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Bea stared at the ring of bruises encircling her neck in the bathroom mirror with a grim frown. It had gone too far this time. There was no way she could cover up this level of damage with just make-up. Well fuck.

֍

“What’s with the scarf?” Bea’s room-mate Emma waltzed into the kitchen and snagged a piece of toast from Bea’s plate. “You look like an air hostess.”

“They’re called flight attendants now,” Bea replied absently, her thoughts elsewhere. Like how the fuck she was going to manage this new and distressing display of power.

“Whatever.” Emma flopped into a seat. “You look awful. Didn’t you sleep at all last night?”

“You’re just full of the compliments today, aren’t you?” Bea snapped, feeling awful when Emma flinched. “I’m sorry. I just...” She sighed. It was easier to show than tell. She pulled the top of the scarf down slightly and Emma’s eyes widened.

“Oh fuck,” she breathed and Bea nodded. Oh fuck indeed. She rearranged the scarf and took another sip of her coffee. “What are you going to do?” Emma had gone pale.

“I don’t know,” Bea admitted. She was out of options. Even so... sharing with Emma at least made her feel a little bit better. Her room-mate was the only person she could tell. If anyone else found out Bea could interact with spirits, she’d lose her job, her home and all her human rights. Having any kind of supernatural ability would get you blacklisted, never mind one as creepy as hers. It had been a total fluke that she and Emma had discovered each other and she’d been so desperately grateful to have someone that understood the fear she lived through, day in and day out. Emma had minimal green-witch powers. Enough to get her blacklisted, but not enough to protect herself, so they covered for each other since they had equally as much to lose.

It had been Emma that had put her in touch with the witch that had made her charms to protect herself from the spirit world. Small, innocuous looking pendants and bracelets, or sun-catchers hanging in her window, for example. But they were small magics and this spirit was powerful. And getting more powerful by the night.

Most spirits didn’t have the energy to interact with supes past talking, although not all supes with Bea’s gift could hear them. Ones that could move objects were rare. Ones that could influence mood were even rarer. But this one... this one’s rage had fuelled it to the terrifying point of being able to possess a person whose mind was vulnerable. When they were asleep, say. It was only a matter of time until it got powerful enough to possess a waking person and that was where it all ended for Bea. Losing control of her body was too dangerous. Her secrets would slip out.

“Can you help it move on?” Emma asked. It was a reasonable question and it wasn’t like Bea hadn’t done it before for other spirits. But this time was different.

“How am I supposed to solve a murder that the Police don’t have a single lead on?” she asked. The ghost didn’t know who’d killed her. Bea had asked her that, back when the spirit had been more benign. All the spirit remembered was choking choking choking, sparkles in her vision, a dark room and a masked man, then the void. She hadn’t been able to name a single person she thought might have had a motive to kill her. In part, that’s what was fuelling her rage – the sheer injustice of it all. 

Armed with the spirit’s details, Bea had tried to find information about her death on the internet, but what was there was depressingly sparse. She’d died. The Police had no leads. After two years, the case had gone cold.

To be honest, it didn’t sound like they’d tried very hard once other cases had started to come in. Bethany had been a norm, to all appearances, but her apartment had been on the fringes of the supe side of town. Close enough to cast the shadow of suspicion that she might have been a supe masquerading as a norm. The divide between the two classes was getting wider and wider. That side of town was lawless, ruled by the criminal gangs and underworld bosses who kept their own kind of order.

"I don't know anyone that could make you stronger protection," Em said, her face glum as she chewed her stolen toast. 

"Honestly, I think it's gone past being contained by regular charms and wards," Bea admitted. "The only thing that's going to stop it is ink. Which I can't afford." It seemed callous to call the spirit an ‘it’, but speaking their names gave them power and it was already strong enough.

"So what do we do?" Em asked and Bea shrugged.

"For now I go to work. Tonight I'll try and figure something out." If she had to throw herself on the mercy of an inkslinger, she'd do it. If she had to spend seventy-two hours working around the clock to drum up money, she'd do it. She couldn't afford to be outed and neither could Em. They'd come too far, and life on the supe side could be grim if you got kicked over there with nothing but the clothes you were wearing.

Draining the rest of her coffee, she gave Em a brave smile and headed down the street and around the corner to her little salon, Nailed It. Even her worries about the spirit couldn't stop her smile as she entered the studio she rented. She'd built up enough of a reputation to work alone as the best nail tech in the city, with a waiting list of almost eight months. If you wanted something crazy, like the latest trend of aquarium nails, she could build them for you. Her clients paid hundreds of dollars, but each set took hours to make and the rent and materials weren't cheap. She made a decent living and had a small pot of savings for a rainy day, but nowhere close to the thousands she'd have to pay for the kind of protection she needed to ask for. Inked skin wards lasted for life and that cost a fortune. Never mind that only two parlors in the city had inkslingers capable of that kind of power and both were in a dangerous part of town.

