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      Big Easy, book 1

      Disillusioned by divorce, Jennifer's about to discover her wild side, starting with a tattoo from Caliph. And continuing with submission, spankings, wax play...all under the skilled hands of her wickedly sexy tattoo master.
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      Jennifer O’Neal released a long sigh as she stared at the front door of Midnight Ink. What the hell was she doing here? She wasn’t this kind of person. Was she? The kind who called in sick to work to get a tattoo? The type who wore a tube-top in public? The sort who allowed some stranger to cover her back in ink?

      No. She wasn’t.

      And that was the problem.

      Marcus’ voice drifted back to her.

      I’m bored. Day after day of the same thing, Jennifer. I wake up every morning thinking there’s gotta be more to life than this.

      At the time, the words—when paired with I’ve met someone else—had cut through her like a machete. She’d been maimed, mortally wounded, devastated.

      There was security in familiarity and after seventeen years of marriage, she and Marcus were about as familiar as it got. Their lives had fallen into a very comfortable routine. Maybe they didn’t talk as much as they had in the early days of their relationship, maybe they didn’t set the sheets on fire, but that didn’t mean she didn’t love him. For her, trading passion and excitement for a safe, reliable future with the man who had become her best friend had been worth it.

      Marcus hadn’t felt the same.

      Which left her here. In front of a tattoo shop in the middle of Canal Street on a Tuesday morning taking advantage of a “New Beginnings” sale.

      This was a mistake. She started to turn around, but before she could take the first step, the front door opened and a bell jangled, drawing her from her thoughts.

      “Jennifer?”

      She nodded mutely as she stared at Caliph, the artist she’d met with briefly the day after New Year’s when they’d sat down to design her tattoo.

      He was another reason she’d found it so difficult to return. He was the exact description of every man her mother had ever warned her to stay the hell away from. Tall and rough-looking, with a shaved head and muscular arms covered in bright tattoos, he was intimidating and overwhelming with an air of danger that made her stomach feel funny things that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with sex. Which was weird because she hadn’t felt those kinds of stirrings in a few years. Jesus. Maybe it was closer to a decade.

      Caliph grinned when it became obvious she wasn’t going to speak. “I thought that was you. Reconsidering?”

      She started to shake her head no, then stopped and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      He stepped to the side and gestured toward the shop. “Wanna come in and talk about it? No pressure. You won’t be the first person to change their mind and I promise it won’t hurt my feelings if you do. Tattoos are forever, so it’s smart to be completely positive.”

      “Okay.”

      She managed to take the steps required, pausing only briefly once she was next to him. The man had her by at least a foot and a hundred pounds. He was massive.

      “Good girl,” he murmured with a genuine smile as he placed his hand on her lower back and gently directed her inside the older building. She tried to repress the shiver his soft touch provoked. “Let’s grab a cup of coffee, then we’ll snag some seats in the reception area. I haven’t hit my quota of caffeine for the day, so your cold feet are coming in handy. Giving me a chance to polish off another cup or three.”

      Another artist looked over at them as they walked past and pointed to Caliph with narrowed eyes. “You finish that pot again without making another one and I’ll kick your ass.”

      “That might actually be a threat if you had a hope in hell of beating me in a fight, Shep. But, of course, you don’t,” Caliph teased.

      Jennifer eyed the other artist, taking in his equally impressive height and the wicked scar on his brow. She wasn’t sure she shared Caliph’s confidence. Then she studied Caliph’s Mr. Universe-sized physique and suspected if nothing else, it would be one hell of a fight.

      The receptionist—Sassy—looked up from her seat behind the front desk as Caliph and Shep were talking. The last time Jennifer had visited Midnight Ink, the streak in Sassy’s hair had been hot pink. Today, it was a vivid red that brought out that same color in the tattooed roses on her full sleeves. “Wow. If that isn’t the pot calling the kettle black. Shep, you’re one to talk about leaving the pot empty. I’m starting to think I’m the only one in the place who knows how to work the machine.”

      Shep grinned at her. “But your coffee is the best, Sassy.”

      Sassy shot him a dirty look. “Don’t even try that line on me. You’re the king of bullshit and I know it. I’m heading out to run a couple of errands, so you two are on your own for a while. Rosie is coming in later this afternoon. Y’all need anything?”

      Caliph and Shep both said no.

      “You good, Jennifer?”

      Jennifer nodded, surprised the receptionist remembered her name. She’d only been in the shop once before and even that visit had been brief. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      Sassy stopped at the front door and gave her an encouraging grin. “You’re in good hands, baby doll. Caliph is one of the best.” With that, she left.

      “You want some coffee?” Caliph offered when they reached the pot. “Sassy really does make the best brew in the state of Louisiana.”

      She shook her head. She was already too keyed up, on edge. Coffee would only make that condition worse.

      Caliph poured himself a cup and winked as he put the now-empty pot back. Then he led her back to the reception area, waiting until she sat down. He grabbed the seat next to her, chuckling. “You’d think after six years of being my best friend, Shep would know better than to tell me what to do. I’m just ornery enough to always do the opposite.”

      She laughed lightly at his joke. Then Jennifer was struck by how wrong the stereotypes about tattooed guys in leather were in regards to Caliph. How many women would walk by him on the street and feel genuine fear? Hell, she probably would have felt the same way prior to meeting him. She would have reached into her purse to wrap her hand around the can of pepper spray, not relaxing her white-knuckled grip on it until Caliph was well out of sight.

