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        Talan Cox wants to mark Maya—with more than his ink.

      

        

      
        The owner of a prominent tattoo shop, he’s used to being hit on by easy women. Though “easy” is not a word associated with Maya when she comes in to support her friend.

      

        

      
        Flirtation ensues, but what will it take to break the painted man?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAVORITE QUOTE:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I’m starting to think there’s room in

        my life for more than one

        prized possession.”

        ~Talan Cox
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      I was tired.

      My neck and back cracked when I stood up to lean over my client’s tatt and wipe it down. The girl in my chair, an obnoxious little blonde, hissed as the cloth swiped across her sensitive skin. My mark—my ink marred her flesh with a permanent stamp of my creation.

      “All done.”

      “It looks amazing, Talan.” She hopped out of the chair and stood before me. Her eyes ate up the tattoos over my arms, drinking in the sight of my art.

      Or body.

      This little girl didn’t give a shit about the cherry blossom tree she had me place over her ribs and down her hip. She was there to land, and then go brag about, the bad boy artist who she wished would mark more than her flesh.

      “Glad you like.” I turned back to my gun and began to clean up the mess, not even looking at her. My dismissal didn’t make her happy and she pouted. “Now let’s go over the aftercare and you can be on your way.” It wasn’t that she was unattractive, quite the opposite. She had a tiny waist and ample chest, but it wasn’t enough to make me want her.

      The look she was giving me came off as desperate, and I wasn’t into easy pussy.

      Easy usually meant used and abused. Not my kind of deal.

      “How about,” her finger ran down the length of my arm, following the Polynesian pattern that adorned my shoulder, “I buy you a drink, and you can take care of it for me in the morning?”

      “How about,” I pulled her hand off my skin and walked over to my station where I picked up her aftercare guide, “you take care of this yourself.”

      “Are you sure I can’t convince you to sneak out for a little while?” She batted her obviously fake lashes at me.

      “I’m sorry, sweetie, but I’m booked solid tonight and can’t get out of here.” My too charismatic personality couldn’t help but add, “Maybe some other time?” Bullshit—I had no intention of ever seeing her outside my chair.

      “I can make it worth your while.”

      Thank God someone knocked on my door. “Come in,” I yelled just as Simon, one of my artists, walked in.

      Simon Palmer had come to work for me a year ago, after finishing his apprenticeship with a buddy of mine up in New York. The kid was young, but he was a natural. At only twenty-years-old, his portfolio could give some of the business veterans a run for their money.

      He was an asset to the team, and right at that moment, my favorite person in the world.

      “Yo, I’m heading out to pick up Lance; his bike broke down and he needs a lift from the mechanics shop.”

      “What about his appointment at two?”  I snapped my gloves off and huffed.

      “Sorry, bro, but can you cover?” I barely stopped myself from shaking my head. Did I have a choice? Simon continued, oblivious to my growing annoyance at the idea of covering for Lance. “When we tried to re-schedule, she asked for you.”

      “Fuck. Okay. Who is it?”

      Simon shrugged. “Don’t know, just some girl he had down for a dream catcher. The design’s already finalized and ready for transfer paper,” he explained. “So, can you, or do I call and tell her you aren’t available?”

      “Actually,” my client interrupted our discussion, “we were just leaving—”

      “Yeah, I’ll do it.” I sighed and turned toward my client, all while doing the touchdown shuffle on the inside. “Sorry, but duty calls.”

      To say she was pissed would be an understatement, if the evil glare in her eyes was anything to go by. She snatched the papers out of my hand and marched out of my room without a backward glance.

      “Did I ruin—”

      “No, you just saved my ass.” I clapped his shoulder and smiled before pushing him toward the door. “Get going and pick that lazy fucker up. I’m sure he’s pissed over missing this tatt.”

      “Actually...”

      “What?” I huffed.

      “He likes the chick, so he’s fuming.” Simon chuckled.

      “No shit?” My eyes widened at the news.

      “Yes shit,” he answered and left me laughing my ass off while he went to get Lance, my abstract artist.
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      “When’s my next appointment?” I asked my receptionist Janice while making my way around the front counter. I’d just walked out Lance’s crush and wanted the day to be over.

      “You have one more, Talan. Esther is due in twenty.”

      “Fuck, I forgot about her.” My body slumped against the counter. The boys and I were hoping for the evening to be slow, allowing us an early night.

      “That’s why I’m here, handsome. To serve you in any way you need,” Janice purred, and I sighed as I flipped open my laptop and logged in. I’d made the mistake of wetting my dick in her a few months back. Afterward, she became jealous and clingy, wanting more than I was willing to give.

      The only reason she was still here was because she had bigger balls than the other two fuckers that worked here. Janice could handle the leers, gestures, and jokes like a pro, but fuck with her inventory or dirty my shop, and she will rip you a new one.

      “Janice, cut that shit out,” I demanded before storming off toward the back and into my sanctuary. The guys all laughed when I walked by; I flipped them the bird and continued into my room.

      An hour had passed since I’d asked Janice if I was clear and there was still no sign of Esther. It was the usual for her. The woman would be late to her own funeral, but this level of tardiness was a new one for her.

      She was never this late.

      I was becoming agitated by the lack of common sense people had when it came to picking up a goddamn phone. How hard could it be to let me know if you’re coming or not? There was just something about a person’s lack of punctuality that pissed me off.

      Not caring if I had shit to do or places to be was plain rude.

      I was worked up to the point of walking out the damn door.

      “Janice,” I called out into the now empty shop. She’d insisted—once the boy’s left—in staying behind to help me set up, not listening to my refusal. “Call Esther and reschedule. I’m beat and—”

      “I’m here,” Esther yelled, rushing through the door. “Traffic was a bitch and I—”

      “Save it and get in my chair before I kick you out,” I grumbled and rubbed my throbbing temples.

      “But, I brought—”

      “Now.”

      “Is he always this rude?” a soft, feminine voice I didn’t recognize asked.

      I looked up, and was startled by the sexy little thing that stood before me. She was young. Much younger than what I was normally attracted to; at the most this little nymph was twenty.

      The beauty had black hair; wavy and tousled locks that swept down to the middle of her back, with side-swept bangs across her forehead. Her face was sweet, innocent, while her gray eyes spoke of mischief, and in my case, trouble. Lips, those fucking cherry-red lips, were plump and inviting—the perfect Cupid’s bow that begged to be nibbled.

      I let my eyes traverse her short frame and my mouth watered. She truly was an itty-bitty thing. With my six-foot-four frame, I towered over her, dwarfing her delicate one.

      My feet carried me closer to where she stood, next to Esther in the reception area. I wanted her laid out on that black marble top, so I could feast on her. The drought I’d been on as of late might have been making me desperate, but then again, looking at her was making something within me want to just take, consequences be damned.

      We watched each other; she followed my every move and I, her every breath.

      My eyes dropped from her perfect face to hungrily devour her chest and a shiver ran down my spine. The two pert, no bigger than a handful breasts, sat high on her chest. She wore a simple camisole that did little to hide her obvious happiness to meet me.

      My cock twitched as her nips puckered.

      I continued my assessment and found my hands clenching the second her narrow waist and flared hips came into view. My nails dug grooves into the palms of my hands, the slight pinch keeping me in check. The desire to pull her closer, grab onto her flesh, and leave my prints behind was almost unbearable.

      She was a slim petite thing, with the sexiest pair of legs my eyes had ever seen; they were bare for my enjoyment. A tiny pair of denim shorts barely covered her lower region, marking every groove and molding onto her sinful flesh as if they were a part of her.

      I was hard.

      “Wow,” a voice coughed to my right, pulling my eyes away from Bitty.

      “What—”

      “You can say ‘thank you’ for my gift now and eye fuck her later.” Esther laughed while Bitty turned red around the cheeks.

      This cute little thing blushes?

      “Talan, it’s getting late,” Janice interrupted suddenly, “and we have plans.”

      “I’m sorry,” Bitty spoke up, turning to Esther, “maybe we should come ba—”

      “No.” The word popped out before I could think to stop them.

      “Yes.” My glare cut off Janice before she could continue, eliciting a chastised look from her. Who the hell did she think she was to be so rude and hostile toward my client and someone who I hoped, would soon be my friend?

      “Enough, Janice.” I let the words come out encased in a low, warning growl before turning toward the two women with raised brows. “You two head on back.” Bitty went to protest at my command, but instead bit her lip, causing me to groan. Fuck, I need to get this situation under control. “Esther, you know the drill; lose the shirt and get comfy. Bitty, I want—”

      Bitty crossed her arms, scowling adorably. “Who are you calling ‘Bitty’?”

      “You, sweet thing, now quit interrupting me.” She huffed, but I saw no real annoyance in her expression.

      “Talan, can we have a word please?” Janice butt-in, again. If this chick didn’t leave soon she was going to find herself without a job.

      “No, and for fuck’s sake, go home.”

      “But,” she whined and gave me a ridiculous pout. The two other girls in the room laughed. Janice didn’t appreciate this and turned her icy glare on them.

      “Come on, Es, seems the big, bad, tatt boy has his hands full,” Bitty cooed with a sexy giggle and pulled a nosy Esther behind her. The two walked off, down toward the room with my name on the door. They walked in, and while Esther went to strip, Bitty closed the door.

      Her eyes—those damn cat-like grey eyes—set on mine, blazing with amusement while she winked then pushed the door closed.

      “What the fuck was that?” Janice hissed once they were both out of earshot. “You should have a little more—”

      “Get out,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Janice’s jaw jutted forward in defiance. “Are you into that little girl?”

      I pointed toward the door. “Out and quit pushing. You’re walking a fine line.”

      Hurt flickered in her eyes. “Talan, I—”

      “Go home, Janice. Go home before I fucking lose the last bit of patience I have today and kick you out permanently.”
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      Esther was already situated when I walked in; her upper half was bare while she laid down face-first in my chair. Bitty was standing over her friend. The girls were busy talking to themselves, not noticing that I was in the room with them.

      She ran her finger over the tattoo Esther had requested I design. “It’s gorgeous,” she gushed, and my heart— the idiotic and scared fucker—thumped harshly.

      “Talan is the best. He fucking blew me away with the design and concept,” Esther said matter-of-factly.

      “I thought you drew this?” Bitty asked, her head tilting to the side, a crease of confusion gracing her brow.

      “No, I did,” I interjected, and she gasped, snatching her hand off the tattered wings we were finishing up tonight. “Like ‘em?”

      “I do.” Bitty bit her lip coyly. “I’ve always wanted a tattoo.”

      A smirk played on my lips. “Do you now? Are you a virgin?”

      “And if I am?” She gulped as I leaned in closer to her.

      “Then let me be your first.” My lips skimmed the shell of her ear, her breathing faltered, and goose bumps arose on her skin.

      “Aren’t you a bit forward?”

      “No, just cocky,” I admitted and pulled away. “But I’ve found that most women like the cock—”

      “Hello,” Esther cried out in mock indignation. “I’m here: topless, cold, and not part of this foreplay. Quit it or let me play too.”

      “Oh, shut it.” Bitty giggled and smacked her annoying friend on the ass. “Besides, aren’t you always going on and on about a certain artist that makes your kitty—”

      “Maya!”

      “What?” Bitty—or Maya, as I now had her name—sang.

      “This has to be the weirdest appointment to date.” I laughed and sat down on my stool.

      “Why?” They both turned their heads my way.

      “Because usually, when a woman is in this room, I’m the center of her attention. You two,” I mock glared, “could give a shit.”

      “Let’s be real here,” Esther huffed, “you only want one woman’s attention in this room.”

      “Jealous?” I grinned at her.

