth about himself beneath them.

Heat surged through her just looking at him, settling in her breasts and belly and cunt. It’d been far too long since she’d felt a man’s hands and lips on her, a cock deep inside, sliding in and out and delivering pleasure.

She’d applied too much ink, been buffeted by too many emotions not originating with her. Her gift. Her curse. She didn’t understand all of it. Only knew how to manage it in a half-assed way that kept her sane and feeling good about herself.

Sex did the trick. Like a pressure valve opening, preventing an explosion and meltdown by giving her body a way to deal with what came with touching people.

Her gaze met his through the shop window and she felt desire whip between them, a visceral command demanding they remove any barrier so they could get up close and very, very personal. She caught herself unconsciously licking her lips, the act so unlike her she nearly turned away from him to resume cleaning the workstation.

A deep, almost foreign hunger gathered inside her even as instinct warned her away from him. He was trouble and she could manage to find enough of that on her own.

Her eyes continued to linger on him, a part of her willing him to come inside. Another part already alarmed at her reaction to him, at the snare of an attraction hard and fast enough to keep her held in place.
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Cathal’s gut told him he was looking at Etaín and his dick told him he wanted her like he hadn’t wanted a woman in a long, long time, maybe ever. He should have swung by Sean McAlister’s boat and set the cop-turned-private investigator on to finding the leverage necessary to gain Etaín’s cooperation. Because despite his father saying this could be simple, he didn’t think it was going to be, though taking her to bed as a way of persuading her had moved to the top of his list. Having her beneath him, his cock buried to the hilt in wet heat, would drown out the voice of conscience. He’d worry about the consequences later.

He opened the door and walked into the shop. There was no point in bullshitting about getting a tattoo. He didn’t want one. Never had, never would.

He wondered if she was heavily tattooed beneath the long-sleeved shirt and the jeans that hugged her ass and legs, and whether it would matter when he stripped her out of them, if seeing ink-decorated skin would make him lose interest. By the time he got to the counter he knew the answer was no.

Up close, the full impact sent a lightning bolt straight through his chest and down to his dick. Dark, dark eyes reminded him of a wild, untamed forest and made his heart race in a primal beat having everything to do with conquest and nothing to do with fear.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m Cathal Dunne.”

He offered his hand, wanting the touch as much as he needed to get her someplace where he could begin his campaign.

There was a slight hesitation before she reached across the counter, confirming something for him with the first sight of ink. The stylized eye on her palm didn’t turn him off. It sent a wave of heat along the surface of his skin as he imagined her hand touching his chest, sliding downward over his belly as if she could see what he needed, what he wanted, and intended to give it to him.

“Etaín,” she said and he noted the lack of a last name.

He captured her hand instead of shaking and releasing it. She didn’t pull away, didn’t try to hide her reaction to the chemistry between them. It was there in her expression, in eyes that seemed even darker than they had moments earlier. In wetted lips parted just enough to invite a kiss and fuel more carnal fantasies.

He fought against inhaling deeply. She smelled good. Like some kind of exotic flower that could only be found by hunting for it.

The feel of her hand in his had him aching to shove it beneath his waistband and press it to his cock. His skin was coated in a light sheen of sweat, as if there’d already been an hour of foreplay.

The desire to skip the preliminaries and get right to the business of fucking nearly overwhelmed him. His body hummed and he could feel a tremor passing from her palm to his, a current of lust looping through both of them.

Etaín suppressed a hard shiver of need. She’d been thinking about sex and here was the offer of it, standing inches away, exuding it.

Lust poured into her, golden fire and the promise of pleasure beyond any she could find elsewhere. His desire pierced the barrier of her skin and scorched through her in a way Salina’s hadn’t and never would. It merged with her need, like a volatile Molotov cocktail capable of turning resistance and control into rubble, making it a casualty of passion.

She doubted even leather gloves could protect her from his emotions, not this close. Not when the very air seemed to vibrate with possibilities.

Strangers and clients of both sexes hit on her. She was used to it. As if somehow the dreams and the call to ink came with a release of pheromones. But he wasn’t like the men she usually slept with, pretty boys who played in bands, long-haired rockers who were wild and free, fun to be with but who didn’t make any claims on her after a night of rowdy sex.

