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  Chapter 1

Eddie Reyes lifted his ball cap to wipe the sweat from his brow with his inked forearm. Baltimore’s cool spring temperature brought relief, but not much. 
“Is that the last box, Cici?” he asked with a pant. His cousin Marcia rolled her eyes. Eddie knew she hated that childish nickname, and he’d been trying to break the habit. She must have been exhausted as well since she didn't even bother to correct him by saying her usual "Mar-cee-ah" routine.
“Yeah, primo, that’s the last one.”
“Brutal.”
“You can say that again,” Mia, her girlfriend, said with a sigh. “Both meanings apply here.”
Eddie chuckled. Mia was the sun to Marcia’s darkness, and he couldn’t have asked for a better partner for his little cousin. Well, second cousin, technically. Nine years ago, he’d invited her to live with him after her parents, Eddie’s father’s cousin and his wife, had kicked her out for being gay. That didn’t sit well with Eddie and, despite barely knowing her at the time, he wouldn’t change a thing. She’d had a rough time finding her footing in a new town when her life plans blew up, but at least now she was happy. And moving in with Mia.
Damn, he was going to miss her empanadas. Her dough was so much better than his. He’d have to beg her for her secrets. Again.
“We’ll see you back at the house.”
“Yep.” Eddie gave them a jaunty salute.
“I appreciate this, Eddie,” Mia said as she slid behind the wheel of the hot pink Mini-Cooper he liked to call the Barbie Clown Car.
Marcia looked back from her open door on the passenger side. “We both do.”
“No problem, girls. I can’t wait to see what it looks like all put together.”
Being a good cousin/pseudo brother meant helping with the renovations the girls had done on the former funeral home they’d bought. So far, Eddie had ripped out carpets, stripped wallpaper so ugly only a mother could love it, and his favorite part, painted an epic mural in the game room. While he normally stuck to clients’ skin and his classic tattoo style, the video game-themed wall had been satisfying in its own way.
Driving through Baltimore gave him a little too much time to reflect. Here he was, twenty-nine years old, a successful tattoo artist with his own shop and a waiting list almost a year long, but he still felt like something was missing. Seeing Marcia with Mia made him happy, but it also highlighted what he was missing.
He’d never begrudge them their happiness, and while he’d been attracted to Mia, it was obvious they didn’t have any chemistry. But still, it could bruise a man’s ego to meet a girl on a dating site and then lose her to someone he considered like a sister.
Eddie rubbed his hand over his sternum. He wasn’t jealous of who Marcia had, but what they had together. Try as he might, it wasn’t easy to find someone who wanted a relationship in the hookup era.
He hadn’t had any luck since she’d accepted his Halo challenge nearly a year ago. Maybe he needed to try again.
After his visiting artist got to town.
Eddie pulled into the huge gravel lot that had once been the parking area for the now-decommissioned funeral parlor. Several cars already stood there, many of them familiar. He hefted one of the boxes he’d put into his sedan and marched up the front steps. The door stood ajar while music, mixed with voices shouting to be heard over it, leaked out onto the porch. It hit him full force as soon as he stepped inside. He beamed at the people inside that had come to help. Mia’s squad had come of course, with their guys. God bless them, but he could never remember all their names. And of course, the Casa Crew, as he called his employees and fellow artists, had all shown up for Marcia.
Marcia worked as their piercer and Mia edited freelance. They’d used Mia’s trust fund to finance the updates; months later, they were finally moving in. Owen nodded hello and came to take the box from him, but Eddie shook his head.
“There’s some more in my car. What does the side of this thing say? I forgot to check.”
Owen bent his giant-ass self over and read the writing on the side. “Books.”
“That explains a lot.” While his cousin didn’t ink anyone herself, she’d amassed a collection of tattoo art books, and they were heavy sons of bitches. “Thanks, man.”
“We’ll have this place together in no time.” Owen patted him on the back with one meaty paw and left Eddie to find the library in the back of the house.
He found Jinx and Annie organizing the bookshelves in what Mia had claimed as her office. Built-in bookshelves lined the walls. Despite being a new addition, they looked like they fit right in. “Hey, you two. Annie, are you supposed to be here?”
Annie, now seven months pregnant, rolled her eyes. “Bed rest is driving me absolutely up the wall. At least here I can do something useful while still staying off my feet.” She handed another book to her non-binary partner, their blue hair glowing from what had to be a fresh touch-up. Annie’s fire engine red hair had dulled and grown out, and he knew she was looking forward to being able to dye it again once the baby was here. With her blood pressure skyrocketing, no one was taking any chances.
“I’m gonna miss you these next three months.”
“I know. I’ll miss all of you, too.”
Jinx turned around and grabbed another book from Annie. “At least your visiting artist was able to adjust the time line.”
“Yeah, I’m stoked to meet him tomorrow.” While Annie was out on leave, they’d brought in a visiting artist to widen their offerings for a trial run. If the clients responded well to the new style of art, Eddie would have to look into expanding the shop and hiring someone to offer it full-time.
Based on Bishop’s social media following, he had already run the numbers for the business loan.
“Alright, if you two have things handled in here, I’m going to go empty my car.”
“We’re on it!”






