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      “Count on Carrie Ann Ryan for emotional, sexy, character driven stories that capture your heart!” – Carly Phillips, NY Times bestselling author

      “Carrie Ann Ryan’s romances are my newest addiction! The emotion in her books captures me from the very beginning. The hope and healing hold me close until the end. These love stories will simply sweep you away.” ~ NYT Bestselling Author Deveny Perry

      "Carrie Ann Ryan writes the perfect balance of sweet and heat ensuring every story feeds the soul."  - Audrey Carlan, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author

      “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

      “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

      "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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      New York Times Bestselling Author Carrie Ann Ryan returns with the next generation of Montgomerys and a second chance romance bound in memory and heat.

      Leif Montgomery fell hard for Brooke Alder in Paris when they were young, and he thought their fling was just an early taste of what life had in store for him.

      But life had other plans, and he didn’t find that kind of love—or see Brooke’s face—for years.

      Until he visits his cousin’s house and sees who’s moved in next door.

      They’ve both changed: she’s a struggling single mom, he’s running from a past he’s trying to hide while opening up a new tattoo shop. Yet the moment he sees her again, he knows she’s the one for him.

      And with one look, Brooke knows that she can’t fight the desire that pulled them together before, despite the skeletons in both their closets.
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      “Not only did you convince me to somehow go on a blind date, it became a double date. How on earth did you work this magic on me, cousin?” I asked Lake as she leaned against the pillar just inside the restaurant.

      Lake grinned at me, her dark hair pulled away from her face. She had on this swingy black dress and looked as if she were excited, anxious, nervous, and happy all at the same time. Considering she was bouncing on her toes when usually Lake was calm, cool, and collected, was saying something. “I asked, and you said yes. Because you love me.”

      “I might love you because we’re family, but I still think we’re making a mistake.” I shook my head and pulled at my shirt sleeves. Lake had somehow convinced me to wear a button-up shirt tucked into gray pants, I even had on shiny shoes. I looked like a damn banker. But if that’s what Lake wanted, that’s what I would do.

      Lake might technically be my cousin, even though we weren’t blood-related, but we were more like brother and sister than any of my other cousins.

      I had siblings, as did Lake, but with the generational gap, we were at least a decade older than all of our other cousins. That meant, despite the fact that we had lived over an hour apart for most of our lives, we’d grown up more like siblings.

      I loved my three younger siblings and talked to them daily. Unlike some blended families, they were my brothers and sister and not like strangers or distant family members. I didn’t feel a disconnect from the three of them, but Lake was still closer to me.

      Probably because we were either heading into our thirties or already there, where most of our other cousins were either just now in their early twenties or still teenagers in high school. With how big we Montgomerys were as a family, it made sense that there would be such a widespread age group. That meant that Lake and I were best friends, cousins, practically siblings, and sometimes the banes of each other’s existences.

      We were also business owners and partners and saw each other too often these days. That was probably why she convinced me to go on a blind double date. But she had been out with Zach before. I, however, had never met May. Lake had some connection with her that I wasn’t sure about, and for some reason Lake’s date had said yes to this double date.

      And, in the complicated way of family, I had agreed to it. I must have been tired. Or perhaps I’d had too many beers. Because I didn’t do blind dates, and recently, I didn’t do dates at all.

      Lake scanned her phone, then looked up at me, all innocence in her smart gaze. “You shouldn’t have told me you wanted to settle down in your old age.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m still in my early thirties, jerk. Stop calling me old.”

      “I shouldn’t call you old since you’re only a few years older than me.” She fluttered her eyelashes and I flipped her off, ignoring the stare from the older woman next to me. Though I was a tattoo artist, I didn’t have many visible tattoos. Most of mine were on my back and legs, hidden from the world unless I wanted to show them. I hadn’t figured out what I wanted on my arms beyond a few small pieces on my wrists and upper shoulders. And since tattoos were permanent, I was taking my time. If a client needed to see my skin with ink to feel comfortable, I’d show them my back. My body was a canvas, so I did what I could to set people at ease.

      But I still had the eyebrow piercing and had recently taken out my nose ring. I didn’t look too scary for most people. But apparently, flipping off a woman, growling, and cursing a time or two in front of strangers probably made me appear too close to the dark side.

      “Yes, I want to settle down, but this will be awkward, won’t it? Where the two of us are strangers, and the two of you aren’t?” I wanted a life, a future, and yeah, one day to settle down with someone. I just didn’t know why I’d mentioned it to Lake in the first place.