It had to be that way. Too much time, too much intensity, too much touch, and her gift changed them, harmed them irrevocably. Stole pieces away from them that couldn’t always be replaced.

Her instincts told her to say no to Cathal’s invitation. Her body vetoed it with a hard clenching of her channel and the escape of arousal.

His nostrils flared, like a male animal scenting a female in heat, as if on some level he sensed her need for sex. “Do you have a particular piece of art in mind?”

He laughed, a sound guaranteed to turn heads, male and female alike. “No, I’m not interested in getting a tattoo. I came in to meet you and ask you out to dinner.”

Behind her Jamaal whistled and said, “A fast mover. I like this man’s style, Etaín.”

She liked more than that. Even hidden beneath clothing, she could see the perfection of Cathal’s unmarked skin in her mind’s eye, a canvas wide open for exploration.

Designs formed without her consciously searching for them, the same way those on her own skin had come to her. The same way those she tattooed outside of work did. They had power. That she believed completely.

“Have dinner with me,” he said again. “We can go somewhere close, in walking distance. How about Aesirs?”

Jamaal chose that moment to deliver payback. “Go! You need to get laid.”

Emboldened, Salina said, “Yeah, go. I’ll leave the money for today’s session with Bryce.”

Cathal smiled, fallen angel looks delivering sinful temptation. “The vote seems to be in my favor.”

Bryce added his then, coming around the privacy screen to say, “Go. I’ll take care of your machine and finish cleaning up your station. And while you’re at Aesirs, scope out the waiters for Derrick. That place is supposed to be loaded with guys hot enough to persuade a straight man to switch teams.”

Etaín pulled her hand from Cathal’s. The swirling images overlaid along the inside length of his forearms by her imagination disappeared but the loss of contact didn’t diminish the heat inside her. If anything, it intensified the craving for the touch of skin to skin.

“I can go now,” she said, curious about Aesirs. It was an exclusive restaurant with bouncers to make sure only those expected entered.

Had Cathal suggested it to impress her? Or because going there seemed natural to him and getting seated wasn’t a problem, whether he had reservations or not?

She snagged her Harley jacket and came around the counter. His gaze traveled the length of her body, a glance that said he liked what he saw and wanted to see more, a look that stroked her feminine pride without making her feel like a piece of meat.

Derrick, dressed in jeans and tank top, opened the door as they reached it. His eyes went wide and his hand fluttered to his chest.

“Oh delicious, Etaín,” he said, still in touch with his inner woman despite the change of clothes and arms fully sleeved in tattoos. “You go, girl.”

She cut a glance at Cathal. He seemed totally unfazed, amused if anything. It won him points with her. Huge points. Derrick was one of her closest friends.

They passed through the doorway and out into muted sunshine. She breathed deeply, wanting to draw it inside her the same way she did moonlight at night.

When she was working, as long as there were windows, she could tune out the craving to stand beneath open skies. But the minute she stepped outside it came back with a vengeance, filling her with the need to bury her toes in ocean-wet sand as the surf licked her ankles, to scoop up rich loam in her hands and run barefoot through a dark primordial forest, stopping only to dance around a fire deep in the woods.

She shook her head slightly, clearing her mind of sensations that were familiar yet completely at odds with her reality, like forgotten childhood memories, or, more likely, pretend ones. She was a child of the city. The majority of her brushes with nature had occurred in Golden Gate Park, in museums and aquariums, with forays to the beach, especially in her teen years. Or boating in the bay and delta before her relationship with the captain disintegrated.

She glanced at Cathal. It was easier to think about him than about her family. “Salina recognized you. She said you own a club.”

“Saoirse.”

She smiled at the utter confidence in his voice. The tone saying, “I’m sure you’ve heard of it,” even if he didn’t say the words.

Saoirse. She knew it. A place to see and be seen.

“That explains why you’re not worried about walking into Aesirs without dinner reservations.”

The scent of his cologne wrapped her in heady lust. The heat between them combined with the sun’s rays made her want to shed her clothes and stretch out naked alongside him.

Her fingers flexed, wanting to touch, to explore. A small smile played over her lips as she contemplated which she’d regret more—acting on the desire she felt for Cathal, or fighting it.

He turned his head slightly, enough so their eyes met. “Do I dare ask what you’re thinking?”

She laughed. “I imagine there’s not much you don’t dare.”

