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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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        To Chelle.

        You know why.
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      Kaylee knows art, friendship, and love. And because she’s known love, she wants nothing to do with it ever again. She likes her life just the way it is. Her art and her Brushes with Lushes classes keep her sane and happy.

      Landon spends his days with numbers and financial spreadsheets. At night, he just wants to relax, but the only way he can do that is with a woman. But these days, not just any woman will do.

      Kaylee and Landon do an excellent job of dancing around each other, but no matter how much desire burns between them or their own personal hang-ups, they’ll need to make a choice: life as they know it, or a life that could be so much more.
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      One night a month, Kaylee knew she’d laugh, maybe get a little drunk, and fall in love with art all over again. It didn’t matter that she was constantly surrounded by it, or that she worked with it and lived in it daily.

      She knew she’d found her calling when she watched those who might not know art or those who thought they were horrible at it, fall for art, stroke by stroke, sip by sip.

      So, yes, her monthly fun evening of Brushes With Lushes rejuvenated her, even if it might sound silly to anyone in the so-called upper crust of the art world.

      And didn’t that just make her roll her eyes?

      She’d lived in that world for far too long. The elegant suits and dresses, the perfectly coiffed hair, the lifted chins and lowered eyes. She’d had all of that—the money, the style, the levels of society, and the expectations.

      She’d been born into that, had been taught to thrive in it, but she had broken from it when she realized that she didn’t like the Kaylee she’d become.

      Kaylee had run away from that life as soon as she was able to. She was still her mother’s disappointment, but that was something she was used to. Her mom hadn’t wanted her to be an artist, hadn’t wanted her to do something that made her happy. Honestly, Kaylee wasn’t sure if her mother wanted her to be truly happy in any sense of the word.

      Because happiness wasn’t a family name, it wasn’t becoming what or who her family was destined to be. It didn’t lead to the next connection, didn’t strengthen the bonds between those who made money, and those who elevated their statuses.

      Happiness wasn’t any of that.

      And being an artist, daring to explore creativity in anything other than a hobby wasn’t something Kaylee’s mother could comprehend.

      Kaylee had fallen in love with the idea of art, had fallen for the idea of what art could be. It might not make sense to others, but it made sense to her. She usually threw the parts of herself that didn’t make sense on canvas and prayed she could find a resolution. It didn’t always work. One person in particular in her life, someone not her mother, never came out on the canvas the right way.

      But Kaylee was an artist, she was a believer, and she was free.

      What she loved most about it was that she could just be without thinking about what her mother might want her to be. And she didn’t need to think about the expectations that she had clearly given up on long ago.

      Tonight, though, was not about memories, it was about making memories. Tonight, she would not think about her mother, she would not think about the life she’d left behind—and good riddance, thank you very much. She would not think about any of that.

      She would not think about her ex-husband, she would not think about the other men that her mother had wanted her to marry after that. She would not think about the list of eligible bachelors that her mother routinely sent to her.

      Mailed, not emailed. Not sent by carrier pigeon, not even by text. No, her mother painstakingly hand-wrote every single name in the most perfect cursive ever, almost calligraphy, and sent Kaylee the names of who she thought her daughter should marry next.

      It was bad enough that Kaylee was a divorcee, but in her mother’s eyes, she could not remain single at her old age.

      That age only being in her thirties, but that wasn’t something she was going to talk about. She wasn’t vain, but she did not like talking about her age. It wasn’t as if she were old, but her mother made her feel that way every time she sent along a new skin cream for Kaylee to try. A fancy night cream to help with those wrinkles. Wrinkles she wasn’t sure existed yet, but they were waiting, lurking under the surface for her to stop paying attention.

      But she would wear them as a badge because it told her that she lived…even while they told her mother that she was old and dying and still childless and unwed.

      And, here she was, thinking about everything that she’d told herself she wouldn’t think about.

      Tonight was about art. She wasn’t going to be making her own art per se, but she was going to be watching her friends and those who came in using a coupon or just walked in for the experience of making art. This was one of her favorite nights of the month. This is when Brushes With Lushes truly came to life.

      She hadn’t been the first person to come up with the idea of drinking a little wine while hanging out with your friends and painting a picture. It hadn’t been her original idea to stand up in front of a crowd and show them exactly how to do it, almost as if it were Paint by Numbers but not quite. Because every single canvas ended up individual in the end. Every single painting was unique to the artist. Every moonscape was somewhat different, every tree angled slightly differently. And that was what she loved. Because even those who claimed they didn’t have a shred of artistic ability in their bones still ended up with art at their fingertips.

      Art is what she craved, and that is what made her evening.

      Because while she could expunge every single ounce of who she was and throw it on a canvas, sometimes, she just needed to breathe. Sometimes, she just needed to experience the energy that came from those who also wanted to show their art, or those who were too afraid to pick up a brush before. Showing others that they could be creative was what made her creative. At least, in a sense.

      So, maybe she sometimes felt like an emotional vampire by doing these things, but she truly loved doing it. All over the country—and even in the world now that she thought about it since her friend had started one in Paris—people were holding events like this. And she loved it.

      As she walked out into the main area of her studio that she had redesigned into a Brushes With Lushes storefront, she smiled. People walked in and out of the rows and around the easels, talking with each other and pouring wine. Kaylee’s two assistants helped with that, making sure that everybody was happy—but not too happy if they were the ones with the car keys.

      There would be no drinking and driving when it came to those who created in her store. Because while she would allow them to expel some of their emotions onto a canvas—even if her mother would say it was merely a moonscape—there was no way she was going to allow any of them to get into a car and possibly end up hurting themselves or someone else because of stupid decisions.

      So, most people had a designated driver in their group, or they used a car service. In the age of the apps where with just two little presses of a finger, a car would come to you, there was no need to indulge and then get behind the wheel.

      At least, that’s what Kaylee hoped.

      “I can’t wait for tonight,” Roxie said with a grin. Roxie Marshall, formerly Roxie Montgomery-Marshall smiled up at her, and Kaylee couldn’t help but smile right back. Roxie was gorgeous, just like the rest of the Montgomerys. She had long, dark hair, but hers was a little lighter than the rest of her siblings. Her wide, blue eyes glinted with a bit of wickedness and a whole lot of happiness, something that Kaylee had not seen in her friend’s eyes for far too long.

      But now Roxie was happily married, she and her husband making it through their rough patch.

      And the woman actually looked excited to paint. A far cry from her trepidation of the past.

      Kaylee tapped her chin. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever actually heard you say that and mean it while in my studio.”

      Kaylee leaned over and hugged Roxie close, kissing her friend on the temple. In some respects, Kaylee was still new when it came to hanging out with this group of friends. She had met them because of Brushes With Lushes, and though she had met lots of women and men in her studio, it was the Montgomerys and their close-knit group that she had been drawn to.

      And now she was one of them, and she loved it.

      “I’ve been happy when I walk through these doors. I promise you.”

      “You say that, but you never looked very excited to paint. Aren’t you the one who always says you can never get it just right?”

      Roxie blushed and shook her head. “Yes, I’m a little anal when it comes to making sure I get the brushstrokes right. But Carter is making sure to tell me every chance he gets that I’m perfect just the way I am. And that I don’t have to constantly compare myself to my siblings. Which isn’t easy, but I’m doing better.”

      “And you have no idea how happy that makes me. Because I’ve always told you that you can do anything you want to, that you can be anybody you want to be inside this studio. The paintbrush is just the tool to show you who you are, and I know that you’re an artist. You don’t have to be the same kind of artist as your sisters or your sister-in-law or even your best friend. You can be your own artist.”