      “No,” she quirked a brow at me, “but keep being a smart ass and I won’t introduce you.”

      “You two do realize I’m standing right here, don’t you?” Bitty complained before marching straight up to where I sat, her slender thighs coming to a halt between my parted legs; so fucking close.

      “Careful, sweetheart; you don’t want to find yourself within my grasp.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because, he’s going to bite you,” Esther mumbled and reached over for her shirt. She covered her front, so she could turn my way and begin the introductions without her tits being the center of attention.

      “Let’s get this shit over with, Talan.”

      My eyes snapped to hers, yet my hands reached forward and pulled an already close Bitty, closer.

      “This is my best friend, Maya Owens. She’s just transferred down here for school and is interested in a tattoo.”
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      “So,” Maya began thirty minutes into my session with Esther, “what’s your story? How’d you get into the business of tattooing?”

      “Why don’t you tell me about you instead?” I’d felt her eyes perusing my ink since we met; it felt good to see the physical evidence of her attraction for me. Bitty’s nipples were pebbled and taut, her cheeks flushed and eyes heavy-lidded while she ate up every flex of muscle I produced when working the gun over her friend’s back.

      “Not much to tell really.”

      “Amuse me.”

      “Fine, but don’t complain to me if you find it boring.” My eye roll earned me a flick to the forehead.

      “If I fuck this up—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’m blaming you.” She waived me off and began to tick off useful facts as if she were reciting a grocery list. “I’m twenty, in school to become a marine biologist, parents live in New Jersey…oh, and I’m an only child.”

      Esther snorted while I watched her rattle this out. This bullshit was cute.

      “Dude,” my client laughed, “could you have squeaked any faster? Breathe, girly.”

      “Shut it,” Bitty snapped at Esther before turning back to me. “Now, you spill. How long, coolest client or design, and finally, who or what, is your fantasy tattoo?”

      “Fifteen years.”  I said, referring to her first question.

      Bitty laughed at my reply, confusing the fuck out of me. “No way,” she continued laughing, while Esther and I just watched. “I don’t believe you. There’s no way you’re old enough to have been doing this that long.”

      “Why not?” I was perplexed by this reaction. Was age a problem for her?

      “Because,” Maya huffed, “that would make you over thirty.”

      Yeah, so. “Thirty-four to be exact.”

      “Fuck me.” Bitty choked on her giggle, her voice becoming breathy.

      “Fuck me good—or bad?” I asked.

      “She has a thing for older men.” Esther sounded almost annoyed with us. “Always has,” she stated in a rather bored tone like this should be common knowledge. “I remember when she went through her James Bond phase; the old man with a gun in a tux made her tingle.”

      With my brow raised, I turned to look over at a blushing Bitty. “Really now?”

      She nodded and looked down. Oh, no, Bitty, that won’t do.

      My fingers reached over and tilted her face up. My body turned toward hers, our faces mere centimeters away so that her scent was infiltrating every pore in my body.

      Maya’s breaths were coming out in small pants, her chest rising and falling quickly as she too, breathed me in.

      “Don’t be embarrassed, my little Bitty. I’m going to enjoy corrupting every single inch of you.”

      Her breath hitched. “Oh, God.”

      The sound made my cock twitch, making me hiss out a low “fuck.”

      “Jesus Christ on a pogo stick.” My chair groaned. “Can you two get horny after? I’m still half-naked and waiting.”

      Distraction, her name was Maya.

      “Okay, so you answered the age and how long. Now, tell me the how?” Bitty questioned.

      “My father was in the business. He was one of the best, if not the best portrait artist, in my opinion. I watched him as a child and studied his technique on the days he would bring me to his shop.”

      “Too cute.”

      “Woman, men aren’t cute,” I grumbled. “We are strong, virile, and handsome, but never cute.”

      “Will you get on with the story?” Esther complained before turning her eyes toward the wall of mirrors. I could tell she loved the foreplay her friend and I were displaying.

      On my next pass, I dug the needle a little bit deeper, daring her to say something.

      “As I was saying…” I mock glared at Esther “…I watched, learned, and practiced on slabs of pork fat when no one was paying attention. Every time he would throw away a machine, I would hide it to fix later.”

      Her giggle was distracting. “So, you taught yourself?”

      I nodded, then verbalized, “Yeah.” I swiped over the area on Esther’s upper blade. The finishing touches to the wings where I was lighting up certain spots were almost done.

      “I went to him at the age of fifteen and asked him to let me prove myself. The old man didn’t know whether to be proud or laugh, but he parked his butt in the chair and told me I had free reign.”

      “He sounds like an amazing man.” Bitty smiled.

      “He was.”

      Her smile faded in understanding.

      I removed the needle from the tip of the wing I was working on and grabbed her hand. One squeeze and I released. “Best father and friend. Old man Cox was so amazed by the small tarantula I did on the back of his calf that I came to work for him every day after my homework was finished. This shop was my second home then, and is my all, now.”

      “So, you own this?” She inquired softly.

      “Yes, I do, Bitty. It’s been my pride and joy for years.”

      The final hour of Esther’s session was held in silence. Esther had put in her headphones to help her tune out the world; she was in pain. The flesh of her upper back had become red and it was a problem to keep her still now.

      I was on edge.

      There were these feelings—confusing emotions—swirling inside my chest. They made no fucking sense. How could I be so attracted, and not just physically, to her? To that little girl who strode into my shop with a sassy mouth and a body of sin?

      If the guys had been here, they would’ve had a field day with this one.

      Maya, on the other hand, stood over me while I finished.

      Her scent. God, that mouthwatering scent of a woman—that girly, soft smell of flowers and sunshine made me leak and draw a spot on my pants. My cock had not seen any action in months and was aware of the tempting young pussy to my left.

      “Are you almost done?” Maya whispered low, catching me off guard. The gun fell onto Esther’s back with a small thud. Esther didn’t appreciate this and turned to gift me a glare.

      “That makes us even for you being late.” I deadpanned and returned her annoyed look.

      “I thought Maya made us cool?”

      She did, but Esther didn’t need to know that.

      “You used me?” Maya whined.

      “And you loved it, so quit it. Plus, this gives me the perfect opportunity to invite him and his boys out with us on Friday.”

      Now this had my attention. I wanted to see her again.

      “Where?” I demanded.

      “The Playwright Iris—”

      “On Washington?”

      “Yeah, we’ll be there around nine. We’re meeting some friends for dinner and drinks.”

      “Bitty can’t drink,” I blurted out rather rudely. I shouldn’t fucking care, but I do. The idea of her drunk and being harassed didn’t sit well with me.

      “Yes, I can,” Maya seethed and pulled out what looked like an ID.

      Better not be what I think it is or we’re going to have a problem. “Give it.”

      It was irrational the protectiveness I felt for her. She wasn’t my problem.

      “No.”

      “Will you relax? Jesus; I swear you two will give me an ulcer.” Esther sighed and stood from the chair. She walked over to the tallest mirror in the room and with her back to its front, turned her head to see the final look. “This looks hot. I wonder what Simon would think?” she mumbled, but it was too late.

      I’d heard.

      “Simon? As in Simon that works here, Simon?”

      “Oh, she’s in l—”

      “Like I was saying,” Esther interrupted before Bitty could finish, “you in?”

      Lust, love...what?

      “I could be persuaded into going…” I trailed off and turned my eyes toward a smiling Maya.

      “You could, huh?”

      I nodded.

      Is this really what I wanted? To chase the skirt of a woman so much younger than me?

      “That’s too bad it isn’t a definite yes, but there is that one kid in my class who’s hot and willing to let me—”

      “The fuck?” An emotion I’d never battled with before ran deep through my veins and burned me. The idea of this stranger, this woman, with someone else just didn’t sit well with me.

      “Who else is going to dance with me and keep the drunks from getting grabby?” Maya sassed with a mischievous gleam in her eye. She knew exactly what buttons to push.

      “Done. I’ll be there at nine, and you better not have that kid anywhere near you.”
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      Three days later, I was sitting at the bar with my boys, waiting. The girls hadn’t arrived yet; I’d wanted to come in early enough to see her enter before they found us.

      Simon had his eyes on the door. Ever since I’d let it slip that Esther was into him, he’d become impatient for tonight to get here.

      Guess he was into her, too.

      Made sense now that I thought about it—he was always around if she was in the shop. Always offering to get her a cup of coffee or tea from the café down the street; the same one she frequented before coming to the shop sometimes. He knew she liked their lattes and used it as an excuse to form conversation.

      Smooth fucker was slick, I’d give him that. I’d never paid much attention to his antics or how many bullshit excuses he used to come into my room when she was in my chair. Not until now, that is.

      Was it fucked up that I used their mutual attraction to get my Bitty alone? Maybe, but who said I gave a fuck? If playing dirty got her closer to me for a few hours, then you wouldn’t hear me complain.

      “Is that her?” Lance asked while pointing toward the door across from where we sat.

      My head whipped around, my neck craning over the crowd of obnoxious wannabes to see her.

      “Guess she is…” I heard one of them in the distance; Maya now had my full attention.

      My Bitty didn’t disappoint one bit. If my cock thought she was a temptation when we first met, then today she was divine sin.

      Maya wore a pair of distressed jeans—ripped and splashed with bleach marks along her thighs—that molded to her short stature like a second skin. The waist sat low; low enough to let every motherfucker, including me, visually dine on her delectable hip bones.

      Her shirt was modest and plain, white. It was a simple lace tank, with a matching white bra playing peek-a-boo through the patches of transparent material. The end of her shirt rested above her navel. So much sweet skin, free of any marks, for me to lust after.

      “Fuck, she’s hot,” Simon stated, and Lance whistled.

      Red hot lava ran through my veins at their appreciative leers. “Off limits.”

      “But—” they both whined.

      “No.”

      It was during this exchange that the girls found us. I felt her before she arrived.

      “No, what?” Maya teased with a knowing look in her eyes. Her face was beautiful; minimal makeup. She was natural perfection. All she wore was black eyeliner to make those greys pop and lip-gloss to entice my penchant to nibble.

      “Before I answer…” I reached out and pulled her forward by the hand. Bitty didn’t hesitate, letting me pull her to stand between my legs. “You look like sin and smell of heaven.”

      She bit her lip coyly and looked me up and down. “You look delicious yourself.”

      “Hi, I’m Simon, and this is Lance. What’s your name, beautiful?” The soon-to-be-dead artist to my right stuck his hand between us, forcing her attention away from me.

      I growled.

      “Bad boy,” Maya scolded. “No growling out warnings.”

      “Can I bite you instead?”

      “It’s like we aren’t even here,” I heard Lance complain, but paid him no mind. Let them entertain themselves.

      “I’m sorry; this is incredibly rude of us.” She turned away from me. “Name’s Maya. Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise, Maya,” Lance answered before elbowing a mesmerized Simon into the present. Somewhere between his introductions, my growl, and Esther coming to stand next to him, my boy had become a mute.

      “Sorry,” he smiled sheepishly after regaining some composure, “got distracted.”

      “It’s okay.” Bitty laughed and shook her head. “I know the distraction in question and she very much enjoys the attention. Your attention,” she mumbled the last part under her breath. It wasn’t low enough, though; much to Simon’s pleasure and Esther’s embarrassment.

      “Is that so?” he chuckled and turned toward a red-faced Esther. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      “What about the guys waiting on us?” Maya questioned Esther.

      From the tensing of the men around me, I wasn’t the only one unhappy with that bit of news.

      “What boys?” I demanded.

      “Well, caveman,” Bitty huffed, “these are people from school. Not all of them have a penis.”

      “How many?” Simon asked.

      “Three?” Esther answered, yet she sounded unsure of the number.

