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Prologue

Past And Present

Zora

I used to believe in fate. The kind of fate that made your skin tingle when someone’s eyes found yours across a crowded room, the kind that whispered in your ear that love was meant to be messy and wild and untamable. And back then, when I was just a girl too young to know better, I believed that Maverick Hall was my fate.

He was everything I wasn’t. Reckless where I was careful, unpredictable where I was steady, wild where I craved roots. He burned through life like a fire you couldn’t contain, and I—God help me—I wanted nothing more than to be consumed by him.

And for a while, I was.

He was my first everything. First kiss, first lover, first heartbreak. The boy who pressed promises into my skin and left me believing that he saw me, truly saw me, in a way no one else did. He was the reason my heart raced every time a motorcycle thundered down Main Street, the reason I snuck out of my bedroom window more times than I could count, the reason my body still remembers the ache of wanting someone you know you shouldn’t.

But then he left.

No goodbye. No explanation. Just a duffel bag, an empty driveway, and silence where his laughter used to be.

And I was left holding more than just broken memories. I was holding the secret of what he’d left behind inside me.

Ivy.

The day I found out I was pregnant, my world both shattered and rebuilt itself in the same breath. I was terrified, yes. I was young, abandoned, and staring down the reality of raising a child on my own. But the second I heard her heartbeat, the second I felt the flutter of life inside me, I knew I’d burn down the world for her if I had to. She was mine. Ours. Even if he never knew.

I told myself it was better that way. Maverick was a storm that never settled, a man who would have resented the chains of responsibility. I convinced myself I was protecting Ivy from disappointment, from the cycle of leaving that ran in his blood. It was easier to tell myself that than to admit the truth ... I was afraid. Afraid he wouldn’t want her. Afraid he’d break her the way he broke me.

So, I raised her alone.

Now she’s five. Bright as sunshine and sharp as a tack, with stormy gray eyes that mirror his and a smile that undoes me every time. She is the best parts of him and all the parts of me I’m proud of, rolled into one tiny body that somehow carries the weight of my whole world.

She doesn’t know who he is. To her, it’s just me. Mom. And lately ... sometimes Ethan.

Ethan is everything Maverick never was. Solid. Reliable. The kind of man who builds rather than burns. He owns a hardware store in the next town over, the kind of place that smells like sawdust and fresh paint, where he knows every customer by name. He doesn’t sweep me off my feet with chaos, he steadies me with his calm. He shows up when he says he will. He buys Ivy little Lego sets she insists she can build all by herself, and he doesn’t flinch when she chatters about everything under the sun.

He is safe.

And safe is what I’ve been craving for years.

But here’s the thing no one tells you about safe: it doesn’t make your heart race. It doesn’t make your skin buzz or your stomach flip just because someone brushed their hand against yours. It doesn’t feel like fire. It feels like shelter. And after years of drowning, shelter has been enough to keep me happy.

Until today.

Until the moment I walked into House of Ink and saw Maverick Hall leaning against the counter like he belonged there.

House of Ink. That shop has become more than just a tattoo studio—it’s family, community, a sanctuary for people like me who needed a fresh start. Laine and Alistair built something incredible here, and Skye’s relentless energy and genius with social media turned it into a phenomenon. Everyone in town knows about it, and people drive for hours just to get inked by one of the guys. I’ve been part of it too, in my own way, photographing their work, helping build their online portfolio, capturing the moments when art and skin become one.

That shop saved me more than once. It gave me work when I needed it, friends when I was drowning in loneliness, and a sense of belonging I thought I’d lost forever.

And now Maverick is part of it. Standing in my safe haven like he belongs.

The second I saw him, every wall I’ve spent years building cracked. He’s older now, rougher around the edges, with ink winding up his arms and a darkness in his eyes that wasn’t there before. But he’s still him. Still the boy who made me believe in forever. Still the man who left without knowing he’d taken pieces of me with him.

And God help me, my heart still recognized him.

I wanted to hate him. To tell him to turn around and keep walking. To remind him that I’ve survived without him, that I don’t need him, that Ivy doesn’t need him.

But when his eyes met mine, the air shifted. My body betrayed me. And all I could think was, what if?

What if he knows? What if he doesn’t? What if the truth blows apart everything?

Because the truth is a living, breathing secret with stormy gray eyes and a laugh like sunshine. The truth is playing with her crayons on my living room floor right now, waiting for me to come home and tuck her in.

And Maverick Hall, the man who shattered me once, is standing in the one place I thought I was safe. Fate has a cruel sense of humor.

Because now, after all these years, after all this time convincing myself I’d moved on, Maverick is back. Not just back in town. Not just a ghost in my memories. But back in my world, my orbit, my carefully built life.

And I don’t know if I can survive being consumed by him again.
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Coming Home

Maverick

I swore I’d never come back to Franklinton. Said it a hundred times over the years, usually drunk, usually to people who didn’t give a damn. And yet here I am, rolling down the same cracked highway that leads straight into the place I once called home.

The town sign appears like a ghost out of the morning mist:

WELCOME TO FRANKLINTON, LOUISIANA. POPULATION: TOO DAMN SMALL 

I let out a humorless laugh and tighten my grip on the steering wheel. Six years I’ve been gone, and not a damn thing has changed.