Putting thoughts of spirits and tattoos out of her mind, she set up her station and waited for her first client of the day.
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It was already dark by the time Bea closed out her last customer of the day and she locked the door, emptying the till and taking everything out of the safe to count it in the small back room. If she drained her current and savings accounts on the way, leaving the bare minimum to keep a roof over her head and feed her a week's supply of ramen noodles, she could scrape together close to ten grand. It would have to do. Stuffing the money into her bag, she gathered her things and went to see a man about some ink.

Paranoia had her zigzagging all over the city before she finally made her way out of a rundown metro station into the supe side of town. Everything was different here. The streetlights were dim and mostly shot out. The buildings were coated in graffiti and bullet pock marks. After dark, most of it was boarded up and warded to the gunnels against theft and violence, but she could hear raucous laughter and music from the nearby bars. Shivering, she dragged her coat tightly closed around her body and set off with a determined step in the direction of the tattoo parlor. She'd looked it up before she left the salon and memorised the directions. Flashing a nice phone here to follow a map was just an excuse to get mugged. Or worse. These were supposed to be her people, but she'd never been more scared in her life. 

Thankfully the place she was looking for was only a handful of streets away from the metro stop and she hurried towards the lights, barely pausing before she entered. 

It was a big parlor with half a dozen artists all mid-session, mostly working on guys that were already covered in ink. The kind of guys that had teardrops on their faces and gang marks on their necks. She stuck out like a flamingo in a flock of pigeons and the whole place went silent in the wake of her arrival as everyone turned to stare.

"I think you've got the wrong address, Sweet Cheeks," the guy at the front desk said with a smirk. "We don't deal with your kind here."

"Yes you do." She set her jaw and headed forward to speak to him. "Just because I come from over there doesn't mean I'm one of them."

"Don't mean you're one of us either," he replied flatly. "You don't get to walk in here in your fancy-ass clothes and pretend you're one of us."

"I wouldn't be here if I didn't need your help," she said, trying a different tack, since clearly building a rapport wasn't happening. "I need a skin ward. A strong one. And I'm told this is the best place in town to get one."

Finally she caught his attention. Big money items were always worth discussing. "How strong are we talking?" he asked and she swallowed.

"Strong enough to deal with an angry spirit capable of doing this," she replied, undoing the scarf at her throat and tugging it off to show the full extent of the livid bruising. "I'm only days away from waking possession and I can't let that happen. Please. I've tried everything else. It's too strong."

There was a brief flash of pity in his eyes before they hardened again and it was back to all business. "That kind of work is going to set you back twenty g’s," he said bluntly and she flinched. She'd known it would be a lot, but that was a crazy amount she hadn't anticipated. Prices must have gone up since the outdated information she'd been able to find online.

"I can give you ten grand tonight and the rest in two weeks," she told him. The bank might front her a loan for that amount, although she was self-employed and had no collateral. "But I need the ink tonight."

"Payment is up front. No exceptions."

Fuck. Fuckfuckfuck fucking fuck. "Please, I'm begging you." To her horror, she felt tears pricking her eyes. "I'm desperate. If it possesses me fully, I'm going to lose everything. I promise I'll get the money. I swear I'm good for it."

"We've heard that before, Lady," one of the artists called across. "And we've all learned the hard way that people don't come back with what they owe. You pay up front, or no one in this business will ink you."

She could see them all nodding and panic swarmed up her throat, making her shrill as she tried one last time.

"Please. Please! I'm begging you to help me. I'll sign whatever you want. Please!"

"What's all the ruckus out here?"

God... that voice... it was the aural love child of velvet and whisky; soft and husky, with a raw smoky power that didn't need to shout to be heard. She shivered as it curled around her exposed throat and turned to see who had spoken. The man standing behind her was tall and lean, with soft brown eyes, but they were a lie. Everything about him screamed apex predator, from his buzzcut black hair down to his solid leather boots.

"Lady needs some special ink in a hurry and can't afford to pay up front," the receptionist explained.

"How short?" Whoever he was, he didn't waste any words.

"Ten g’s."

