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TRIGGER WARNING: This book contains flashbacks of violence and drug abuse, and the impact of these factors on family members. If you have issues with these elements, this book is not for you.

Chicago’s premiere tattoo studio, House Of Payne, is across the street from the Mad Cow diner, but it might as well be on another planet as far as waitress Paradise Simone is concerned. She’s a good girl from Waukegan with a past she’d rather forget, and a future that goes only as far as the next day. What does she know about superstars and paparazzi?

But Pari does know danger when she sees it, and tattooist Max Kulagin has it written all over him. A proper Waukegan girl should know to steer well clear, but she can’t resist Max when he leaves beautiful, intimate art sketched out on cheap diner napkins.

Beautiful, intimate art...of her.

Max knows ugliness. He was born in it. Raised in it. Had it shoved down his throat every goddamn day. So when he stumbles across true beauty, he worships it. There’s a deep sensuality in the waitress who likes to suck on her pen whenever he’s around, and he’s just the man to bring that beauty out in her. She might be a lady in the street, but one look at Pari tells him she’s going to be a freak in the bed.

And in the shower.

And while he’s driving with her head going to town in his lap.

The life Max leads might be in the spotlight, but it’s Pari who gets caught in the glare. When her past catches up to her, it’s her life that holds all the excitement, and not in a good way. But there’s no force on earth that can take Max’s beautiful Paradise away now that he’s finally found it.
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93,000 Words

***This standalone, mildly erotic contemporary romance contains a woman with an oral fixation and a man who’s happy to encourage it. There are multiple sex scenes that include oral sex. No cheating, no love triangles, no cliffhangers. HEA guaranteed. Due to adult language and sexual content, this book is not intended for people under the age of eighteen***

Discover Other Titles by Stacy Gail

Bitterthorn, Texas Series (Carina Press):

Ugly Ducklings Finish First

Starting From Scratch (novella)

One Hot Second

Where There’s A Will

Earth Angels Series (Carina Press):

Nobody’s Angel (novella)

Savage Angel

Wounded Angel

Dangerous Angel

House Of Payne Series:

House of Payne: Payne

House of Payne: Scout

House of Payne: Twist

House of Payne: Rude

House of Payne: Steele

House of Payne: Max

Scorpio Series:

Year of the Scorpio: Part One

Year of the Scorpio: Part Two

Novellas:

Crime Wave In A Corset (Part of the steampunk holiday anthology, A Clockwork Christmas)

How The Glitch Saved Christmas (Part of the sci-fi holiday anthology, A Galactic Holiday)

Zero Factor (Part of the cyberpunk anthology, Cybershock)

Best Man, Worst Man 

Connect with Stacy Gail:

Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/RmNxH

Facebook: http://on.fb.me/1rU3qmY

Twitter: https://twitter.com/Stacy_Gail_

Instagram: https://instagram.com/stacygailsworld/

Pinterest: http://www.pinterest.com/stacygailauthor/

Blog: http://stacygail.blogspot.com/

Copyright

All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author. Characters and names of real persons who appear in the book are used fictitiously.

Copyright ©2017 by Stacy Gail

Cover image ©2017 FXQuadro. Shutterstock image ID Number: 321655604

Acknowledgments

Special thanks to Kristi Metcalf, who totally understands my obsession with Josh Mario John. She and I have drooled and perved over many a pic of that fine fellow, and as many of you know, it’s much more fun to drool and perv with a friend egging you on. :D

––––––––
[image: image]


On that note, thanks to Josh Mario John, beard and tattoo god of my dreams. Max wouldn’t have existed without this yummy specimen of manhood to inspire me. Thanks for existing, Josh! *fangirl sigh*

––––––––
[image: image]


Thanks to all my Facebook friends who helped me out with non-swearing alternatives. Pari’s G-rated mouth really stumped me (since I swear like a sailor, heh), so I’m grateful for all the awesome suggestions!

––––––––
[image: image]


And, as always, thank you, Jade C. Jamison for kicking off the inspiration for House Of Payne in the first place. LYLAS!

Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

Note from the Author

First Chapter from BRANDED

About Stacy Gail

Connect with Stacy Gail 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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Snow peppered the diner’s night-dark windows, the wind off Lake Michigan so strong it rattled the glass in its frame. The sound drew Pari Simone’s attention away from wiping down the chipped Formica counter that was at least twice as old as she was, and a sigh escaped her. After enduring the coldest January on record, two weeks into February had already proven it was just going to be more of the same old, same old.

Great. 

With a shake of her head she resumed her task, no longer missing the swing of her once-long hair. Man, had she been way off-base when she’d thought life would be different in Chicago. Growing up in sleepy Waukegan, a small town less than fifty miles north of where she now stood, life in the big city had always looked so perfect to her. Crappy things like blizzards, bad guys, lame tippers and rundown apartments were expected in Waukegan, but Chicago? Somehow she’d thought life would be better.

Four months after transplanting herself into the urban heart of Chicago, she still had to laugh at how naïve she’d been.

The blare of a car horn made her glance once more at the heavily-trafficked street beyond the windows. That was one difference between Waukegan and Chicago—the big city didn’t give a damn about what time it was. Eight o’clock at night and her hometown was ready to roll up its sidewalks, but not Chicago. Oh, no. Like New York, it was a city that never slept.

That was fine by her. She didn’t sleep much, either. After all, when she slept she dreamed, and when she dreamed, more often than not it was about her hair falling to a oil-stained garage floor. 

