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Hard-bodied, tattooed, and British... Meet the men of London tattoo studio, Carved in Ink.

Art Fletcher has made his London tattoo studio his life, so when he learns the building he rents has changed hands, he’s immediately wary. 

When petite, curvy Tess turns up at his door, and announces she’s flown over from her home country of America because she’s the one who’s inherited the building, Art’s emotions and sex drive are thrown into turmoil. Even worse, she moves into the flat above the shop, hikes up the rent, and gives him attitude at every encounter. 

Tess isn’t going to be won over by his muscles, tats, and sexy British accent. As things get heated and sparks fly, the pair can’t decide if they hate or love each other. But maybe Art will be the one to heal Tess’s scars for good... if she’ll let him.

*Please note, each of the ‘London Inked Boys’ stories follows a different couple and can be read as a standalone, but they’re probably best read in order.
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Chapter One
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“You have got to be fucking kidding me!”

Art Fletcher threw the letter onto the counter of his tattoo shop and scowled at it as though the piece of paper could absorb his fury and make the person behind the words feel his rage.

“What’s going on, boss?”

Art turned his attention to his two employees, who had both stopped their work at his outburst. Kane was the one who had spoken, and now frowned at him, his green eyes narrowing, his long blond hair falling into his face. His other employee, Rocco, sported a similar expression. Rocco lifted his hand to smooth his fingers down his goatee, as he tended to do when he was distracted. 

Art struggled to school his features into a civilised expression. “The shop’s changed hands. Seems the old lady who owned the premises has kicked the bucket, and this place has been left to her niece. She’s not only thinking about putting the rent up on us, we’re also getting tenants.”

Like everyone who worked at his tattoo studio, Carved in Ink, Art was covered in tattoos. Complex sleeves ran down both of his arms, ink traversed up his neck, and across his knuckles. He was an artist at heart, and loved to work in black and white. Though happy sketching portraits using pencil, it was when he worked in ink that his passion truly came to life.

“Tenants?” asked Rocco. “What kind of tenants?”

Art shrugged. “Some stuck up American who’s inherited the shop. She’s the one who’s jacking the rent up on us, as well.” He’d only met the original owner of the shop a handful of times. She’d been in her seventies and hadn’t had much to do with the place. As long as Art paid the rent on time—which he always did—they were left to get on with things. Admittedly, the rent he’d been paying had stayed the same for the past eight years, and in this part of London was a ridiculously low price, but that didn’t mean he was able to pay a huge amount more. 

In truth, it was the thought of having tenants that bothered him more than the hike in rent. He liked to work late into the night, with heavy metal music blaring. Sometimes, the crew would just hang out, drinking beer and messing around until the early hours. Having someone above them was bound to cause trouble. There would be complaints, he had no doubt. 

Art glowered at the thought. Fuck it. Served them right if they were kept awake until the early hours. What else did they expect if they moved in above a tattoo shop? 

Boards with artwork covered the walls, allowing prospective customers to browse. There were also folders containing even more pictures of tattoos—dragons, roses, skulls—anything a person could ever wish for. Art, however, preferred it when people came in with their own original ideas. Black and white portraits were his speciality, but anything where someone came in with a concept and allowed him to use his creativity and talent to produce something that would be a one-of-a-kind piece was his favourite. It was an honour to be asked to not only draw something personal to an individual, but to then ink it on their skin, so it would be with them for the rest of their life.

“Your first client will be here in ten,” called out Rocco. “I’ve got your ink ready for you.”

“Cheers. It’s the cover-up for that guy with the crappy British Bulldog.”

Rocco groaned. “You mean the one he got when he was pissed in Magaluf?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. What are you up to today?”

“I’m working on the girl who’s having the black wings on both shoulders. I’ve completed the outline already, so now I’m filling in.”

“That’s a big piece. How’s she taking it?”

He shrugged. “Like a pro. I swear women have higher pain thresholds then us guys. I’ve had men cry like little babies over the smallest of tats, while the women just clench their teeth and bear it.”

Art chuckled. “I hope you’re not implying we’re the weaker species.”

“Ha!” He snorted. “Only when it comes to pain. We’ve got the balls for the rest of it.” He grabbed his crotch to make his point, and Art shook his head in amusement. He wasn’t so sure about that, but he knew he was going to need some over the next few months. It said in the letter his new tenant would also be his new landlady and he could see some heads were going to be butted. But he had a big set of balls and he intended on using them. He’d been here for eight years now, and he didn’t plan on being dictated to by some jumped up foreigner who just happened to be lucky enough to have this property land in her lap.

Art liked this being a guy’s place. The other men who worked here were all of a similar personality type to him—tough, say-it-like-it-is, men’s-men. They got on well, for the most part. Sure, they had their arguments, but it wasn’t anything a fight, followed by a few beers, couldn’t solve. Even the women who came here to be tattooed seemed to like the all male atmosphere. They were able to joke and flirt with the men while they were being given their body art, and left feeling upbeat and sexy. It wasn’t unheard of for one of the guys to hook up with a client from time to time either. Art had had his fair share of one time hook ups, but that was all they’d ever be. He had two rules when it came to women —no relationships with clients, as relationships always ended up messy. Plus, he always made sure the woman knew exactly how things worked. It was nothing more than a hook-up, a one time thing. It was always made clear from the start, and that way he didn’t need to worry about rule number one not being followed.

The idea of having some chick living upstairs depressed him. It would be some uptight middle aged woman who would think she ruled the roost. All the guys who worked here were all in their twenties, and, being older, she’d probably try to mother them. If that didn’t work, she’d lay down the law, knowing she owned the place and at the end of the day she could end the lease if she wanted to. It would be a struggle to find the extra cash for the rent, but it was the loss of the flat above the shop that was causing Art the real headache, for more reasons than one.

Still, he’d have to figure things out. He’d worked his whole adult life to build this place, and he wasn’t about to have some bird walk in and ruin it all.
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Chapter Two
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Theresa paid the driver and climbed out of the cab. She stood on the sidewalk, looking up at the building she now owned. A suitcase with all of her worldly belongings sat at her feet. 

She swallowed, pushing down her nerves. What the hell had she been thinking? When she’d seen the value of the property she’d inherited, she’d assumed the place would be located in some posh, expensive part of London. How was it possible for a building to be worth so much when it looked like this? She wasn’t a snob, but both sides of the tattoo shop were covered in graffiti. She couldn’t believe her aunt had allowed it to stay this way without getting someone to come and paint over it. She hoped the apartment upstairs wasn’t going to be in such bad condition.

Nerves roiled in her stomach as she tried to get up the courage to walk inside. Maybe this was all a bad idea and she shouldn’t have come. Her father, who’d been British, had always encouraged her to use her British passport and visit the country he’d come from, but, other than a brief visit when she’d been about ten, which she could barely remember, she’d dug her heels in. She’d always claimed she had no need to see any other part of the world, that America had everything she could ever need and she’d been at home there, but she no longer had that excuse. She didn’t feel at home anywhere anymore. Not even in her own skin.

She pulled her sleeves down over her hands in a nervous gesture.

Theresa—or Tess, as everyone called her—took a deep breath. She couldn’t stand out here all day. She was already getting strange looks from people, and she was scared someone was about to grab her bag and run off with it. She had everything she owned in that suitcase. The idea of someone running off with it was a little laughable, however. It weighed a ton. She’d even ended up paying extra for the added weight, which had cost her a fortune, but she figured, considering she was moving countries with only a bag, and that she was now the not-so-proud owner of a crazily expensive piece of London real estate, she could afford it. 

She appraised the building again. How the hell did a place like this go for so much money? She could buy a mansion and a whole heap of land for that sort of money back in the States. Her friends had told her she should sell the property and keep the cash for herself. Perhaps they were right. She’d have been sitting pretty for a long time, but something had prevented her from doing so. Maybe it had been her father’s words, telling her how important it was for her to experience other cultures, or maybe it had been the timing after everything that had happened, or just a perfect storm of all three. She’d needed to get away for her own sanity and then this place had landed in her lap.

Tess was still trying to get up the courage to walk inside when the glass door of the tattoo shop swung open. A man stood in the entrance in a casual stance, his forearm resting up against the doorframe. He eyed her curiously, his gaze flicking down to the suitcase at her feet.

The man’s dark hair was spiked up and messy. A silver circle, which she could see straight through, stretched his earlobe. Tattoos ran up his throat and down both arms. A tight grey t-shirt with the name of a band she’d never heard of stretched across his broad chest, and she was able to make out the shape of his pectoral muscles underneath. The sleeves of the t-shirt were also stretched, but she couldn’t see the skin of his biceps which protruded from the cotton. Every inch of him was covered in ink. Her gaze flicked across the images, distinguishing one from the other. These weren’t cheap homemade tattoos—they were detailed and every bit as beautifully drawn as a picture on a piece of paper. It didn’t matter how intricate the artwork was, this guy looked scary, and, by the way he was just standing there, staring at her, was intimidating as hell. Obviously, she’d already known the apartment, or flat as they called it here, was above the tattoo shop, but for some reason she hadn’t expected to be quite so taken back when she’d come face to face with one of the men who worked there. He looked like he could have done a stint in jail.

No, she shouldn’t be so judgmental. Just because he was covered in tattoos and had a weird piercing didn’t mean he was a bad guy. He was probably a total pussy-cat underneath all the muscles and ink. He might even be considered good-looking, if someone were into that kind of thing, which she certainly wasn’t. Though by the look he was currently giving her, she wasn’t sure he was going to turn out to be a good person at all. He looked like he couldn’t decide if he wanted to slam the door in her face, or wrap his arm around her waist and yank her against him.

She had to say something. Her tongue was tied, and they were just standing there, staring at each other. This was weird, and awkward. 

So she opened her mouth and said, “Umm. Hi.” Her voice came out too high pitched and immediately she cringed inwardly. She hoped this apartment had its own entrance. She didn’t like thinking she might have to walk by this guy every time she needed to leave. She’d end up hiding away for the rest of her life.
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Chapter Three
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Art stared down at the young woman standing outside the front of his shop. She was a slip of a thing, barely over five feet, and waifish, with big, dark, doe-eyes and silky brown hair. She made all six feet of him feel huge, and the suitcase at her feet dwarfed her.

The funny little squeak of a hello she gave only made his frown deepen. For some reason, she seemed to think he’d know who she was.

Was she lost?

“Can I help you?” he replied.

She seemed to have to force her words out. “Yes, my name’s Theresa Dawson.”

The woman spoke with an accent. 

He cocked an eyebrow. “Have you got some ink booked?”

She didn’t look like the type of woman who had many tattoos. More conservative, in her white shirt and dark blue, boot-cut jeans and brown boots. He skimmed his gaze down her body and back up again. She might be small, but she was perfectly built, beautifully proportioned. She had a generous set of hips and tits on her small frame. He found his lips curving in a smile.

She frowned at his expression. “Um, no. I believe you’re expecting me.”

He was starting to get annoyed. “Clearly, I’m not. If you’re not getting tats, you’re in the wrong place, lady.”

“I don’t think so. This is 58 Wilson Street, right?”

He glanced at the door, as though he’d suddenly forgotten the address. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“My lawyer should have sent a letter. I inherited the shop recently.”

Art’s stomach sank as he stared at her in disbelief. Where was the middle-aged killjoy he’d assumed had inherited the place? “You?”

“Yes, me. I’m moving in upstairs.”

The accent suddenly sank in. American. Just like the new owner of the place.

“I thought you weren’t coming for another month yet,” he snapped.

“Yeah, I know. But things changed. That’s okay, isn’t it? I was led to believe the place has been unoccupied for some time now.”

“No one lives there, but it’s full of stuff. We’ve been using it for storage for the shop.” It was a little lie, but she’d never need to know any differently.

She gave a shrug. “That’s okay. I don’t take up much space. I’m sure we can work around it.”

Anger roiled in his stomach. Damned landlady. He didn’t want a woman living upstairs, and this particular one looked like she could blow away in a high wind. She certainly didn’t appear to be the type who’d be impressed with three guys hanging out in the shop, drinking and swearing, and listening to loud music. She’d want to get her beauty sleep, and would whine and moan, and generally make their lives a misery.

Trouble was, she had his balls in a vice. He didn’t want to have to move and he’d struggle to rent somewhere else. Landlords wanted nice, safe businesses to take over their properties. They didn’t want a bunch of tattoo artists who looked like they’d fuck and brand their favourite daughter, and then never speak to her again.

The woman, Theresa, glanced down at her suitcase and her lips twisted. He found himself staring at her mouth. They really were pretty lips—no lipstick, but a sheen of a balm of some kind, well proportioned, and with a perfect cupid’s bow. He wondered what that lip balm would taste like if he was to crush his mouth to hers.

He realised she’d said something, and blinked. “Sorry, what?”

Her head tilted to one side, another cute gesture. Damn it. He couldn’t let himself think of her as cute. She was about to royally fuck up his life. 

“I asked if you’d mind carrying up my bag. It’s stupidly heavy. I literally have my life packed in this case.”

Art bit down on telling her to pick it up and piss off back to America. He had to be nice. He couldn’t allow his usual impulsive and hot-headed behaviour to screw this up.

“Err, yeah, I guess so,” he said instead, stepping forward and lifting the case. It was heavier than he’d expected, even for him, and he wondered how she’d managed to get it all the way from the States. She must be stronger than she looked.

“You haven’t told me your name,” she said.

“I’m Art. Art Fletcher.”

“The guy I’m leasing this place to?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

He backed up, pushing the door of the shop open with his elbows. He held the door for her as she stepped past him and into the shop. A waft of her perfume floated over him as she passed by—something sweet and fruity, but with a citrus tang. He stepped away from the door, allowing it to swing shut behind him. The other guys lifted their heads from their work and clients, curious to see who the new arrival was and even more curious when they spotted the woman, and Art hauling the huge suitcase along behind her.

“Gonna be a bellboy now, Art?” Kane called out to him.

Rocco laughed. “Did you get into the wrong business?” 

They were breaking his balls, and he shot them a scowl, which only made them laugh harder. 

“This is Theresa Dawson,” he said, his voice containing a warning tone to the guys he employed. “She’s the new owner of the building.”

He at least took some pleasure in watching their faces drop. 

“Ah, shit.” Rocco stood from the sketch he was doing and approached to shake her hand. “Good to meet you.”

Kane was inking someone and he lifted the tattoo needle and waved it in her direction. She gave an uncertain smile and lifted her hand in a wave back.

The only access to the upstairs flat was via the staircase at the back of the building. It had its own door at the top of the stairs, which she’d be able to lock, but they’d always left it open to allow them to come up and down whenever they wished. Of course, that was out of the question now. Art tried to picture in his head what sort of state they’d left the bathroom and the small kitchenette in. Three guys using one space where they hadn’t expected women to be—it wasn’t going to be pretty. He briefly debated telling her to wait down in the shop while he ran upstairs to clean up a bit, but then thought screw it. It was her own fault for not telling him she was coming early. If he’d known that, he would have made an effort... Perhaps. 

He jerked his chin at the back of the building. “This way,” he growled.

Art carried the case out the back, Theresa hurrying along behind. He hauled it up the narrow stairwell, towards the front door of the flat, which stood open at the top of the stairs. He reached the top and stepped into the place the American was going to be calling her home, and dropped the suitcase on the floor.

The woman came to a halt beside him and looked around uneasily. “This is it?”

