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      “Carrie Ann Ryan knows how to pull your heartstrings and make your pulse pound! Her wonderful Redwood Pack series will draw you in and keep you reading long into the night. I can’t wait to see what comes next with the new generation, the Talons. Keep them coming, Carrie Ann!” –Lara Adrian, New York Times bestselling author of CRAVE THE NIGHT

      “Carrie Ann Ryan never fails to draw readers in with passion, raw sensuality, and characters that pop off the page.  Any book by Carrie Ann is an absolute treat.” – New York Times Bestselling Author J. Kenner

      "With snarky humor, sizzling love scenes, and brilliant, imaginative worldbuilding, The Dante's Circle series reads as if Carrie Ann Ryan peeked at my personal wish list!" – NYT Bestselling Author, Larissa Ione

      "Carrie Ann Ryan writes sexy shifters in a world full of passionate happily-ever-afters." – New York Times Bestselling Author Vivian Arend

      “Carrie Ann’s books are sexy with characters you can’t help but love from page one. They are heat and heart blended to perfection.” New York Times Bestselling Author Jayne Rylon

      Carrie Ann Ryan's books are wickedly funny and deliciously hot, with plenty of twists to keep you guessing. They'll keep you up all night!” USA Today Bestselling Author Cari Quinn

      "Once again, Carrie Ann Ryan knocks the Dante's Circle series out of the park. The queen of hot, sexy, enthralling paranormal romance, Carrie Ann is an author not to miss!" New York Times bestselling Author Marie Harte
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      Ashylnn didn't want him…she craved him. That was her first mistake, but not her last. She's the boss of her life and decisions. She doesn’t have time for a bearded, inked man. But he may just make her yearn for it.

      Jax thought it would only be for one night but now he wants more. She’s the straight-laced executive to his leather-and-jeans life, and she makes him desire more. She is so much more. But how much, he may never know.

      Author Note: Executive Ink is a Montgomery Ink short story and a little different than what you’re used to from me. It’s shorter than my other novellas at only ~12,000 words. It has a complete HEA, and is perfect for a steamy evening, one-sitting read.
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      Exhaustion crept over Ashlynn Kelly’s body, but she ignored it, pushing it deep down where she knew it would stay until she found time to actually take care of it. Much like she ignored the fact that her feet had gone numb about two hours ago in her red-soled stilettos, and how her back ached enough that she knew it would take at least three hour-long massages to get out the kinks. Of course, by the time she arranged appointments with her massage therapist, she’d need even more hours with him, and she’d be down another pair of shoes.

      But she’d closed the damn deal.

      Nothing could take that away from her.

      Not even blisters on her feet and a throbbing temple or two or even the muggy Atlanta air.

      She’d spent her life working countless hours and barely sleeping while dealing with condescending men in business suits. Guys who traveled on Mondays to get to out-of-town business meetings while laughing far too loudly and looking at her legs rather than her face before flying back home Friday evenings with even more leers. She’d dealt with them during her meetings as they called her “honey,” and flashed them her patented icy glare when they gave her their coffee orders before every conference or panel instead of treating her like an equal. She’d gotten her MBA while working two jobs and dealt with men who only looked at her for her tits and pins—their words, not hers—not her brain.

      Now, she was the CFO of a Forbes 500 company and kicking genuine ass.

      At least, this week.

      So, yes, her feet hurt, and she had a headache from hell, but there were no mediocre men with fat egos around to piss her off.  Only, she had a feeling as soon as she walked back into the hotel lobby, she’d be surrounded by those blowhards in suits and loosened ties. She’d been in the conference center across the street most of the day, and rather than walk the extra mile to use the covered bridge that connected the two buildings, she’d opted to go outside and breathe some fresh air for what felt like the first time in weeks.

      Between meetings, panels, lunches on the premises, and dinners that had, for some reason, only occurred in the revolving restaurant on-site, she’d spent her entire week breathing hotel and conference room air.

      As soon as her crosswalk light turned green, Ashlynn inhaled a deep breath and almost choked. It was a little too humid and damp at the moment for that kind of breathing, and she knew the underneath layers of her hair were starting to curl. That was why she’d spent the days inside rather than out. Her throat might be dry and her skin in need of some serious lotion time thanks to the acrid air of the hotel, but her hair and makeup had stayed in place for the ten hours she’d needed it to throughout the day.

      At the moment, however, she didn’t give a damn how she looked. She’d made the deal, gotten her company’s name in the hands of the few people at the event who didn’t know about them and had even impressed the good ol’ boys who thought her a stripper rather than their potential rival.

      Silly men and their tiny dicks in this business, she thought. They never saw her coming until it was far too late and she’d walked all over them, wrapping them around her finger at the same time for good measure.

      Ashlynn was damn good at what she did, and when she got home, she’d open a bottle of wine to celebrate.

      By herself.

      Because it wasn’t as if she had time these days to actually go out and meet someone, let alone get to know them enough to bring them into her life like that. She hadn’t had sex with another person in months, but that was fine. She had her hand, and a nice selection of vibrators—one that even blew little puffs of air right on her clit and made her come in five seconds flat—she didn’t need a man.

      Though a hot night of sex with no commitments might be nice one day. Just meaningless, against-the-door sex with a man who loved going down on her until she came over and over again before fucking her hard into the mattress until he released himself all over her. Just downright dirty, unhinged, no holds barred sex.

      Ashlynn swallowed hard. Yes, that would be nice.

      Not that she’d actually get that in her hotel at the moment since she knew probably half the men down in the bar area. That meant she needed to remain her professional, icy self and make use of the showerhead in her hotel bathroom when she got back up to her room. There was no way she’d sleep with someone in her profession—not when that would rebound on her. God forbid a woman want a night of hot sex without being labeled a slut. The rest of her coworkers could get away with that because they were men, but not her. She had to remain aboveboard because double standards were still a thing, no matter how many marches she attended or how hard she tapped that glass ceiling—at least for now, damn it.

      It wasn’t as if she were the only woman in this position either. Her company had more women than it had before—thanks to her—but she was the only one at this particular conference since it was her project on the line. Ashlynn didn’t know the other women attending this week that well since they hadn’t been in her panels as they each had their own jobs to do, so she was pretty much on her own. And while that suited her most days, tonight, she was a bit lonely.

      Ashlynn shook her head as she stepped onto the pavement that separated the two large streets she’d had to cross in order to get back to her hotel. The pedestrian crossing lights were so short that it took two cycles to get from one side to the other—even with her power walk in heels.

      Tapping her foot, she looked around at the traffic surrounding her and tried not to sway from foot to foot. Her feet hurt. Maybe she didn’t need hot sex; a foot massage might be enough. Sadly, she knew from experience that doing it herself just wasn’t quite the same—much like an orgasm, but that was something she wasn’t going to think about.

      The red hand went away, and the little man lit up, so she looked both ways—as people were idiots when it came to driving no matter what state you were in—and stepped into the crosswalk. She’d almost made it to the other side when bright lights came at her, and she did the one thing she’d sworn never to do in an intense situation—something she’d never done before.

      She froze.

      Strong hands wrapped around her middle and tugged her to the side of the road, and her toe caught on the curb. With an oof, she found herself lying on a hard, male chest, a large hand on her waist, the other on her head as if protecting her, even though she’d been the one to land on him.

      “You okay, princess?” the man rumbled. Yes, rumbled—she could feel the sound of his growl of a voice under her hands. She blinked down at him, the adrenaline pounding in her system and making it hard for her to catch her breath. The man beneath her wore a T-shirt with some logo on the front, and from what she could feel beneath her legs, he also wore jeans. His hair was a tad too long, and his beard was scruffy yet oddly sexy. And the ink she caught a glimpse of? Oh, my.

      Maybe she’d hit her head when she fell.

      “Princess?”

      “Don’t call me princess.” Not the thank you she’d planned on saying, but clearly, she wasn’t thinking straight.

      He smirked at her, but it wasn’t like the ones the men in suits usually gave her. Instead, this one heated her inner thighs, and she really hated him for it.

      “If you can snap at me like that, you should be okay. Want me to let you up, or would you rather lay sprawled like this outside? I don’t mind it much since having a sexy woman on top of me is never a hardship, but I’m pretty sure there’s a rock underneath my back digging into my spine that’ll probably hurt in the morning.”

      Ashlynn scrambled off him, aware that she never scrambled. She was far too put-together for that, but she supposed nearly being run over by a car would do that to any woman. The man put a hand on her hip as she stood with him, and she took a step to the side, needing her space. He might have saved her life, but she didn’t know this man, and for some reason, he screamed danger to her instincts. Not his looks since menace could wear suits just as well as ink, but she could still sense something that told her to walk away and never look back.

      “Thank you for getting me out of the way,” she said stiffly. “I shouldn’t have frozen like that.” She was so pissed at herself for not reacting quickly enough.

