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A re imagined version of Beauty and the Beast in this modern fairytale. 
Tattoo artist Corbin Franklin has everything, including a tumor that will kill him. Determined to not let his art die with him, he seeks someone to become his living legacy, a canvas for his art. 
Briony Carmichael was tragically burned over 87% of her body as a child, she believes the scars make her unlovable. She hides in her apartment, reluctant to face the world. The idea of art covering her body, and having something beautiful on her, pulls her out of her seclusion and she offers up her body to Corbin as his living canvas. 
The tattoos draw them together, and change what they thought they knew. Their eyes are opened to what they had avoided for so long. When her parents interfer in their blossoming romance, the chain of events that follows might cost them everything; even each other. Can they grab love before death takes Corbin away? 
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To Aubrey

Thank you for being the best father I could have asked for. I love you.
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Chapter 1 
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“I feel like a science experiment,” Corbin muttered to himself.

Headaches and blackouts had sent him here, but so far, the only thing he had to show for his time was test after test. His eyes wandered over all the degrees and books that were stuffed into the three bookcases that overwhelmed the empty, posh office. If his insurance sent him here, either something was very wrong, or he was a medical curiosity. 

A dragon started to appear scale by scale on the sketchbook in his lap. It had some possibilities as a tattoo. He kept refining the detail, fleshing it out as he considered and dismissed possibilities. It could be high blood pressure or some weird ink poisoning; neither of them seemed likely. “I’m probably turning into a mutant or something like that,” he snickered. Maybe he was about to get super powers. When would the specialist get here?

As if in response to his complaint, the door opened and the doctor walked in. This one had run the most recent set of tests. Something called a PET scan, or maybe it had been a PIT scan. Either way, finally, he would get the results, and then he could get back to his life and his business.

The doctor had a file with him, and he smiled at Corbin as he shook his hand. 

“Mr. Franklin, I’m John Lorgin. We met before the PET scan, but I know it was a bit much to take in.

Corbin closed his sketchbook and looked at the doctor, the cynical voice in the back of his mind wondering how much this was going to cost.

“Nice to talk to you again. I feel like I’ve been a hot potato in this medical stuff. So are you going to tell me what’s going on and how to get the headaches to go away?”

The doctor flipped over the folder and looked at it once more, then looked up at Corbin. The set of the doctor’s face caused Corbin’s stomach to clench and he sat up a bit straighter. It had to be bad; nothing else could cause that look.

“I know you’ve been through round after round of tests, but we wanted to be absolutely sure.” The doctor paused and folded his hands on his desk, looking directly at Corbin. “Mr. Franklin, I’m afraid you have an inoperable brain tumor. By our best estimates you might have eighteen months left to live.” 

The doctor’s voice echoed in the office, and it took a full minute for Corbin’s brain to translate the sounds into words with meanings. Meanings he did not want to comprehend.

“Excuse me?” Each syllable dripped with acid, but the doctor didn’t blink, just smiled at him with a sad sort of smile that caused Corbin’s gorge to rise.

“You have a rare form of—”

Corbin overrode him. “Bullshit. This isn’t funny. I came in for headaches. What the hell are you talking about?” His voice rose as his hands clenched the arms of the chair, causing his knuckles to whiten and pull his body forward. 

“I know you came in for headaches, and this is what is causing them. All the tests we ran point to this being the cause. Listen to me, Mr. Franklin. The tumor you have is inoperable due to location. It is pressing against parts of your brain that control your involuntary responses: respiration, heartbeat, etc. This is what is causing the headaches.” He flipped open the chart and pulled out some images that Corbin recognized as being of a brain. “You can see the tumor here; it is the bright white section.” He pointed to it with a well-manicured finger. “We can’t remove it, and the level of radiation needed to kill it would kill you. At the rate it is growing, it is going to kill you, and soon.”

The words couldn’t be true, this couldn’t be happening to him. Corbin leapt to his feet, his lithe form cracking upwards like a whip as his hands balled into fists so tight that his short nails dug into the palms of his hands. “This isn’t real. I can’t be dying. I’m too young. I’m too good at what I do. I’m not ready to die.” His voice was so loud it rang in his ears, but the doctor didn’t flinch; he just looked at him with patient understanding, a look that Corbin loathed.

“I know you don’t want to believe it, and you aren’t ready to talk about it at this moment. I have some information about this condition, as well as what you can expect as it progresses. There will be more effects as the tumor gets larger. We can make another appointment when you are ready to talk about it. I can recommend a counsel—”

Corbin didn’t recognize the voice that burst from his lips. “I don’t need a counselor. I need a doctor that can fix headaches, not give me a death sentence. I’m out of here. I’ll be contacting my insurance company. I’m not paying for this shit.” Grabbing his sketchbook, he stormed out of the office, brushing past the nurse who called his name.