When she woke from dreams like that, she was flooded with the fear she’d awakened the entire apartment complex with her screams.

So, yeah. Sleep wasn’t high on her list of priorities.

Pari began to turn away when a sudden movement caught her eye. A man pushed through the black-framed, frosted-glass doors of the upscale tattoo parlor across the street. Her steady pulse stumbled suddenly as she spotted the edgy, dark blonde faux hawk haircut, the broad shoulders on an otherwise lean and wiry frame, and hands darkened by tattoos. As he flipped the hood of his jacket up to shield his bearded face against the harsh winter wind, she hustled toward the kitchen while her stomach filled with a weird mix of butterflies and ice.

Him again.

The napkin artist.

He was running behind schedule.

Maybe he wasn’t coming to the diner, Pari tried telling herself in an effort to calm her suddenly off-the-charts nerves. After all, there were plenty of eateries more appealing than the Mad Cow, a diner that had been shackled with the dreadful name decades before it had become the common moniker for a deadly disease. He was probably headed to The Blue Pig, an uber-trendy Japanese-Hawaiian fusion place a few doors down. Or maybe Rubs, renowned for its international collection of unusual barbecue sauces—

Behind her, the bell over the diner’s door jingled. In an instant, she hoofed it double-time into the kitchen, her heart thudding so hard she could feel the shift of her scratchy waitress’s uniform against her skin. Trendy food and a gimmicky collection of stupid sauces weren’t this guy’s thing. Oh, no. Shallow posers cared about trends and gimmicks, because they cared about what the world thought of them. 

The guy who’d just walked in was no shallow poser.

He was a straight-up, legitimate bad boy. 

Not that she knew him. She didn’t. She’d barely spoken a dozen words to him, and most of those words were along the lines of, “Are you ready to order?” 

She didn’t even know his name.

But...

She knew him. 

Everything about him screamed anti-establishment, from his full-on lumberjack beard, to the zipper-laden Harley-Davidson black jacket he wore over his never-ending collection of hoodies.

He was an anarchist. 

A nonconformist. 

A danger.

She’d had enough of danger to last her at least two lifetimes.

Funny thing, though. The artwork he often left for her to find didn’t fit the image she had of a dangerous man.

In fact, nothing really fit when it came to her napkin artist.

She’d never forget the first time she’d stumbled across the tattooed man’s art. She’d still been new to her job at the Mad Cow, with every day bringing some kind of spill, or rude customer, or broken glass, or some other tear-inducing catastrophe valiant servers the world over knew all too well. The tattooed man hadn’t talked much that first time, as far as she could remember. But boy howdy, had he ever stared at her, as though he was trying to hypnotize her with the weight of his gaze alone. 

That had definitely not been her idea of fun. For a while she’d thought he might have recognized her. Maybe he’d been passing through Waukegan over the summer when her life had hit the skids, and he’d seen the local news stories. But he’d left without mentioning Waukegan, Harvey Nelson or her so-called sister Vana, so she’d scooped up the generous tip he’d left and worked on clearing the table.

That was when she’d found it—the first piece of napkin art he’d left hidden under his plate.

All too vividly she recalled how the world had faded away as she stared at it. At first she hadn’t even recognized it as one of the Mad Cow’s cheap paper napkins; from edge to edge, it had been covered in something that was far too beautiful to ever be referred to as a doodle. She did doodles—stick figures and hearts, or whatever. Dumb stuff. 

What the tattooed man had left behind was worthy of being hung in an art museum.

It was a detailed black ink sketch of a woman’s elegant, long neck with the rounded line of a chin and a soft, pursed mouth with a single dimple at its side. It was the mouth and dimple that told her the sketch was of her. She’d never really liked the shape of her mouth, with her upper lip equal in size to her lower one, like a little kid’s. It made her appear not as serious or studious as she was; if anything, it gave the world the impression that she was exactly the opposite. Heaven knew she’d never forget the day her first-ever boyfriend had said she had a “blowjob” mouth. She hadn’t even known what that was at the time. When she’d looked it up...

Ahem.

Pari had always been the straitlaced one in her family. The good girl.

That was why she’d die before she’d admit it, but that might have been the day her secret oral fixation had been born.

She might not like her mouth, but she loved the way the tattooed man depicted it. As time went on, other works of napkin art began to appear, and she loved them, too. Before she knew it, she began looking forward to seeing what he’d come up with next. Another portion of her face had appeared, this time her eyes, and she knew they were hers thanks to the C-shaped scar near the outer corner of her left eye. Unfortunately, the look he’d given those eyes didn’t sit well with her. He’d depicted her as wary, mistrustful, even jaded.

And sad.

So unbearably sad.

On that score, her napkin artist had struck out, big-time. Sad? As if. For almost a year she’d refused to allow herself to feel anything, much less sadness. Who was he to claim she was freaking sad?

The nerve.

There were a few works of napkin art that had nothing to do with her. One time he’d left a breathtaking pen and ink street scene sketch of the L platform down the street where she took the Red Line to her shabby apartment in Chinatown. Another time he’d left a quick rendering of two kindergarten-aged brothers trying to kill each other over crayons while their mother, oblivious and indifferent, sat glued to her phone. Still another napkin was covered in a picture of a monkey wearing sunglasses, masturbating as it sat on a motorcycle.

She had no clue what that was about.

But mostly her napkin artist left images of her. Her profile. Her face. Her smile. Her body in its plain, retro blue and white uniform. Her hands that she kept self-manicured in varying shades of purple.