His smile served as an answer. They drew close enough to Aesirs for the bouncers to move, not to intercept but in preparation for opening the heavy wooden doors.

“I take it you come here often.”

“Often enough. I meet my father and uncle here when they want a meal away from home.”

She started to ask a follow-up question about them, but the chime of a hundred tiny bells assaulted her, ringing in her ears. “Do you hear that?”

He cocked his head, eyebrows lifting in question. “Hear what?”

She laughed at herself. “Never mind. Overactive imagination. It comes with being an artist.”

Yet a few steps later she knew it hadn’t been. Her breath caught at seeing the symbols carved into the wooden doors, images that spoke to a core, subconscious part of her, some of the sigils recognizable from her dreams though she had no frame of reference to give them meaning beyond what she herself had assigned them.

Her heart raced, not in anticipation but with deep-seated wariness. The urge to turn back, to suggest they go somewhere else for dinner was strong.

She fought it, refusing to flee from the unknown. She stifled misgivings with curiosity. The symbols carved into the wood held the subtle promise of revealing more about the gifts that defined who she was and how she lived her life.

The doors opened. As they passed through the entranceway, stepping into hushed luxury, the hair on the back of her neck rose. The scent of fire and water filled her nostrils even as it felt as though cold blue flames licked along the intricate vines tattooed on her forearms.

Both smell and fiery sensation lasted only an instant, then were gone. A maître d’ stepped forward, staring at her until seeming to suddenly recall his duties. “The usual requirements?” he asked Cathal.

“Yes.”

The maître d’ turned, leading them deeper into the restaurant. He was tall, hair flowing in a solid black wave and stopping halfway down his back.

Bryce’s entreaty to scope out the men for Derrick’s sake grounded Etaín to the world she lived in as opposed to this one. It gave her a place to retreat to until she had time to think about the bells, the symbols, and the weirdness as she’d entered Aesirs.

She looked at the waiters. Not an ugly one among them though their physiques varied. Something for everyone, depending on taste, they glided through the restaurant, living confection that made her mouth water as surely as chocolate did.

“I’m starting to think I made a mistake suggesting we eat here,” Cathal murmured.

“Feeling threatened?”

His hand settled lightly on her back, bringing carnal heat and a tightening of her nipples. A stroke to her spine turned her focus solidly back to him.

“Should I be?” he asked, confidence shading nearly into arrogance. A subtext that said, They can’t give you the things I can. They can’t do what I can do for you.

Etaín laughed, making a sweeping glance around the restaurant, eyes lingering on a few of the waiters before giving him an answer. “Probably not,” she said, ceding that much to Cathal.

They moved beneath an archway, their destination becoming clear then. Glassed doors, manned like the front ones by men in suits, led to an enclosed terrace. Another layer of privacy.

As she passed through the doorway, bells tinkled again. Not as loudly as when she’d entered the restaurant. This time they blended with the sound of surf, and along her forearms it felt as though the vines were streams, flooded and rushing after a hard rain.

The sound and sensation passed within steps. A low bridge crossed a shallow waterway where koi swam in an endless circle around the dining area.

It was shades of an elaborate Japanese garden, with a decorative brazier at the center of it burning incense as if in offering to an ancestral deity. Elegant. Beautiful. But those descriptions were not what lodged in her mind as she took in the scene.

The water. The sky above and plants in their bed of dirt. The glowing red charcoal and sinuous, thin-smoke scent of rising incense. Containment. The word settled inside of her with absolute certainty and brought the same deep-seated wariness that approaching Aesirs had.

She refused to let it take hold and control her. There were far more terrifying things than the unknown. Things she feared. Things she’d seen and experienced.

The tables were small and placed in cozy, private settings, each of them semisurrounded by an arrangement of living plants. All of them occupied except for one.

The maître d’ led them to it, pulling out Etaín’s chair for her as though she were dressed in fur and jewels instead of jeans and a faded shirt. She draped her jacket over her lap rather than surrender it.

Somewhere along the way they’d picked up a waiter and server, or perhaps both had followed unobtrusively from the start since the maître d’ carried no menus. The server balanced a tray on one hand, placed the two glasses of water on the table before departing.