“What were you expecting—a palace? We don’t all live in castles here, you know?”

She narrowed her dark eyes at him. “I know that. My father was British. Plus, I’m not a complete idiot. I guess I’d just thought someone would have been in to clean up after my aunt passed. You did get the letter from the lawyer, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I got it. Together with the suggested rent increase.”

He saw her bristle.

“That increase is more than fair. If anything, you should be paying more. You’ve been taking my aunt for a ride for the past few years.”

Every muscle in Art’s body tensed. “I’m guessing you weren’t exactly watching out for her, or you might have been aware of that and done something about it while she was still alive.”

Tension vibrated in the air between them, but he spotted hurt in her eyes at the mention of her aunt no longer being alive. Had he taken it too far? No. He hardened his heart. He didn’t need some chick stepping into his business, and this one hadn’t just stepped in, she’d thrown her entire body in and then rolled around in it. If he lay down with her, she’d tread all over him. 

Theresa Dawson needed to know he wasn’t going to be a pushover.
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Chapter Four
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Oh, God. This place is disgusting. 

Tess was kicking herself for not sending a team of cleaners in here before she’d packed her bags and flown over. What had she been thinking? It certainly hadn’t occurred to her that the apartment would be in this sort of mess. She’d known about the tattoo studio downstairs, but she’d figured the two places had remained independent of each other, with the doors shut between them. She’d thought the apartment might have been dusty and in need of a good airing, but she’d been told it had been left to her furnished, and so she’d assumed she’d have been able to move straight in. She certainly hadn’t thought the guys downstairs would have been using it as some kind of doss house.

She stared around at the mess. Empty beer cans, pizza boxes, and overflowing ashtrays filled every surface. She didn’t even want to think what the bathroom would be like. 

This guy, Art, was a dick, too. Her whole ‘don’t judge a book by its cover’ thing had been completely wrong. She absolutely could judge this one. He looked like a hard-ass, and he acted like one, too. She was amazed he’d carried her suitcase for her and hadn’t just watched her struggle up the stairs with it while he laughed with his friends.

She hesitated. She had two options—she could turn around and walk out again, and find a hotel until this place was cleaned up, or she could roll up her sleeves and get stuck in. While the hotel option was more appealing, she wasn’t exactly drowning in money. It had cost a lot to fly out here, and even though the property might be worth a fortune, she wasn’t exactly cash rich. A hotel and cleaning crew would set her back several hundred pounds, which was even more in dollars. Plus, she could tell this guy was spoiling for a fight. She bet he’d deliberately left it like this, hoping to frighten her off. Well, it wasn’t going to work. 

Instead, she forced herself to smile brightly. “What time do you guys finish?”

He narrowed his blue eyes. “Why? Are you taking us out?”

“No, you’re going to come up here and help me sort this place out.”

He barked laughter. “The guys are never gonna go for that.”

She glanced at the empty boxes and cans. “How about if I throw in free pizza and beer.” She didn’t think she should need to bribe them into doing the chores—after all, they weren’t ten years old and this was their mess, but she figured a few pizzas and some beer was going to be cheaper than a professional cleaning crew and a hotel. “Besides,” she continued, “it looks like a lot of stuff here belongs to you all, and I’m sure as hell not going to be sorting through it. If you can’t be bothered to come up and help, I’ll be throwing everything into black bags and it’ll be going in the trash.”

He scowled at her again, but she knew she’d won this battle at least. 

“Fine,” he snapped. “I think the last client is at seven. We’ll be up after that.”

“Great.”

He leaned into her, and for a moment, she had the strange idea that he was going to press the side of his face against hers. Her heart beat hard, the masculine scent of him making her heady and her stomach swirling in a sensation she hadn’t felt for some time. He was totally male, unrefined, coarse, yet somehow her body reacted to him on a purely primitive level.

He snatched something from behind her and moved away, and the moment was gone. 

“Sorry.” One side of his mouth lifted in a smirk. “I need this for later.”

He held a folder, which she realised he’d taken from the bookcase behind her, and waved it at her.

With that, he turned around and stalked out of the apartment, leaving her standing there, watching his back as he left.

She exhaled a breath and leaned her shoulder against the wall. Wow. She hoped every meeting with him wasn’t going to be as fraught as that one had been. She’d end up a nervous wreck within a week. He was clearly the sort of man who didn’t like the idea of a woman stepping into his territory. Well, tough. She was here and she wasn’t going to allow herself to be bullied out of a place she owned. It wasn’t in her nature to take people on, but she also wasn’t going to be walked all over by some British meathead. 

The exhaustion of all the travel, plus the jetlag, swept over her. She desperately wanted to sleep, but there was no way she could bring herself to lie down on the bed in the small bedroom. She couldn’t imagine when the sheets had last been washed, if they’d ever been washed. She’d go out and buy herself new ones. A new bed would be nice, if she could afford one, though she thought she might have to make do, for a while at least. 

Tess sighed again and pushed herself back upright. She wished she wasn’t so tired. She was sure everything would be easier to handle without the fog of exhaustion surrounding her. It might be mid-day here in England, but it was still the middle of the night in the States, and she’d barely slept on the flight over. She’d been so worked up about starting this new life, and wondering if she’d made the wrong choice, she hadn’t been able to get her mind to switch off. She was still questioning if she’d done the right thing.

Tess shook the doubts away.

No, she’d had to leave. There was no question. Staying in the small town where she’d grown up wasn’t going to work. Everyone knew too much about her business and she was sick of all the patronising, twee enquiries into how she was doing, when all people really wanted was a bit of gossip they could pass onto their friends over coffee. When this place had landed in her lap, it had been like her aunt had handed her a lifeline. Tess had only ever met her aunt once—during that trip here she’d taken with her father when she’d been ten—but she’d been her only living relative, so it made sense that she was the one who’d been left the property. Even so, Tess couldn’t help wondering if both her father and aunt were looking down on her, seeing her struggling, and gifted her something from heaven.

Right, now, however, this might turn out to be closer to hell.

Figuring she needed something to do that didn’t involve cleaning up another person’s mess, Tess decided to go grocery shopping in preparation for the clean-up crew later. Besides, if she was going to stay awake until what constituted a reasonable bedtime, she was going to need coffee. 

She headed downstairs and sneaked out through the rear exit so she didn’t have to come face to face with the angry, hot tattooist again. 

No, not hot. She didn’t think he was hot. 

He was an asshole, and she’d do best to remember that.
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Chapter Five
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Art spent the day struggling to concentrate on his work, finding his gaze constantly drawn to the ceiling and any movement going on up there. 

When he’d told the others how they were going to be spending their evening, he’d been met with laughter and back slapping. 

Kane snorted. “She’s only just got here and Art’s already under the thumb!”

Rocco joined in the ribbing. “You going to give her a foot rub when we’re done?”

“She is fit though,” Kane said. “I wouldn’t say no.”

For some reason, Kane’s words caused a rush of jealousy to surge up inside Art. With his long blond hair and flirty attitude, Kane was popular with the women who visited the shop. He didn’t want Kane to hit on Theresa while they were all up there, sorting out the flat and drinking her beer and eating the pizza she’d bought. She didn’t seem like the type of woman who would fall for Kane’s obvious come-on tactics, but he didn’t want to take that risk either. Art didn’t need any more complications, and having one of his staff get involved with his landlady would only end in a mess.

Yet he found himself anticipating being in her company again. He was certainly no domesticated god, but he could help her sort the place out, even though he was only in it for the free beer and pizza.

The hours passed and the three of them shut up shop and then prepared to head upstairs. Rocco and Kane were still ribbing him about being at her beck and call, but neither of them had refused to help with the clean up and headed home either.

She must have heard them coming up the stairs—which was hardly surprising considering the noise they were making—as she opened the front door of the flat before they’d reached it. She smiled sweetly as they approached, with Art leading the way. He didn’t return the smile, and his scowl deepened when she held out something rubbery and yellow to him. The smile didn’t flinch from her face.

“I believe they’re called Marigolds,” she said. 

He snatched the rubber gloves out of her grip.

Kane snickered behind him. “Do we hand in our balls as a deposit?”

The expression on her face didn’t falter. “Only if you have a pair to leave.”

Despite his irritation, Art bit back his smile at her retort.

“You can go without them if you want,” she continued, “but we’re going to be using some industrial strength cleaning stuff for this place. If you like to bleach your skin off, go for it.”

“Fine,” Kane grumbled, taking a pair of the rubber gloves from her. “I don’t want to bleach my fucking tats off.”

Rocco just grinned and accepted his without a grumble.

Looking around, Art saw she’d already made a start on the place. 

“I didn’t want to touch anything that looked like it belonged to the shop.”

There were a few chairs, some filing cabinets, and older folders of tattoo designs. Boxes containing inks from when they’d changed suppliers a few years ago. Some broken machines he’d thrown up here instead of trying to dispose of. Art wished he’d had the opportunity to empty the place out before she’d arrived. He should have done it as soon as he’d received the letter, but he’d truly believed he’d had more time. Circumstances had meant he’d been unable to. He hoped she hadn’t come across anything he wouldn’t want her to see.

“Yeah, that’s fine,” he said, trying to figure out where he was going to store all this stuff in the shop. He’d probably have to get rid of it.

The other two had already got stuck in, picking up rubbish and shoving it into black bags. Rocco turned on some music with his phone, the sound coming through the speakers, and they helped themselves to the cans of lager Theresa had provided as promised. He tried not to watch her as she worked, the way her jeans moulded to her hips and backside as she bent over to pick something up. She must have sensed him watching, as she turned her head and caught his eye. He forced himself to hold her gaze. She didn’t intimidate him—no woman intimidated him. But then why did his heart rate step up when she looked at him.

Her lips tweaked in a smile, her long dark lashes flicking down over her eyes.

Art’s scowl deepened and he looked away.

Someone rang the bell. 

“Pizza!” she declared, and vanished down the stairs, only to reappear a few minutes later balancing a stack of boxes on top of one another. The pile was so high, it was impossible to see her around it, and Art found himself smiling at the sight. He quickly snapped off the expression before she saw. 

Rocco and Kane whooped at the sight of the food, and before long they were all chowing down on slices of meat feast and double pepperoni pizza. The girl had done good.

He hadn’t noticed she’d slipped away. He finished what he’d been eating, took another swig from his drink, and got up to see what she was up to. The couple of hours with the four of them working on the place had already made a massive difference. 

He walked into the bedroom to find her standing beside the window, flicking through an A2 sized pad of sketching paper. He stopped short, frowning. Was she an artist, too? Was that why she’d wanted to live above the studio, because she appreciated good art? He took a step closer, something still not sitting right with him. As she flipped the page, it dawned on him that the paper was his—a sketch pad he’d not wanted to look at for the past ten years.

“Hey!” he snarled, storming across the room and snatching the item out of her hands. “You shouldn’t be looking at that.”

She didn’t seem frightened by his aggression. “Is it yours? Those drawings are beautiful. Who is she?”

“None of your fucking business.”

She held up her hands. “You’re right, it isn’t. The pad slid out onto the floor and it was open. I couldn’t help but see them. You’re really talented though.”

“Yeah, I know I am. I’m an artist for a living, remember?”

“You’re a tattoo artist,” she said.

“What the fuck do you think tattoo artists create if they’re not artists? The clue is in the name.” His voice came out sharper than he’d intended, and she shrank back.

“Sorry.” She glanced away. “Of course, you’re completely right. I’ve just never had any experience with tattoos.”

He looked at her in disbelief. “You don’t have any tattoos? Not even one, like the lower back or foot one all girls seem to get.”

Slowly, she shook her head. “Nope, none. It’s never been my thing.”

“And yet here you are living above a tattoo studio.”

She gave a tight smile. “Yeah, go figure.”

“Why?” The beer had loosened his tongue. Where normally he’d have just left it, and not bothered getting into a conversation with some chick he didn’t even like, he found himself wanting to know.

She lifted her dark eyes to his. “What?” 

“Why have you come all the way from America to live in this dump? Why didn’t you just put the place on the market and take the cash?”

She shrugged. “It was the right time for me to make a change.”

“You could have made a damned big change with the amount of money this place would have brought in.”

Her face grew pinched, and he suddenly noticed the dark smudges beneath her eyes. “Money wasn’t enough,” she said. “I had to get away, and this place kind of landed in my lap. I didn’t have time to start putting a property on the market. I had to get away.”

He felt himself soften at her words. He wondered what had made her up and leave everything to come to a strange city alone, to live in this shithole, with the three of them working beneath her.

“Sorry. I didn’t realise it was a touchy subject.”

Her gaze flicked to the sketch pad he was still holding. “Just like I didn’t realise that was a touchy subject either.”

He pressed his lips together. “Yeah, sorry about that. It’s not touchy—at least it shouldn’t be. It was a long time ago.”

She nodded. “I understand. Time isn’t always a healer, huh? Sometimes it only makes the pain worse.”

They stood, staring at each other.

“Theresa,” he started.

“Tess,” she said, interrupting him and giving a little lop-sided shrug. “Everyone calls me Tess... or at least, they did.”

“Tess,” he repeated. “I just wanted to say sorry for the way—”

Rocco and Kane bowled into the bedroom, their big, tattooed, now fairly drunk selves barrelling into the middle of their conversation. 

“Hey, boss,” Rocco said. “I think we’re pretty much done.”

Art turned to face his employee. “Yeah, all right, Rocco. You can get going.”

Rocco laughed. “I wasn’t talking to you, Art. I was addressing the lady.”

Tess pressed a smile between her lips. “No problem, Rocco. Thanks for your help. You, too, Kane.”

Kane nodded. “You coming, Art?”

Art turned back to her. “You sure we’ve done enough?”

“Yes thanks. The apartment is looking a million times better.” She raised her voice, aiming it at the men already heading out the door. “Just remember to take the empty cans and pizza boxes with you.”

Rocco was already halfway out the flat, and called back to her, “Will do!” 

The moment Art had shared with Theresa had thrown him. There had been some kind of connection he hadn’t felt in a long time. He looked at her, standing beside the bedroom window, the light from the streetlamp filtering through the old net curtain. She appeared small, but brave and determined as well. 

“You sure you’re all right?” he asked. It felt weird leaving her here alone.

“I’m a big girl, Art,” she said. “I can look after myself.”

He was tempted to point out that she wasn’t so big, but decided against it. It seemed they could go from everything being okay, to being at each other’s throats in nought to sixty.

She lifted her fine, dark eyebrows at him. “Don’t you have a home to go to?”

He tried not to let her words sting as he turned and left. 

Truth was, he didn’t have a home to go to.

He wasn’t supposed to have been staying at the flat—that hadn’t been part of the lease he’d signed, but the old lady had never visited the place, or made any attempt to rent it out separately, and the keys had been on the same bunch as the master key he’d been given for the shop. He’d poured everything into getting his business up and running, and he paid a decent salary to Rocco and Kane. The work he did pro-bono meant he was losing hours from his own salary, but he didn’t care. As long as he had what he needed—a roof over his head, food in his stomach, and to be his own boss in the shop—he didn’t want for anything more. Material possessions had never been important to him, and while others he’d been at school with had gone on to earn crazy money doing the London finance thing, he’d joined another tattoo studio as an apprentice, learning his craft. So when the flat share he’d been previously in had fallen through, he’d just stayed at the shop. He hadn’t told the rest of the guys. In their eyes, nothing had changed and they hadn’t noticed the couple of extra bags lying around. He’d lost money on the previous place, and hadn’t had enough stashed away to get himself started somewhere new. He’d told himself it was temporary and that he’d move out again as soon as somewhere else came up, but that had never happened. That had been six months ago now. When he’d received the letter saying the new owner of the property would be residing upstairs, he’d known he was going to have to move out, but he’d thought he had at least another month or so. He certainly hadn’t expected her to show up a few days later and start throwing out his stuff. Perhaps he should have just owned up to the fact he’d been living there, but his pride had prevented him.

