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Inked Heart contains themes and scenes that may be distressing for some readers. As an author, I understand that trigger/content warnings are necessary. 

I have compiled a list to the best of my abilities which is freely available on my website.

Website: https://jademarshallauthor.wordpress.com/

Your mental health matters.

For those of you who wish to go in blind, please remember that this is a work of fiction, and I DO NOT condone or wish to romanticize any of the situations or actions of the characters.

Happy Reading.

Jade Marshall​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

Quiet Calculations
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Damien

The thing about numbers is that they don’t lie. People do.

People lie with their words, their smiles, their promises, and their intentions. They lie with the way they look you straight in the eye while planning to stab you in the back. But numbers? Numbers are honest. Numbers are predictable. Numbers behave exactly the way they’re supposed to.

Which is probably why I like them so damn much.

I push my glasses higher on my nose and stare down at the spreadsheet glowing on my laptop screen. The office above House of Ink smells faintly of antiseptic, ink, and coffee that’s been sitting too long in the pot downstairs. It’s a smell that’s become strangely comforting over the past couple of years.

Below me, the shop is alive. Tattoo machines buzz in that familiar electric hum that’s basically background music in my life at this point. Someone laughs, loud and sharp, and I’m pretty sure it’s Skye. The woman has the kind of laugh that could wake the dead and make them join the party.

Then there’s the low rumble of my brother’s voice. Laine.

Even through the floor I can tell when he’s talking to a client versus when he’s messing around with the crew. Right now, it’s the relaxed tone he uses when he’s working. Calm, focused, and confident.

The guy’s a damn artist. I don’t mean just with a tattoo gun but in general. He can bring any idea to life on skin or on paper.

I glance around the small office space, taking in the stacks of receipts, invoices, and paperwork I’ve been sorting through for the last three hours. Running a tattoo shop isn’t just needles and ink. It’s insurance, payroll, supply orders, licensing fees, and taxes. Lots and lots of taxes.

And because my older brother would rather chew off his own arm than deal with accounting, that responsibility landed squarely on my shoulders. Which is fine. I’m good at it.

Better than good if I’m being honest.

I type a few more numbers into the spreadsheet, double-checking the totals against the receipts in the stack beside me. Everything balances out perfectly, just like I expected.

See? Numbers don’t lie.

A sudden burst of laughter erupts from downstairs, followed by Skye’s unmistakable voice. “Oh, my God, you brought the good ones!”

That gets my attention. I lean back in my chair slightly, listening. Laine says something I can’t quite make out, and then there’s another voice. Soft, warm, and familiar.

My chest tightens before my brain even fully registers why. Quinn.

I freeze for half a second, my fingers hovering above the keyboard. Well ... hell.

I should have known the moment Skye got that excited tone in her voice. Quinn Thomas has a habit of showing up at the shop with baked goods like she’s some kind of sugar-coated fairy godmother.

Cupcakes. Cookies. Brownies. The woman bakes like it’s her love language.

And if the reactions from the guys downstairs are anything to go by, they’re probably already swarming around her like starving wolves.

I sigh and push my chair back from the desk. There’s no point pretending I’m going to get any more work done now. Not with her downstairs.

I stand and stretch, rolling my shoulders to loosen the stiffness that’s settled into my muscles from sitting too long. My t-shirt rides up slightly as I move, exposing a sliver of the ink that runs across my lower ribs.

Most people in town don’t know I’m tattooed because I am not like my brothers. They wear their art openly—arms covered, necks inked, stories written across their skin like living canvases.

Mine stay hidden. On my torso, back, and ribs. Places a t-shirt keeps covered.

I grab my glasses and head for the stairs. The moment I step into the shop, the atmosphere hits me like stepping into warm sunlight.

Music hums softly from the speakers mounted near the ceiling. The scent of ink and disinfectant hangs in the air. Tattoo machines buzz as artists work, clients chat, and the entire place feels alive.

And right there in the center of it all ... is Quinn.

She’s standing near the front counter with a large white bakery box open in front of her. Her blonde hair falls in loose waves over her shoulders, catching the light from the front windows. Her blue eyes sparkle as she laughs at something Skye just said.

God, she has a dangerous smile. The kind that sneaks up on you and rearranges your insides without asking permission.

“Damien!” Skye spots me first and waves wildly like she’s directing air traffic. “Perfect timing. Quinn brought cupcakes.”

Quinn looks up and our eyes meet. And for a second the entire damn room feels like it gets quieter.

“Hey, Damien,” she says, smiling, licking frosting from her thumb and scattering every thought I’ve ever had. She didn’t do it to entice me but, damn, that’s sexy.  Her tongue swipes slow and deliberate over her fingertip, and for a heartbeat, I can’t help picturing what it might feel like if she ever looked at me that way—intentionally, hungry, wanting.

I shove my hands into the pockets of my jeans to keep from doing something stupid like grabbing her and kissing her so I can lick the taste of the frosting from her tongue.

“Hey, Quinn.”