      “If it helps, May doesn’t know Zach, either. So it’s a group of strangers, except I know everybody.” She clapped her hands together and did her version of an evil laugh, and I just shook my head.

      “Considering what you do for a living and how you like to manipulate things in your way, this makes sense. Are you going to be adding a matchmaking company to your conglomerate?”

      Lake just fluttered her eyelashes again and laughed. Lake owned a small tech company that made a shit ton of money over the past couple of years. And because she was brilliant at what she did, innovative, and liked pushing money towards women-owned businesses, she owned more than one company at this point and was an investor in mine. I wouldn’t be surprised if she found a way to open up a women-owned matchmaking company right here in town.

      “It might be fun. I can call it Montgomery Links.” Her eyes went wide. “Oh, my God. I have to write that down.” She pulled out her phone, began to take notes, and I pinched the bridge of my nose.

      “You know I trust you with my actual life, but I don’t know if I trust you with my dating life.”

      Lake tossed her hair behind her shoulder as she continued to type. “Shut up. You love me. And once I finish setting you up, the rest of the family’s next.”

      “Oh, really? You’re going to get Daisy and Noah next?” I asked, speaking of two more of our cousins.

      “Maybe. Of course, Sebastian’s the only one of the younger group that seems to have a serious girlfriend.”

      I nodded, speaking of our other familial business partner. Sebastian was still a teenager, though in college. He had wanted to open up Montgomery Ink Legacy with me, the full title of our company. There was a legacy to it, and Sebastian had wanted in. So, though he didn’t work there full-time, he was putting his future towards us. And in the ways of young love, he and his girlfriend had been together since middle school. The fact that my younger cousin was better at relationships than I was didn’t make me feel great. But I was going to ignore that.

      “You’re not going to start up a matchmaking service, are you? Or maybe an app?”

      “Dating apps are ridiculous these days, they practically want you to invest in coins to bid on dates, and that’s not something I’m in the mood for. But maybe there’s something I can try. I’ll add it to my list.”

      Lake’s list of inventions and tech was notorious, and knowing the brilliance of my cousin, she would one day rule the world and might eventually cross everything off that list.

      “Oh, here’s Zach.” Lake’s face brightened immediately, and she smiled up at a man with dark hair, piercing gray eyes, and an actual dimple on his cheek.

      Tonight was not only about my blind date, but me getting the lay of the land when it came to Zach. I was the first step into meeting the family. Oh, if Zach passed my gauntlet, he would meet the rest of the Montgomerys, and we were mighty. All one hundred of us.

      “Zach, you’re here.” Lake’s voice went soft, and she went on her tiptoes even in her high heels as Zach pressed a soft kiss to her lips.

      “Of course, I’m here. And you’re early, as usual.”

      Lake blushed and ducked her head. “Well, you know me. I like to be early because being on time is late,” she said at the same time I did, mumbling under my breath. It was a familiar refrain when it came to us.

      “Zach, good to meet you,” I said, holding out my hand.

      The other man gripped it firmly and shook. “Nice to meet you too, Leif. I know you might be the one on a blind date soon, but I’m nervous.”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “Yeah, I’m pretty nervous too. Though I’m grateful that Lake’s trying to look out for me.”

      My cousin laughed softly. “You totally were not saying that a few minutes ago, but be suave and sophisticated now. Or just be yourself, May’s on her way.”

      I met Zach’s gaze and we both rolled our eyes. When I turned toward the door, I saw a woman of average height, with black straight hair, green eyes, and a sweet smile. I didn’t know much about May, other than Lake knew her and liked her. If I was going to start dating again after taking time off to get the rest of my life together, I might as well start with someone that one of my best friends liked.

      “May, I’m so glad that you’re here,” Lake said as she hugged the other woman tightly.

      As Lake began to bounce on her heels, I realized that my cousin’s cool, calm, and collected exterior was only for work. She was bouncing and happy when it came to her friends or when she was nervous. I knew that, of course, but I had forgotten how she had turned into the mogul that she was. It was good to see her relaxed and happy.

      Now I just needed to figure out how to do that for myself.

      May stood in front of me, and I felt like I was starting middle school all over again. A new school, a new life, and a past that didn’t make much sense to anyone else.

      I swallowed hard and nodded, not putting out my hand to shake, thinking that would be weird, but I also didn’t want to hug her. I didn’t even know this woman. Why was everything so awkward? Instead, I lifted my chin. “Hello, May. It’s nice to meet you. Lake says only good things.”

