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BAM-BAM’S INKED HART




Petty Officer Greg “Bam-Bam” Killian is
done with marriage, done with long term relationships, and done
with the Teams. The injury sustained on his last op has destroyed
his dreams of being a SEAL as much as his ex-wife demolished their
marriage. Now he’s free to do anything he wants, including get
drunk and be miserable.

Zamora Hart has dealt with her fair
share of men, both military and civilian. When a wounded petty
officer washes up in her tattoo shop, she can’t help but offer him
a place to stay for the weekend. She’s been where he is and doesn’t
mind paying the help forward, especially when the friendship comes
with some intimate benefits. It’s only temporary.

When Zamora’s ex shows up, frightening
her with talk of starting over, Greg offers to stay at her place
longer to give backup and repay her generosity. He doesn’t intend
to fall in love with her, he’s only defending a friend while he
shifts his career from active service to BUD/S instructor. But her
ex’s threats become more than just talk, and Greg must step up his
efforts of protection, because that’s what friends do.

But it’s only temporary and they’re
just friends-with-benefits, right?
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DEDICATION




Dedicated to the men and women who are injured
in the course of their duties for our nation. Thank you for your
service and you’re more valued than you know. Please stick with us
a little longer.
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One

 


 


Zamora Hart leaned against
her car as she wiped her eyes and crumpled the note in her hand.
Two more of the men she’d visited in the hospital had killed
themselves. Two more Marines became part of the nasty statistic of
twenty-two veteran suicides per day. She closed her eyes and let
the grief flow through her. She couldn’t show it to the men she’d
come to visit today. They needed her to be upbeat and encouraging
so they had hope. And won’t end up the
same way.

Taking a deep breath, she
threw the note back into her car and locked it before she reached
for the handle of her collapsible utility wagon full of treats. But
she paused as the skin between her shoulder blades tingled.
Is someone watching me? She turned her head and scanned the parking lot of the
Coronado Medical Center, but the only people she saw were patients
arriving and a few medical personnel returning to work.
That’s weird.

She shrugged the unease
away and marched for the entrance, still hounded by the feeling of
being watched until the doors whooshed closed behind her. She let
out her breath in relief and took the elevator up to the second
floor. I’m just being silly.
She rolled her head on her neck and dragged the
utility wagon through the elevator doors. She strengthened her
smile and waved to the attending nurses at the station.

“Hey Lisa, Mae, how are
you?”

“Hi Zamora. Are you here
for the general population or the rehabilitation side today?” Mae
smiled as she stood and inspected the contents of the
wagon.

“General population, I
think, especially the new arrivals. I have a bunch of books and
music to hand out.” She’d brought cookies, chocolate, candy, and
beef jerky, too, but she kept that to herself. Oh, the nurses knew,
but they’d all adopted a don’t ask, don’t tell policy when it came
to treats for the injured military men and women.

“Sounds good. Thanks again
for doing this, Zamora. The patients and the nurses really
appreciate it.” Lisa winked. “We get to read some of the books
after they’re done with them. You bring some really good
ones.”

Zamora grinned. “I know a few authors
online and they’re always happy to send books to the
troops.”

“Well, it helps a lot.” She
handed Zamora a visitor’s badge.

“Glad to hear it. See you
later.”

She pulled her wagon down
the hallway, trying to ignore the scents of disinfectant and
injury. So many lost to the war, lost to peace. With twenty-two
veteran suicides each day, being home didn’t seem like a safe place
anymore. Like the two I just heard
about.

Zamora swallowed against
the renewed tears and shook her head, pushing away the morbid
thoughts. I can only do my part
here. She fixed a friendly expression on
her face as she knocked on the door to a room, pushing it
open.

Three men lay in the beds within, two
with arm injuries, and one with an amputated leg. The amputee
rested closest to the window and she’d found him the most cheerful
despite his missing limb. He and one of the others had been here
for a few weeks, but the third man was new.

At the moment he rested
with his eyes closed and she took her time to look at him. His arm
wore a stabilizing brace that could be removed to tend the bandages
and a sleeveless hospital gown covered his torso above the
blankets. Golden blond hair matched arching brows over a straight
nose. She’d consider him a beach-bum pretty boy except the muscles
in his other arm spoke to his strength. Normally she didn’t stare
at the physiques of the injured men, but the curve of his smooth
pectoral peaking from the gown was too beautiful to ignore.
He’d look good with a little ink
there.