      “And I think I’m finally listening. I’m sorry that I didn’t before.”

      Kaylee just shook her head and then hugged Roxie again as the other Montgomerys and their friend Abby walked through the doors.

      “I’m just glad you’re here. And I’m glad that that smile is in your eyes. I think I’ve missed it. No, I know I’ve missed it.”

      Roxie blinked away tears and just kept smiling. “You’re going to make me cry, and I have mascara on that I’m not 100% sure is waterproof because it’s a new one that Abby let me try.”

      “You’re wearing that mascara? No, it’s not tear-proof. Sorry. But it does make your lashes look beautiful. Just don’t cry.” Abby bounced in and hugged them both, and Thea, Adrienne, and Shea came up, as well.

      Kaylee was now a part of this large group of women. She wasn’t on the outside looking in anymore, she wasn’t alone, waiting to find friends.

      She had them.

      And her mother would hate them.

      And though that might be a plus for Kaylee, it wasn’t what she’d been searching for when she found her friends.  It was just an added benefit.

      “So, what are we painting today?” Adrienne asked, putting her coat on the rack next to their row.

      “Today, we’re going with another treescape, although this one will have a few more branches for you to play with.”

      Adrienne was a tattoo artist—one of the most talented ones in the United States if you asked Kaylee. Adrienne’s cousins and her brother were also up there in the rankings, but Adrienne had a special place in Kaylee’s heart. The woman had done the long row of flowers of all different kinds, climbing a trellis on Kaylee’s side and hip. It wasn’t completely finished yet because both of them were artists, and their ideas sometimes clashed when it came to exactly what Kaylee wanted to put on her skin. Kaylee had done the initial drawing because she couldn’t help herself, but Adrienne had been the one to make it come alive.

      It was a melding of both of their talents, both of their minds. And it was exactly what Kaylee wanted.

      Only one other person had seen it, and though she tried not to think about that, he had loved the design, as well.

      But she wasn’t going to think about him. She wasn’t going to think about anything like that right now. Because tonight was about art. It was about friendship and wine.

      Everything was better with wine.

      “We need to get started. But, Adrienne, you’re going to come by later this week, right? I know that you wanted to try that new canvas I bought.”

      “Oh, yes, I’m thinking oils this time. I’ve done watercolors and acrylics, but I’ve never worked with oils.”

      “I think you might like them. I know it’s completely different than what you do with your tattoos, but maybe this outlet will help you push your art in a new direction and enhance what you already love doing.”

      “I love when you guys talk art, it makes me so happy. Because sometimes I feel like I have no idea what I’m doing,” Thea said, setting her stuff down next to her chair.

      “I’ve seen the way you decorate cakes,” Kaylee said, leaning against the table. She did her best not to put all of her weight on it because she knew it might topple over if she did. She had strong tables, but the last thing she needed was all the easels and wine falling to the floor. Not that she had done that before or anything.

      Thea shrugged. “Yes, I play with frosting. But it’s not really the same as working with oils or anything like that.”

      “I don’t know what it is with all you guys thinking that what you do isn’t amazing and worthwhile. You need to stop comparing yourselves to each other and just love what you do.”

      “We’re working on it,” Abby said, her voice a little soft. Abby was the gentlest of them. She had been through hell and back, had lost everything she loved, save her daughter, but now she was in a new relationship with one of Kaylee’s good friends. Abby and Ryan were adorable together and were steadily moving into something far more serious than just dating. Kaylee had a feeling that there would be wedding bells soon, and not just for the Montgomerys.

      So many weddings, so many loves, so much emotion in such a short time.

      But Kaylee was just fine being alone.

      She wasn’t going to think about that man. Wouldn’t think about his face as it flashed in her mind. She wasn’t going to think about Landon.

      Damnit, she’d thought his name.

      No, she wasn’t going to think about it.

      Shea came up and kissed Kaylee on the temple. “Do you want to talk about what’s on your mind?” the other woman asked.

      Shea was married to the Montgomery girls’ brother, Shep. They had moved from New Orleans and were now raising their little girl up in Colorado Springs. Shea was an accountant just like Roxie, and Shep owned the tattoo shop with Adrienne. It was all one big, happy family. But Shea sometimes saw far too much.

      “I’m fine. But we’re running a little late, so I should get started.”

      Kaylee quickly went up to the front of the room before anybody could question her further. She didn’t like being on that end. She liked to stand in front of her friends and make sure they were fine. She enjoyed being the one dissecting things and ensuring that they were emotionally ready for the next step, that they weren’t hiding from themselves. She didn’t think of herself as a therapist or psychiatrist, but she did know that art helped heal. She knew that it helped bring out emotions you thought were hidden, ones that maybe didn’t need to be behind so many layers.

      Kaylee put herself into everything she did, including her work. And tonight would be no different.

      But that didn’t mean she liked being on the other side of that lens.

      “Okay, ladies and gentlemen,” she said as the women in the room laughed. The lone male just shook his head and raised his glass of pinot noir.

      “Okay, I guess gentleman, welcome to Brushes With Lushes. Tonight, we’re going to have a little fun, and maybe a whole lot more. I do hope that you put whatever you want into your paintings tonight. You don’t have to do what I do. Just use my steps as a basis for what you’d like to do. Indulge in what you like. Know that no one here is going to judge. Because if they do, I know exactly how to kick them on their rear and get them out of here.” She paused as the class laughed, just as she intended them to.

      “Okay, then, let’s start with a blank canvas. Some say it’s the scariest part of all, but I think of it as a beginning. It’s just begging for paint, just as a blank page begs for words. And, so, we shall indulge.”

      The evening went off without a hitch, and the paintings that came out of it made her grin. Everybody had started with what she had given them and made it his or her own. That was what she loved. She wanted to see who they were through what they put on the canvas. Some of them were a little darker, some a little more comical. Some were romantic and light, others a little more nightmarish.

      It was exactly what she needed.

      

      The class filtered out, and Kaylee hugged and kissed her friends as they walked away, all of them having their own lives to go back to. She let her assistants leave as soon as the place was cleaned up. Soon, she was alone—exactly what she was used to.

      Maybe that helped her art, but she didn’t know.

      She let out a breath and closed her eyes, knowing she had a long night of art ahead of her. Her fingertips had been burning with the idea of what came to mind while she was helping others. She didn’t have a project in the works at the moment. Everything was in one stage or another, but she hadn’t started anything new in about a month. Maybe that should’ve worried her, but that was how she worked. She threw herself into multiple things at once and took breaks.

      But, tonight…tonight, she would start something new.

      As she opened her eyes, she knew she wasn’t alone anymore. He was there.

      He wasn’t just on her mind, he was right behind her.

      So she rolled her shoulders back and turned, making sure to keep her gaze cool.

      “You’re late,” she said, her voice low. “The evening’s already over.”

      The man shook his head and brushed his knuckle across her jaw. She didn’t flinch, didn’t back away, but she didn’t lean in to him either. Because she couldn’t. She couldn’t do anything but look at him. “I’m not late. I can’t be. Not when it comes to you.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      He let out a chuckle. “I was trying to be romantic.”

      “There’s no need to be romantic, Landon. You’re not mine. Remember? We tried that once, and it didn’t work out.”

      That had been the last time she was with any man. Kaylee tried not to wince at the idea of her dry spell, but she and Landon were not a couple. They had tried, and it hadn’t worked. All of their friends wanted to know more, but that just meant she wasn’t going to tell them. She didn’t know why it hurt that it hadn’t worked out between them. She wasn’t sure what she wanted, and he didn’t want a relationship. It just didn’t work.

      And if she kept telling herself that, maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much anymore.