      I didn’t like this and by the look on Simon’s face, he didn’t either. All I wanted tonight was Maya’s undivided attention.

      “It’s just a few friends. Why are you both acting like jilted lovers?” Maya groused with annoyance dripping from her tone. “I barely know you,” she reminded me in a low mumble.

      “No reason,” I lied and pulled her just a tad bit closer to me. “Why don’t we go and meet your friends—”

      “No,” Esther and Bitty yelled out, while Lance stood back and watched with interest. We’d become his amusement for the night it seemed.

      “Why the fuck not?” Simon and I barked.

      “Because you’ll both act like jerks toward the people we go to school with. People we see every day. I’m not in the mood to be peed on by someone I barely know.” Esther snapped and grabbed Maya by the hand, effectively pulling her from me before I could stop it.

      “But you know us,” Simon argued. “Plus, we will be on our best behavior.”

      “You did invite us out tonight,” I added.

      “They’re right, you know,” Bitty reluctantly agreed before turning toward me once more. She poked me in the chest with her delicate, manicured finger and made her demands known. “No growling, grunting, or scratching—”

      “What the fuck?” She was making me out to be a pup.

      “In other words, behave.”

      “Yeah, that goes for you too, Simon,” Esther declared.

      How the hell did we go from coming to meet them for a relaxing drink, to being scolded like children?

      “Easy.” Lance laughed.

      Guess I’d said that out loud. I flipped him off while he pushed a perplexed Simon forward.

      Lance just shrugged. “You like them, they know it, and will now play hard to get. Have fun.”

      I wanted to throat punch the fucker for laughing.

      His shit-eating smirk only got bigger. “Yeah, I know you want to punch me, but tough shit. It’ll have to wait. Unless you’d rather have Maya spend more time with them than you.”

      My brow scrunched. “What the hell are you on about now?”

      The grin on his face widened even more as he pointed across the bar. “They already left, and Simon is following. I suggest you do the same.”

      “Dammit.” I pushed off the table and stalked after my Bitty.
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      They were sitting by the stage when I managed to find their group. Simon was off to the side, having a private chat with Esther. His arm rested over her shoulders as they whispered to each other.

      I was happy for the kid. Now, to find the lady that had owned my attention since we’d first met.

      Maya was sitting at the table with her friends. All four guys and two girls were following her animated conversation. I could see that four of the friends were indeed paired off.

      Two less motherfuckers to fight if necessary.

      The two unmatched were going to be a problem, however. I saw the way they watched her. How their eyes strayed toward her chest and followed the movement of her breasts as they jiggled with her exaggerated moves.

      Since when did I become a jealous asshole?

      “There you are.” Maya said with a smile, answering my question without knowing.

      Why the fuck does this woman make me feel this way? We’d barely spoken; I didn’t know her past or she mine. I should just walk the fuck away and save myself all these frustrations.

      “Hey, babe,” I crooned, sliding in beside her.

      Maya’s brow rose at the term of endearment, but she didn’t correct me. Instead, my Bitty introduced me to the group. Everyone was nice, a little intimidated by my artwork, but no one made a move to ask me the stories behind each piece like most people do.

      Well, everyone but the one douche to her right, the one that thought he had a chance.

      “Since when do you hang with his type, Maya?” His tone was condescending.

      “Excuse me?” I snapped.

      “What the hell is your problem, Brian? Who I do or don’t ‘hang’ with isn’t any of your concern,” Bitty hissed in anger.

      “Maya, it’s just that you’re new in town and I don’t want anyone taking advantage of your sweet demeanor.”

      “The fuck—” I began, but stopped short when her hand squeezed my knee. My eyes snapped to hers and what I saw there made me smile. This spitfire was about to go off, and I was glad it wasn’t on me this time.

      “Brian, let’s make a few things clear. Shall we?”

      “Don’t be upset with me, sweethe—”

      Maya didn’t let him finish. “I am not your sweetheart, pookie, love muffin, or any of the other ridiculous names you have tried. The name’s Maya, got it?” His face fell. I sat back taking a long pull from my beer and continued to watch the free entertainment. “Next, who the hell do you think you are to look down on anyone?”

      “It’s not like that. I just worry about you.”

      “I’m going to try and pretend for a minute that it’s a friendly kind of worry?” She hedged, and he agreed with a nod. “I can appreciate that, but when I say back off, I mean it. He’s not going anywhere,” I smirked at the silently fuming prick when she said that, “so chill out and play nice.”

      “Of course, Maya.” He swallowed hard and turned to me. “Sorry for the hard time. She’s important to me—us.”

      “So, I see,” I said and pushed back from the table. No more words were said. A slow, sexy song had begun to play on the jukebox and I held my hand out to her. “Come on, babe, let’s dance.”

      Maya took my offered hand with a teeny smirk on her juicy lips. I just wanted one nibble. Bringing her closer to me, I bent a bit while she stood up on the tip of her toes to reach me.

      “Since when do bad boys dance?”

      “Since I need to prove a point.” With her hand in mine, I led her to the middle of the small dance floor. Her enticing hips swayed to the beat while we made our way through the crowd. Every man turned, and even some women, when we passed by.

      No one could deny her exotic beauty.

      Once we reached the middle of the floor, she turned in my arms. I’d failed to notice the footwear she’d chosen for tonight, and was now glad I had—four inch traps of sex.

      The delicate white and silver straps wrapped around her foot until reaching her ankle. Her dainty, sexy feet were showcased in the type of heel I wanted to leave imprints on my backside later that night.

      And now I had a foot fetish apparently. What are you doing to me, Bitty?

      Maya wove her delicate fingers through my hair and pulled me closer. My hands automatically found purchase on her hips, anchoring her smaller frame to mine and annihilating any space between us.

      The hypnotic beat of the bass made her hips move—she was fucking the air, and my sanity. My little Bitty moved like no other.

      In my head I could see us, see how we tangled in perfect tandem: Maya straddling my hips while I manipulated her body for our pleasure. We had the perfect rhythm.

      Bitty turning her back to my front brought me back to the present. Slowly, and oh, so sensual-like, Maya lowered herself toward the floor, her hips and ass grinding against my poor neglected cock.

      If she wasn’t careful I would end up fucking her right there, manners be damned.

      Thank God the song was over when she rose back to her full height; she was only able to rub herself against my weeping cock one more time before the last note was heard.

      “You are going to be very dangerous for my sanity,” I grumbled and willed my cock to behave as she turned around.

      “Why?” She seemed surprised by the comment.

      “Because I see myself wanting to go zero to sixty with you.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “It is for me.” I sighed and rested my forehead against hers.

      “Then why not go sixty to zero, slow?”

      “Slow.” I trailed tiny kisses down the side of her face until my lips ghosted over hers. “Slow could work...for now.”

      One tiny kiss, a single sweet peck was all I allowed myself before pulling her back toward our friends.

      Dangerous indeed.
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      Slow.

      Worst motherfucking word in the English dictionary. I wanted to beat my own head into a wall for even thinking that our “get to know you” should be slowed down rather than letting the instinctive lust take over.

      One would think that since it was my idea to move at this horrendous, snail-like pace, that I would be happy. Nope, I was not happy. But I was moody, horny, and in need of a stiff drink.

      “For fucks sake, call her. Ask her out already,” Lance’s gruff voice complained when my sad ass walked by.

      Over the last two weeks, I’d been tortured by her sultry voice over the phone. Punished and tempted for my stupidity by the three photos she’d gifted me from her trip to the beach the previous weekend.

      My dick was raw from just how much appreciation those photos had received. Lance was right; if I wanted to spend time with her, then I had to push for it.

      Babe, you free to hang? ~TC

      Her reply was quick, but not what I had hoped to hear.

      Can’t. Wish I could, but I’m heading out now. My class got invited to witness a birthing today at the Seaquarium. ~Bitty

      Fuck. Dammit, I need to see you. ~TC

      I couldn’t deny how into her I’d gotten. Maya was the whole package for me. Made just for me.

      She was sexy. Bitty was tiny compared to me, but curvaceous and thick where it counted. Her confidence and zest for life made her fun and outgoing; she wasn’t afraid to speak her mind or challenge me if she thought I was wrong.

      Most of all, she was smart; determined to see her dreams of working with marine animals come true. Bitty lived and breathed her studies and it made her all the more desirable to me.

      Miss me already? ~Bitty

      I do. ~TC

      Skype tonight? I’m free around 7 and all day tomorrow. :P ~Bitty

      Dressed sexy? ~TC

      Maybe... ~Bitty

      I’m there. ~TC

      Lance laughed at my smiling ass.

      My mature reply? I flipped him off.

      “She’s in school, asswipe. If Maya were free, I would’ve gone and kidnapped her already.”

      “So, go surprise her,” he added, “I’m sure your stalker ass knows her schedule inside out.”

      Oh, how fucking true that was.

      It was only due to our constant texting and phone calls—and that one Skype session—that I’d even survived the last two weeks. Every time Bitty was free, I was booked, and vice versa.

      The one good thing about all those interactions was getting to know the sassy woman behind the dangerous eyes. Seeing the expressions flitter across her face made me smile. She looked so innocent and full of happiness when we Skyped—no make-up, bright and freshly showered—explaining her day as a volunteer at the Aquarium.

      Her excitement and giggles while she spoke of the dolphins and their show made my night. Her voice was filled with a wistful tone of amazement while explaining how the trainers worked the animals. They’d asked her, and the other volunteers from her class, to come in and help feed the mammals after the show.

      “Can’t, she’s on her way out. Plus, Clifton is coming in for his consult on that memorial piece at one o’clock. I’ll never make it to her and be back by then,” I grumbled.

      “I’ll take care of Cliff.” Lance offered.

      “Really? You hate the douche.”

      “Only cause he’s Veronica’s ex.” Simon had been right about Lance digging the chick I’d tatted for him on last minute notice.

      “Are you seeing her yet or still pussy footing around?”

      It was his turn to flip me off. “Says the bitch that won’t make a move. One word,” he lowered his voice to a whisper, “slow.”

      “One,” I shook my head at his dramatics while holding up a finger, “Fuck you. And two, I’m out.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “Finally. Call the press, Talan grew a pair.”

      My mouth opened, but the nasty reply stayed sitting on my tongue when Simon rushed into the room, banging the door against the wall.

      “Talan, get out front now!” Simon yelled, and I was out of the room before he was done. Angered voices grew louder while I neared the front of my parlor. Janice was lighting into someone, but it wasn’t until I stood across, and out of their view, that I saw whom.

      I started fuming.

      “He’s busy,” Janice sneered at the woman who I’d been desperate to see for the last two weeks. “And you aren’t allowed in the back. Employee’s only.”

      “Then call him out here, sweetheart,” Maya interrupted with a huff.

      “What part of busy and you aren’t welcome, didn’t you get? You are nothing more than a dumb groupie who fell for Talan’s charm and he—”

      “He what?” Bitty crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Sees you as nothing more than easy pussy.”

      Maya took a step closer to the reception desk and laid a bag from the deli down the block on the counter. It was obvious that she was here to surprise me and had encountered the jealous hag instead.

      “So, let me get this straight,” Bitty raged, “he used and chucked your ass to the curb, so now you play the card of jilted ex to anything with a skirt? Are you really that pathetic?”

      “How fucking dare you! Get the fuck—”

      “Enough, Janice.” Both sets of angry eyes turned my way. “Maya, head on back to my room and wait for me. I’ll deal with you in a minute.”

      Janice smirked at Bitty when she passed, her mouth opening to let her venom flow once more. “He may have you around for now, but I’m the one that always remains.”