“Howdy, Zamora. Whatcha got
in your wagon today?” Lance Corporal Harrison’s voice cracked as he
levered himself up on his elbows.

“Howdy yourself, Harrison.
How are you holding up?” Zamora smiled as she pulled her wagon to
his bedside.

Harrison shrugged as he waved at his
leg stump. “Not bad all things considered. I could still carry you
home even if I am missin’ half my leg.” He grinned. “When are you
gonna let go of your cares and run away with me?”

She snorted. “Neither one of us will be
doing much running until you get your prosthetic and get good at
wearing it.”

He winked. “You just give me time,
darlin’, and I’ll be runnin’ circles around all them other
boys.”

Zamora laughed. “I’m counting on it,
marine.”

“Hoorah, ma’am.”

“So what did you bring?”
Petty Officer Third Class Sikes winced as he sat up with his
amputated arm. He hadn’t talked to her the first few times she’d
been in the room because he’d been embarrassed by breaking his arm
while trying to change a Jeep Willy’s tire. He’d ignored it too
long and it had turned septic. Now he had his own prosthetic to
look forward to, along with her company.

“I brought that beef jerky
soaked in garlic you like so much, Sikes.” She smiled as he licked
his lips like a hungry toddler and pulled out the treat. “But you
have to promise to hide them better. I got in trouble for bringing
in contraband last time.”

“I promise, Zamora.” The
fingers of his good hand twitched as he eyed the jerky.

“Good.” She nodded. “I also
brought those romantic suspense novels from that author you liked
so much, Harrison.”

“Aw man, how can you read
that romantic shit?” Sikes groaned and rolled his eyes.

“It’s not shit, it’s
kick-ass adventure with hot sex. What’s not to like?” Harrison
snorted as he accepted the books. “Beats gettin’ shot at and the
guy always gets the hot girl. Can’t go wrong with that. Thanks,
Zamora.”

“Somebody getting shot and
getting the girl?”

Zamora turned and met the bluest eyes
she’d ever seen. She damn near fell into them, her body tingling
like she’d touched a live wire, but she mentally shook her head.
She didn’t believe in the wide-eyed spark of love no matter what
Harrison’s novels said.

“Looks who’s awake.” She
gave him a smile even if her heart thundered at his beauty. He’d
been pretty while asleep, but the animation in him when awake made
him gorgeous. “My name’s Zamora and I bring goodies to the injured.
Would you like anything from my wagon?” She dragged it closer to
his bed so he could take a look.

His gaze never moved from
her, though it did drop to her chest. At
least I know he’s probably not gay. Her
breasts had always been large and most men noticed them before they
noticed her ink. But instead of glassing over from tit-shock and
drool oozing from his mouth, he returned his blue gaze to her face
and tilted his head.

“What all did you
bring?”

“Let’s see…” She crouched
to dig through the contents of her wagon. “I have some edible
goodies like oatmeal cookies, rice crackers with wasabi peas,
teriyaki beef jerky, and chocolate.” She flipped the packages
aside. “I also brought some DVDs of comedies and thrillers, a few
suspense and cowboy novels, and some other romances.”

“You should go for those,
Killian.” Harrison waved his books. “Kick-ass adventure with hot
sex and you don’t even have to get shot at.”

Sikes rolled his eyes. “Man, if you’re
gonna pick a book, at least pick one of the suspenses. No mushy
stuff.”

“Just because you haven’t
gotten in touch with your feminine side, Sikes, doesn’t mean the
rest of us are so handicapped.”

Zamora bowed her head to hide her grin.
It was an old argument and Harrison was anything but feminine, but
hearing him tease his roommate cracked her up. The man named
Killian snorted and she met his blue gaze again, sharing a
smile.

“I think I’ll pass on the
reading and take the oatmeal cookies.” He followed her hands as she
fished them out. “Are they homemade?”

She barked a laugh, but covered her
lips with her hand. “No, sorry. I’m not really much of a baker. But
I’m a mean shopper of baked goods.” She handed him the little wax
bag of cookies.

“I take it your talents lie
elsewhere?” He grinned.

She lost her smile for a moment, anger
kindling. Bloody hell, did he think just because she had big tits
and couldn’t bake she was a sex practitioner?

“What do you mean by that?”
The sharpness in her voice silenced the argument of the other two
men.