“Mr. Franklin, we need to schedule another appointment. Mr. Franklin?”

“He’ll be back, Karen. Right now let him go.” The calmness of the doctor’s voice, his assurance that Corbin would be coming back to this quack’s office, salted this new open wound.

It felt good to slam the door behind him as he headed out to his baby, a 2008 red Bullitt Mustang, the only female he trusted. “I will not be back; he can go to hell. I’ll go find a doctor who can do something about my headaches and blackouts. Obviously, this quack can’t.” Ranting at the car helped somewhat. He slid into the driver’s seat, buckled in, and grabbed his sunglasses. He glanced in the rearview mirror, his ice blue eyes showing fear. Fear he blocked out by sliding the glasses on his face. Burying his fear under anger, he hit the gas and tore out of the parking lot. The speed and the squeal of tires soothed the raging emotions that were a storm in the back of his mind. 

“I’m not fucking dying. And that is final.” 

He drove home, aggressive and fast. A part of him hoped no cops saw him, but another part of him wanted a cop, someone to take his anger out on. Corbin pulled into the parking lot of his building at high speed and managed to not slam the car door as he got out. You didn’t slam the door of your baby. Corbin slipped in the back door to his building, making sure he was quiet, so people in his tattoo parlor wouldn’t hear him. He loved his business partners, Jai and Jagged, but right now, he couldn’t handle them. They would ask questions, want to talk...about feelings. He shuddered at that thought as he jogged up the two flights to his apartment. No way in hell did he want to talk. There was nothing to talk about. He wasn’t dying.

He stood in his apartment, vibrating with rage and confusion. It was four in the afternoon, too early to hit the bar, but he needed a drink, sex, something to prove he was alive. Sitting down at the table, he forced himself to sketch out ideas for new tattoos. He had two clients who wanted something special. One of them was a breast cancer survivor, and he was doing that tat pro bono. The dragon he had started in the doctor’s office would suit her; it would cover the scars where her breasts use to be. It would be stunning. Focusing on the sketch and then obsessively cleaning his loft, he managed to delay until eight. By then he heard Jai and Jagged enter their apartment below him, and he snuck out the building’s back door. The need for something, someone, to take his anger, his fear, out on was almost palpable.

There were many reasons he had bought this building years ago, and location had been a primary one. Within a few blocks, he had bars, nightclubs, restaurants with great take out, and even a small upscale grocery store. In other words, alcohol, women, and food all close enough he could walk to them without effort. Tonight he focused on the alcohol and women; nothing else mattered. 

Walking into the local nightclub, The Pitstop, he headed straight to the bar. “Single malt whiskey, triple, straight up.”

The bartender, Katie, gave him an arch look as she poured the drink and took his money. “Bad day, Corbin?”

“You could say that.”

“Well, that sucks. But, hey, I saw the spread People magazine did on you. Not bad. Sounds like you have the next Top Ink competition sewn up.” 

Corbin blinked at her and forced a smile. “Yeah, it was a good interview. Look...” he trailed off, his body rippling with tension.

Katie rolled her eyes. “Ask, Corbin, I’ve heard it all.” She leaned forward, showing an impressive amount of cleavage.

He liked her too much to treat her like he wanted to treat someone today. She was a friend, and he wanted to hurt someone. “Anyone here that qualifies as an easy, decent lay? No strings, just a straight fuck?”

She almost choked as she stood up straight. “Wow, blunt today, aren’t you?” There was a pause and then she sighed, looking a bit disappointed in him. “You’re being an ass, but yeah, Cyn should be walking in shortly. From the way she’s raved about your art, you’ll probably have her twisted around your finger in minutes. And from what I’ve seen, as long as you show her a good time, she’ll make sure you have one too.”

The name sounded familiar. A vague image of blonde hair, large breasts, and a shallow personality formed.

“Good, she should work.” He knew his smile wasn’t nice, but right now he didn’t care, couldn’t care. The thought of sinking into someone and proving his vitality was all that mattered.

Katie gave him a strained smile as she nodded towards the door. “And there she is. You’re welcome to her; lord knows she’s too much trouble for most.”

“Yeah, that’s who I thought it was. Good. Let’s see if she wants a taste of the best tattoo artist in the world, rather than just a tattoo. She’s been throwing herself at me for a while. Guess she just caught me.” He slammed down the rest of the drink, enjoying the burn all the way down, then headed towards the sexy blonde in very tight, revealing clothes.

“Lord, Corbin. What crawled up your butt and died?”

He heard her muttered words, but dismissed them. Instead, he focused on the ass of his next bed toy. Actually, screw the bed; there was a wall in the back that would work.
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“OKAY, EVERYONE, WE almost have this raid in the bag. Krispy, you have tank healing. Dzuri, make sure you move in during the agro phase.” 