The waiter stepped into the place the server had vacated. He had the same look as the others she’d seen, except up close he seemed so much older. Not in face or form, but in the weight of his gaze as he offered her a menu, the sigils on the red-sun earring he wore adding to her curiosity.

She reached out, but for all his seeming maturity, when her hand was a needle’s width from his, he released the menu and it dropped to the table, striking the water glass with enough force to turn it over if Cathal hadn’t prevented it.

“My apologies,” the waiter said, taking a step backward and passing the remaining menu to Cathal before turning and leaving the terrace.

He didn’t hurry and yet there was purpose in his stride. Fluid movement and controlled grace, more the walk of a man who owned the space around him than of one who merely worked in it.

Etaín opened the menu and noted the lack of prices. She laughed and said, “I guess if you have to ask what a selection costs, then they’ve let you in by mistake.”

Cathal’s smile sent a rush of heat through her. “Something like that. Order what you want. I’m good for it.”

The purr in his voice was like the hot, wet lap of a tongue over sensitive flesh, a promise he was good for a lot of things. “I bet you are,” she said, wondering again which she’d regret more, giving in to desire, or resisting it.

Eamon stood in his office, captivated by the sight of the changeling visible through the glassed ceiling of the terraced dining area. Her aura was deep gold, more Elven than human though her ears were still rounded.

They’d be sensitive now, an erogenous zone he already longed to tease with lips and tongue and the stroke of his fingertips. She’d stepped through his wards and taken his breath away with the touch of magic to magic, and then he’d seen her.

Mine. It was a decision made in a heartbeat. She would be his wife-consort and magic-bound mate.

It was rare to come across a foundling—and she had to be that to be so openly in his territory, unannounced and without permission. It was rarer still to find a changeling possessed by magic that felt old, so very old. As if she’d been created in Elfhome, the world their ancestors had long ago been banished from.

Shifting his attention to her companion, Eamon frowned as he read the body language between the couple, the subtle signs of sexual interest and the intention to act on it. They hadn’t been intimate, yet. He read that as well and knew he couldn’t afford to wait, to approach her elsewhere.

Cathal’s presence was an unwelcome complication. Involvement, especially with a family like the Dunnes, was something any supernatural would try to avoid.

It was hard enough to hide their existence without drawing the attention of law enforcement, and with it all the trappings of secretive agencies and their surveillance paraphernalia. The ability to use glamour to mask longevity had been stripped away by the coming of age of photography and the power of mass media.

The Elven had taken the custom of wearing their hair long as an added precaution to shield the distinctive tips of their ears. Even so, the danger of discovery mounted with technological advances. Cell phones with cameras, the Internet, they made all supernaturals prisoners to the desire to remain hidden from the humans who overpopulated and controlled this world.

There were Elven lords who thought nothing of moving their entire households to a separate holding every twenty years or so, arranging for a recorded death, and eventually cycling back to the first of their lodgings with a different identity, posing as a grandson or granddaughter. There were others who carved out homes in the wilderness. But even that no longer guaranteed privacy, not with satellites and drug runners, the war on terror, and civil strife that spilled over into jungles and villages, bringing United Nations attention because of genocide.

He had no desire to leave San Francisco. It was the jewel in the territory he’d claimed for himself.

Uncharacteristic impatience moved through him as he waited for his second to return and report on the woman below. Rhys opened the door and stepped into the office, joining him at the window. Eamon said, “She’s beautiful enough to make a man lose his concentration and embarrass himself by becoming awkward around her. I wouldn’t have expected it of you, though, not where a changeling is concerned.”

“She’s not just changeling and it wasn’t her beauty I reacted to. She’s seidic.”

Soul seer. And more.

The shock of it was like dropping into arctic waters, only to be immediately pulled from them and thrust into a roaring fire. “You’re sure?”

“She wears the symbols on her palms.”

Eamon saw the warring emotions on his second’s face—fear that argued the foundling should be killed versus the knowledge of what making her part of their clan could mean for them, not the least of which was being able to use her gift, her sight and ink, to help their young survive the changeling years.

“I intend to make her my consort-wife. Were you able to gather any information about her?”

“No.” A slow flush of embarrassment rose in Rhys’s cheeks at having to admit his failure.

Another day Eamon would have lingered and enjoyed the opportunity to tease his second. “Never mind,” he said, heading toward the door and by extension, the restaurant, where he rarely made an appearance among patrons who came to see and be seen. “I’ll soon know everything there is to know about her. That is, I believe, the purpose of courtship, even among humans.”


