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I used to be Lena Rose. The name my mother loved, the name that fit neatly into Beverly Hills perfection. But I’m not her anymore. I’m just Lena. And for the first time, that feels exactly like me.

London was supposed to be my clean slate, and Inkphoric became exactly that—my escape, my chance to build something real. Then there’s Ryder. Reckless, addictive, impossible to resist. From the moment we met, it was something wild, passion and danger. Undeniable. But his past isn’t just baggage—it’s a storm waiting to give me the worst flu that I’m still not immune.

I’ve fought too hard for this dream, for a life that’s finally mine. But some secrets cut deeper than any tattoo.

The question is—can I rewrite my own story without getting inked by Ryder’s past, or will this love story and his shadows destroy everything I’m building?
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CHAPTER 1
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LENA P.O.V.

The constant noise of the shop irritated me at this crucial moment. It was an annoying combination of muffled laughter, the never-ending click of the coffee machines, and making it even worse, the loud Jay-Z bass blasting in my ears.  Amidst this chaos, I discerned Scott's voice, followed by Gray's slow, elongated tone: "She's been really stressed lately..."

"Yeah, duh? She's afraid of failing the college entrance exam."

"Think so? She's good, she shouldn't be so worried."

"You think we should help her out?"

Easy to say, hard to do. No matter how much I tried, the sketch remained unfinished, a mess of random lines. They were talking about me. Being the topic of conversation, even if it was from concern, was increasing my anxiety more than usual. It was so hard, all this deconstruction I was going through, leaving behind my shallow existence, my family, country, friends, and my established identity.

Creativity just wouldn't come, the mental barrier my mother created on my mind for so many years to force me into modeling career, was stronger than walls built to separate me from my true self.

I simply couldn't instantly escape these expectations, I knew I would be happy in art, but achieving that would still take time, I felt inadequate for never having had the chance to truly let my mind flow and my hands give life to visualizations, as if I was simply creating something transformative, but no, with me things were still a longer journey than I expected.

Their conversation was just more noise in my already overwhelmed mind. I exhaled, and turned to face the pair, dropping the pencil and sketchbook with a soft sound.

Scott and Gray, acting normally, just looked at each other and went back to their conversation, unaware of my inner chaos. Just carrying on.

"Guys, appreciate your concern, but you don't need to worry." I grab my things and shove everything into my backpack. "I have to do this on my own, or it's pointless."

Even though the shop was still closed, it was quite busy, but not with work. The only thing I could think about was the project for the college entrance exam. I decided to do a mural, I just need a place for it. Not everyone is into art, and that's the tricky part – I could make mistakes if I'm not cautious. I've been sketching for days, all I need is a place and supplies.

"I'm going to get coffee," I announced.

The weather in SoHo was overcast and very cold today; I skipped my morning run. This weather makes me want to stay in bed with a mug of hot chocolate and my sketchbook.

There's a cute little coffee shop a few blocks from the shop. It's slightly too trendy for me, but they serve the best hot chocolate in the city. I order my drink and a blueberry cupcake with chocolate. The girl at the register smiles when I say "hi." We always talk a little when I visit here.

"It's unusual not seeing you with your friend today," she comments.

Immediately, my face flushed. Ryder and I have been coming here together during our breaks. He calls it "hangout time," and I just think he likes spending time with me. Since I met his family, we've become closer and spend more time together.

At first, this confused everyone, and as much as I wanted to, I couldn't tell the truth without having to talk about Ryder's family. And if he doesn't want to talk about it, I'm not going to reveal the secret. If people ask, he just says we get together weekly to run around the neighborhood, which is also true.

"I came in earlier today; he hasn't started work yet," I reply.

"Too bad, you two seem good together," the girl smiles, handing me my order. "Enjoy, see you later."

I smile back. "Thanks."

My heart raced. Do Ryder and I seem like a couple?

I go to the back of the coffee shop and sit at my regular spot, at the corner table by the window. From there, I have a nice view of the street and people passing by, and also of Ryder...

RYDER?!

He walks into the shop and seems to be searching for something until he sees me. He makes an annoyed expression and comes toward me, looking angry.

"You betrayed me," he complains, standing in front of me.

He's mad? At me? But I haven't said anything to him since yesterday, when he dropped me off at home.

"Me? Why?"