      That realization made her feel guilty.

      Caliph stretched out his legs, filling their tiny corner.

      She grinned.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You’re huge. It’s like you take up every spare inch of space and then some.”

      He laughed, clearly not offended by her observation. “Yeah. Hit my growth spurt at fourteen. Spent the next four years turning down the high school football coach who begged me to play. Jesus, the guy tried everything from bribery to threats. I think he even cried once. He couldn’t understand why a kid my size would spend his afternoons in the art room, drawing stupid pictures, rather than on the gridiron.”

      “Looks like you had the last laugh. You’ve made a career of art.”

      Caliph leaned forward. “You don’t know the half of it. Fate is a bitch with a wicked sense of humor and I think she likes me. Few years ago, that coach showed up here and I gave him his first tat. He’s been back three times since for more ink.”

      “Bet he’s glad you spent the time honing your skills now.”

      “Yeah, but the truth is nobody was surprised when I started doing tattoos. Been drawing pictures since the cradle, according to my mom.”

      Jennifer had looked through a portfolio of his work. It was beautiful, a lot of his artwork simple and colorful. It was the main reason she’d selected him to do her tattoo. Midnight Ink was known as one of the best shops in New Orleans, with a reputation for cleanliness and incredible designs.

      “Must be nice to have a job where you can put your talents to work.”

      He nodded. “It is. What do you do, Jennifer?”

      “I’m the manager of Le Chateau Bayonne.”

      Caliph’s eyebrows rose. “Hey, that’s a classy hotel. Man, I’d love to see the inside of that place. Heard about the European décor. I know a guy who stayed there once. Super pricy apparently, but he said it was the best bed he’s ever slept in.”

      Jennifer was flattered by his comment, even as she considered the hotel’s typical clientele. Caliph hadn’t exaggerated. The nightly room rates were more than she paid in one month’s rent for her crappy apartment.

      After the divorce, she and Marcus had sold their three-bedroom home, neither of them able to afford the mortgage on their own, let alone buy the other person out. So, she’d been uprooted from her nice, friendly neighborhood and thrust back into the world of paying rent on a lousy, too-tiny apartment in a less than desirable part of town.

      In some ways, it rubbed against the grain to spend her days surrounded by people for whom money wasn’t a concern while she was constantly counting her pennies, sticking to a budget. Her salary was okay—pretty good by most standards—but it was tough adjusting to living on one paycheck after years of sharing the load with Marcus and his teaching pay.

      “It really is beautiful inside—French doors, gabled windows, wrought iron balconies. If you ever want a tour of the hotel, just let me know.”

      Caliph’s face lit up. “Seriously? Because yeah, I wouldn’t mind seeing it.”

      Jennifer was happy to have something cool to offer. Caliph was fascinating to her on about a million different levels, which made her feel like the Queen of Dullsville.

      Then she realized her stomach was no longer twisted in knots and her fears over getting the tattoo fell away. Caliph had promised not to pressure her and he hadn’t. Hell, he hadn’t even mentioned the ink. He’d simply sat down and talked to her until her nervousness faded away.

      “I’d like to get the tattoo,” she said quietly.

      “Hell yeah, that’s my girl. Come on.” He offered a hand to help her rise, then led her to his corner of the shop, the wooden floors creaking along the way. Jennifer studied each station they passed as a means of distraction. Brightly colored Mardi Gras beads adorned one, while Caliph’s was much simpler. Sparse actually. Just an old family photo sat in a frame next to his equipment.

      “Did you eat breakfast like I said?” Caliph asked.

      She nodded. The toast she’d consumed had tasted like sawdust, but she’d choked it down.

      “Pretty blouse. Take it off.”

      She’d covered the tube top she’d bought especially for today with a blouse. She’d had to force herself to keep the top four buttons open because she didn’t want to look like a complete prude in front of Caliph.

      She could have walked down the street in just the tube top as it was unseasonably warm. You had to love January in New Orleans. The temperature could be fifty degrees one day and eighty the next. For the past few days, they’d been riding in the upper seventies with blue skies and full sunshine that made it feel even hotter.

      Despite the gorgeous weather, it had been uncomfortable for her to walk out of her apartment, sans bra, in the revealing outfit. She wasn’t exactly lacking in the breast department and the only time she took off her double D bra was in the privacy of her own home.

      She tugged the blouse off, folding and placing it on a nearby chair, sighing softly as she acknowledged the blouse was far from pretty and much closer to plain. The best description for her wardrobe was conservative. She did a mental eye roll. That was being nice. The truth was her clothing—like her—was boring.

      God, why couldn’t she shake that word from her vocabulary? Marcus had walked out on her almost a year earlier. It was time to let it go.

      It was actually the arrival of the final divorce papers in the mail shortly before Christmas—happy holidays to me, she thought sardonically—that had jarred her out of her numb state and convinced her she needed to do something unpredictable and adventurous. When New Year’s Eve arrived, she’d decided—with the help of a bottle of Pinot Grigio—this would be the year she sorted her shit out. She was going to break free of her same old routine and force herself to try different things.

      Unfortunately, so far, the wildest thing she’d conjured up was getting this tattoo. She was so lame.

      She glanced at the table before her.

      “You’re going to lie on your stomach, Jen. I need to sit down to work. I’m steadier that way.”

      She blushed as she crawled onto the table. She wasn’t sure why, but the position made her feel vulnerable. Maybe it was because her dirty mind had invented too many fantasies the past two weeks about her getting horizontal with the gentle giant currently looming over her.