"Is that right." It wasn't a question. She felt her face flaming as he turned the full force of that soft gaze on her and slowly perused her up and down, his lips twisting either in amusement or appreciation. She couldn't tell. It was like waiting for a mountain lion to decide whether he was going to eat her for dinner or not, and her cheeks were flaming by the time by the time his eyes found hers again.

"Come with me."

He turned with every expectation of being obeyed and, for a second, Bea hesitated. Following some guy she didn't know into a back room of a backstreet tattoo parlor was not something a smart woman did, but she was desperate. He paused at the side door and didn't turn around, but just that fraction of a second was enough to rush her forwards after him. Even though she couldn't see his face, she could tell he was smirking at her obedience. She was like a puppy called to heel and her skin prickled with shame and helpless rage. 

Through the door was a surprisingly nice office, all dark wood and dim lighting with a well-stocked bar filling one wall. His desk was sleek and modern, but there was no laptop on it. There wasn't anything on it. Not even a pot of pens and pencils, like a normal person would have in their place of work.

He rounded the desk and sat back in the big black chair there. Now that she wasn't completely overwhelmed by the force of his presence, she could study his face. He was younger than she'd first thought, the same age as her, maybe. Early thirties, definitely no more. His features were fine, sharp even, under that smooth olive skin, but he pulled it off with a wide smile that she bet would be stunning if she ever actually saw it in full force. Not that she wanted to. The man was a tiger. The less time she spent in his presence, the better. She didn't usually hang around guys that had neck tattoos. She briefly wondered where else on his body he had ink and then shut that train of thought down real quick. She wasn't interested. She didn't go for bad boys and he was lean and wiry, like a runner or featherweight boxer. She preferred her men a little less slim.

In the same way she was studying him, he was studying her. If she hadn't been looking directly at him, she might have missed the way his eyes flickered up and down her body, but she definitely caught both that and the amusement in his eyes. 

"So." He finally broke the silence. "What's a girl like you doin' in a place like this?"

"Believe me, I wouldn't be here if it wasn't necessary," she replied fervently, only belatedly realizing how offensive that sounded when the laughter in his eyes and the quirk of his lips let her know she'd mis-stepped. "I'm a Medium," she confessed, blurting it out to cover her blunder. "I've been latched onto by a spirit strong enough to possess me when I sleep." His eyes flicked to the ring of bruises around her neck and narrowed. "It's only days away from being strong enough to possess me when I'm awake, and I don't think it would benefit anyone to have a spirit in my body going on a murderous rampage around the city."

He was silent for a moment. "You ain't from around here," he observed and she inwardly rolled her eyes. That wasn't exactly a deep observation. 

"No, I'm not."

"You work?" he asked and she nodded slowly, wondering where this new direction was going.

"Yes. I run my own business."

"Then I think you and I can help each other," he said, leaning forward. "You see, you have a cash flow problem and I have a laundry problem."

A laundry problem? How many shirts would she have to iron to pay off a ten grand debt?? Her eyes dropped to the navy blue button-down he was wearing and he actually chuckled. "It ain't that kinda laundry, Darlin'." 

Darlin'. Half of her bristled at his condescending tone and the other half wanted to wrap itself around his voice and do naughty, nasty things. Stupid body. Maybe she was hormonal. It was the only explanation for it. The man was asking her to launder illegal cash, for fuck’s sake.

"So what do you say?" he asked. "How bad do you want this ink?"

She tried really, really hard not to look at the tats on his neck and failed miserably. He was making it hard to think, with the way he was staring at her. She desperately needed the ward, or she was as good as dead. That wasn't in question. But was it worth getting it, only to die in a week or two weeks when this guy realized she was out of her depth and put a bullet in her?

"I don't know anything about... laundry," she said bluntly, and he shrugged.

"That ain't my problem. You want the ink or not?"

"I need it," she admitted miserably.

"Then we have a deal." He grinned and she shivered. It was as beautiful as it was deadly. He pressed a button somewhere and the door swung inwards on silent hinges. "Give the lady whatever she wants," he said to whoever was standing behind her, his eyes never leaving hers. "And you, come back in here before you leave. I'll have your... laundry ready to go."

She swallowed and almost said 'yes, sir', but bit it back. "What if I don't?" she said, a sudden spurt of insanity overtaking her. "What if I just leave?"

At that, he burst out laughing and the mocking sound of it followed her all the way back out into the parlor, where she was seated in a chair and the artist started to hash out the details.

֍

It was close to midnight by the time she was done and part of her hoped that Mr. tall, dark and dangerous had left for the night, but she knew she'd never be that lucky. She paid them what she had out of her own money and then went to the side door to deal with the rest. The door was already swinging open by the time she raised her hand to knock and she almost stepped back, startled, but forced herself to stay where she was. Showing weakness to these guys wasn't an option.