The raid leader’s voice came through her headset, and Briony grinned, her character, Krispy, in position, and ready to heal the second the fight started. Briony heard the click of the door opening and sighed as she heard her mom come in. She was early.

“Briony, I’m here. I brought Indian from a new restaurant that opened near us.” 

“I’m going to be a few minutes, Mom. I’m in the middle of something.” Briony flipped her mic back on. “Healer ready.” Her smoky voice echoed in her headset on the chat channel providing her status.

“Tank ready” came through her headset, and her eyes narrowed as her fingers hovered over her programmable mouse.

“Go.” The raid leader’s voice cracked through the virtual air, and a holocaust of pixels ignited.

Briony focused on healing the tank as other healers kept the rest of the group alive. She ignored her mother behind her, even though she could feel the vibration of her mom’s tapping foot.

Taking a split second to flip her mic off, she said, “I’ll be a little bit longer, Mom. We’ve got trash, then the last boss to go. And the run has been going nicely.”

“I just don’t understand why you waste your time with that stuff.” Her mom didn’t wait to hear any answer Briony might have given; she just walked back into the kitchen

“I don’t have time for this,” Briony muttered and flipped her mic back on. 

“Stack on tank...now,” came from the leader. 

All her attention was on the screen, moving as needed and casting heals as fast as she could. In a few minutes, it was over.

“Thanks for the invite guys. I gotta run. Talk to you later.”

“See you, Krispy. I’ll be online later.” The familiar voice of Dzuri came over headset. She was her best friend online, and the main person she spoke to outside of raids. Briony longed to chat with her right now, but with her mom in the kitchen, it wasn’t possible.

“Sure thing. Bye.” 

Briony whipped off her headset, logged off the game, and headed to the bathroom. “Mom, I’ll be there in a minute.” Her mom was talking on the phone—to her father, she assumed—and just waved at her.

Using the bathroom took a minute, and then she headed back to the kitchen. Her mom’s voice caused her to stop and listen.

“I really do wish you would come to lunch with us occasionally, Tim. Yes, I know you feel guilty every time you see her, but she is your daughter.” There was silence as her mom moved about the kitchen, phone to her ear. Briony was out of sight and stood there listening, unable to move.

“I know she looks like one of the accident victims from those bad sci-fi movies you watch, Troma or something? But she is still your daughter, and she deserves to see her father occasionally. Why can you watch it on TV but not come see her?” The pleading tone of her voice carried down the hall. Briony heard the muttered “uh-uhs” of someone listening, then, “I’m worried about her. All people see are her horrific scars. No one will ever see her.”

The words seared into her brain, and she couldn’t handle hearing anymore. Briony backed up to the bathroom and made noise walking down the hall. “So you said Indian today?” she announced as she came around the corner. She stopped at the entry to the kitchen, watching her mother move about setting up the table as if it were a dinner party and not lunch with her daughter, something they did about three times a week. Her curvy form, well-endowed chest, and peaches-and-cream complexion made Briony wonder once more if she would have looked like that if the accident had never happened.

With a sharp shake of her head, she reminded herself that those thoughts were never allowed. They led to her drinking too much and taking too many painkillers, and she refused to let the world beat her, especially in that manner. Trying not to let the impact of the words show, she forced a smile as she walked in.

“Smells good, Mom. What did you get?”

Susan Carmichael's head tilted sideways to look at Briony, a frown creasing her face. The few random streaks of silver in her strawberry hair made her look like a worried angel.

“I don’t understand why you like to waste your time with that silly game.”

“It’s not like I’m going to be invited to go to a party with people, Mom. And the degree I’m almost done with is about ‘silly games’ like that.”

Her mom turned her head away, not addressing her daughter’s comment. “I got some green curry and extra naan. You aren’t eating enough.”

Briony didn’t huff, no matter how much she wanted to. “I weigh exactly the same as I have for the last three years. You know that. If I gain even a pound, it hurts, so I don’t. Thank you for the naan, but I’m healthy.”

Again, Susan averted her eyes, but Briony was used to that. Her mom hated to look at her, but at the same time couldn’t stay away.

“I want you to get out and have friends, have a life, maybe get married.”

She had been watching her mom’s reflection in the microwave as she bustled around the kitchen, but those words caused Briony to burst out in laughter. “Mom, I’m never getting married. No one is going to marry anyone that looks like me. Not to mention, any pregnancy would be fraught with danger for both me and a child. Let it go, Mom, I’m fine.”

Susan whirled and looked at her daughter, the anger and anguish in her face surprising Briony. “I know you have challenges because of your scars. But I hate thinking of you being alone all your life. I want to die knowing you are taken care of and protected.”