      There, smooth. Not really. Zach began to move out of frame, with Lake at his side as the two went to speak to the hostess, leaving May and me alone.

      This wasn’t going to be awkward at all.

      The woman just smiled at me, her eyes wide. “It’s nice to meet you, too. And Lake does speak highly of you. Also, this is very awkward, so I’m so sorry if I say something stupid. I know that your cousin said that I should be set up with you which is great but I’m not great at blind dates and apparently this is a double date and now I’m going to stop talking.” She said the words so quickly they all ran into one breath.

      I shook my head and laughed. “We’re on the same page there.”

      “Okay, good. It’s nice to meet you, Leif Montgomery.”

      “And it’s nice to meet you too, May.”

      We made our way to Lake and Zach, who had gotten our table, and we all sat down, talking about work and other things. May was in child life development, taught online classes, and was also a nanny.

      “I’m actually about to start with a new family soon. I’m excited. I know that being a nanny isn’t something that most people strive for, or at least that’s what they tell you, but I love being able to work with children and be the person that is there when a single parent or even both parents are out in the workforce, trying to do everything.”

      I nodded, taking a sip of my beer. “I get you completely. With how my parents worked, I was lucky that they were able to get childcare within the buildings. Since they each owned their own businesses, they made it work. But my family worked long hours, and that’s why I ended up being the babysitter a lot of the times when childcare wasn’t an option.” I cleared my throat. “I’m a lot older than a lot of my cousins,” I added.

      “Both of us are, but I’m glad that you only said yourself,” Lake said, grinning. She leaned into Zach as she spoke, the four of us in a horseshoe-shaped booth. That gave May and me space since this was a first date and still awkward as hell, and so Lake and Zach could cuddle. Not that that was something I needed to be a part of.

      “Oh, I’m glad that you didn’t judge. The last few dates that I’ve been on they always gave me weird looks because I think they expected a nanny to be this old crone or someone that’s looking for a different job.” She shrugged and continued. “When I eventually get married and maybe even start a family, I want to continue my job. I like being there to help another family achieve their goals. And I can’t believe I just said start a family on my first date. And that I mentioned that I’ve been on a few other dates.” She let out a breath. “I’m notoriously bad at dating. Like, the worst. Just warning you.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “I’m rusty at it, so don’t worry.” And even though I said that, I had a feeling that May felt no spark towards me, and I didn’t feel anything towards her. She was nice and pleasant, and I could probably consider her a friend one day. But there wasn’t any spark. May’s eyes weren’t dancing. She wasn’t leaning forward, trying to touch my hand across the table. We were just sitting there casually, enjoying a really good steak, as Lake and Zach enjoyed their date.

      By the end of dinner, I didn’t want dessert, and neither did May, so we said goodbye to the other couple, who decided to stay. I walked May to her car, ignoring Lake’s warning look, but I didn’t know what exactly she was warning me about.

      “Thanks for dinner,” May said. “I could have paid. I know this is a blind date and all that, but you didn’t have to pay.”

      I shook my head. “I paid for the four of us because I wanted to be nice. I’ll make Lake pay next time.”

      May beamed. “Yes, I like that. You guys are a good family.”

      “Anyway,” I said, clearing my throat as I stuck my hands in my pockets. “I guess I’ll see you around.”

      May just looked at me, threw her head back, and laughed. “You’re right. You are rusty at this.”

      “Sorry.” Heat flushed my skin, and I resisted the urge to tug on my eyebrow ring.

      “It’s okay. No spark. I’m used to it. I don’t spark well.”

      “May, I’m sorry.” I cringed. “It’s not you.”

      “Oh, God, please don’t say that. ‘It’s not you. It’s me. You’re working on yourself. You’re just so busy with work.’ I’ve heard it all.”

      “Seriously?” I asked. May was hot. Nice, but there just wasn’t a spark.

      She shrugged. “It’s okay. I’ll probably see you around sometime because I am friends with Lake. However, I am perfectly fine having this be our one and only. You’ll find your person. It’s okay that it’s not me.” And with that, she got in the car and left, leaving me standing there.

      Well then. Tonight wasn’t horrible, but it wasn’t great. I got in my car, and instead of heading home where I’d be alone, watching something on some streaming service while I drank a beer and pretended that I knew what I was doing with my life, I headed into Montgomery Ink Legacy.