And her booty.

At least a third of the napkins he’d left had something to do with her butt. It was by far his favorite theme. Again and again he’d captured its upside-down heart shape while she stood with her back to him while taking someone’s order, or bent over to pick something up, or leaning over the counter with her bum arched out provocatively. Other times he’d imagined her wearing something altogether different from her uniform, like tight-fitting Daisy Dukes, or a string bikini with a beach for a background.

Or, nothing at all.

Three times now he had left behind drawings of her in the nude, and while this freaked her out no end, it was clear the poses he’d left her in were the kind an artist’s model would use. The first one she’d been depicted as curled up in a way where nothing intimate was shown. The second was of her standing at a table taking someone’s order while wearing a uniform that must have been made of Saran Wrap.

The message that he’d sat there imagining her naked came through loud and clear.

The third one had her standing with only her back showing as she stretched up to pluck what was probably an apple from a tree. Again and again she’d told herself it was merely an artistic rendition of the Temptation of Eve, but Eve hadn’t had pixie-short hair dyed such a dark violet it appeared almost black.

Pari did.

That was why she was running back into the kitchen like a child afraid of the Bogeyman, instead of being the calmly detached adult she usually she was. This man messed with her emotional numbness with his hard-staring eyes, maniacal smile and shockingly intimate artwork. She couldn’t have that. Feeling nothing was how she made it from one day to the next. She had to shut down whatever it was he was trying to do to her.

Trying...

And succeeding.

“Hey, Bosko.” Hoping for a casual look, Pari sidled up to the diner’s owner and chief cook, Lenny Bosko. He was edging into middle age, had a massive barrel-like chest and a resting-bitch face that had scared the hell out of her when she’d first landed at the Mad Cow. As time went on, she discovered Bosko had an unrelenting love for all things sci-fi, could do the Vulcan hand sign with both hands and made his own cosplay costumes whenever Chicago held their version of Comic-Con. Come to find out, it was hard to be intimidated by a man who took pride in going out in public dressed as Optimus Prime. “It’s pretty dead out there, and we probably won’t get a lot of traffic with that storm kicking up. Is it all right if I take my break now?”

Instead of answering right away, Bosko shot a glance up at the clock above the grill that sizzled with a lone burger patty and two halves of a toasting burger bun. “It’s only eight o’clock. You feeling all right, kiddo?”

Ugh. She had a quarter of a century already under her belt, yet he dared to call her kiddo when she knew very well he collected Funko Pop! Dragon Ball Z figurines. “Absolutely. I just thought that it might be smart to take advantage of how quiet it is right now.”

“Pari, babe, you got a customer.” Edie Pittman, approximately ten years older than Pari and light years ahead her in waitressing prowess, came along behind her to smack her order tablet playfully against Pari’s butt cheek. “It’s Mr. Tats again. I’ll bet if you unbutton your front a little and lean over to flash some cleavage while you pour his coffee, he’ll leave you another fifty-dollar tip.”

“My cleavage is worth so much more than fifty bucks.” Tension sang through her while she kept her smile screwed firmly in place. Dang it. The guy who looked like he bathed in danger and rinsed off in testosterone was not going to go away, and all she could think about was whether or not he was picturing her naked... “Mr. Tats is a good tipper, though. I wouldn’t mind sharing some of that goodness, Edie, so if you want to take that table—”

“Hey, whatsa matter?” Bosko threw a frown her way while flipping the burger. He’d been flipping burgers most of his life, so it came as no surprise he didn’t even have to look to see what he was doing. “You got a problem with this guy? You want me to go and take his order for him, maybe have a few words with him as well?”

“Oh, no.” Horrified, Pari quickly held out her hands palms up, ready to push Bosko back if she had to. “I was just trying to share the wealth, that’s all. No need to go daytime-drama on me just because I’m so full of awesome generosity.”

“Yeah?” Clearly unconvinced, Bosko lofted his spatula like it was a sword. “You just tell me if he ever bothers you, and I’ll take care of him. I’ve watched The Matrix ninety-seven times, and in HiDef. That means I know the moves better than Keanu Reeves, so feel free to sing out if you need backup.”

Edie rolled her eyes and tucked a stray dark blonde lock of hair behind her ear. “This isn’t a movie, Bosko, and the only kind of fighting you’ve ever done was over who got to be dungeon master during your weekly D and D game.”

“I’ll have you know lots of martial artists train by visualization. For instance, after watching Bucky and Captain America’s final battle in Winter Soldier on repeat for a full twenty-four hours, I can now do this.” He executed some kind of kicking move that made Pari genuinely fear for Bosko’s future ability to have children.

“Jesus, Bosko, you look like you’re having some kind of seizure.” Apparently just as alarmed, Edie leapt forward while Bosko groaned and doubled over. “On a scale of one to ten, how much pain are you in? If it’s over six, I promise I won’t laugh.” 

Pari left them to it and mentally girded herself for what was to come. Ever since her parents had died last April, she’d had plenty of practice coping with things she didn’t want to face. Taking Mr. Tats’s order was something she could do in her sleep. This was no big deal.

No.

Big.

Deal.

Head held high, she moved past the counter toward the booth he’d taken in her section. Without warning, he looked up and locked his gaze on her as if he’d been waiting his whole life to do it.

Bang-zoom, to the moon.