      “Fuck this. Maya, you can stay.” I was not about to have the woman I was interested in doubting me. Maya’s unsure eyes looked to me for confirmation in my request, and with one pull of her hand, I had her standing next to me for a front row view of what was about to happen.

      “Janice, I’ve put up with your shit for too long. Are you a good employee? Yes. I’ll admit that, but that is all you were going to ever be. I’m sorry if you got the wrong impression, but how many times have I needed to warn you off my dick?”

      “Talan, I don’t understand—”

      “You worked for me.” Her eyes watered, and for a small second, I felt bad. “I’ve been patient with your treatment of the female clientele because at times, they can get out of hand. You keep good track of my books and are honest, but what you pulled with my Bitty, I can’t overlook that.”

      “Talan, please, don’t.”

      “Pack your shit and go, Janice. I’ll call Steve from Sun-In Tatts and put in a good word. He’s hiring, and you’ll fit right in.”

      “All this shit for her?” Her angry eyes turned to glare at Maya. “Really? Is her younger pussy that good?” Janice yelled.

      “How many complaints have I overlooked since you came to work for me? How many times have you propositioned me, when I’ve been brutally honest?”

      “Does she know you fucked me once?”  Her eyes were wild; desperation seemed to claw at her as she grabbed at anything to stop what was happening.

      What the hell was wrong with her and why had I put up with it for so long?

      “And if he did, why would I care?” Maya answered for me. “We are not together…” I didn’t like that response “…and who he did or didn’t do before me is none of my concern.”

      “This is all your fault,” Janice snarled and tried to attack Maya.

      Simon and Lance had followed me out, but had stayed back. Now, though, they held a struggling and hissing Janice while I pushed an equally ready-to-trade-blows Bitty.

      “Watch your back,” Janice threatened. It was the last straw for me.

      “Get the fuck out of my shop,” I fumed. “Grab your shit and be out before I call the cops on your sorry ass. You have two warnings against you for violence already; this outburst won’t help your case when you see the judge next month.”

      That got her attention.

      “You wouldn’t?” The fight left her body and she relaxed against the boys’ hold.

      “Try me,” I growled. “And Janice…” her sad eyes turned to mine “…if you ever threaten or come near Maya again, it will be my wrath you’ll face.”

      “Talan, I’m sorry. Please,” she begged one final time, but it fell on deaf ears.

      Simon and Lance released her, but kept their stance between Maya and Janice, probably afraid her desperation would make her do something stupid.

      “No, now get out.” I stormed from the lobby with a final warning to her, asking Simon to walk her out after she’d collected her shit. Jesus, what a fucking start to the day.

      “Are all your employee’s that insane?” Maya questioned when I closed the door to my office.

      “No, just—”

      “Oh, God.” Bitty laughed uncontrollably. Her hand smacked my desk while she fought to control her amusement.

      Are all women insane?

      “What the hell do you find funny? I just lost a good employee.” That sobered her ass up.

      “Sorry if my surprising you caused this problem. It won’t happen again.” Her arms crossed over her chest, closing her off.

      “Maya, calm your little ass down. I love the fact that you came and with food, bonus points by the way, but now I have to find someone new to run the front. Not what I needed this week. I’m booked solid.”

      “You’ll find someone, especially in this economy. Everyone’s out looking for work.” That was true. “You do realize that there are two things you should be thankful for,” she hedged, coming around my desk and then hopping up on it, parking her tight rear right in front of me.

      “And what’s that?” My hands snaked up her calf and squeezed her flesh. Her eyes rolled back while I massaged her legs. So fucking sexy.

      “You had no customers in the shop to witness that hot mess.”

      My hands stilled, and she pouted. I resumed my ministrations, much to her enjoyment. “Fuck, I never thought about that.”

      “And two: she won’t be on your dick anymore.” Maya giggled, and this time I made her pay.

      My fingers left her legs and attacked her sides. I tickled her feisty, laughing ass into submission. Her body bowed back, lying on my desk while she cackled with forced laughter.

      “Uncle!”

      “No.”

      “Please. Give you anything you want. Just…stop,” Maya begged through tears and giggles.

      “Anything?” This sounded promising.

      “Yes!” Bitty cried out. I stopped, and she sat up. Her eyes turned to slits, glaring at me while she caught her breath. “What’s it going to cost me?”

      “Feed me,” I requested.

      “W-what?”

      “I said, feed.” I nipped at her, “me.”

      “Whatcha hungry for?’

      “Something juicy...” my tongue came out and wet my lips, an action she followed.

      “Like? Can you be a bit more specific?” There was a mischievous sparkle in her eyes.

      I leaned closer. “Something that only you can give.”

      “You better not be asking for what I think you are.” Her delicate finger pointed my way while she looked at me with pursed lips; all attitude and bite.

      “Woman, would you pass me the lunch you brought already? I’m starving, and my next client comes in at one.”

      “You’re such an ass,” Maya deadpanned before bringing me my food.

      “But it’s a cute ass,” I mumbled around a mouthful of food and she shook her head.

      As much as I’d hated the word “slow” earlier today, it was exactly right for us. We were too combustible to let run lose with the other. The attraction was there, but lust can override all senses.

      I knew that when we did explode, this foreplay would be all worth it.
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      “I’m ready for this week to be over,” I complained.

      The guys and I had been putting in extra hours to keep orders, inventory, and my books straight since I’d fired Janice. If the ad in the local paper didn’t bring me a replacement soon, I was going to end up offering anyone off the street the position.

      “I know.” Simon cracked his neck. “Between the tatts and extra work, I’m beat.”

      “Here, here.” Lance raised his bottle. Simon and I followed suit, then downed the remnants of the cold liquid in one long pull.

      “Has anyone come in looking for work?” Simon asked, and I shook my head.

      “What about Maya?” Lance added.

      “What about her?”

      “Maybe she would be willing to work a few hours here and there. Part time?”

      “I don’t know, she’s busy as it is. I’ve barely seen her since the Janice fiasco last week.”

      “Ask her,” Simon pushed while the shop doors opened to reveal my torture, and his.

      “Ask who what?” Esther quipped. The girls walked in carrying bags from a hole in the wall Mexican joint downtown.

      I swear they were perfect. A woman that feeds you was worth her weight in gold.

      “Thank you, Bitty.” I puckered my lips and she bent down laughing. She laid a tiny kiss on my cheek and whispered “Slow” when I growled low in disapproval.

      “We haven’t even gone on a single date yet. Don’t complain, especially since I’m feeding your pretty ass—again.”

      I laughed, loud.

      “Secrets don’t make friends,” Lance pointed out, but forgot all about his point when Esther shoved a container of food in his face. It went to show how easily the male mind could be distracted.

      “Did I get it right?” she asked, sitting down next to me with a carnitas torta in her hands. Maya really was a sweet girl; she was always worried about my eating habits and how much rest I was getting.

      I smiled. “Yeah, you did. Thanks, sweets.”

      We all dug into our meals with gusto and I forgot what we were talking about before they arrived, until Esther brought it up again.

      “What were you guys talking about? Ask who what?”

      “That we need to hire someone soon.” Simon sighed. “We’re getting backed up. There’s just no other way to explain except that we are swamp-fucked.”

      “That’s a new one.” Bitty giggled. “I’ll have to use it some time.”

      “I wouldn’t laugh too hard if you ever want to go on that date you were complaining about a minute ago,” Lance said, and she blushed.

      “What the?”

      “You two aren’t as quiet as you think,” he added.

      “Fuck,” Bitty whispered.

      “Any time,” I answered, and the others groaned.

      “Let’s get back on track,” Esther reiterated. “Have you put ads up in the paper? Online jobsites? Asked other shops?”

      “Yup,” I grumbled. “Nothing.”

      “That just won’t do,” Esther mumbled and looked toward a pensive Bitty. The two stared each other down, nodded their heads, and then kept on eating as if nothing had happened.

      One word: weird.
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      Two days later I was behind the counter when Maya walked in. My Bitty looked sweet as pie in her short, skirted denim overalls with a black tank underneath and her hair in pigtails. On her feet, she wore a pair of worn-out, beat up black Chucks. A messenger bag that looked like it weighed more than her was hanging off her shoulder.

      I wanted to bite her. Or fuck her.

      Whichever she allowed would be fine with me.

      “What are you doing here, Bitty? I thought you were supposed to be cleaning and collecting samples down by the beach today.”

      “I was, but—”

      “Get out of my way, girly,” Esther bellowed, making a bee-line toward the back of my shop where her destination, Simon, was busy putting up and cataloging yesterday’s delivery.

      “Hi,” Maya said while rolling her eyes at her friend.

      “Bitty, not that I’m not happy to see you, but again, what are you doing here, sweets?

      “I’m stealing Simon for lunch,” a happy Esther yelled while dragging my amused employee behind her and out the door.

      I turned back to the sweet little number before me and raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m here to work.” She grinned.

      “No.”

      “Why the hell not?” Bitty huffed indignantly.

      “Babe, you have a full schedule as is, and I will not be the reason you fall behind.”

      “First off.” She came around the counter and gave me a small peck on the lips. I dove in for more, but she shook her head and said, “Date first.”

      “Just one,” I begged. Her lips felt so soft against my own, I needed another taste.

      “No.” She smirked before giving me one more, tiny peck. “Now, like I was saying. My schedule is busy, but,” she held her hand up when I went to interrupt, “I have three days a week this could work into. Like today—”

      “You are ditching today to help me. That, I can’t accept.”

      “Will you hush and let me explain?” I nodded. “Our outings to the shores by the school were canceled. I’m free of all commitments this afternoon and tomorrow.”

      “So, go enjoy some downtime.”

      She ignored me and kept going with her proposal. “I’ve looked over my class and lecture schedule and have the following available to work: Monday and Tuesdays, I can do three to eight in the evening, and on Thursdays I can do one to eight.”

      “Let me get this straight? You want me to be your boss?” I mused. This could be fun.

      “I expect to get paid on Fridays.” Maya ignored my dirty man leer and extended her right hand out to me. “Deal?” she hedged.

      “Deal. Now let’s celebrate.” She squealed when I pulled her to me by the hand, her tiny body coming to a stop between my parted thighs. One of my hands encircled her waist while the other pulled her face closer to mine.

      “Welcome to Cox Tatts,” I whispered against her supple lips and then attacked them with my own. Her lips gave into mine with a sweet moan that made my cock stir, and my chest tightened. Maya felt way too fucking good in my arms.

      “You taste of peaches,” I groaned into her mouth while her teeth nibbled on my bottom lip. “Addictive.”

      “Lip-gloss. I just bought today,” she mumbled in between sucking and biting.

      “Buy more.”

      “Yes, boss.” She moaned, and if it weren’t for the throat clearing to my right, I would’ve humped her then and there.

      “I guess he agreed?” Simon grinned while his counterpart giggled into his shirt.

      How long had I been kissing her?

      “He did,” Maya stated, all serious. “I start now.” She looked over my shoulder at the computer screen which held our appointments and smirked. “From what I can see on the monitor, you have a client in fifteen.” Simon nodded. “Say goodbye to Esther and go prep.” Maya ordered, all playfulness leaving her.

      “But—”

      “No ‘buts.’ Go.”

      “I think this is the best decision I’ve made to date.” I laughed while the two annoyances before me scowled and pouted; Simon being the pouter.

      “Is she always this demanding and bossy?” he asked Esther who was having a tough time controlling her own amusement at the look on his face.

      “Yes, and it will only get worse if you don’t go and prep. I’ll catch you after work?”

      “Yeah, after work where the drill sergeant can’t block me from doing this.” Simon pulled Esther around the waist, dipped her back, and planted a kiss on her that made my Bitty blush and sigh.