Ryder huffs. "Don't act like you don't know. You're not answering my messages, and besides that, you come to my favorite coffee shop without me?  That's not nice, Lena."

A wave of guilt washed over me. I dozed off last night during our argument about the colors in my art, which he thinks are boring. And I shouldn't have come alone today, but I needed to get out of the shop and think.

I look down, and the scent of fresh chocolate reached my nose. "Sorry, Ryder."

And it's true.

The chair across the table moves back noisily, and Ryder sits down, exhaling. "I'll let it slide because you've been under pressure."

I stare in surprise. "You could tell?"

"Yeah, everyone could tell." He smiles slightly. "Every time someone says something to you, you completely space out. Thomas has been complaining about it all week; he says he can't wait for you to do this exam so he can have the 'Relaxed Lena' back."

I grimace. "I miss being that Lena too..."

Ryder grabs a piece of my cupcake and eats it quickly. I would get upset if it was anyone else, but I'm used to his habits by now. We fought the first time, but then I understood arguing was futile as he wouldn't stop.

"Did you finish the sketch?" he asks, grabbing another piece.

I sigh and take my cupcake away from him, which I didn't even get a chance to taste because of him. He pays no attention to my complaints and replies to his own question.

"Yeah, and I finished the shading and details earlier." I lightly hit his hand when he tries to take another bite and laugh when he whines. "I wanted to search online for a spot to paint, but..."

"The noise in the shop is distracting you, is it?" I said yes and finish my hot chocolate. "Do you know when your dad is coming to see you?"

I drink some of my hot chocolate. I didn't know and didn't want to discuss it. Ryder is the only one who knows. He saw me looking at my phone the other day. I was so absorbed I wasn't noticing anything else. Then he took my phone and saw what was distracting me.

My dad planned to visit.

He wasn't expected to do that. Actually, I didn't expect him to ever want to see me, but he phoned me personally to tell me that my mom had told him I had moved. The strange thing was that he didn't demand I return to California; he just asked if I was eating and sleeping properly.

"I told him I was in SoHo, and he said he'd phone me the day before, and he also said he'd bring someone along, but Ryder doesn't know about that."

(...)

Later...

"Good night, guys," I say goodbye, waving to Thomas, Gray, and Ryder, and head home with Scott.

I was a little disappointed because Ryder had told me he wouldn't be able to go to dinner at the new Mexican restaurant downtown.  That's a shame, I was excited for today all week, and Ryder called it off. But I had to smile and accept it because he said he had something important to do, so I couldn't be angry at him.

"Sunshine, how about we find someone who's a piercing expert?"

Indeed, that's right, this afternoon was a complete mess. Everyone was occupied, and a customer came in requesting... no, insisting on a piercing. No one could do it immediately, so the guy had to wait and took his anger out on someone in particular.

And who was that? Me, of course.

Luckily for me, Thomas stopped working on the tattoo he was doing and, after closing, gave the guy what he wanted. Moments later, the guy was still grimacing in pain. He barely glanced at me while paying, just muttered a "thanks" and rushed out quickly. I had to listen to a lecture about "not letting rude people boss me around" from the Walk brothers.

I sigh. "Perhaps that would have prevented Thomas and Gray from blaming me for something I didn't cause."

Scott chuckled. "You're right." He put his arm around my shoulder, pulling me closer to keep me warm. "But I also understand that you couldn't do anything. You're so quiet and petite, Sunshine, that guy would have intimidated you completely."

Yuck.

"You can be gross sometimes, you know?"

He laughed softly. "Yeah, I've heard that before."

We returned to the deserted apartment. Renée was about to move in with Thomas soon, which meant I was going to be living in this big apartment just with Scott. Truthfully, I didn't even mind being the only girl. I had been for a few days now, and Scott was very considerate of my personal space. He probably more respectful to me than to his own sister, actually.

"Sunshine," he said, "as it's Thursday and I don't have plans, how about we get some drinks?"

I hesitated, thinking about it. "I'm not sure..."

I had had a really stressful day, and maybe a drink might help me unwind. But I had to be careful not to drink too much, or Thomas would be mad.

"Come on, Lena. You're part of the gang now, and I really need to go out," Scott whined, hugging me. "Plus, you need to relax."