Killian nodded to her arms. “Your ink.
Those tattoos are really good. Did you have them done or do them
yourself?”

She raised an eyebrow. “How did you
know I was an artist?”

He pointed to the nylon wagon. “The
emblem embroidered in the side. Think Ink Tattoos. Is that the shop
you work in?”

Understanding and relief loosened her
shoulders. “Own, actually. My pride and joy. Bringing permanent
color to a vanilla world.”

“Nice.” Killian’s smile
turned sultry. “Maybe I’ll stop in some time and get my own
ink.”

She tipped her head and
scanned the breadth of his shoulders. “I’m sure we could find a
space for some art on you.” She gave him a small smile, but she
didn’t suffer players, and Killian struck her as a man who knew his
own beauty. And he is lovely.
“It was nice to meet you, Killian. I hope you
heal up quick.”

“Will we see you again?”
Despite the cock-sure smile, desperation and fear sparked in his
very blue eyes.

Her heart went out to him, but she
shrugged with a smile. “Maybe. You gonna be here next
week?”

“Same bat-time, same
bat-channel.”

Zamora laughed even as she tried not to
encourage him. “I’ll stay tuned, then.” She waved to the others.
“See you later, Sikes and Harrison.”

She dragged her wagon out of the room
to a chorus of male voices wishing her well, and headed off to make
her rounds. There were too many wounded men without families nearby
to skimp on visits. But Killian’s hidden desperation stuck with her
as she moved on.

 


****

 


Petty Officer Greg “Bam-Bam” Killian
scowled at the nurse as he unwrapped Greg’s arm. It hurt like a
sonuvaprick even though the doc said it was healing well. Not well
enough from Greg’s perspective.

“Stop glowering at me,
Petty Officer. If the arm looks good, the doc will clear you to
leave.”

The nurse shot him a scowl of his own
and Greg shoved his expression behind impassiveness. He didn’t
really want to see his arm after the tangos from their last op
butchered it, but he could hope it had healed more than
expected.

The scent of dried blood mixed with the
sharp tang of medicine killed the hope. His arm slowly appeared as
the nurse cut away the bandages. Some stuck to the skin and he
hissed when they pulled on the stitches. The muscles used to run
smooth along his bone, robustly bulging with each flex when he
moved. Now they looked like they wore baseball stitching over
misshapen ridges and valleys. Hell, some of the muscles were
downright missing. He tried not to blanch, horrified, but a moan of
disgust escaped before he could swallow it.

“It looks good.” The nurse
nodded.

“Good? That looks good?” He couldn’t keep
the horror out of his voice.

“It does. The stitches are
clean and the skin is pink, not red. There’s no sign of infection.”
The man gently squirted saline over the stitching to clear off the
last of the dried blood and bandages. “The doc will take a look and
give you her prognosis, but I suspect you should be able to take
care of this on your own.”

Greg swallowed back his repugnance.
“Will I be able to rebuild the muscles?”

The nurse’s expression turned neutral.
“The doc and your physical therapist will be able to tell you that
better than I.”

In other words, not fuckin’
likely. Another thought snaked past his
shield and his gut clenched. What if this
means I’m out of the Teams?

Before the panic could set in, a small
woman in a doctor’s white coat entered the room and waved to the
two other men in the beds across from Greg. While she didn’t pause,
she did seem to know each and every man by name and had a nice word
for them. Dr. Meecham even managed to give him a smile.

“Good to see you up, Petty
Officer. How is the arm feeling?” While her smile remained in
place, her eyes held intent observation. The woman missed very
little.

“Good.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Don’t kid the
kidder, Petty Officer. How’s it really feeling?”

He wanted to break down into
heartbreaking sobs like cartoon characters did on Saturday
mornings, but his SEAL training nipped that in the bud. He settled
for a grimace.

“It’s stiff, sore, and
looks hideous, ma’am.”

A real smile stretched her lips.
“Better. Let me take a close look at it and we’ll go from
there.”

Dr. Meecham grasped his arm
and turned it to get a better look. Greg looked away, his heart
sinking as she peeled away the last of the bandage.
I’m so fucked. The
fingers of his right hand remained numb, like lead weights at the
end of his arm.

“This looks pretty good.”
The doctor nodded as he turned back to look at her.

“That’s what the nurse
said.”