      “I just missed you.”

      She closed her eyes, letting out a breath. “You can’t say things like that, Landon. And I need to go to work. Was there something you wanted?”

      He just looked in her eyes and then slowly shook his head. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I was driving by and saw the lights on but no cars in the parking lot. You know it worries me when you’re here all alone.”

      “I’m alone a lot of the time, Landon. I’m used to it.”

      “You should have someone taking care of you, Kaylee.”

      “I can take care of myself. You’re not the one who’s going to be taking care of me. Remember?”

      “Will you be in your studio all night?”

      She let out a breath. “Yes, and your desk is all set for you if you’d like to sit and do your work and watch me.”

      He just smiled. The two of them walked back to her studio, closing up the rest of the front of the shop. They went to work—him doing paperwork and working with spreadsheets that made her eyes cross, and her ignoring him to the best of her ability as she threw everything she had at the canvas.

      He didn’t like her to be alone, knew that she really didn’t like it even though she told herself she was fine with it.

      Because he liked to take care of her, even if she wasn’t his to take care of.

      Their relationship was complicated, but so many other things were, as well. They were friends, had been lovers, but they were never anything more than that.

      And just because some part of her wanted that, didn’t mean it would ever happen.

      Because it couldn’t.

      And it wouldn’t.
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      Landon had been at this one spreadsheet for what felt like a week. As he looked down at the calendar on his computer, he frowned. It actually had been a week. Seven days since he’d gotten this account, and it was getting a little ridiculous that he was still working on it and trying to make the numbers work. Well, maybe not work but at least make sense. He loved his job. He enjoyed making sure others made money, and he really loved the fact that he could make money. What he didn’t like was when his clients wanted to make money and not have to spend it. They just wanted it to happen overnight, and apparently, it was Landon’s job to make that happen.

      Even in his line of work, he was not a risk-taker. He couldn’t be. He couldn’t afford it. Yes, others could be doing his job—he was a broker, after all. He was also a financial planner for some. That used to be his main job, and he was thinking about going back to it. He wasn’t sure he liked what he was doing any longer, but maybe that was because he was restless about so many other things.

      No, he wasn’t going to think about that. He really wasn’t going to think about what he was restless about. He wasn’t going to think about anything like that. He was just going to focus on finishing up this spreadsheet and then have a beer.

      A very good brew. Maybe two. Maybe even five. Okay, he wasn’t in his twenties anymore, so not five.

      God, when had he gotten old? Not that he actually was old, but sometimes, he sure felt like it. Sitting hunched over his desk, staring at numbers until his eyes crossed, was one of those times.

      So, he shut down his computer after saving everything, and knew it was time for his weekend to start. He would just have to get back to it on Monday. He was good at what he did, fast at it, but sometimes, the numbers just didn’t work. When they didn’t, he knew it was time to back away.

      Perhaps it was time to find a new job. One that didn’t stress him out to the point where he was afraid that his hair would start falling out.

      He ran a hand through his chestnut brown hair and winced.

      Was it thinning? Was he getting a bald spot? His boss had a bald spot, one that seemed to grow with every passing financial cycle. Maybe that was his next stage. Balding. And a little more beer so he’d get a little rounder in the stomach. Not that he’d judge anyone for that, but he really wasn’t ready for that yet.

      The idea he was balding could just be related to age. Or it could be that he was doing his best not to think about the fact that one of his best friends had started to push him away.

      Maybe it was because she needed to push him away.

      He let out a groan and let his head fall back so he could close his eyes.  He was losing his damn mind, and he was pretty sure it was all Kaylee’s fault.

      And if it was her fault, then it was really his fault. Because he was the asshole. He was always the asshole.

      He might have let his friend stay at his house when Carter and his wife were dealing with marital problems and trying to actually communicate with each other. He might have also helped Ryan figure out what he needed to say and do when it came to the love of his life, Abby. And he was there when Dimitri and Mace needed him, when they were figuring out their love lives.

      But all of that did not make him not an asshole. If he added enough double negatives, maybe he could actually come up with something positive.

      Or maybe, once again, he was letting numbers and words get into his head, and it was making him lose his freaking mind.

      So, he closed up and got into his car. His nice, fancy, fully-loaded Audi with its leather interior and its new car smell. He swore he’d have to just get a new car when that smell faded.

      This purchase wasn’t very good with the whole financial planning thing, but it was his baby. He did not have a lot of vices. He drank light beer when he felt like it, and cheap brands most of the time when he was out with his friends. He had nice suits, but he didn’t own a thousand of them. He owned a few and switched out the shirts and ties that went with them. He was good, financially responsible. And as he ran his hands over the leather of the steering wheel, he realized that he was when it came to this baby, too.

      He loved this car. Loved it more than anything else in his life.

      That thought made him wince.

      Really? Really, Landon? Your car is your baby? The one thing you love?

      No wonder Kaylee was getting tired of him. No wonder he was the lone male of his friends without a woman.

      Yes, everybody thought that he and Kaylee were actually together, but they didn’t realize that he and Kaylee had tried that once and were now just friends.

      Just. Friends.

      He didn’t know why that hurt. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t tried before. It just didn’t work out. She hadn’t wanted a serious relationship at the time, and he didn’t know if that had really changed. He loved women. He loved the way they felt, the way they laughed. He loved the way he made them feel, and the way they made him feel. He loved their curves, loved when they didn’t have curves. He loved every part of them, and not just the way they looked.

      He was not ready to settle down—or at least he hadn’t been. He and Kaylee had both known the score when they fell into bed together and realized that they weren’t the ones for each other. So, they had fallen right back out of bed but not out of each other’s lives. They’d remained friends, and he didn’t know why, but he had assumed a sort of protective role when it came to her. Protective when he knew that she didn’t want it. It wasn’t that she actually needed someone in that position. She was damn strong all on her own, she didn’t need a man in her life. Now that he thought about it, she told him that frequently.

      He didn’t like her alone in her studio, and he knew that she didn’t enjoy eating out alone—he wasn’t really a fan of it either. So, when he didn’t have a date, which was more often than not these days now that he thought about it, they went out together.

      They liked trying out new restaurants, enjoyed a lot of the same food. They liked getting dressed up and feeling fancy. Not that he actually said that, but Kaylee had once, and now it stuck in his head.

      They just liked doing a lot of the same things. So, they did. Together. It made things a little awkward sometimes because they had seen each other naked. He had licked every inch of her. They had fallen into bed way too fast, way too hard, but it had been damn good. The sex had been amazing. And everything after had been pretty amazing, as well. It was just that neither of them wanted to ruin what they had by trying for something more serious. Because they hadn’t wanted anything serious.

      He let out a breath and told himself that everything was fine. This weird feeling in his stomach was just because he was worried about his job and the fact that he was considering changing careers slightly. It was just because everyone around him was getting married and having babies or more babies. That’s all it was. He wasn’t thinking about the fact that he sort of missed his best friend in a way that wasn’t so…friendly.

      The Bluetooth on his car rang, and the screen popped up with Kaylee’s name.

      “Speak of the devil,” he whispered and then winced. Kaylee was no devil. A siren, sure. A minx, perhaps. But there was a reason the sailors went to those sirens. There was a reason their calls wooed the men and lured them closer.

      If Kaylee was a siren, then he was the easily and willingly lured pirate.

      Great, now he was thinking about himself in the Dread Pirate Roberts getup and she as Princess Buttercup—but in a more daring outfit.

      He was officially losing his damn mind. He quickly pressed the button on his steering wheel and answered. “So, you just can’t take any time without me. Can you? You miss me desperately.” He over-exaggerated the words, and he could practically hear her rolling her eyes.