So now he had a new landlady, not only here, but sleeping in his bed. 
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Chapter Six



[image: image]


Tess lay back on the bed and stared up at the cracks in the ceiling. She’d been exhausted when she’d climbed beneath the new, clean sheets, but now she was finally able to rest, her mind wouldn’t switch off and allow her to sleep. She’d thought the can of lager she’d drunk would have helped, but instead it just made her need to pee every twenty minutes.

For some reason, she was struggling to tear her thoughts away from the big, tattooed man who ran the place downstairs. He came across as brusque and aggressive, yet he’d drawn the pictures she’d found in the sketch pad.

The pad had been filled with sketch after sketch of the same girl. All in black and white, in pencil, her in different positions, some exposing more skin than the others. The number of hours he’d have put into all those drawings must have run into hundreds, if not thousands.  The man who put that much time and detail into his drawings wasn’t the same one he presented on the outside. Passion had gone into the pictures, and love. Someone didn’t draw another person like that unless they were completely and utterly in love with what they saw.

Who was she, the girl in the pictures? A girlfriend? From the positions and lack of clothing that had been in some of the images, Tess guessed that was probably the case. From the hurt and defensive reaction he’d had to them, she also thought the woman he’d so beautifully drawn twenty or thirty times over, was no longer in his life. What had happened to her? Had Art been the same person he was now before the breakup, or was the body art a reaction to them no longer being together? Losing someone had the power to change a person, she knew that better than anyone. Had the loss of the woman in the pictures changed Art into who he was, or had being who he was caused him the loss of the woman?

Tess sighed and rolled onto her side, sleep still evading her. She stared towards the window, the thin curtains doing little to block out the street light from outside. As well as brightly lit, London was noisy, too. A constant stream of cars passed below the window, and the night was filled with the sound of alarms, sirens, and loud, drunk people walking home from the pubs, laughing or shouting at one another. How did anyone ever get any sleep around here? Would she ever get used to it?

A sudden pang of homesickness hit her, stealing her breath. No, she couldn’t think about home. Home, or thoughts about home, only meant pain. She would call or email her friends tomorrow. They would be worried about her, and she’d already put them through enough worry for one lifetime. She knew if she switched on her phone, she’d be flooded with messages, and she couldn’t face that right now. 

***
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TESS OPENED HER EYES to find bright light beyond the curtains. She didn’t think she’d ever sleep, but once oblivion had taken hold, she’d slept like the dead. She glanced at her watch, which she’d left on the bedside table, and blinked in surprise at the time. Had she forgotten to change it from the Eastern time zone? It couldn’t be gone eleven in the morning, surely? She never slept that late. 

No, she’d definitely changed it. She remembered doing so the moment the plane had landed and they’d been taxiing down the runway.

Damn. She was due to meet with her aunt’s solicitor in less than an hour, and she didn’t even know where she was supposed to be going. 

She leapt out of bed, quickly used the bathroom to wash up, scrub her teeth, and dressed in a white shirt and grey suit pants. She knew she wasn’t going for an interview or anything, and that the property was already hers, this was just to dot some ‘i’s and cross some ‘t’s, but she still wanted to look presentable.

Feeling harried, she rushed down the stairs and, not wanting to see anyone, took the rear exit so she didn’t have to walk through the shop.

Scrambling around in her purse to find her phone to call ahead and let the solicitor’s office know she was running late, she slammed into a big, hard body.

Strong hands caught her shoulders. “Whoa, there. You’re in a rush.”

She looked up into a set of steely blue eyes and her heart did an unwelcome flip. “Yes, I’m late. I have a meeting and I don’t even know where I’m going.”

“Show me?” Art said, stepping closer.

She pulled out a photocopied map which she’d been sent in the mail back in the States. He leaned in close so he could see it. She tried not to be affected by how near he was, or the scent of his spicy aftershave wafting over her. She studied his face while he studied the map. The full lips, the squared jaw. The shadow of stubble. Even his neck and shoulders looked strong, where she could see past the multitude of tattoos crawling across his skin. 

He looked up and caught her gaze and she quickly glanced away, her cheeks heating.

“What time is your appointment?”

“In forty-five minutes.”

“You’ll never make it on time if you take The Tube, and it’ll take even longer if you get a taxi. You’ll just be sitting in traffic the whole way through central London.”

“Shit.”

“How about I give you a ride?”

She blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“I’ll give you a ride to your appointment.”

“How will that get me there any faster than grabbing a cab?”

He jerked his head to the side of the building. “Come here, I’ll show you.”

She really didn’t have time to be messing around, but she was going to be late anyway, so what the hell. She followed his broad back around the corner to see a motorbike sitting in the alleyway. What he’d meant sank in.

“Oh, no,” she said, lifting both hands and shaking her head. “I’m not going on that thing.”

“I’m an excellent rider. You’ll be completely safe.”

“I don’t think so.”

His dark eyebrows lifted. “Don’t you want to make your meeting?”

“Well, yes,” she hesitated. “I do.”

“Then let me give you a ride.”

Tess sought for another way out of the situation. She didn’t want to be rude to him, or make him angry, but the thought of being on the back of that bike, with this scary-looking guy driving it, made her stomach churn with nerves. “Don’t you have any clients?”

“I already finished with this morning’s, and my afternoon slot isn’t until two. We’re good.”

She grasped around for another excuse. It wasn’t only that she was terrified of riding the bike—which she’d never done before in her life—she also knew it would mean getting up close and personal with Art Fletcher. 

“There’s only one helmet,” she pointed out.

“I’ve a spare in the shop.”

She frowned slightly. “You do? You seem to have a lot of your stuff here.”

He shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I?”

She eyed him curiously. “Right.”

“So are you coming on my bike, or are you gonna miss your meeting?”

Forcing herself to make the decision, she said, “Yes, okay. And thanks.”

He jerked his chin in a nod. “No problem. Wait here a sec.”

He vanished back inside and emerged moments later carrying the helmet he’d mentioned. He handed it to her, and she pulled it on over her head. It was heavier than expected and her neck felt strangely wobbly.

Art climbed onto the seat first then patted the spot behind him for her to climb on. The smart suit she wore wasn’t designed for motorbike riding, but once she’d managed to get her leg over, she settled on comfortably.

Tess hesitated, wondering if she could hold onto the seat without risking falling off. He must have sensed her indecision.

“It’s okay. You can put your arms around my waist. I promise I don’t bite. Much.”

She knew he was teasing, but even so, his words sent a little shiver through her. She wasn’t the type of woman who rode bikes through London, with her arms around some big, tattooed stranger. Self-consciously, she linked her hands across his stomach, trying not to think about the hard muscle that pressed against her palms.

Art kicked the bike to life. They started moving, and her hold tightened, forgetting her self-consciousness, more focused on self-preservation. He pulled out of the alleyway and onto the main road at the front of the shop.

She rode the bike, clinging to him for her life. His muscles moving beneath his t-shirt, the scent of him making her heady. The engine thrumming beneath her. Her heart raced, her breath catching. Art weaved the bike in and out of traffic. They skimmed perilously close to the side of a big, red double-decker bus, and barely made the lights, causing Tess to hold on tighter. 

By the time she got off, her legs were shaky and she was lightheaded and not quite herself. Art watched her as though he understood exactly how she felt, as though they’d shared a drug of some kind and now inhabited their own private world. She wasn’t sure she could sit opposite an old, stuffy man in a suit and act normal. Her hair must look like it had been plastered to her scalp after being squashed in the helmet all that time. 

“Go on,” Art encouraged her. “You’re gonna be late. I’ll be waiting right here.”

“Oh, you don’t need to wait for me.”

“Are you going back home after?”

Home—the word rang in her ears.

“Umm, yes, I guess so.”

“Well, there’s no point in me going alone when we’re both going to the same place.”

“No, I guess not.”

She stood, staring at him, not wanting to step away from this intimidating and yet somehow fascinating guy on a bike. 

“Tess,” he said.

“Yes?”

“You’re gonna be late.” He nodded over her shoulder to the building behind her.

“Oh, shoot. Yes, I am. Okay, thanks.”

Flustered, just as she’d been from the moment she’d woken up, she turned and ran into the building, leaving Art waiting on his bike.
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Chapter Seven
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What the hell was he thinking?

He’d just driven his new landlady to a meeting with a solicitor, which he assumed had something to do with the fact she was taking over the property he rented. The building was hers anyway, so why the fuck did he think he needed to help her along? She owned the shop and was now sleeping in his bed, and here he was ferrying her around the city. She should be arch enemy number one, to be avoided at all costs, not sitting on the back of his bike, with her arms wrapped tightly around his waist, the soft mounds of her tits pressing into his back. He’d been conscious of her body against his every single second of that ride, so much so, he’d struggled to concentrate on the road. And now here he was, hanging around, waiting for her.

Did he want her? The thought caused his cock to stir in his jeans. Fuck. Yes, the thought of tearing off that prim-and-proper white shirt to get his hands on the curvy tits beneath was enough to get him hard. He’d never had an American woman before.  A couple of Australian’s, and a blonde, crazy Canadian girl once, but never American. It wasn’t just about getting some foreign pussy, though. Something about her beguiled him, fascinated him. There was more to her than the big dark eyes and stupidly kissable mouth. Her size made a protectiveness towards her rise up inside him, even though he knew she was a fully-grown woman who not only owned property but who had travelled half way across the world alone. 

He couldn’t touch her, even if she let him. Things were already messy, and he didn’t need for it to get messier. Besides, he’d clocked the way she’d been looking at him, and the bike, as though she was worried he might do something crazy at any moment. That look had softened occasionally—like last night, when she’d found his sketch pad, or just then when she’d been in a bit of a daze after getting off the bike. He loved the way she’d looked at him in those moments, as though they’d shared a secret no one else knew.

Within half an hour, she emerged from the building, trotting down the steps in her heeled boots, her dark hair swinging down her back. She clutched paperwork to her chest, and he couldn’t help but smile at the sight of her. She noticed him and returned the expression, though something about it looked forced. 

His stomach turned over uneasily. It was stupid him being here, waiting for her.  She was so conservative. She probably looked at him and saw a total hooligan. 

Art had never had any trouble picking up women he’d wanted in the past, but he’d always got different vibes from those women than he did from Tess. They’d openly flirted, pressing themselves up against him, touching him whenever they could, on the arm or leg, or finding excuses to hug him. Getting into their knickers had been as easy as grabbing them and kissing them—they’d never needed to do any dancing around each other. But he didn’t feel he could do that with Tess. Was it that she was his landlady, and they had business between them?

He didn’t know, but he knew he fancied her, even if fucking her was out of the question. He’d have to be content with his fantasies of what her tits looked like beneath that buttoned up white shirt, and how tight and hot her pussy would feel if he pushed his dick inside her. Art squeezed his eyes shut and glanced away, trying to dispel the images flooding his brain and causing his cock to harden further. He had to stop thinking about her that way. She was his landlady. Nothing more.

Tess came to a stop beside the bike. “I told you that you didn’t need to wait.”

He shrugged. “I know. You getting on, or what?”

She pressed a smile between her lips. “I had to sign the lease contract—the one you’ve already signed.”

He eyed her curiously. “Yeah, so?”

“You had to write your full name beneath your signature.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “And?”

“Your name isn’t really Art, is it?”

“No, it isn’t.”

“It’s Arthur,” she filled in with delight. “Arthur Fletcher. You have a seriously old-fashioned, British name.”

He smirked. “Yeah, it is. But don’t go around telling everyone. You’ll ruin my street cred.”

“It’ll be our little secret,” she said, slipping onto the bike behind him.

He liked the idea of them having a secret.
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Chapter Eight
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Back at the tattoo shop, Art parked the bike around the side of the building.

Nerves flitted around Tess’s stomach. Tentative bridges had been built between them over the last few hours, and she was worried she was about to blow them up, but she didn’t have any choice. She needed to talk to him. 

She climbed off the bike and handed him the helmet. “Thanks for the ride, Art. I hate to take up any more of your time, but do you have ten minutes?”

“Yeah, I’ve not got my next client for another hour.”

“Oh, good. Umm, ‘cause the thing is, that meeting wasn’t just with my solicitor. I had a financial advisor there, too.”

He stared at her, daring her to continue, so she did. 

“I know I mentioned increasing the rent on the shop, but the financial advisor said the sum I suggested was still way under what’s normally charged to rent a property in this location. He also says I’m going to have a fair chunk of tax which is going to need to be paid, and I’m not going to be able to afford to do it on the rent you currently pay.”

Art continued to stare at her, the helmet dangling from one hand. His eyebrows drew together in a frown. “What are you saying?”

She bit her lower lip, already sensing this wasn’t going to go in the right direction. “That I may need to put the rent up on the shop more than I previously said.”

“What the fuck, Theresa?” He spat out her full name. “Are you trying to screw my life over?”

She reeled back. “No, of course not. I’m just telling you what the financial advisor said—that you’re getting this place for a price far lower than anywhere else in this neighbourhood.”

“So you’re gonna put me out of business?”

“No, I didn’t say that—”

“Are you trying to take everything from me? Just see me out on the streets? I bet that would suit you, wouldn’t it? You probably think that’s what someone as rough as me deserves. Don’t they have real men wherever the hell you come from?”

The mention of men back home felt like a knife to her heart. It hurt and she wanted to hurt him in return. 

“Real men?” she snapped. “I knew a real man, and he wasn’t someone who had to prove how tough he was by covering himself in ink.”

Art stepped forward, reducing the space between them. She swallowed, hard, her breath catching. He was twice her bodyweight, and he could easily overpower her. The wall of the building was directly behind her back, and from this position down the side of the property, no one passing by could see them. Art moved in so close, she could feel his breath against her cheek and throat.

He growled in her ear. “My ink has nothing to do with what makes me a man. My ink is what makes me human. It’s my passion. It’s art.”

He lifted his hand and took hold of her jaw, tilting her face to the side. Tess’s breath caught in her chest. The atmosphere had suddenly changed. The anger had morphed to something else, simmering between them.

“What about your skin, Tess? What does it say about you? That you’re clean, and pure? Or does it say you’re bland and boring?”

Her heart thumped, her blood fizzing in her veins. “You have no idea what my skin says about me.”

“No? I guess I haven’t seen enough of it yet.” With one rough movement, he yanked the collar of her shirt to one side, exposing her shoulder. Her top button pinged off and the next two popped free. “What about here?” His thumb ran over her collarbone. “Unblemished. Perfect.”

Where his thumb traced her skin, a trail of goose bumps erupted in its wake. She took a tremulous breath, her nipples crinkling, a thrill of excitement racing down, between her thighs. She should be pushing him away—this man she barely knew—but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. 

“I think I’d like to taste this skin.”

Her breath caught. “Art, please, no.”

“I don’t think you mean that, Tess. I bet your nipples are so fucking hard, they’re begging for it all by themselves. I’d like to find that out for myself.”

