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Chapter 1: The Ink Appointment
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The sharp scent of antiseptic hung thick in the air, blending with the low hum of an old-school rock ballad thumping from the wall-mounted speakers. Ivy Langley stepped into Black Vow Ink, her fingers curling tightly around the strap of her purse, nerves winding tighter with every slow step forward. The studio was dimly lit, shadows dancing across steel and ink, framed sketches lining the walls like forbidden stories, every one of them sharp, bold, unapologetic.

This was not the kind of place a girl like her was supposed to be.

She stood out like a white rose in a graveyard—high-waisted jeans hugging her hips, her soft cotton top pulled down to cover the modest line of her collarbone, lips glossed with a hint of pink, not red. Never red. Her eyes scanned the place, landing on the receptionist—who had more ink on her neck than Ivy had ever seen in her entire life—before flicking back to the black leather couch against the wall.

“I’m here for a two o’clock appointment,” Ivy said, voice steadier than she felt.

The receptionist gave a lazy glance to the monitor and then called out over her shoulder, “Rowan, your virgin’s here.”

Ivy’s face flamed.

A door opened at the back of the studio, the clink of metal bracelets, a shadow shifting, and then he walked in—Rowan Cross. All muscle and ink, wearing a black tank top that did nothing to hide the sleeves of tattoos winding up his thick arms. His jaw was carved like a sin, dark stubble rough across his chin, eyes the color of something cold and cruel. He wasn’t smiling. He didn’t have to.

He looked at her the way fire looks at paper.

“Ivy Langley,” he said. His voice was low, a rasp that sent heat sliding down her spine. “I thought you’d chicken out.”

He knew her. Of course he did. He’d known her since she was thirteen—awkward and bookish, trailing after her older brother, trying too hard not to be noticed. He’d been her brother’s best friend, the dangerous one who always made her heart trip over itself.

And now, he was her tattooist.

“I don’t chicken out,” she said, lifting her chin.

A corner of his mouth twitched—amusement, maybe challenge. “We’ll see about that.”

He turned and gestured for her to follow, leading her through a hallway lined with inked art, black walls etched with frames like trophies of pain and rebellion. She followed him into a private room, the door clicking shut behind them. The silence that followed was intimate. Smothering. Electric.

“I thought I was getting someone else,” she admitted, stepping forward, eyes sweeping over the reclining chair, the inked tools arranged in eerie symmetry.

“Too bad,” he said, without looking up. “You got me.”

He set down a tray of sterile needles, his fingers precise, his movements casual in that way men are when they’re completely in control. Ivy tried not to stare, but his arms moved like poetry—rough, brutal, beautiful. Her heart hammered.

“Take off your top,” he said, without preamble.

She froze. “Excuse me?”

“You booked a shoulder piece. I need skin. I won’t ask again.”

Her fingers trembled as she pulled her shirt over her head, revealing a white lace bralette. His eyes flicked over her body—slow, hot, deliberate. She felt exposed, stripped to more than skin. He was undressing her with his eyes, peeling her down to her pulse.

He stepped closer. “You’ve never been touched by ink. I can tell.”

“No,” she whispered.

“Good,” he murmured, brushing a strand of hair from her neck. “Then I get to be your first.”

The stencil was cold against her shoulder, the transfer press a tease. And then the buzzing started.

The needle kissed her skin, and her world changed.

It wasn’t the pain that caught her off guard—it was the heat. The way every press of ink into her skin felt like his fingers digging deeper, like he was marking her from the inside out. He leaned close, his breath ghosting over her neck, the scent of smoke and sin clinging to him like a second skin.

She bit her lip to keep from gasping, but he noticed anyway.

“Hurts?” he asked, lips a breath from her ear.

“No.”

“Liar.”

He kept going, the buzz of the machine masking the thrum of her heart. Her hands gripped the chair, nails digging into the leather. She could feel him—his heat, his dominance, his desire. It wasn’t spoken, but it was there in every touch. Every glance.