      We were the third branch of the company and the first owned by our generation. Montgomery Ink was the tattoo shop in downtown Denver. While there were open spots for some walk-ins and special circumstances, my father, aunt, and their team had years’ worth of waiting lists. They worked their asses off and made sure to get in everybody that they could, but people wanted Austin Montgomery’s art. Same with my aunt, Maya.

      There was another tattoo shop down in Colorado Springs, owned by my parents’ cousins, who I just called aunt and uncle because we were close enough that using real titles for everybody got confusing. Montgomery Ink Too was thriving down there, and they had waiting lists as well. My family could have opened more shops and gone nationwide, even global if they wanted to, but they liked keeping it how it was, in the family and those connected.

      We were a branch, but our own in the making. I had gone into business with Lake, of course, and Sebastian, when he was ready, as well as Nick. Nick was my best friend. I had known him for ages, and he had wanted to be part of something as well. He might not be a Montgomery by name, but he had eaten over at my family’s house enough times throughout the years that he was practically a Montgomery. And he had invested in the company as well, and so now we were nearly a year into owning the shop and trying not to fail.

      I pulled into the parking lot, grateful it was still open since we didn’t close until nine most nights, and greeted Nick, who was still working.

      Sebastian was in the back, going over sketches with a client, and I nodded at him. He might be eighteen, but he was still in training, an apprentice, and was working his ass off to learn.

      “Date sucked then?” Sebastian asked, and Nick just rolled his eyes and went back to work on a client’s wrist.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I groaned.

      The rest of the staff was off since Nick would close up on his own. Sebastian was just there since he didn’t have homework or a date with Marley.

      “Was she hot at least?” Sebastian asked, and the client, a woman in her sixties, bopped him on the head with her bag gently.

      “Sebastian Montgomery. Be nice.”

      Sebastian blushed. “Sorry, Mrs. Anderson.”

      I looked over at the woman and grinned. “Hi, Mrs. Anderson. It’s nice to see you out of the classroom.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, even though they filled with laughter. “I needed my next Jane Austen tattoo, thank you very much,” the older woman said as she went back to working with Sebastian. She had been my and then Sebastian’s English teacher. The fact that she was on her fifth tattoo with some literary quote told me that I had been damn lucky in most of my teachers growing up.

      She was kick-ass, and I had a feeling that she would let Sebastian do the tattoo for her rather than just have him work on the design with me as we did for most of the people who came in. He had learned under my father and was working under me now. It was strange to think that he wasn’t a little kid anymore. But he was in a long-term relationship, kicking ass in college, and knew what he wanted to do with his life.

      I might know what I want to do with my work life, but everything else seemed a little off.

      “So it didn’t work out?” Nick asked as he walked up to the front desk with the clients after going over aftercare.

      “Not really,” I said, looking down at my phone.

      The client, a woman in her mid-twenties with bright pink hair, a lip ring, and kind eyes, leaned over the desk to look at me.

      “You’ll find someone, Leif. Don’t worry.”

      I looked at our regular and shook my head. “Thanks, Kim. Too bad that you don’t swing this way.”

      I winked as I said it, a familiar refrain from both of us.

      Kim was married to a woman named Sonya, and the two of them were happy and working on in vitro with donated sperm for their first kid.

      “Hey, I’m sorry too that I’m a lesbian. I’ll never know what it means to have Leif Montgomery. Or any Montgomery, since I found my love far too quickly. I mean, what am I ever going to do not knowing the love of a Montgomery?”

      Mrs. Anderson chuckled from her chair, Sebastian held back a snort, and I just looked at Nick, who rolled his eyes and helped Kim out of the place.

      I was tired, but it was okay. The date wasn’t all bad. May was nice. But it felt like I didn’t have much right then.

      And then Nick sat in front of me, scowled, and I realized that I did have something. I had my friends and my family. I didn’t need much more.

      “So, you and May didn’t work out?”

      I raised a brow. “You knew her name? Did I tell you that?”

      Nick shook his head. “Lake did.”

      That made sense, considering the two of them spoke as much as we did. “So, was it your idea to set me up on a blind date?”

      “Fuck no. That was all Lake. I just do what she says. Like we all do.”

      I sighed and went through my appointments for the next day. “We’re busy for the next month. That’s good, right?” I asked.

      “You’re the business genius here. I just play with ink. But yes, that’s good. Now, don’t let your cousin set you up any more dates. Find them for yourself. You know what you’re doing.”