      The man in front of her frowned. “No need to thank me, princess. And you didn’t freeze. Not really. Everything happened so quickly that I’m pretty sure you could have saved yourself. I just helped it along since that asshole didn’t even stop after running that red.” He shrugged and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Anyway, I’d still be sure to check for any bruises.” He blinked when she narrowed her eyes at him. “Not meaning me, though I wouldn’t say no since you’re damn sexy right now with that glare of yours. I meant you, or your doctor or something. You want me to walk you to your hotel just to be sure?”

      She shook her head. “I’m fine, but thank you again.”

      “No problem. Just keep a lookout for rogue cars.” He nodded and started back to the hotel behind them. Her hotel.

      That was a little too coincidental for her to keep up the icy act she’d perfected. “Are you staying here?” she asked his back.

      He turned and raised a sexy brow. Who knew brows could be sexy? “Yeah. You?”

      She nodded and licked her lips. It had to be the adrenaline making her want to say what she was about to say. But a girl didn’t land on a sexy as hell man in the middle of a sidewalk every day.

      “Can I buy you a drink?” Her nipples tightened. Adrenaline. Had to be the adrenaline. “To say thank you.”

      His gaze met hers before he smiled widely—not that smirk he’d given her before, but a bright grin surrounded by a big beard. A smile that once again went straight to the center of her thighs and made her knees weak.

      “I’m Jax, princess, and I think a drink sounds perfect.”

      “Ashlynn. I’m Ashlynn.” And I’m about to do the most reckless thing I’ve ever done in my life.

      

      Jax pressed her back against the hotel door, and she moaned into his mouth, not able to get enough of him. He tasted of the beer he’d had when she bought him that drink in the hotel bar, though she couldn’t remember what she’d ordered. She’d ignored the blatant stares from those she knew in the bar and would ignore them from here on out if they gave her any shit.

      The man currently licking her ear and biting down on the lobe wasn’t any of those men. He was hers. Just for this night—and that’s exactly how she wanted it.

      His beard wasn’t as scruffy as she thought it would be. Instead, it was soft and slid against her skin in a delicious way that had her thinking about what it would feel like when he ate her out.

      Not if. When.

      Because she’d damn well get that talented tongue of his between her thighs tonight. That was a given.

      “Damn, princess, you can kiss,” Jax breathed as he licked up her neck.

      Seriously, the man had a talented tongue.

      “Call me Ashlynn,” she panted, sliding her hands under his shirt so she could feel the heat of his skin beneath her fingertips. “I’m no princess.”

      He moved to cup her face and kiss her hard, his tongue sliding across hers in an erotic caress. “But you look like a dark-haired version of that icy one from the movie with that song that I’m not going to sing or we’ll end up having it stuck in our heads for the next six months.”

      And now she would be singing it for at least that long. Thank you, Jax.

      She raised a brow even as her eyes rolled to the back of her head when he sucked on the place where her shoulder met her neck. “She was a queen, and animated. I don’t look like her.”

      He kissed her hard again on the lips. “You have her eyes. And that attitude.”

      “Call me Ashlynn if you want to finish what we started here. Because I won’t just be a random woman for the evening. Tomorrow, when we part ways and never see each other again, you can think of me as princess all you want. Tonight? Tonight, I’m Ashlynn. Got me?”

      Jax grinned this time, and it was a new smile to her. He had so many expressions, and she’d only just met the man. “I can do that, Ashlynn. As long as I get to suck on these tits of yours that have been talking to me since they were pressed against my chest, and as long as I can taste that pussy of yours that has pretty much drenched my thigh since you straddled me. Does that sound like a plan?”

      She swallowed hard, her clit throbbing in response to his words. No need to be embarrassed when she could see his arousal just as well as he could feel hers. “As long as you fuck me, too. Because I’m going to need this cock of yours inside me.” She reached between them and gripped the long line of him through his jeans. “Does that sound like a plan?”

      He growled low in his throat, and she barely kept from pressing her legs together to relieve the ache. “We’re wearing too many clothes for this.” Then he gripped the back of her hair and tugged, pulling her head back so he could devour her mouth with his.

      They pulled on each other’s clothes, practically tearing them from their bodies. There was no finesse here, no tease of temptation. This was all need pounding through them as they learned one another.

      Ashlynn reached between them, wrapping her fingers around his hard length. Of course, since this had to all be a dream, her fingers couldn’t quite touch each other around the base.

      Best. Fantasy. Ever.

      “Jesus, Ash,” Jax growled out. “You’re gonna make me blow my load before I even get to taste your cunt. And believe me, I need to get a taste of you.” He squeezed his hand over hers with a groan before pulling away. “On your back, Ash. I need you.”

      “Ashlynn. I’m Ashlynn.” She never shortened her name, never wanted to be a pile of burned embers, the remnants of the woman she’d once been.

      He kissed her again, and she almost forgot her name entirely. “You’re my Ash. My Ashlynn. Just for tonight, remember.” He winked at her. “I promise to respect you in the morning.”

      She laughed at the joke before letting out a little gasp when he tossed her onto the bed behind them. Before she could scold him for throwing her around like a sack of potatoes, she screamed his name as he buried his face between her thighs.

      “Jesus,” she panted when he lapped at her clit, his beard scraping her skin in such a way that it nearly sent her over the edge of bliss. He sucked and licked until she arched against him, coming so hard that she didn’t have the air in her lungs to even call out his name.

      Her nipples ached, and her breasts were heavy, so she lazily pinched the nubs between her fingers, still needing relief even while Jax licked up her orgasm.

      “Those are mine for the night, Ash.”

      She blinked up at him in a haze as he leaned down and sucked a nipple into his mouth. “Damn,” she breathed.

      He chuckled against her, his beard scraping her overly sensitive skin. “You taste fucking sweet. I’m going to enjoy fucking that tight pussy of yours tonight. You still okay with this?” He kissed her breasts then met her eyes. “Because we can stop if you want to. Just say the word, and I’ll walk out of here without another word if this is too much for you.”

      For some reason, the care in his words made her choke up, and she hated herself for that. This was just meaningless sex, and it would do her well to remember that.

      “Thanks for your concern, but I see a very thick and hard cock in front of me that needs to be inside me. So, if you aren’t going to get the job done, then I’ll just use my fingers on myself and leave you hurting. How does that sound?” Knowing she sounded like a bitch, she added, “Plus, I need to repay the favor, Jax. I want you. Right now. Just you and me for one night, remember?”

      He leaned down and kissed her so softly it was just a bare brush of lips. “I remember. Just checking, Ashlynn. Don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You can’t hurt me.” A lie. It was always a lie, but one she’d perfected.

      He met her gaze. “Okay, then. Let me wrap up because I want you safe.” He shuffled to his jeans and pulled out his wallet and a condom before meeting her gaze as he rolled the latex down his length. “Ready for me?”

      In answer, she cupped her breast and slid her other hand between her legs. “Hurry.”

      He was on her in a flash, sliding into her in one deep thrust. They both let out a gasp, but he didn’t pause. Instead, he pounded into her, edging her closer and closer until all she could feel was him inside and the heat of her need. Then she came with a groan, her inner walls clamping around him, hard.

      Jax kissed her fiercely again as he came, his hips moving at such a vigorous pace that she had a feeling they’d both be sore in the morning. She clung to him, her orgasm slowly fading but her need for him anything but.

      Yet this was only one night. And when she left in the morning, she’d never look back. She couldn’t afford to.

      There would be no last names. No numbers exchanged. No promises.

      This was all she needed.

      At least that’s what she told herself.
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      Jax Reagan shouldn’t have been surprised when he’d woken up the previous morning to an empty bed, but damned if he wasn’t disappointed. He’d had the best sex of his life, and Ashlynn had left him when he slept without a backwards glance. Yeah, what they’d done was spontaneous, and they’d made no promises, but he still thought he’d have been the one to leave.

      He’d never had a woman leave him sleeping in bed before, and while he wasn’t sure how he felt about that, he knew there was nothing he could do. He didn’t live in Atlanta anymore and wasn’t going back anytime soon. He’d only been there to finish up a final job for a previous client he hadn’t wanted to deal with in the first place. But his old boss still held a few strings Jax hadn’t been able to sever until last night. So, Jax had flown from his new home in Denver to Atlanta to finish a tattoo he’d started the year before and hadn’t wanted to fly back that night. Instead, he’d used his buddy’s points and stayed at a hotel he normally wouldn’t have paid for, but his friend had insisted. Jax had figured he’d spend the night watching a movie and sinking into decent sheets.

      Instead, he’d sunk into something way more than decent.

      Ashlynn. Ash. Princess.

      The executive to his ink.

      And he’d never see her again.

      And what a damn shame that was—and not just because they’d fucked until the wee hours of the morning and he still hadn’t gotten enough. No, he liked her. He’d only gotten to know her a little bit, but he liked what he saw. And he had to be honest that pulling her out of harm’s way the first time he saw her had sent him over the edge just a little bit.

      But now he’d have to put her out of his mind because he was back in Denver and working a half shift for the day at his new place of business. Montgomery Ink was a fantastic and popular tattoo shop in the heart of downtown Denver. A brother and sister who seemed to have around forty other family members coming and going from the black and hot pink doors at all hours of the day ran the place.

      Austin and Maya treated him right, gave him the hours he needed, and actually cared about the ink they were hired to create.