“I always wondered,” he murmured. “What you’d look like under all that sugar and lace.”

She turned her head slightly, meeting his gaze. “You shouldn’t say things like that.”

“I say what I want.”

“My brother—”

“Isn’t here.”

She didn’t move. Neither did he. The needle stopped, and the silence pulsed.

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked.

Yes, her mind screamed. But her body said something else entirely. Her breath was ragged, her thighs clenched. She shook her head slowly.

“Good girl.”

The ink continued, but now there was something else. The pad of his thumb brushing too close. His fingers gripping her side just a little too tight. The moment stretched, bent, and twisted. Time lost meaning. So did reason.

“I always knew you’d be trouble,” he said quietly. “But I didn’t know you’d look at me like this.”

“Like what?”

“Like you want me to ruin you.”

She swallowed, heart breaking against her ribs. “Maybe I do.”

The machine stopped. Silence fell again. And this time, when he looked at her, it was like something unspoken cracked wide open. He set down the tattoo gun, pulled off his gloves slowly, deliberately, and then leaned down until his lips brushed her shoulder.

“You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

“Show me.”

His hand cupped her jaw, his thumb brushing her bottom lip. And then his mouth was on hers—hot, rough, claiming. There was no hesitation, no apology. It was like he’d been waiting years to do it. Her fingers tangled in his shirt, his hands dragging her against him, her bare skin pressed to inked muscle.

It was messy. Desperate. Wrong.

And perfect.

When they broke apart, both breathless, he whispered, “Next session’s going to hurt more.”

She blinked. “Why?”

He smirked. “Because now I know how good you taste.”

He stepped back, picked up the ink gun, and returned to work like nothing had happened.

But Ivy knew everything had changed.

And this was only the beginning.
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Chapter 2: Enter Rowan Cross
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Rowan Cross didn’t look up when Ivy walked into the studio the next day, even though he knew the rhythm of her steps like the base line of a song that had haunted him for years. He didn’t need to see her to know it was her. The slight hesitation before she entered the back room, the tension she wore like perfume—he’d tattooed enough people to know fear and thrill lived side by side, especially in her. He could smell it on her skin, sweet and tainted, and it made his blood pump in a way that had nothing to do with art.

He was supposed to pretend it was nothing.

Just another girl. Just another client.

But she wasn’t.

She was Levi Langley’s little sister—the one who wasn’t supposed to be here, wasn’t supposed to belong in a world like his. She was sweetness wrapped in something harder now, something trembling beneath the surface. And Rowan wanted to peel that softness back with his teeth.

She stepped into his private studio again, that same hesitance cloaking her movements, though her shoulders were pulled straighter today, her chin lifted like she was daring him to notice. Her eyes flicked to his, trying not to stare, and failing. She always failed. They all did.

“I’m here for the touch-up,” she said, even though the tattoo didn’t need one yet.

He didn’t call her out on it. She wasn’t here for ink. She was here for him.

“Sit,” he said, nodding to the chair.

She obeyed.

He moved around her, slow and deliberate. Every step he took drew him closer into her gravity. The room wasn’t big enough for the tension stretching between them like thread pulled too tight, and he was about to snap it on purpose. He wanted to watch her unravel, inch by trembling inch.

He pulled on a pair of gloves, the snap of latex loud in the silence. She was already baring her shoulder, that same white lace bralette peeking through. He traced his finger lightly over the tattooed skin, feeling her shiver under the contact.

“It healed perfectly,” he said, his voice quiet, too quiet. “You didn’t need to come in.”

“I wanted to.”

He let the words hang between them, then reached for the machine. The buzz kicked up, and she stiffened before relaxing into the sound, the sensation she’d come to crave more than she’d admit.

“I didn’t sleep last night,” she said suddenly, the words barely audible.

“I didn’t ask.”

