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Dedicated to anyone who is having a rough go. 

Hang in there. This season shall pass.  


Chapter 1

 

The air was thick with the scent of salt, something Harley Love was getting used to. It was quite different from the desert air she was accustomed to. It’d been three weeks since the tattoo convention where she met her new boss, and two weeks since she packed everything she owned, leaving Las Vegas behind. Moving across the country should have been a big decision, but for Harley, it was a no brainer. Vegas was no longer home. It became too toxic, too nerve-wracking to even make a trip to the store and risk someone recognizing her, which wasn’t exactly a hard thing to do. Purple and black hair with a slew of tattoos made it hard to go incognito. 

Here on the other side of the country, in a town that barely appeared on a map, she felt safe for the first time in months. She continued down the boardwalk and turned into Tattoo by the Sea, her new place of employment.

The shop owner, Garrett Fox, known in their industry as the Tattoo King of the East—a reputation he created in a very short time due to his exquisite line work and unbelievable original art. People flew in from all over the place to get his tattoos on their body. He stood at the counter, drinking his always present cup of coffee, staring at a sketch he had been working on. Harley was early as usual, but like always, he was already there before her.

His muscles bulged as he worked his hand across the page. A tilt of his head revealed the black and gray tattoos on the right side of his neck. 

She didn’t want to be attracted to the man. He was her boss, and after her last unfortunate entanglement, men should’ve been the last thing on her mind. But Garrett was a wall of muscle covered in tattoos, with long dirty blond hair pulled back, revealing deep blue eyes. 

She would look and appreciate, but beyond that, she’d keep the attraction to herself. In time it would pass… she hoped. 

Garrett glanced up from the sketch and smiled. “Morning.”

She ignored the way the sunlight highlighted his large silhouette. “Morning.” She placed her bag on the counter. “Still working on the same sketch from yesterday?” 

“I can’t seem to get it right.” 

She glanced over his shoulder and shook her head. “It looks awesome. You’re overthinking it.” 

“It’s important to my client. He wants to honor his late mother, and I want to make sure everything is incorporated properly. I still have to get her wedding ring in.” 

“What about if you…?” She pointed to the pencil. “Can I?” 

“Be my guest.” He handed her the pencil, and she angled the paper toward her. 

“You have the rolling pin here, so why don’t you put the ring around the handle?” 

The edge of Garrett’s mouth lifted, slipping effortlessly into a smile. “Duh. That makes the most sense, and I’ve done things like that a million times.” 

“You were too close to it.” 

“Thank you. You’re probably right. Now I can get this done in time for my client to come in. Do you have any appointments today?” 

“I’m open until the end of the month, so I’ll take the walk-ins and help with the front desk since Frankie is out today.” It was a partial truth. When Garrett had hired her, it was with the impression she was booked a year in advance, and she had been, until the internet trolls descended on her and frequently made a spectacle outside her shop in Vegas. Appointments had canceled, and those who didn’t weren’t exactly thrilled she changed locations over two thousand miles away. A trip to Vegas was an added bonus to getting tattooed by her. A trip to bumfuck Maine definitely wasn’t as appealing to her clientele. 

Still, she couldn’t tell Garrett the truth. She’d have to admit to her own shortcomings, to her lack of judgment and pure stupidity for thinking she could ever be happy. Women like her didn’t get happily ever afters, and she had been a fool to think otherwise. Now her career, her one true love, was in jeopardy, and she had no idea how to repair the damage. 

Luckily, her boss was completely inept when it came to social media, so he had no idea her name had been tainted. Guilt surged through her every time he asked about her clients, a gnawing pain in her gut twisting and knotting as if trying to force the words out of her. She held strong, though. Garrett was a pure professional, and he’d never do anything to jeopardize his career.

Garrett gathered his drawing and pencils. “I’m sure you’re itching to dive back in.” 

She nodded, afraid that if she spoke, she’d reveal too much emotion. She was more than itching. She was dying. Tattooing was her entire existence, and without it, she was no one. 

“Since you have an opening, and I’m all for taking advantage of opportunities. I’m looking to get a new piece on my thigh.” 

Her eyes widened. Garrett Fox, the Garrett Fox, wanted her ink on his body. “You want me to tattoo you?” 