      That meant it was only about a thousand times better than his previous job.

      Jax held back a shudder as he opened his sketchbook to work on his next project. Hell, his last place had been a dump where he’d been the best artist there, though that wasn’t saying much. He’d made practically no money since his boss, Sammy, took a large cut for himself for one reason or another. Jax figured Sammy was in so deep with the mob and in so much debt that he needed Jax’s ink money day in and day out.

      And now that Jax wasn’t there, Sammy wasn’t making the kind of money he used to, and Jax had to deal with the endless texts and phone calls from his old boss.

      Sammy wanted him back, and what Sammy wanted, Sammy got.

      Only Jax didn’t want to go back. He liked Montgomery Ink and enjoyed being out from under the mob’s thumb. Luckily, he’d never dealt with them personally, but he’d been close enough to know fear when he scented it on the air.

      In fact, he’d had a run-in with Sammy and a few men that Jax didn’t really want to identify before he ran in to Ashlynn—literally—on the sidewalk. The guys had found him a few blocks down, and Jax had just escaped with a few short words when he saw the car coming at Ash down the street. It had scared him shitless to see her in harm’s way, and he had reacted without thinking by pulling her toward him. It was something he hoped anyone would have done, but he wasn’t so sure these days. Not with the hell he’d been through recently.

      He blew out a breath and ran his hands over his beard. But now he was home, and hopefully done with Sammy’s Ink and his crew. The only thing he regretted about any of that was that he’d never see Ashlynn again. He didn’t know where she lived, but he had a feeling it wasn’t in Atlanta since it looked as if she was in the hotel for a conference.

      Jax guessed one night of hot sex and unforgettable tastes and touches would have to do him for a while.

      It was a damn shame.

      “You good over there, or do you need a minute to yourself?” Austin Montgomery teased from over in his booth. The Montgomery Ink set-up was similar to the other shops Jax had worked in. There were booths lined up on two sides of the large room, and each artist had his own workspace that he or she could make their own depending on what they needed. A couple of new rooms had been added recently—the privacy room with curtains they used for those who needed it, and a piercing room. There were also three booths in the back for rotating and visiting artists; Jax had one of those spots now. He was still new enough that he worked full-time hours but wasn’t a full member of Montgomery Ink yet. He’d have to work up to that like everyone else who worked for the Montgomerys, and if he were lucky, he’d stay for longer than a month or two like some of the people that came and went.

      “Jax?” Derek asked from the booth next to him. “You good? You didn’t even rise to the bait with Austin’s joke.”

      Jax shook his head and gave Austin a look. “Oh, I heard it. I was just ‘taking a minute to myself.’”

      His boss rolled his eyes and grinned. “Just don’t jerk off in your booth. That’d be hell to clean up. For you. Because there are things friends and co-workers don’t need to see or think about. And especially not do.”

      Jax flipped him off before turning to a blank page in his sketchbook. He had a client coming in who wanted a small dragon on his ribs. The client had been adamant about the size and placement, and Jax hadn’t been able to dissuade him. The problem with the level of detail a dragon required was that it looked like crap on a smaller scale—and the ribcage was the worst for things like that. So, Jax would have to figure out a compromise because there was no way he’d give this guy a crappy tattoo.

      Finding the balance between a client’s needs and what could actually be done was the main part of his job. At least, it was supposed to be a big component. It hadn’t always been like that when he worked for Sammy, and he’d hated it. He’d been bogged down by the drama of the shop and everything that came with that. It wasn’t until he finally got his mom and sister out of the city and into Denver that he’d been able to get out from under Sammy’s thumb.

      Someone nudged his shoulder, and Jax looked up to see Austin frowning at him. “What?” he asked, his voice hoarse. He hadn’t slept that well the night before since he was thinking of his time with Ashlynn and he was starting to feel it.

      “You look like shit, man,” Austin said with a frown. “Go catch a power nap on the couch Maya keeps in the office. It’s still early enough that you won’t have a walk-in, and you’re clear on the books until this afternoon anyway since you planned to take your sister out to lunch.”

      Jax shook his head, feeling like an idiot for disappointing his new boss. He liked the Montgomerys and didn’t want to screw things up because he wasn’t sleeping. “I’m good.”

      Austin sighed. “No, you aren’t. Just take a nap. We’ve all been there. Either that or chug some coffee. Hailey next door knows your order by now, and since that woman seems to have a sixth sense with these things, she’s probably already making it.”

      Sloane, the other tattoo artist in the room, grinned. “My woman knows what she’s doing.” Hailey and Sloane were married, though Jax didn’t know the details of how the sweet woman who owned the café next door had gotten together with the big and brash, inked man who worked with Jax, but he figured it was a good story.

      “She does make damn fantastic brownies,” Jax said, his stomach rumbling. “Think she’d let me have one for breakfast?” He was already up, feeling a little peppier at the thought.

      Sloane snorted. “For you? Sure. For me? Not so much. Apparently, at my ‘old age’ I need to start thinking about my sugar intake.”

      Austin flipped them both off. “I’m older than both of you, so screw you. But, really, if you don’t want the nap, go get some caffeine and maybe get us some, too.” He winked. “Hailey will know our orders.”

      Jax laughed and made his way to the door that connected the two shops. “You really just wanted me to get up and get your coffees.”

      Austin gave him a mock salute that didn’t look out of place with his big beard—the thing rivaled Jax’s for sure. “Now you’re getting it, young one.”

      “I’m not that much younger than you,” Jax put in. He was in his thirties, just like Austin, and had lived through hell. Then again, he figured the Montgomerys had probably gone through some stuff of their own.

      “True, but you’re still the newbie in the shop,” Austin joked, and Jax flipped the crew off before heading into the café. He couldn’t help but smile as he did so, feeling more at home at Montgomery Ink in the few short weeks he’d worked there than the years he’d worked at Sammy’s.

      A change of scenery was good for me, he thought, just like the move had been needed for the rest of his family.

      Now, he just had to make sure he didn’t screw it all up.

      

      Jax looked down at his un-tucked, black, button-down shirt over jeans and winced. He probably should have changed into slacks or something to pick up his sister Jessica from her job so they could grab lunch. She was on her second week of being a paid intern at a major company, and was just now letting him pick her up for lunch. She didn’t have much time off and was working crazier hours than he was, but he was so damned proud of her.

      She was over ten years his junior and his perfect baby sister. She’d worked her butt off during college and had graduated with not only honors but also a position at a prestigious company in downtown Denver. Considering the state of the economy and the debt people her age were in these days, he knew she was not only talented but also lucky.

      How his tattoo artist self had ended up with a corporate ladder-climbing baby sister, he didn’t know, but he figured it hadn’t been all him helping her get where she was. Their mother had worked her tail off at two jobs to keep a roof over their heads when he was a kid, so raising Jessica had been a group effort.

      At least, that’s what his mother said. If you asked him, Jessica had done pretty well on her own with his hovering and glares at anyone who dared come near her. She’d been the first in his family to finish college, and one of the few to even attempt it. No one was going to ruin this for her. Not even him.

      But maybe he should have worn something other than jeans. At least there weren’t any holes in them, and he was wearing a shirt that covered most of his ink. He’d thought about rolling down his sleeves to cover the tattoos on his forearms, but he figured that would be pushing it.

      He looked up at the high-rise building that was one of the many that dotted the Denver skyline and couldn’t help but grin. He’d always thought the tall buildings looked so tiny compared to the dramatic backdrop of the Rockies behind them, but standing next to one and knowing Jessica worked inside just made him realize how far she’d come. He couldn’t wait to see where she went next.

      Still grinning, he walked into the building and ignored the curious looks from people in stuffy suits and ties. He couldn’t help but think of Ashlynn at that moment and how out of place he’d looked next to her, but damn if they hadn’t burned up the sheets once they stripped off the clothes that set them apart.

      Jessica had promised to meet him in the lobby so he didn’t have to go up to her floor. Most likely so he wouldn’t embarrass her—not because of how he looked, but because, hey, he was her big brother, and it was sort of his job. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and waited until he heard the sound of stilettos on tile.

      Only he knew that sound, and it wasn’t from his little sister.

      Hair rising on the back of his neck, he turned, his smirk in place. Well, hell, it seemed today might just be his lucky day.

      “Ashlynn.”
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      Ashlynn had to be seeing things because there was no way her one-night stand could be standing in the middle of her company’s front lobby. She’d left Jax sleeping in his Atlanta hotel room bed, all naked and roughed up from their sexcapades the night before, and she hadn’t looked back.

      Okay, that was a total lie since he’d been the primary focus of her thoughts and dreams since she walked out of that room, but she’d been doing a pretty darn good job of lying to herself since then.

      Now that was all out the window because, dear God, the man was sex on a stick.

      Inked and bearded sex on a stick.

      And right in front of her.

      “Did you follow me?” The words came out as a whispered snap, and she held back a wince. She hadn’t known what she planned to say if she ever saw him again, but those particular words weren’t the right ones. Not when Jax’s smirk fell off his face, and his eyes narrowed at her.