"Come in." God... that voice. It was going to haunt her dreams. The soft Hispanic accent made it all the more appealing and she shook herself mentally. The man was a killer, no doubt about it, and so she didn't need to be daydreaming about him whispering bad things in her ear. 

"I'm done," she told him, feeling like an idiot the moment the words left her mouth. Of course she was. She wouldn't be standing there if she wasn't.

"Show me." He gazed at her and her cheeks flamed scarlet. She'd deliberately had it done in a place no one would ever see it, screened away from the rest of the shop by the artist. 

"It's not in a visible place," she replied primly and he smirked, opening a drawer and taking a gun out of it without taking his eyes from hers. He set it on the table, facing towards her.

"Show me," he commanded again and adrenaline rocketed through her veins with a rush of electricity. She'd never even seen a real gun before. With shaking hands, she raised the hem of her blouse and lifted the weight of her left breast to show the complex geometrical pattern tattooed on the undercurve of it. It was one of the few times she was grateful to have such generous curves. The space had been big enough that the ink wouldn't even show under a well-fitted bikini. One of the advantages of magical ink was that it healed almost immediately, so she didn't even have it covered and her bra was tucked into her handbag.

He rose from his seat and stalked towards her, his eyes on the delicate, precise lines marked into her flesh. "Beautiful," he murmured, looking at it up close. He raised a hand to touch it and that was a step too far. She backed out of his reach and dropped her blouse back into place, setting her jaw. She hadn't come here to be fondled by some stranger, however gorgeous he was. The amusement on his face said he knew exactly how much he was getting to her, but he didn't push it. Instead he walked back to his desk and lifted a black bag from behind it.

"Standard cut is ten percent," he told her, all business now. "You owe me ten g’s, so this is a hundred. I want it back in two weeks."

For a second her brain stalled. A hundred thousand dollars in two weeks?! That was insanity! There's no way she'd manage that.

"But I don't even know what I'm doing!" she spluttered. "You can't expect me to put that much money through my books in two weeks!"

"You want me to take the ink back?" he asked mildly and she shuddered, unable to believe she'd been such a fucking idiot. She should have squared this deal before she ever went under the needle. Now there wasn't any way out of it without literally letting him carve out his pound of flesh.

"I don't know how to do it," she tried again. "Maybe you could-"

"It ain't my problem," he said flatly, handing her the bag. "Two weeks. I'll find you." He turned his back on her and then she was being escorted, shell-shocked, out of the office and out of the parlor by one of his muscle men.

"Well fuck," she cursed, standing alone in the street as she tried to get her shit together. What the hell was she supposed to do now?

֍

"So let me get this straight..." Em was staring at her over breakfast the next morning like she'd lost her mind. "You got the tattoo, which was paid for by some gang lord, and now to pay him back you have to launder a hundred grand in cash in two weeks?"

"That's about the sum of it," Bea agreed miserably. "I told him I don't know the first thing about laundering money and he said it wasn't his problem. I'm so stupid. He had a gun, Em. If I can't figure this out, I'm as good as dead."

"Well fuck," said Em in a perfect echo of Bea's thoughts. "Two weeks isn't a lot of time. It's not like we can put that much through our businesses as tips."

"I couldn't do that anyway." Bea had already checked. "Tips are taxable and I can't afford to pay that bill when it comes due. I'd get away with not declaring a fifty here or there, but a hundred grand? No way."

"So we break it down," Em said. "Let me grab a notebook we can burn when this is all over."

"Em," Bea caught her hand. "There's no 'we' here. I love you for offering, but I can't let you get involved in this. It's too dangerous."

Emma snorted. "It's adorable that you think you have a choice. I'm already involved. Let me get the damn notebook." She pulled her hand free and went to her room, returning shortly afterwards with a small, ratty looking notebook. "So." She clicked her pen open. "What were your ideas?"

"Well I don't have time to learn how to 'cook the books'," Bea replied. "And I don't know how to get around the invoicing paper trail anyway. If I took an extra hundred per client but didn't declare the income, I don't think it would raise eyebrows at the bank when I make deposits. I just have to pray the IRS don't do an audit. If I do three clients a day, six days a week, that's only thirty-six hundred dollars."

"It's a start," Em replied, writing it down. "I can probably push the same amount through the flower shop in undeclared tips and adding cash to sales. If we both aim for four thousand, that's a total of eight thousand." She frowned. “If I knew how to cook the books I could put some through Blossom & Bloom, but I don’t know the first thing about it either.”