“You don’t sound very
convinced.”

“I’m not, ma’am. It’s…” He
ran out of words and just shook his head.

“The bullets tore a lot of
the muscles and tendons in your arm. We reconstructed what we could
and took some skin grafts from your thighs to finish.” She paused
and tilted her head to look at his arm. “It looks like they’re
healing very well and there’s no sign of infection.”

He couldn’t look again. It was too
disheartening. “When I’m out of here, how long will it take to get
back performance?”

“That really depends on
you, Petty Officer.” She gave him a smile at his rolled eyes. “I
know that seems cliché, but here’s the thing. You will be able to
recover with your physical therapy, listening to the directions of
your doctors, and rehabilitation exercises. You’ll have to go slow
and take your time, push through pain, and give up your
expectations. But if you do that, the arm will heal.” She sobered.
“My only concern is nerve damage. Because of the extent of injury
here, the nerves may have sustained so much disruption that you may
feel numbness and deadened sensation in your hand.”

His stomach sank and his face fell. Dr.
Meecham nodded.

“It’s too early to tell
yet, so don’t panic. You need more time to heal and rest. How is
the pain level? And don’t man-up on me, Petty Officer. I’ve known
too many SEALs to put up with that.”

Despite his despair, he cracked a
smile. He liked the doctor even if she brought hard
news.

“Right now, the pain is at
a six of ten, ma’am.”

She nodded. “I think we can move back
to something a bit more mild than Dilautid. I’m going to put you on
morphine to see if that takes care of the pain. If it’s not enough,
we’ll switch back. If the healing continues the way it looks, you
might be out of here in a week or two.”

“Really?” That was the
first hopeful thing he’d heard in a while.

“Really. Keep focused on
that goal and on healing. I’ll check back on you
tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

The woman nodded and headed out on the
rest of her rounds. Despite the ugly wound in his arm, he finally
felt like things were shifting in the right direction.

He got to enjoy that warm feeling for
about five minutes until someone official and serious came in
looking for Petty Officer Greg Killian. The man didn’t appear
particularly military, but the expression he wore could be
described as stoically disdainful.

“I’m Petty Officer
Killian.”

“You’ve been served, sir.”
He handed Greg a large manila envelope and retreated without
another word.

Greg scanned the envelope and ignored
the curious stares of the men in the beds across from him. His
stomach soured at the return address. Divorce court. It either
meant his wife MaryAnn had countersued or it was a declaration of a
scheduled hearing. Either one made anger and anxiety rise in his
chest.

He slowly opened the flap on the
envelope and withdrew the paperwork inside. Court documents,
scheduling the hearing of the divorce between Petty Officer Gregory
R. Killian and Mrs. MaryAnn L. Killian, Friday April 30th at two
o’clock.

At least it’ll be over once
and for all.

The thought brought him no joy. He
still felt betrayed and abandoned. For all his hard work protecting
home and country, the one person he’d valued most had turned her
back on him. He might not have been the best husband, what with the
SEAL missions always taking precedence over holidays and family
celebrations, but he’d always been faithful to his wife, even in
the face of so many willing partners while away.

But she wasn’t faithful to
me.

That wound still ached more than the
one in his arm. He shoved the papers back in the envelope and
leaned back, closing his eyes against the pain and fury.

“Hey, man, you takin’ a
power nap, or what?” CPO Kevin “Rimshot” Stanton stood at the foot
of the bed, a smile on his face and flowers in his hand.

Greg blinked, not sure what
he saw was real. Rimshot smiling? Has the
world ended?

“Gotta rest when I can,
Stanton. What are you doing here?”

“Can’t I visit my buddy in
the hospital?”

“And the flowers? Those for
me, too?”

Stanton snorted. “Never took you for a
wildflowers kinda guy, but I’ll leave ‘em if it’ll make you feel
better.”

Greg shook his head. “Nah. Seems like
something you’d bring a woman. Who’re they really for?”

“Jaime Hensen.”

Greg frowned. “The woman we brought
back? Chris’s best friend?”

“Yep, that’s the one.”
Stanton smiled again. “Not only is she beautiful, she’s found my
sister, Bethany.”

“Really? That’s great,
Kevin. I’m happy for you. Where is she?”

“Jaime or
Bethany?”

“Your sister.”

Stanton shook his head with a rueful
smile. “Wyoming of all places.”