He moved closer again, pinning her body with his bulked frame. She wouldn’t have been able to get away, even if she’d wanted to, which she didn’t. He finished tracing the collarbone on her left side, and moved to the right, slipping the shirt from her shoulders, so it now hung half off her body. She used her fingers to pin the sleeves to her wrists, not wanting to let him see her completely naked. He said her skin was unblemished, but he had no idea what he was talking about.

This time, instead of using his thumb to stroke across her skin, he lowered his mouth and lightly used his tongue to trace a line. Tess couldn’t help but give a little whimper, feeling like she was going to melt in his grasp. His tongue was hot and wet, but the trail grew cold in the air as his mouth made its way to her throat and his lips met the tender skin there. He kissed the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder and then nipped her skin, making her gasp. One hand reached up to lace in her hair at her nape, while the other slipped inside the front of her shirt and cupped her breast through her bra. His thumb grazed over one hardened bud and he took a breath of satisfaction.

“I told you your nipples would be hard. Is your pussy wet, too?”

“Art!” Her mind spun, unsure if she was panicked or turned on. “We can’t do this!”

“Stop talking, Tess.” 

Tess stood there, her hands by her side, as Art kissed her neck in a way she’d never been kissed before. His fingers knotted tight in her hair, forcing her head to one side to give him more room. Her body responded to him, heat and wetness flooding between her thighs, her nipples hard, sensitized pebbles. His palm slipped inside the lace of her bra, his hand hot against her flesh. She felt dizzy with desire, her body arching against him, wanting more of him.

“Fuck, you’re so fucking sexy.”

Finally, he left her throat. His mouth crushed down hard against hers, and his tongue pushed into her mouth. Her hands finally came to life and she reached for him, her palms slipping over his shoulders, feeling the hard muscles of his back. Her mind flashed up images of him naked. How much of his body was tattooed, or pierced?

Art broke the kiss and dragged her out of the alley, half pushing her towards the back door of her building. 

“In here,” he growled. 

They bundled through the back door, and managed to make it to the stairs leading to the flat above. Art shoved her up against the wall once more.

He tried to tear the shirt from her arms, but panic shot through her and she pulled away. She distracted him by undoing the button and zipper of her trousers instead. His eyes were dark with lust, his expression hungry and fierce. 

Art yanked down her pants and underwear in one go, and she did a strange hop and dance as she toed off her ankle boots, and he pulled the clothes from her feet. Then he dropped to his knees and was between her legs. He leaned in, his nose pressing against the small patch of curls on her mound, his mouth on her pussy. 

“Oh, God.” She’d never imagined ten minutes ago that things were going to take a turn in this direction.

It had been a long time since anyone had touched her like this. Things between her previous boyfriend and her hadn’t been physical in the end, and she’d been okay with that. It wasn’t like she hadn’t missed it—she had, but it simply hadn’t been there for reasons neither of them could do anything about. Now, with this big, tough guy’s head between her thighs, his fingers and tongue separating her and spearing inside her, she found herself growing heady. This was like the ride on the bike all over again. Art was opening her up, both mentally and physically, reminding her how it felt to really live.

He removed his head from between her thighs and pulled her down onto the stairs with him. He kissed her mouth, so she tasted herself on his lips. She reached for him, wanting to feel him as well. His cock was hard beneath his jeans, a thick, rigid line. Her fingers ached to hold him. How big would he be? Big enough to excite her and terrify her in equal measures. She tugged at his belt, yanking it open, then pulled down his zipper. His jeans dropped from his hips, and his cock sprang out towards her. He wasn’t wearing underwear.

She wrapped her fingers around his length and pumped him a couple of times, watching his face for his reaction. His eyes slipped shut, and his lower lip fell slack as she masturbated him.

Art stepped away, dislodging her hold, then reached into the inside pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out the square shape of a condom packet.  

What guy carries condom packets around in the inside pocket of his jacket?

He was clearly a player, though her mind went to the drawings of the woman she’d found the previous night. Hell, she didn’t care. She just wanted him, wanted to give into her primal needs for once. She’d already done something crazy by jumping on a plane and moving to a strange country, so why not continue the madness by getting fucked on the stairs by a guy who was only ever going to be bad news.

He approached her again, taking hold of her waist and flipping her around, so her knees were on one tread, her elbows on the one a couple of steps up. It occurred to her that they could climb the stairs and end up in a perfectly comfortable bed, but she didn’t want to break whatever whirlwind of lust they’d been caught up in. Someone from the shop might walk through at any moment—Rocco or Kane, or one of the clients looking for the bathroom.

She didn’t care.

She looked over her shoulder to see him expertly rolling the rubber down the length of his erect cock. Just seeing him holding himself was enough to send desire coursing through her veins. He got to his knees behind her, grabbing one hip as he positioned himself. Tess edged her legs apart, gasping as his cock pressed against her opening.

He penetrated her then pushed deep.

Tess let out a groan and hung her head, squeezing her eyes shut. It felt blissful to be filled and stretched so perfectly. He reached around her body, his fingers finding her clit. She was already swollen and sensitized from when he’d been licking her, and she was right on the brink of orgasm. He rubbed her clit in little circles as he pulled out and slammed into her again.

Pleasure had her in its grip, focusing every thought and feeling in her body on the sweet spot between her thighs. Her breathing grew laboured. Art was panting behind her.

His fingers dug hard into her hips as he thrust deep. His movements grew faster and faster, their skin slapping together. She was climbing towards her peak, knowing he wasn’t far either.

Her orgasm hit her suddenly, tensing every muscle, her pussy contracting around him. Her eyes squeezed shut, her body shuddering as pleasure rolled through her in wave after wave.

Over her shoulder, Art let out a groan and he held himself deep, his cock jerking inside her.

He slumped across her back, engulfing her with his large frame, his breathing laboured against her. The sex had been hard and fast, and insanely satisfying. A rush of relaxed euphoria swept through her. She didn’t know how that had happened, but she was glad it had.

Art slipped from her body, and got to his feet, quickly knotting the end of the used condom and wrapping it in a tissue. She turned to him with a shy smile, but his brow was furrowed in a frown, his teeth digging into his lower lip.

“Fuck, sorry,” he said, not meeting her eye. “I don’t know what came over me.”

‘Sorry’ wasn’t exactly the first thing she wanted to hear after she’d just had sex with someone. What was she supposed to say to that?

“It’s fine,” she managed, feeling the two words were woefully inadequate. Telling him that was the first time she’d been properly fucked in over two years felt way too heavy, and so ‘it’s fine’ was what popped out.

“Yeah, course,” he said, shaking his head slightly, as though trying to pull himself from a daydream. He reached down and grabbed her clothes. She’d managed to keep her shirt and bra on, thank goodness.

He offered the clothes to her, and she quickly pulled on the bottom half of her outfit, before picking up her boots. Art had already put himself back together, so other than the slightly confused look on his face, he looked as though nothing had happened. 

“I’ve got a client arriving soon,” he muttered. “I should really get going.”

Tess’s cheeks burned hot with mortification, and she only wanted to escape upstairs and slam the door on the whole thing. What on earth had she been thinking? How did a conversation about the rent end up with him screwing her senseless on the stairs?

“Yeah, of course,” she managed, clutching the rest of her things. “I’ve got to go and do.... stuff, too.”

He bobbed in and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, before turning and fleeing into the shop.

Tess just about wanted to die. That kiss on the cheek had been about the most awkward thing she’d ever experienced in her life. It would have been better if he’d walked away without the kiss. It had felt to her he’d done it because he thought that was what was expected after a man had sex with a woman.

Holding her boots in one hand, she ran up the stairs and slammed her way back into the apartment, shutting the door behind her. She wished he wasn’t right downstairs. She wanted to forget about him, not have him wandering around directly below her.

She put her hands over her face. What the hell had she been thinking, allowing a guy she barely knew to screw her on the stairs?

That had been one huge mistake.
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Theresa Dawson did not have a good effect on him. 

The taste and scent of her body had taken his mind hostage, and now he couldn’t think about anything else.

Damn. He hoped she didn’t think he’d only had sex with her in order to stop her talking about raising the rent again. Though even he had to admit, as far as diversion tactics went, it had been a pretty good one.

He tried to concentrate on his latest client—a quiet young woman in her mid-twenties, who’d walked in here with her head down and her hair falling over her face. He hoped she’d be leaving with more confidence in her step. 

Art needed to figure out what he was going to do about his own situation. He couldn’t couch surf for the rest of his life. He wished he had enough spare cash to rent somewhere, but everything was tied up in the shop. Each time he thought he was going to have something spare at the end of the month, another bill came up, or a piece of equipment broke. He didn’t need much to live. He’d spent the previous night with a sleeping bag under the counter of the shop, and he figured he’d be spending tonight in exactly the same way. It was torture knowing Tess was lying in a bed right above him, and it would be even worse now he’d had a taste of what she was really like. He’d considered her to be uptight, but the way she’d allowed him to turn her around and bend her over the stairs, she’d acted anything but. 

He finished up his work for the day, washed off the last of the ink and blood from the woman’s skin, and then started to wrap the artwork in cling-film. He glanced up to see tears running down her face.

“Hey, are you all right?”

She nodded. “Yeah, it just means so much to me. I can’t thank you enough.”

He smiled. “You’re welcome. I’m glad I was able to help.”

“You have. I can’t explain how much you have.”

They were left clearing up. “You okay, boss?” called Rocco. “We’re heading out for a couple of beers, you want to join?”

“Nah, you’re all right. I’ve got stuff to do here.”

“Seriously? All work and no play, Art.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know, but someone’s got to keep this place together.” His seriousness had come across more than he’d intended, and Rocco’s face pinched in concern.

“Anything we can do to help?”

“Nah, just trouble with her upstairs.” His lifted his eyes to the ceiling and then rolled them, and the atmosphere relaxed. 

Rocco chuckled. “She’s got you under the thumb already.”

“More like has his balls in a vice,” joked Kane, who’d overheard. “But Art probably likes it like that.”

“At least someone’s paying attention to my balls,” he threw back. “Been a while since you last pulled, Kane.”

“I’m saving myself for the right girl,” he bantered. “One that’s double jointed and bendy as fuck.”

Art laughed. “Good luck with that. You might want to start checking out any local circus acts.”

He threw him a salute. “Will do, boss.”

“See you tomorrow.”

He watched the other two as they left, the door shutting behind them. He envied them their simple lives. Maybe he should go back to that, and work for someone else. It would make life a lot easier, but then he wouldn’t be free to work on what he wanted. He enjoyed being his own boss. Working for someone else would hurt. He wasn’t sure he could do it now, but he might not have any choice. Especially if Tess got her way and increased the rent even more.

He kept a kettle and mugs in what they used as a staffroom out the back of the shop, so he made himself ramen noodles for dinner and hung out in the shop, clearing up and getting some paperwork done. His heart lurched with every sound from upstairs, wondering what she was doing or if she’d come down. He didn’t like to think of her up there alone. She was in a city where she didn’t know anyone. It was insane that he was sitting down here, while she was up there, but he didn’t want her to know he was staying in the studio. As far as she was aware, the place was empty and he’d packed up and gone home.

Problem was, he didn’t have a home to go to.
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Tess spent the next few days making the apartment more like home, and trying to avoid Art. It was stupid, but she couldn’t face him. Every time she thought he was near, she found her heart leaping out of her ribcage and pounding in her throat. Even though she was avoiding him, a part of her still hoped he’d come up to the apartment and call on her. But he wasn’t that type of man. She’d known that from the start. He was a kiss ’em and leave ’em sort of guy, and he’d lived up to his image.

She reached the afternoon, and found herself at a loose end. The apartment was clean now, and she’d done everything she could to make the place feel like her own. Checking the time, she realised she would get away with calling a friend back home. She’d exchanged a few text messages and emails with her best friend, Laura, but, due to the time difference, she hadn’t managed to speak to her yet.

Feeling nervous, but not quite understanding why, she swiped the phone’s screen and called her friend’s home number. 

She answered on the second ring. “Hi?”

“Hey, it’s me.”

Laura took a breath. “Oh, my God, Tess. How are you? Is everything okay? How’s England?”

She laughed. “Which question do you want me to answer first?”

“Any of them. No, the first one. How are you?”

“I’m okay. It’s strange being here, but I think I made the right decision. I don’t know, it’s early days yet.”

“What’s the building like you inherited? As fancy as you’d thought it was going to be?”

She laughed again, and it felt good. “No, the complete opposite! There’s a tattoo shop downstairs, and the apartment upstairs was a complete dump when I first got here. I had to get the guys from the tattoo shop to come up and help me clean.”

“I bet they loved you for that.”

“Well, it was their mess. Two of the men didn’t mind, but the one who runs the business wasn’t too happy.”

“I bet he wasn’t,” she said, though Tess could hear the delight in her friend’s voice. “What’s he like?”

She tried not to think about him fucking her from behind on the staircase right below where she was standing, and pushing her against the wall and shoving his face between her thighs.

She realised Laura had spoken again. “Oh, sorry?”

“I asked what he was like.”

“What you’d expect—big, tattooed, a bit sullen.”

“Sounds like a laugh a minute.”

“Yeah, he’s a bit like that.”

On the other end of the line, Laura fell silent and then said, “Hey, we went to visit Brett the other day. It didn’t feel right, now you’re not around.”

An unexpected lump choked her throat. “Thanks, Laura. Give him my love.”

“I will, Tess. It’s weird you not being here anymore. This town is too quiet.”

“I had to go though, I had no choice.”

“I know, sweetie. We miss you, that’s all. Everyone keeps asking how you’re getting on.”

“That’s one of the reasons I had to get away.”

A silence fell between them, and then Laura spoke, “Hey, look, I have to get to work.”

“Oh, yeah, I forget it’s first thing in the morning for you.”

“Stay in touch though, okay. We love you, and miss you.”

“Miss you, too.”

Tess hung up, blinking back tears. She knew she couldn’t go back to her old town—she’d left that part of her life behind her now—but  that didn’t mean she didn’t miss it. But living there had been an emotional struggle every single day, and it hadn’t got any easier. She needed this move, even if it had brought its own challenges.

The day outside was unusually bright. She needed to get out of this apartment and go and see some of the city. She’d hunkered down here, trying to acclimatise to all the changes in her life, but at some point she was going to have to start actually living. She had money coming in from her inheritance, but she couldn’t just rely on that. She needed to work, if only for her own sanity, though she had no idea what she’d be any good at. Everything that had happened back home had meant she’d never focused on her future or a career, but she was going to have to start somewhere.

Tess was in one of the best cities in the world, but she’d barely seen any of it.

Making up her mind, she gathered her jacket and purse, and slipped her feet into a comfortable pair of sneakers.  The spring weather had made her cast off her usual jeans in favour of a small summer dress, to which she added a soft grey cardigan to keep off the chill. The tattoo shop downstairs was open and in the full swing of business. Music blared and voices drifted up to her. She’d sneak out the back, so she wouldn’t need to speak to anyone. Not that she was trying to avoid anyone in particular.

Tess moved slowly and carefully down the stairs, like a teenager sneaking out in the middle of the night. The door dividing the studio and her staircase was closed. Another door leading out to the small courtyard out the back stood ajar. Tess held her breath and slipped out of the backdoor. She looked over her shoulder towards the tattoo studio door, ready to bolt if it opened.

“Hey, watch it!”

The male voice caused her head to snap back around, and she realised she was a matter of inches away from Art. She’d almost walked right into him, focusing on the studio door instead of where she was going. She hadn’t considered that he might be coming from the other direction.