The idea that her mom thought she needed to be taken care and that she only focused on her scars made Briony close her eyes. Tears right now would be such a relief. She had long practice at enduring extreme amounts of both physical and emotional pain; that experience let her lock down all expression and movement in her face. “Explain, please.”

“I hate that your scars are mine and your father’s fault. I don’t want to die knowing you are going to always be alone. Maybe we can do an arranged marriage or find a roommate for you? With all the settlements, you have more than enough money to make you a good catch. There has to be someone out there that can look past the physical and see my beautiful daughter.” 

Susan sounded like she was almost in tears and the begging look on her face kept Briony from exploding in rage. Well, that and she had learned a long time ago rage didn’t get her anything. Calm, logical behavior did. When you reacted with pain, people just treated you worse and gave false platitudes. You could never show how much something hurt.

“Mother, while I have no illusions regarding how I look, I do have friends and people I interact with. And while I doubt I will ever get married, that is not my ultimate goal. You do not need to worry about it. I’m almost done with my degree and there is a good chance employers won’t care about how I look, just how good I am at designing computer games. It’s my life. I’ll be okay.” Her voice was cool and almost distant, but it was the only response she could make.

“Oh, baby, I just need you to be happy. You’re my miracle child after we tried so long. But then this, and the infection...we’ve ruined your life.” Tears ran down Susan’s face, and she moved across the kitchen to grab her purse. “I’m sorry, I just want what is best for you, and I’ll do anything to protect you and keep you happy. I think I’m having a bad day. The hot flashes and hormones are getting to me. Maybe it is best I go. I’ll be back over Saturday.” With a final tearful sniff, she went out the door, locking it behind her. The click of the locks let Briony know she was gone.

Briony sat there for a long moment, concentrating on her heart rate and breathing until she was sure she was under control. She got up and began mechanically putting the food away in the fridge, no longer even the least bit hungry. It didn’t take long, and while the idea of a drink sounded divine, she knew she couldn’t do that, not now. Her mother’s words, both overheard and said to her face, scorched her, and that would make her drink way more than she should. 

She stood in the middle of her apartment, lost, not knowing what to do. The words from her mother etched new wounds deep into the emotional scars encasing her heart. The coursework for her degree in software development would distract her, give her something positive to focus on. She spoke to the empty apartment, needing to hear the words to help refocus herself. “I need to get ready for the midterms next week. I don’t want my GPA to drop. It might be the one thing that lets me get a job.” A senior in a computer design degree program, she was almost through the coursework, with five more classes to finish her degree.

With eyes so dry they hurt, she stopped to get some eye drops and then settled down to study anatomy, one of the extra classes she took to help with designing realistic looking people and inhabitants for the world she hoped to be able to program someday.

It took a while but soon enough the coursework pulled her in, while the idea of somehow having something about her that was beautiful crackled at the back of her thoughts.
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HE CRUMPLED UP THE sketch he was working on and tossed it to the side with as much force as he could muster. It fell to the floor. No crash, no thud, just floated down. There was nothing satisfying about that at all.

Corbin scrubbed his face with his hands and tried to focus on his sketches. The doctor had sent the information to him in email. He had read it. He didn’t believe it, but he had read it. He couldn’t be dying; the doctor had to be wrong.

The headache spiked behind his eyes, and he stifled a moan, putting his head in his hands and trying not to make any noise. He wasn’t ready for—

“Cor, what’s wrong man?” It was Jagged, one of the two people he didn’t want to know about all this.

“Nothing.” Okay, even he didn’t believe himself when he said that.

“I’m not Stevie Wonder, and even he could see you look like crap. What the hell is going on, man?”

Corbin fought the wince. Letting them know their partner was...was what? He wasn’t dying, he just wasn’t, but he probably wasn’t acting normal. It was his place. Well, their place. Jagged and Jai owned just under half, and...and...and...

His thoughts trailed off. He might not be dying. The doctor was an idiot and Corbin would prove that. But his partners maybe— probably—deserved to know what was going on.

Raising his head, he saw that Jagged had been joined by Jai. Both of them stood in the door, arms crossed over their chests, watching him.

“You look like shit. And I’d guess you’re in pain from all the whimpering you’ve been trying to suppress.” Jai’s voice was soft and tender, which was unusual. Normally she was nagging him to take care of things and keeping both him and Jagged toeing the line, business wise. The tenderness in her voice hammered it home that he needed to tell them.

“We have any customers right now?”

“Nope. Nothing scheduled for an hour unless we get a walk-in. So spill.” 

Jagged stood and stretched himself to his full impressive six-foot-five-inch height, and only years of knowing he was a teddy bear prevented Corbin from taking a reflexive step back. With sharp features and intricate designs shaved into his beard and hair, Jagged prevented most issues with customers just by standing up and looming. And he had been Corbin’s best friend since they had met in Paris.