      “So says the man who dates less than me.”

      “That’s what you think. I’m more private about it. As it should be.” I flipped him off as he stood up, then he gestured towards a stack of bills in the corner. “You have a few personal things that made their way here. Don’t want you to miss out on them before you head home.”

      “Thanks, bro.”

      “No problem. I’m going to help Sebastian with his consult, and then I’ll clean up. You should head home. Though you’re doing it alone, so I feel sorry for you.”

      “Fuck you,” I called out.

      “Fuck you, too.”

      “Boys,” Mrs. Anderson said, in that familiar English teacher refrain, and both Nick and I cringed before saying, “Sorry,” simultaneously.

      Sebastian snickered, then went back to work, and I headed towards the edge of the counter, picking up the stack of papers. Most were bills, some were random papers that needed to be filed or looked over. Some were just junk mail. But there was one letter, written in block print that didn’t look familiar. Chills went up my spine and I opened it, wondering what the fuck this was. Maybe it was someone asking to buy my house. I got a lot of handwritten letters for that, but I didn’t think this was going to be that. I swallowed hard, slid open the paper, and froze.

      “I’ll find you, boy. Oops. Looks like I already did. Be waiting. I know you miss me.”

      I let the paper hit the top of the counter and swallowed hard, trying to remain cool so I didn’t worry anyone else.

      I didn’t know exactly who that was from, but I had a horrible feeling that they wouldn’t wait long to tell me.
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      “Mommy. I think I’m sick.”

      At those words that every mother dreaded hearing, I looked into the rearview mirror, trying to simultaneously keep one eye on the road, as Luke leaned out of the car seat that he was nearly too big for—he was nearly ready for the booster seat—but my little boy who wasn’t so little anymore was currently clutching his stomach like he was ready to throw up.

      “Do you need me to pull over, buddy?” I asked, hoping I didn’t have to do so right now. I needed to beat the movers to the house. Thanks to a quirk of fate, a bad connection, a storm, a flood, and a water main break, I was two days late getting to our new home.

      I had wanted to get everything set up for the movers. Instead, I was going to barely beat them to the house. Thankfully, my realtor was a godsend and had gotten everything ready for me, but I felt like I was behind.

      I always felt like I was behind these days.

      “I’m just nervous, Mommy.”

      I held back my look of relief at those words and swallowed hard. I knew he’d gotten the saying from me, but it sounded adorable coming out of his mouth.

      “I’m nervous too, Luke. But this is exciting. A brand-new yard. A big boy’s bed.”

      As long as the bed showed up from the furniture store the next day. Tonight we would be roughing it with sleeping bags that were currently stuffed in the back of my SUV.

      “But what if I don’t like school? What if school is hard?”

      “Then I’m here to help you. You know I love school.”

      “Because you’re a pro-fes-sor.” He mumbled the word, sounding it out, and I was proud that he at least got that far with it. Usually, he couldn’t say the word that well. But my baby boy was getting older and he was losing that little boy voice of his.

      “I am going to be a professor. Are you excited to meet the neighbors? And your new schoolmates?”

      “I just want them to like me. Because I like you, Mommy.”

      My heart warmed, and I wanted to reach back and grip his hand and tell him everything would be okay. Only I wasn’t sure that it was because we were picking up our lives and changing everything.

      I had to tell myself I could do this. I had been a single mom for my baby boy’s entire existence. We were a team, a duo. We could work with anything. Face anything. Except for maybe a cross-country move with just the two of us in my SUV to a place that I hadn’t lived in years.

      But California and Europe were behind me. And now it was time for a whole new adventure with the love of my life.

      “Does your stomach feel okay?” I asked, hoping it was just nerves and he wasn’t going to throw up in the back of my car during the last few miles of the drive. We had driven all the way from California to Colorado. It hadn’t been easy, and my head ached, but there was no way I could have flown with Luke and the stuff we needed. It was easier to do the drive as a team, rather than hoping my car would get to where I wanted.

      “I feel better. Thank you, Mommy.”

      I held back a sigh of relief as I pulled into the neighborhood, looking around at the large trees, green grass, and blue skies. I loved it here in Colorado, though it had been a while since I lived here. But I did love Arvada. I had grown up in Westminster, which was only about five minutes north. The suburbs of Colorado were all tangled together, and while I lived in one burb, I was going to work in a burb about two suburbs down. It made sense to anyone who lived here, and I knew that this was the right decision. Though my family wasn’t here anymore, and losing them had hurt me beyond measure, my sense of home was here. I knew this area and its roads like the back of my hand. Even with the new neighborhoods, the new businesses, and constant changes, everything still felt the same.