Three
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Cathal wasn’t used to silence from a woman he’d shown interest in. Not unless it came as a result of a thorough fucking or a pointed look demanding it.

By now most would have spilled their life stories, their hopes and dreams, plagued him with questions about the musicians he’d discovered and launched into stardom, or hinted at a desire for him to do the same for them, and if not that, for an introduction to the famous.

Etaín’s quiet had a different quality to it, neither expectation nor hope, as if she’d already labeled him a potential one-night stand but hadn’t yet decided whether or not to act on the attraction.

Did she guess it served as a challenge? He studied her face. Probably not. She seemed as willing to check out the waiters for her friend as to find out what he might have to offer her.

He covered her hand with his, the touch making him imagine shrugging off his shirt and pressing her palm to his chest. When the tip of her tongue darted out to wet her bottom lip, he wanted to suggest they forego dinner altogether.

She smiled as if guessing his thoughts. “If you weren’t interested in a tattoo, what brought you to the shop?”

His gut told him that getting to know her well enough to tell her the real reason would take longer than it would be safe to wait. The flyer he’d seen taped to the front door of the shop provided the perfect excuse for introducing himself to her, and for a continued claim to her time.

“I was in the area and you’re involved with the fund-raiser for the homeless shelter. I decided to stop in and volunteer to provide music, bands or a DJ, unless you’ve made other arrangements.”

He stroked his thumb over hers and the sensual caress made her nipples tighten against the front of her shirt, spilling fantasies of having his mouth on them into his mind. “I had no idea there’d be a reward for doing a good deed, but meeting you qualifies as one.”

“Smooth,” she said, her smile making his cock press harder against the front of his pants. “You left it a little late. The fund-raiser is this Saturday.”

He shrugged. “I just found out about it, but there’s time enough to make arrangements and get the word out. Four full days is plenty, and I’ve got assistants I can assign to work on it.”

“Justine makes the final decisions when it comes to the fund-raiser. I’ll have to run it by her but I think she’ll be thrilled by your offer.”

“And you?”

“Definitely thrilled.”

Her nearness, her scent, and the feel of her hand beneath his threatened to cloud his mind. He forced himself to remember a purpose beyond getting her into bed, the need to learn if she was related to a cop.

“Did you grow up in San Francisco?” he asked.

“For the most part.”

Her vague answer frustrated him, and not solely on his uncle’s account. “Parents? Brothers and sisters? Or are you an only child?”

“Sisters I’ve never been close to. A brother. I see him sometimes, when it suits him. Their mother isn’t my mother. Father . . . If you meet yours here often enough to have a standing reservation, then you’re ahead of me there.”

She shrugged, turning the conversation by saying, “I’m going to swing by the shelter later this evening. I’ll talk to Justine and put my vote in for live music. Any idea who you’re volunteering for this?”

“Not yet. There are a number of bands waiting for a slot to open at the club. They’ll leap at the chance to do this if I call.”

“All on the hope you’ll stop by or hear they’re really good?”

“Yes.”

She studied him for a long moment. “So what does it take for you to pick up the phone and open doors for a band?”

Disappointment stabbed him, a dangerous emotion considering he needed leverage, and delivering musicians into the hands of partners who promoted and managed careers was easy. “Are you asking for yourself? Are you in a band?”

“No. Curious. Salina, who voted in your favor at the shop, is in one.”

He smiled, relieved despite his intention not to be. “So I already owe her a favor. Is the band any good?”

“I don’t know. She’s been after me to come hear them play but I haven’t yet.”

“What if we make it a date?”

“Just like that? That easy?”

“I think you’ll find I’m very easy.” He dropped his gaze to where her nipples were visible against her shirt. “Extremely easy in fact.”

She laughed. “You’re a man. Of course you’re easy.”

“And you’re very cynical.”

He turned her hand over to reveal the eye inked into her palm. There was something about the design, about her, that kept him hard and hurting, anxious to have her stroke and kiss his flesh.

His cock didn’t protest the idea of seducing Etaín as a way of ultimately gaining her help. If this were a hotel restaurant he doubted he’d bother with going any further than the first available room.