Pari bit her lip, sucking on it hard while he watched her approach. Why did that phrase zip through her mind every time she saw him? Why did she want to splay her hand to her chest in full-on pearl-clutch mode whenever that crazy smile of his got turned her way? And why in the world did she invariably bite her lip to keep from licking it in the irrational hope that he would see that action and like it so much he’d once again draw it on a napkin?

The answer to all those questions was clear.

She’d lost her freaky little mind.

The fact was, she wasn’t the kind of woman who got hot and bothered over some random guy. Generally speaking, she preferred books to people. When her parents had been alive, they’d praised her for being steady and dependable. Her one great love affair with a botanist major, whose ideal date had been to take her to see the carrion, or “corpse” flower, had never moved her beyond the “well, this is awkward” phase of sex. 

But that was okay.

People like her didn’t feel bang-zoom, to the moon. Until very recently, the bang-zoom thought had never even occurred to her.

And yet...

One look from her napkin artist, and she blushed all the way from her scalp to her inner thighs. 

Until he’d shown up, she hadn’t even known a woman could blush like that. 

And breathing? Yeah, no. Forget breathing. That was an ability she couldn’t hold on to whenever he was near. It was the way he looked at her that did it.

No. 

Not looked.

Stared.

Like he was trying to capture her with the power of his gaze alone.

But being captured was a no-no in her book. 

She’d never be anyone’s captive again. 

“Good evening. I’m Pari, your waitress. Welcome to the Mad Cow.” She always said the same thing, as if she had never seen him before. That was her plan—make him believe she didn’t remember him. That he wasn’t special, that he was just another patron in a sea of people she served during her four-to-midnight shift. Maybe then her napkin artist would take the hint and try capturing someone else with those gorgeous blue eyes. “Our specials this evening are country-fried steak with homestyle mashed potatoes and brown gravy. Or, if you like breakfast for dinner, we have stuffed French toast for—”

“Hello, Pari.”

She had to work at stifling a shiver.

Hello, Pari. 

Heaven help her, this man.

His voice was the freaking bomb. Gravelly and just above a rough-edged whisper. His accent—something Slavic or Eastern European—did nutty things to her pulse. That was one seriously good voice he had on him. Sexy. 

Problem was, she didn’t want to notice sexy now. She had no room in her life for sexy.

Sad, but true.

“Hi.” She fought the smile that wanted to appear, but boy, was it difficult. When a man sounded like sex, Mother Nature had hardwired the female face to smile in appreciation. “So, um... about the specials...”

“I’ll start with coffee and go from there.” Lazily he reached over to grab a menu from its place behind the napkin dispenser. And all the while, he never took his eyes off her. “I’ve been meaning to ask you... Do you have a favorite dish here?”

“I always go for the club sandwich, extra bacon.” The answer was out before she thought about it. “Bacon is life.”

A huff of laughter escaped him while his eyes just kept holding her in place. “That would make a good tattoo.”

“You would know.” Again she bit her lip, but it was too late. The personal observation was already out there, the first she’d ever made since he started coming in. Worse yet, when his smile widened she knew he hadn’t missed it. Drat. “I’ll just get that coffee.”

“Don’t rush,” he said as she whirled away. “I’m in no hurry, Pari. About anything.”

Dang it, dang it, dang it, she had to be better than this, was all she could think as she retreated behind the counter. Then she took a deep breath, trying to find a shred of calm when the coffee mug she’d gotten out rattled against the workstation as she set it down. He was just another customer. That was all. In less than an hour, he’d be back where he belonged, across the street in that House Of Payne tattoo place, doing whatever it was he did there. 

Considering the art he’d left behind he was probably a tattoo artist, she thought, her mind wandering. But it wouldn’t surprise her if he were a model for tattoos as well. Considering there were tattoos on his neck showing above his collar, he was probably covered in body art. Anyone interested in tattoos would want to take a look at him without his clothes on. She certainly would be interested in seeing him without his clothes on.

“Oh, man.” She sucked in a breath and reached for the coffeepot like it was a lifeline. Wow. Welcome to the new low—thinking about a customer naked. That was so not her. She had way more important things to think about, like paying bills, and not spilling anything all over him so that she might have the chance to lick it off him, and then she would finally know what he tasted like...

Arrghhh.

To be on the safe side, Pari carefully poured the coffee before she made her way out from behind the counter, remembering at the last minute to bring creamer and extra napkins as well. By the time she’d set everything down in front of him, she had a plan. 

Keep her eyes on her order pad.

Get his order.

Run like crazy.

Simple plans were usually the best.

“All right.” Hoping for a brisk tone, Pari reached into the pocket of her white apron and pulled out her order pad and pen. “Have you made up your mind on what you want to have?”

There was a long beat of silence. Try as she might, she couldn’t stop her gaze from sliding to him. He was watching her, as usual.

Crazy, how she was beginning to love the sensation of this man’s eyes on her. 

“Yes, Pari. I have definitely made up my mind.”

She waited another second, then nodded encouragingly when he didn’t say anything. “Go ahead.”

“I would like a pretty woman with pale gray eyes, short purple-black hair, and one dimple in her cheek to sit down with me and tell me if Pari is really her name. Then for dessert, I would like her phone number and to know the time she gets off from work so that I could see her safely home.”

Her throat snapped shut. Her brain followed suit. If it weren’t for the sound of the storm beyond the diner’s windows, she would have thought the entire world had ground to a stop and she was isolated with this man in their own private bubble of suspended animation.