      Then she considered how he’d shortened her name, calling her Jen. It was something only her family and closest friends did and it made her feel more at ease.

      He didn’t speak again as he put her into the position he wanted, lowering her tube top a wee bit as he lightly touched and cleaned her skin. She’d elected to have the tattoo put on her upper back, near her right shoulder. That way it would be hidden beneath her clothing. The owner of the hotel didn’t have a policy about managers and tattoos, but that was probably because she seemed like the person least likely to ever get one. Even so, she didn’t want to test the theory. She needed her job.

      Then she recalled her wardrobe once more. With the exception of when she went swimming, this tat would probably never see the light of day. Bare skin wasn’t part of her repertoire.

      Neither of them spoke as he sprayed liquid soap to the spot and transferred the image on her skin. Jennifer took the time to study his face as he concentrated on his work, his warm hands gently smoothing the paper over her skin. It occurred to her she didn’t have a clue how old he was. His face was tanned; his jaw covered with dark stubble that indicated he probably hadn’t shaved this morning. There were laugh lines around his eyes she had the irresistible urge to run her fingertips over. The man could be anywhere between twenty-five and forty.

      His fingers felt like magic, firing up some hot buttons that had lain dormant for far too long. She struggled to pull air into her lungs.

      Caliph must have mistaken her arousal for nervousness. “Relax, beauty. You don’t want to tense your muscles like that. The reality of this is it’s going to hurt, but if you could loosen up a little, it’ll be easier for you.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, closing her eyes and cursing her suddenly tight throat, afraid of how she’d react to the pain. She wanted this damn tattoo. She really did. So why was she acting like a scared mouse? Why couldn’t she summon even an ounce of bravery? Caliph probably thought she was a wuss.

      He leaned closer. “Jen. Look at me.”

      She opened her eyes, trying not to reveal what his close proximity did to her. Mercifully, her position facedown on the table hid the fact her nipples had just gone hard, but it was more difficult to shield her flushing face and accelerated breathing.

      He stroked her cheek gently with one finger. She pressed her legs together, trying to calm her arousal. Her pussy clenched hungrily and her panties were definitely damp.

      “I’m finished with the sketch. Now comes the hard part. If it starts to be too much, tell me to stop and I will.”

      “Should I have a safe word?” She’d meant the words as a risqué joke, amazed she’d found the balls for off-color humor, but something about Caliph made her think Dom.

      After her husband walked out, Jennifer had turned to books—reading voraciously for hours each night after work. Her love for historical romances soon drifted toward the erotic genre when the sweet, closed-door love scenes stopped doing it for her. She’d gone through a shifter phase, then a ménage one. These days she couldn’t get enough of BDSM stories.

      Caliph’s gaze darkened and Jennifer reconsidered her previous assessment about his gentle personality. This man was no puppy dog. He was pure Pit Bull. Foolishly, that discovery didn’t make her want to run. It only ramped up her desires even more.

      “I was just kidding,” she hastily added. “Very bad joke.”

      Caliph didn’t reply, didn’t let her off the hook easily. She fought the desire to stand and walk out of the shop. What on earth had possessed her to make such an inappropriate comment to a virtual stranger? She’d always considered common sense one of her better traits. Where the hell had that gone?

      Finally, a slight smile tipped his lips. “You’re an interesting woman, Jen. I like that.”

      Interesting? It was on the tip of her tongue to correct his misapprehension. He’d just caught her on a good day.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      She nodded once, then braced herself for the first pierce of the needle.

      He’d warned her about the pain, but holy shit!

      “Ohmigod! Jesus Christ! Fuck me!”

      Caliph chuckled. “If you insist.”

      It took a second for the haze of pain to clear enough for her to understand his joke.

      She glared at him. “That hurt.”

      “Never said it wouldn’t. You wanna go on?”

      No. She didn’t. But as Caliph said, fate was a wicked bitch and she chose that moment to arrive and bless Jennifer with courage. Or was it pride?

      “Yes,” she replied through gritted teeth.

      Once again, he murmured his standard good girl, the compliment inciting an unfamiliar warmth inside her.

      The tattoo gun fired up again, provoking another long stream of curse words to fly from her lips. Caliph grinned, but he didn’t stop this time.

      For several moments, he worked in silence as Jennifer tried to adapt to the pain. The initial hurt had started to wane and soon she learned to regulate her breathing as she anticipated his moves. Before too long, the buzz of the gun turned to white noise and she actually became drowsy.

      Caliph must have sensed when she’d finally managed to relax because he broke the silence, his question rousing her just before she drifted off.

      “Why a daisy?”

      She jerked slightly and he apologized softly.

      “Sorry. Were you falling asleep?”

      She shook her head, lying so he wouldn’t feel bad. “No.”

      He repeated the question. “Why a daisy tattoo?”

      Jennifer considered her response, wishing he hadn’t asked. The real reason was too personal, too revealing, too damn girly. She didn’t want to know what Caliph would think if she told him the truth.

      “It’s my favorite flower.” That much was true. Maybe that would be enough of a reason for him.

      Unfortunately the man was too astute. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      She frowned, feeling an odd need to protest his dismissal. “It really is my favorite.”

      “I’m sure it is. How old are you?”

      She tried to understand his bizarre switch in subjects. “I’m going to be forty in August.”

      He smiled. “You know, most women would have said thirty-nine rather than confess to hitting the big four-oh so soon.”