"Inheritances and gifts aren't taxable," Bea said, remembering what she'd been reading online the night before when she couldn't sleep. The last thing she wanted was the flower shop Emma owned to get raided by the IRS. "How hard would it be to fake an inheritance?"

"No idea." Emma wrote it down anyway. "Gifts might be an easier option. We'd need to have somebody we can trust, though, because they can't give it to us in cash. We can't deposit more than ten thousand at once or the transaction will get flagged. We'd have to give someone the money and trust them to wire it back."

"I wouldn't even know who to ask," Bea admitted. "I don't trust anyone except you."

"I know a guy," Emma said thoughtfully. "He owes me one and I have leverage."

"Okay, so say he gifts each of us nine and a half per week, that's another thirty-eight thousand accounted for, to a total of forty-six thousand. That's not even halfway there." 

"Cash rebates are tax free," Em suggested. "What if we took some of this money and went on a white goods shopping spree and then returned it all a few days later for a card refund saying a house sale fell through or something? The bank probably wouldn't blink at where that money came from if it's from a legitimate store."

"Maybe we could both open a couple of new accounts at different banks," Bea suggested. "That way they won't know our regular income and spending habits, so they'd be even less likely to be concerned about gifts or big card refunds."

"Smart." Em frowned. "I guess, worst case scenario, if it gets close to the end of the two weeks and we're not there, we get a death certificate and forge a lawyer's letter and claim the rest as inheritance."

"Okay." Bea sighed. The day had barely started and she already had a headache. The next two weeks were going to be the longest of her life.
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Two weeks later, Bea was tiredly putting towels into the dryer when the little bell over the front door of the nail salon tinkled. Weird... she could have sworn she'd locked the door.

"I'm sorry, we're closed," she called out, closing the door of the dryer and turning the dial.

"Not for me, you ain't." The soft voice stopped her dead in her tracks and she turned, reluctantly, to see the bane of her existence standing by the screen that separated the utility area from the part of the salon the customers saw. "I'm here for my money."

She swallowed. "I don't have all of it. There was an issue at the bank and they were unexpectedly closed when I went to cash out this afternoon. I can have it for you tomorrow."

He shook his head, lips twisting in a smile.

"Nah, see that ain't how it works. You don't pay me on time, you gotta pay interest."

"Interest?!" For the briefest second she had the abrupt urge to cry, but then it was swallowed in a rush of infinite rage. "Listen here, Mr. Neck Tats," she said coldly. "I've spent the last two weeks busting my ass to hit an all but impossible target and the only reason I didn't make it was for something completely out of my control. I've broken laws. I've forged documents. I've blackmailed decent people. And now you want to talk to me about interest? I don't have anything else to give, so if you want to kill me, well go ahead and do it. I'm fucking done."

He dragged a gun out from his pants and closed the distance between them, pressing the barrel of it to her temple. "You so eager to die?" he asked softly.

"Of course not. And you'd have to be pretty fucking stupid to kill me when I still have five thousand dollars of your money in an account with my name on," she said, with no idea where this bravado was coming from. Her heart was racing and her ears were ringing, but fuck this guy if he thought she was going to go meekly into the night. "But if you think I can pay you some kind of interest, you're wrong. I have nothing left to give. The parlor already cleaned me out."

"See, that's where you're wrong," he told her, taking the gun away from her forehead and sliding it across her collarbone. "Not all payments are made in money." The barrel of the gun dipped lower, sliding down her body, over her chest and belly, before he dragged up the skirt of her dress and slipped the gun beneath it. "Nice dress." He crowded into her personal space, shoving her knees apart and sliding the gun over the seam of her panties. "If I put my fingers here, am I going to find you wet?" he murmured in her ear, but she was too intoxicated by fear and his incredible scent and a desperate needy arousal to reply. What the fuck was happening to her? Was she so lonely and desperate that any kind of male attention turned her on? He was literally stroking her cunt with a gun that could go off at any minute and she was so broken that she was getting off on it. 

"Say it," he demanded, his stubble brushing her cheek as he bit her earlobe. 

"Say what?" She closed her eyes and let her head fall back against the wall he'd pressed her up against. 

"That you're wet and aching for me," he replied, and she swallowed.

"I'm not." 

"Lie to me again and the interest gets doubled," he growled. "Now say it."

"No." She braced, waiting for violence, but it never came. Instead, he let out a delighted chuckle.