      “I was going to say it was damn good to see you, but maybe I should have asked if you were following me.” He ran a hand over his beard, and Ashlynn wanted to cover her face with her hands.

      She wasn’t handling this right and was beyond flustered. Ashlynn Kelly did not get flustered. She was the one who made others quake in their boots. She was always the one in control.

      That’s what made Jax so dangerous.

      And she didn’t even know his last name.

      She raised her chin and did her best to keep from drawing attention to herself. She didn’t need gossip within her company about her, not if she wanted to keep doing what she was.

      “I didn’t follow you,” she said softly. “I work here, Jax. I was just surprised to see you. What are you doing here?”

      “Here as in Denver? I live here. Here as in this building? My little sister is an intern, and I’m taking her to lunch.” He frowned at her. “Small world,” he whispered.

      She swallowed hard, remembering the way the heat of his whispered words felt against her skin. She couldn’t let him do this to her, not here. Not now. Maybe not ever. He was supposed to be her one-night stand. Then something he’d said clicked.

      “Your sister works here? She’s an intern?” Ashlynn tried to remember every face that was hired, but they’d just gone through a few new interns, and she hadn’t met everyone yet. Not all the new hires worked under her, but many did, and if one was related to Jax…well, it might not be the best idea to keep talking with him.

      Jax’s smile went soft as he spoke of his sister. “Yeah, just started a couple of weeks ago. We’re proud.”

      “We?” she blurted and could have slapped herself.

      Jax snorted. “Our mom. And me. Jessica’s a bit younger than I am, so I feel like I helped raise her, even though she pretty much did most things on her own. She’s a go-getter that way.”

      Ashlynn tried to keep her brain on the conversation, but she kept flashing back to her night with Jax. It had been the single most impulsive thing she’d ever done in her life, and now he was here, right in front of her, as if fate were taunting her decisions.

      “Jax?”

      Ashlynn turned to see a young brunette with a cautious smile walk up to them. She wore a nice suit with a skirt and sensible heels that still had a bit of fashion to them. Her hair was up in a cute bun at the base of her neck, and Ashlynn didn’t see a hint of ink or piercings anywhere except her small hoop earrings. If it weren’t for the eyes, Ashlynn wouldn’t have known that Jessica and Jax were siblings, but the eyes spoke volumes.

      She turned as Jax smiled widely at his sister. “There you are, runt,” he said with that typical big brother attitude as he held out his arms.

      Jessica glanced at Ashlynn before rolling her eyes and going in for a hug. Jax kissed his little sister’s forehead, giving her a tight squeeze before he pulled back and shook his head.

      “You grew up.”

      Jessica sighed. “You saw me four days ago.” She turned and held out her hand. “Hi, I’m Jessica Reagan.”

      Ashlynn took the younger woman’s hand and gave it a quick shake. “Nice to meet you, I’m Ashlynn Kelly. I don’t think we’ve met, correct?”

      Jessica shook her head. “No, I’m in another department, but I’ve seen you on my floor. I think you were out of town at a conference this past week when introductions were made.”

      That made sense, and Ashlynn nodded. Of course, she’d met Jax while at that conference and then had sweaty, filthy sex with the man, so things were just a tad more complicated than the other woman knew.

      Jessica looked between Jax and Ashlynn with a weird look on her face, as if she were dying to ask how they knew each other but was holding back by only the barest of threads.

      Ashlynn cleared her throat, needing to get out of this situation quickly before she couldn’t look at herself in the morning. “Have fun at your lunch. I have a meeting.” She gave Jessica a nod before barely glancing at Jax—she wasn’t sure what she would do if she stared at him for too long.

      Jax just gave her a knowing smile before nodding. “Enjoy your day,” he whispered, and Ashlynn took off. She didn’t run toward the elevator, but it was damn close. She heard Jessica whisper quickly to her brother and had a feeling it was about her, so she kept her chin up and did her best to ignore it.

      Ashlynn would not see Jax again. There was just no way it could work, and she’d already told herself she didn’t have time for men. Today was just a coincidence. Nothing more.

      And if she kept telling herself that, she just might believe it.

      

      A few hours later, most of the rest of the company had gone home, and Ashlynn had just watched a spectacular sunset from her corner office. Of course, she’d merely glanced at it since she had around four hundred things left to do on her checklist, but she’d noticed it, which was far better than most days.

      Yes, she was a workaholic, but at least she was aware of it—something that couldn’t be said for most of her friends and coworkers.

      And though, yes, her mind was on work and finalizing the deal she’d made in Atlanta, that wasn’t the only thing she was thinking about. No, it was the other event that had happened in Georgia that occupied far more of her thoughts than was healthy.

      Jax.

      He lived in Denver.

      He’d been in her building that afternoon.

      His sister worked with her.

      And though she’d left him in the lobby without a look back, she had a feeling that wasn’t the end—no matter how much trouble doing anything more would be.

      With a sigh, she rubbed the back of her neck and frowned at the numbers in front of her. If they were starting to blur this early in her evening of work, she should probably go home and eat something so she could work some more. She’d been smart that morning since she hadn’t been able to sleep the night before—thanks to naked dreams of Jax and that beard of his—and had put some food in her Crock-Pot. When she got home, she’d have a perfect chicken, potato, and veggie medley waiting for her.

      At that thought, her stomach grumbled, and she saved her file before closing out her programs. Screw it. Between thoughts of food and Jax, she couldn’t focus.

      She might as well get one of those things since she wouldn’t be having Jax tonight.

      Or ever, she reminded herself. She wouldn’t be having Jax ever.

      “Knock, knock, princess.”

      Her head shot up so quickly she almost fell back in her chair. “Jax?” she breathed, then cleared her throat. “What are you doing here? How did you get into my office?” And why did she keep accusing him of things when he flustered her?

      Jax tilted his head, and his hair fell over her eyes. “It’s late, and there aren’t that many people in the building. Your assistant, Neil, let me in when I told him who I was.” He raised a brow. “The guy seemed to grin at the introduction before letting me back on his way out.”

      She was going to kill her assistant, well not really because he saved her life daily, but still. She’d deny him his favorite creamer or something. She hadn’t meant to blurt out what she’d done with Jax in Atlanta, but she could never hide things from Neil—not when it mattered. The man seemed to be a matchmaking fiend, and it would annoy her, except he was happy with not one, but two people—a man and a woman—in his triad. He had his happily ever after and wanted Ashlynn to have one, too.

      Only she didn’t have time for that.

      “Neil is fired,” she said simply and held back a laugh at Jax’s eye roll. His sister had done the same thing earlier, and she couldn’t help but think how alike they looked with that action.

      “Sure, Ash, sure.”

      She swallowed hard and finished packing up her purse to give herself something to do with her hands. “Why are you here, Jax?”

      He moved closer, and she held back a shiver as she looked down at his hands. Those hands had touched her, caressed her, had made her come with just a brush of calloused fingertips on her skin.

      And she still didn’t know his last name. Or his profession. She knew nothing about him, and yet here he was, in her office, in her hometown…and she didn’t know what came next.

      “I’m here because you are; because no matter what we said back in Atlanta, there was something between us. And I’ve got to think, an opportunity like this? Where we’re together again out of all the places we could be? We can’t let this chance pass us by.”

      She licked her lips, her breath shaky. “Why are you here, Jax?” she repeated. “What do you want from me?”

      He was closer now, so close she could feel the heat of him on her skin. He should have looked so out of place in her high-rise office, yet for some reason, he seemed like he belonged. She wasn’t sure what to think about that.

      “I want you,” he said simply. “I didn’t have enough of you that night, and I want more of you now. Anything you can give, Ash. Anything.”

      She swallowed hard and tried to get her emotions under control. “You didn’t know who I was when you saw me on the street,” she whispered. “Didn’t know I’d be here today.”

      He kissed her softly, just a brush of lips. “I want to get to know you, Ash. Let me take you out to dinner, let me see who the real Ash is. You can see who I am, too.”

      She shook her head. “I…”

      “Ash…don’t say no. I’ll listen if you do, but I don’t want you to say no.”

      “I meant to say no because I don’t want to go out. I have food in my Crock-Pot at home.” She winced at that, and he grinned.

      “My executive cooking in a Crock-Pot? That’s perfect. Just tells me you know your time is valuable. So…is there enough for two?”

      She let out a soft laugh. “Yeah, Jax, there should be enough food for you. I have no idea what I’m doing, but I just hope it’s the right thing.”

      He kissed her. “I hope it’s right, too, because it feels right. But if we’re wrong? Then we’ll be wrong together. Okay?”

      She leaned forward and ran her hand through his beard. “Okay.”

      

      “So, do you like working at Montgomery Ink?” she asked as they did dishes together. It was weird having a man in her space and sharing chores with him, but not as weird as it could have been if it were anyone other than Jax. For some reason, he just fit. That probably should have worried her more than it did, but at the moment, she’d just go with the flow—something she didn’t normally do.

      Jax leaned against the front of the sink and nodded. “It’s a good fit, I think. I like my co-workers and the clients. Sure, there are still some people that come in and annoy me, but that’s any job.”