      “You okay there?” I jested.

      “I’m fine, just enjoying the view of what young love looks like.”

      Her response caught me off guard. Was she jealous of them? Maya didn’t give me a chance to ask any more questions because she put in her headphones, checked my computer screen once more, and then turned to head toward the back.

      “I’m going to go ahead and begin organizing the back. I know you have a system, but it’s all fucked. I’ve seen it. By the time I leave tonight both the ordering and cataloging will be set up to automatically log in and deduct when someone takes a product.”

      “How will you manage that?”

      “Easy.” She looked back over her shoulder with a grin. “Everyone will have access to a spreadsheet and the scanner I ordered for the shop last night. You take one, you minus it out of the counts before leaving the back room. We receive a shipment; we add what came in to the count in the back. Everything within the storage/supply room should be accounted for at all times.”

      “So, when I—or if you’re here—you, place an order, then it’s all there.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Impressive. What else you got cooking up in that head of yours?”

      “You’ll just have to wait and see.” Maya’s grin turned into a smirk before she sashayed her tight ass toward my stock room.

      “You are so fucked, my friend.” Simon punched my shoulder. “That little firecracker has you by the balls.”

      “Like Esther has you?”

      He nodded and laughed before going to prep his station.

      “Hey, Talan, what is Bitts doing in the backroom?” Lance questioned while coming toward me. “She’s back there yelling, cursing, and demanding we pay for the manicure she just ruined.”

      “Bitts?” I raised my brow at him.

      “You call her Bitty, Simon calls her Maya, so I wanted to throw out something different. My own name for the sprite.”

      “No.” I laughed and shook my head at his logic.

      “But—”

      “No.”

      “Fine,” he grumbled and flipped me the bird. Only I could call her something special outside of her name.
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      My curiosity got the best of me about an hour later. Maya hadn’t come out and I needed to see just what she was doing. Or maybe I was hoping I’d catch her bent over some of my supplies, giving me a good view of that ass, I’d dreamt about marking lately.

      “What the fuck?” I yelled into the organized, and now color coded, room. How the fuck had she managed to make sense of the mess the boys and I had created over the last week?

      “You like?” Bitty looked at me with hopeful eyes.

      “How?”

      “Easy. I cleaned and organized.” She shrugged. Her brow was sweaty, her tank tighter, and her overalls rode up just a bit more on her thighs. There was a smudge of dirt on her thigh where she’d wiped her hand.

      I wanted to lick the dust off her body.

      “You really outdid yourself, Maya. This is better than anything we had in place.”

      “Good. I just wanted to help you clean up, and organize, your pride and joy.”

      Bitty had no idea what those words meant to me. What her coming in to help meant.

      The words left my lips before I could stop them, but she did that to me. Made me want and desire things I’d never thought of before.

      “I’m starting to think there’s room in my life for more than one prized possession.”
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      “Morning, boss,” Bitty crooned as she came around the counter a few days later. My eyes snapped up at the sound of her voice and what greeted them made me groan.

      Mother of fuck was this itty-bitty thing out to destroy me. It never failed.

      Everything about Maya called to me. She dominated my fantasies in more than one way; I’d never wanted to mark another’s flesh like I did Maya’s. To leave my stamp of ownership on that tight little body for the world to see would be the sweetest pleasure.

      “Hey, babe, how was school?” I asked in desperation, trying to think of anything but the halter top she wore. The expanse of her neck, upper back, and shoulders was nude. My teeth snapped together, and then ground back and forth.

      Wonder how a tattoo of my bite mark would look on the back of her neck?

      “Did you hear a word I said?” she grumbled continuing to set up her laptop and books on the counter.

      “Huh?” was my eloquent reply. My mind had been too consumed with her skin and my deepest desires.

      “I said…Brian asked me out to dinner today.” This snapped my attention to the present. Maya carried on pulling items from her bag, not realizing the can-of-worms she’d just unleashed.

      “No,” I spit out, barely containing my anger and jealousy. There was no way in hell she was going anywhere with him.

      “Not that I said yes, but why the hell not?” Bitty asked with a bit of bite in her tone.

      “No.” My repetitive answer angered her further.

      Maya’s tiny hands went to her hips, accentuating the small denim skirt she wore. “I’m single—”

      “No, you’re not,” I snapped. “What the fuck are we?” Is she for real?

      “Good question there, Talan? What the hell are we?”

      “Maya we are together.” It was simple. The moment she’d walked through my door, she’d become mine. In my mind anyways.

      “What the hell does that even mean...together?”

      “Means you see no one but me.”

      “Really? Please tell me you’re joking, Talan.” Maya huffed and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “What the fuck is there to joke about?” I hissed. “Just because we haven’t—”

      “We haven’t gone on a single date yet or discussed being exclusive.” Bitty arched her brow in defiance. She was pulling the wrong cat’s tail.

      “I’m not seeing anyone, Maya, and you sure as fuck won’t either. Tell that asshole no and to cut it the fuck out before I personally deliver the message. Stupid prick will never be good enough for you.” My statement came out gruff and showed the annoyance I felt. This was why I didn’t do relationships—the idea of them drove me up a wall. Women need every last detail spelled out.

      “Plus, you’re my boss,” she carried on, dismissing my last statement.

      “And?”

      “It’s frowned upon.”

      Now I know she’s fucking with me. “Maya.”

      Her brow rose. “What?”

      “No. Now, get back to work before I flip that tiny skirt up and show you what happens to little girls that push their bosses too far.”

      “Are you going to give it to me hard?” Bitty sassed.

      “Quit pushing,” I growled before pulling her to me and laying a harsh kiss against her lips.

      “I need to get asked out more often if you’re going to react like this.” She trembled in my arms as my hand traveled lower, coming to a stop over the swell of her ass. I squeezed the succulent cheeks hard and pulled her roughly to me. “Fuck me,” Bitty moaned loudly.

      “In due time.” I laughed. “But maybe we can go from zero to thirty?” Maya had a point in thinking I was taking this too slow, trying to reign in my need to fuck her—take what was mine.

      I’d put a hold on us. She deserved to see a little of the fire within me that yearned to mark and damage her for all others.

      “What the hell would you call what you’re doing now?” She whimpered when my hand gave each cheek a small tap. A test spank if you will.

      “Taking my foot off the break and pushing into second gear.” I nipped her luscious bottom lip once more before pulling back. “Now that we have settled the matter of you seeing that prick, I have an appointment,” I glanced over at the clock on the wall, “in thirty. I need to prep. You clocking in?”

      “Yeah.” She pouted. “I’ll get to work, but tonight you’re buying dinner.”

      “We’ll see. Work now, play later.” I stood from my stool and walked toward my space, all the while feeling her eyes on me. It felt good to be desired by her.

      I turned around before opening my door; her eyes were glued to my ass.

      “Love the attention, Bitty, but those orders won’t process themselves.” The blush on her cheeks made me laugh. The woman made me fucking think of words like “adorable” and “cute” when she was in my presence.

      Now, if only I could move us along, and get to use words like tight and wet, my hand and cock would thank me.
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      “Done.” I set my gun on the tray and soaked a few paper towels with solution to wipe over the rosary and prayer my client had chosen to go on his forearm.

      “Fuck that feels good.” My client sighed. They all sigh at the end.

      “Get up and take a look.”

      He stood and winced as he stretched his arm. He’d been in my chair for the last hour—being stiff was a given.

      “If you need to take a picture, do it now before I wrap it up.” The man nodded and admired his arm with a smile on his face. The curiosity was killing me. “Okay, I’ll bite. Why this one?”

      “The missus has become a Catholic recently. Devout Catholic.”

      “Ahhh, okay. So, this will make up for the half naked pin-up on your back and the pentagram on your ribcage?”

      “Nope, but I hope she won’t complain as much.”

      “Hopefully?” I laughed.

      “Hopefully,” he deadpanned.

      After coating the new tattoo with ointment, and bandaging with saran wrap, I walked him out toward the front. We were discussing the added work he wanted around his back piece when Maya’s giggle made me pause.

      “Give me a sec, man.  It seems something needs my full attention.”

      “No worries, Talan. I’ll wait—”

      I didn’t wait for him to finish and walked around the counter. Martin, one of my usual clients, was hitting her up. He leaned on the counter, elbows on the marble top, while he smirked down at her.

      I saw red.

      What the fuck?

      “What are you doing after work?” he questioned Bitty. “Maybe I could take you out for a late dinner?”

      “Um,” she nervously replied, “not sure.” Maya hadn’t noticed my presence behind her, but Martin had.

      “Hey man,” he greeted me. “When did you get this beauty to join the team? Were you holding out on me?”

      My jaw locked, and my hands started to shake as rage coursed through my veins. Jealousy was a bitter pill to swallow.

      Maya was mine.

      “Maya, take care of—” I began, only to be interrupted by the smirking douche in front of me.

      “Hold up, man. She’s—”

      “Martin, back the fuck off.” I growled low. “She’s not available.”

      “You hitting that?”

      I’d grabbed onto the counter, ready to launch myself over and fuck him up, when Maya grabbed my arm.

      “Stop,” she whispered. Maya turned to him, giving him a smile. Anger burned through my veins. “Listen, Martin was it?” He smiled at her and nodded. “I’ve been trying to be nice, but I think you’re taking my being friendly the wrong way. I’m not a piece of ass. If I’d wanted to accept your invitation, I would have thirty minutes ago, when you asked me the first time. Or the three times that followed.”

      “Don’t be like that, babe. He won’t fire you for seeing a customer. Right, Talan?”

      Motherfucker thought I would help him?

      “Martin, she’s off limits to you and everyone else that walks through my door. Don’t fuck with my girl.”

      “My bad, bro. I’ll leave the little lady alone.” Martin held his hands up as he backed away from where I stood. Maya hadn’t said a word to dismiss my claim, so the fucker took my silent threat serious. “She should’ve said so earlier and I wouldn’t have pushed.”

      “Out.”

      Martin left without any more fanfare, and for that I was grateful. I already had one amused client looking at me like I was crazy. Beating Martin’s ass would’ve cemented that idea.

      “Since when do you date?” he asked while he swiped his card for payment.

      “Since she sashayed through my door,” was all I said; then walked him out. Maya stayed glued to her spot on the floor, her eyes staring at me with confusion. “Don’t start, Maya. We already agreed, and you are my girl. You want the whole dating / doting / spending time together deal to make it feel real? Done. But I was serious when I said we saw no one but each other.”

      “What the fuck?” she snapped, arms crossed over her chest as she stared me down. “You make it sound like I’m forcing you. If you don’t want anything serious with me, say it. Don’t play the angry lover card when we’ve had nothing but two hot make-out sessions under our belts.”

      “Why are you so angry? I’m the one that walked in on him hitting on you.” I stood before her and pulled her arms down, so I could wrap mine around her.

      “Talan, you want me, but make no move. I don’t like being toyed with,” Bitty mumbled and tried to pull away, but I held on tighter.

      “It’s not that. I’m just not the relationship type. I’m trying, Maya, but—”

      “To be honest, this feels like being on a ‘friends with benefits’ status, but with no benefits. That’s not how I roll, despite how easy I fall into your arms. I’m an all or nothing kind of girl, Talan.”

      “Maya, come on. It’s not like that, and you know it.”

      “I’m going home. Let me know what you want to do next time I see you.” Maya pulled herself free and began to collect her things.

      I stood transfixed on my spot. How the fuck had things gone from good to sour in less than a few hours? “What about dinner?” I hedged, trying to salvage the night.

      “I’ll see you next week,” Bitty whispered sadly, and then walked out the door without looking back.
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      The past month had been anything but simple for me, or my cock.