      She considered the truth of that. “Forty is coming whether I admit it or not.”

      Her answer pleased him. She could see it in his expression. It increased the warmth inside her, leaving her confused about why his happiness left her feeling so content, gratified.

      “Glad to hear you’re not one of those women who has issues with age.”

      Jennifer winced slightly when his needle poked a sore spot. Suddenly she was glad for the distraction of conversation. “Nope. No sense fighting the inevitable. Besides I’m sort of looking forward to getting the hell out of my thirties.” She’d spent most of that decade with Marcus and look how well that turned out. She’d started this year determined to make some changes, so why not start with a new number in front of her age?

      “Good for you.” Caliph picked up something from his tray, but Jennifer averted her eyes. There was a big difference between knowing there was a needle jabbing into her skin and seeing said needle. “Which leads me back to my original question. Why a daisy?”

      She tried to dodge answering with an inquiry of her own. “Why did you want to know how old I was?”

      His eyes never left the site of the tattoo. She found his intense concentration sexy as hell.

      Jesus, lock the hormones away, Jennifer. Pretty soon you’ll start drooling.

      “It’s not unusual for women to get a tattoo when those big birthdays start looming, but for most of them, I think it’s a way to pretend the clock isn’t ticking. It’s their attempt to turn back time. You don’t seem to care about age, so clearly that’s not the impetus for this tat.”

      Impetus? Tattoo artist armchair psychiatry. “Where did you go to school?” She didn’t specify high school or college on the off chance she was wrong and she’d somehow offend him.

      “ULM.”

      Nope, not wrong. College grad. She tried to school her features, but she didn’t fool him.

      He chuckled. “Surprised to find out your tattoo artist has a bachelor’s degree?”

      She shook her head as more of the stereotypes fell away. God. Was she really so narrow-minded?

      “It’s okay, Jen. Tattoo artists aren’t obligated to get a degree in art. That requirement came from my mother. She’d preached about the importance of a college education from the day I was born until I graduated from high school and nothing short of a zombie apocalypse was going to be a good enough excuse not to further my education.”

      “She sounds scary. And awesome.”

      He stopped working for a moment to capture her gaze. “You’re right. She’s both. But enough of that. You keep changing the subject. If you don’t want to tell me what the daisy represents, just say ‘fuck off’.”

      Even with his permission, she’d never say that to him. Probably because part of her was afraid he would and she didn’t like the thought of him leaving.

      She shook that thought out of her head instantly. She was just getting a tattoo from the guy, not dating him.

      “I don’t understand why you keep insisting there’s some deep meaning behind it. Can’t I just like a flower?”

      “You’ve left this soft, pale skin untouched for thirty-nine years. You don’t strike me as the impulsive type. I’d be willing to bet you’re a planner, a list maker. Someone who thinks before they act. You’re also intelligent and sensitive. There’s a story behind the daisy.”

      His astute observations left her speechless. He was right. She’d spent countless hours pouring over images of tattoos as she considered what was right for her. When she’d seen the delicate rendering of the daisy with several of its petals lightly drifting down, it had spoken to her, felt right.

      “My husband left me for another woman last year.” She hadn’t intended to speak the words aloud. In fact, she could count on one hand the number of times she’d actually admitted to Marcus’ desertion. A few close friends knew the truth. As for the rest of her acquaintances, she’d used the tried and true we just drifted apart lie.

      “What a jackass.”

      Caliph had muttered his reply, but his vehemence caught her off-guard. She giggled.

      “Don’t move,” he instructed, lifting the tattoo gun away.

      She apologized as she struggled to compose herself again.

      “Thanks. Jackass fits,” she said after he’d resumed his work.

      “Don’t thank me. I’m just stating a fact.”

      More warmth. More happiness. So much in fact, she wondered if there was some narcotic in the ink that was drugging her senses, serving as an aphrodisiac.

      “I’ve spent the last year trying to figure out what I did wrong.”

      Caliph turned off the gun, frowning. “He had the affair and you think you did something wrong?”

      “People who are happily married don’t stray.”

      “Maybe not, but fucking someone else is a surefire way not to fix the marriage.”

      His strong opinions made her curious. “Have you ever been married?”

      He released a long sigh. “No, Jen, I haven’t. Marriage isn’t really something I aspire to. But that doesn’t mean I don’t understand. I’ve had a couple long-term relationships go south. Maybe there weren’t wedding rings on our fingers, but I was committed just the same.”

      “I’m saying this badly. Marcus and I were together for seventeen years. Long enough for me to start becoming complacent, maybe even a little lazy. In the future, I won’t take my relationships for granted.”

      “I get that, but I don’t like that you’re blaming yourself.”

      “My ex was an asshole. The way he chose to leave was cowardly and wrong. I’m not denying that, but it would be very shallow and shortsighted of me to pretend it was all his fault. Takes two to tango.”

      “That still doesn’t explain the tat.”

      “I’ve spent the past year feeling like complete dog shit.”

      Caliph chuckled at her description; his eyes were brimming with compassion.

      “I got my divorce papers just before the holidays and they sort of woke me up. Jerked me out of my depression.”

      “Doesn’t sound like a bad thing.”

      She released a long breath, wondering why she found it so easy to talk to Caliph. “It wasn’t. I spent the last year dwelling on the negative, feeling sorry for myself. This year, I’m going for the positive. That’s where the daisy comes in.”

      Caliph’s brow creased. “How?”