      Ashlynn nodded. “Tell me about it.”

      “And you like being a CFO? I don’t know your business day in and out, but I know enough to understand you’re a big deal.” He winked. “A sexy big deal, but I’ll refrain from saying that in front of others if you want.”

      She laughed then, wondering how she could be so at ease with someone she barely knew. Yes, she knew Jax intimately, but she was only starting to know the man beneath the ink—and she liked him.

      “I love my job,” she answered once she stopped laughing, though she still had a smile on her face. “I work too hard, and I know that I should scale back and delegate, but I love what I do so much that it’s sometimes hard.”

      “If you hated it, it would be another matter, no? Working at a place you hate drains you, makes you regret the decisions you make, even if they were the only ones you could.”

      There was something in his voice that made her pause, and she set her towel down on the counter. “Jax?”

      He shook his head. “I worked for some bad people in Atlanta. Didn’t mean to, but my old boss was a crook who had the worst kinds of connections. Once I could get out though, I did. I was a stupid kid who needed a job and had to stay because I thought I owed him.” He turned to her then, and they stood face-to-face. “I was an idiot, but I’m not now. I work with great people and love my job. I’m staying in Denver long-term and don’t plan on going back to any place that treats me like shit or to people who think they own me.” He shrugged, and she knew there was more to his story.

      “You can tell me more, if you want,” she said softly. “You’re a good man, Jax. You saved my life when you could have just stood back and protected yours. Plus, any man who makes sure his partner comes at least twice before he does is a good guy in my book.” She winked as she said it, and Jax chuckled.

      “Any man who doesn’t make his partner come like that isn’t a man I want to know.” He reached forward and brushed his knuckle along her jaw. “I’m glad we found each other again, Ash.”

      She swallowed hard, forcing herself not to move into his touch. “Me, too.”

      “Now I can leave after I kiss you if you want, and we can take this slow. But, Ash? I want to taste you again. And if you want me, I’ll make sure you come at least twice before I sink into you again.”

      She chuckled with him and let herself lean closer. “I don’t want you to leave. I don’t know what we’re doing, but I don’t want it to end.”

      He brushed his lips over hers, his beard softly scratching her chin in the best way possible—hell, she could get used to that. “Let me take you to the bedroom, princess.”

      She knew she was probably making a mistake, but she did the only thing she could at that moment. She went up on her tiptoes since she’d taken off her heels when they walked in and kissed him hard in answer.

      He groaned and hoisted her, rucking up her skirt around her thighs so she could wrap her legs around his waist. She knew she’d probably torn a seam, but damn if she cared right then. She’d have thought being with him in her home would be different, that it wouldn’t feel quite the same as when she’d been playing with fire and the unknown in Atlanta.

      She would have been wrong.

      Since the layout of her place wasn’t that hard to figure out, Jax found her bedroom in no time. He sucked on her neck as he lowered her to the bed, her body arching into him, craving him. Somehow, they’d twisted so she was on her back and they kept their mouths on each other even as they stripped off their clothes, leaving them naked and twined together, his rigid cock pressed hard against her belly.

      “I need you,” she panted. She’d never needed anyone before, but right then, she had to have Jax inside her, over her, with her.

      He smiled sleepily even as his eyes burned with desire. “Then you can have me.” His fingers trailed over her spine before resting on her butt to give it a squeeze. “You’re fucking beautiful, Ash. Inside and out.”

      She ducked her head, a blush heating her skin. “Jax.”

      He rolled them over once more and reached between them, sliding his fingers over her folds. “You’re wet for me.”

      “That seems to be a perpetual problem when I’m around you,” she teased, her breath going choppy when he circled her clit with his thumb.

      “That’s good to hear,” he growled before sliding down her body and pressing his mouth against her.

      She let out a gasp as he licked and sucked, using his fingers in unison with that tongue of his. And when he curved his fingers in just the right way, she came, her body shaking as she called out his name. Her eyes were still closed as she came down from her orgasm when he turned her over onto her belly, and she heard the sound of a condom wrapper.

      “I’m going to fuck you just like this, princess. With your legs close together and your ass sticking up just so. You ready for me?”

      In answer, she wiggled her hips, and he groaned before giving her a quick slap. “Jax.”

      “Ash,” he panted before slowly sliding into her. He stretched her just right, the angle just different enough that he went deeper than he had before and yet because her legs were squeezed together, she knew her inner walls were tightening even more.

      “Perfection,” he growled, his hand on her hip as he thrust in and out of her. “I could stay inside you forever.”

      Forever.

      That should have scared her since she’d only just met the man, but for some reason, she didn’t want to run away in fear. Forever was just a word, after all. They were only having fun. Then she came around him, and he shouted her name, and all thoughts of whatever they were, of what they could be, fled her mind in a rush of sweet ecstasy.

      Soon, she found herself wrapped around him, her body shaking against his. “Wow.”

      He chuckled against her temple. “Wow, indeed.” His hands ran over her body lazily, as if he couldn’t help but touch her. She liked it—maybe a little too much.

      She was about to say something when his phone beeped from the floor, and he cursed. “What is it?”

      He shook his head. “I know that tone. Give me a sec.” He kissed her hard before moving to get off the bed. He walked naked around the edge of the mattress and bent over to pick up his cell from where he’d dropped it. His brows furrowed as he read the screen, and she sat up, pulling the throw that had been on top of the bed over her body so she wouldn’t end up sitting there naked and confused.

      “What is it?” she asked, not sure what to feel, what to think. They’d just had sex again, and yet she knew it hadn’t been just sex—not when she’d started to feel something she probably shouldn’t. But she had no idea what he was feeling, and now she wasn’t sure she would get to find out.

      “I need to go,” he said gruffly as he stuffed his legs into his boxer briefs and then jeans. “I’m sorry, princess.”

      She could practically feel the icy exterior she wore like a shield slide over her at that moment. “I understand.”

      He cursed under his breath and walked to her, cupping her face with his hand before kissing her hard. “No, you don’t, and I’m sorry for that. I’m going to write my number on that whiteboard I saw on your fridge, but then I need to head out and deal with something. But I don’t want to end things. I’m not leaving for good. Got me, Ash?”

      “If you need to go, then go. It’s not like we’re serious.” She knew she was just saying these things because she was scared, but she still hated the words that came out of her mouth. “It’s no big deal.”

      He kissed her again, running his hand over her jaw. “Yeah, it is. And I’m sorry I have to leave. But I want to see you again.”

      “We’ll see,” she said honestly. Because she wasn’t sure. She’d told herself she didn’t have time for a man, and she didn’t. She’d had work that needed to be done when she came home but hadn’t done it because she was spending time with Jax. He had his own complications and life, and she wasn’t sure how she fit into it all. A relationship wasn’t a good idea, and if she were smart, she wouldn’t look at his phone number when he left, and she’d push Jax from her thoughts altogether.

      And though she was an intelligent woman, she wasn’t sure she could be smart in this.

      “Goodbye, Ash,” he whispered. “But not forever.”

      She pressed her lips together and nodded, confused and unsure about what to do. Jax sighed and picked up the rest of his things before leaving her in her bedroom, naked, sated, and alone.

      It didn’t make sense that she was so confused by this man. She barely knew him. The problem was, she liked the things she did know. A lot. The safe thing to do would be to stay away from Jax and any complications that came from a relationship with him.

      So why did Ashlynn want to dance with danger instead?
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      Jax wanted to throw his phone at the wall and watch it shatter, but not only did he not have the money for that, he knew it wouldn’t solve anything. Sammy had been texting him threats since the night before when Jax was with Ashlynn and hadn’t stopped. He’d thought he left all that behind in Atlanta, but he should have known Sammy would never let go.

      Jax was well and truly fucked.

      Sammy was still in Atlanta, thankfully, but he was hurting for money and threatening to hurt Jessica if Jax didn’t come back to the shop and work. It didn’t make any fucking sense; there were other tattoo artists in the damn city, but no one was stupid enough to work for Sammy anymore, and that meant Jax’s old boss was in deep shit with the mob.

      The damn mob.

      Jax didn’t know how his life had come to this, but he was done with it. He’d left his old home behind and had thought he’d start a new life out here, but the past kept coming back for him. It had even interrupted his time with Ashlynn, and he hated himself for it. He’d never forget the insecurity he saw on her face when he left. They hadn’t made any real promises to each other, but damn if he didn’t want to make them to her. He liked her, wanted her, and saw himself with her beyond a few short hours in bed.

      He just hoped she saw the same in him. Yet with all the things he had going on in his life right now, he wasn’t sure he’d be good for her. He was just a tattoo artist with a crap past, and she was the brilliance behind a multi-million-dollar company with a future so bright it was almost startling.

      They weren’t compatible on paper, yet Jax had felt something different when he was with her.

      He just hoped she would call.

      She had to call, damn it.

      “Jax, do you have that other notebook you were using?” Austin asked from his station. “You wanted to show me that dragon, right?” The other man looked tired, but considering he’d had his own kids plus a few of his nieces and nephews over for the night so the rest of the adults could have a night out, Jax didn’t blame the guy for looking like he needed four cups of coffee.