Better that he convince her to do what his family wanted—­willingly—so she’d stand a chance of surviving it, than to leave it to his uncle and father. That’s what he told himself, but his conscience gnawed at him. And the only way he could suppress it was with images of Brianna, and the casket he’d walked away from before it was lowered into the grave.

“Stylin’ Ink wasn’t what I expected,” he said.

“You expected flash on the walls and bikers hanging out in the waiting room?”

“Something like that. Though this is an expensive district, I probably shouldn’t have.”

“We’re mostly a custom shop. There’s some flash in the reference binders, but even the tourists usually want their work personalized. The clientele varies, depending on the artists. Derrick attracts the extremes, gay guys and total homophobes. Jamaal draws a lot of the ­office-worker crowd. Bryce took over the shop a couple of years ago. His specialty is portraits.”

“And you? Do you like drawing portraits?”

“Devotion art almost always. Memorial art, yes, but it’s a lot harder sometimes.”

“And the difference between the two?”

“Not all artists make one. For me, devotion art is having something like your mother’s or girlfriend’s face drawn over your heart while she’s alive to appreciate the gesture. Memorial portraits depict someone who’s dead. If they died a while back, I don’t mind it so much. A fresh event is a lot tougher to handle, when getting the ink is a way to process the grief. Emotional pain translated into physical pain.”

“Catharsis.”

“Yes.”

“Do you draw outside of producing skin art?”

“Not often.”

Cathal backed off at the tone in her voice, different, firm. As clear an indication not to push further as was the way she’d deflected any probe that might lead to talk about her family.

He traced the eye on her right palm and felt a shiver go through her, one that resonated in him, like an echo and amplification of lust. His thoughts blurred, but whatever he might have said next was interrupted by the arrival of a blond man at their table.

Competition.

The word blazed through him and was confirmed when the stranger merely nodded, making no pretense at what had brought him to the table and where his interest lay. Etaín. And by the expression on her face, she wasn’t immune to the blond, or resistant to the attraction.

Like calls to like, Etaín thought, the idea coming from nowhere but settling in with surety as the tattoos along her forearms felt as though they were alive, writhing and rippling and soaking in this man’s presence. Not bells this time, but raging fire and stormy seas.

The maître d’ and servers were mouthwatering, but this man was stunning. Tiny stones set in intricately marked silver glittered from his ears. Dark blond hair flowed down his back in twisted waves and his eyes were the blue of deep sea.

In every way he was as breathtaking as Cathal, as commanding. Sex incarnate, but perhaps coming with a greater risk.

His attention flicked to her upturned palm and she tensed at seeing something in his expression, recognition maybe, or satisfaction. “I am Eamon. Welcome to my place.”

He didn’t offer a hand in greeting. Solidifying her suspicions that he knew, that somehow he had strange gifts of his own.

“Etaín,” she said, and would have sworn she felt the force of his will pressing to hers, demanding she provide a last name, more in the way of identification. It took a greater effort than it should have to glance away. “This is—”

“Cathal Dunne,” Eamon said, turning his head slightly, directing the next words at her companion. “I know of his family.”

Dark ripples in a smooth voice. Undercurrents that made her think of jagged reefs beneath the calm ocean surface.

Cathal inclined his head, nothing more.

A silent battle waged between the two men. She felt it against her senses and suppressed the urge to point out they were definitely not junkyard dogs and she was not a bone to be fought over, or to be gnawed on by the victor until his hunger passed.

Eamon turned back to her and his heated look had the same effect on her as Cathal’s did, delivering a lightning strike of need. “I’ll tell those who work here you’re to be admitted any time you desire. Food and drink will be provided at no cost.”

His eyes held knowledge of his effect on her. Kissable lips drew her attention so she watched the words leave them. “You’ll understand if I hope you arrive unaccompanied so I can join you.”

She left the sentiment unanswered. Falling back on a semblance of manners, linked loosely to a social rule about leaving with the one you came with.

A server came through the doors and crossed the bridge, heading toward their table. Eamon said, “Your dinner is about to arrive. I’ll leave you to enjoy it.”

He left, his presence seeming to stretch across the terrace and claim every inch of it, the unmistakable aura of ownership and power. And something else, she thought as the sensation of fire and water along the inked vines on her forearms subsided.

“Well, that was interesting,” she said as their plates were placed on the table and the server left.