“Have you seen her
yet?”

“Nope. Waitin’ on Jaime to
feel better before makin’ the trip. I figure I’m gonna need someone
to keep me from pummelin’ Bethany for disappearin’ for so
long.”

Greg knew the feeling.
Maybe he should ask one of the squad to go with him to the divorce
hearing. Nah. Don’t want the guys to see
me that low.

“You trust Jaime to keep
you cool, eh?”

“Yeah.” Stanton sighed and
leaned a hip against the bed. “I was damn lucky she forgave me for
shootin’ her, but it was a close thing. I was afraid there for a
while she’d tell me to go to hell. But she didn’t. It’s given me
hope that she’ll agree to marry me when I get around to askin’
her.”

“Married?” Didn’t that just
beat all? Here he was, laid up in the hospital with divorce papers
sitting on his lap, and Stanton was talking about
marriage.

Biggest fucking cosmic joke
in the universe.

“Yeah. I never thought I’d
go for it after the mess my parents made of it. But Jaime’s the
one, man. I can’t imagine not havin’ her to come home
to.”

“Yeah, that’s a nice idea.
I hope she thinks you’re worth it enough to wait for you when you
go on missions and shit.”

Stanton frowned then his gaze caught on
the envelope on Greg’s lap. “Aw hell, Killian. Is that what I think
it is?”

“You mean divorce summons?
Yeah.”

“Shit, I’m sorry.
When?”

“April 30th. At least I
have some time to heal before I’m required to be in
court.”

“Damn.” Stanton shook his
head. “How’s the healing goin’? What’s the diagnosis and
outlook?”

Greg appreciated the change in subject,
but the information didn’t make him any happier. “It’s going, but
there’s a lot of physical therapy and muscle rebuilding ahead of
me. And there might be nerve damage. We’ll just have to
see.”

“Aw, man, that’s hard. But
you know. The only easy day—”

“Was yesterday. Yeah, I
know.”

“Hooyah.” Rimshot grabbed
his flowers and stood up. “I’m gonna go check on Jaime. You hang in
there, Killian. I’ll text the others from the squad to come on by.
I know they’d like to see you.”

“Yeah, that’d be great.
Thanks.”

Greg closed his eyes again after
Stanton left, not wanting to interact with anyone as he sifted
through his thoughts. Anger, frustration, betrayal, disappointment.
Each one zinged through his body, making him grit his teeth and
catch his breath. Tears burned at the back of his throat and eyes
as he allowed himself to wallow in his misfortune for a bit. Life
had rarely been fair, but he’d definitely received the short end of
the stick this time.

As promised, Stanton texted the squad
and all the members came to visit over the weeks he healed. Hell,
Rimshot came several times on his way to see Jaime. The man seemed
happier and happier each visit. Even Zamora stopped by with her
weekly visits offering goodies, her smile friendly and
warm.

MaryAnn never came once.


 Chapter
Two

 


 


“To fucking up and fucking
over.” Greg “Bam-Bam” Killian raised his glass to no one with a
sour grimace.

His divorce from MaryAnn
Killian, MaryAnn Wilson once more, was complete.
Not my divorce. Not
really. He hadn’t wanted to split from his wife, but the idea she’d
been fucking someone else while he’d been deployed made it very
difficult to want to work anything out with her. He just kept
seeing her moaning like she did when he made love to her except the
guy she moaned with had darker hair, darker eyes, and darker
skin.

Greg’s jaw clenched as
tight as his hand around the shot glass. Motherfucker!

It didn’t matter that he was a highly
decorated SEAL. It didn’t matter that he and his squad had saved
her ungrateful ass from terrorists. All that mattered to her was
her fucking manicures, her perfect clothes, and her husband being
around for her every stupid whim.

“Yeah, don’t mind me. I was
just saving the fucking world for you.”

It hadn’t mattered to her. She’d liked
the SEAL part when he first met her, when she was just a Navy Bunny
looking for some hot SEAL sex. But it was another matter when she
realized he hadn’t been kidding, and he really did have to leave at
the drop of a hat.

Greg threw back the shot and slammed
the glass down on the bar. “Another.”

The bartender shot him a pitying glance
and poured another shot. “This is the last one, man. I’m cutting
you off.”

Greg nodded, his grimace turning
ironic. “Seems to be going around.” Yeah, his wife had cut him off
too, at the goddamned balls.