      That’s why I was coming home. That, and a job offer I couldn’t refuse. So now my California baby was going to become a Colorado Rockie. And I could not wait to see how much he loved it.

      His gaze had been on the mountains for most of the trip, his eyes wide as he went on and on about wanting to see bears and mountain lions and anything with park rangers. I just had to hope that none of those, including the ranger, ended up on our doorstep. Maybe when we visited the mountains, and the forest, I wouldn’t mind seeing a bear.

      From far, far away.

      The neighborhood was a few years old, one of the newer developments built after I had moved to France and then California. It had been more than six years since I had lived here, after all, things were going to change rapidly. And yet things still felt the same. The roads had the same names, the people were still friendly, and the skies were still blue. That is, until the skies were no longer blue and bright, and four different seasons all happened in one day. But that was something I was used to. And that was home.

      These houses were decently sized, with large yards, but not so big that you didn’t get to know your neighbor or spend every weekend doing yard work until you fainted.

      It was going to be a good place for me to meet other single moms and families. That way Luke wasn’t lonely, and we weren’t living in a far too expensive apartment while trying to do everything at once.

      Our home was at the end of a cul-de-sac, surrounded by the old trees they built around and the younger saplings they planted after they finished.

      I loved the look of it, the two-story home having called to me from the online listing. I had come out to see the place in person, as well as at least twenty others during my quick weekend out here. This was the place I had loved, and thankfully the previous owners had taken my offer.

      The owners had loved the place, had worked with the builders personally to make it theirs, but were moving thanks to their jobs. I didn’t know much about the Montgomery Builders, or Montgomery Inc., as they were called, but my realtor said that they were the best in the business. That meant the house was sturdy and nice. That was fine with me. As long as there was a place for Luke, I was happy.

      We pulled in and I sighed dreamily as I looked at the place, and in relief about the fact that we had actually beaten the movers.

      “We’re home, Luke. What do you think?”

      Luke strained in his seat and looked around. “It’s beauty-ful, Mom. Is it ours?”

      I sighed softly and looked back at him. “It’s ours. Pretty nifty, isn’t it?”

      “I like nifty.”

      I grinned and got out of the car quickly, having pulled off to the farthest edge of the driveway so the movers could back in easily, and went to get Luke out of his seat. He had already unbuckled himself—the kid’s far too smart for his own good—and I helped him out of the car before I took his hand and we looked up at our new home.

      “Well, what do you think?” I asked. Luke hadn’t been with me when I picked the house, though he had seen pictures and had done the online tour with me countless times.

      “I love my room.” He grinned up at me, and I just smiled. I knew that this was a huge change for us, but it was the only decision I could have made. Therefore, it had to be the best one.

      “Okay, let’s get ready for the movers.”

      I clapped my hands, pulled out the key that the realtor had given me that morning when I stopped by the office quickly to sign the rest of the papers, and headed into the house.

      I smiled softly as I looked at the giant basket on the counter, courtesy of my realtor, a woman that I had quickly become friends with. She was a grandmother, worked her butt off, and loved what she did.

      Inside the basket was food, goodies, and a present for Luke. My eyes filled with tears, and I looked around and noticed a few other welcome home gifts, including a plant that I would probably kill, but I would do my best to keep alive.

      “Mommy, we have presents?”

      “We do, Luke. They’re welcoming us home.”

      His eyes went wide, confused as he looked around the open and empty space. “Home?”

      My heart did that little clutch thing, wondering once again if I was ruining my son’s life. I swore moms everywhere throughout history all had lists in their minds of ways that they were ruining their children’s lives.

      “We’ll make it home. What do you say? Want to be my partner?”

      “Okay!” he said, clapping his hands.

      “Knock, knock,” a stranger’s unfamiliar voice said from the doorway. I whirled, pulling Luke behind me, my pulse racing.

      A woman stood there, her dark hair flowing around her face. She had on a white blouse, comfortable gray pants, and smiled wide.

      “Hello?” I said, my voice cool.

      I didn’t know this woman, but if she was a neighbor or something, I should probably not be a jerk and threaten her for scaring the crap out of me.