"Oh, I'm gonna enjoy breakin' you," he told her, pulling the gun back and pressing it to her side as he replaced it with his hand. "So high and mighty on the prissy side of town, with your flouncy dress and fancy salon. But you're still going to come on my hand like any other slut, because I made you."

If he thought she was going to humiliate herself that way, he was wrong. He was beautiful and charismatic and for some strange reason the adrenaline was making her wild, but he also had a gun pressed to her side and he was a freaking gang lord that probably sold drugs that killed kids. 

"Does it make you feel like a big man to humiliate women?" she forced out, trying not to gasp as his fingers made their way inside her panties. "To... to... sexually assault them like this?"

"Is that what this is?" He sounded amused as he plunged two fingers inside her. "See, for it to be sexual assault, you have to not want it. And you want it, Beatrix. I can feel all over my hand how much you want it." The problem was, so could she. She'd wanted it from the moment she'd heard his voice in the store. Damn him. And how the fuck did he know her name and where she worked? She was so screwed.

"All I have to do is say no once and then it's sexual assault," she insisted weakly.

"Then go ahead and tell me no." His thumb had found her clit and was working it with masterful precision.

"Fuck," she breathed. It felt so good she completely lost her mind for a few seconds as he kissed the sensitive skin of her neck. His fingers were rhythmically stroking her insides as he toyed with her clit, his whole hand slick with her desire. She was supposed to say something, but she couldn't think straight through the spell of sensation he was weaving around her.

"That's it," he murmured and God... that voice. If he ever decided to go straight, he'd make a fortune doing voice-overs. Not that people like them had the opportunity to go straight just like that. "Where's your head at?" he asked, using the gun to tilt up her chin so she was forced to look at him. 

"I'm right here," she said and his eyes narrowed.

"Bitch, I told you what I'd do if you lied to me again." He didn't even sound mad about it.

"I was..." she closed her eyes to avoid the embarrassment, which was pretty fucking stupid considering he was up to the palm in her pussy, but she couldn't help it. "I was thinking about your voice."

"My voice?" He paused finger-fucking her. "What about it?"

"That you'd make a fortune if you decided to go straight and use it for voice-overs."

He actually choked out an incredulous laugh before he could stop himself. "Seriously? That's what you thinkin' 'bout?"

"You asked." She shrugged, grateful for the temporary reprieve. He was too damn talented and he knew it.

"So you like it, then? My voice." The fingers inside her started working their magic again and she couldn't think of a way to answer without outright lying.

"It has a certain... quality to it," she made herself say as her hips gave up fighting him and rode the wave of pleasure he was building. This was crazy. How was he doing this to her? He was a total stranger. "What are you?" she blurted out, raising up on her tip-toes to try and escape the mind-bending pleasure he was inflicting on her.

"Oh I have power, but that ain't what's making this happen," he said with a smirk. "That's all you." 

That couldn't be true. She was a good person. She didn't let people she didn't know finger-bang her out of the blue at gun point and get off on it, however hot they were or how sexy their voice was. It wasn't who she was. She was just a regular girl, trying to get by.

"If you don't come soon, I'm going to have to put my mouth down there," he told her and just the thought of that filthy wicked tongue on her sent her over the edge. Her thighs clamped together as she came hard, a soft choking grunt escaping from her throat, even though she tried to keep it quiet. "Good girl." He withdrew his hand and stepped back, letting her slump against the wall on trembling legs as power rolled through the room. Fucker was an incubus. Suddenly the forced orgasm made sense. Payment indeed. 

He licked his fingers with a smirk, calculated to shock her, and then turned to leave. "I'll be back tomorrow," he said over his shoulder. "You'd better have my money."
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Bea didn’t tell Emma what had happened in the salon. She wasn’t sure exactly why she needed to keep it a secret, but she just really didn’t want to admit to it. If she was honest, she still couldn’t quite believe it had happened. That man was sin incarnate and she didn’t even know his name. That was something that needed to change. He definitely knew hers. God, the way he said it... Beatrix. It sent a shiver down her spine every time she thought about it, and she hated her name. Her attraction to him had to be something to do with his incubus powers, and if he said otherwise then he was a liar as well as a gang lord and whatever other ruthless stuff he managed in his free time.

“So he wasn’t mad?” Em asked doubtfully and Bea sighed.

“He was mad enough to pull a gun on me, but he didn’t use it.” Except to fondle my lady parts. What an asshole. “Anyway, he’s coming back tomorrow to pick it all up and then this whole horrible nightmare will be over.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to be there?” Em asked. “I can close the shop early.”

“It’s bad enough he knows my name and where I work,” Bea replied, shaking her head. “There’s no way he’s getting any more access to my life or the people in it than he has already. Thank you, though.”