“Yes, tell.” The deceptively sweet voice of Jai did cause him to pull back a bit. A full foot shorter than her husband, Jai was a force of nature, with long Senegalese twists framing a face that echoed Egyptian royalty. She had strength of will to keep both him and Jagged in line from a business perspective. She never stuck her nose into his personal life, even if sometimes he wished she would. He had such bad taste in women.

Telling them was going to suck. And make it more real.

“So, you know the headaches and blackouts I’ve been having?”

“No, you on the floor unconscious twice in the last month and popping OTC painkillers like candy was completely missed by both of us.” Jai’s voice was as dry as the desert her ancestors once ruled.

This time he did wince at her tone. Jai could flay flesh with her tongue if she wanted. If she cared enough about you to make the effort.

“So I went to this quack doctor, who made a diagnosis. He’s wrong of course, but I figured I’d better read what he sent me until I find a real doctor who will figure out the real issue.” He said it too fast, stumbling over the words, denying them even as he spoke them.

Jagged suddenly straightened up and walked over to him, concern clear on his face. “Cor, what’s wrong?”

Corbin shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable, and stood up, pacing a bit in the room that just seemed to have shrunk. “He said I’ve got a tumor in my brain. They can’t operate on it because of its position. It’s putting pressure against blood vessels and causing both bulging of the vessels and lack of blood to certain portions of my brain. Which, per the doctor, who is wrong, will eventually kill me.”

“So how are they going to fix it?” Jai stood, looking at him while chewing on her bottom lip. Jagged walked behind her and wrapped his arms around his wife as both of their eyes locked on Corbin’s face.

“They aren’t.”

The two most important people in his life stood there, bodies rigid as their eyes captured him. The flesh under Jagged’s nails whitened as he tightened his grip on his arms. Jai just blinked at him, her face immobile.

“What do you mean, they aren’t?” Jai’s voice was hesitant and she stumbled over the question.

“Quack says I’m dying. I’ve got, per him, about eighteen months left.”

Jai swallowed hard and looked at him. “I assume you’ve gotten some second opinions, seen other doctors?”

Jagged's arms tightened around Jai, but she seemed to be holding him up, as his eyes never left Corbin’s face. They were always there every time Corbin looked at him.

Corbin sighed. He had been avoiding letting this information sink into his mind; he didn’t want to know. “I have. Gotten the second opinions, I mean.” Each word forced out. He didn’t want to admit what he was trying so hard to deny.

She blinked at him then, as if each word was being dragged out of her. “What did they say?”

“Oh, they agree with the quack. They looked at all the tests, and they all agree it is conclusive. But they’re wrong. They have to be.” Corbin turned his back on them; he couldn’t look at them, see that pity in their eyes. The arms wrapping around him startled him.

“Corbin, I...” Jai trailed off and just hugged him tighter, her chin on his shoulder.

“Cor, tell us what you need.” The low quiet tone from Jagged, all the bravado and machoness gone, was what broke him. He leaned into Jai’s arms, letting her strength surround him, and closed his eyes, denying the moisture that welled from his lids. He just had allergies. That was all, just allergies.
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DAYS MELTED INTO WEEKS, and nothing changed, except that the headaches were more frequent, though he was learning how to prevent the blackouts. The number one step? He needed to calm down, let his blood pressure drop. The results of the latest round of doctors did not help that goal in any way. Added to that was the note from his lawyer reminding him he needed to come in and sign off on the changes to his will. His patience, what little there was of it, snapped.

“I am NOT DYING!”

His scream ripped out of the back room and in a minute Jagged was looming at the doorway into his area. “Yes, you are. All of us are. You’re just doing it a bit faster than most of us.” He leaned against the wall, looking at Corbin with no sympathy and a bit of irritation on his face. “But you keep this up, and I’m going to help you get to the finish line even faster than that tumor.”

“Fuck you.” A smile slipped across Corbin’s face as he sank back down in his chair. “I refuse to accept that I am dying.” He was pouting, he knew that, but dammit, he wasn’t dying.

“Too bad. And I hate that you are, maybe as much as you.” The man smiled and it lit up his face, even as the huge tattooed arms crossed his chest. “I know Jai isn’t happy, and I think she cried for a whole five minutes after you told her. Then you were your normal assholish self again, and she decided maybe you dying wasn’t such a bad thing.”

This time Corbin did laugh. “So, I was normal. That works.” The humor faded and he sank into his chair, looking up at Jagged. “I’m not dying, but...” A bit of uncertainty crept into his voice. “What if I am? I have no desire to die, and I’ve got too many things I haven’t tattooed yet. I don’t accept this, but as of now, I don’t have anything to prove otherwise.” His hands clenched convulsively as he tried to calm down.