      “You’re an idiot, Landon.”

      “Yes, yes, I am. But only an idiot for you.” He really needed to stop teasing her, but they both did that. It was just how they worked. Though he didn’t know why it was starting to hurt. With every tease, every flirtation, it started to needle just a little bit. Maybe he needed to stop. Perhaps he needed to back away.

      But he didn’t know if he could do that.

      “It’s a Friday night, Landon. And I’m hungry.”

      He swallowed hard and used his free hand to adjust himself in his pants. As soon as she’d said those words, his mind hadn’t gone to food. It went to her on her knees in front of him, hungry for something more than just a taste.

      He really needed to get laid. And Kaylee was not the answer to his problem.

      “Oh?”

      “Stop thinking about sex, Landon.”

      She snapped the words, and he let out a laugh. “You’re starting to freak me out with this whole mind-reading thing.”

      “Well, I am amazing like that. But I really want to go to that sushi place we both like. I can call in a reservation since I know it’s a Friday night, but they can usually slide us in.”

      He was not going to think about sliding anything in.

      Oh, God, he was losing his mind. Losing his fucking mind.

      “I could do sushi.”

      “That’s what I thought. Pick me up? I’ll make the reservation for forty-five minutes from now. That’ll give us enough time.”

      “Enough time for what?” he asked, his voice as low and seductive as he could possibly make it.”

      “Enough time to make sure you don’t look as ragged as you normally do after a long day of numbers. Don’t tempt me, Landon. You’re not going to like the outcome.”

      He laughed and then hung up as she said her goodbyes.

      They were both playing with fire, and he knew it. One day soon, they would land in bed together again, and he was afraid once they rolled out of it, they wouldn’t be the same people anymore. He’d changed after sleeping with her the first time, and he damn well knew it would be worse this time.

      Things were already messy, and it was just getting worse. He was standing in quicksand, trying to run, but there was no escape.

      There never was.

      

      “I don’t understand why you like the spicy, crunchy stuff,” Kaylee said, wrinkling her nose as he ate an entire spicy salmon crunchy roll. He just grinned, knowing that he was showing some of the food in his mouth.

      They were at a decently upscale restaurant, and this was not how you were supposed to act, but he loved making her wince, liked making her laugh.

      “You’re disgusting. But I kind of knew that going in. It’s sort of who you are.” He swallowed after chewing and drank a gulp of water until he didn’t have any more of that spiciness on his tongue.

      “Oh, shush. You chew with your mouth open, too, sometimes.”

      “I did once, and I had a cold. A very bad one where I couldn’t breathe through my nose. I don’t know why you keep bringing that up.”

      “Because you keep bringing up the spicy, crunchy thing.” He took another bite, this one a little bit smaller so he didn’t have to shove it all into his mouth. “I just like the way it tastes.”

      “It does taste good, but I don’t like the texture of it. And I love sushi, you know that, but even some fish eggs kind of freak me out. It’s the texture in your mouth. I just can’t do it.”

      He just shook his head, took the roe that she had scraped off the top of one of the rolls, and put it on his plate.

      “I can’t believe you would waste this precious, precious roe.”

      “I’m not wasting it. I wouldn’t have ordered it if you didn’t like it. Because I know none of it will go to waste since you will eat it. If I were by myself—which I rarely am these days for some reason because I think everybody likes to take me out to eat—I wouldn’t have ordered it at all. I would have just had Sushi Me or something. No eggs or crunchiness or anything that would feel weird in my mouth.”

      “Okay, back up, why did you sound sad when you said people were going out to dinner with you? Is this like a pity thing tonight?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not talking about you. It’s the damn Montgomerys.” She sounded so exasperated that he snorted.

      “They’re after you to make sure you’re happy and in love just like they are, aren’t they?”

      She tilted her wineglass at him, raising her brow. “I see I’m not alone in the Montgomery ways.”

      “They just want us to be happy.”

      “But I hope they realize that it’s not going to be with each other. Right?” She said the words very, very carefully, and he nodded just as cautiously. They did their best not to talk about this, but it had come up at least twice during the past week. Ever since he’d sat and watched her work in the studio, they had been very, very careful with each other. But then again, they were always super careful.

      “They’ll figure it out.”

      “I hope they do. And soon. Because if they don’t, they’re going to start forcing me to go on blind dates. That is something I do not want to do. I met my ex on a blind date.”

      He tilted his head, doing his best not to let his fingers clench on his chopsticks. He did not like thinking about her ex. He knew Kaylee didn’t either, but the subject made Landon rage. He had never met the man, didn’t even know what he was really like. But he didn’t like the way her eyes changed when she talked about him. Didn’t like how she sounded angry and hurt all at the same time.

      So, no, he did not like her ex.

      “I didn’t know you met him on a blind date.”

      “My mother set it up.”

      That was all she needed to say. Landon knew all about her mother, knew about her upbringing. They had gotten drunk one night with some really expensive wine that one should not get drunk on, and they had raged about their pasts and families.

      He didn’t talk to his parents much, nor with his brother and his two sisters. His parents just didn’t understand him.

      They were good, hard-working, blue-collar people that worked two jobs just to put food on the table. They also spent way more money than they made because they thought it was their right. He didn’t understand them, but that was just how they lived. They didn’t get that debt was crippling, and they always thought that Landon could help them out. He had at first, but not anymore.

      His brother and sisters were the same way. They didn’t go to college, not because they didn’t have the grades, but because they figured they didn’t need it. They worked, but sometimes not as hard as their parents, and most of the time, not as hard as they should.

      Their spouses and their kids just kept spending money, just as Landon’s parents did.

      Maybe that’s why he worked with money. Because he liked to make sure that he knew what he was spending, knew what he had. And how to make more. Because he didn’t want to go hungry, didn’t want the debt collectors coming again. Didn’t want any of that.

      He blinked as Kaylee reached out and put her hand on his.

      “I didn’t mean to make you think about your family. We can talk about something else. Like, maybe a sports game? I’m sorry the Broncos aren’t going to be in the Super Bowl.”

      He snorted, shaking his head. “The Super Bowl was last month. And the Broncos haven’t been in the Super Bowl in a long time. And it scares me sometimes that you can read my mind like you do when it comes to my family.”

      She just shrugged, moving her hand back. Landon didn’t know why he missed the touch. Kaylee wasn’t his. And he had to remember that. They were just friends.

      “I can read you because I feel the same way about mine. Now, is there another sporting event we can talk about?”

      “If you call it a sporting event with that upper-crust, British accent that you totally don’t have, we’re not going to talk about it at all. We can talk about art. Maybe the newest Monet?”

      “There isn’t a newest Monet. There’s just a Monet.”

      “Oh, well, it seems I’m not as cultured as I want to be.”

      “Oh, shush. You know your arts. You’re just as fancy as I am, you just try to hide it. Except with that car of yours. There’s no hiding that.”

      “So, you like my car, do you?”

      “You know I do. You just won’t let me drive it.”

      “Nobody drives my baby girl.”

      “Men and their cars.”

      “And that’s a fact.”

      Then they were both laughing, talking about nothing and everything at the same time. They split the check because neither of them liked being indebted to the other. Then he drove her home, walking in to make sure that she was safe before he left. He didn’t know why he did that, but he had started it as soon as their friend, Adrienne, was attacked at the tattoo shop. Yes, maybe he was overprotective, but he didn’t like the fact that Kaylee was alone. Didn’t like that as soon as he left, she’d lock the door behind him, and no one would be there to help her. She might be self-sufficient, but he was still a caveman in some respects.

