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I’m Lena, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that love isn’t always easy. Especially not with Ryder Roberts. He’s the bad boy next door—tattooed, closed-off, and frustrating in ways I can’t even explain. He pushes people away, keeps his past locked up tight, but somehow, I got through.

He calls me his California dream girl. We both have our scars, and the past has a way of catching up. Secrets don’t stay buried forever, and some mistakes can’t be undone.

Now, in Inked Paths, Ryder and I have to decide if some fires burn too hot to survive —and that love, like the most unforgettable tattoo, can be an inspiration or a mistake that should have never been made.
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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




RYDER P.O.V.

The Royal spelled disaster. I knew it was going to end badly the moment I let Lena talk me into going. A playground for the wealthy, crammed with people trying to hook up or just show off, all flashing lights, loud music, and people getting wasted. But Lena had her heart set on it. And when Lena wants something, there's no arguing with her.

But the problem wasn't the Royal itself. It was Lena being here. That dress... she was gorgeous. The light catching the sparkle in her eyes, like she was plotting something mischievous. And of course, everyone was checking her out, flirting. She was impossible to ignore.

That's when the jealousy started to bubble up. A nasty feeling rising in my throat, this urge to run away with her to the mountains, live isolated and happy, far from all of life's temptations. Trying to control Lena is like asking for a rejection that leaves you completely humiliated.

That’s when I spotted Scott, that creep. Checking Lena out intensely. Smirk of a guy who thinks he has a chance. I got this intense urge to punch him until he begged me to stop.

Right then, I realized: the night was going to turn chaotic. And I, of course, would be right in the thick of it.

I knew I was being a jerk, but seeing other guys swarm around her like that really set me off. I get it though. Lena looked stunning tonight. Maybe I should have suggested she was overdressed for the Royal tonight when we decided to come. I guess I brought this on myself, and I don’t want to be that kind of person with her, I don’t want to cage her, or smother her.

Then, Scott turned around, and I just started to freak out.

DAMN IT! We were going to be separated for weeks, maybe even longer. With Lena, you never knew.

I grabbed her wrist, pulling her back to stop her before she could get away.

"LET GO OF ME!" she yelled, absolutely furious.

And if that wasn’t a turn-on. I’ll never understand why seeing Lena angry affects me so much. Maybe it’s the way her lips tighten, or the small line that forms between her eyebrows when she furrows her brow. Whatever it is, it drives me insane.

I'd been wanting to kiss her again for weeks, but I wanted to give her some space, let her figure out her feelings. So, I started taking her out, quick dates during lunch breaks, for us to get to know each other. I still wanted to be sure of my own feelings as well, because I couldn’t stand the thought of hurting her if she only wanted something physical.

To be honest, I also imagined countless ways to mess with her head. Hey, I'M A GUY! I can’t be near her without having some naughty thoughts.

While Lena struggled to break free, I couldn't resist anymore. I had to kiss her right there, or I was going to lose my mind.

I slid my free hand down to her lower back, pulled her close until her chest was flush against mine. I moved the hand from her wrist to the nape of her neck, and I felt her tense up. I couldn’t help but feel damn proud of myself.

I leaned in, stopping just before our lips touched, watching her close her eyes.

I guess I wasn't the only one wanting this.

"You have no idea how much I wanted to kiss you," I breathed against her mouth before pressing my lips to hers.

Damn, I'd forgotten how sweet she tasted.

I nipped at her lower lip, loving how soft it was. She let out a soft sound in approval and kissed me back with the same intensity. I gripped her body, wanting to pull her even closer, but it was nearly impossible without our hips grinding together.

And yeah, I had a massive hard-on.

Whistles and shouts erupted behind us. Didn't care at all that we were putting on a show for the entire club. I could spend all day kissing Lena and not care.

She was the first to break the kiss, her eyes still closed as she pulled back a few inches. When she finally opened her eyes... I could have died right then. She had the most beautiful smile I had ever seen.

"I wanted to kiss you too," she said, planting a second kiss on my lips, then a third...

Damn, I was seriously in trouble. My chest tightened every time she let out a soft sound or gasped for air.

"HEY, YOU TWO!" I heard Jackson yell. "Why don't you guys take this somewhere more private?"

I complained and pulled away from Lena’s lips. "You're a total pain in the butt, Jackson."

He smiled and slapped me on the back. "Sorry dude, but I don't think she likes being the center of attention in a club. Am I right, California?"

Her cheeks flushed as she agreed, and after combing her fingers through her hair, she followed Gray away from the dance floor. I just stood there watching her behind sway from side to side, feeling a tightening in my groin.

"You should probably go cool off in the bathroom," Ashley said with amusement, handing me a shot of who knows what.

I took it and chugged it down, feeling the burn of the drink calm me down a little. "Thanks, Bunny."

"HEY! I told you I don't like that nickname," she protested, putting her hands on her hips.

I laughed. "Don't blame me, I'm not the only one who posed nude with bunny ears."

"IT WAS FOR WORK!" she yelled, giving me a light punch to my arm. She let out a breath, rubbing her knuckles. "You're such an idiot, Ryder. Sometimes I regret telling you guys that."