      Jax rolled his shoulders and looked down at the stack of books in front of him before cursing. “Must have left it in my car. I’ll go out and get it.” Austin didn’t need to double-check his work, but Jax had wanted the advice anyway since it wasn’t the easiest design.

      “You doing okay today?” Sloane asked.

      “Yeah, you’ve seemed in your own world this morning,” Derek added from Sloane’s side.

      Jax shook his head. “Some shit from my old shop keeps coming back, but I’m ignoring it. Hopefully, it will go away.”

      Austin raised a brow. “Think that’ll actually work.”

      Jax shrugged. “Not sure what else to do so, yeah, it better work.” He grabbed his keys and lifted his chin towards the other guys. “I’ll be right back with that notebook.” Yeah, he was changing the subject, sue him. He didn’t know what to say anyway.

      He’d just made it out of the back door and into the private parking lot for Montgomery Ink employees and family when large hands gripped his shoulders and slammed him into the brick wall of the tattoo shop.

      “Shit,” he grunted, trying to fight off his attackers. His keys fell from his hands, and he kicked out, but he was no match for three large men who looked to be bruisers, rather than mere muggers. “What the hell?”

      “Sammy owes the boss money, asshole, and since he’s not paying, you will,” the biggest one growled. Though biggest was a bit of a misnomer since they were each huge. It wasn’t until Jax saw the glint of a knife in one of the man’s hands that he froze.

      Jesus Christ, this couldn’t be happening.

      “I don’t work for Sammy anymore,” Jax said calmly—or at least as calm as he could considering he was being held at knifepoint by three goons.

      “He says differently. He tells us that you’re moonlighting and not paying him so we can’t get our cut.”

      That goddamn bastard. Jax didn’t say that aloud, but he screamed it in his head. He just prayed that these guys were only focusing on him, though, and not his family. Icy dread snaked down his spine at the thought of his mother or Jessica or Ash getting hurt because of his old boss.

      “I don’t work for him anymore. If you want your money, then get it from him. He’s the one who works with y’all.” Jax never had, and never would.

      “Maybe we should make an example of you anyway,” one of the guys whispered. “Teach Sammy a lesson.”

      Jax swallowed hard, trying to keep cool. “Sammy doesn’t give a shit about me. You won’t be getting your money at all if you hurt me. Find Sammy and get what you’re owed. I’m not that man.” He’d never been, no matter how hard his old life had tried to make him be.

      The main goon tilted his head and studied him. “You know…Sammy has been flapping his gums for a while now. Maybe we should pay him another visit.”

      Shit.

      “Is there a problem out here?” Austin asked from right outside the door, Sloane and Derek right beside him.

      The goons dropped Jax quickly, the knife sliding back into whatever pocket it had come out of. One day, the adrenaline might dissipate from his system, but Jax didn’t think that day would be anytime soon.

      “We’re just talking to our old friend out here,” the main goon said smoothly.

      “Seems like he doesn’t want to be talked to,” Sloane said just as simply. Jax’s three friends didn’t move, but they looked damn intimidating with all their ink and muscle. Things couldn’t escalate, though. Jax couldn’t let it because his friends weren’t armed, but he had a feeling all the guys from Atlanta were.

      The main guy held up his hands. “We were just heading out.” He looked over at Jax. “Stay out of trouble.”

      Jax gave them a tight nod, his body as tense as ever, but as the guys from his past walked away, he had an odd feeling that they might be leaving for good. They’d threatened him, sure, but they hadn’t actually hurt him like they could have. And, hell, they had to know by now that he didn’t have a damn thing for them. He’d never been part of that business and had made damn sure that everyone knew that. He just hoped that would be enough. As for Sammy? Well, Sammy had made his own mess and would have to deal with the consequences.

      Jax was done. He held back a wince as he turned to Sloane, Austin, and Derek. Well, he hoped he wasn’t done completely because he hadn’t meant for anyone to know exactly what he’d gone through before he came to Denver.

      “I have a friend I’m going to call to make sure they don’t come back,” Sloane said softly before heading back into the shop, and Jax’s eyes widened.

      Austin shrugged. “We have friends in good places sometimes. Now get that damn notebook and come back inside. We’ll talk about what happened later with Maya because if she hears about this from anyone else, there’ll be hell to pay.”

      Jax would have laughed, but he didn’t have it in him at the moment. Maya was a force to be reckoned with, and you did not mess with Austin’s sister. That was probably why Jax liked her so much.

      “Okay.”

      “We’ll stay out here with you,” Derek added. “Just in case.”

      Jax blew out a breath. “Okay.” He cleared his throat. “Thank you.”

      In answer, Austin raised his chin, and Jax moved quickly to his car, picking up his keys from the gravel on the way. He wasn’t shaking, but he was damned close. He could have died just then, and it wouldn’t have been his fault. Yet, in the end, it wouldn’t have mattered—not when it came to Sammy’s problems.

      By the time he made it back inside the shop, he was ready to sit down and find something cool to drink to help his parched tongue. What he hadn’t been expecting to see was anyone in his booth.

      He damn sure wasn’t expecting Ashlynn in her sexy as hell high heels and stone grey skirt and jacket.

      “Ash?”

      She turned at the sound of his voice and widened her eyes. “Jax. Are you okay?” She rushed to him and cupped his face. “You have a cut here.” Her other hand hovered over his jaw, and he winced. He hadn’t felt it until she pointed it out and now it stung, but he ignored it since she was here and touching him.

      “I’ll be okay,” he whispered, aware that the others were staring at him, but Jax didn’t want to go outside to talk to her privately, not with what had just happened.

      She bit her lip, looking unsure. “If you say so.”

      “What are you doing here, Ash?” he asked softly. “Not that I don’t love seeing you.”

      “I wanted to see you,” she whispered. “I didn’t like how we left things last night. I was a little confused, and heck, I’m still a little confused, but I shouldn’t have been so cold when you said you had to go.”

      He cupped her face then, loving the softness of her skin under his touch. “You weren’t cold.” She’d been scared, probably because they were moving so fast, and he’d understood. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      She smiled then. “I could have called, but I wanted to see you.” She cleared her throat. “So…want to go get lunch?”

      He laughed then. “Lunch I can do.”

      “And I want to get to know you more. Not just…you know.” She blushed, and Jax fell a little for her then. He wasn’t ready to fall completely, but with this woman, he knew he eventually could. They needed time together, and then…well, then they’d learn each other even more.

      “That sounds like a plan, princess.” He kissed her softly. “You okay with the fact that I’m a tattoo artist with no degree or fancy car?” He winked. “I have a bike that you’d look fucking sexy on, though.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You okay that I’m kind of icy sometimes and work long hours?”

      “I can work with that,” he whispered before kissing her hard, pulling her so close that he knew his dick pressed into her even through all their layers of clothing. Ashlynn did that to him with a mere glance, and he loved it.

      “Awww.”

      Jax didn’t know which man had said it or if it was more than one of them, so he just flipped off the room even as he kept his lips on Ash.

      Ashlynn pushed away and ducked under his chin. “I forgot we weren’t alone.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I like that you forgot.”

      She pulled away and frowned. “You’re going to tell me why you’re cut, though.”

      It wasn’t a question, and he didn’t mind. “Tonight. I promise. I’ll tell you everything.”

      “Good,” she said with a smile, and he kissed her again.

      “I could get used to this,” she murmured against his lips.

      “Yeah? Me, too.”

      He kissed her once more.

      He hadn’t planned on Ashlynn in his life. Hell, he hadn’t intended anything but freedom. But now that he had his woman, his executive in his arms, he knew he didn’t mind the surprise.

      Ashlynn was the best shock of his life.

      And he couldn’t wait to find out more.
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        Whiskey Secrets

      

      

      Shocking pain slammed into his skull and down his back. Dare Collins did his best not to scream in the middle of his own bar. He slowly stood up and rubbed the back of his head since he’d been distracted and hit it on the countertop. Since the thing was made of solid wood and thick as hell, he was surprised he hadn’t given himself a concussion. But since he didn’t see double, he had a feeling once his long night was over, he’d just have to make the throbbing go away with a glass of Macallan.

      There was nothing better than a glass of smooth whiskey or an ice-cold mug of beer after a particularly long day. Which one Dare chose each night depended on not only his mood but also those around him. So was the life of a former cop turned bartender.

      He had a feeling he’d be going for the whiskey and not a woman tonight—like most nights if he were honest. It had been a long day of inventory and no-show staff members. Meaning he had a headache from hell, and it looked as if he’d be working open to close when he truly didn’t want to. But that’s what happened when one was the owner of a bar and restaurant rather than just a manager or bartender—like he was with the Old Whiskey Restaurant and Bar.

      It didn’t help that his family had been in and out of the place all day for one reason or another—his brothers and parents either wanting something to eat or having a question that needed to be answered right away where a phone call or text wouldn’t suffice. His mom and dad had mentioned more than once that he needed to be ready for their morning meeting, and he had a bad feeling in his gut about what that would mean for him later. But he pushed that from his thoughts because he was used to things in his life changing on a dime. He’d left the force for a reason, after all.