“If you change your mind, call me,” Em made her promise.

֍

When the bell over the door went the following night, Bea briefly wished she’d taken Em up on her offer to be a wingwoman. Sitting alone in the semi-dark studio with a bag full of ill-gotten cash waiting for an incubus she couldn’t trust herself around was not on her top ten list of things to be doing on a Thursday night, but here she was. She’d deliberately set herself up in the front of the salon where she was visible from the street and his smirk when he saw her said he knew exactly what she was playing at.

“It’s all there.” She didn’t wait for him to open with some smart-ass comment, just handed over the bag and backed off. “You’ve got your money. We’re done.”

“Oh, you think so?” He chuckled and it was death by chocolate. “Nah, see that ain’t how it works, Bitch. I own you now.”

A fire ignited in her that she didn’t know she was capable of. “For someone so smart, you’re kind of stupid,” she snarled. “Do I look to you like I have four legs? Or a tail? No? Then don’t call me a bitch. And you don’t own me. Owning people went out with the nineteenth century. I did what you asked of me. We’re done.”

“Woof.” He bared his teeth in a broad grin that raised every hair on her body. “You think you can just walk away from me? I know who you are. I can destroy you in five seconds just by letting out your little secret.” He dropped the bag to the side and pulled his gun. “I could end you now.”

“But you won’t.” Fuck. Fuckfuckfuckfucking fuck. “You don’t want the kind of heat murdering a norm in cold blood would bring. There are cameras all up and down this street. It’s a good neighborhood,” she babbled.

“That’s cute,” he laughed. “And you ain’t a norm, lady.” His lips twisted into that smile again. “Lady... hah, from the sounds you made on my hand last night, you ain’t no lady either.” He was walking towards her and she was backing away until her back was up against the dividing screen and she couldn’t go any further. “I mean... if you wanna go out back and prove otherwise, I’m in,” he suggested and she swallowed.

“What do you want?”

“Smart choice.” He put the gun away. “Same deal. Ten percent cut. A hundred large.”

“No.” It was impossible. They’d barely managed it the first time round.

“No?” He quirked an eyebrow.

“No,” she said firmly. “My business doesn’t have the turnover to be able to wash that kind of cash, and trying to force me into it is only going to backfire on you. I’m not an idiot, Mr. Neck Tats. You’ve got a laundry problem. You said it yourself. That’s why you need me, so getting me locked up doesn’t fit into your plan. And I want twenty percent. Ten isn’t enough to risk going to jail for, or to put up with you waving your gun around any time you feel like having a tantrum.”

He mouthed the word tantrum, actually looking shocked for a second, and then his face hardened. “It’s cute that you think you can negotiate,” he said flatly. 

“You’re stupid if you think I won’t,” she replied, equally as flatly. “Because, honestly, I’d rather die than put myself through the stress of the last two weeks on a regular basis, and we both know you need me too much to kill me. If you didn’t, you’d never have offered me the deal for the ink in the first place. You were looking for a way into the norm world and here I am. You might have trapped me, and that was my bad, but that doesn’t mean I have to let you run me into the ground.”

He considered her for a long moment and then took a seat, swinging round one of the comfortable chairs. “Tell me about your gift,” he demanded. “Can you still see and speak to spirits with that new tat?”

“Like you didn’t ask the artist that made it,” she snorted, refusing to answer the question directly in case he was up to some shady shit like recording their conversation. The truth was that she could still see and hear them. The ink only protected her from possession, but that was all she needed. She’d been dealing with the rest of it for her entire life and, if she was honest, some small part of her wanted to try and find a way to help this damn spirit move on, if only so it didn’t latch onto some other unfortunate soul with a limited channelling ability that might let it loose upon the world.

He conceded the point with a nod. Of course he’d asked.

“What’s your name?” she asked curiously. “I can’t keep calling you Mr. Neck Tats.”

His grin was wide and sexy. “Knowledge is power and you ain’t gonna wanna pay the price of that power,” he teased.

“Neck Tats it is then,” she shrugged. “Could be worse, I suppose. Could be Neck Beard.” Was she flirting? She mentally slapped herself. That was a path she was not going to go down. And she wasn’t going to allow herself to even consider what sort of price he might demand for the favor of knowing his name. Or how much fun it might be to pay it. Nope. Absolutely not. No way. She needed to get back to the business at hand. “Twenty grand a month, twenty percent cut,” she said. “That’s all I can move. If you want more, then you need to lend me someone to teach me how to do the books so I don’t get caught. And you might want to give me your number too. If I’d been able to tell you the bank was closed yesterday, you could have saved yourself a wasted trip.”