“My number.” Repeating what someone said was a great way to stall for time, a trick she’d picked up from her sister. It was one of the few manipulative tricks from Vana that she’d chosen to keep. “Sorry, but even if I had a phone, I wouldn’t give my number to a stranger.”

“Max Kulagin. Born in Moscow twenty-nine years ago. Became a naturalized citizen at twenty-one. There.” He gave her a wink as his maniacal grin flashed in his beard. “I’m no longer a stranger.”

Max. Her napkin artist’s name was Max. That was nice. “Trust me, you’re still a stranger.”

“Why don’t you have a phone?” he went on, clearly possessing that weird man-habit of being deaf to things he wasn’t interested in hearing. “This is America. Everyone has a phone, a car and an apple pie. I’m sure it said that on my citizen’s test.”

That made her smile, albeit wryly. “Then I’m really un-American. I don’t have a car, either.”

“Really?” The brilliance of his smile faded as his brows went up, though she had the strangest feeling he wasn’t altogether shocked at her admission. “How do you get to work?”

“Gotta love the Chicago Transit Authority. The Red Line is the only way to go.” Then she shook her head. Why she was telling him any of this was beyond her. “So what would you like to order?”

“Max.”

It took her a second to catch up. “What would you like to order, Max?”

The smile came back, as if she’d pleased him in a big way. “I gave you my order, Pari.”

Ugh. “From the menu. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not on it.”

“Is this because you still think we’re strangers?”

That was oversimplifying things, but... “Sure.” 

“I work as a tattooist across the street. In my spare time I like to draw and paint things that people won’t let me put on their skin.”

That probably explained the masturbating monkey on a motorcycle, but she wisely decided not to mention that.

“I like eating raw cookie dough while reading the warning label that tells me not to. My favorite color used to be blue, but now I think it might be the color of your eyes, which reminds me of the color of rainclouds. Harleys are the only motorcycles worth riding. You just used my name, so I know you know me. What else do you need?”

“The order of what you would like to eat.” When his crazy smile sharpened, she realized how her comment could have been—and obviously was—taken. “From the menu. Eat from the menu.”

“No need to get excited.” Still grinning at what had to be dirty thoughts—and good grief, those same thoughts were busily filtering through her brain to once again heat the place between her legs—he folded his arms on the table in front of him. “I’ll have your favorite meal, Pari, and a cup of chicken noodle soup.”

“Got it.” Thank goodness.

“Why don’t you join me?” he went on when she tried to figure out how to do a controlled sprint back to the kitchen without looking like a total nut job. “I hate eating alone.”

“I’m working.”

“I’m your only customer. Take a break.”

“I’m not scheduled to go on break for another half hour. By the way, the sandwich comes with fries, but you could have onion rings if you want.”

“French fries are fine. What are you afraid of, Pari?”

That stopped her cold. “Why do you think I’m afraid?”

“I know what fear is, better than most. I know it when I see it, and I see it in you. Why are you afraid of me?”

The option of lying to him surfaced, but she immediately discarded it. She had no tolerance for lies anymore. “These days I think a part of me is afraid of everything, mainly because I no longer trust anything. Please don’t taking it personally. That’s just the way I am now.”

When he didn’t respond—just studied her with those unblinking blue eyes—she turned and at last made her getaway. 
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Chapter Two
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“You sure you’re going to be all right?” Winding a long scarf around her neck, Edie paused to look over at Pari, who was busy buttoning up her less-than-toasty wool stadium jacket that never failed to make her wish it could magically turn into a big, puffy parka. “I could always ask Ramon to give you a lift.”

Pari glanced over at her coworker. There were a couple other waitresses on the Mad Cow’s roster whom Pari had worked with before—including one that reminded her strongly of her self-absorbed little sister—but Edie was by far her favorite. “And take you guys a dozen blocks in the opposite direction? In this weather?”

“So what? That man is way more in love what that stupid truck than he is with me. He’ll probably thank you for the excuse to test it out in a blizzard.”

“Ramon is crazy-hot for you, Edie.”

“Meh, I don’t know about crazy-hot, but at least we can keep each other warm during the winter, so I guess that’s something.”

Pari just shook her head. “Nevertheless, no matter how much Ramon adores his new truck, I kind of doubt anyone would thank me for dragging them around town in a blizzard.”

“Did I mention his truck is all-wheel drive? And that Ramon seems to have more than a couple screws that are loose?”

“Talk about a dangerous combination.” With a smile, Pari tugged a knit beanie over her hair. There had been a time when it would have been a struggle to get all her hair tucked in underneath it, but her long tresses were gone, along with the rest of the ties she’d had to her old life. “You’re sweet to offer, but I’m good, I promise. Give Ramon a hug for me.” Before Edie could insist, Pari waved her mittened hand and ducked out of the minuscule employees’ room.

Midnight was never an ideal time to travel in any city, much less Chicago, and the blizzard made it that much worse. A few seconds after Pari stepped out onto the sidewalk, her nose went numb along with the few inches of skin exposed at her knee below the hem of her skirt and above the tops of her lace-up snow boots. 

Frostbite city, here I come, she thought grimly, turning in the direction of the L platform that would take her south toward Chinatown and her tiny apartment overlooking I-90. She couldn’t wait to get on the train; not because she was anxious to get to her place, but simply to escape the icy wind. The apartment she’d been living in since she’d left Waukegan wasn’t home and never would be.

In her heart of hearts she believed she’d never have a true home again.