      “Thanks for taking me to dinner,” she said as she removed her coat. Landon swallowed hard as he looked at her shoulders, at her curves. Kaylee was a damn gorgeous woman. Sometimes, it was hard to remember that she wasn’t his.

      “You paid for half, so I guess thank you for dinner, as well.”

      “Well, what are you doing tomorrow night? I mean, I have to work in the studio all day, but it’s a Saturday for you. Do you have any plans with the men?”

      He shook his head. “Everyone has dates with their own women. So, I guess it’s just you and me tomorrow night. We can try that new Fusion place. Although, I think there was something about lentils and black seaweed and sriracha with a dash of cayenne? I really don’t know about that menu.”

      She snorted and then sidled up to him, putting her arm around his waist. “Yeah, maybe not that place. But I can think of something. Thank you for coming out with me tonight. I didn’t really want to eat at home alone. You know?”

      “I know. Though you know, you could have had a date with anybody you wanted. You’re fucking gorgeous, Kaylee.”

      She turned in his hold, and he wrapped his arms around her. She looked back at him. “You sometimes surprise me with your flattery.”

      He frowned. “I shouldn’t. You know that I think you’re beautiful, brilliant. Fucking creative. You know all of that.”

      “So you tell me. But you sometimes just tell me out of the blue, and it just surprises me.”

      “Well, then I guess I like that kind of surprise.” Then he did something stupid. So stupid. He lowered his head and brushed his lips along hers. She gasped for a second, and he didn’t think again. He just leaned in more, sliding his tongue along hers. A simple caress, an ache between them. He kissed her, softly, sweetly…and then a little harder.

      Then he remembered who was in his arms. Recalled that Kaylee wasn’t his. That they had already gone down this path and knew that they weren’t meant for each other.

      He stopped the kiss and rested his forehead on hers.

      “Goodnight, Kaylee.”

      “Goodnight.” A pause. A deep breath. “Drive safe, Landon.”

      He kissed her forehead in a way a friend would, how a brother would with his sister, not in a way a man would when he knew he was falling in love with the woman in his arms.

      His breath caught as he walked away, that thought echoing in his head.

      He couldn’t love this woman. He could not be falling in love with Kaylee.

      Because that’s not what they were to each other.

      The word scared him more than it should.

      So, it wasn’t true. It was just a stray thought. A lie.

      He got into his car, his baby, and knew that there was a lie involved, but it wasn’t that.
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      The Stones blared out of the speakers in her studio. Kaylee threw up her hands, ignoring the paint that sprayed across the covered floor and flew into her hair as she shook her hips to the sound of Mick Jagger’s voice. She swayed, shimmied, and went to her tiptoes as she sang along, letting the music and the feeling spread through her before she stood in front of the canvas and began to paint.

      Yes, sometimes, she was a really messy painter. Other times, she was precise, fluid, and didn’t spill a single drop.

      Tonight, was not one of those times.

      Tonight, she was frustrated. Not just with the day, and not just with her thoughts, but sexually.

      And she was tired of being sexually frustrated.

      She knew exactly whose fault it was. Oh, it wasn’t hers. It couldn’t possibly be hers and her horrible, no-good, very bad thoughts about the man that she shouldn’t be thinking of.

      No, it all rested on his shoulders. Those very broad, very strong shoulders.

      No, she was not going to think about that.

      Or the fact that she was slowly drawing a very angry and yet sensually abstract art piece that just made her wonder what the hell she was doing.

      She didn’t even think as she put brush to paint and paint to canvas. She painted, she felt, and she knew that this would be an angry yet sexual piece.

      And it was all Landon’s fault. Landon and his very broad shoulders and his very chiseled chest, and those hips that were slender but enough to dig her fingers into. Oh, Landon and his nice ass and his thick thighs and that very nice cock.

      No, she was not going to think about Landon’s dick.

      That was the reason she was in this situation.

      She paused, laughing.

      She had reached a whole new level of what the fuck was wrong with her.

      Because there was something definitely wrong with her if she was singing an ode and painting a piece all about Landon’s…well, piece.

      She was losing her mind, and it was all his fault.

      And, yes, maybe it was her fault, too. But she couldn’t help it.

      She was sexually frustrated, and really just needed an orgasm.

      Or maybe she just needed to paint, get angry, and dance around to the Rolling Stones and whatever else came up on her playlist. She had an eclectic mix of The Stones, Guns ‘n’ Roses, and even some Backstreet Boys.

      Because, sometimes, she didn’t want it that way, and the boy bands of her youth had kept her going, even with some of the grunge and heavy metal and rock and oldies she mixed in. She loved all music, and she didn’t care that boy bands were a thing for teenage girls. Because those teenage girls grew up, and they bought more tickets to the shows as the boy bands came up.

      Yes, she was going to see the Backstreet Boys at their upcoming concert. She was a little too young to like the New Kids on the Block as much as some of her friends were, but she was taking the Montgomerys and Abby to see the Backstreet Boys. Each of them liked a different member, and that was very helpful. Because no one was going to touch her Brian. Her perfect, artistic soul.

      She stared at her canvas, then set down the paintbrush and started laughing hysterically.

      Somehow, her sexual rage had turned into a frothy piece of Brian from the Backstreet Boys.

      Her art back when she was thinking about him was much different. And it was still different because he had grown up, and so had she.

      But Brian was no Landon.

      And if Landon knew her at all, he would know that was a compliment. Not that she would actually say that to him, because there were some things you did not talk about with your friends, specifically ones you had seen naked. Especially a friend that you still wanted to see naked. No, you did not talk about your boy band crushes.

      Again.

      At least not without a lot of wine.

      Oh, God, she’d forgotten that she already told Landon about her crush on Brian.

      He had said that he liked Lance more, and then she had to explain the difference between the Backstreet Boys and N’Sync—it had been a whole thing.

      “Okay, that’s enough of that.” She shook her head, wiped off her hands on the towel she set next to the easel, and went to change from one station to another. Maybe a playlist wasn’t what she needed. Maybe she just needed random music to fill her mind.

      Or, maybe she needed something to keep her from thinking about Landon.

      Because she missed him. It had only been a few days since she saw him last, and yet she missed him.

      She wasn’t supposed to miss someone who wasn’t her significant other. Yes, they were friends, but it couldn’t be anything more than that. Like she’d told herself numerous times before, they had already tried that. It hadn’t worked. So, why did she feel like she was losing a piece of herself when she didn’t see him. He hadn’t stopped by the studio, hadn’t watched her work while he worked himself. It wasn’t like he did that every day. Far from it. They each had their own lives, and it wasn’t like they were constantly in each other’s pockets. But he hadn’t contacted her since sushi. Since that kiss.

      But she hadn’t contacted him either. She hadn’t texted him, hadn’t called him. Hadn’t just stopped by, wondering what they were missing by not actually touching each other.

      Maybe if she wasn’t so in her head, if she weren’t so worried about getting hurt again, she’d actually pay attention and make this into something she wanted.

      But something had come over his eyes after he kissed her, something that scared her. And then he’d walked out.

      And they hadn’t talked since.

      The rage came back again, the angry sexual tension that she knew would return to her art. So, she pulled out her paint and went back to it. She could get rid of some of the fluff that had come from Brian and the Backstreet Boys on the mind. She could focus on what she was truly feeling.

      That anger, that rage, that…what-the-hell-am-I-doing when it came to her friend.

      Everyone else was falling around her, they were all finding their happily ever afters. Some had taken longer to get there, and some had even fallen and had to find a way back up again. People had been hurt, some had split up, but everybody had found their happiness in the end.

      She had thought she’d found her happiness before.