      She smiled when she considered her reason. “It’s going to be my reminder that we don’t get just one shot at happiness in life. Marcus loved me. Then he loved me not.”

      Caliph pressed a soft finger to a spot on her back. Though she couldn’t see it, she suspected it was one of the petals that had fallen from the flower.

      “There are a lot more petals on that flower.” Maybe it would sound silly to Caliph, but to her the reason for getting this tattoo made sense. “I have a lot more chances to find my happily ever after.”

      “You think you need a man to be happy?”

      She shook her head. “No. Not at all.” She’d heard the same argument from her girlfriends for months. They were full of well-meaning advice, telling her to take time for herself, enjoy life on her own. Hell, she was pretty sure half the married ones were jealous of her single state, wishing for their own freedom.

      “I don’t have to be in a relationship to feel good about myself. I got knocked down a peg when Marcus left and I’ve been trying to find my balance since then. I’m still a bit wobbly, but I’m getting there. Being in love has nothing to do with that.”

      Caliph looked like he might argue, but she cut him off.

      “I’ve spent the last year living on my own. Can I do it? Yeah, sure. I just don’t want to. I loved being married and I looked forward to growing old with someone. It’s not something I need, Caliph. It’s just something I want. A man to talk to about my day, to eat dinner with, to fight over the remote with. His side of the bed, my side. Twice the laundry and dishes. Sharing the bills, splitting dessert in a restaurant. The good and the bad. I miss it.”

      He smiled at her. “You might be the first person on earth to actually make marriage sound good to me.”

      She laughed. “So you’re really not a fan of marriage at all?”

      He shrugged. “Not sure I’ve ever considered it one way or the other. I’ve always been pretty happy with my status quo.”

      Jennifer felt a twinge of envy. She hadn’t enjoyed much about her life for the past year. No, it was more than that. If she was being honest, she’d been just as miserable and bored in her marriage to Marcus as her ex had been with her. Only she’d been too afraid—or was it lazy?—to do anything about it.

      “Well, I’m certainly not looking to get married again right away. That’s a plan for some distant future. For now, I’m hoping to find a way to shed some of my inhibitions and have fun. I started the year vowing I would go wild. Unfortunately, I sort of suck at it.”

      Caliph tilted his head and studied her face. He had a way of looking at her that made her feel like he could see straight through her. “Think of it like this, Jen. You’re a blank canvas. Beautiful, clean, white. The colors are all there inside you. You just need to set them free.”

      She swallowed heavily as she glanced at her shoulder. She couldn’t see the pretty shades of her tattoo yet, but she knew they were there.

      Today she’d taken the first step and grabbed a new beginning. The heaviness that had weighed her down for so long lifted and a spark of joy flared.

      Colors.

      Set free.

      Yeah.
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      Caliph leaned back and admired his work. After Jennifer explained the daisy, their conversation slowly faded away as he lost himself in the art. He’d taken his time with this tat, putting special care into every single line. The design was simple, honest, elegant. It reminded him of the woman lying in front of him, the beauty who was going to wear his art for the rest of her life.

      He was always flattered, even a little humbled, by the people who put so much faith in his abilities that they allowed him to draw on their skin with permanent ink. It was a gift countless clients had given him even though he’d never admitted such to them.

      Jennifer was different from the usual Midnight Ink clientele. She didn’t want the tattoo to hide past scars. Many people—male and female—used body art to conceal terrible wounds, physical and emotional. Caliph understood their reasons, felt their pain, and always prayed his art would somehow help them find peace again.

      Neither was she trying to draw attention to herself, to appear tough or in-your-face or cool, which, sadly, seemed to be the reason for getting a tat amongst a lot of the younger clients. Caliph suspected Jennifer spent most of her time trying to blend into the background. Which meant her trip to his chair had taken a great deal of courage on her part.

      No. Jennifer wasn’t trying to hide from her pain or make a big flashy statement. Instead she was incorporating her past failures into the picture, including them as a part of the canvas in an effort to make her stronger, smarter.

      He thought about her ex-husband. He had the insane urge to find the asshole and beat him to a pulp for the way he’d damaged Jennifer’s self-esteem. It was clear she was a compassionate woman and it pissed him off to see her feeling badly about herself. While she put up a tough front, pain still lingered in her eyes. Her trusting nature as well as her faith in herself had been shaken. Hard.

      “You like jazz?” he asked.

      She grinned. “Isn’t that sort of a prerequisite for living in New Orleans?”

      Caliph chuckled. “I know plenty of people who hate it. Tasteless bastards. You ever heard of the Jazz Parlor?”

      “In the French Quarter?”

      “Yeah. There’s a guy playing there Friday night, Jeremy ‘Trombone’ Lionel.”

      “Let me guess. He plays the trombone.”

      Caliph rolled his eyes. “He’s one of the best I’ve ever heard. You wanna go?”

      “With you?” Jennifer winced as soon as the question passed her lips. It was an endearing expression that he was starting to become accustomed to. Her mouth seemed to kick in before her brain at times, treating him to her real thoughts. It was refreshing, nice. With Jennifer, you got what you saw. That wasn’t true of most women and he found he preferred the unfiltered view.

      “Sassy is coming and my brother, Justin, too. So you don’t have to worry about me putting the moves on you.” For a second he thought he saw a flash of disappointment in her pretty blue eyes. The look encouraged him to add, “Much.”

      Her smile reflected pure, genuine happiness and Caliph struggled to catch his breath. Something strange stirred in his gut. It was like he’d been sucker punched, but he didn’t feel like hitting back.