“O-oh,” she stuttered. “Sorry, I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

He frowned. “You’ve got a habit of doing that.”

“Sorry.” She looked down to see a full black bag in his hand.

He followed her line of sight. “I was just taking the rubbish out,” he said, moving past her to dump the bag into a black wheelie big. He turned back to her. “I haven’t seen you around for a few days. Is everything all right? I’m sorry if things ended up awkward between us because of...” He gestured back towards the staircase and Tess wished the ground would open up and swallow her.

She waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, no, not at all. I’ve just been really busy with... stuff.”

He pushed his hands into his pockets, his head down, foot scuffing the ground. Damn, why did he have to have such amazing forearms? Was it crazy to be attracted to someone because of their arms? He did have amazing arms. Her gaze tracked up to his biceps and then over his chest. That part was pretty damned nice too.

“Tess?” 

She realised he’d been speaking and she’d been daydreaming about his arms. That was another thing she really needed to stop doing.

“Sorry, what?” Her blush deepened.

“I just said that I didn’t want you to think I’d been avoiding the conversation we’d started about the rent. I put some points together that I wanted you to take a look at. With your aunt being elderly, she hasn’t exactly looked after this place either. There’s old wiring, mould out the back, some of the slates are missing off the roof. I’d complained about things to the agent, but they didn’t do anything. I get where you’re coming from when you’re talking about bringing the rent up so it aligns with similar properties in the area, but I think it needs to be a two way thing. I’ve let a lot of stuff slide because I knew I was getting a good deal with the rent, but if that’s not going to be the case anymore, there needs to be a little extra from your side as well.”

She stared at him, thinking this was the most she’d heard him say since she’d met him, and he hadn’t even mentioned the sex on the stairs thing.

“Umm, yes, that sounds fair. You’ve obviously given it a lot more thought than me.”

“I’ve put some paperwork together, if you’ve got a minute. I can run you through it.”

He nodded back towards the shop.

“Of course.”

“Oh, but you look like you’re heading out somewhere.”

She shrugged. “Nowhere in particular. It just occurred to me that I’ve been in London for almost a week now, and I haven’t actually seen any of it.”

His blue eyes lit up. “You want to see London?”

“I’d like to.”

“I’m free. I can show you around.”

“Seriously?” She couldn’t help the incredulity in her voice.

It clearly wasn’t the reaction he’d been expecting and his expression darkened. “Forget I said anything”

She reached out and caught his arm. Where their skin met, her fingertips against the strong muscles in his forearm, made her heart flutter. He had such an effect on her.

“Art, I didn’t mean it like that. I was just surprised. You’ve been avoiding me. We haven’t even spoken.”

“You’ve been avoiding me, you mean.”

She gave a little shrug. “I was embarrassed. You acted as though you’d made a huge mistake.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t feel that way at all.” His expression twisted, and her heart sank. “I mean, I guess I felt bad about the way it happened. We were fighting and then we were...”

“Fucking?” 

His mouth tweaked in a smile. “Yeah, exactly. I wasn’t sure how we’d left things, and then I didn’t see you.”

“You could always have knocked on my door. You knew where I was.”

“Hey, you could have come down to me as well, but you didn’t.”

She put her hands on her hips. “Art, if a guy like you has sex with a girl like me, and then doesn’t attempt to contact her, she’s going to assume you’re not interested.”

His eyebrows lifted. “A guy like me?”

“Yeah.” She gestured to the tattoos running across his muscled arms. “A guy like you.”

“A guy who looks like he’s going to be trouble, you mean?”

“Trouble, and kind of hot. It’s not a safe combination.”

“Only kind of hot?” He chuckled. “Okay, well, let me make it up to you. What part of London do you want to see?”

Her stomach roiled, but excitement fluttered inside her. Was he offering to take her out? “I don’t know. I haven’t seen any of it.”

“Wait here one minute, I’ll just tell the guys where I’m going.”

“Don’t you have work to do?” She called after him, but he dismissed her with a wave of his hand and vanished through the door, back into the shop. 

She waited awkwardly, until he reappeared holding two bike helmets, a grin on his face.

“You’re not making me go back on that thing, are you?”

“You loved it. Don’t lie.”

She hid a smile. “Okay, it was kind of fun. But don’t get me killed.”

He grinned, an expression she’d rarely seen on him, and something in her chest tightened. “Never.”

As she’d done a few days earlier, she climbed onto the bike behind him. This time, she felt more comfortable slipping her arms around his waist. The tension that had been between them had vanished with a few simple words, and she wished one of them had made the effort sooner. The last few days of angst might never have happened if only she’d swallowed her pride and confronted him. She wasn’t the only one at fault—Art could have spoken to her, too.

He rode the motorbike, skilfully manoeuvring it between the traffic. Where others were at a standstill, Art was able to weave through gaps. Had she ever felt so alive, sitting on the back of a bike, her arms wrapped around this sexy man? A twinge of guilt threatened to spoil the moment, but she pushed it away. She deserved this. She was allowed to be happy, she had to remember that.

She noted that they were heading into central London, and wondered where they were going. Finally, he stopped the bike down a side street, and they climbed off.

Tess looked around, not recognising anything. “Where are we going?” she asked him.

He caught up her hand and led her down the street, until they stepped out onto the main road and sparks of recognition fired inside her.

“This is Trafalgar Square!” she exclaimed, recognising the tall statue and the fountains. Tourists were everywhere, some sitting, eating snacks in the spring sunshine, pigeons milling at their feet, while others took photographs. “Is this where you wanted to bring me?”

“Not exactly. I’m taking you to the National Gallery. There’s an exhibition I wanna show you.”

His enthusiasm got her excited. An art gallery wouldn’t have been the first place she’d have chosen to visit, but she was curious to know what Art found to be so fascinating.

They approached the huge building, with its massive pillars, and trotted up the steps. Everyone looked at Art, fleeting glances, before their eyes darted away. 

She reached into her purse to pay, but he shook his head. “This exhibition is free.”

“Great.”

They walked into the building and entered the Sainsbury Wing, where the exhibition was taking place. The atmosphere in the gallery was hushed, and she sensed the extra attention they were garnering with all Art’s tattoos, when most others were smartly dressed. 

Framed artwork of all shapes and sizes, in numerous different mediums filled the walls. All of the art, no matter how old or new, all had one thing in common.

“This whole exhibition is in black and white,” Art said. “It’s called Monochrome. It’s the first major show on the subject.”

She glanced up at his face. “Did you study art at school?”

“Only up to A-level. I was sick of school by then. I did well, but I knew what I wanted to do. I was obsessed. I went to every tattoo shop in London and begged until someone took me on as an apprentice. That was ten years ago now. I learned my craft then started up on my own.”

“I love how you knew what you wanted to do with your life, even from that age. I’m twenty-five, and I still have no idea.”

“I don’t think that’s too unusual. You seem like a smart woman. You’ll figure it out.”

She smiled back at him. “Thanks.”

They walked further into the gallery, moving from one piece to the next.

“Why black and white,” she asked, “when there is so much colour in the world?”

He shrugged. “I don’t see it just as black and white. There are so many shades in between. It’s easy to create something beautiful when you can use every colour under the sun. I’d like to say that I saw working in black and white as more of a challenge, but that would be lying. I can’t explain it exactly. I don’t think I chose that medium, I kind of felt like it chose me.”

“I never took you as such a hippy.”

He nudged her in the side, playfully. “Careful, or I’ll start getting in touch with my feminine side.”

“Art, I don’t think you’ve got a feminine bone in your body.”
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Art loved being able to study Tess’s face as she absorbed the paintings and drawings hung on the walls of the gallery. He’d never done this with a woman—taken her somewhere that meant something to him. He didn’t know why this particular woman was affecting him in such a way, but she was. The last couple of days had been torture, wondering if he was going to see her. He’d been able to hear her moving around the flat upstairs, picturing exactly where she was and what she was doing by the sound and position of her footfalls. He’d wanted to go up and speak to her, but his male pride, and fear that she regretted what had happened between them had prevented him from doing so. A part of him still worried this was going to end up complicated. She was his landlady, plus she lived above the shop. If this all went wrong, things could get seriously awkward. 

He knew all this, and yet he still hadn’t been able to stop himself from talking his way into getting her to spend the rest of the day with him. It had been easier to stay away when he’d not been able to see her, but the moment she’d been there, standing right in front of him, he hadn’t been able to stop himself.

Taking a risk, he reached to Tess, his hand bumping with hers. He was judging her reaction—whether or not she’d pull away. But she didn’t, so he went a step further, lacing his fingers between hers. Her hand was as tiny as the rest of her, and it was all he could do to stop himself from dragging her against him, and scooping her up. She was cute, and fiery, and she seemed interested in him, not just because he had muscles and tattoos, but genuinely interested in the person he was beneath it all. He’d only known one other woman who’d been like that, and she’d left him broken hearted many years ago. He’d made himself a promise he wouldn’t get involved with another woman, and yet here he was breaking it.

“So what did you think?” he asked her, when they’d made it all the way around the exhibition.

“It was awesome. I honestly never knew it was possible to do so much in black and white.”

He suppressed a smile. “You thought it was boring, didn’t you?”

She smacked his arm. “No! Not boring. I loved that you love it.” She smiled and his heart tightened in his chest. “That was the best part for me.”

“Can I buy you a coffee?” he asked, wanting to drag out the length of their time together as much as possible.

Her face lit in a smile. “I think I can handle that.”

They took the stairs up to the next floor, where the café was advertised. It was quieter up here, most people ending their day’s sightseeing now, and heading back to their hotels.

They passed some conference rooms that appeared empty. Acting impulsively, Art grabbed her hand and pushed open one of the doors, jerking her inside.

“Art!” 

He looked down into her eyes. “I couldn’t go another second without kissing you.”

He didn’t give her a chance to answer. Both of his hands cupped either side of her face, his fingers in her silky dark hair. His mouth crushed to hers, and she resisted for only a second before he felt her body relax against him and her arms slid around the back of his neck.

His need for her surged up inside him. Since he’d first got a taste of her, he hadn’t been able to concentrate on a single thing. Maybe another woman would have erased the thought of her from his head, but he hadn’t wanted that either.

He only wanted her.

She wore a cotton dress which just begged to be flipped up.

There was a massive boardroom-style table in the middle of the room. Blinds covered the windows, offering them privacy. 

Reaching down, he hooked his hands behind her thighs and lifted her. Her calves wrapped around his hips, and with his mouth crushed to hers, he carried her over to the table. He placed her on the smooth, polished, dark wood, which he knew would be cool beneath her bare thighs.

“Art!” she gasped. “What are you doing?”

“I’m gonna fuck you hard on this table, that’s what I’m doing.”

“Oh!”

He tried to pull the cardigan she wore away from her shoulders but she grabbed it and pulled it back up again. “No, leave it. Someone might walk in.”

“Yeah, so we’ll be quick, baby.”

They fumbled frantically, him dragging up her skirt, her yanking at his fly. Their hands were everywhere, pulling at clothing, trying to expose skin. Art bent his head and sucked her nipple through the thin material of the dress, feeling it harden and pucker beneath his tongue. He wanted her so badly, desperately. Nothing else mattered. 

Tess worked his zipper and the air hit his cock, moments before her hand wrapped around his length. Her small, slim fingers made his erection look huge, and he took pleasure in glancing down and seeing her work his shaft. She was watching, too, her dark hair falling over her face, her lips swollen from his kisses. 

“Fuck, you’re so damned sexy.”

She did look insanely wanton, dishevelled and flushed.

His fingers slipped up the smooth length of her slender thigh, until he met with the silky material of her underwear. He pressed against the front, feeling the already damp material. She gave a moan and circled her hips, pressing against his fingertips. From her body language, he could tell she wanted more.

Art rolled her knickers down, Tess lifting herself up slightly so he could pull them over her bottom and thighs, and then he threw them to the side. He dragged her closer again, settling between her legs. Her calves wrapped back around his hips. He reached between them to position his cock at her entrance. Holding his hard length firm, he rubbed the head up and down her slit, over her clit, making her gasp, and smearing his pre-cum and her natural lubrication over them both.

Tess arched her hips forward, clinging to him, and urging him on. “Now, Art. I want you now.”

He didn’t need any further encouragement. With a slight angling of his hips and a push forward, he slid balls deep. Her inner muscles held him tight, her hot, wet channel encasing him, sending him dizzy with bliss. 

His movements were short and fast, slamming into her. Her arms were around his neck, her sweet, hot mouth kissing his. He knew he wouldn’t last too long, aware they might have someone banging on the door at any moment. He reached down and his thumb found her clit. The result was instant, her gasping, breaking the kiss.

He fucked her, flicking her clit, driving deeper and harder. His orgasm built, tightening in his arse and rising up through his balls. The muscles in his backside and thighs bunched like rope, and he was coming, coming...

Tess cried out, and he felt her pussy clench tight around him. That was all he needed. He let himself go, hot cum surging up from his balls. Realising what he was about to do, he quickly pulled out. Streams of white ribbons landed on her flat stomach, and he groaned as his orgasm hit again.

Art caught his breath and looked down to see the mess he’d made on her skin.

“Shit, sorry.” He delved into the back pocket of his jeans for a tissue. “I suddenly realised we didn’t use protection.”

She looked up at him from beneath her dark lashes. Her cheeks and chest were flushed, and her beauty made something in his chest contract. “Art, if you say sorry one more time after we have sex, it’s going to start becoming an issue.”

He laughed. “You know I didn’t mean it like that.”

“It’s okay, I’m on the pill. And I’m clean, I promise.” She took the tissue and wiped his cum from her stomach.

“Yeah, me, too.”

He pulled her back in and kissed her again. She smiled against his mouth and he matched it, their noses and foreheads pressed together.

“Come on.” He forced himself to break away. “We’d better get out of here before someone starts banging on the door. You still want that coffee?”

“Let’s forget the coffee and get something stronger.”

He grinned at her. “Sure.”

Hand in hand, they left the gallery together, both flushed and casting glances at each other that were somewhere between adoring, shy, and lustful. He could barely believe she’d allowed him to do that to her, taking her on the table while multiple tourists and art gallery staff walked past. They could have been caught at any moment and thrown out.

He’d taken Tess to be uptight and conservative, completely opposite to the type of person he was, but the more he looked past the smart clothes and salon-cut hair, the more he caught glimpses of the adventurous woman beneath.

He’d always chastised people for judging him the moment they saw him, but he was starting to wonder if he was guilty of doing the same.
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They left the gallery, her body still humming from the orgasm he’d given her. It had been a long time since she’d felt excited like this, as though the world had suddenly grown brighter around her, objects sharper, colours more vibrant. 

Art’s arm hooked around her shoulders, pulling her in against his big body. She felt stupidly happy—teenage girl with her first crush happy—and even the normal guilt that surrounded her couldn’t dampen its edges, though it tried. The moment she thought of back home, the guilt attempted to push its way in, but now this little bubble Art had created around her held back the emotion. She found herself grinning at complete strangers as she passed them by, no longer caring about the looks she was getting by being on Art’s arm. 

“You know,” he said, “one thing about living in London is that you never come to any of the tourist areas. It’s kinda cool coming into central London for once to show you around.”

She nudged him with her shoulder. “I’m not a tourist either anymore, remember? I live here, too.”

“How’s that work, with visas and stuff?”

“My dad was English, so I get to stay as long as I like.”