      But it hadn’t worked.

      Nothing worked when it came to her it seemed.

      No. Her job was good, her art was good. Everything was good.

      Just because she couldn’t find that thing, didn’t mean she wasn’t good.

      So she let out a breath and sank into her art.

      The colors flowed, and she did, too. She threw it all out onto the canvas, into her project. She let everything that she’d been thinking just fly from her fingertips and through the paintbrush. If she could throw herself into her art, just smack herself into the paper and canvas, mix with the paints, maybe it would help her. She felt like she was ripping her soul apart piece by piece, digging into the art in front of her, trying to mold it into something that made sense.

      But nothing about her made sense in her mind. And maybe that was right. Maybe that’s what made her art, hers.

      As she tried to catch her breath, her chest moving up and down in pants, and as paint dripped from her fingers and from the brush, she knew she had done something pivotal.

      This was for her. This was her.

      Even with the blemishes of her earlier errant thoughts, even with the things that didn’t make any sense, the art in front of her was Kaylee.

      And for some reason, she didn’t like it.

      She didn’t like the bold colors, and the angles and swirls made no sense. She didn’t like the way the contrasting shades butted up against one another, sometimes in such a vivid expression that it startled her.

      This was Kaylee.

      This was fear.

      This was her not being able to take that next step, not being able to communicate because she was so afraid of what was within.

      This was her remembering that she had lost before—lost part of herself when she tried to fall in love with the right man. The one her mother had chosen for her. The guy she’d thought would bring her closer to her family and to who and what she should be.

      Because she married that man, and no one could look down on her for not doing something she was supposed to do. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to be in that society, but she could at least be with that man, could make that decision.

      And then she walked away from it, making mistake after mistake and turning into the woman she was now.

      Maybe it didn’t make any sense, or…maybe it did.

      Maybe she was putting too much meaning behind a piece of art that was just a painting.

      She was an artist, and she knew that, sometimes, a painting was just a painting. It wasn’t a representation of what she was or what she could be. Before she could catch her breath, before she could figure out exactly what she was going to do with the project in front of her, her phone buzzed on the table where Landon worked sometimes. She quickly wiped her hands and walked over to the phone, trailing her fingers along the desk where he usually sat. She loved when he worked there, loved when he was just there. His presence soothed her, even as it revved her up.

      But they were friends. Maybe that’s what friends did.

      She didn’t bother looking at the readout, knowing she had let the phone ring for far too long already.

      But when she answered it, she knew she had made a mistake.

      “Kaylee Chambers. You know better than to make me wait. What were you doing? What took you so long to answer your phone.”

      Kaylee closed her eyes, trying not to grind her teeth at the sound of her mother’s voice. She already had dental bills to deal with from grinding her molars because of her mother. She did not want to wear a night guard like they’d suggested.

      But Angelica Chambers did not know when to back down. In fact, there was no backing down when it came to her dearest daughter.

      Ever.

      “Hello, Mother. I’m sorry it took me so long to get to the phone. But I’m here now. What can I do for you?” She made her voice sound as pleasant as possible. She had long since given up trying to be herself or even sarcastic with her mother. It never led to anything good and always made the conversation last longer. The more she made herself accommodating, at least for certain periods of time, the quicker the conversation would be over, and the less time she had to deal with her mother or her mother’s problems.

      “Don’t get that tone with me.”

      “What can I do for you, Mother?” Kaylee asked again, keeping her voice pleasant. There was no tone, but her mother always heard it no matter what Kaylee said. Because that was her mother. Dearest Angelica, the one who didn’t make mistakes but who had a daughter who was a mistake.

      “I’m calling because your trust is waiting, yet you’re not doing anything to deserve it.”

      “You don’t deserve a trust, Mother. It comes when you’re born because someone signs it over to you.”

      “That is enough, Kaylee.”

      “If that’s all, I’m going to go now. I’m working.”

      “Art. Or whatever you call it. We Chambers do not work with our hands, Kaylee. Your grandfather set up that trust for you, and your father made sure it was just right for you for when you got married and had children. You need to live the life a respectable Chambers should. I do not understand why you don’t understand this. You keep walking away from your family, from your responsibilities. And you are doing nothing with your life. Everything you do is worthless unless you follow the path. You need to understand that the path was laid before you not because we enjoy telling you what to do but because it is what is meant to be.”

      Kaylee closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. This was not the first time she had heard this diatribe from her mother, nor would it be the last. Her mother would likely leave a voicemail and then hand-write a letter to make sure that Kaylee heard it again.

      Because this was Angelica Chambers. Nothing was ever good enough. Kaylee had not taken the correct path in life, nor had she followed any path at all in her mother’s eyes since she was living like a vagabond, a vagrant. Or so her mother frequently implied.

      But Kaylee could stand up for herself. Because while she tried to at least be pleasant in spurts, she also knew when it was time to stop.

      “If you’re done telling me exactly what to do with my life, I’m going back to work. Yes, as an artist. As a business owner. A successful one, not that you care about any of that. I have earned every single penny I have. Yes, I have the trust, but I haven’t touched it. I might because that was the money Grandfather sent for me and saved for me. But I do not have to abide by your rules in order to do so. I married the man you wanted me to marry, and it didn’t work out. Let me live my life, Mom.”

      “You divorced Travis. Divorced him.”

      “Yes, that dirty word called divorce. He didn’t love me, and I didn’t love him. He loved his secretary, or at least he loved doing her on his desk. Which, by the way, is the most cliché thing ever. But it seems that’s the thing to do. Because didn’t Dad do that, and Grandpa? Or maybe I’m just remembering things that we’re not supposed to talk about at the dinner table.”

      Kaylee hadn’t meant to say that last part because she knew it would hurt her mother. But now the words were out there. Her mother was silent for a moment, and Kaylee almost apologized.

      Almost.

      “You’re lucky that I kept you. You’re lucky you’re still alive to be able to disobey me and act like the ungrateful brat you are. Because while you may have the Chambers last name, and you may have their blood in your veins, you are not a Chambers. I should have gotten rid of you when I had the chance and started over. But, I didn’t. Now, you are my cross to bear, and you will do what is expected of you.”

      Kaylee didn’t know what else her mother might say, but she had heard it all before. Instead, she hung up the phone and closed her eyes, trying not to throw up at the idea that her mother had wanted to get rid of her. After all, technically, Kaylee had been a ‘seven-month pregnancy.’ It was as if she were in Regency Times and, suddenly, she was a perfectly sized, fully matured baby at seven months—also known as: her mother had been pregnant at the time of the wedding.

      Angelica had gotten pregnant at nineteen and quietly married Mr. Chambers, Kaylee’s father. But now her dad was no longer here, and neither were Kaylee’s grandparents. It was just her mother and her, the only family she had left except for the Chambers cousins who fought like cats and dogs.

      But she didn’t need any of that. She had her life. And she was just fine.

      “I have a feeling you just talked to your mother, so, why don’t you come over here and into my arms.”

      She turned on her heels at Landon’s words, not having heard him walk in, and threw herself at him. She jumped, wrapping her arms around his neck, and he tightly grabbed her waist. Her tears fell onto his coat, and she was so angry at herself for them.

      “I can’t believe I let her hurt me this much.”

      “I only caught the last bit of it, the screaming. I didn’t hear the words, but if they’re what she said to you in the past, my offer to go and kick her cane out from under her is still available to you.”

      Kaylee laughed then, her tears drying up even as she felt the ache inside of her.

      “I think she’ll just come back stronger if you kick her cane out from under her. Maybe add some water, like the wicked witch or something.”