      “I’d love to go. Thank you for the invitation. Should I just meet you here? Friday night?”

      He nodded slowly, pleased by her quick response. She didn’t employ any of those female games where she had to pretend to think about it so as not to appear too anxious. Jennifer didn’t even try to hide the fact she was excited. “Yeah. Eight o’clock work for you?”

      “Yep. It sure does.” She was still lying on the table, though he’d put the tattoo gun down, his work finished. She bit her lower lip nervously. “Can I look at it now?”

      Caliph had been purposely stalling. Not that he thought the tattoo looked bad. In his opinion, it was some of his best work. Knowing what the flower represented to Jennifer had encouraged him to enhance the original drawing, making sure the image would allow her to find that strength and love she was seeking.

      “Of course you can.” He placed a firm hand on her arm, not mistaking the slight shudder his touch provoked. It wasn’t the first time he’d felt her tremble under his fingers. At first, he’d blamed it on fear—he was used to women’s frightened responses to him, he was no pretty boy and he knew it—but Jennifer’s trusting eyes and flushed face made him wonder if her response was based on something far different.

      His stomach clenched again and this time he recognized the cause. Lust. Pure. Unbridled. His cock thickened slightly despite his attempts to will it away with deep, steadying breaths.

      Jennifer sat up slowly, hastily tugging up her tube top. Her modesty was cute. It made Caliph want to peel her clothing away slowly, revealing one creamy inch of skin at a time. Her body was sumptuous, though he suspected she probably considered herself fat. Society had done a real number on women with curves in the last fifty years, trying to convince them that stick figures were desirable. Fuck that. As far as he was concerned, Jennifer’s generous hourglass was the standard for true feminine beauty.

      She followed as he led her to the large mirror hanging against the back wall. He placed a handheld mirror in her hands, watching nervously as she studied the reflection.

      “You didn’t bleed very much. I have an A and D ointment here that I’ll put on before I cover it. Sassy has flyers on her desk that will give you instructions for aftercare. I want you to follow them to the letter.” Caliph stuck his hands in the back pockets of his jeans and forced himself to stop rambling. Her silence made him nervous. Christ. He never got this worked up over a client’s reaction to a tat. According to Shep, he had more than his fair share of cockiness when it came to his work. Unfortunately that confidence was on shaky ground at the moment.

      Finally, he couldn’t stand it anymore. “Jen?”

      She looked at him—that was when he noticed the tears in her eyes. Oh hell, did she hate it? He’d seen clients cry before, overwhelmed by their first tattoo. But he couldn’t stand the thought that maybe she was genuinely upset.

      He took the mirror from her and placed it on the counter, then he grasped her hands and gave them a squeeze. “Aw, hell, honey. I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head. “No. Don’t be. It’s just⁠—”

      “You were nervous about the tat. Second-guessing your decision. I should have told you to go home and sleep on it.”

      “No.” Her grip on his hands tightened. “I love it.”

      He studied her face, trying to decide if she was lying just to assuage his guilty conscience. As always, he saw nothing but honesty in her gaze. “You do?”

      She gave him a wobbly smile, her tears overflowing. “Oh my God, yes. It’s even better than I imagined. It’s perfect.”

      Caliph rubbed his jaw, relief suffusing him. “Damn, girl. You scared the shit out of me.”

      Jennifer laughed, then picked up the mirror once more, taking even longer to admire her new look. The pleasure in her eyes warmed him.

      Shep walked over to join them, studying the tat. “Nice work, Cal. That’s a beaut.”

      Caliph nodded, barely acknowledging Shep’s compliment. He was more interested in watching Jennifer.

      Then he heard Shep mutter something like “aw jeez, here we go” and Caliph’s attention turned back to his friend. “What?”

      Shep rolled his eyes at Caliph’s confusion, then looked at Jennifer. “Congratulations. It’s a great tattoo.”

      Jennifer smiled widely. “Thanks.”

      Shep returned to his chair as Caliph led Jennifer back to his. Obviously Caliph hadn’t managed to mask his attraction to Jennifer from his friend. One of the dangers of working with the same people for so long. The artists in the shop spent too much damn time together. Sometimes it was nice to have such fierce friends at his back, but most of the time it was a pain in the ass. Shep was definitely going to give him shit for this, tease him about getting the hots for the quiet, conservative hotel manager.

      Caliph picked up a tube of ointment and turned Jennifer away from him. As he squeezed some onto a stick, he felt her quiver and he had to resist the impulse to lean forward and place a kiss on the back of her slim neck. He spread the lotion onto her skin.

      While he worked, he briefly ran through a mental list of reasons why he shouldn’t start an affair with Jennifer.

      For one thing, the pain from her divorce was present and though she had a good attitude in regards to moving on, she still had a ways to go. Besides, he wasn’t looking for a relationship and certainly didn’t want to end up hurting her like her ex had.

      They were also different people. Jennifer was clearly conservative, reserved. He wasn’t sure how she’d respond to his impulsiveness, his tendency to live in the moment. Jennifer didn’t strike him as someone who’d find that an easy thing to deal with even for the short-term.

      He also wasn’t sure what she’d make of their age difference—he was thirty-two to her nearly forty. While she didn’t seem hung up on the numbers, Caliph didn’t know how she’d feel about sleeping with a younger man. Then, he dismissed that thought as unimportant.

      Because there was one way in which she was definitely wrong for him. She may have been married for seventeen years, but he had no doubt her adventures in the bedroom didn’t extend much beyond missionary. Compared to him, she was an innocent.