      Every day she came in looking like a beautiful sin. It was all in the simple clothing she wore, leaving a small bit of her flesh always on display. A little bit of leg, a peek at her spectacular tits—her belly button coming out and saying “peek-a-fucking-boo”.

      It was torture of the sweetest kind, and the reason why I spent my days hard and frustrated.

      Lately, the idea of marking her had become an obsession. Every time I tattooed a customer’s body, all I could see was Maya’s skin; slightly tanned and smooth, blemish free and perfect.

      “Morning, Talan,” Bitty greeted, coming around the counter. Maya had been a little reserved with me since our argument. No more “boss man” jokes.

      “Hey, Bitty. You’re a bit early.”

      “I wanted to talk to you before the others arrived,” she stated, her seriousness unnerving me.

      “Okay.” I groaned. Good news never started off with those words. “Shoot.”

      Maya placed her things aside, grabbed a nearby stool, and then sat in front of me. Close, she sat so fucking close to me that our knees touched. Sexy knees that I wanted to lick while I made my way up to her slit.

      “I’m tired of this…” she waived her hand between us “…it’s uncomfortable.” That had my attention.

      “Maya—”

      “Let me finish,” she interrupted, and I nodded. “I hate feeling awkward around you. There is so much tension between us. Either,” she took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, “we fuck or date. At this point, I’ll take whatever I can.”

      “Babes.” I shook my head. “What brought this on?”

      “Before our blowup we were cool. We all hung out, joked, and flirted. Now, it’s just frustrating and a lot of walking on eggshells.”

      “Maya, you will never be a quick fuck to me.” My hand rose and caressed her cheek—so soft and warm. “I like you and you like me. Let’s not push for faster and just enjoy what’s in front of us.”

      “So, let me get this straight. What you want is no commitment?” Maya spit out.

      “You just insinuated we fuck and get it over with.”

      “To see what you would say. Damn it.” Her hand slammed down on the counter. “If what you’re looking for is an easy piece of ass to enjoy when you’re in need, it’s not me.”

      Now, that shit pissed me off. “Have I ever treated you like a—”

      “Watch what comes out of your mouth. The wrong choice will fuck everything up.”

      “Bitty,” I growled out, “have I ever made you feel like anything but what you are?”

      “And what’s that, Talan?” she snapped.

      “Special.”

      Her face softened, and a tiny smile formed on her lips. “You mean that?”

      “Yes, you annoyingly stubborn woman, I do. Now, let’s get to work so we can get out of here early. We have plans.” I smiled back. This tiny, frustrating, crazy woman had me wrapped around her fucking finger and I feared the day she realized it.
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      “Bitty!” I yelled out hours later, “Can you come back here for a minute?”

      What was supposed to be a slow day had turned into a nightmare. It was the Friday before Memorial Day and the beach area was packed. Everywhere you turned there was someone wasted, but still holding strong, and they were all looking for a memento of their blitzed holiday.

      Maya came in looking frustrated. “What’s up?”

      “I know I said we had plans, but can we just order something to be delivered instead? I’m beat, babe… promise to make it worth your while, though,” I bargained.

      Her beautiful eyes turned to slits, and then her head tilted to the side as she watched me. Little thing was sexy as fuck no matter what she did.

      “What’s in it for me?” Maya asked.

      “You get to see my fantasy tatt.” My answer just left her with a puzzled look. “Do you remember when we first met? You asked me a series of questions.”

      She nodded. “I asked you what and who your fantasy tattoo would be.”

      “And until you asked me, I’d never had one. But I do now.” A smile lit up her face. “No one has seen what I’m working on for this special person. I want you to be the first.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack. Now, go order some Moroccan food from that place on Collins and put the closed sign on the window,” I ordered with a smirk on my face.

      “What about the boys?” Maya inquired. “I haven’t heard from them in a while.”

      “Simon had plans with Esther and Lance is—”

      “With that chick he’s been after for months,” she finished for me and I couldn’t help but laugh. We’d officially become one of those nauseating couples that finished each other’s sentences.

      We aren’t a couple yet, but does she think we are? Do I want us to be? I mean, sure I like her. I feel something for her, but—

      “Hey, you okay?” Maya’s question brought me out of my head and back to the present.

      “I’m fine,” I croaked, and she raised a brow in question. “Just thought of something is all.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “But—”

      “Why don’t you go place that order and I’ll clean up back here?” I urged.

      Bitty stared at me; shifting from foot to foot as she bit her lip. “You sure you’re okay, Talan? If you’re tired, we can leave this for another night. No hurry on my behalf.”

      And now, I felt like shit. Bitty hadn’t pushed me for more than a simple date and some time alone. Why the fuck was this freaking me out when I wanted the same?

      “Nah, I’m good. All I need is you, a beer, and food. In that order.”

      Maya smiled and came closer, stopping once she stood between my legs. She leaned forward, ran her fingers through my hair, and then pulled my face up toward hers.

      “You’re full of shit, Talan,” she whispered against my lips. “I don’t want us running off to get married anytime soon or even a ring. All I want is to get to know you outside these walls. See the man beneath the Polynesian and Mayan ink.”

      “How’d you figure out what they were?” Everyone who saw my tattoos, while impressed, were always lost as to where they were from and what they stood for. The difference between the two styles of tribal markings left people confused by the similarities in their designs.

      “Easy.” Her finger ran over the large piece over my shoulder. “The Polynesians, like the Mayans, rely on bold, block like pieces to build the tattoo. It’s like looking at a map; every piece has a purpose and the picture, as a whole, a meaning.”

      “Keep going,” I urged, impressed by her knowledge of these cultures. My left hand ran up and down her calf. With each pass I went higher than the last, not stopping until I reached the curve between her cheek and thigh.

      I squeezed, causing her words to falter.

      “The t-turtle o-over,” she stammered, “your shoulder is meant to symbolize longevity, to bless you and give you long life.” Another squeeze, hand splayed out, fanning more of her perfect bottom. Her hand swatted at mine. “You’re distracting me,” Maya complained.

      “I’ve seen you multitask,” I replied and laid my head on her stomach. Turning my face into her flat abdomen, I inhaled her scent and moaned. Maya smelled divine.

      “The Mayan god on your forearm is Chaac?” she asked while pulling me back by my hair. “Quit distracting me and answer. Please?”

      Why the fuck was she blocking me?

      “Correct,” I grumbled before continuing, “Mayan god of rain and lightning. He was worshipped.”

      Maya took a step back and immediately I missed her warmth. She pulled my arm up and out, admiring the kneeling god. “I had a friend that was obsessed with their civilization,” she added, continuing to admire my work.

      “This one was one idolized for his wisdom and dominance over the one substance the Mayan’s couldn’t live without: water. No water equaled no food for them.”

      “So why them?” she questioned.

      “The Polynesian culture, as a whole, has always fascinated me. My great grandmother on my father’s side was Samoan. One of my father’s first experiences with tattooing was witnessing a ceremonial tatt. They used nothing more than the husk of a boar as the needle, attaching it to a turtle shell and wooden handle.”

      Maya’s eyes grew wide while I spoke. “That sounds painful,” she shuddered.

      “It is,” I admitted, “but beautiful. I got the tattoo because, like you pointed out, its meaning is tied to my heritage. Also, because this lifestyle—this culture, is a part of me.”

      Maya surprised me then. Without letting go, she leaned forward and kissed the turtle on my arm. A low moan escaped me at the tender touch.

      “What about the Mayan god?” Bitty’s inquisitive eyes watched me.

      “The Mayans were an extraordinary civilization way ahead of their times. They intrigued me,” I explained. “They worshipped, sacrificed, and fought for their gods. This god in particular being one of their main deities, he controlled their water. And like I said, no water meant death.”

      “So, if I’m translating this correctly, the customers are your water?” Maya asked.

      “You’re a smart little thing.” She blushed prettily. “No customers to adorn, no money to sustain me and those I employ.”

      “You know,” she began, “I like the fact that there’s a purpose to these markings. That you didn’t get them just ‘cause.’ Makes them hotter,” Her finger ran over the Chaac on my forearm. It was my turn to shiver.

      “Want to know what would be hot in my opinion?”

      “What?”

      I flexed my arm and she bit her lip. “If you’d let me mark you.”

      “You want to mark me?” Bitty blinked at me.

      My hand captured hers and pulled her closer. Before she could protest, I grabbed a thigh and pulled her over me. Maya straddled my thighs, almost above my hard cock.

      Fuck, she felt good above me.

      “I want my mark all over you, but for now, I would settle for a small piece of your flesh to leave my stamp on. A piece of me that lets the world know you belong to me.” A groan escaped my lips when she pushed herself closer to me.

      Chest to chest. Dick to pussy.

      “But, what if I’m afraid of needles?”

      “I’ll be gentle.” My hand left her thigh and traveled up until I reached her wide hips. I let my fingers dig in a bit. “Plus,” I crooned low, “I know you’re not afraid.” With my help she swiveled her hips, making us both moan. “You told me so yourself. While Esther laid in my chair on that first encounter; you admitted to always wanting one.”

      “I do want one,” she whimpered.

      “Let me be your first?”

      Her hips stilled, much to my disappointment. “You just want to pop my tatt cherry,” she said while doing a piss poor job of hiding her smile.

      “First and last to ever mark any surface you offer,” was my reply, and then I kissed her gently, just a few small pecks over her plump lips. “So, will you let me?”

      “I don’t know. It’s a lifetime commitment to walk around with that modification.” She tilted her head to the side. “What do you have in mind?”

      “You’re going to love it,” I said then bit her lip one last time before standing her up, so I could reach my portfolio.

      “Wait a minute?” she gasped, making me pause with the portfolio half open. “You already designed it?”

      “What the hell did I tell you? I was showing you my fan—” It took her a second, but she remembered our first conversation.

      “I’m your fantasy tattoo?” Bitty blurted out before I could finish.

      Did she not understand how much I wanted her?

      “Yes,” was all that passed my lips before hers attacked mine with fervor. “Is that a yes, then?” I laughed when we pulled apart for air.

      “It’s a maybe.” I frowned not liking that answer. After her display of approval, I had been sure it was a done deal. “Quit pouting, babes. Be a good boy and I’ll let you put this masterpiece on me.”

      “What does being a good boy entail?”

      “Convince me that I mean more. That I am worthy of this.” Maya pointed to the drawing lying on the table beside me.

      “Done.” We began kissing softly, enjoying the others’ unique taste. There was a sudden bang on the front door that caused us to pull apart, much to both our disappointment.

      “Guess the food is here,” Bitty announced and turned toward the door, pulling me with her.

      “Then let’s go enjoy our first meal together in private and maybe after we can discuss placement?” I ran the tip of my fingers from her shoulder to her hip bones and squeezed. “I have a few places in mind.”

      “I’m sure you do, perv.” Bitty giggled, “But first, feed me.”

      My dirty mind was on autopilot when the next words escaped me. This woman disarmed me with so much ease it was scary. “I’ll always be happy to keep those pretty lips stuffed.”

      “Then I’ll keep that in mind, for dessert,” Maya sassed, not deterred at all by my desire of her body.

      Those few words let me know one thing, though. I was fucked in the best way possible.
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      Every year on Memorial Day, I closed up shop and invited everyone over for a BBQ at my house. It’d become tradition between the three of us. We included customers that had become friends and the women we were seeing.

      The boys had always kept company, while I remained alone.

      But not this year.

      “Hey, Talan,” Lance yelled from his truck. He was responsible for the beer this year, and from the looks of it, he’d delivered way more than needed.

      “What the hell is that?” I pointed toward the monstrosity on his truck bed. It was a mutation of sorts.