      “That just might make her stronger, as well. Maybe we should just stay away, just in case.”

      “How did you know I needed you?” she said after a moment of silence where the two of them just stared at each other, not saying a word.

      “I didn’t, but I can’t stay away from you, Kaylee. And maybe that’s the problem.”

      So, she did what she needed. She kissed him.
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      Landon staggered back, Kaylee’s lips on his as he tried to remember his own name. She tasted him, and he tasted her. A little bit of wine, a little mint, and everything Kaylee. He let out a breath, pulling away from her as he cupped her face, his hands digging into her hair.

      “Kissing me is not going to solve our problems.”

      He hated saying the words, but he knew they were important. They couldn’t ruin what they had because of base instincts. Or instincts that seemed very useful just then.

      “You’re the one who kissed me first,” she whispered and then laughed. She pulled away, and Landon was colder for it.

      “What are we doing, Kaylee?”

      “Not fucking, that’s for sure.” She paused, looked at him like a goddess with paint in her hair and a little bit on her cheek. She had never looked more beautiful, so messy, so…his.

      But that was a problem. Kaylee wasn’t his.

      “I don’t know what we’re doing,” he whispered. “We tried this, didn’t we? We both said that this isn’t what we needed. We both walked away before we hurt each other.”

      “And that was over a year ago,” she whispered. “Over a year ago, and now we know each other more. And…I don’t know. It’s just, I think I need to be honest. If I’m not honest, then I’m not myself. And if this ruins everything, then it was meant to be. I just hope our relationship is strong enough for you to understand that I need to say these words. It’s just, I can’t lie to myself and you and still be me.”

      He swallowed hard, nodding. That was what he loved most about her. And, yes, he said the word love. Fuck it. He loved her. He just didn’t know how to say it. She was way stronger than he was at this point if she was willing to say the words. Or say any words at all. Because he had just about swallowed his tongue, and he had no idea what to say next.

      “We didn’t work out before because I was still hurt from my marriage that didn’t end well, and you were on your journey of trying to have the perfect date with every single woman you could.” She said the last part wryly, and he chuckled.

      “Not quite that.”

      “No, but you implied that you wanted it to be that way because it made it easier for both of us to walk away. But I’m not where I was then. We’ve watched every single one of our friends fall for someone, and we tried to help them figure out who they are in order for them to find that path.” She paused, giving him a weird look. “Path. I can’t believe I’m saying the word path.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, confused.

      “My mother said I wasn’t following the right path. That it had been laid before me for a reason, and that I wasn’t fulfilling my purpose in life.”

      “Your mother’s a bitch.”

      “Truer words have never been spoken.”

      “So, don’t use the word path. If that’s the hard word for you.”

      “All of these words are hard. I wasn’t supposed to fall for you, Landon. I wasn’t supposed to fall at all. I miss you when you’re not around. I miss when you act all protective and caveman-like and then I pretend that I resent it. Because I like it. And you know that I act all cavewoman-like and protective of you at the same time. I miss when you sit in my studio and watch me paint even as you work. I miss when we’re not together trying new food. I miss when I’m not ordering with you in mind, knowing that you’re going to take half of my food or maybe even more. I miss when we go out as a group, and you and I do our best not to sit next to each other because we don’t want others talking about us even though they’re totally already talking about us, and we’re talking about them at the same time. I miss all of that. And I miss you not by my side. And that should scare me, but it doesn’t. And I think that scares me even more. So, I’m falling for you Landon. I know I wasn’t supposed to. I know we promised each other that we wouldn’t do that. But I’m breaking that promise. And I don’t know what to say next.”

      Landon stood there frozen, his hands fisted at his sides as his body shook. It took everything within him not to throw himself at her and make love to her right there on the floor, to prove that she was his just as much as he wanted to be hers.

      But he was going to do that.

      He just needed to say the words first.

      “You are so much stronger than I could ever hope to be.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “I can say it pretty easily. I can because you’re standing there baring your soul to me when I was trying to figure out exactly what the fuck to say to you. I walked away from you a few nights ago because I didn’t mean to kiss you.”

      She took a step back, her eyes wide, the look in them a little hollow. “Oh. I see. It seems I was mistaken.”

      He heard the break in her voice, the way she tried to be so strong, and he could have cursed himself.

      “No, let me finish.” He took two steps forward then, tucking her face between his hands.

      “I shouldn’t have kissed you because I didn’t know if it’s what you wanted. I shouldn’t have done it because I’ve been trying not to kiss you for far too long. And because as soon as I walked away from you, I knew I was falling for you. But the problem is, I’ve already fallen. Somewhere along the way, we became each other’s other person. I haven’t dated a single person since I was with you, Kaylee.”

      Her eyes widened. “But I thought you had? I…I know you haven’t talked about it, but I thought you had.”

      “No, I haven’t. Because every time I thought maybe I could ask someone out, nothing ever came to be. I didn’t want it to, I didn’t want anyone else. All I can do is think of you. And I wasn’t supposed to think of you. We were supposed to just be friends. A year ago, we weren’t ready for each other. We had to figure out who we were as ourselves before we could be something more. I know that probably doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I think it makes perfect sense. Why are we so stupid, Landon?”

      He lowered his head to hers and closed his eyes. He inhaled her scent, knowing that this was right. That this had been a long time coming. “We’re not stupid. We’re just slow.”

      “Well, that’s just mean.”

      He snorted. “I mean we just took our time figuring out what the next step is.”

      “And what is the next step, Landon?” In answer, he kissed her again and then lowered her to the floor.

      “Landon,” she whispered against his lips, and he groaned. “I need you.”

      He needed her. More than he ever thought possible. So, he kissed her, he bit her chin, and then he leaned over her, remembering their first time and wondering why they hadn’t done this again.

      Emotions or no.

      “I’ve always needed you, Kaylee. Always.”

      They were on the floor of her studio, but on the stack of drop cloths she had to the side, the freshly laundered ones with the dried paint. It was as if it had been perfectly made for them.

      He kissed her again, letting his lips trail down her jaw and then to the top of her breasts over her tank.

      “Make love to me, Landon. Here. In my studio. Where we watch each other and try not to.” She rocked against him, and he groaned. He loved when she touched him, when he could feel the heat of her. He’d missed this. Missed this so damn much.

      He winked and then took her lips in a searing kiss. “I love watching you work.”

      “Same. Now, work with me here.” They both laughed, and he kissed her again, both of them slowly stripping each other out of their clothes. He loved her body, the way her curves flared and begged for his hands.

      So, he touched, her moving down her body as he licked and sucked at her skin. She tasted of peaches, the lotion and scents she used that were so subtle, he could only scent them when he was right on top of her.

      Just like he was now.

      “Landon,” she breathed as he lowered his head to her stomach, gently biting before going lower…then lower. She arched into him again as he tasted her, spreading her for his tongue and fingers.

      As he speared her, gently coaxing her closer and closer to the edge, she slid the tips of her fingers over his hair, tugging when he hit that perfect spot.

      And when she came, he kept teasing her, his mouth on her clit, wanting one more from her before he came inside her.

      “Landon, I can’t…I need you inside me.”

      “One more, Kaylee. I need one more.”

      “I can’t Landon. I can’t.”

      “For me, Kaylee, baby, come for me.” And then she did, shouting his name and arching into him once more before he moved away, licking her taste from his lips and moving to hover over her body.

      “Inside me. Now.” She practically growled the words, and he grinned.

      “So impatient. Always wanting more.”

      She reached between them and gripped the base of his cock, giving it a squeeze and making his eyes cross. “I want you, you ass. Now, get this thick thing in me.”