      Enough of that.

      He loved his family, he really did, but sometimes, they—his parents in particular—gave him a headache.

      Since his mom and dad still ran the Old Whiskey Inn above his bar, they were constantly around, working their tails off at odd jobs that were far too hard for them at their ages, but they were all just trying to earn a living. When they weren’t handling business for the inn, they were fixing problems upstairs that Dare wished they’d let him help with.

      While he’d have preferred to call it a night and head back to his place a few blocks away, he knew that wouldn’t happen tonight. Since his bartender, Rick, had called in sick at the last minute—as well as two of Dare’s waitresses from the bar—Dare was pretty much screwed.

      And if he wallowed just a little bit more, he might hear a tiny violin playing in his ear. He needed to get a grip and get over it. Working late and dealing with other people’s mistakes was part of his job description, and he was usually fine with that.

      Apparently, he was just a little off tonight. And since he knew himself well, he had a feeling it was because he was nearing the end of his time without his kid. Whenever he spent too many days away from Nathan, he acted like a crabby asshole. Thankfully, his weekend was coming up.

      “Solving a hard math problem over there, or just daydreaming? Because that expression on your face looks like you’re working your brain too hard. I’m surprised I don’t see smoke coming out of your ears.” Fox asked as he walked up to the bar, bringing Dare out of his thoughts. Dare had been pulling drafts and cleaning glasses mindlessly while in his head, but he was glad for the distraction, even if it annoyed him that he needed one.

      Dare shook his head and flipped off his brother. “Suck me.”

      The bar was busy that night, so Fox sat down on one of the empty stools and grinned. “Nice way to greet your customers.” He glanced over his shoulder before looking back at Dare and frowning. “Where are Rick and the rest of your staff?”

      Dare barely held back a growl. “Out sick. Either there’s really a twenty-four-hour stomach bug going around and I’m going to be screwed for the next couple of days, or they’re all out on benders.”

      Fox cursed under his breath before hopping off his stool and going around the side of the large oak and maple bar to help out. That was Dare’s family in a nutshell—they dropped everything whenever one of them needed help, and nobody even had to ask for it. Since Dare sucked at asking for help on a good day, he was glad that Fox knew what he needed without him having to say it.

      Without asking, Fox pulled up a few drink orders and began mixing them with the skill of a long-time barkeep. Since Fox owned the small town newspaper—the Whiskey Chronicle—Dare was still surprised sometimes at how deft his younger brother was at working alongside him. Of course, even his parents, his older brother Loch, and his younger sister Tabby knew their way around the bar.

      Just not as well as Dare did. Considering that this was his job, he was grateful for that.

      He loved his family, his bar, and hell, he even loved his little town on the outskirts of Philly. Whiskey, Pennsylvania was like most other small towns in his state where some parts were new additions, and others were old stone buildings from the Revolutionary or Civil war eras with add-ons—like his.

      And with a place called Whiskey, everyone attached the label where they could. Hence the town paper, his bar, and most of the other businesses around town. Only Loch’s business really stood out with Loch’s Security and Gym down the street, but that was just like Loch to be a little different yet still part of the town.

      Whiskey had been named as such because of its old bootlegging days. It used to be called something else, but since Prohibition, the town had changed its name and cashed in on it. Whiskey was one of the last places in the country to keep Prohibition on the books, even with the nationwide decree. They’d fought to keep booze illegal, not for puritan reasons, but because their bootlegging market had helped the township thrive. Dare knew there was a lot more to it than that, but those were the stories the leaders told the tourists, and it helped with the flare.

      Whiskey was located right on the Delaware River, so it overlooked New Jersey but was still on the Pennsylvania side of things. The main bridge that connected the two states through Whiskey and Ridge on the New Jersey side was one of the tourist spots for people to drive over and walk so they could be in two states at once while over the Delaware River.

      Their town was steeped in history, and close enough to where George Washington had crossed the Delaware that they were able to gain revenue on the reenactments for the tourists, thus helping keep their town afloat.

      The one main road through Whiskey that not only housed Loch’s and Dare’s businesses but also many of the other shops and restaurants in the area, was always jammed with cars and people looking for places to parallel park. Dare’s personal parking lot for the bar and inn was a hot commodity.

      And while he might like time to himself some days, he knew he wouldn’t trade Whiskey’s feel for any other place. They were a weird little town that was a mesh of history and newcomers, and he wouldn’t trade it for the world. His sister Tabby might have moved out west and found her love and her place with the Montgomerys in Denver, but Dare knew he’d only ever find his home here.

      Sure, he’d had a few flings in Denver when he visited his sister, but he knew they’d never be more than one night or two. Hell, he was the king of flings these days, and that was for good reason. He didn’t need commitment or attachments beyond his family and his son, Nathan.

      Time with Nathan’s mom had proven that to him, after all.

      “You’re still daydreaming over there,” Fox called out from the other side of the bar. “You okay?”

      Dare nodded, frowning. “Yeah, I think I need more caffeine or something since my mind keeps wandering.” He pasted on his trademark grin and went to help one of the new arrivals who’d taken a seat at the bar. Dare wasn’t the broody one of the family—that honor went to Loch—and he hated when he acted like it.

      “What can I get you?” he asked a young couple that had taken two empty seats at the bar. They had matching wedding bands on their fingers but looked to be in their early twenties.

      He couldn’t imagine being married that young. Hell, he’d never been married, and he was in his mid-thirties now. He hadn’t married Monica even though she’d given him Nathan, and even now, he wasn’t sure they’d have ever taken that step even if they had stayed together. She had Auggie now, and he had…well, he had his bar.

      That wasn’t depressing at all.

      “Two Yuenglings please, draft if you have it,” the guy said, smiling.

      Dare nodded. “Gonna need to see your IDs, but I do have it on tap for you.” As Yuengling was a Pennsylvania beer, not having it outside the bottle would be stupid even in a town that prided itself on whiskey.

      The couple pulled out their IDs, and Dare checked them quickly. Since both were now the ripe age of twenty-two, he went to pull them their beers and set out their check since they weren’t looking to run a tab.

      Another woman with long, caramel brown hair with hints of red came to sit at the edge of the bar. Her hair lay in loose waves down her back and she had on a sexy-as-fuck green dress that draped over her body to showcase sexy curves and legs that seemed to go on forever. The garment didn’t have sleeves so he could see the toned muscles in her arms work as she picked up a menu to look at it. When she looked up, she gave him a dismissive glance before focusing on the menu again. He held back a sigh. Not in the mood to deal with whatever that was about, he let Fox take care of her and put her from his mind. No use dealing with a woman who clearly didn’t want him near, even if it were just to take a drink order. Funny, he usually had to speak to a female before making her want him out of the picture. At least, that’s what he’d learned from Monica.

      And why the hell was he thinking about his ex again? He usually only thought of her in passing when he was talking to Nathan or hanging out with his kid for the one weekend a month the custody agreement let Dare have him. Having been in a dangerous job and then becoming a bartender didn’t look good to some lawyers it seemed, at least when Monica had fought for full custody after Nathan was born.

      He pushed those thoughts from his mind, however, not in the mood to scare anyone with a scowl on his face by remembering how his ex had looked down on him for his occupation even though she’d been happy to slum it with him when it came to getting her rocks off.

      Dare went through the motions of mixing a few more drinks before leaving Fox to tend to the bar so he could go check on the restaurant part of the building.

      Since the place had originally been an old stone inn on both floors instead of just the top one, it was set up a little differently than most newer buildings around town. The bar was off to one side; the restaurant area where they served delicious, higher-end entrees and tapas was on the other. Most people needed a reservation to sit down and eat in the main restaurant area, but the bar also had seating for dinner, only their menu wasn’t quite as extensive and ran closer to bar food.

      In the past, he’d never imagined he would be running something like this, even though his parents had run a smaller version of it when he was a kid. But none of his siblings had been interested in taking over once his parents wanted to retire from the bar part and only run the inn. When Dare decided to leave the force only a few years in, he’d found his place here, however reluctantly.

      Being a cop hadn’t been for him, just like being in a relationship. He’d thought he would be able to do the former, but life had taken a turn, and he’d faced his mortality far sooner than he bargained for. Apparently, being a gruff, perpetually single bar owner was more his speed, and he was pretty damn good at it, too. Most days, anyway.

      His house manager over on the restaurant side was running from one thing to another, but from the outside, no one would have noticed. Claire was just that good. She was in her early fifties and already a grandmother, but she didn’t look a day over thirty-five with her smooth, dark skin and bright smile. Good genes and makeup did wonders—according to her anyway. He’d be damned if he’d say that. His mother and Tabby had taught him something over the years.

      The restaurant was short-staffed but managing, and he was grateful he had Claire working long hours like he did. He oversaw it all, but he knew he couldn’t have done it without her. After making sure she didn’t need anything, he headed back to the bar to relieve Fox. The rush was finally dying down now, and his brother could just sit back and enjoy a beer since Dare knew he’d already worked a long day at the paper.