Her gaze drops briefly to the glasses on my face and she grins wider. “You’ve been hiding in the numbers cave again, haven’t you?”

Numbers cave. That’s what Skye calls the office upstairs.

“Someone has to keep this place from going bankrupt,” I reply dryly.

Laine snorts from across the shop where he’s wiping down his station. “You say that like it almost happened.”

“It did almost happen,” I point out. “Three times.”

“Details,” he mutters.

Quinn laughs softly and picks up a cupcake from the box.

“I made chocolate with peanut butter frosting,” she says. “Your favorite.”

My stomach flips. Which is ridiculous. It’s just a cupcake. But the fact that she remembers my favorite flavor? That does something weird to my chest.

“Thanks,” I say, taking it from her.

Our fingers brush briefly and it’s barely a touch. But it’s enough. A small spark shoots up my arm before I can stop it.

Quinn doesn’t seem to notice. She’s already turning to hand another cupcake to Skye.

“You spoil us,” Skye says dramatically. “Seriously, if you ever open a bakery I will personally invest.”

Quinn laughs. “I bake for fun, not profit.”

“You’re wasting your talent,” Alistair calls from his booth.

“Traitor,” Skye mutters.

I lean against the counter, peeling back the cupcake wrapper slowly while watching Quinn interact with the crew.

She fits here. That’s the thing. She always has. Even before she started stopping by regularly. Quinn has this way about her that makes people relax. She remembers everyone’s name, asks about their day, listens when they talk.

She’s sunshine in human form. And the guys eat it up.

Laine finishes cleaning his station and wanders over, grabbing two cupcakes at once.

“You’re going to kill my diet,” he tells her.

“You don’t have a diet,” Quinn replies.

“Exactly.”

She laughs again. That sound does dangerous things to my brain.

I take a bite of the cupcake and it’s perfect. Just like I knew it would be. Rich chocolate cake with creamy peanut butter frosting that melts on my tongue.

Yeah. She could absolutely open a bakery. And I would probably gain twenty pounds supporting it.

“Where’s Emette tonight?” Skye asks casually.

The name lands like a rock in my gut. Quinn’s smile falters slightly. Just for a second before it’s back.

“Oh, he’s working late,” she says.

I glance down at my cupcake so no one sees my reaction. Working late. Sure.

Emette Black has always been good at that excuse. My jaw tightens before I force it to relax. Not my business. Not my relationship. Not my place.

Still... I can’t stop myself from noticing the way Quinn checks her phone a few minutes later. Like she’s waiting for a message. Waiting for him.

Something ugly curls low in my chest and I shove the rest of the cupcake into my mouth before that feeling can grow. Because the truth is ... I’ve never liked Emette Black.

Not in high school. Not now. And definitely not as Quinn’s boyfriend. But that’s a story for another time. Right now, I just stand there watching her laugh with my family, feeling something dangerously close to hope stir in my chest.

And that... That’s a problem. Because Quinn Thomas already belongs to someone else. And I don’t steal other men’s girls. Even when the guy doesn’t deserve her. Even when every instinct I have is screaming that she deserves better. Even when the man she’s waiting for probably isn’t worth the cupcake in my hand.

So instead of saying anything, I do the only thing I know how to do. I stay quiet and I watch. Because sometimes the smartest move a man can make is waiting. I consider myself a smart man.

And I’ve always been good at waiting.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two

Dinner for Two
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Quinn

If you had asked me three years ago what my life would look like right now, I probably would have said something cheesy like perfect.

A cute house. A steady relationship. A small-town life filled with simple happiness.

Instead, I’m sitting in a restaurant that smells like garlic butter and fried shrimp while my boyfriend stares at his phone like I’m the least interesting thing at the table.

Romance really is dead.

I swirl the straw in my iced tea and glance around the room for the hundredth time. The place is busy tonight. The low murmur of conversation blends with country music playing softly from the speakers overhead. Plates clatter in the kitchen, waitresses weave between tables, and somewhere near the back someone laughs loud enough to turn heads.

Normally I like this place.

The Magnolia Room is one of the nicer restaurants in Franklinton. White tablecloths, warm lighting, and a menu that tries very hard to feel upscale for a town that barely has five thousand people.

Tonight, though? Tonight it feels like a stage and I’m stuck performing the role of perfect girlfriend.

Across the table, Emette finally looks up from his phone. “You’re quiet tonight,” he says.

I blink at him. “I’ve been talking.”

His brows pull together slightly like that answer annoys him. “Yeah, but you’re doing that thing.”

“What thing?”

“You know.” He waves his hand vaguely. “The distracted thing.”

I stare at him. I want to point out the irony of him accusing me of being distracted when he’s spent most of dinner texting someone. But experience has taught me that calling Emette out rarely ends well.

So instead I smile. Because that’s easier.

“Just a long day,” I say lightly.

It’s not even a lie. Between work, errands, and baking cupcakes for the House of Ink guys earlier, I’ve been on my feet most of the day. And yes ... maybe my brain keeps drifting back to the shop. To laughter. To cupcakes disappearing faster than I expected. To Damien standing quietly near the counter with his glasses on, looking like some kind of ridiculously attractive math professor.