He grinned at her. “So I won’t have to worry about you running back to the States any time soon then?”

“Nope, I’m here to stay.”

At least, she thought she was. Truthfully, Tess didn’t have anywhere else to go. She couldn’t go back home, she knew that much. She was banking on this huge, faceless city to save her. She hoped Art was asking because he didn’t want to see her go, rather than that he was fishing to see if he might get the building back to himself sometime soon.

They were in Trafalgar Square. Multitudes of pigeons swarmed the paving. Two huge fountains, ordained with mermaids, dolphins and tritons, were positioned either side of the towering monument of Nelson’s Column. People milled around everywhere, taking photographs with the spurting fountains behind them, or throwing crumbs of their sandwiches to the pigeons. Between the tourists marched suited men and women—city workers who were just trying to get where they needed to be. 

“How about there?” Art asked, gesturing to a bar with outside seating. 

She grinned. It would be nice to sit and watch her new city go by. “Perfect.”

They chose a table, and Art vanished inside to grab them a couple of beers. She didn’t miss the way plenty of women’s eyes followed him as he weaved his way between the tables, but he didn’t seem to notice any of them, or if he did, he didn’t show it, and she was thankful for that.

He returned with their drinks, condensation dribbling down the sides of the bottles. He’d brought them both a couple of glasses as well, but he took a swig from the neck of the bottle, and she did the same. This was the new Tess. The carefree, easy going Tess, who drank beer straight from the bottle with sexy tattooed men. She thought she could get to like this version of herself.

Art reached over the table, and took her hand, his fingers entwining with hers. “So what was your real reason for coming over here, Tess? You didn’t really tell me the last time I asked. I can’t help but think there’s more to it than just wanting a change.”

She sought for the right words. She didn’t want to lie to him, but couldn’t tell him the whole truth. Not yet, anyway. “I wanted to see the country my father came from. Get back to my roots.”

“What about your friends back home? Don’t you miss them?”

She nodded. “Sure.” She motioned to the cell phone, which she’d placed onto the table in front of her. “But we still call and text. It’s not as though the world is so big anymore. You look at London and just see home. You don’t see how beautiful and exciting it seems to someone from small town America. It was always on my bucket list to visit, and then this place just landed in my lap, so I thought why the hell not.”

He was looking at her in amusement. “Your bucket list? What else is on your bucket list?”

“Umm,” she pressed her lips together as she thought. There were plenty of things she wanted to do in her lifetime. She counted them off on her fingers as she mentioned each one. “Swimming with dolphins, visiting the pyramids, oh, seeing the aurora borealis, and maybe paying a call on Santa at the same time.”

He laughed. “You know Santa isn’t real, don’t you.”

She smacked his hand. “Don’t say things like that. Of course he’s real.” She thought again, and had to suppress her smile. “Oh, and getting a tattoo.” 

His eyebrows lifted. “So I was right. You don’t have any tattoos.”

“Nope, not one.”

“Flawless skin.”

She bit her lower lip, and glanced away. “What about you?” she asked, turning the topic around. “What’s on your bucket list?”

“I don’t have one.”

“What? Everyone has a bucket list!”

“Nope. Not me.”

“Why not?”

He shrugged. “I guess I just want to live in the moment. I want to be happy with what I have now instead of looking forward to the next thing all the time.” He lifted a hand. “Don’t get me wrong, all those things you described sound amazing, and of course I’d do them, too, if the opportunity came up. I just don’t want to spend my life looking forward to doing things, and not appreciating them when they happen.”

Tess nodded, understanding what he meant. She took another long drink from her beer. 

“So you’re happy with what you have?” she asked him. “The business and everything?”

He nodded, but she didn’t miss the way his gaze slipped from hers. “Sure. I’m doing what I dreamed of. How could I ask for anything more.”

Art sounded confident in what he was saying, but there was something about the way he said it that made her think there was something more. She wasn’t about to start prying, however.

They finished their drinks. The alcohol fortified her, giving her courage she didn’t usually possess.

“You’re going to think this is really lame,” she blurted, “but can we get a photo by the fountains. My friends would absolutely die to see it.”

He grinned. “Yeah, sure.”

Joining the rest of the tourists, they sat on the edge of the fountain, the water directly behind them. People had thrown coins of multiple currencies into the bottom, perhaps hoping a wish or two would come true. She held her cell phone out on selfie-mode, trying to get both their faces and the beautiful fountain behind them in the picture. She was struggling to get both them and the scenery in, however. 

“Squeeze in a little,” she told Art. He did as she instructed, but she still couldn’t fit everything in. She wanted her friends back home to see where she was. “Lean back a bit more.”

Art leaned back a little too far, and she felt him tip as he lost his balance. His arms pin-wheeled, and she turned and reached out to grab him, using the hand not holding the phone.

She snagged the front of his t-shirt just as he toppled back. The bulk of him was too much for her to hold, but she kept hold of the front of his shirt. It wasn’t enough. The shirt gave way, the front tearing in her hands while the rest of Art’s big body fell backward into the water with a splash.

Tess held the piece of torn t-shirt in her hand, and then clamped the hand to her mouth to try to hold back her laughter. Art emerged from the fountain, water dripping down his body. His torn shirt flapped open from top to bottom, exposing the squared blocks of his abs and the muscles of his chest. Twin glints of light came from each nipple, and her laughter faded as she realized both nipples were pierced. Whenever they’d had sex, they’d always managed to stay mostly clothed, so she had never seen his bare chest before.

Art was half naked and dripping wet in the middle of Trafalgar Square. Everyone was looking, and she imagined husbands would be clamping their hands over their wife’s eyes, and mothers would be hiding the faces of small children. Art looked like sex personified, with his tattoos, and piercings, the remainder of his shirt dripping wet, and almost see through as it clung to the muscles of his arms and back.

His eyebrows lifted as he set his sights on Tess. “You think that’s funny, huh?” Water dripped off his dark hair, running down his face, clinging to his eyelashes. There was teasing behind his tone, and she clamped her mouth shut, trying to hold back the grin threatening to break across her face.

“I think you’re looking a little hot yourself, Tess. Maybe you need cooling off, too?”

With every word, he took a step closer, his powerful thighs pushing through the water. He climbed out of the fountain and approached her, his arms outstretched. She let out a squeal, feeling like a kid again. She turned, only pretending to get away. She was more than happy to let Art catch her. His big arms wrapped around her waist from behind, his wet torso pressing into her back, dampening her shirt. He lifted her off her feet, and she screamed with laughter. She felt a momentary burst of panic, as he swung her around, back toward the fountain, ready to throw her in as well.

But a shout from nearby made Art pause. “What’s going on over here?”

The voice was authoritative, and they both turned in its direction to see two uniformed policemen watching them.

“People aren’t supposed to swim in the fountains,” the older of the policemen said, pointing to a sign attached to the wall.

“Sorry,” Art said. “We weren’t exactly swimming.”

“He fell,” she tried to explain. “We were trying to take a photo.”

The two policemen frowned between them, not looking impressed. They were probably bored with turfing half drunk tourists out of the fountain on a sunny day.

“Hmm that wasn’t how it looked to me.” The older officer’s frown deepened as he took in the sight of Art’s naked chest. “And you really should wear a shirt in public places.”

Tess held up the remainder of his shirt and waved it like a white flag. The officer gave a tusk of disapproval and rolled his eyes, before moving on to the next offender.

Art and Tess fell together laughing, half holding each other up as they ran away from the fountain and the cops who’d given them a warning. Hand in hand, they hurried through the busy London streets, Art’s half naked body getting more than enough attention. Tess had never been one to like people noticing her, but she couldn’t help the swell of pride that rose inside her that Art was the one holding her hand. She still didn’t understand why he’d chosen her to be with, when they were clearly so very different. But you’d have to be either stupid or blind to not notice that Art was both ridiculously hot, and half dressed, as they walked through the streets, back to where he’d left his bike. 

“I guess we’re going to need to go back to your place.” She motioned at his bare chest. 

He caught up her hand and pulled her in closer. Her palms met with the warm skin of his pectoral muscles and a thrill went through her. She tilted her face up to his and his lips found hers, so they stood kissing like a couple of teenagers in the street. Tess had never touched a man with pierced nipples before, and she ran her fingers down over them, her breath catching as she felt the hard pieces of metal embedded into the tight nubs of his nipples.

Holy shit, he was sexy. Heat pulsed between her thighs, and she pressed herself up closer, wanting him again. But they were out in the open, and she was sure they were already drawing disapproving glances from people walking by.

She broke the kiss, breathing hard, her cheeks flushed with heart. “Your place,” she gasped again.

But he shook his head. “No, we can’t.”

She frowned. “Why not? Don’t you want a change of clothes?”

“I’ve got a spare shirt back at the shop.”

“Oooh.. kay,” she said slowly, trying to piece together what was happening. Why wouldn’t he want to go back to his own apartment? She tried again. “But wouldn’t it be easier to go back to yours? I don’t even know where your place is.”

Art’s face hardened and he stepped back from her, putting space between them that she missed instantly. “I’ve got a real dickhead of a flatmate. He works shifts, and the slightest bit of noise makes him kick-off.”

“Seriously? It’s only about five. He won’t let you have a friend back?”

“I said no, didn’t I, Tess?” He snapped out the words, and she jerked back.

“That’s fine.” Something in her chest turned cold and solidified to ice. “I think I just want to go home anyway.”

The tension had returned between them, like a screen going down, dividing them. 

What the hell had just happened?
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Chapter Thirteen
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After Art dropped her home, Tess went to bed early, confused and despondent. What the hell was going on with him? One minute he was acting all loved up and tearing off her clothes, and the next minute he was pushing her away. His reaction when she’d mentioned going to his place sent alarm bells warning. Why didn’t he want her there? The thing about the flatmate not liking him bringing people back didn’t ring true. Was there a chance there was no flatmate? Was Art actually a married man, and he couldn’t take her home because his family was there? He didn’t seem like the marrying type, and she was sure there’d have been hints at him already being in a relationship—what was to stop his wife or girlfriend coming into the shop to see him? Surely he wouldn’t have had sex with her on the stairs if he’d thought there was any chance whatsoever of being caught.

She didn’t know, but she knew something wasn’t right between them again. When he’d driven her back to the shop, he hadn’t even taken off his helmet to kiss her goodbye. She’d asked him if he was going to lock up, but he’d muttered something about getting Kane to do it, and then he’d roared off on his bike without so much as a backward wave. Something was definitely going on with him, though she had no idea what.

Tess fell into a restless sleep, only for something to wake her again, not long after.

She jerked upright, her ears straining. Shit, that sounded like someone moving around downstairs. Art was supposed to have asked Kane to lock up the shop, but what if he’d forgotten? Someone might have found the door open and entered the property, trying their luck for what they might find.

Her heart beating hard, she slipped out of bed, silently getting to her feet. She snatched up her phone. Should she call the cops? No, it might be nothing, and then she’d look like a total idiot. She needed to make sure she had actually heard something, and the noise hadn’t just been part of a dream which she’d brought into her waking life with her.

Tess realised she had no way of defending herself if she did find someone downstairs who was up to no good.

Sneaking into the kitchen, moving on tiptoes so as not to alert anyone to there being someone upstairs, she pulled open the drawers, looking for something she could use. Her fingers wrapped around the solid wood of a rolling pin. It wasn’t quite a baseball bat—her weapon of choice when she’d been living in the States—but it would have to do.

She edged open her front door, and slowly, and silently, crept down the stairs.

Stopping at the door dividing the tattoo studio from the rear part of the building, which housed the stairs, a toilet, and the small room the men used as a staff room, she listened hard. She didn’t hear anything. Had she been imagining things?

Tess put out her hand and slowly turned the handle then pushed it open.

Movement passed in front of her. She let out a cry, swinging the rolling pin. A hand shot out of the dark and grabbed her wrist.

“What the fuck, Tess?”

She exhaled a sigh of relief. “Jesus Christ, Art! I was about to bash your head in with a rolling pin!”

“No, you weren’t. I’d already stopped you. And that’s not exactly a great use of a rolling pin. A knife would have been better.”

Her eyes adjusted to the gloom and she took in the sight of him standing there. “I wasn’t going to stab someone! Anyway, what the hell are you doing here?”

“I just needed to get something.”

“You did? At this time of night?”

She glanced down and spotted a rolled up sleeping bag under one arm, a toothbrush in his other hand, his feet bare. Frowning, her mind pieced things together. “You’re sleeping here tonight?”

He gave a sharp nod. “Yeah, just for tonight.”

“Why?”

“Umm, I lost my keys.”

“But you still had the keys to the shop? Why didn’t you just call me? You know I’d have let you stay with me if you couldn’t get into your place. Or was that difficult flatmate giving you problems again?”

His face grew taut with anger. “Just stop talking for one fucking minute, Tess! I didn’t lose my keys. I’m sleeping here. I don’t have a flat to go to, or a difficult flatmate. This is where I’ve been staying for the past few months.”

She jerked back in surprise. “What? Here, at the shop?”

His gaze cast down. “No, I’ve been staying in the flat.”

“You’ve been living in the apartment? That wasn’t in the contract.”

His jaw tightened. “Yeah, I know that, Tess.”

“So why would you be living here? Don’t you have a place of your own?” 

It dawned on her that all the stuff they’d cleared out on the day she’d arrived had actually been his belongings rather than just junk from the shop as she’d thought. She knew the guys had been hanging out here, but this had actually been his home. The memory of tossing the old bed sheets made her face turn crimson. No wonder he’d been so put out at her turning up early. He’d though he’d had more time to get sorted.

She was still confused. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

“Tell some American I didn’t even know that I didn’t have anywhere to live?” He snorted. “Yeah, right.”

“But why didn’t you have anywhere to live. You have your own business. Surely you can get somewhere.”

He shrugged, and she hated to see the colour in his face, knowing that just speaking about this was embarrassing him. Art wasn’t the type of guy to be self-conscious, and she hated she’d made him feel that way.

“Why do you think I couldn’t get a place, Tess?”

She shook her head, baffled.

“I lost money on the flat I was in before—there was damage that wasn’t my fault and they kept the final month’s rent, and the deposit. I didn’t have any extra cash to find a new deposit—landlords literally want thousands before you can rent in London. Not that you need to worry about that, considering you’re on the other side of the fence.”

Her defences went up. “It’s not my fault you didn’t have anywhere to live!”

“No?”

“No! I inherited this place. I’m allowed to live here if I want to. I might have done things differently if I’d known you were already staying here.”

“Would you? You didn’t even know me. Would you really have just said, ‘hey, that’s fine. Stay a few more weeks’ rent free. No problem?’”

She remembered her reaction when she’d first met him, how he’d appeared rough and dangerous, with that London accent and almost permanent scowl. If she’d found he’d been living rent-free in the place she not only owned but was also moving into, she’d have been furious and unforgiving. She hadn’t known him back then, not like she did now. 

Her lips twisted as she admitted it. “Okay, you’re right. I wouldn’t have been happy.”

His arms folded across his chest, and she tried not to be distracted by those annoyingly perfect muscles in his forearms.

“But,” she continued, “I still don’t understand why you weren’t able to just find someplace else. You have your own business. Surely you could have taken some money out of that to find your own place.”

“There isn’t any extra money in the business. Your increase in rent didn’t help that.”