“Hell yeah, I do. You’re one of the best in the business. It would be a privilege to wear your ink. Besides, you left an established shop and clientele in Vegas to work for me. It’s the least I can do to honor your sacrifice.” 

That unrelenting guilt reared its ugly head, flooding her body with heated dread. If he only knew her sacrifice wasn’t so honorable. It wasn’t even a sacrifice at all. His job offer was her escape from an environment that became too toxic. 

“I’d love to,” she managed through the lump of guilt that now resided in her throat. 

“Great! You can have free creative range. Do whatever you want.” 

“You have no ideas? No direction you want me to go in?” 

He flashed her a smile—a smile that had rendered her silent the first time they met and continued to do so every time he graced her with the knee wobbling gesture. “I trust you.” 

“You’re giving a lot of trust to someone who’s going to mark you permanently.” 

“I know your style. I love your style. It’s why I hired you.” 

Her lips curved at the corners, and heat fluttered across her cheeks. She darted her gaze for a moment, trying to hide the pure joy that statement made her feel. It was more than joy. It was validation from a master in the industry she fought so hard to make a name in. 

“I’ll get started on it now,” she said. 

“Good. Maybe when we close up tonight, we can get started on the outline. That is, if you’re up for it.” 

“Yes! Absolutely.” 

“Then you better get to sketching.” He flashed her that damn smile again, grabbed his coffee, and headed to his station. 

She didn’t mean to stare after him, but the man had a presence that couldn’t be ignored. He’s your boss. She shook her head, bringing herself to reality, and retrieved her sketchpad and a pencil. She had a tattoo to create. 

 


Chapter 2

 

Garrett stretched as his client walked to the mirror to check out his new piece. It had taken five hours, and Garrett was stiff and in desperate need of a caffeine fix. 

“Damn, this is awesome!” Benny exclaimed as he contorted his shoulder to see the rest of the design that dipped around his bicep. “You managed to get everything in. Even my mom’s handwriting is spot on.” 

“It’s a beautiful piece and an amazing way to honor your mother. I bet she would love it.” 

“She’d kick my ass for marking up my body.” Benny choked out a laugh around the emotion evident in his eyes. “But she’d secretly love it. Brag to all her friends.” 

Garrett patted the guy on the back, and Benny turned, throwing his arms around him. 

“Thank you, man. It’s everything I wanted and more.” 

“You’re welcome.” Pride filled Garrett’s chest. This wasn’t why he tattooed, but it had become a perk of the job he lived for. Being able to give people something meaningful was a beautiful thing. 

Benny swiped at his eyes. He glanced at the mirror one more time, admiring Garrett’s work. Garrett followed the lines as Benny twisted his arm and contorted again. The tattoo came out really well, and the placement of the wedding ring was perfect. Harley saved his ass from obsessing for God knows how much longer. It was his biggest problem—second guessing himself, over analyzing, and overcomplicating. He didn’t necessarily think it was a bad thing. His drive for perfection was the reason he’d been dubbed a king within the industry. His mother, on the other hand, told him it was because he was anal, like his father. Garrett had to take her word since he never met the man. 

He went over the aftercare as he applied an antibiotic ointment and covered the tattoo with plastic. “And you’re all set,” Garrett said. 

“Great. Thank you again, man.” Benny hugged him one more time, then headed out the door. 

Garrett waved him off and when he turned around, Harley handed him a cup of coffee.

 “You are an angel on earth.”

She snorted, which he found strangely adorable. “My father would wholeheartedly disagree with you.” 

He lifted an eyebrow as he took a sip, sighing as the magic elixir slid down his throat. 

“His nickname for me is Little Devil.” 

Garrett smiled, wondering how she got the nickname. They hadn’t known each other long, but from what he could tell, Harley was quiet and reserved, yet every now and again, he’d get the sense she was hiding a piece of herself. “Are you and your father close?” 

Any happiness that radiated from her pretty features fell. Her sinfully dark brown eyes darted toward the floor. “Not really. At least not anymore.” 

An obvious pain strangled her words, and he cursed himself for asking. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Her gaze lifted to his, and she shrugged. “No worries. Same sad tale. Mom died, and he remarried, replacing his old family with a new one.” 

“How old were you when your mom died?” 

She swallowed, the long column of her neck bobbing. “When I was fifteen. Breast cancer.” 

“That sucks.” 

“Yeah it does.” 

“I have a dead parent, too. My dad.” 