I shove that thought aside immediately. That’s dangerous territory.

“So,” I say, trying to redirect the conversation, “I stopped by House of Ink today.”

Emette’s mouth tightens slightly. Of course it does. He’s never liked that I go there.

“Again?” he says.

“It’s just cupcakes,” I reply.

“You’re spending a lot of time over there.”

The way he says it makes my stomach twist. Like I’m doing something wrong.

“They’re my friends, Emette.”

“They’re tattoo guys,” he counters.

“And?”

He leans back in his chair, arms crossing over his chest. “And people talk.”

I stare at him, confused. “What does that even mean?”

“It means,” he says slowly, like he’s explaining something to a child, “that hanging around a tattoo shop all the time doesn’t exactly scream class.”

Oh... Well. Shit. 

That stings more than I expected.

I fiddle with the edge of my napkin, trying to keep my tone calm. “They’re good people.”

“I’m not saying they’re not,” he replies quickly. “I’m just saying ... maybe you should think about the image you’re putting out there.”

My image. Right. Because apparently bringing cupcakes to friends is a public relations crisis.

I glance down at my outfit without thinking. A simple sundress and sandals. Nothing flashy but certainly nothing embarrassing.

Still... That familiar feeling creeps in. The one that whispers maybe he’s right. Maybe I could try a little harder. Maybe I could be a little better.

Our waitress appears with our food before the silence can stretch any longer.

“Chicken Alfredo for you,” she says, placing the plate in front of me. “And the ribeye for you, sir.”

Emette nods, already reaching for his steak knife. “Thanks.”

The waitress gives us both a friendly smile before moving on to the next table. For a few minutes we eat in silence. I try to focus on the pasta. It’s creamy and rich, exactly the way I like it. But the knot in my stomach makes it hard to enjoy.

“You should wear your hair straight more often,” Emette says suddenly.

I look up. “What?”

He gestures vaguely toward my head. “It looks more polished that way.”

I blink. “My hair is straight.”

“No, I mean like actually straight.” He makes a motion with his hand like he’s flattening something. “Like when you use that iron thing.”

The straightener. “Oh.” I twirl a strand of hair between my fingers. “I didn’t think it mattered.”

“It does,” he says.

I nod slowly. “Okay.”

Because arguing feels exhausting.

Emette cuts into his steak. “You’re not still thinking about going to that baking class thing, are you?”

My heart sinks. “It’s just a weekend workshop,” I say. “Nothing serious.”

“You don’t need it.”

“I thought it might be fun.”

He shrugs. “It’s a waste of money.”

Fun. Apparently fun is also a problem. I push my pasta around my plate.

Across the room, the restaurant door opens and a cool breeze slips inside along with the sound of traffic from the street. I glance up automatically and immediately wish I hadn’t. Because Damien Grey just walked in.

He pauses near the host stand, running a hand through his hair as he looks around the restaurant.

Even from across the room I can see the faint crease between his brows, like he’s already doing mental math. Which, honestly? He probably is.

Damien always looks a little out of place anywhere that isn’t behind a desk or surrounded by spreadsheets. But there’s something about him tonight.

He is wearing dark jeans and a fitted black t-shirt. His glasses perched on his nose. And he looks ... good. Really good.

My stomach does a weird little flip right then as he notices me. Our eyes meet for half a second, just long enough for recognition to spark, and he lifts his hand slightly in a casual greeting.

I smile and wave back.

Across the table, Emette follows my gaze. “Who’s that?”

My heart sinks again. “Damien,” I say. “Laine’s brother.”

Emette turns slightly to look at him. “Oh.”

The way he says it makes my skin prickle. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“That didn’t sound like nothing.”

He shrugs. “He’s that accountant guy, right?”

“Yes.”

“Huh.”

I wait. Because there’s clearly more. 

Emette leans forward slightly. “Didn’t he used to be that skinny nerd in high school?”

The words hit me like a slap and I sit up straighter. “That was a long time ago.”

Emette chuckles. “Guess he finally hit the gym.”

My chest tightens and I glance toward the front again. Damien is talking to the hostess now, probably picking up a takeout order. He looks calm, focused, and unbothered. Like the kind of man who’s perfectly comfortable in his own skin.

Which makes Emette’s comment feel even uglier.

“People change,” I say quietly.

“Sure,” Emette replies but the dismissive tone tells me exactly what he thinks about that.

Damien finishes at the counter and turns toward the door. For a moment it looks like he might glance over here again. But he doesn’t. He just walks out. And I can’t explain why watching him leave makes something in my chest feel strangely hollow.

Across the table, Emette wipes his mouth with his napkin. “You ready to go?”

I look down at my half-finished pasta. “Already?”

“I’ve got an early morning tomorrow.” Of course he does.

I nod. “Okay.”

The waitress brings the check a few minutes later. Emette grabs it before I can even reach for my purse.
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