To fend off the wave of darkness that often tried to drown her, Pari tried to bring the cold around her into her heart, and focused instead on pragmatic issues like how she should be grateful she didn’t have a hard commute. That was by design, of course. Her apartment’s proximity to the train was how she’d found her job at the Mad Cow. Once she’d landed in the city and had found a place she could afford, she’d gotten on the Red Line, determined to find something, anything, that she could easily get to without making any train transfers. She’d needed all things to be uncomplicated at that time in her life. Uncomplicated was exactly what she got when she found the Mad Cow.

Until Max Kulagin had popped up.

Max.

Before she gave it a thought, she took off a mitten and shoved a hand into her jacket pocket to make sure the napkin he’d left for her tonight was still there. He’d focused on her mouth again, with her teeth sinking into the fullness of her lower lip, just as it had when she’d been talking with him. But the sketch departed from reality by having a masculine hand cupping her chin in an undeniably intimate lover’s hold.

The masculine hand that held her chin was covered in tattoos.

She shivered and held the napkin carefully so it wouldn’t crease.

“Hey. ‘Scuse me.”

She jerked her head up when an unfamiliar male voice came out of the driving snow. Instantly alert she took a half-step back, ready to dive back into the diner if necessary. A second later she relaxed when she saw a bundled-up cabbie standing at his idling taxi’s open door. Geez. She should know better than to blank out while on a lonely city street. More than anyone, she knew how vulnerable a woman on her own was.

“Uh, yes?” Mentally adding up her meager tips for the evening, she still weighed the possibility of taking the cab, at least to the L platform. Not only had Max given her another huge tip, but it was just too fricking freezing to be outdoors for longer than a few minutes. “Are you available for a fare?”

“Depends. Are you Pari?”

Her jaw dropped. Whoa. “Yes. But how—”

“This cab was hired by a guy named Max to pick up a woman called Pari over here at the Mad Cow, at this time. So, you ready to go, or what?”

She couldn’t seem to get her jaw re-hinged. “Hired? As in, already paid for?”

“Yeah.”

“But, uh...” Feverishly she tried to figure it out, but she kept coming up blank. Max, a total stranger, had somehow learned when she got off work, then hired a nice warm taxi for her. “I live close to Chinatown, on Cermak. Are you sure...?”

“Lady, it’s my job to drive. You want Chinatown, I go to Chinatown. You want Navy Pier, I go to the Pier. You want Midway, which is way the hell and gone, I go to Midway. So, are you in or out? Either way, I get paid. And by the way, while you’re trying to decide what you’re going to do, I’m freezing my ass off out here.”

“Right. Chinatown it is.” She would pay Max back tomorrow, she decided, giving her address once she was in the back and nearly weeping in relief at the warmth that enveloped her. It was the right thing to do, after all. She didn’t want to feel beholden to him, while at the same time she didn’t want him to think she was a low-class ingrate. First thing tomorrow she’d be on House Of Payne’s doorstep to thank him for being so thoughtful, and then she’d give him what she owed him.

And he was thoughtful. He didn’t look it, but she was sitting in the evidence that he was. 

As the city rolled by beyond the cab’s windows, Pari watched it with unseeing eyes. It was amazing, really, how genuinely good this Max Kulagin was. On the outside, she doubted there were too many men in the world who looked scarier. His hair was trimmed military-short on either side of his head, while the top was a loosely flowing mane of dark gold hair. His deep set eyes stared out from under sharp and constantly brooding eyebrows, and the lower half of his face was covered in a full beard a few shades darker than his hair. Then there were the tattoos peeking out of his collar and covering the backs of his hands. Glimpses of body art like that, and she couldn’t help but wonder what he looked like wearing nothing at all.

Anyone would have been curious, she thought, loosening her coat’s collar because, dang it all, it was getting warm in that taxi. She’d served Max enough diner food to know he could pack it away, yet every time he took off his winter coat, she couldn’t help but check out how slim his waist and hips were. His chest and shoulders were more filled out, but there was no mistaking the inherent lean elegance of his build. Generally speaking, artists weren’t known for their physiques, but she had a feeling that underneath all that intriguing ink there was one heck of a body just waiting to be discovered, first by sight, then by touch, then by yummy, yummy taste...

Whew. 

Surely the cabbie had the taxi’s heater set on Volcano.

“There you go, delivered safe and sound.” The cabbie pulled up to the curb, eyeing the darkened doorway beyond a rusted gate and fence around the three-story, mid-century brick apartment building. “Have I got the right place?”

“Yep.” Pari dug into her purse for her wallet and keys, all the while doing a quick calculation. “I’m assuming you get tipped the same amount as a waitress?”

“Your guy covered the tip, so you’re all set.”

“He even got the tip?” She looked up to stare at the cabbie via the rearview mirror, too stunned to correct his assumption that Max was her guy. “That was...wow. That was seriously sweet of him.”

“In weather like this, he should’ve gotten a cab for you if he couldn’t drive you himself. That’s what men do for their ladies.”

“He’s not my... never mind.” Not wanting to debate the issue, she smiled her farewell and scooted out as quickly as possible. But as the cab pulled back out onto the snowy streets and the bitter cold sliced into her once more, she couldn’t help but marvel at the simple generosity of a man she barely knew. With no ulterior motives, Max Kulagin had gone out of his way to take care of her. 

Why? 

Because he had a kind heart and a generous soul under that scary, nonconformist exterior. 

Because he was as open and good as he seemed. 

Because...