Jagged shrugged. His tattoos reflected the light in odds ways, giving Corbin another idea for a piece. “So maybe you had better get to work and quit moaning about the fact you’re dying?”

He started sketching again, anything to keep him from thinking. An ogre covered with ritual scars and bold tattoos came to life on the sketchbook as Corbin worked. “I am working, see?” he said, with a swift nod of his head at his sketch. “I just don’t want to die and be forgotten. Hell, I’m only twenty-nine. I shouldn’t have to be worrying about dying. I should be focused on getting laid more.” He avoided looking at Jagged and kept his attention on the sketchpad. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want kids, not looking for a wife, I just don’t want my art to disappear.”

“Cor, you’re a tattoo artist. Your work is never going to last longer than the lifetime of anyone you do work on. Skin and people decay. Spending time raging about it isn’t going to change that.”

Corbin jerked his head up to look at Jagged, his eyes narrowing in thought. “My work is for the lifetime of the canvas I do it on.” He repeated each word with care, not seeing the shop around him, but the thoughts in his own head.

“Yes. Ya know, ya work on skin. Not like it’s an oil canvas you paint on. Granted you could start doing that again. Sorbonne taught you how to do all that fancy-schmancy crap. So start doing oils again for the time you’ve got left. You’re a damn good artist, and I bet if you went for the oils, you could compete with people like Elmore and Vallejo if you wanted.”

Corbin heard the words, but was still stuck with the idea that Jagged had given him. “What if I had a canvas that could be preserved, and shown off even after I’m dead?”

“Yeah, it is called canvas and oils.” Jagged came over and dropped his huge body on the chair next to Corbin, who ignored the creak of protest from the chair. 

“No, tattoos. I get someone to agree to a whole body tattoo. I use it as my legacy. I put everything on it, my best designs. My art. They are my proxy when I’m dead. They compete and keep my name up there in people’s minds even after I’m gone. Then once they die, they get skinned and that canvas is preserved.”

“Skinned?” He shuddered a bit. “Cor, you’re insane. No one, and I mean no one, is going to fucking agree to be skinned when they die. Not to mention most people don’t do whole body tats. Not exactly mainstream, ya know?”

“People are stupid. They’ll do anything if you present it to them correctly. And I’ll create an ironclad contract they will have to sign. This would work, but they can’t have any other tats on them already. Don’t want any inferior work to clash with my perfection.”

Mind whirling with ideas, Corbin grabbed a piece of paper and started listing out what would be required and how to set it up, part of his mind aware of Jagged talking. The voice distracted him a little bit.

“So you want a virgin to agree to a whole body tattoo, agree to compete for you after you are dead, and agree to be skinned when they die?”

Corbin nodded absently more to the tone than the actual words, but the next comment pulled him out of his creative fugue state.

“You’re an idiot. An asshole and an idiot. No one is going to agree to that, and Jai is going to make sure anyone who even thinks about agreeing understands exactly what they are in for. Whole body tats are painful and expensive.”

“Good. If Jai can talk them out of it, they aren’t who I want. I’ll put an ad in industry mags, and some forums I know. I’m famous remember?” Corbin couldn’t stop the mocking sneer that crossed his face. He didn’t want to. For once, his fame might help him. “I bet I’ll have people beating on my door to agree to this. Go away, Jagged. I need to get this roughed out and call my lawyer. I’ll leave a legacy so I won’t be forgotten for a long time.”

The next time he looked up, Jagged was gone. 

Corbin put the sketch away; it had started to come out just like he had seen it in his head. High on the idea of his living legacy, he started typing the email to his lawyer. Jim would probably fight him on this, but it was his choice. Once that was written, he sat back. “How am I going to get the word out about this wonderful opportunity?” He flipped through a stack of tattoo magazines then paused at one with his picture on the cover. The byline said Carlie Spinner. Eyes narrowed as he thought, then muttered, “Oh yeah, the brunette with the awesome ass. Wonder how she would like another exclusive interview.” 

The game plan starting to fall into place, he shot her a quick email, mysterious and vague on purpose, guaranteed to get her attention. After that, he had a contract to hammer out, and then he could place the ads. And find his living legacy.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]


Briony realized with a touch of sadness that it had been almost three weeks since that disastrous lunch with her mom. They had kept to their regular schedule of lunches but every time, Susan had canceled. That was unusual for her. Something was causing tension between them. Briony didn’t think she had given away what she had overheard, but Susan was still so awkward. What else was going on? Her mom kept opening her mouth to say something, then she would stop. The words her mom had said kept eating at her, and they burnt even more holes in her heart.