Okay, so it wasn't just my mom who could manipulate me. Scott knew I wasn't a big drinker, but he was right about everything else.  I could use some time to unwind and have fun.

I exhaled. "Promise you'll stay with me all night?"

He made an "x" on his chest with his finger. "I promise. I'll keep an eye on you and won't let you get as drunk as last time."

I complained, hiding my face. "Oh my word! Do you have to mention that?"

I was trying hard to forget that day ever occurred. It was after Scott and Jackson took me out for beers. As I dislike beer, the guys got me something else: tequila. I got really drunk after, like, eight shots.

"It wasn't so bad," they said as they left me. Yeah, sure, it was. I could hardly stand without seeing double and stumbling. I was speaking so unclearly I even went to the wrong room and ended up in Renée's.

Scott burst out laughing. "It was funny watching you try to get to your room, weaving down the hallway."

For the first time since I arrived, I gave him the middle finger and went to get changed.

"DON'T BE LONG, LENA!" He yelled.

"THEN DON'T HURRY ME, SCOTT!"
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LENA P.O.V.

I left my room and was met with Scott's judgmental look.

"Don't you dare," he said, gesturing at my clothes. "That top is too revealing, and that skirt is too short."

"If it was, I wouldn't be wearing it, smarty-pants," I replied, crossing my arms. "And I'm not changing. The taxi is already here."

He complained, and we went to the door, where the taxi was waiting. I could hear him grumbling and complaining about my clothes all the way down.

"Wow, Scott. You sound like my dad," I said, getting into the car.

"Look, Lena. I wanted a relaxed evening. But no... you had to wear a skirt!" He complained. "And that top is going to make every guy in the bar stare at you. Why are you doing this to me, Sunshine?"

I sighed. "Stop moaning. To make you feel better, I'll put my hair down to cover the neckline."

He nodded in agreement. "That's good."

"And about the skirt..." I thought for a moment. "I suppose I can avoid high stools." Seriously.

"Perfect, Sunshine. Do that," he said, gently kissed my temple. "Thanks for not making me crazy tonight."

We reached the bar sooner than I thought. I didn't know this area of town, which might be an issue later. The bar was huge, with "White Cat" in neon lights and a stylized white cat next to it. The queue to get in was really long. I thought we wouldn't get in before 1 am, and I wanted to be in bed by then.

I pulled Scott's hand. "There are too many people. We won't get in before midnight."

He shook his head, pulling me towards the entrance. "I know the owner and the bouncer. We'll get in fast."

Oh. If that's the case...

The bouncer barely glanced at us. He just nodded to Scott and started trying to calm the angry people in the queue. I felt a bit guilty. It wasn't the first time this sort of thing happened to me. It happened when I went to the Royal with Ryder as well.

Ryder...

What was he doing now? Still busy with whatever important matter he was handling?

Immediately, I felt guilty for not even considering inviting him. Would he be annoyed if I texted him now?

I looped my arm through Scott's so I wouldn't lose him while I typed.

"Asked Scott "Nervous?"

I shook my head and pulled my phone from my bra. "If you care about me at all, never do that in front of me again, Sunshine."

"Chill," I said, sighing. I hadn't even shown anything.

Lena: “Hey Ryder. You good?”

Ryder: “Babe, kinda busy right now. I'll call you later.”

I admit I was slightly disappointed by his answer. But I wasn't going to be upset with him over something like that.

Lena: “Okay, but if you change your mind, Scott and I are at a bar. Call me if you can make it.”

I tapped "send" and waited for a response. When two minutes passed with nothing, I put my phone back and turned to Scott. "He said he's still occupied."

Scott went to the bar and immediately greeted the bartender. She was cute, with brown hair and green eyes similar to mine, but she was giving him a look of utter disgust, which I found funny.

"HEY, THERE! TEQUILA SHOTS FOR EVERYONE!" I heard Scott shout over the music.

No! I thought. But forget it, as soon as I had the shot glass, salt, and lime, I was downing my nemesis.

Energetic enough to ask Scott to dance, two shots later. "Sweet Dreams" by Beyoncé began, and I started moving my hips to the rhythm.

I was probably doing it all wrong, but who cares?

Scott was in front of me, laughing and dancing strangely. But he didn't mind what anyone thought. He stopped when the music ended and bent down to speak quietly in my ear. "Sunshine... Did Ryder text you back?"
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