I started laughing loudly. "Blame Jackson. He was the first to find out."

"Yeah, I kind of regret that as well," she said quietly before heading back to the table. "Let's get some more drinks. I'm not drunk enough yet."

"Okay, Bunny." I aimed my middle finger at her without turning around and laughed even louder.

Following Ashley, I paused when I felt someone staring at me. I turned my head and saw Scott looking at me, his brow furrowed. Just to mess with him, I stared back. Lately, he's been a real creep, interrupting my time with Lena, or coming on to her like there’s no tomorrow.

Luckily, she thinks he's just being Scott, but I know he has feelings for Lena. Ever since the first time he saw Lena at his place.

Just like me.

(...)

The next day I woke up feeling strangely light and in good spirits. After getting out of the bathroom I went straight to where my nose indicated there was food.

"Good morning, sleepyhead." Van smiled at me before placing a plate of breakfast on the table.

"Wow, Van. This smells incredible." I was drooling just looking at the plate.

Now, not to brag, but my sister is the best cook in the world. I’d put her up against anyone.

"It's just french toast and scrambled eggs, Ryder. You can make this too." Vanessa was amused by my hungry look. "Eat before you pass out."

I devoured the first bite of food and savored it. "Not even close, Van. Nobody cooks like you."

"I tasted Lena's food the other day." She disagreed. "She has a gift, seriously. I NEVER have seconds, AND I DID WITH HERS!"

I smiled broadly. "She does, doesn't she?"

She agreed happily. "It's amazing, Ryder. She said I could stay with her at work today instead of being bored here."

I put my fork on the table and looked at my sister. "You never told me you were bored here."

"I feel like I'm taking too much of your time to bother you with things like that." Van's eyes met mine and she smiled slightly, running her hands through her short hair. "Besides, I like being with other people besides you."

Suddenly, the hunger left my body.

I'd been working like crazy and chasing Lena, that I hadn't noticed Vanessa's hair had started to grow again. It was a little longer than mine, and that was enough to thank life for having her with me every day.

Jumping up from my chair, I rushed to hug my sister. "Listen to me, Van. You'll never be a bother, got it? You're my little sister and I appreciate every day you're with me."

I see tears welling up in her eyes and sensing tears welling up, Van looks away. I understand she hates people seeing her cry because it's exactly what happens to me; I hate people seeing me at my worst and trying to comfort me.

I hate seeing pity in their eyes.

"You're going to be late for work if you don't hurry," she says, pulling away from my arms.

I let her go and agreed. "Go take a shower while I clean up the dishes. I'll take you to Lena's place."

With a mocking smile, she turned around. "You know I'm going to hog all the hot water in the shower, right?"

Shrugging, I smiled calmly. "I don't care, Van. None of that matters, as long as I have you with me."

Letting out an exhalation, Vanessa shook her head. "Wow, you don't play fair, Ryder."

It was about nine in the morning when we walked through the door of Inkphoric. It smelled of floor disinfectant and antibacterial gel, indicating that Lena had just finished her Saturday routine. To my surprise she wasn't at her desk, instead Ashley was the first to greet me.

Her eyes go from my sister to me and she beams. "HELLO! You must be Van, it's good to have you with us today."

Vanessa agrees and doesn't try to hide her surprise at Ashley. Because, even though she's not my type, I can admit she’s pretty. And Jackson is in no position to be picky, no matter how much he tries to hide it, his feelings for Ash are obvious.

I leave my sister chatting with Ashley and head to the back of the shop looking for Lena, but only find Thomas sitting at his desk smoking.

"Have you seen Lena?"

Taking a last drag and putting out his cigar, Thomas stares angrily at me. "Hello to you too, you son of a bitch. Do you think because you weren't rejected it doesn't make you worthy of respecting your boss?"

WHAT THE HECK!?

"Speaking of bad moods," I said in a low voice, sitting down next to him. "We've been friends for over ten years, you know. So why don't you tell me what's got you so grumpy lately?"

"Sorry, brother, you're right," He exhaled. "It's just... I'm stressed about this whole Renée pregnancy thing..."

My mouth fell open.

Thomas stopped abruptly and looked at me. "Crap, I shouldn't have said that," He shook his head. "Renée is going to kill me, I know, now she'll definitely have my balls as ornaments."

"Why hide it? If you need to talk, I understand. I wasn't going to reprimand him for something I myself had been doing for the past two years since Vanessa got sick."

Again, Thomas shook his head. And I saw real fear in his face and in his teary eyes. I knew what that look meant, because I had seen it many times in my bedroom mirror.

"I can't talk about it, Ryder. I appreciate your concern, but it's too painful to say out loud."

I've been in that position at some point, much more than I'd like to admit. Even though no one ever knew about my situation, it was very hard to talk about it out loud, because only then would we be admitting how much it affects you or how much it hurts.

And who was I to demand he speak?

Patting his shoulder in support to let him know I understood. "Thanks man," He told me

I agreed, turning to the front of the room. "No problem."

Before passing through the door, Thomas said softly my name, but I already knew what he was going to tell me.

"I would appreciate it if you kept it a secret."