“For you maybe.”

Cathal’s voice held dismissal, the absolute confidence of a man who didn’t truly worry about a rival when it came to women. She risked feeding his outrageous ego by saying, “Definitely for me. It’s not every day two guys who look like poster boys for carnal sin come into my orbit and hit on me.”

The smile he gave her curled her toes and very nearly pushed the image of Eamon from her mind. “Carnal sin. My favorite kind. Does that mean you’re going to give in to temptation?”

“I’m still undecided.”

“Then I’ll have to convince you.”

Cathal stood and moved to her side. Heat flared in her belly and the scent of him filled her lungs.

He smelled right. There was no other way to describe it.

Her heart skipped and raced. She wet her lips in anticipation and tilted her face up as he lowered his, recognizing this for what it was, even if he didn’t. The staking of a public claim despite his outward show of confidence. A reaction to Eamon’s arrival at their table.

Her panties dampened further as his mouth neared hers. “Tease,” she murmured when he took his time reaching her lips.

He brushed his mouth against hers. “And you’re not?”

“I can be. If that’s what you like.”

He cupped her cheek though he didn’t have to worry she would try to evade him. “I’d like anything you’d care to do to me.”

“That’s a pretty bold statement. I might be into whips and chains.”

“Turnabout is fair play.”

He covered her mouth with his, licking at the seam of her lips. When she opened for him, he didn’t thrust inside but continued to torment her with light touches and tender sucks, the promise of penetration withheld.

Her breasts grew swollen, the nipples tight and aching, crying out for his hand to leave her cheek. Or better yet, for his mouth to move downward.

Desire shivered through her, need too long suppressed. Heat gathered in her labia and she pressed her thighs together to capture it, enjoy it.

If they’d been alone she would have cupped her mound with her hand, touched herself until he forced her hand away and replaced it with his, or rolled on top of her and filled her with his cock.

His tongue finally thrust against hers. Rubbed in a sensual prelude.­

A small moan of pleasure escaped but instead of enticing more of the same, it served as the bell announcing the end of the first round and naming him victor. He lifted his mouth from hers, satisfaction and lust in his eyes. “Convinced?”

“That you’d be good in bed? I only had to look at you to know that.”

He brushed his thumb over her still-parted lips. “You tempt me to risk a charge of lewd and indecent behavior to get the answer I want, but I’ll take the more conservative course. For now. Step foot in my club and all bets are off.”

Eamon watched from above, Rhys at his side, as Cathal leaned down, delivering another tormenting kiss.

“I could arrange an accident for him,” Rhys said.

The same solution had crossed Eamon’s mind though violence was never his first choice when dealing with humans. On the whole, he disliked them, but it seemed dishonorable, given the shortness of their lives, to end them prematurely or cause undeserved hardship.

“Not now,” he answered. Perhaps not ever.

He’d been hard from the moment he’d seen her and hadn’t imagined his cock could throb more painfully, yet it did. He found it incredibly arousing to watch Cathal touch her, to imagine coming to her bed after the other man had left it and having her spread her legs for him as well.

The reaction surprised him, as did the willingness to even consider sharing his consort-wife with a human. Time would tell, he decided, if the increased desire he felt at seeing them together came from the challenge of taking her away from another, or if there was something about Etaín and Cathal together, a primal connection with roots in the magic filling her and empowering her inherent gift.

Too much was at stake to act in haste, and she was an unknown. “Have someone shadow Etaín. I want to know where she lives and works.”

“I’ve already stationed someone outside, humans, so attention won’t be drawn to her. A young couple so they’ll more easily find ways to blend.”

“Excellent.”

“Should I look into her involvement with Niall Dunne’s son and learn what I can about her history?”

It was the easy way, but not the most satisfying. “Hold off for now. I’ll make contact with her again. Tonight perhaps. Unless she’s still with Cathal.”

“The clock will start ticking if you’re seen too often in public.”

“It already ticks. There’s no avoiding it. If I’m successful in making her my consort, all of us will need to move and reinvent ourselves elsewhere. She has friends here, and humans she believes are her biological family. They’ll age and die unless they pledge themselves and become part of my household.”

Rhys captured the red sun of his earring, rubbing his thumb over it as if to ward off bad luck. “How can she be unclaimed? How is it the
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