      Caliph couldn’t remember the last time he’d had missionary sex. His desires ran along a much different path. He pictured taking Jennifer to the Bastille, a local sex club. He liked the idea of exposing her to that world to see if his suspicions about her sexually submissive nature were true. Her blushes and trembles when he touched her, the way her eyes lowered whenever he asked her to do something, the tiny ways she deferred to him, all combined together in such a way that had him longing to tie her to his bed and fuck her senseless.

      Then he imagined Jennifer taking one look at the dark, intimidating sex club with its St. Andrew’s crosses and wooden posts with eyebolts and chains. She’d most likely scream as she ran from the room.

      Or would she?

      Her mention of a safe word earlier threw him. Made him wonder.

      And want.

      He covered her tattoo with plastic wrap, then he reached for the blouse she’d worn to the shop. He helped put it on, pleased when she turned to face him, allowing him to button it for her.

      His excuses for avoiding sex with her fled the instant her pretty blue eyes met his. Jennifer may have been hurt by her ex, but the asshole’s cruelty hadn’t killed her spirit. The same desire he felt was reflected in her face. Jesus. She wanted him.

      “Thanks,” she said softly when he’d fastened the last button.

      He didn’t release the material. He heard Shep talking to his client, a regular, neither man paying attention to them. Sassy had returned from running errands an hour ago and was in the back room. No one else was working yet, the other artists choosing to work later shifts.

      Jennifer held his gaze. “Caliph?” she whispered when the silence continued a beat too long.

      “How wild do you want to go?”

      She frowned, then gave him a rueful grin. “I love my tattoo more than I can say, but I’m definitely not ready for another.”

      He shook his head. “That’s not what I mean.” He lowered his voice. “I’m attracted to you, Jen.”

      She licked her lips, the action a perfect blend of nervousness and arousal. Caliph’s cock thickened even more.

      “I want you too.” Her admission came out more air than tone, but he heard it, let the beauty of it soak deep.

      “Friday night, after the jazz club.” He didn’t say more. He didn’t need to. Jennifer was already nodding.

      “Okay. I’d like that.”

      “So would I.”

      Then her brow furrowed. That didn’t take long. Less than five seconds in and she was already reconsidering.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” he prodded.

      “I’ve never had a one-night stand.”

      Caliph was touched by her honesty, but bothered by it as well. That list of reasons he should have stayed away rained down on him again. Women like her didn’t do casual sex, but he was pretty damn sure that was all he had to give her. He hadn’t lied about his disinterest in marriage. “Jennifer⁠—”

      He started to offer her an out, but she cut him off.

      “No. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. It’s actually a really good thing. I might be putting the pieces back together, Caliph, but the truth of it is, I’m still pretty broken. At this point in my life, I have basically nothing, but sex to give you. Besides, something tells me you’d be a great guy to go wild with.”

      He grinned. “I’m glad you have such faith in my abilities. I’ll do my best not to disappoint you.”

      She laughed. “I’m not worried.”

      Caliph knew he should take her agreement to sleep with him and run with it, but he couldn’t lie to her when she looked at him with those gorgeous, trusting eyes. She needed to know exactly what she was agreeing to.

      “Maybe you should be. Because, Jen, you will need a safe word Friday night.”

      Her cheeks flushed a pretty pink, but she held her ground. His respect for her went up several more notches.

      “Does it make me sound completely twisted if I say that’s the hottest thing anyone’s ever said to me?”

      He barked out a laugh and shook his head. “You’re a fascinating woman, Jen. And I can’t wait to paint on your canvas some more.”
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      Jennifer leaned back in her chair and wished the soft, mellow music would work its magic on her. As it was, she was a bundle of nerves and pent-up hormones. Ever since Caliph issued his invitation to the club—and everything that would come after—she’d found it impossible to think about anything else. Her work was suffering. She hadn’t slept more than a few hours each night and the woman who never missed a meal was suddenly living on only a couple of bites here and there.

      In a word, she was a mess.

      Caliph reached under the table and placed a firm hand on her knee to still her rapidly bouncing leg.

      She glanced at him. “Sorry,” she whispered.

      When they’d entered the club, Caliph had escorted her to a table along a side wall. He’d wasted no time pulling his chair as close to hers as possible. Sassy had come with them, but within minutes of arriving, she’d run into other friends. Jennifer glanced over to the bar and saw the vivacious woman laughing and talking. Jennifer wished she felt even half as carefree at the moment.

      Caliph squeezed her knee gently. “Relax, Jen.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that was easier said than done, but before she could speak, a man approached their table.

      “There you are. Sorry I’m late, Cal. Fucking work is insane right now. We landed three big clients, so I’m in deadline hell.” The man plopped into a chair across from them. “Hey. You must be Jennifer. I’m Justin.”

      Jennifer took the man’s outstretched hand and shook it. “Nice to meet you.”

      Caliph pushed the extra Guinness he’d ordered toward his brother. “Here. Had the waitress bring this over when you texted to say you were on your way. Figured you could use a cold one.”

      Justin smiled and muttered a quick word of thanks before taking a drink.

      Jennifer was struck by how different the men were. Where Caliph was a huge, hulking figure with his smooth, shaved head, tattooed skin and tight black T-shirt, Justin was long, lean and clean-cut with an expensive hairstyle, conservative shirt and new jeans. Caliph was linebacker to his brother’s point guard, and besides their height, she was hard-pressed to find one physical similarity between them.