      By the time the restaurant closed and the bar only held a few dwindling costumers, Dare was ready to go to bed and forget the whole lagging day. Of course, he still had to close out the two businesses and talk to both Fox and Loch since his older brother had shown up a few moments ago. Maybe he’d get them to help him close out so he wouldn’t be here until midnight. He must be tired if the thought of closing out was too much for him.

      “So, Rick didn’t show, huh?” Loch asked as he stood up from his stool. His older brother started cleaning up beside Fox, and Dare held back a smile. He’d have to repay them in something other than beer, but he knew they were working alongside him because they were family and had the time; they weren’t doing it for rewards.

      “Nope. Shelly and Kayla didn’t show up either.” Dare resisted the urge to grind his teeth at that. “Thanks for helping. I’m exhausted and wasn’t in the mood to deal with this all alone.”

      “That’s what we’re here for,” Loch said with a shrug.

      “By the way, you have any idea what this seven a.m. meeting tomorrow is about?” Fox asked after a moment. “They’re putting Tabby on speaker phone for it and everything.”

      Dare let out a sigh. “I’m not in the mood to deal with any meeting that early. I have no idea what it’s going to be about, but I have a bad feeling.”

      “Seems like they have an announcement.” Loch sat back down on his stool and scrolled through his phone. He was constantly working or checking on his daughter, so his phone was strapped to him at all times. Misty had to be with Loch’s best friend, Ainsley, since his brother worked that night. Ainsley helped out when Loch needed a night to work or see Dare. Loch had full custody of Misty, and being a single father wasn’t easy.

      Dare had a feeling no matter what his parents had to say, things were going to be rocky after the morning meeting. His parents were caring, helpful, and always wanted the best for their family. That also meant they tended to be slightly overbearing in the most loving way possible.

      “Well, shit.”

      It looked like he’d go without whiskey or a woman tonight.

      Of course, an image of the woman with gorgeous hair and that look of disdain filled his mind, and he held back a sigh. Once again, Dare was a glutton for punishment, even in his thoughts.

       

      The next morning, he cupped his mug of coffee in his hands and prayed his eyes would stay open. He’d stupidly gotten caught up on paperwork the night before and was now running on about three hours of sleep.

      Loch sat in one of the booths with Misty, watching as she colored in her coloring book. She was the same age as Nathan, which Dare always appreciated since the cousins could grow up like siblings—on weekends when Dare had Nathan that was. The two kids got along great, and he hoped that continued throughout the cootie phases kids seemed to get sporadically.

      Fox sat next to Dare at one of the tables with his laptop open. Since his brother owned the town paper, he was always up-to-date on current events and was even now typing up something.

      They had Dare’s phone between them with Tabby on the other line, though she wasn’t saying anything. Her fiancé, Alex, was probably near as well since those two seemed to be attached at the hip. Considering his future brother-in-law adored Tabby, Dare didn’t mind that as much as he probably should have as a big brother.

      The elder Collinses stood at the bar, smiles on their faces, yet Dare saw nervousness in their stances. He’d been a cop too long to miss it. They were up to something, and he had a feeling he wasn’t going to like it.

      “Just get it over with,” Dare said, keeping his language decent—not only for Misty but also because his mother would still take him by the ear if he cursed in front of her.

      But because his tone had bordered on rude, his mother still raised a brow, and he sighed. Yep, he had a really bad feeling about this.

      “Good morning to you, too, Dare,” Bob Collins said with a snort and shook his head. “Well, since you’re all here, even our baby girl, Tabby—”

      “Not a baby, Dad!” Tabby called out from the phone, and the rest of them laughed, breaking the tension slightly.

      “Yeah, we’re not babies,” Misty put in, causing everyone to laugh even harder.

      “Anyway,” Barbara Collins said with a twinkle in her eye. “We have an announcement to make.” She rolled her shoulders back, and Dare narrowed his eyes. “As you know, your father and I have been nearing the age of retirement for a while now, but we still wanted to run our inn as innkeepers rather that merely owners.”

      “Finally taking a vacation?” Dare asked. His parents worked far too hard and wouldn’t let their kids help them. He’d done what he could by buying the bar from them when he retired from the force and then built the restaurant himself.

      “If you’d let me finish, young man, I’d let you know,” his mother said coolly, though there was still warmth in her eyes. That was his mother in a nutshell. She’d reprimand, but soothe the sting, too.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, and Fox coughed to cover up a laugh. If Dare looked behind him, he figured he’d see Loch hiding a smile of his own.

      Tabby laughed outright.

      Damn little sisters.

      “So, as I was saying, we’ve worked hard. But, lately, it seems like we’ve worked too hard.” She looked over at his dad and smiled softly, taking her husband’s hand. “It’s time to make some changes around here.”

      Dare sat up straighter.

      “We’re retiring. Somewhat. The inn hasn’t been doing as well as it did back when it was with your grandparents, and part of that is on the economy. But part of that is on us. What we want to do is renovate more and update the existing rooms and service. In order to do that and step back as innkeepers, we’ve hired a new person.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?” Dare asked, frowning. “You can’t just hire someone to take over and work in our building without even talking to us. And it’s not like I have time to help her run it when she doesn’t know how you like things.”

      “You won’t be running it,” Bob said calmly. “Not yet, anyway. Your mom and I haven’t fully retired, and you know it. We’ve been running the inn for years, but now we want to step away. Something you’ve told us we should do. So, we hired someone. One who knows how to handle this kind of transition and will work with the construction crew and us. She has a lot of experience from working in Philly and New York and will be an asset.”

      Dare fisted his hands by his sides and blew out a breath. They had to be fucking kidding. “It sounds like you’ve done your research and already made your decision. Without asking us. Without asking me.”

      His mother gave him a sad look. “We’ve always wanted to do this, Dare, you know that.”

      “Yes. But you should have talked to us. And renovating like this? I didn’t know you wanted to. We could have helped.” He didn’t know why he was so angry, but being kept out of the loop was probably most of it.

      His father signed. “We’ve been looking into this for years, even before you came back to Whiskey and bought the bar from us. And while it may seem like this is out of the blue, we’ve been doing the research for a while. Yes, we should have told you, but everything came up all at once recently, and we wanted to show you the plans when we had details rather than get your hopes up and end up not doing it.”

      Dare just blinked. There was so much in that statement—in all of those statements—that he couldn’t quite process it. And though he could have yelled about any of it just then, his mind fixed on the one thing that annoyed him the most.

      “So, you’re going to have some city girl come into my place and order me around? I don’t think so.”

      “And why not? Have a problem with listening to women?”

      Dare stiffened because that last part hadn’t come from his family. No. He turned toward the voice. It had come from the woman he’d seen the night before in the green dress.

      And because fate liked to fuck with him, he had a feeling he knew exactly who this person was.

      Their newly hired innkeeper.

      And new thorn in his side.
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        FALLEN INK

      

      The Montgomery Ink series continues with a spin-off in Colorado Springs, where a familiar Montgomery finds her place in a new tattoo shop, and in the arms of her best friend.

      Adrienne Montgomery is finally living her dreams. She’s opened a tattoo shop with her brother, Shep, and two of her cousins from Denver and she’s ready to take the city by storm with her art—as long as she can handle the pressure. When her new neighbors decide her shop isn’t a great fit for the community, however, she’ll have to lean on the one person she didn’t expect to fall for along the way…her best friend.

      Mace Knight takes pride in two things: his art and his daughter. He knows he’s taking a risk by starting over in a new shop with the Montgomerys, but the stakes are even higher when he finds himself wanting Adrienne more than he thought possible.

      The two fall fast and hard but they know the rules; they can’t risk their friendship, no matter how hot it is between the sheets and how many people try to stand in their way.

      

      
        Find out more in FALLEN INK

        To make sure you’re up to date on all of Carrie Ann’s releases, sign up for her mailing list HERE.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Love Restored

          

        

      

    

    
      
        From New York Times Bestselling Author Carrie Ann Ryan’s Gallagher Brothers series

      

      

      In the first of a Montgomery Ink spin-off series from NYT Bestselling Author Carrie Ann Ryan, a broken man uncovers the truth of what it means to take a second chance with the most unexpected woman…

      Graham Gallagher has seen it all. And when tragedy struck, lost it all. He’s been the backbone of his brothers, the one they all rely on in their lives and business. And when it comes to falling in love and creating a life, he knows what it’s like to have it all and watch it crumble. He’s done with looking for another person to warm his bed, but apparently he didn’t learn his lesson because the new piercer at Montgomery Ink tempts him like no other.

      Blake Brennen may have been born a trust fund baby, but she’s created a whole new life for herself in the world of ink, piercings, and freedom. Only the ties she’d thought she’d cut long ago aren’t as severed as she’d believed. When she finds Graham constantly in her path, she knows from first glance that he’s the wrong kind of guy for her. Except that Blake excels at making the wrong choice and Graham might be the ultimate temptation for the bad girl she’d thought long buried.

      

      
        Find out more in Love Restored

        

        To make sure you’re up to date on all of Carrie Ann’s releases, sign up for her mailing list HERE.
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