The air here feels different. Heavy. Sticky with humidity that clings to your skin, seeps into your bones, and refuses to let go. The pines on either side of the road lean in close, like they’re trying to choke the life out of you. Maybe they’re just warning me, Turn back before it’s too late.

Too late for that.

I left this place swearing I’d be more than the town drunk’s son. More than the screwup who couldn’t get his shit together. I was going to carve my name into the world with ink and prove I was more than the shadows people whispered about. And I did, for a while. I got good at tattooing. Built a reputation. Slept around enough to forget her face most nights.

But reputation doesn’t pay the bills when your head’s screwed up, and running doesn’t keep you warm when the world turns cold. Which is why, when Laine Gray called offering me a spot at House of Ink, I didn’t think twice. They’re booked out for months, thanks to that ball of energy they call Skye and her social media obsession. They needed another set of hands. I needed a lifeline. Simple as that.

At least, it should’ve been simple.

The closer I get to town, the louder the ghosts get. I pass the diner with the neon sign that never worked right, the gas station where I spent my first paycheck on beer, the old bar where I picked my first fight. Same streets. Same houses sagging under the weight of time. Same damn silence pressing in from all sides.

And then I see her. Not in the flesh, not yet. But in memory. Zora.

My hands tighten on the wheel until my knuckles bleach white. I thought I’d burned her out of me years ago, thought the whiskey and the women and the miles would’ve drowned the memory. But driving back into this town, I swear I can hear her laugh in the wind, soft and low, the way she used to laugh just before she’d let me kiss her.

Fuck. I shouldn’t be thinking about her.

I left her behind for a reason. Because what we had was fire and destruction and need, and I wasn’t man enough back then to hold onto it. She deserved better than the wreck I was. Maybe she still does. She’s probably married now, with some steady asshole who fixes cars or teaches kids and looks good on paper. She probably forgot all about me.

Good. That’s what I want. That’s what I need.

I roll into Main Street, parking my beat-up truck at the far end. Franklinton hasn’t changed, but House of Ink sure as hell has. It used to be a plain brick building with a flickering sign, one of those places only locals knew about. Now it looks alive. Big bold letters above the door, glass shining like someone actually gives a damn, flashes of color from the artwork hanging inside the windows. Even the street outside looks different, cars from out of town lined up, people lingering, waiting for their turn to get inked.

It feels less like a tattoo shop and more like a heartbeat. And for the first time in a long time, I feel something like ... hope.

I kill the engine, grab the bag with my tattoo kit, and climb out. The summer heat slams into me like a fist, sweat already gathering at the back of my neck. I square my shoulders, take a breath, and push through the front door.

The hum of machines greets me, steady and familiar. The place smells like disinfectant, ink, and faintly of coffee. The walls are covered in framed artwork, bold splashes of color mixed with black-and-gray realism that makes my fingers itch for a machine. Couches line the waiting area, and the place is buzzing with people, clients, friends, maybe both.

Behind the counter, a tiny dark-haired woman with more curves than sense is juggling a phone call, a laptop, and a paper schedule. That must be Skye. I’ve heard Laine bitch about her and praise her in the same breath in some of our conversations on the phone. The shop’s success rides on her chaos along with the talented artists that work here.

She glances up, and her eyes widen. “Oh! You must be Maverick.”

Before I can answer, a mountain of a man, Alistair, has to be, leans out from one of the booths, arms crossed over his chest, tattoos spilling down like armor. He sizes me up in one look, the kind of look that says, “hurt my family and I’ll bury you.”

“Laine said you were showing up today,” he rumbles. “Come on. He’s in the back.”

I follow him down a hall lined with booths, each one alive with buzzing machines and focused artists. The crew’s good. I can tell just from the work I glimpse as I pass. Clean lines and bold shading. Real talent.

Laine’s waiting in the back, a jagged scar cutting down the side of his face, hazel eyes sharp but not unkind. He shakes my hand like we’re equals, no bullshit between us.

“Glad you made it,” he says. “We’ve got more work than we can handle. If you keep your head down and do good ink, you’ll fit right in.”

I nod. I want to say something, thank him for the opportunity, but the words feel heavy in my throat. It’s been a long time since anyone’s looked at me like I belong somewhere. Like I might be worth the effort.

But then the air shifts. I feel it before I see her. That prickle on the back of my neck, that punch to the gut you get when the past comes crashing through the present. I turn, and there she is.

Zora.

Time has barely touched her, it’s only carved her sharper. Her dark hair is pulled back, strands escaping to frame her face. Her body, curvier now, moves with the kind of confidence I don’t remember her having. A camera hangs from her neck, her fingers poised on the lens like it’s an extension of herself.

Her eyes meet mine. And just like that, I’m twenty again, drowning in her.

For a second, neither of us moves. The shop noise fades, and it’s just us, locked in a stare thick with everything we never said.

Then her mouth tightens, her eyes harden, and she walks past me like I’m no one.

The hit lands harder than any punch I’ve ever taken.

I swallow, force my face blank, and turn back to Laine. “So,” I rasp, “where do you want me?”
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