      Caliph must have noticed her attempt. “Don’t bother trying. Justin’s my half-brother and, according to our mom, he’s the spitting image of his old man, while I’m the mirror image of mine.”

      Justin chuckled. “Pisses her off too. Says it’s not fair that none of her kids got even a speck of her good looks.”

      They all laughed.

      “I can’t decide if I want to meet your mother or not. She seems like a force to be reckoned with,” Jennifer joked.

      Caliph put his arm around her shoulder, the close proximity doing funny things to her libido. Jennifer struggled to keep cool, but had no doubt her flushed face was giving her away to both men at the table. “Don’t worry, Jen. I’d protect you from her.”

      Justin snorted. “Yeah right. Just admit you’re afraid of her too. Hell, we all are. When Meg Lewis says move, you better believe everybody in the house goes into motion.”

      “Everybody? You have other brothers and sisters?” As she asked the question, she realized how little she really knew about Caliph. This was only the third time she’d even seen the man and she’d agreed to have sex with him. Responsible Jennifer would never have dreamed of jumping into bed with a stranger, yet the decision to sleep with Caliph had been surprisingly easy. And it occurred to her that most of her nervousness wasn’t based on fear, but anticipation.

      “My mom had four kids, Justin’s the oldest, then me, then our brother Jett. Chloe is the only girl and the baby.”

      “Which means she’s spoiled rotten,” Justin added.

      Jennifer could tell from their expressions both men adored their kid sister.

      Caliph ran his finger along the nape of her neck and Jennifer resisted the urge to shudder…and purr. “But the family is actually bigger than that.”

      Justin took a swig of beer and put the glass back down. “Mom has taken in a lot of foster kids over the years. She was a social worker before she got married. After she started having kids, she quit her job.”

      “Her workdays were unbelievably long and she didn’t want to be away from us for so many hours every day,” Caliph continued. “Of course, she also couldn’t stand the thought of other kids out there who needed a safe place to stay.”

      “Over the years, we’ve had six foster brothers and sisters live with us, off and on, depending on how much the system wanted to fuck with them.” Justin’s tone didn’t mask his disgust and Caliph’s expression proved he felt the same way.

      She could imagine how hard it would be to bring a child into your home only to have the courts yank them back out to return them somewhere less safe. Jennifer smiled sympathetically. “Your mom sounds great. What about your dad…or sorry, dads?”

      Justin chuckled. “I was an oops during my parents’ senior year at college. They never got married, but I know my dad. He’s still around. Papa Lewis is the one she married.”

      “My dad was a boxer before he started working on oil rigs. He wasn’t home much. Used to joke that was why my mom kept taking in strays. To keep from getting lonely.”

      “As if you could get lonely in that house,” Justin added.

      Caliph’s eyes dimmed. “Dad had a massive heart attack a few years ago and died.”

      Jennifer took Caliph’s hands. “Oh. I’m so sorry.”

      Caliph squeezed her fingers lightly, clearly appreciating her words. “It’s okay, but thanks.”

      Justin’s cell beeped and he glanced at the screen, his eyes going wide with excitement. “Hot damn.”

      Caliph shook his head in feigned disapproval. “Let me guess. Ned?”

      Justin gave his brother a shit-eating grin. “Yep. Turns out my partner may have an interesting, er, prospect for us tonight. You guys care if I shove off early?”

      Caliph pointed to Justin’s glass. “You’re leaving money for that beer. I’m getting sick of covering your bar tabs whenever you get a better offer.”

      Justin threw a ten-dollar bill on the table with a laugh. “Nice to meet you, Jennifer.”

      “You too,” she said as he walked away. She turned to look at Caliph. “Prospect?”

      Caliph hesitated for a moment. Finally, he answered. “My brother and his marketing partner, Ned, are best friends. They like to share.”

      The light went on. “Women?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.” He studied her face as she fought to school her features. She certainly didn’t want to look like a judgmental prude when the truth was the whole idea made her hot.

      “Oh. Well, that’s cool.”

      Caliph laughed. “Glad you think so.”

      His words ran over her like ice water and for the first time since she’d agreed to sleep with him, panic set in. “I mean, I don’t, I didn’t⁠—”

      Caliph took her hands in his once more. “Relax, Jen. Tonight is just you and me. Threesomes are Justin’s kink. Not mine.”

      “What are yours?” The question fell out before she could think better of it, but she didn’t bother to take it back. Despite her undeniable horniness, she hadn’t taken complete leave of her senses. Probably best to put all their cards on the table now.

      “Bondage. Domination. Spanking. Wax play. Anal.”

      He rattled off his grocery list of sex acts with such ease Jennifer struggled to catch her breath. “Oh. Is that all?”

      Caliph laughed at her joke, shaking his head. “You’re adorable.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer. His size became even more apparent as she was engulfed in sheer muscle. “Tonight’s not about my kinks, Jen. You wanted to go wild. Tell me how.”

      She licked her suddenly dry lips. She’d read about—fantasized over—everything he’d mentioned. But there was safety in fiction. Caliph was offering to make her dreams a reality and that scared the shit out of her. “I sort of thought I was pushing the envelope by having sex with a virtual stranger. Starting to think I might be out of my league.”

      Caliph ran the back of one finger along her cheek in a way that should have been endearing, but was the equivalent of throwing gasoline on a flame. Her pussy clenched. “Your league is just fine. Tell me where you see tonight going.”
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