      The woman’s eyes widened and she held up both hands. “I’m so sorry. I did not mean to scare you. I’m your neighbor, Lake. Lake Montgomery. I saw you pull in and the door was open. I just wanted to make sure everything was okay and welcome you.” She bent down and picked up a casserole dish and a bag. “Your realtor, Nancy, said that you would be here and that I should welcome you if I was home. And since I’m working from my home office today, I figured I would. I swear I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I let out a breath, vaguely remembering that my realtor had mentioned Lake. She lived alone next door, and her family was somehow connected to the company that built the house.

      “Hi. Sorry. You did startle me, but it’s been a long trip.”

      Luke stuck his head out from behind my legs and pulled on my jeans. “Hi. I’m Luke. Mom says not to talk to strangers, are you a stranger?”

      I closed my eyes and laughed. “Hello, I am Brooke. This is my son, Luke.”

      Lake grinned, her hands full. “Hello, Luke and Brooke. I’m your neighbor, and I finished all my work today, so if you need help lifting anything heavy, I’m here.”

      I smiled, wondering if this was a sign that moving here was the right choice. “Speaking of lifting, let me help you with whatever you’re holding now. And thank you. Seriously. Though you do not have to help with the movers.”

      “Oh right. Sorry.” Lake laughed, her whole face brightening. “I baked a casserole. It’s mostly the dreaded vegetables,” she said, eyeing Luke, who just grinned.

      “I like vegetables.”

      Lake’s eyes widened. “I’m going to have to tell my mother that people actually do like vegetables. I’m shocked.”

      I shook my head, laughing even through the mental gymnastics of the day. “He loves his veggies, and I count it as a blessing.”

      Luke proudly puffed his chest. “Broccoli’s the best. And brussels sprouts.”

      Lake nearly dropped her packages and I laughed, taking the dish from her hands.

      “I know. I know. I think Luke likes the way I cook them. I roast them,” I added.

      Lake smiled. “I do, too, but I feel like I need to do better. Anyway, I’m off for the day, and I just need to change clothes, but I can help you. Nancy said that your movers were coming through a bunch of delays, so you have me if you need me.”

      I blinked at the generosity once again. “You don’t have to do that. We can handle it.”

      “We’re a team,” Luke said, and I grinned down at him, ruffling his hair.

      “We are a team.”

      “The best team ever,” Lake said, grinning. “I seriously don’t mind helping. The people that used to live here helped as well, although my siblings, parents, and cousins were all here to help, too. There’s a lot of us.”

      “You said you’re a Montgomery?” I asked, slowly piecing together what she’d said before. I needed some caffeine soon if I was going to be able to function the rest of the day.

      “I am. You’ll probably meet more of us, because a few of us do live in the neighborhood.”

      “I met a Montgomery from Colorado once, when I was in Paris.” I hadn’t meant to say that. I had no idea why I had. It wasn’t like I’d thought about him.

      Much.

      Or at all.

      Or ever.

      Why had I brought it up in the first place?

      Lake’s eyes widened. “Really? Well, it’s probably not us since it is a common name, but if you meet one in Colorado, they’re more than likely to be related to me. In fact, my cousin is on his way to bum food off of me since it’s my turn to feed him, so I can probably borrow his muscles to help you out, too.”

      “You feed him often?” I asked.

      Lake nodded her head. “Yeah, we’re more like siblings, and we take turns feeding each other so we’re not constantly cooking for one.”

      “Oh, I guess that makes sense.”

      “We try. Anyway, do you need help?”

      As soon as she asked the words again, a large truck pulled in in front of my house. My eyes widened, I looked out at my still full SUV, my kid bouncing on his toes, and sighed, giving in. “Okay. I could really use your help.”

      “Welcome to Colorado.”

      “Thank you. Now I just have to not panic when I think about everything I have to do.”

      “It’s okay, Mom. We’re a team. Lake too.”

      Lake just beamed. “Exactly. Let me go change. Oh, there’s my cousin now. I’ll tell him we’re roping him in.”

      “You don’t have to do that. He does not have to help.” I already felt bad about this near stranger helping me out like this.

      “Yes, he does. He’s a Montgomery. It’s what we do.”

      A man in a large gray truck got out, and I did my best not to look too hard at his jeans. At the way that he filled them out, the way that he moved, at the fact that he was very ripped.

      I shook myself out of it. I might have dated a few times in the past five years, but it had been long enough for me to apparently lose my mind.

      Then he moved forward and turned, and I nearly fell right off of my front step.