At least I still have
them. All through the divorce process he’d
tried to fuck his way around Coronado, taking any woman willing to
suck or fuck SEAL cock. His pretty face still drew them in and they
wanted the thrill. He gave them that in spades.

It only made him sick inside. And
empty.

But hey, he was free.

He threw back the last shot and set the
glass on the bar before digging out his wallet. He had enough cash
now that the lying harlot had gotten reamed by his lawyer. She’d
committed the adultery and therefore she lost out on getting half
of his pay. She’d tried to suggest he’d neglected her, but the
court made it very clear she knew what she was getting into being a
SEAL’s wife. Greg did his duty and never fucked anyone outside of
their marriage, even while deployed.

Maybe I
should’ve.

He staggered to the head to
empty his bladder and his sorrows, but he only succeeded in
decorating his shoes. Shit, I’m
drunk. Understatement of the year.
No, fidelity is the understatement of the
century. Why did the Marines value it so
much? Maybe because it’s so damn
rare. No one stuck with anyone
anymore.

Except SEALs. Bronco never fucked
around on Lindsey or his squadmates. Magic always had Ghost’s back
even before he married her. Hell, the entirety of Beta Squad never
let each other down.

Greg zipped up his fly, washed his
hands, and stumbled out of the bar into the balmy night air. The
breeze off the ocean cleared some of the alcoholic haze clouding
his mind, but mostly he floated down the vacant sidewalk. The
alcohol dulled the pain of MaryAnn’s betrayal, but it waited for
him to come down off the high. As it was he strode down the street
intent on finding something more to distract him.

Brilliant light flashed on his left,
signaling trouble on the way, and he lurched backward to avoid the
muzzle fire. He slammed against a brick wall beside a window and
took stock of his location. The breeze ruffled the fronds of the
palm trees and a random car or two passed on the street, but
nothing else seemed amiss. Greg frowned. What had he
seen?

Taking a deep breath, he peeked around
the corner toward the flashing lights. A neon OPEN sign flashed red
and blue in the window of a tattoo parlor, Think Ink Tattoos. The
name sparked some recognition, but being a light-year from reality
made it difficult to connect. He frowned hard at his boots, the
sidewalk sliding in and out of focus. Where did he know the name
from?

The image of a beautiful
woman with short crimson hair, green-golden eyes, and a rainbow of
ink on her arms filled his thoughts. Zamora. Despite his drunken state,
the image and name of the woman who’d conquered his fantasies since
he’d been in the hospital hardened his cock. Zamora, who’d brought
treats and company to the wounded, owned Think Ink Tattoos. He
hadn’t seen her since he’d left the hospital, but he’d wanted
to.

Shoving off the wall, he rolled his
head on his shoulders and straightened his t-shirt. He hadn’t been
laid in a week and she was fucking hot. He pasted his best smile on
his face and pushed through the doors of the tattoo
parlor.

He expected the interior to be dingy,
dark, and greasy, but the room he entered glowed with stylish
recessed lighting, buffed and resined concrete floor covered in
bright oriental rugs, and comfortable dark leather furniture. The
walls held framed pictures of tattoos and elegant graffiti art
while soft classical music played over the PA system.

A young man with enough
piercings to look like an advertisement for a scrap yard looked up
from the book he read with a friendly smile. Ink decorated his arms
from wrist to biceps where they disappeared under the sleeves of
his t-shirt, but the title on the book read The Handmaid’s Tale. Greg smothered
his smirk, he’d never been much of a reader. Trying to pick up women, I guess.

“Can I help you,
sir?”

“Yeah, I’m looking for
Zamora.”

The young man scanned Greg as his smile
faded. “Can I tell her what this is about?”

How did Greg explain he just wanted to
get laid and Zamora seemed like a good candidate?

“About
getting…inked.”

He’d almost said ‘fucked’, but a sane
voice saved him at the last moment.

The young man nodded slowly, his
expression guarded. “Can I have your name so she knows who’s
calling?”

Calling?
Oh, calling on her. Greg hadn’t heard phrases
like that since his grandfather told him about dating
Mima.

“Petty Officer Greg
Killian, U.S. Navy.”

The smile reappeared. “Okay. Why don’t
you have a seat and I’ll go tell her?” The young man patted the
counter and waited for Greg to sit down before he disappeared
behind the curtain wall.