  
  Chapter 2

Cami Bishop stretched her arms over her head and rolled her neck from side to side. A telltale crack brought instant relief. Grabbing her card from her wallet, she hopped out of her Honda CR-V. After she gassed up, she’d go for a walk to stretch out her legs. 
The old man at the pump next to hers turned up his nose and refused to look her way. It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last. The tattoos, or the multiple piercings in her ears could have turned him off, or maybe the neon pink hair. For most people, it could be any or all of the above. But she wasn’t most people’s cup of tea. She was a shot of tequila.
Gone before you knew it.
She slid her card through the reader and opened the fuel tank, before spending way too much money on gas. So much for the lower winter pricing. With spring in the air, she’d known it was on its way up, anyway. And beggars couldn’t be choosers. She’d found the only truck stop for miles on this particular stretch of highway.
Next up after her walk was going to be a place to eat, then back on the road until she got to her hotel for the night.
Parking her vehicle, Cami walked around the picnic area for a bit, watching the dog owners exercise their pets. She’d have loved a dog, but it wouldn’t be fair to the poor thing to be subjected to her nomadic lifestyle. Her typical job lasted only three to four months. Six months was the longest she’d stayed in one place since taking her art on the road. And that had mostly been because Boston winters were no joke.
Feeling more limber, Cami strolled into the diner inside the plaza. The ‘Seat Yourself’ sign stood at the entrance, so she settled herself at a table that would seat four. The server came by as she perused a slightly sticky laminated menu.
“What can I get you to drink?”
“Water, please.”
“Did you want to order?”
“I’m in no rush.” She turned her smile on the young man. He couldn’t be older than twenty.
He grinned back at her. “Sure. Take your time. I’m Andy, holler if you need anything.”
“Will do, Andy.” She turned back to the menu. Despite being on the road all day, she wasn’t very hungry. It had to be nerves. She’d never been to Baltimore, which was where her next job was.
The owner of Casa de Tatuajes had reached out what felt like ages ago to get onto her rotation. Then he’d had to move the timeline up. She was filling a booth for an artist going on maternity leave, and the poor thing had been ordered to quit working early by her doctor. To be honest, the earlier start date had been a Godsend. She hadn’t had anything else lined up after Boston and hadn’t wanted to pay for a hotel for a month.
She was a modern nomad in almost every sense of the word. While the van life wasn’t for her, she hadn’t had a home base in years. She enjoyed floating along wherever opportunity took her. Cami had lived all over the country thanks to her lifestyle. She was looking forward to working with the eclectic collection of artists at Casa de Tatuajes. Eddie, the owner, had explained his family was Puerto Rican, and he grew up in a bilingual household.
Envy shot through her chest, but she squashed it. She had no idea where her heritage lay. Using a DNA service felt it would just give her more questions than answers. She’d heard of people who found out some awful secrets after using one.
Just as she got started to get lost in her thoughts, Andy returned with her water. “What can I get you?”
“I’ll just take the Southwest salad bowl.”
He scratched that into his notepad. “Anything else?”
“Not right now.” There was a delicious-looking lemon meringue pie in the dessert case that she could see from her seat. Maybe for dessert…
“Great, I’ll put that in for you.” He lingered at her table for a moment. “I like your ink.”
She grinned. The sun beating through her windows had made it necessary to strip to her tank top, and she hadn’t bothered with her hoodie when she got out of the car. “Thanks. I drew most of it myself.”
“Really?” His eyes about popped out of his head. “That’s awesome. So you’re a tattoo artist?”
“Yep.” She pulled out her phone to show him her social media handle. “My artist friends did the ink, but I did the design. We trade back and forth.”
A delicate blush rose to his cheeks. “Yeah, I guess it would be too hard to tattoo yourself.”
She shrugged. “Depends on the placement.” Her profile loaded, and she turned her phone to him. “You can follow me on Insta. My handle is BishopofInk.
“I’ll do that!” The kid grinned and handed her phone back. “My old man would kill me if I got a tattoo.”
“So get it somewhere they won’t see. Lots of people do that because of their jobs.”
She knew she’d clocked his age right when he rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe after I graduate and move out.” He slipped the notepad back into his apron pocket. “Do you work around here?”
Cami shook her head. “I travel around. I’m on the way to Baltimore right now.”
“So when I’m ready I can look you up?”
She shrugged. “I always recommend people decide what they want first then find an artist whose style you like.” She tapped on one of the pictures in her profile. “I specialize in jewelry tattoos
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