He didn't need to tell me twice.

Throughout the day, I barely had a chance to talk to Lena. I was too busy dealing with clients who cancelled at the last minute and then decided to reschedule their appointments again.

Vanessa laughed from across the shop as she, Lena, and Ashley exchanged embarrassing stories. I was trying to focus on the sketch a client had requested, a memorial tattoo for his fiancée who lost her battle with cancer, but it was almost impossible.

Usually the ideas just came to me, and I had to organize them before putting them on paper. Today was different, however. I couldn't concentrate. Every time I approached a line, I imagined what it would be like to be in his position and have to deal with losing Van.

The sketch was simple, a portrait of a girl who I suppose was around my age. I wanted to make it perfect for the guy who seemed as distracted as anyone who had lost the love of their life. I wanted this tattoo to bring him better days, well, not better days, but it could certainly help him cope.

I would settle for just that.

After what must have been almost an hour, I finally finished the sketch without totally messing it up, but just to be sure, I asked Gray's opinion.

He agreed, smiling. "It's perfect, don't worry."

I exhaled, feeling some of the weight lift off me. "Alright."

I went to the waiting room and found my client leaning back in the chairs, looking at an old tattoo magazine. I knew he was just trying to appear calm instead of nervous.

No one could read backwards, right?

I approached him slowly, saying we were ready to start. He couldn't move fast enough. He basically ran and fell onto the bed. I was doing my best not to show any pity, because I'm sure that's the last thing he wanted.

Later, Lena's eyes met mine. Without saying a word, she asked me if I was okay, and I lifted my shoulders and gave her a weak smile. My situation was different from his. My sister was still fighting, so I didn't feel as overwhelmed.

Instead, my experience of loss was different.

While I was tattooing him, I could see tears welling up in his eyes in the mirror. I also saw how hard he was trying not to sob in front of me. I didn't ask any questions, but I tried to make conversation to let him know how it was going. Of course, he probably didn't care about my attempt, but I needed to reassure him that everything would be alright. Sorry, these health matters now make me ramble, I never imagined I would live through this with my sister.

Sooner or later, the pain diminishes.

Four hours passed when I finally lowered the tattoo machine and told him we were done and he could take a look.

The moment he saw the tattoo and started openly crying, I couldn't be more proud of being responsible for that. Now he would have something to remember her forever.

I was even more moved when he approached and hugged me tightly, his tears soaking my shirt. I didn't care at all when I heard him sob his thanks.

I shook my head, a lump forming in my throat. "No problem, man."

The second the guy left the shop, the girls surrounded me, congratulating me on my work. Ashley tossed her reddish-brown hair and smiled at me.

"Every time I think you're an idiot, you do something so amazing for someone."

I laughed. She was definitely sassy.

"He needed someone to do a job well, and I did. End of story."

Ashley rolled her eyes. "And I thought you had stopped being an idiot." She showed me her middle finger, put her arm around Vanessa's shoulders and led her to the back. "Come on, let's leave the lovebirds alone for a while."

I was watching my sister when slender arms wrapped around my neck. I felt the warmth of Lena's chest on my back, her chin resting on the top of my head. I let myself relax into the comfortable feeling of having her close, even if it was just for a few seconds. We both stood in silence for at least two minutes before she spoke.

"That was really well done, what you did for that guy," she said softly.

"He reminded me of Van... I saw myself in him if something happened to her." I shook my head, trying to push away the depressing thoughts. "The thing is I know what it's like to lose someone important and not be able to do anything about it."

Lena's breath warmed my ear. "Who did you lose?"

"I can't, not now, honey. I promise I'll tell you sometime, but not today."

It wasn't that I didn't want her to know. Lena already knew enough of my crap. I just wished I could sit down and tell someone about that secret Isabella and I kept, those anger management sessions and those two difficult months that followed. But as I said before, it was too much to face again.

Lena kissed my cheek and agreed. "It's okay, Ryder. Take your time."

Damn, she was perfect.

I turned my head and planted a soft kiss on her beautiful lips. "Thank you."

She smiled at me, her face turning red as she pulled away. "We better get back to work, or Thomas will go crazy."

I smiled broadly, standing up. "He's been in a really bad mood lately, huh?"

She reacted, burying her face in her hands. "Don't even remind me. He yelled at me for being three minutes late this morning." I laughed and she stared angrily at me. "It's not funny, Ryder. I need this job, and you know that."

How could I not laugh? She was so incredibly cute, it's almost impossible not to be.

"Thomas isn't going to fire you, honey. You make everything in this place run better than you think." I leaned closer to her face. "Besides, I won't let him do that, okay?"

She agreed, but her eyes never left my lips. I grinned and kissed her again, this time taking my time to really savor it.

Stepping back, I gave her a huge smile. "Could you tell me who my next client is?"

Lena blinked, confused, and after a few seconds, seemed to understand what I had asked. She grabbed her schedule with trembling hands and turned through the pages quickly.

"Crap, I forgot to confirm the appointment," she said quietly, rubbing her face and picking up the phone next to her.

I waited, watching her as she spoke to the client. I saw her showed frustration and apologize several times to the person on the other end.
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