      “A keg.” He shrugged, jumping into the back to pull it forward. The thing didn’t move an inch, no matter how much he pulled.

      “I can see that, dumbass, but where the hell did you get that?”

      “What the fuck?” Simon barked, arriving just in time.

      “Monster keg...need help...get your asses up here,” Lance grunted.

      This caused a few of our guests to come and see what all the fuss was about.

      “Is that?” I heard Esther whisper to Simon. My eyes snapped in their direction; I was disappointed with the lack of Bitty around.

      “Where is she?”

      Simon snickered, amused by my transparent urgency to see her. Fucker.

      “She’ll be here later,” Esther answered. “She had some last minute things to do.”

      “Like what?”

      “Hello,” Lance snapped, “some fucking help would be appreciated.”

      “Quit crying, fucker. You’re the one that picked that thing.” Simon laughed, and I flipped him off, turning my attention back to a laughing Esther. “Well?”

      “Swear on all that’s holy that you won’t say a word, Talan,” Esther demanded.

      “I swear.”

      “She went to buy a new bikini.” Okay, I wasn’t seeing the big deal here. “Her butt wouldn’t fit in the old one.” She laughed, and my cock twitched at the knowledge. “She tried it on this morning and it looked more like a thong than a...”

      Why the fuck was she stopping there?

      “Than what, big mouth?”

      Two small arms wrapped around me from behind and I sighed. I’d know the feel and soft flowery smell of her anywhere.

      “Nothing,” Esther sang, and even I raised a brow at her nervous pitch.

      “Nothing, my ass.” Maya huffed and let go of me. She came around me, taking a stand in front of my poor dick and posed with her hand on her hip.

      Jesus Christ. What the fuck? She was trying to kill me.

      “Damn, short stuff,” Lance whistled, “looking good—” The murderous glare I sent him cut off his appraisal mid-sentence.

      “Maya, what the fuck are you wearing?” I hissed and pulled her by the hips to cover my front.

      “My new suit. Why?”

      “That is not a swim suit. It’s a naughty fantasy come to life.”

      Maya looked at me from over her shoulder and laughed. She thought I was kidding. Bitty was the sexiest Pocahontas I had ever seen in that ensemble.

      Chocolate brown triangles with fringe adorned her chest; pieces so small the swell of her breasts on both sides were visible.

      My mouth watered, and my hand itched to grab each breast and squeeze; suck the tiny nipples that poked through the fabric.

      Then I looked down and groaned aloud. The only thing that covered her pussy from my—and every other motherfucker’s line of sight—was a small, low rise, almost non-existent pair of bottoms.

      A braided cord decorated the edging of the sinful treat. Her hip bones stuck out and called to me; I pulled her further in, and with one hand on her ass, turned her to me.

      “You will push me over the edge one day, Bitty.” My growl against her lips made her squirm and pull herself closer. “I have no words for the madness you create inside of me.”

      “It’s good to know that I affect you. God knows just the smell of you makes me—”

      “Hello, over there. Care to give a brother a helping hand?” Lance bellowed, breaking the intense moment I was sharing with her.

      I let her go and backed away—watched how every man’s eyes in my yard was eating up her curves. “Eyes off her,” I demanded and pulled off the old beater I was wearing. “Put this on and wait for me inside. I’ll help him, and then come get you for a swim?”

      “I’m not putting that on.”

      “Yes, you are. And Maya...” angry eyes met mine. “…I swear on all that’s holy that if you take it off, without me there, I will fuck up anyone that so much as turns your way. You may not have clued in yet, but Bitty, I’m a jealous and territorial man. The only time you take this off, is when I’m with you.”

      Bitty tried to fight me, but I was having none of it. With a smack to her ass and a harsh kiss to her lips, I made my intentions clear.

      She was stunned enough over my actions that she stayed still while I pulled the shirt over her head. Everyone laughed. Bitty, not so much; with a glare icy enough to melt the polar ice caps, she walked away and went inside.

      “She’s going to make you pay for that,” Simon lectured while we climbed up into the back of the truck bed. “The look on her face guarantees pain in your future.”

      “Maybe I enjoy a little pain with my lovin’.”

      “Talan, I hate to admit this, and I will deny it if it leaves this truck, but I’m a jealous man right now.” Lance groaned.

      What the fuck was up with these assholes?

      “What about Veronica. Weren’t you all up on that?” I grumbled while we pulled the enormous keg to the edge of the tailgate.

      “I am,” Lance grunted. He jumped off and helped the guys below us load the contraption onto a hand truck. “Why do you ask?” It took every one of us to get it down and two to tip it over once on the dolly.

      “Because your eyes were glued to Maya and that shit isn’t cool, bro.”

      Simon shook his head and walked away, leaving me and a fuming Lance to talk.

      “What the fuck, Talan? I would never—”

      “I’m not saying you would go there.”

      “Damn right I wouldn’t, but that doesn’t mean I can’t and won’t admire her beauty. She’s smoking hot, Cox. Get used to the looks or walk away now,” Lance hissed out before marching off.

      Fuck me and fuck Maya for ruining my once boring life.

      Now that I’d tasted her lips, held her in my arms, I could never go back. Didn’t want to.

      I found the girls in the kitchen after taking a minute to compose myself. It seemed the guys were out back loading up the grill while the women put together the final touches. That, and they were already dipping into my liquor cabinet for what looked to be margaritas in my blender.

      “Can you believe he had the nerve?” Bitty fumed. The other two noticed my entry and stayed quiet while my girl ranted with her back to me. My beater was still on her curvaceous body. “I mean, come on. How much more do I need to be on his—”

      “For me to get the point?” I finished for her. She didn’t turn around or acknowledge what I said.

      “It’s bullshit. Don’t you agree?” Maya spat, slamming the bottle of tequila on my counter.

      “I think we are needed outside. Yup,” Veronica lied, “I hear the boys calling us.”

      “I don’t hea—ouch!” Esther yelped when Lance’s girl yanked her outside leaving the two of us to work out my dumb issues.

      “Could they be any more obvious?” I noted.

      “Not talking to you.”

      “Maya, Bitty, don’t be mad. Let me—”

      “That was embarrassing, you ass.” She spoke through clenched teeth. “What in God’s name made you react like that? For fucks sake, it’s a BBQ at a house with a pool. Were you expecting me to wear a potato sack?”

      “No. Not a sack, but at least be covered enough to where those motherfuckers outside aren’t trying to make out the shape of your pussy lips every time you bend over.”

      Maya slammed her palms down on the counter top in front of her. Her chest heaved, and her breathing was labored. “I’m only going to say this once, Talan,” Bitty vowed. “I like you. I’m here because of you. Not every perverted motherfucker outside these kitchen walls. Treat me like a mindless piece of meat in front of anyone ever again, and it will be you who stares at my ass as I walk away.”

      “You’re right,” I mumbled, and she turned around to face me. “It wasn’t called for and my reaction wasn’t fair to you. You are, without question, gorgeous,” that made her blush, “sexy, and your intelligence only adds to the flawless exterior.”

      “Not that I don’t like the compliments, but what does this have to do with your macho display—”

      “Everything,” I admitted, coming to stop in front of her. “If there’s going to be an ‘us,’ I need to accept that men will stare. Will want you.”

      “And at the same time, you need to remember that it’s ‘you’ who I’m with.”

      “Am I forgiven?”

      “Maybe. Let’s see how well you behave the rest of the day.” Bitty smirked and I attacked her face with tiny kisses. She squealed when I wrapped my arms around her, lifted her onto the counter behind her, and then stepped between her legs.

      “The one thing I’m not sorry for is forcing my shirt on you.” My lips hovered over hers. “There are no words to describe the pride I feel at seeing my clothing covering you. It’s almost like you’re surrounded by me. It’s a fucking turn on.”

      “Come here.” Maya’s tiny hands fisted my hair and pulled my body toward her heat. Our lips connected in a brutal kiss. My tongue demanded entry and fucked her mouth. “Fuck, Talan,” she moaned when one of my hands shifted her hips, setting her at the right angle for my cock to rock against her.

      “You are my heaven and hell, Bitty. Never enough.” I groaned into her mouth, my hand left her hip and snuck between us. I was close; the heat from her pussy scorching my hand while I palmed her.

      “Guess the fuckers made up?” Someone said when entering the kitchen, followed by a few giggles. Would I ever get to devour this woman?

      “I will ravage every inch of you before the night is through, Maya.” She whimpered into my shoulder, and my hand pressed down once more over her heated pussy. “It will be my name you scream in ecstasy and my bed you wake up in tomorrow.” My words had the desired effect as I pulled away. “No more brakes. Sixty.”

      Bitty’s eyes were glassy and heavy lidded and her breaths were coming out in small pants by the time I turned to look at the others. My boys and their women stood before us with amused expressions. By the time Maya lowered herself they all wore smirks.

      “Is there a reason that you’re all in here? I didn’t take you fuckers for the cock-blocking type.”

      “Steve’s here,” Simon announced; this shouldn’t have been news. I’d been friends with him for years. “Says he needs to have a word with you, and that it’s urgent.”

      “About what?” I asked and grabbed Maya’s hand, pulling her to stand in front of me. Reaching toward her thighs, I pulled my beater off and kissed her sweet lips once it was over her head.

      “Janice,” Lance revealed, and one thought ran through my mind: Fuck.
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      “What do you think she’s planning?” Maya asked me while we walked outside. The others had decided to stay inside; there were still a few preparatory things to be done since Bitty hadn’t finished thanks to my interruption.

      “No clue, but for him to say urgent, means trouble. Steve doesn’t get involved with shit unless he’s concerned.”

      “Should I be worried?” Bitty replied with an uneasy tone. No one paid us any attention as I pulled Maya toward the side of the house. She needed reassurance and I was more than willing to put all these thoughts to rest. “Where the hell—”

      “Shhh,” I pushed her against the wall and pinned her there with my hips, digging the hardness of my cock against her flat stomach.

      My hands encompassed her face and I rested my forehead against hers. “No one will touch a hair on your head, Maya. You are mine, and mine alone.”

      “But—”

      “No fucking buts. She will never come close to you or me. I take offense to anyone harming what’s important to me and will destroy any offender. No questions asked.”

      My lungs filled with her essence when I took a deep breath, the smell of lust and love hanging heavy in the air.

      “Talan, I—”

      Our lips touched softly. Once, twice, before I dominated the kiss and demanded entrance. It was languid and soft, but filled with enough passion to destroy any resolve I’d had to wait.

      “Sixty,” I repeated once more.

      “Sixty?” Maya bit her lip. She knew fucking well what I meant.

      “I meant what I said earlier, Maya. No more waiting. By the end of the night, I’ll have you. Every delectable inch. Now, let’s go find Steve and see what’s up with the crazy bitch I fired.”

      “You’re mean.” She pouted.

      “And you’re a tease. We’re officially even.”

      We found Steve a few minutes later by the pool where he sat drinking a beer with his wife Terry. He seemed to be keeping an eye out for me and once I was spotted, he whispered something in Terry’s ear.

      “Hey, bro,” Steve called out as I neared. They were seated in my gazebo, on the couch, leaving the patio chairs open for us.

      Maya tried to take the one across from me, but I was having none of that and pulled her onto my lap. “Stay.” Bitty went to protest, but my arm tightening around her and then my whispered ‘please’ settled her back down. I nuzzled her neck once she was in place and turned to face a smirking Steve and Terry. “Long time no see, fucker.”

      “Too long. Seems I’ve missed a lot.” Steve looked at a blushing Maya. “Hey, doll. I’m Steve, his biggest competition.”

      “Oh, hush,” Terry chided her husband. “We’re not here to measure. I’m Terry, sweetheart, this big lug’s wife.”