“I know. Just thought I’d tell you.”

His hands were steady, but his mind wasn’t. He focused on the ink, the skin, the lines already branded into her. But his mind raced with everything else. Her lips parted. Her body arching just slightly under his touch. The sound she made when he bit her shoulder the night before.

“I kept thinking about what you said,” she whispered.

“I say a lot of things.”

“You said I wanted you to ruin me.”

The machine stopped. Silence thundered between them. Rowan set it down, wiped the fresh layer of balm over the already perfect ink, and stepped back.

“Do you?” he asked.

Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “I think I already do.”

That was all it took. He gripped her chin, tilted her head up, and kissed her again, rougher this time. Not like he was claiming her. Like he was owning her. She melted into him, fingers finding the edge of his shirt, nails digging in like she needed to hold on or be swept away. He lifted her with ease, setting her on the edge of the ink table, standing between her thighs, her legs wrapping around him like instinct.

“You have no idea what I’ll do to you,” he growled against her lips.

“Then show me.”

He kissed her again, hard enough to leave bruises, his hands exploring her body like it was a canvas he couldn’t wait to paint. Her soft gasps, her moans, the way her body responded—it was all fuel. Dangerous fuel.

But then the door opened.

“Rowan, you got—” the voice cut off. Ivy froze.

It was Levi.

Rowan didn’t move. Didn’t even flinch. But Ivy pushed against his chest, panic seizing her, and Rowan stepped back just enough to let her slide off the table, grabbing her shirt and pulling it on fast, even as her skin still burned.

Levi stood in the doorway, eyes narrowing, jaw tight.

“What the fuck is going on?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Ivy said, too fast.

Rowan crossed his arms, gaze level. “I was finishing her ink.”

“In private?”

“I work better without distractions.”

Levi’s eyes darted between them, suspicion thick in the air. He didn’t buy it. Not for a second. But Rowan had perfected the art of indifference. He leaned back against the counter, picked up a rag, and cleaned his tools with slow precision.

“You shouldn’t be here, Ivy,” Levi said, voice low. “This isn’t your scene.”

“I can be where I want,” she shot back, defensive fire blooming in her tone.

Rowan almost smiled. Almost.

“Rowan’s not—he’s not good for you.”

That made Rowan laugh, dark and sharp. “Never said I was good for anyone.”

Levi stared at him. “She’s off-limits.”

“Then tell her that.”

Levi turned to Ivy, his expression softening slightly. “Come on. Let’s go.”

She hesitated.

Rowan didn’t look at her. Didn’t move. Just kept cleaning his tools like it didn’t matter, even though it did. It fucking did.

She left.

The silence that followed her departure was worse than the guilt.

Levi waited until the door clicked shut before stepping closer. “I mean it, man. Stay the hell away from her.”

Rowan looked up, finally. “You don’t get to decide who she is anymore. She’s not thirteen. She’s not your little sister in braces.”

“She’s still mine to protect.”

“No,” Rowan said, voice low. “She’s not. Not anymore.”

Levi left without another word, and the studio door slammed shut.

Rowan stood there for a long time, staring at the empty chair where Ivy had sat, still feeling the shape of her body against his hands, the ghost of her kiss on his lips. This was already spiraling out of control. And he couldn’t stop it.

He didn’t want to.

Later that night, he found her waiting outside the studio, in the alley behind the building. The streetlight flickered above her like a dying heartbeat, casting shadows across her face.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

“You’re the one who said I wanted to be ruined.”

His throat tightened. “You don’t understand what that means.”

“Then teach me.”

She stepped into him, fearless now. She kissed him like she was starving for it, her hands in his hair, her body pressed to his. And Rowan let go. Let himself fall. Let himself forget the consequences.

He lifted her, pushed her against the graffiti-smeared wall, her breath catching in his mouth. His hands were everywhere—under her shirt, sliding down her thighs, pulling her apart like he wanted to own every inch. She gasped his name, and he growled into her neck, biting down hard enough to make her cry out.