“You didn’t know about the increase in rent a few months ago.” She frowned. “I don’t get it. Why isn’t there any money from the shop? There are always clients waiting to get work done—the place is packed. Aren’t you booked up for weeks? I’m sure I overheard Rocco saying that to someone on the phone the other day.”

“Yeah, we have plenty of clients,” he said, not meeting her eye.

“So why aren’t you making enough money to put a roof over your head?”

His cobalt blue gaze snapped to hers. “Is that all you care about, making money?”

His sudden anger confused her. “No, of course not! I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on with you.”

“Nothing’s going on with me. I was doing just fine until you showed up. You’re the one who came along and messed everything up.”

Tears of anger and frustration filled her eyes. She didn’t know why he was being like this. “I’m sorry, I just felt bad that you didn’t have anywhere to stay.”

“I don’t need you feeling sorry for me. I’m more than capable of looking after myself.”

He turned and stormed away, leaving her standing there, doing her best not to cry, and failing.

***
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THE FOLLOWING DAY, Tess lingered at the doorway of her flat, watching down the stairs. Only, it wasn’t Art she was looking out for.

Finally, one of the other men who worked in the shop emerged, crossing the bottom of the stairs.

Tess leaned out of her door and hissed at him. “Hey, Rocco! Have you got a minute?”

The other guy turned to her with a smile. “Sure, Tess. What’s up?”

She jerked her head back into her apartment. “Up here.”

He frowned slightly, but didn’t question her, instead climbing the stairs to join her. 

Tess shut the door, enclosing them both inside the apartment. She turned to Rocco.  “I might be completely out of line here, but I’m worried about Art.”

His frown deepened. “Art? Why? Art can look after himself.”

“Yeah, I know, but I hate the idea of him being homeless, and I kind of feel responsible, even though I had no idea he was living here. But now I’ve moved in and basically thrown him out, even though I didn’t know...”

She was rambling and Rocco lifted a hand to stop her.

“Just wind back a minute. What do you mean he’s homeless?”

“Oh, shit. You didn’t know?”

“No, of course not.”

“He says he’s broke and can’t afford to rent anywhere, but how can that be when the shop is packed and he’s booking up clients months in advance?” She hated herself a little for telling him this. Art wouldn’t be happy about her giving away his secrets—he was too proud for his own good—but she needed the truth.

Rocco glanced away, remaining silent, his teeth digging into his lip.

She pointed a finger. “You know something, don’t you?”

Rocco looked back to her. “I didn’t know it was going to get him into financial trouble, or I’d have said something sooner.”

Her heart sank. Oh, God. What’s he into? Drugs? Gambling? Other women?

“Tell me,” she said.

“Art does a lot of his work pro bono.”

“Pro bono? Isn’t that what lawyers do for people who are in need?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, I guess Art sees people in need, too. He works on people who have scarring they hate, that affects their lives, and their self-confidence, and tattoos over it to create something they can be proud of.”

Instinctively, she pulled down on the sleeves of her shirt. She was relieved at his answer though. So Art was broke because he was helping people. “Why does he do that?”

“He’s never mentioned Rebecca to you?”

Immediately, she knew who he was talking about. “The girl in the drawings?”

“He showed those to you?” he sounded surprised.

“No, I found them in his stuff.”

“Ah, well maybe you should ask him about her.”

“Please, Rocco. He just shuts down on me, or walks away.”

He exhaled a sigh. “I shouldn’t really be telling you this.”

“Please,” she begged.

“Rebecca was a girl he met when they were both eighteen. She was his first love, and he was obsessed with her. They were obsessed with each other. Then Rebecca got into a car accident. The car burst into flames and she was badly burned—she almost died.”

“Oh, my God. The poor thing. So what happened between her and Art? Didn’t he stand by her?”

“He tried to, but she wouldn’t let him. She pushed him away, and then eventually moved to Scotland to be with family. It broke him, for a long time.” Rocco shrugged. “But he had the shop and his work, so he threw himself into that. He’s always kept women at an arm’s length since then... well, until you came along.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, he’s different around you. He talks about you—even if it isn’t always positively!”

She lifted her eyebrows and Rocco’s mouth stretched in a grimace. “Sorry, but it’s the truth.”

She waved away his apology. “So Art wouldn’t normally talk about a woman?”

“No way. He had two rules, which he said were for all of us, but were really just for him.”

It was her turn to grimace. “I’m scared to ask.”

“They were pretty simple. Always make sure the woman knows it’s a one night hook-up only, and never get involved. I’m assuming he’s broken both of those rules with you.”

Her cheeks coloured, but she nodded. “Yes, he has.” She let out a sigh and covered her face with both hands. “What am I going to do, Rocco? He’s built up his defences so high, I’m not sure he’s ever going to let me in.”

“Just keep trying. Art’s a good guy, underneath the hard-man act. Keep chipping away and it will be worth it.”

She nodded. “Is he working today?”

“Yeah, he’s downstairs with a client. He’ll be done in an hour or so.”

“Can you send him out the back for something when he’s done? I’ll be waiting for him.”

Rocco nodded. “Sure, Tess. I’ll see what I can do.”

She saw him out, and then sneaked down to sit at the bottom of the stairs, in exactly the same spot where she and Art had screwed a few days earlier. That felt like a lifetime ago now. 

She waited patiently. The minutes passed and finally the door opened and Art stepped through. Her heart lurched at the sight of him. Now she knew the reasons for him to act the way he had, she’d discovered her feelings for him had magnified. He had a past, too, just like her. 

Art stopped short at the sight of her. “What do you want, Tess? I’m busy.”

“Sorry. I just want to talk to you.”

He shook his head and her heart sank. “I can’t do this. I’m sorry. I knew getting involved was gonna be a mistake.”

His words were like a knife. “Gee, thanks!”

“Give me a few days, and I’ll find somewhere, okay? I have a friend who has a room.”

“Come up and stay with me.” She blurted the offer before she’d even thought about it.

“Don’t be stupid, Tess.” Every word he said stung. “We barely know each other. I’m not going to just move in.”

“Not move in. Just stay with me until you get sorted.”

“I don’t want your pity.”

Her emotions for him quickly morphed to anger and frustration. “Jesus. It’s not pity. I thought we were doing okay. I thought we were friends—more than friends.”

“You’re my landlady, remember?”

She stared at him. “Why do you have to be such an ass?”

“You think I’m being the ass? Just try to see this from my point of view for once? I’ve got a lot on my plate and you being around isn’t helping anything.”

“You know what I think, Art?”

“No.” He scowled. “But I’m sure you’re gonna tell me anyway.”

“I think you act like you don’t give a shit what anyone thinks of you, but in actual fact, you’re constantly aware of the possibility people might be judging you. But you know who’s judging you more than anyone else?”

His arms folded across his chest. “I’m sure you’re gonna tell me.”

“You judge you. And I’m not sure you ever come up good enough in your own eyes. Well that’s fine, cause I can’t be doing with any more of your shit. I waited here to speak to you because I thought there was another side to you, and that you’d be worth my time. Seems I was wrong.”

And with that, she turned and stormed back up the stairs, wishing she’d never come down in the first place.

Wishing she’d stayed in America.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Art wished he had somewhere to escape to, but for the moment all he had was the tattoo studio. Tess hadn’t expressly told him he was no longer allowed to sleep there, and, despite their turbulent relationship, he didn’t think she’d want to see him out on the streets.

Fuck. Relationship. That was the one thing he’d been trying to avoid all this time and he’d failed. This would all be so much easier if he could convince himself to not give a shit. He was trying to keep Tess at a distance, but she just kept breaking through to him, tugging on his heart strings, when he was trying to persuade himself he didn’t have a heart.

Both Rocco and Kane had offered for him to go and stay on their respective couches, but Art had declined. He hated to admit it, but he was embarrassed at not having anywhere to live, and he didn’t need his employees feeling sorry for him. That Tess had told them made him furious—it wasn’t her place—but he knew she’d only talked to them because she gave a shit. Besides, a part of him didn’t want to leave the shop. At least when he was here, he could lie on his sleeping bag, staring up and knowing Tess was only the other side of the ceiling.

***
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ART BURST FROM SLEEP, coughs hacking their way through his body. His ribs contracted with the volley of coughing, his throat burning. Tears streamed from his eyes. He covered his face with his hand, instinctively ducking his head down, trying to figure out what was going on. Confusion blurred his thoughts and he rolled off the sleeping bag he used as a bed and clambered to his feet. Immediately, whatever was attacking his lungs grew worse, and the coughing clutched his throat and chest again. He dropped back down to the floor, on his hands and knees, his head hung. His eyes continued to stream, but at least he could breathe down here.

His mind started to put together what was happening. The room was full of smoke. Something was on fire.

Instantly, his thoughts went to Tess, sleeping upstairs. Was she okay? Smoke rose, and she might be unconscious and completely unaware of what was happening. From somewhere deeper in the building, he could hear a low roar, like distant traffic. Overlaying the roar came a snap and pop, and something cracked.

Fuck. Why hadn’t the smoke alarms gone off? He tried to think of the last time he’d checked them, but couldn’t remember.

Indecision froze him.

Should he find the fire, and try to put it out? Those few minutes might cost Tess her life, and he’d never forgive himself if she died because he hadn’t acted quickly enough. He could already feel the heat rising up from the floor. Knowing he needed to act, he fumbled around and found his mobile phone. He dialled nine-nine-nine and asked for the fire department, and managed to hack out the address between his coughing. The woman on the other end of the line asked him to stay on the line with her, but he hung up instead and tried Tess’s number. It rang out, and went to answer phone.

“Shit.” The heat had grown worse. Knowing he’d need to protect his feet, which were currently bare, he scrambled around and located his boots, then pulled them on. He needed to get to Tess.

Art knew the shop better than any other place in the world, but the smoke completely disorientated him. If someone had asked him if he’d been able to find his way around in the dark, he’d have answered categorically yes. In the smoke, things were different however. His body was fighting to survive, and this made coherent thought a struggle.

He lurched in the direction of the door which separated the back of the studio from the backyard and the stairs leading up to Tess’s flat. Something slammed against his thighs, rebounding him off like a pinball in a machine. He staggered, grasping out blindly. His fingers met with a wall and heat surged through his fingertips. Where was the fire originating from? He couldn’t see any flames in here, so he assumed it was from something out the back. He used the wall to find his way to the back of the studio, navigating a couple of the chairs they used to tattoo clients on as he went. He found the door to the rear of the building, and immediately the heat became more intense. Fuck. The fire must be originating in the room they used to take their breaks, where the coffee machine and under counter fridge freezer were located. He’d known that wiring had been bad. Had that been the cause or had one of the guys left a cigarette unlit, or something else? He might never find out if he didn’t survive this. 

He opened the door, the handle hot. Just across the small hallway was the rear exit, and freedom. The staffroom was partly located under the stairs. The door was shut but warped with the heat. Smoke billowed out from the gap beneath, and through the smoke he could see the red and orange flames dancing behind the glass. The staircase would be the first thing to go and when it did, Tess would be trapped.

Panic filled him. He couldn’t lose her. Not like this. Not again.

Art opened his mouth to call her name, but the smoke caught at the back of his throat and sent him into another coughing fit. He staggered for the stairs. The wooden banister was hot enough to smoke and he snatched his hand away. The heat from the fire below seared up through the soles of his boots. He took the stairs two at a time, and quickly reached the top. The smoke was still thick, drifting up in tendrils.

Art balled his fist and hammered on the door. “Tess! Tess!”

The yelling caused more coughing.

There was no answer, and no sound beyond the door. He hated to think of her lying in bed, unconscious. 

With no choice, he took a step back and rammed his shoulder against the door. Pain shattered through his shoulder, but he ignored it. He wished he had more of a run up, but the door was right at the top of the stairs. Even so, he took a couple of steps down and tried again. This time, he heard a crack and the door bowed.

“Fuck!” he yelled, adrenaline surging through his body, keeping him focused. He charged again, and this time the lock splintered, and the door flew open, sending him hurtling into the flat beyond. Art managed to keep his balance, his arms pin wheeling.

“Tess!” he yelled again.

He headed straight for the bedroom. The smoke wasn’t as thick up here, but he still had to blink tears away to see where he was going. The heat increased again as he reached her bedroom. The bedroom door was open. If only it had been shut, it would have offered her another layer of protection against the smoke.

Her body was a bundle beneath the blanket and his heart lurched.

“Tess! You’ve got to wake up. There’s a fire.”

He shook her, hard. She moaned and tried to roll away from him. She was hot, her skin filmed in sweat, the t-shirt she wore clinging to her skin.

Art threw back the covers and bent down and scooped her up. If that staircase went—which it was liable to at any moment—they’d be trapped up here.

“Art?” she said, coming round, wriggling in his grip. “What’s going on?”

“There’s a fire downstairs. We have to get out of here.”

Instantly, she grew alert. “What?”

“There’s a fire. We have to go.”

“Shit. Put me down.”

“We don’t have time. The floor’s burning.”

She started to cough, and he joined her.

Holding her in his arms, Art ran for the door. The stairs were starting to go, the middle part sagging. 

“Oh, shit. This could get messy. Hang on.” Her arms tightened around his neck, her dark eyes wide and streaming with tears. He didn’t know if they were caused by fear or the smoke.

As his foot made contact with the tread, the step splintered, his foot almost going through it, sending them into the flames below. Instead of going down, Art pitched forward, shielding Tess with his body as he hit the remaining stairs. Battered and bruised, they came to a rest at the bottom. There wasn’t any time to catch their breath. The glass of the other door shattered outward, covering them with glass. Oxygen hit the flames, and they roared higher, and another part of the staircase collapsed. Tess let out a scream.

Art climbed to his feet, pulling Tess with him. With his arm around her, they both ran for the backdoor. He kicked it open, and they burst out into the fresh air.

They both collapsed to the ground, Tess crying in his arms. He held her tight, stroking her singed hair and checking her over for any injuries. The soles of her feet were burnt and she obviously had smoke inhalation, as did he, but otherwise she was safe.

In the distance, he heard the wail of sirens approaching. The fire brigade and most likely the cops were on their way. Further crashes came from inside as things collapsed.  People in the surrounding houses emerged, looking frightened and confused.

Art’s heart broke at the thought of all the artwork inside, all the equipment that would be lost. He had Tess though—that’s what mattered. He hated to think what might have been if he hadn’t stayed at the shop that night. What if he’d taken one of the guys up on their offer and gone and slept on their couch? He wouldn’t have been here to wake Tess. She would have died.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice hoarse from the smoke. He pulled away from her so he could look into her face. He noted how she only wore her knickers and a t-shirt. She was shivering from the cold, and shock as well, most likely.

She nodded. “I am, thanks to you.”

He pulled off his own t-shirt, leaving him bare-chested and wrapped it around her shoulders. She reached up to tug it closer, and he noticed something and frowned. The inside of her arms were criss-crossed with lines, some of them still pink and new.

He caught hold of her wrists. “Fucking hell, Tess. What happened?”

She snatched her hands away. “Nothing.”

“That’s not nothing. Those look recent, too.”

Her face flamed red. “Please, Art. Just leave it.”

“No, I won’t. I care about you. You can’t expect me to see scars like that and not want to know what happened. Did you do that to yourself?”

“I was in a bad place. I’m better now.”

His voice softened. “I know you are, but I want to know all about you, and this is a part of you I never knew existed.”

Her dark eyes met with his. “We’ll talk about it later, Art. I promise. Now’s not the time.”