      “Hi,” Bitty answered with a smile. Her eyes were bright and full of amusement as she looked back over to me and pointed. “I’m this big jack pole’s receptionist.”

      They both howled with laughter.

      “I can see why you’re so taken with her.” Steve chuckled, shoulder shaking. “Beautiful and witty as fuck. Priceless.”

      “Ha. Ha. Ha...hilarious,” I deadpanned, making them laugh harder. “Now, what’s so urgent that it couldn’t wait? The boys mentioned—”

      “The unstable employee you sent my way.” He sobered immediately, and his face turned serious. “That chick isn’t right, man. Something upstairs isn’t computing and she believes that—”

      “He is hers,” Bitty interrupted, pointing her thumb in my direction.

      “Yes,” Terry agreed. “Talan, she’s obsessed. You know how I go into the shop at least twice a week to help him?” I nodded. “Within minutes of our first meeting she divulged what she considers, in her head, is your love affair. Everything, Cox; nothing was left out.”

      “Fuck,” I complained and rested my head on Maya’s shoulder. That right there was why relationships scared the fuck out of me.

      What’s so hard to understand? When a man’s honest with you and lets you know that there’s no hope for more than a passing moment, why hold on for more?

      “There’s more.” My head snapped up and met Steve’s worried eyes. “I heard her on the phone last week. She was cursing up a storm in my back room and I went to check.”

      “Okay. So, what happened?” Maya hedged, her posture a bit stiff.

      “Now, doll, don’t you worry. Let him handle this,” Steve told Maya and she agreed with another nod. “She was planning on fucking you up. There was something about the campus you attend and the days you head to the beach for assignments?”

      “I’m studying to become a marine biologist. I live in the ocean most days,” Bitty became louder with each word she spoke. I had a feeling that before the night was through, she would explode in anger.

      “It now makes sense what she spat into the phone,” Terry mumbled under her breath before turning to face us fully. “Talan, Janice is looking for someone to follow Maya and possibly attack her when she’s alone. Defenseless.”

      “Oh, my God,” Bitty whispered and stood up abruptly; she was fuming and holding her temper in check for my guests’ benefit.

      “Babe, let it out. I know—”

      “If she comes anywhere near me, Talan,” Maya spat, “I’m not asking questions, I’ll fuck her up first.”

      “Sweetheart, calmed down. Breathe.”

      She kept on going, not minding me one bit. “…probably thinks I’m some defenseless chick. Bitch please,” she hissed out. “If there’s one thing my father taught me to do, it’s defend myself.”

      “Maya!”

      “What?” she barked back.

      “Nothing will happen. She will never come near you.”

      “You seem to keep mistaking my nerves for fear, Talan. I’m pissed as hell, not scared.”

      “Feisty little thing.” Steve laughed, but our combined glares made him choke instead. “Look, I didn’t come here to ruin the day, just warn you. Watch your backs and keep her,” he pointed at Maya, “safe.”

      “Plus,” Terry began, “we wanted to let you know that we’ll keep our eyes on her from our side. The boys in the shop are aware and you tell yours. Once this is taken care of, we’re firing her, but not before.”

      “Thank you,” Bitty whispered. She stood behind me now with her arms around my neck.

      “You’re welcome.” Steve smiled at her, it was genuine and open. Welcoming. Like everyone else that met my girl, he liked her—I could tell they both did. “Now, let’s eat and party. Enough of the heavy shit.”

      “Amen,” Terry announced before standing up and pulling Maya with her toward the pool.

      “Fine little woman, that one,” Steve approved.

      “She is,” I acknowledged, “and all fucking mine.”

      “Tell that to the fucker checking her out to our left.” Steve’s amusement didn’t extend to me. I was out of my chair before he finished. His roaring laughter followed me all the way toward the edge of the pool where the girls stood talking.

      My hands encircled Bitty’s waist and hoisted her up; she screamed to be put down. Too late, I dove in with her, much to everyone’s amusement.
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      Around eleven p.m. the guests finally decided to quit being pests and go home. Well, everyone but my boys and their girls. Simon had disappeared about an hour before—more than likely holed up with Esther in one of my guest bedrooms, defiling my property.

      Lucky asshole.

      All night we’d been surrounded by friends and the few clients I’d invited. Some talking shop and projects they wanted done, others complementing me on the grub and my girl. I never had her alone.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Bitty asked as she wrapped her arms around my midsection, her chin resting in the middle of my back.

      “Just thinking.” My hands reached down and caressed her slim hips. A small shiver ran down her body, her nipples tightened, and my cock stiffened beneath my board shorts.

      “What about?” she asked as we stood by the side gate that led everyone to my backyard. I’d just said goodbye to Steve and Terry and was about to look for her.

      Instead, she’d found me and re-awoken the desire I’d been fighting all night.

      “Today, last week...tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” Bitty said, “it seems that you, plus a few beers, equals deep thoughts. What’s going on in that head of yours, Cox?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at her logic. “Nothing bad, Maya, I swear. Just that this,” I tightened my hand on her thigh, so she knew I spoke of us, “today—since we met—has been nice.”

      “It has been,” Maya whispered against my back. She shivered again, and I pulled her to my front where I could cage her in. My body dwarfed hers while we stared up into the sky.

      It was something so primal and sexy to me. How much smaller and delicate she was. How easy I could manipulate her body—bend her to my will.

      She’d become my favorite toy. One, I could never live without.

      Maya was and would always be mine. I would never want anyone else.

      “You going to stay out here?” she asked me after a while, goosebumps had arisen on her flesh.

      “No, but I’m not ready to go back in there yet.”

      “Alright then, let me run in and grab my sundress to put on. I’ll be right back.” Bitty leaned up and kissed my lips softly before walking away. My eyes followed her every step as she passed a, for once, quiet Lance.

      He was cuddled up with Veronica by the small fire pit I’d purchase for that very function. When I bought it, in my head it was Maya and I, naked, by the pit. Nothing but a blanket covering the lewd actions we were creating beneath.

      Fuck this. I went inside, searching for her. Maya was in my room, her front facing my bed while she pulled her dress over the obscene bikini she’d been taunting me with for hours.

      “We’re out of here,” I growled low, making her jump. It took me four steps to reach her and two seconds to have her in my bed, saturating my sheets with her fragrance.

      “Where are we going?” Maya asked between kisses.

      “To my shop, babe. It’s time for me to mark you,” I groaned as her hips lifted up and her hot core rubbed against my engorged flesh.

      Maya gasped, but arched into me when the words left my lips. Deep down her need to be marked was as big as mine was to mark.

      “Now?” she moaned, and my hips followed her rhythm with short harsh thrusts of my own. My cock rubbed her where she needed me the most.

      “Now.”
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      The ride to my shop was tense.

      Maya rode with her body pressed against mine. Her body heat filtered through the few layers of clothing I adorned, burning through me and searing my veins.

      “I want to do that again.” Bitty giggled while she dismounted my hog. “Fuck! That was fun.”

      “Anytime you want to rub that sweet body of yours against mine, you let me know. I’ll be more than happy to take you for a ride.”

      “You talk a big talk—”

      “But I have the tools to back it up.” With both hands I grabbed a hold of her hips, hoisted her up, and over my shoulder. She squealed, and I smirked. “Now, let’s get that luscious ass of yours in my chair and wearing my brand.”

      “Put me down, you dork,” Maya demanded while laughing.

      “No.” My hand smacked her right ass cheek. “You know, I kind of like you like this.”

      “That hurt,” she whimpered, hips shifting a tiny bit.

      “But you liked it. Bet you anything you want, that you like being manhandled by me. Knowing I can toss you around.”

      “No, I—”

      “Is your pussy wet for me, Bitty?”

      “Talan!” she yelled out in mock indignation.

      “I like you screaming my name. Let’s see how many times I can make you cry out tonight.” She wiggled and pummeled my back with her tiny little fist while I opened the front door, and then walked straight toward my station.

      It was pitch black in my space. I turned the lights on low, using the dimmer next to the door, and after visibility returned, I deposited her in my chair.

      “Stay.”

      My demand was met with silence and hooded eyes.

      On the table where my ink was stored I had a controller for the docking station I’d set up months ago. My playlist for this day had been set since the week after I met her.

      Songs that reminded me of her.

      Lyrics that made me think of wanting more.

      Rhythm’s that pulsed through my speakers like sex.

      “Take the dress off,” I commanded. “I want to see nothing but the skin you’ve tempted me with all this time.”

      Maya didn’t disappoint me when she climbed down from my chair. She shimmied, bringing to life every debauched thought she’d planted within the recesses of my mine as she pulled the offending garment off.

      “Fuck, you’re beautiful.” My groan came out husky; she stood before me in her barely there swimsuit. Her fingers holding onto the front, pulling them just a tiny bit lower.

      “Are you going to compliment or finally take me?” Little girl was pushing me too hard too fast. I wanted this to last.

      “Up, on my table. Now.”

      “Yes, boss man,” Bitty sassed then crawled up the piece of furniture.

      I walked over to the cabinets to my left and pulled out my portfolio. Inside the folder, I had her stencil and original drawing.

      The thing that Maya never realized was that the first tatt I marked her with, wouldn’t be what I’d showed her the other day. No, for her first tattoo I had something small and symbolic drawn out.

      My fantasy tatt would consist of hours of work and pain. A side piece that complimented some of my own work. What I had prepared for her now would be smaller, though.

      “Want to see now or wait until the stencil is in place?” I asked.

      “I’ll wait,” she mumbled in a low tone, the music and low lighting lulling her into a relaxed state.

      “Okay. Just relax, and I’ll let you know when I’m ready for you to see.” After pulling her bottoms down to rest just above the very edge of her mound, I grabbed my supplies and began to prep.

      Wiping down her lower hip with alcohol was torture. My hands and fingers itched to travel lower while the razor discarded all the tiny hairs. Being so close to an area of hers that I yearned to taste, devour, was testing every ounce of my self-control.

      Once she was thoroughly cleaned, I leaned forward on my stool and kissed her skin. From hip bone to hip bone, I explored her taste.

      “That feels good,” she moaned low. Bitty’s hips gyrated in slow movements in search of attention and release, but she wasn’t going to get it, not yet.

      I’d waited too long to have her there, in my chair, and I wasn’t going to rush now.

      “Keep still,” I grunted into her skin when she pushed my head lower with her hands. Her bottoms were soaked, the moisture coating my lips like gloss.

      “Please,” Maya begged.

      “No.” Needing to proceed, I pulled back and forced her hips down on the table. “I’m going to place the stencil on. Don’t move, sweets.”

      It was perfect. Small enough to be hidden in her day-to-day clothes, Bitty would be naughty and nice in one tight package for me to enjoy.

      “I want you to get up and walk over to the mirror on the wall.” Maya walked over to the mirror and gasped. “Tell me what you think?”

      “Talan, it’s—”

      “I know.” When I’d met Maya, there were a lot of things that drew me to her. She was beautiful, sexy, and intelligent. She loved the water as much as I did and was driven.

      Maya didn’t put up with my shit and called me out whenever I needed to be taken down a peg or two.

      My equal.

      “I love it,” she gushed, watching the small token from me with reverence. “My God, tatt boy. It’s perfect.” On her hip sat a smaller replica of the turtle I wore on my shoulder. Same tribal, puzzle-like design, with hibiscus flowers surrounding the small creature in rich reds and purples.

      “You know what the turtle represents?” Standing behind her now, I pulled her soft black hair over her shoulder while she nodded her head slightly. “Longevity,” I whispered into the shell of her ear, “in life and in this case…” Trailing off, I prayed she understood what I was hinting at.
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