Stepping out of the shower, she gave a crooked smile at the print of Munch’s Scream hanging above her bathroom sink. There was a single mirror in her apartment, kept by the door—covered. She looked in that one when she left the apartment. The thought of leaving the apartment made her freeze. Her body paused in mid motion, still dripping water as she thought about leaving the house.

“When did I last leave the house?” It took too long to figure out, and she winced as she realized, in the last two months, she had only left for her twice-a-month trips to the hospital. Every second Saturday afternoon, she was at the regional hospital, trying to help the way people had helped her. “Oh, that isn’t good. I’m becoming a blasted hermit. Dammit. Maybe I should start grocery shopping again.” Eyes closed reflexively in remembered pain. Grocery shopping was so difficult. She had quit the day the local store offered personal delivery service. All she had to do was email them a list of what she wanted, and they showed up at her door with the groceries. Everything else she needed to live—clothes, household supplies, books, even toilet paper—she could get online. 

“What am I going to do? I really don’t want to become someone who hides all the time, but I hate dealing with the weight of the eyes. Dammit.” Her words fell flat in the empty room, the sound of her voice not filling the space. Briony fought back a sob, refusing to give in to self-pity. With a deep shuddering breath, she turned her attention back to the ritual of protecting her skin.

The bottle of burn-specific lotion sat on the counter, and she put a generous amount in her hand and started rubbing it on her skin. Fingers slid over the ripples and ridges of each scar. As always, she remembered how the fire had licked around her legs first, causing the tops of her sneakers to bubble and sear into her skin even while protecting her feet from the hungry flames.

Tight skin absorbed the lotion as she worked over every part of her body, making sure all the skin was flexible and healthy. Dried cracked skin was dangerous and it hurt, so this ritual was not something she ever skimped. She couldn’t. 

Her face was the last part of her routine. The skin on her face required a different lotion, and she reached for that one, opening the small jar. It was starting to get low. She would have to order more, as there was only one unopened jar in the cupboard. Dipping her fingers into the jar, she worked the protective cream into her face. Unscarred eyes—her hands had protected them as the fire tried to consume her—were closed as she worked on the tissue on the rest of her face and her skull. Patterns of motion made this process almost meditative as she went over the warped skin where ears should have been. Fingers drifted over the holes of her nose, so badly damaged by the fire that the doctors had finally given up and just smoothed the area down. She applied soft, firm pressure over the smooth skin where grafts had created lips, then moved up to massage with gentle strokes the skull that felt like a topographical globe with all the ripples and furrows that would never smooth out.

While not a happy activity, the familiar routine gave time for her to regain her balance and control over her emotions. Taking the time to carefully brush her teeth, one of the few normal parts of her body, she grumbled, trying to make sure the pocket in her jaw was empty. One of the surgeries to repair her mouth had torn a piece of muscle and left a small pocket. It was annoying when brushing her teeth as she always had to make sure there was no food in it. Once her teeth were clean, she finished her routine by placing drops in her dry eyes. She smiled as the soothing relief of the drops spread out over her eyes. Pulling on loose clothing, she stepped onto her treadmill and started walking. Briony set her programming book in front of her. Three miles was her normal daily routine. Today it felt like she might need five to help relieve the tightness of her skin—and her heart. Soon the slow steady pace and the content of the book absorbed her, and the miles sped by. Deep into the material and the Zen-like trance of walking, the blaring of the alarm disoriented her. 

She glanced at the clock. “Crap, raid in ten minutes.”

The kitchen quickly provided some quick food and in minutes, she was online and logged in. The sound of the friendly chatter made her smile.

“Hey, everyone, Krispy’s here and ready to heal.” 

“Hey, lady. Was starting to think you had bailed on us,” Dzuri’s cheerful voice responded and Briony smiled. She had friends, regardless of what her mother thought. They were just all over the country, and none of them cared about her looks or lack thereof.

“Nah, just a rough week. Ready to kick some monster butt?”

“Of course, but hang out later, tell me what’s been going on. We haven’t had any time to talk lately.”

“K, grab me in a chat room after the raid.”

A minute later, the raid leader for that day came online, and soon enough the raid kicked into full swing. Briony kept busy, fingers clicking like crazy on her mouse as she cast spell after spell. At one point, the effects going off on the screen were so intense, she blinked her eyes to clear the spots away. Laughter pealed out of her, and she blushed, having not shut off the mic when they defeated the last boss. But the laughter and cheers of everyone else made her feel like one of them, something she treasured above everything else. 

She had fallen into gaming as a teenager while being homeschooled. Here she could talk to people, and no one cared about her appearance, as everyone was virtual. At first, it had just been text chat games, then online games, and now the ones that had millions of players. She had friends. They might not be real life friends, someone she physically interacted with, but they cared about her. These virtual friends filled the hole in her psyche that yearned for human interaction. They gave her the courage to step outside her comfort zone occasionally, especially Dzuri.