He nodded his agreement. They both had their pasts, their secrets. He hadn’t told her things either, but he knew now that he wanted to. He wanted to know everything about her, and wanted her to know everything about him. No more secrets. 

No more trying to push her away.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Tess allowed Art to hold her as the police and ambulance crew swept in. The acrid tang of smoke filled her nostrils, permeating both the air around her and the small amount of clothing she wore. She wondered how long it would be before she wouldn’t be able to smell smoke again. She had the feeling it would take a lot longer than a fresh set of clothes and a wash.

“Are you folks okay?” asked a paramedic, as he hunkered down beside them.

“Yeah, we’re okay,” Art said. “Just suffering from the smoke.”

The paramedic’s gaze flicked over them both, a slight frown marking his brow as Tess started to cough again, her hand hiding her mouth. 

“Let’s take you in, and get you checked over.”

Art’s bare arms around her tightened. “Okay, but we’re riding in the ambulance together.”

“That should be fine.”

The fire department had entered the building from the front, dragging huge hoses through the big windows of the shop. The sound of the fire surprised her more than anything. It was as though a roaring dragon had swallowed the building, and was now being drowned by a river. When she’d thought about a fire in the past, she’d known it would be hot and smoky, but she’d never considered the racket it would make.

The police arrived to assess the scene and were pointed in their direction as Tess and Art made their way to the ambulance on the main road, Art with his arm around her waist and a silver foil blanket around his shoulders. 

“Any idea what happened here?” a young officer asked.

Art shook his head. “Bad wiring, perhaps. I’m really not sure.”

She felt a pang of guilt. He’d told her the building hadn’t been maintained properly, but she hadn’t really listened. She wasn’t completely to blame—after all, she hadn’t been responsible for her aunt, she’d had enough of her own shit to deal with—but maybe a little part of her had wondered if he’d only said it as a ploy to keep the rent down.

But he’d saved her life, and risked his own to do so. Art could have easily run out the door as soon as he’d noticed the fire, but he’d come upstairs and rescued her instead. He said he cared about her, and the way he held her, as though he was terrified that if he let go she might vanish from existence, made her believe him.

***
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THEY STAYED TOGETHER in the hospital. After the doctors had checked them over they were both declared to be generally unharmed, but the doctors wanted to keep them in for a few more hours for observations. They were fine with that. It wasn’t as though they had anywhere else to go.

Tess sat with Art holding her hands. His thumb stroked her wrists and the multitude of lines marking her skin.

“Do you want to tell me what happened now?” he asked her.

“I lost someone,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

“A boyfriend?” he guessed.

She nodded. “Yes, but he was more than that. We grew up together. He was my best friend as well. He was my everything.”

“Fuck, I’m sorry, Tess.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“When did it happen?”

“He died about a year ago, but it was a long time coming. He had cancer. I thought I was ready to lose him, that it was something I’d prepared myself for. I’d even thought that it would be a relief when he finally went, that he was no longer in pain, and I could move on with my life. But then he died and there was just this huge hole where he’d been. I guess being with Brett had been all consuming, taking care of him, thinking about him. My life had revolved around him. Then in a blink of an eye, he was gone, and I didn’t know what to do with myself any more. Everything just felt empty and pointless, and everywhere I turned I was reminded of him. His presence touched every single place in our town, everywhere I looked I could see not where he’d been, but what he was never going to see again. For the first month or so, I just figured I was sad because I’d lost him. My friends tried to take me out, but I refused. I didn’t show up for work. I could barely bring myself to get out of bed and take a shower. I struggled to see the point in it all, when we could just be here one day, and then gone the next. What was the point in working, in building a career or a home, when you could step out of the door one day and never come home?”

He was staring at her, his blue eyes filled with sorrow. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

She shook her head and continued with her story. “I thought I was just sad because I’d lost my best friend in the whole world. But I lost all perspective. I just couldn’t see past it—the sadness was all consuming.”

“Didn’t anyone suggest you were depressed? That you needed to speak to someone, or see a doctor and get medication?”

“I think they thought it was understandable I was feeling that way. They’d seen Brett die as well. They were all missing him, too. Maybe if my dad had still been alive, he’d have noticed something was wrong, but I was on my own. My friends had their own lives. They came and visited me, and maybe I hid it well when they did. I got out of bed, and washed my hair, and drank coffee with them, and smiled when I was supposed to, but it was all just an act. It was always a relief when they left and I was able to crawl back into bed. I couldn’t see a way I’d ever feel any different. People said it got better with time, but it didn’t. It got worse. I started....” She had to force the words out, still filled with such shame... “Cutting. It made me feel better for a short time. But then the cutting wasn’t enough anymore, and I just wanted it to end.”

He took her hands, pulling her closer. “I can’t stand to think of you being in so much pain.”

“I knew I’d made a mistake the moment I’d done it, the moment I’d pulled the blade across both wrists and saw the blood turning the water red. It was like a light bulb went on in my head, and I knew I wanted to live. I grabbed a towel and managed to make it to the phone and call nine-one-one before I passed out. They broke down the door and found me unconscious. I got help after that—put on anti-depressants, which I’m still taking now—and saw a therapist. I got better, but I was still struggling with seeing memories of Brett everywhere. Then I got the letter to say my aunt had died and I’d inherited this place. I had a British passport because of my father, so I was able to come here, and it just made sense. I didn’t want to forget Brett, but I couldn’t live my life being tortured by memories of him.”

“You needed to start again.”

She sniffed and nodded. “Yes, exactly.”

“I wish I’d been kinder to you when you first arrived. I feel like shit that you were going through all of that, and I was being a dick because I was pissed off that you’d increased the rent and were moving in upstairs.”

“It doesn’t matter. I needed to figure out how to function in the normal world again.” She risked a smile. “You were like a baptism of fire. Literally.”

He laughed. “That doesn’t sound like a good thing.”

“It was in the end.”

Art’s gaze caught hers and drew her in. “Do you ever wonder if two people are thrown together for a reason?” he asked. “I can’t help feeling like you were meant to be in my life, Tess. We’re from two different parts of the world, and in many ways nothing alike, and yet I feel more connected to you than any other person in my life. It’s like you were meant to be here, for me to be able to help you, for you to be able to help me, too.”

“I haven’t helped you, Art. All I’ve done is thrown a whole heap of complications into your life.”

“You’re wrong. You have helped me. You’ve given my life meaning other than my work. I mean, I love what I do, you know that as much as anyone, but you’ve made it feel full. Complete.”

His thumbs ran over her wrists, the lines crawling up them. “How do you feel about these?”

“I hate them. They’re like another reminder of all the pain and loss, but I can’t run away from this.”

“So let me tattoo them for you. You’ll still have the scars, I can never take them away completely, and maybe that’s a good thing, maybe you should keep something that reminds you how precious life is, but I can cover something horrible that happened to you with something beautiful.”

Tears filled her eyes. “You’d do that?”

“Of course. I’d do anything for you.”

“I’ll pay you for your work.”

“No, you won’t. If I can help complete strangers, than I can sure as hell help the woman I love.”

Her heart caught at his words. “You love me?”

He smiled. “I’m crazy about you. Obsessed. Me, the guy who never got attached to women, who always focused on the guys and work. I’ll do anything for you, Tess.”

A smile spread across her face. “I feel the same way. I love you, too.”

And as soon as she said it, she knew it to be true.
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Eight Weeks Later



[image: image]


“I can’t believe you’re getting ready to re-open the studio tomorrow,” Tess said, slipping her hand into Art’s as they stood surveying the newly renovated tattoo shop. “Only a few weeks ago, I thought we’d never get to see the place looking like this again.”

His fingers tightened around hers and he looked down into her face. “We’re getting to open the studio tomorrow, you mean. This place is both our baby now.”

“I know. I’m so excited to get started.”

She wouldn’t be tattooing anyone, of course. Tess was going to be a new addition to the tattoo studio, taking bookings, reordering stock, greeting clients. This would free up more of Art’s time, so he’d be able continue to work on his pro bono cases, while taking on more paid work. 

The structure of the building had been saved, and though they’d needed a new staircase and a substantial amount of the flooring had needed to be replaced, it could have been worse. Thank God the insurance had been up to date. 

Art had spent much of the past couple of months working on new artwork for the walls—large black and white pieces of various genres. Combined with a new paint scheme of red and grey, the studio had a fresh, modern feel to it.

While the fire damage was being dealt with, they’d found a short-term let nearby and it had made sense for them to live there, together. Once they’d started, they hadn’t wanted to stop, so as soon as they’d learned that the flat would be ready at the same time as the shop, they’d barely needed to have the conversation. They both instinctively knew they’d be living there together. 

Art turned to her and pulled her in closer, before kissing her with soft, feathering kisses on the corner of her mouth, across her jaw, and to her ear. “You ready to be my first customer?” he said softly against her lobe.

“I’m only your first customer if you let me pay.”

“Bullshit. I’m not letting you pay.”

“But I want to. You’re supposed to be working with more paying customers, remember?”

He stared at her, and lifted his eyebrows. “Tess. Shut the hell up and sit in the chair. Remember what I said, if I tattoo complete strangers for free, I’m not taking money from the woman I love.”

She laughed. “Okay, okay. I’m sitting down.”

Tess slipped into the soft leather chair and reclined so she lay flat. Art’s tough-looking, handsome face came into view above her. She barely saw the tattoos and piercings anymore. They were just a part of who he was, like the cat-shaped birthmark she had on her calf, or the scars that littered her inner arms.

He cleaned her skin, cool wipes against hot flesh. “So you’re really gonna let me do this? Your first ever tattoo”

“You’re taking my tattoo virginity,” she said with a flirtatious smile.

“And I’ll take the rest of you later,” he growled, sending a thrill through her.

She bit her lower lip and the moment of fun passed, replaced by a more serious air.

Art prepared the ink then paused above her. “You can still back out. You know it won’t make me think any differently of you.”

“I know.” She forced down her nerves. “I want this. Hide my scars.”

“What you’ve chosen is perfect.”

She nodded. Cherry blossom, a symbol not only of new life and change, but also of how fleeting life was. “I think so, too.”

And he pressed the needle to her skin.

––––––––
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THE END

Did you love the men of Carved in Ink? Keep reading for the first chapter of Kane’s story, Bound by Ink, which is out on the 25th of July 2018 and is available for pre-order from Amazon!
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London Inked Boys

Book Two
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Chapter One
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Holly McCarty stood on the street outside the tattoo shop, trying not to be intimidated by the graffiti on the walls or the fact it wasn’t exactly located in the nicest part of London. This place, Carved in Ink, had come recommended to her by a friend, and, when Holly had posted about it on a local forum, asking for people’s experiences, she’d received nothing but positive comments. 

This would be her first tattoo. She’d wanted one for years now, but her ex had told her how cheap he thought they made women look. She’d agreed with him, not wanting to start another fight, while all the while coveting the styles of those funky young women with the sleeve tattoos and the cool hairstyles. 

But she was thirty-two now and thought she was past all of that, but a discreet tat that meant something to her didn’t seem like such a big deal. 

She’d already made the appointment ahead of time, had emailed the artist the picture she wanted. Still she hesitated, nerves churning her stomach. She was excited too, though. This marked a new chapter in her life. A way of drawing a line under the past and moving forward.

Plus, it would mean her ex wouldn’t come near her again. It would be good to have something permanently on her body that he hated. A kind of fuck you in ink. He wouldn’t be able to come back again if she had a tattoo.

A group of lads, in their late teens she reckoned, swaggered towards her on the pavement. They’d already noticed her just standing there, and she didn’t want them to walk past, intimidating her. They were probably harmless, but she couldn’t help feeling self-conscious.

Holly forced her brain to switch off and took a couple of hurried steps towards the shop before the young men reached her. She pushed open the door to a tinkle of a bell. Rock music was playing from speakers embedded in the walls, no doubt controlled by something technical she didn’t understand—Bluetooth or whatever it was called—but it wasn’t deafeningly loud.

A young woman with shiny brown hair and large dark eyes sat on the other side of the counter. She’d been scrolling through something out of sight on the computer in front of her but clicked it off when she noticed Holly had walked in. The sight of the other woman made something inside Holly relax. She knew three guys worked here and was glad to see it wasn’t a fully male environment.

“Hey,” said the woman, and Holly noted the accent, American maybe, or possibly Canadian. She’d always struggled to tell the difference. It was the same with the Australians and New Zealanders, though she’d never admit it to anyone. “What can we do for you today?”

Holly smiled back, nerves still knotting her stomach. “I have an appointment for eleven. Holly McCarty?” She said her name as though it was a question.

The woman’s smile widened. “Sure, Holly. Take a seat. You’re booked in with Kane. You already know what you’re having?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been emailing Kane, and he’s got the picture.”

Tattoos climbed up the woman’s wrist and inner arm. Holly figured you couldn’t work in a tattoo shop without acquiring some yourself. But then she realised the tattoos hid something beneath and found herself staring too long, trying to figure out what she was looking at. Scars. The tattoos were covering a number of scars carved into the other woman’s arm.

Holly’s cheeks flamed with heat, and she averted her eyes, understanding that she’d unwittingly uncovered something private about the brunette. She flicked her gaze back up to the woman’s face and smiled again, trying to hide her awkwardness.

The other woman didn’t seem to have noticed, or, if she had, didn’t appear to be bothered by Holly’s scrutiny. “Cool.” She nodded over to the few chairs pushed up against one of the walls. A coffee table with magazines was positioned in front of the chair, and a water cooler was in the corner. “Take a seat. Kane won’t be long.”

Holly did as instructed and sat with her bag clutched on her lap, trying to stop her feet tapping up and down with nerves. She really wanted this, but still the worries that this is permanent and what if I end up hating it, went through her head. No, she needed to focus on her reasons for wanting the tattoo—how it was her way of reclaiming her body again. No one else got to have a say in what she did to her own skin. Anyway, the tattoo, though detailed, was only a few inches long and would be easily hidden in her chosen spot on her hip.

One of the adjoining doors opened, and Holly sat up straight, her heart lurching.

A man stepped out. “Holly?”

She jumped to her feet to face him, and only then did her nerves allow her a moment to assess the man who’d be permanently inking her skin. Her stomach flipped, sparks lighting her nerve endings, her breath catching. 

This was exactly the type of guy her seventeen-year-old self would have gone crazy over. He was a little less than six feet tall and well built. Blond hair hung to his squared jaw, which was peppered with stubble a couple of shades darker. His cut-off t-shirt exposed muscular bare biceps that were scrawled in tattoos. But his eyes were the most gorgeous part of him—green, with flecks of gold that you could only see when you were up this close, and with him staring into your eyes as deeply as you were staring into his...

The realisation that they were staring at each other seemed to hit them at the same time, and they both glanced away, Holly’s cheeks burning hot for the second time in a matter of minutes.

She was not that seventeen-year-old girl anymore. She was thirty-two, mature, and with responsibilities. This guy probably wasn’t even thirty yet. Far too young for her, and not her type in the slightest now. She thought of her ex-husband, of the expensive suits he wore to work and the flash new car he drove. He’d told her when they’d first met that he’d take care of her and she didn’t need to work, but she was thankful every day that she’d laughed at his offer and continued in her job in Human Resources anyway. It allowed her that little bit of independence now, though she was in no way living in the kind of luxury he’d afforded her. Not that Holly cared about that. She’d have rather lived in the gutter than spend another day under the same roof as him.
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PRE-ORDER Bound by Ink now!
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