This was madness. This was hell. And he was addicted already.

She was the line he shouldn’t cross. The girl he should’ve left untouched.

But now that he’d had her, he knew.

There was no going back.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Lines and Boundaries
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Ivy lay in her bed, staring at the ceiling, the scent of Rowan still clinging to her skin like smoke. Her lips were bruised, not visibly but inside, a throb that wouldn’t fade, a pulse that refused to settle. Her body still ached from his touch—not from pain, not from regret—but from the sheer intensity of what they had ignited. She had crossed a line with him last night, one that couldn’t be walked back. There was no un-kissing him. No un-feeling the way her soul had shifted when his body crushed hers against that wall.

Her fingers traced the edges of her tattoo, still healing, still raw, and the image of his hands on her body while he inked it only made her shiver deeper. Her phone lit up on the nightstand. A message from Rowan.

You awake?

Simple. Unapologetic. His presence in words. She didn’t reply immediately. Not because she didn’t want to, but because she didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t feel too much or not enough. The rules had shattered. The structure of who they were supposed to be had caved in the moment his lips claimed hers.

She typed out three words, then deleted them. Typed again. Finally sent:
I can’t sleep.
Seconds later:
Neither can I. Come to the studio. Back door. No one’ll see.
She stared at the message. Her heart slammed in her chest. It wasn’t an invitation. It was a challenge. An unspoken dare. She didn’t hesitate. She threw on a hoodie, tugged on sneakers, and slipped out the window like a teenager sneaking away from the life she was supposed to want.

The night was cold. The air bit at her cheeks as she made her way through dim streets and alley turns until the looming shadow of Black Vow Ink appeared like a secret lover waiting with bated breath. The back door was unlocked just as he promised. She slipped in, the scent of ink and leather wrapping around her like welcome arms. Rowan was there, leaning against the counter, arms folded, black t-shirt stretched tight across his chest. His eyes caught her instantly.

He didn’t speak. Neither did she. The silence between them was alive, thick with everything they hadn’t said. She stepped closer. He didn’t move. Just let her come to him. When she stood before him, he reached for her slowly, dragging the hoodie down her shoulders, revealing the thin tank beneath. His fingers brushed her collarbone, and it was all she could do not to fall apart from the gentleness in that simple touch.

“You didn’t have to come,” he murmured.

“I wanted to.”

“Even after last night?”

“Especially after last night.”

He stared at her for a long beat, then turned and walked toward the tattoo table. “Sit.”

She obeyed, not because she was submissive, but because the command in his voice made something in her unravel. He pulled on gloves, but didn’t reach for the machine. Instead, he walked up behind her, brushing her hair aside, exposing the line of her neck. His lips followed, trailing soft bites down her shoulder.

“This is bad,” she whispered, breathless.

“I know.”

“I don’t want to stop.”

“I can’t.”

He kissed her again, slower this time. Measured. Like he was memorizing her taste. She moaned into his mouth, her hands curling into his shirt, pulling him closer. He dragged her onto his lap, her thighs straddling his waist, his hands gripping her hips with bruising force. Their bodies moved together like they already knew the rhythm, like they’d done this in another life, like sin was carved into their bones.

She kissed him with fire. He responded with hunger. They couldn’t get close enough.

But the door rattled.

They froze.

“I locked it,” he said, barely breathing.

The rattle came again. Then silence.

Rowan stood, holding her against him, then gently set her down. He moved to the door, checking the lock. No one was there. Just the wind.

Still, the spell was broken.

He turned to her, his jaw tight. “We need to be careful.”

“Why?”

“Because if Levi finds out—”

“He already suspects.”

“That’s not the same as proof.”

She crossed her arms, suddenly cold. “Are you scared?”

He looked at her, something dark in his eyes. “I’m terrified.”

She didn’t expect that. He was fearless. Or so she
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