A silver pickup truck, an Escalade EXT, pulled up to take the place of the cab. Halfway through the rusty gate, Pari paused to glance back at the vehicle, her skin prickling while internal alarms went off so hard they seemed to shake the ground beneath her feet.

Instinct honed from the past year’s trauma screamed at her that this truck was here because of her.

Oh, no.

It was as if her feet had frozen to the ground as she watched in horror as the passenger’s window roll down. Her heart slammed into her throat, and she managed to take a half-step back in preparation to run.

Harvey Nelson. 

God, she’d never be able to be free of him. His stringy blonde hair, straggly goatee and thin, pockmarked face highlighted by that sharp, Scrooge-like chin. Somehow he’d escaped from prison and was coming for her...

Poised for flight, her muscles instead locked in place when the vehicle’s interior light blinked on. Calmly, Max Kulagin leaned across the passenger’s seat to look at her.

“How...?” In a blink, the bone-crushing fear morphed into a tidal wave of outrage even as he gave her a wicked smile. Later, she’d deal with her PTSD moment of irrational terror. Right now she had to do her best to keep from murdering a napkin artist. “Guess how stupid I am? I’m so stupid I actually thought you hired that cab as a sweet and gentlemanly gesture.”

“Gentlemanly? Shit, that’s a first. Say it again, I like the sound of it.”

What the eff. “But it wasn’t a gentlemanly gesture, was it? You hired that fricking taxi just so you could follow me home.”

“I hired that taxi because I wanted to see you home safely, and I knew a cautious girl like you wouldn’t agree to that.” That unrepentant smile was now a white slash in his beard, and he lifted a shoulder. “And yeah, I hired it so I could follow you home. So what? In good weather it’s not that far from work, is it? Nice commute.”

“You...” She was so flabbergasted and furious, she was actually stuttering. “You son of a biscuit-eater.”

His brows shot up. “What? Biscuit? Like British cookies, or like bread...?”

She waved his comment aside with an impatient, mitten-covered hand. “Why in the world would you do such a thing? You don’t even know me.”

“I’m getting to know you. This is what people normally do when they get to know each other.”

“No, it isn’t. This is...” Stalking. Obsessive. Super wacky crazy-pants. Take your pick. “This is not what people normally do.”

“No? Okay, fine. It’s what I do. It’s cool that I’m original.”

Instead of pointing out the difference between being original and being a stalker, she thought it best to change course. “Why not just ask me where I live? Why go to all this trouble?”

“You weren’t going to tell me what I wanted to know. And if you look at it from that perspective, it’s your fault for being so cautious that I had to go to these great lengths to see you home safely. You’re welcome, by the way.”

“Holy freaking wow.” She stared at him, unable to remember when she had ever been so staggered by another human’s arrogance. “Are you for real? There isn’t some crazy reality show filming this farce with hidden cameras, is there?”

He frowned. “What?”

“I’m can’t believe you’re not following some kind of script or something. How can you say it’s my fault that I made you use sneaky tactics to find out where I live? That doesn’t even make sense.”

“It makes sense to me, and that’s all that matters. I wanted to see you home safely, and now I have. Get inside, Pari,” he went on, as if ordering her around was something he did every day—something else that rubbed her the wrong way. “It’s too cold for you to stand out there in the snow arguing with me. Unless you want to come in here and we can finish the debate in private?”

She took a step back before she even thought about it. “Go away,” she said firmly, so irate she barely felt the cold. “I’d thank you for the taxi, but considering you had ulterior motives, you can forget it.”

“Get inside, Pari. I won’t leave until I know you’re safe and warm.”

With a growl, she did as instructed. Not because he’d told her to do it, but because she was done talking with him and it was stupid standing there in a full-blown blizzard. But it rankled that it appeared she was following his instructions like some docile puppy.

Tomorrow, she’d make sure the high-and-mighty Max Kulagin understood that just because she was nice, she was anything but docile. 
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Chapter Three
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Max strolled into the lobby of House Of Payne from the back hallway, Disturbed’s “Sound of Silence” playing overhead as he tucked his keys away. As always, the studio was jumping even though it was only three in the afternoon. Other tattoo parlors usually had major downtime while the sun was still riding high, but not House Of Payne. From the moment the doors opened in the morning for first shift, it was wall-to-wall people waiting to get their ink done.

He expected no less. After all, the House was the best ink-slinging studio in the world.

It was the way House Of Payne approached body art that put it head and shoulders above the rest. Unlike every other tattoo parlor on the planet, art was king at the House. His employer, Sebastian Payne, didn’t just hire the best tattooists he could find throughout the world. He hired the best artists. Then he trained them personally to bring their art to their living canvases.

For an artist like himself, working at House Of Payne was better than Disneyland at Christmas. 

The emphasis on how art was revered was evident the moment a person walked through the House’s doors. The open-plan lower level looked nothing like a tattoo parlor. Most studios were small, uninspiring holes in the wall; dark and dingy, with tattoo designs affixed to the walls with thumbtacks. 

No imagination, and even less reverence for the art.

House Of Payne was different, in the same way a diamond was different from a piece of gravel.

Max would never forget the first time he’d walked into House Of Payne. For several seconds he’d thought he’d come to the wrong address. Its interior had been fashioned after the sophisticated elegance of high-end art galleries, with glossy black marble floors, stark white modular walls and brilliant white lights that spotlighted the House’s most famous tattoos that had been recreated on canvas. Twin columns of flatscreen TVs soared well over ten feet high, one at the edge of reception and the other by the gift shop, and today the screens were displaying the photos and backgrounds of every tattooist within the House. 