Dzuri and she had chatted for the last few years online, and Briony regarded her as her best friend. But she had never revealed the depth of the scarring to her. It had never mattered before.

Computer programming called to her. It was a profession where she had a chance of her skills being more important than her appearance. If she was lucky, she could find a position where she could telecommute most of the time. Besides, her grades put her at the top of her class, and she knew the virtual world intimately. After all, she experienced most of her social life in a virtual environment.

Moving out of her parents’ home and into this apartment had been hard. The settlements from the accident and hospital meant she could afford it. In reality, she probably didn’t need to find a job. However, she needed to feel like everyone else on some level, even if she wasn’t normal.

The raid ended, and Briony flipped over to a private chat room, setting it with the normal password for the two of them. The need to just talk to someone overwhelmed her. Lost in thought, she tried to remember the last time she had talked to anyone about what had happened to her who wasn’t a medical person.

“Hey, lady. Ya there?” Dzuri’s voice pulled her out of her own thoughts, and she smiled.

“Hey, Dzuri. Yep. How’s life going?”

“You know, the usual: work, school, gaming, not enough time to do everything. But you’ve been really quiet lately. What’s wrong?”

Briony paused, her fingers tapping restlessly on the desk as she swiveled around to look out the window. “You know how I mentioned once I had a bunch of scars from burns?”

“Ya. And?” She could hear the confusion in Dzuri’s voice.

“Well, I overheard my mom talking to my dad about me a few weeks ago. About how hard it was to look at my scars. Then she talked about an arranged marriage. Almost like I could buy a husband.” Her throat burned as she said the words that had been eating at her from the inside out.

There was a sharp intake of breath on the other end. “Ouch, that was harsh. Your mom must be a bitch.” 

The instant loyalty from her friend gave Briony a reason to smile. “Not normally. Something has her in a tizzy. But she’s right. I do. Look like a monster, that is.” 

The vocalized sound of confusion from her friend made her laugh. It made her think that maybe she could tell Dzuri the truth. Not that she had ever lied. Lots of people avoided sending pics, she just never said why. She took a deep breath and then said in a rush, “I was in a car that caught on fire. About 87 percent of my body’s covered in burn scars. That includes most of my face and skull. My eyes escaped being burned because I protected them with my hands. You know how the guys talk about my sexy voice in chat?”

“Ya.” The voice was quiet and low, and Briony wondered if she was going to lose a friend if she told her all this. She never told anyone. The doctors all knew, family knew, but her friends had never seen pictures of her, just her avatar, a picture of Boris Vallejo’s Mistress of Fire. 

“Well, my vocal cords were seared by the heat as I screamed, then all the screaming in the hospital. Let’s just say damage caused this voice. So she’s right, I do look like a monster, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

There was a long silence on the other and, just as Briony was about to accept she had lost a friend, someone she had talked to for three years, Dzuri’s voice filled the headset.

“Babe, that sucks toadstools. I’m so sorry that happened to you. Why didn’t you tell me before? Yeesh, I just thought you were talking like a few scars on your arms or back, or something.”

The wave of relief burst over Briony, soothing the embers of pain. “Meh, didn’t want to be a drama queen, and not like anyone can do anything. But she’s right, there is nothing I can do to be beautiful.”

“Hmm...Yeah, I guess surgeries won’t work?”

“I’ve had lots. Eight skin grafts while hospitalized, then another six surgeries after I got out, all trying to make me look normal. I didn’t have enough healthy skin left to do much with and I finally quit. I’m never going to look like everyone else so why suffer?”

“Again, sucks toadstools.” It was Dzuri’s current favorite phrase and it made Briony smile every time. “Well...” There was shuffling of paper in the background. “I have a crazy idea that probably won’t fly.”

“I like crazy. I’m a friend of yours, remember.”

“Hardy har har. Look, you know I like tats and have a few.”

“Sure.” Dzuri had sent her some pictures of some of her newer ones.

“Well, there is this guy, he’s like really famous. He trained at Sorbonne or maybe it was the Louvre. Whatever. He dropped out to become a tattoo artist, pissed off a whole bunch of people, especially his parents, who are like rich and having a son who was a tattoo artist was not what they wanted. And he’s super-hot, too. Anywho, they had a story about him on some show a few weeks ago. And they just did another magazine interview. Apparently, he’s got some crazy request. It sounds so cool.”

“What sounds cool?” Briony wasn’t sure where this was going, but just listening to Dzuri talk like her scars made no difference was a relief. She told the voice in the back of her head, which whispered that Dzuri didn’t have to look at her so why would she care what she looked like, to shut up.

“Well, I guess he's just as weird as he is hot. His crazy request has been all
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