“It wasn’t wasted.” He was still amused. “I collected on the interest owed.” His eyes flicked down her body and she cursed her inability to control the heat that rose in her skin.

“Do we have a deal?” she demanded, impatient to have him out of her studio so she could go home and wash off the day.

“Give me your phone.” He held his hand out and she rolled her eyes. Did he really think she wasn’t capable of putting in a contact while he dictated it? Still, she handed it over and almost missed the small grin that curved his lips as he tapped at the screen. He had truly beautiful hands. Square and masculine. She didn’t normally go for guys wearing rings, but there was something about his that emphasised the muscular lines of his fingers. Simple, thick matte bands, one in black and one in silver. She liked that they weren’t flashy. It took her a second to realise he was holding her phone back out to her and she didn’t look at his face, knowing he’d be laughing at her. 

It was her turn to laugh when she saw he’d saved himself under the name MNT... Mr. Neck Tats. It seemed surreal to find such amusement in such a shitty situation, but what was done was done. She was going to survive this. She might end up in jail, but maybe that was better than being dead. 

“I’ll have the money dropped off tomorrow,” he told her, rising to his feet. “Goodnight, Beatrix.”

She shivered and he was gone.
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Bea waved her last customer out of the shop and paused in the open doorway to let some of the cold, crisp outside air into the studio. She loved her job, but some of the chemicals she used had really strong smells and sometimes the ventilation system got a little overwhelmed. It was already getting dark and she pulled her cardigan tighter around her, only belatedly noticing a black SUV parked up on the other side of the road in a no-parking zone. It must have been there a while because she hadn’t seen it arriving as she was cashing out her client and she frowned, wondering if she should leave them a note. The parking fines had recently gone up in the city.

As she watched, the front door opened and a stocky, well-muscled Hispanic guy stepped out, wearing dark jeans and a black T-shirt. She didn’t have to see his tattoos to know he was one of MNTs guys. He just had that aura about him. She ruthlessly squashed the tiny tendril of disappointment that he hadn’t come himself before it could take root anywhere in her thoughts. Mr. Neck Tats was an asshole. She was glad he wasn’t here.

The guy grabbed a black bag from the back seat and headed across the street towards her and she moved back inside, hoping none of the neighbors saw him entering the salon. It didn’t look like there was anyone standing at their windows, but it was easy to miss.

“Boss said to drop this off,” he said, his voice neutral, and she had to wonder what he thought of this whole bizarre situation. He probably didn’t have to run errands to her side of the city all that often. She doubted Mr. Neck Tats had managed to trap many norms into working for him.

“Thanks.” She took the bag from him and went to drop it in the safe, pausing at the door when he didn’t immediately leave. “Is something wrong? Am I supposed to give you a receipt?”

“Nah.” He appeared to be studying the studio, his eyes critical. “You leaving any time soon?”

“No.” She hadn’t planned to. She hadn’t put any videos up on her social media in days and it was a big source of income for her. One she could use to hide money with. “I’ll be here another couple of hours.”

“I’ll stick around,” he said flatly. “This place is too exposed.” 

“That’s really not necessary,” she promised, feeling flustered. “This is a good neighborhood and the money is safe. I have a good vault to keep it in. And you’re parked in a no-parking zone.”

He raised an eyebrow at that, but simply shrugged. “Boss would be pissed if I let you get hurt,” he said. “So I’ll stay in the car until you’re ready to go home.”

Stupid men and their stupid muscles and stupid tattoos. She’d been living and working here for close to six years and suddenly she was incapable of taking care of herself? “Look, I’ve never had a problem in this neighborhood and I doubt I ever will. It’s not like your side of the city. We don’t get drive-by shootings or random gang violence here. I’m as safe as I have been every day for the last six years. You don’t need to waste your time watching over me. I’ll just lock the door like I always do.”

“You work for the Boss now. The Boss has enemies. His enemies are now your enemies.” He looked at her as though she were stupid. “Don’t matter how careful we are, someone might notice. And if they do, you’re a soft target.”

A soft target? That stung, even if it were true.

“Surely you hanging around here paints more of a target on my back than the small chance someone has noticed my existence?” She tried to reason with him, but he wasn’t budging. “Fine. You want a drink or something?” He took a cup of tea and went back to the car, sitting in it where she couldn’t see him through the blacked out windows, but she knew he was there and it was messing with her concentration. She ruined two nails before she finally got her phone out and sent a text to His Lordship.

I don’t need
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