“How old were you when he died?” 

“Wasn’t even born yet. Construction accident.” 

She inhaled, keeping it just shy of a gasp. Her hand landed on her chest, the black and gray rose on her hand drawing his attention. The detail was exquisite, and it had the signature markings of her style. It was clearly a design she created. 

“That’s fucking awful,” she said. 

“Yeah it is.” 

“Did your mom remarry?” 

He sighed, thinking of his mom and the life she could have had. “No. Twenty-six years later, and my mother still grieves.” He had always wondered what his mom was like before the accident. Did she smile for no reason? Laugh until it hurt? They seemed like simple joys in life, yet they were things he rarely saw his mother do. She held so tightly to her grief that Garrett honestly believed she died the same day his father did. 

“Wow, that’s really sad.” 

Sad. Pathetic. He wasn’t really sure. But there was one thing he was sure of: love wasn’t worth it. Not if you could lose the person and spend the rest of life in a state of misery. Fuck that. He preferred to be happy. 

Harley blinked up, her dark eyes meeting his. “I thought my parents had the same kind of love. You know that whole ‘I can’t live without the other person’ love. Then Mom died, and not even a year later, Dad remarried. Made me question everything I knew about love.” 

“How so?” he asked, surprised at how intrigued he was by what went on in her head. 

“If you can fall in and out of love so quickly, how special can it really be?” There was a bitterness to her tone that seemed to go deeper than animosity toward her father. He had no doubt someone hurt her. 

“Funny,” he said. “I always wondered the opposite, to be honest. How else can I explain my mom’s grief two and a half decades after the loss? Had to be something spectacular, you know?” 

“Maybe it’s true that love comes in all different forms.” She shrugged. “Anyway, I finished my sketch and would love to get your thoughts. See if you’re ready for me to permanently put it on your body.” 

Grateful for the subject change, he clapped his hands together. “Let’s see it.” 

She bent to get her sketchbook. His eyes skimmed her undeniable curves that were on full display. As her boss, it was extremely inappropriate, but he was only human. Besides, there was no harm in looking. 

Harley was similar to the pinup models she was famous for portraying in ink—curvy and breathtakingly stunning. Her purple and black hair fell over the full roundness of her breasts that pushed out of the black tank top she wore. He quickly darted his eyes to hers, so she wouldn’t catch his improper gaze lingering on the necklace tattooed on her chest that draped elegantly above her tits and extended to her shoulders. It looked as if it was a real necklace from another time when women hid their curves beneath boxy flapper dresses. 

“You ready?” She pressed the sketchpad to her chest, hugging it tightly. 

“Definitely.” 

“If you hate it, tell me, and I can make adjustments or start over completely.” 

“Harley, let me see the sketch.” 

She bit her lip, worrying the plump flesh before placing the sketchpad on the counter. 

His eyes were immediately drawn to the attention to detail. The crisp, straight lines were a tattooers dream that separated the good from the great. It was in her usual pinup style, a sailor girl sitting on an anchor as if it were a swing. It was a nod to the water he grew up by and the water he now could see from outside his shop door. The girl’s face was a classic beauty, delicate yet sexy, with black hair wind-blown beneath a sailor cap. Her hand angled to hold the hat in place, and her generous bosom naturally pushed up from the movement. 

“You hate it,” Harley said, defeat tinging her words. 

He met her eyes and smiled. “You’re fucking nuts, you know that? This is amazing.” 

Her red lips twisted toward the sky, and she bounced slightly, causing her tits to jiggle. Not that he was looking. “I didn’t know if you’d like the sailor concept.” 

“It’s perfect. Honestly. It represents a little of me and a little of you. The perfect tattoo to celebrate you joining my team. I’m done for the day, so if you’re up for it, we can get started.” 

“I’d love to.” 

“Can we just make one little adjustment?” he asked. 

“Of course.” She hunched over the paper and tapped it. “What do you want?” 

“Can we give her a tattoo on her shoulder like here?” He pointed to the top part of the pinup’s arm. 

“Something like this.” Harley turned the sketch and began working. She moved with such skilled precision it was a treat to observe. 

The door opened, a reminder he’d forgotten to lock up. Garrett swung his attention to greet the person, but before he could manage a word, the woman, no older than twenty-five, stormed to the counter with a cup in her hand. 
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