Greg let his gaze fall on the coffee
table in front of him and the thick photo albums laid there. He
grabbed the first and thumbed through the pages of tattoo art done
at the shop. The art ranged from simple to elaborate, and he
admitted some of it was beautiful. The best one was of a
golden-haired mermaid sliding through a coral reef. The artist had
captured the marbling of the water’s reflection on the long scaled
tail and Greg could imagine swimming with her.

He sat back in the chair and closed his
eyes. The leather creaked a little, but cradled him just like the
sea always did when he went for a swim. He let his mind wander with
the mermaid and he swore she turned back and winked at him before
darting among the kelp. He swam after her, laughter and excitement
fueling his strokes.

“Think you can catch me,
Petty Officer?” The mermaid laughed as she peeked from behind a
large chunk of coral. “You know where you are, right? You’re in my
world now.” She grinned at him and disappeared. “Catch me if you
can, Petty Officer.”

He grinned back at her and followed her
motions with his gaze, tracking her through the dim underwater
world. She remained well-camouflaged, but he was patient, and when
she moved again, he pushed off to give chase. Unfortunately, the
kelp had wrapped around his arm and legs, and held him back. He
turned to shake the sea vegetation off, but it tightened around his
left arm, squeezing.

Greg snarled and jerked his arm harder,
but the kelp wouldn’t let go. Motion zipped past out of the corner
of his eye and he caught the flash of a tail fluke as the mermaid
teased him.

“Aw, are you stuck, Petty
Officer Killian? Is that what you’re doing here?”

The questions didn’t make sense, but
her derisive tone said everything he needed to know. He gathered
his strength and made a herculean effort to pull free. The kelp
released him faster than he thought and he jerked out of his dream
to find himself on his knees on the floor of the tattoo
parlor.

“What the fuck?”

“My question exactly. What
the fuck are you doing here, Petty Officer Killian?”

He raised his gaze,
following the feet stuck in Doc Marten’s knee-high leather boots
and legs tight black leggings up to the emerald green “Girls Love
Ink” tank top swelling over lovely, large tits. His gaze stuck
there, taking in the large nipples pressing against the ribbed
fabric, and his mouth watered. They’d
taste so good I bet.

“My eyes are up here. The
tits don’t talk.”

Greg jerked his eyes to her face.
“What?”

“The tits don’t talk.”
Zamora gave him a flat look. “What are you doing here, Petty
Officer?”

He swallowed hard around the fantasy of
tasting her big nipples. “I wanted to get f—inked.”

“Finked?”

He shook his head. “Inked. I want a
tattoo.”

“Uh-huh.” She tilted her
head and his world almost tilted with her. “I have a policy to
avoid people who come in here six sheets to the wind before
starting a tattoo. Saves on lawsuits and personal injuries to me
and my staff. Come back when you’re sober.”

Anger kindled and he growled. “I need
to get finked now.”

“You mean, fucked
now.”

He nodded so hard his neck cracked.
“Yeah.”

Zamora sighed. “You came through the
front door, and you can go out the same way—”

“Hell, no, I’m not going
anywhere without you.” He shot her his best leer, but uncertainty
hit his gut when she only scowled.

“Well shit.” She turned to
the young man behind the counter. “Brew some coffee, Toby. It’s
gonna be a long night.”

Toby raised a dubious eyebrow. “You’re
gonna let him stay?”

Zamora shrugged, her nearest breast
jiggling beautifully. “I can’t let him drive home and I have no
idea where he lives. Might as well let him sleep it off here until
he can stagger home.”

Home. Greg didn’t really have one
anymore. MaryAnn wanted the house and he couldn’t be bothered to
return to the place he’d thought would one day contain his family.
He was supposed to contact on-base housing to set up living
quarters after his divorce hearing, but he’d forgotten and it was
already Saturday. Government and military installations didn’t do
domestic work on the weekends.

“Don’t have a home.” Damn,
was that his voice sounding so petulant?

“Great, a melancholy drunk.
I’m gonna make coffee.” Toby closed his book with disgust and
strode off into the back of the shop.

“Thanks, Toby.” Zamora
sighed again. “Come on, Killian. Let’s get you a place to lie
down.” She tugged on his arm to help him to his feet.

Greg swore his body had
become filled with lead. Even the act of standing took almost all
of his super-human willpower. God, he just wanted to sleep
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