      “Thick? Aww, baby, you’re so sweet.”

      “If you don’t get inside me right now, I’ll move and put it in my mouth. Your choice.”

      He paused, actually thinking about what would be the better option. “Well…” He laughed as she punched his shoulder and then he leaned down, taking her lips again. “Anything you want, Kaylee. Anything.”

      He didn’t want her on the floor, so he flipped them over, and soon, she was straddling him, sliding down his length.

      “You’re so tight, so perfect for me,” he growled.

      She tossed her hair over her shoulder and cupped her breasts. “You say the sweetest things.”

      Then she moved. And he moved. And they moved as one, breathing and rocking into each other.

      They had been good before, but now, they were better. Hotter. Needier.

      Her hair fell over him in a long curtain of waves and delicious scent. “Falling for you,” he gasped as they moved.

      “Always,” she whispered, and then they both came, whispering each other’s names and aching for one another as if they had been one all along.

      And the thing was, they had been. All their dinners, their times together, they’d been just who they needed to be. For themselves and each other.

      And maybe, just maybe, they really had been dating all along.
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      Kaylee ignored the knowing looks at the next game night at Thea Montgomery’s house. Oh, yes, all of their friends had known for some time, had actually taken bets on when Kaylee and Landon would finally confess that they were indeed a couple and that, yes, they were in love. Apparently, everyone knew, even though Kaylee and Landon had done their best not to think about it at all.

      There was a reason they had not thought about it. They needed time.

      Now, they were taking all the time they needed to figure out who they were together.

      “Okay, now for the ruler of the bet, I’d like to say thank you, Kaylee and Landon, for deciding to finally reveal your relationship to the rest of us on this date.” Adrienne bowed, and the others booed.

      “You’re serious?” Landon asked as he played with Kaylee’s hair. They were sitting on the loveseat, yes, the loveseat because that’s where everyone had placed them. He had his arm around her shoulders and was casually coiling her hair around his finger. She wasn’t even sure he realized he was doing it.

      It was just something that he liked to do because he seemed to love touching her.

      He constantly touched her, made her feel alive. She could ignore her mother’s desires, ignore the responsibilities she supposedly had.

      She could just be.

      And she could paint, with whatever medium she wanted. She could just be the Kaylee Chambers she wanted to be, not the one she was apparently supposed to be.

      “Yes,” Adrienne answered, grinning. “Today was the exact date that I picked in the pool, and let me tell you, it’s been going on for like four months at this point.”

      “I cannot believe you beat me by a day,” Mace said, wrapping his arms around his fiancée’s waist. He smacked a kiss on Adrienne’s lips, and the woman laughed.

      “Well, it just seems that I’m the best person at this. The best in the world.” Adrienne let out a manic laugh, and everyone giggled as Mace started tickling her.

      “I say we play a game of Twister,” Dimitri said, his voice low as he gazed at Thea. “You know, since you’re already technically playing in front of us.” “We will not be playing Twister.” Thea raised her chin, trying to look prim and proper.

      They all started cracking up because everyone knew exactly what had happened the last time Thea and Dimitri played Twister. Apparently, they had played Twister a few more times since then, sometimes without clothes.

      “We will not be playing Twister as a group,” Kaylee said, sounding prickly. “We’re all close, and very good friends, but Twister turning into a naked group orgy is not something I want to do.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Shea said. “I mean, I already have morning sickness, I don’t really need to add anything else vomit-inducing.”

      “You’re serious, right? You’re going to be the one who’s vomiting?” Shep asked. “These are my sisters and their men. There’s no way I want to see any of you guys naked. Well, except for maybe Carter. He’s kind of hot.”

      Roxie choked up a piece of cheese, and Carter pounded her on the back even as he laughed.

      Kaylee just shook her head as Ryan and Abby whispered to each other, a new, pretty ring on Abby’s left finger. Nobody had noticed it yet, but Kaylee knew the others would soon. Or maybe they had seen it and were just letting the couple have time to themselves. Everything had moved fast for them, for all of them, and yet not quickly enough at times. They were all growing up and moving on, together.

      Before Kaylee opened her shop, before she moved here and found these people, she had thought she would walk alone forever. She had thought that, no matter the steps she took, she would never be enough. But then she found the Montgomerys, found their friends, and found Landon.

      And, yes, she knew she was enough.

      Maybe she didn’t paint by numbers like her mother wanted her to. Instead, she found her own canvas and made her own strokes.

      Though, with each step, with each decision and breath she took, she was creating her own masterpiece.

      One friendship, one Montgomery, one drop of ink, and one love at a time.
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      Thank you so much for reading INK BY NUMBERS. I do hope if you liked this story, that you would please leave a review! Reviews help authors and readers.

      

      I so loved this little peek into Kaylee and Landon’s romance. They’ve been dancing around each other for the rest of the series so having them finally give in makes me so happy!

      

      Next I move up to Boulder to visit with Liam Montgomery and his siblings in the Montgomery Ink: Boulder series. Liam is up first in WRAPPED IN INK. And just wait, there are some SHOCKING things coming up that Liam isn’t ready for.

      

      And if you’re new to my books, you can start anywhere within the world and catch up! Each book is a stand alone, so jump around!

      

      Don’t miss out on the Montgomery Ink World!
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      If you want to make sure you know what’s coming next from me, you can sign up for my newsletter at www.CarrieAnnRyan.com; follow me on twitter at @CarrieAnnRyan, or like my Facebook page. I also have a Facebook Fan Club where we have trivia, chats, and other goodies. You guys are the reason I get to do what I do and I thank you.

      Make sure you’re signed up for my MAILING LIST so you can know when the next releases are available as well as find giveaways and FREE READS.

      Happy Reading!
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      Book 6.6: Love, Honor, & Ink

      Book 7: Inked Expressions

      Book 7.3: Dropout
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      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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        BREAKING WITHOUT YOU

      

      

      

      From NYT bestselling author Carrie Ann Ryan, comes a brand new series where second chances don’t come often, and overcoming an unexpected loss means breaking everything you knew.

      I fell for Cameron Connolly at the wrong time. And when he left, I thought my life was over. But then, after the worst happened, I truly understood what that phrase meant. Now, he’s not ready for a second chance, and I’m not offering one. Though given that our families have been forced together after losing one of our own, I know there’s no turning back. Not this time. Not again. Not when it comes to Cameron.
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      I never wanted to hurt Violet Knight, but there were reasons I had to leave all those years ago—not that she’d believe me if I told her what they were. I not only left her, I also left my foster brothers. Honestly, I didn’t want to come back to Denver to help run my father’s failing brewery. But when it comes to my brothers, I know I’ll find a way to make it work. Perhaps I’ll even earn Violet’s forgiveness and face the connection we both thought long forgotten in the process. Because I wanted her then, but now I know I need her. I just hope she needs me.
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        DELICATE INK

      

      

      On the wrong side of thirty, Austin Montgomery is ready to settle down. Unfortunately, his inked sleeves and scruffy beard isn’t the suave business appearance some women crave. Only finding a woman who can deal with his job, as a tattoo artist and owner of Montgomery Ink, his seven meddling siblings, and his own gruff attitude won’t be easy.

      

      Finding a man is the last thing on Sierra Elder’s mind. A recent transplant to Denver, her focus is on opening her own boutique. Wanting to cover up scars that run deeper than her flesh, she finds in Austin a man that truly gets to her—in more ways than one.

      

      Although wary, they embark on a slow, tempestuous burn of a relationship. When blasts from both their pasts intrude on their present, however, it will take more than a promise of what could be to keep them together.

      

      
        
        Find out more in DELICATE INK

        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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        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
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