The House’s catalogue of body art could be accessed via touchscreens embedded into the chevron-shaped reception desk near the front doors. It could also be accessed at half a dozen recently installed touchscreen kiosks that were set along the edge of the lower level art gallery. On the far right side of the building behind the reception desk, a glass brick staircase soared up to a wide mezzanine area that looked out over the first floor. That was where the executive offices and private tattooing booths were located. 

His home away from home.

“There he is, Mr. Cover Model.” Scout Fournier, manager of House Of Payne, glanced over at him as he moved behind the reception desk. Eight months pregnant with her second child, Scout was still the embodiment of rebel-loving rockabilly, wearing a blue skirt with anchors all over it and a white sailor-style top complete with blue kerchief under the collar. A wide swath of blue cut through her upswept brown hair, and the color was echoed in her nails as she tapped the surface of her ever-present tablet. “Have you seen the magazine covers yet? Payne’s just received the digital images of all of them, and he’s so pleased he’s borderline losing his shit.”

“Payne’s always borderline losing his shit over something.”

“Yeah, but for once it’s in a good way. Already he’s decided he’s going to have all six of the covers blown up and framed so he can hang them somewhere around here in the reception area. He’s even wanting to do a big reveal party at the end of the month, piggybacking that event with his tenth anniversary bash.”

Max couldn’t stop himself from grimacing. “You’re joking, right?”

“Nope.” Grinning, Scout looked up from her fast one-handed typing. “Don’t tell me you’re surprised. You’ve been around long enough to know Payne never passes up a chance to promote the House.”

“Promote, yeah, but hanging that shit up in here isn’t promoting. That’s grandstanding.”

“Not in this business, pal. And who are you to squawk about this? It’s not every day GQ calls up and wants to do a photo shoot, you know. Half the artists on the House’s talent roster weren’t chosen to be on those special-edition covers, but you, Twist and Angel together, Rocket, Tag, Loki and Payne were. If you want to blame someone for putting you in the spotlight, look no further than a mirror. It’s your own damn fault you wound up on the cover of a world-famous magazine.”

He tried to boil her alive with a glare. “How is it my fault?”

“You got so good at what you do, you made yourself famous, dumbass. Find a way to cope.”

“Great,” he muttered, his lip curling into a sneer. “Just what a tattooist doesn’t need, a stupid photo taken not of the art, but of the artist.”

“You watch your mouth, Kulagin.” In a heartbeat Scout’s easy humor vanished, and when she took a step his way he half-believed she did it in order to take a swing at him. Eight months pregnant or not, Scout would always be a brawler. “The greatest portrait photographer of this century, my husband, spent an entire fucking day on your ass, sweating bullets trying to get the true essence of Max Kulagin, and translate that shit onto film. The art he captured isn’t just all over you in the form of your tattoo designs. It’s within the photo itself, and how Ivar was able to capture the true you. That’s his gift. You call it stupid again, and we’ll see how quickly I can make you eat your teeth.”

“Scout.” Far from alarmed—though he knew very well Scout had zero moral issues when it came to knocking his block off—he grinned to offer up the easy target of his teeth. “Tell me, what kind of private pictures does Ivar take of you to capture your true essence? Does it perhaps involve whips and chains?”

Like he’d known it would, the comment doused her righteous fury and she had to fight not to smile. “You’re such a perv.”

“I’m right though, aren’t I? Whips, chains, perhaps a well-used a ball gag—”

“Keep pushing and I’ll give you a firsthand tour of my dungeon.”

“I knew it.” He winked at her, letting her know without words that he was conceding the field. He’d forgotten her husband had been the photographer, so she had every right to jump down his throat. Hell, her loyalty was part of the reason why he’d conceded so quickly. As far as he was concerned, loyalty was just about the most beautiful thing there was in an otherwise ugly world. “What do I have on my schedule for today?”

“Your first client is probably going to be your hardest. Fair warning—I’ve blocked out four hours for this one.”

He quirked a brow. “What is it?”

“The client wants a cover-up tattoo to go over a Mr. Rogers tat that he got in college.”

“Loki’s the cover-up tattoo specialist.”

“Yeah, but Loki’s booked solid, and the client is into the neo-retro tats, which is your forte. Be warned, though—the client sent a photo of what he wants covered up, which I’ve just sent to you via text. I’m not sure, but I think it’s on his ass.”

“Great.”

“I’m also thinking of sending it to Payne, because I feel that if I had to look at the likeness of Fred Rogers smiling from someone’s milk-pale ass cheek, Payne should be made to see it too.”

Max merely shrugged. “I’ve seen weirder. What else?”

“Female client wants a Betty Boop design on her shoulder, and she’s bringing in her own artwork. She could be persnickety, so I scheduled her after your meal break just in case you needed some time to collect your composure from the Rogers ass cheek cover-up. Then to close, you have a mother-daughter duo who want matching infinity tattoos before the daughter heads off to university abroad. Oxford, no less.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“And you have someone waiting for you,” she added, glancing around the room. “Though I think she wandered off...”

“Who?”

“She said her name was Pari... Wait, there she is,” Scout said, nodding in the direction of the art gallery, but Max was already on his way, leaving the reception desk behind while keeping his attention locked on the slim, midnight-violet haired woman.

About damn time she showed up.

From the moment she’d appeared at the diner, the waitress known to
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