      Lake was talking to him, but I knew that face, those eyes, those cheekbones. That jaw.

      I knew those lips, those hands. I knew everything.

      From when I was eighteen, in a country not my own, in a memory that didn’t even feel like mine anymore.

      “Ms. Adler?” a man with a gruff voice asked, and I looked towards the man in charge of the moving truck and smiled.

      “That’s me. We’re here.” The whirring in my brain got louder, and I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry.

      “You just tell us where to unload, and we’ve got you. I’ll get the few forms for you, but we know the drill.”

      “And she’s got helpers,” Lake added as she moved forward, the man who wasn’t a stranger but apparently her cousin at her side.

      I turned to them, eyes wide, as Leif Montgomery tripped and nearly fell, staring at me.

      “You. Brooke?” he asked.

      Lake looked between us, her eyes wide, and I gripped Luke’s hand, looked at the mover, then back at Leif.

      A blast from the past.

      And apparently, the Montgomery I had met in Paris.
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      I stared at Brooke, wondering if I was seeing things. I remembered that long reddish-brown hair of hers. Those hazel eyes had always captured me. She was a little below average in height. That was always a fun play against my six-foot-four frame. She was also all curves in the right places and had only grown sexier in the time we’d been apart.

      Was she truly here? This blast from the past?

      I let out another breath and helped move the last box into the house, doing my best to keep my eyes off the woman that had haunted my dreams for far too long.

      She held the clipboard, a pen in her hair, another in her hands, a third pen attached to the cleavage on her top.

      I was doing my best not to think about that particular one.

      She was organized, meticulous, and had been the fantasy of my dreams for too long.

      “You’re staring.”

      I looked over at my cousin and shook my head. “I’m just in awe over here. It’s spooky. I don’t understand.”

      Lake snorted at my attempt to not sound like I’d been drooling in my own memories. “I’m the one who has questions, Leif. Not you.”

      “I suppose that’s all right. Is she seriously your neighbor now?” I kept my voice low since Brooke was walking in, still staring at the clipboard, and I didn’t want her to think I was talking about her.

      Even though, of course, I was talking about her.

      The woman I’d shared a hot and steamy couple of weeks in Paris with was now living next to my cousin. The cousin who happened to be one of my best friends.

      In all the places, in all the world, she had to show up here.

      After all these years, after so many unending questions because I didn’t have her anymore.

      She had just shown up.

      I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind and looked down at the kid who was staring up at me. I could feel his gaze boring into my side, so I tried not to act like a growly asshole.

      “Hey, Luke, is it?” I asked

      “That’s me. Luke. Why are you so big? And why do you have something on your face?”

      I held back a laugh. “I’m big because I’m a grown-up and most of the guys in my family are all this tall. I have a beard. My dad has an even bigger beard.”

      I knelt in front of him, my shoulders aching from the unexpected moving day. I’d spent the entire morning working on a client’s back, bent over to get the perfect angle, so my client was comfortable. It meant that I was the one with back pain at the end of the day. One of my friends wore corsets these days to help with his stature, and I thought maybe I should try. Maybe I would force Nick to do it with me, so I wasn’t alone.

      I was sure my dad had even done it once before, but my dad’s torso was so long that he would probably have had it custom-made.

      Either way, though, I was tired and a little out of my element.

      I knew kids, and one day I wanted kids of my own. I was the oldest cousin by more than a few years. Hell, I had been a grown adult when my parents adopted my two younger siblings. I had been packing for my college visit when the call came through that my parents would be parents again.

      I knew how to act around kids. And although none of my generation had started the next generation yet, I knew we would soon. I helped raise my siblings and cousins, and had been their designated babysitter for years. Hell, I still was sometimes.

      And yet, why did I feel so awkward around this boy?

      He was cute for sure. He looked just like his mom, with dark red hair and light eyes.

      A mom that I hadn’t seen in years. Due to the timing, I knew this kid wasn’t mine, so it wasn’t like a secret baby situation, but I had still done the math just in case. It had been a shock to see Brooke standing there, her eyes wide, looking glorious and gorgeous as ever.

      And here I was, kneeling in front of her son, wondering who the hell his father was and why it looked like she was here alone.

      Not that I was going to do anything about it.

      I couldn’t do anything about it.

      I was going on a dating moratorium, at least that’s what I told myself. The date with May had been okay, but the lack of sparks had killed my desire to try to date again.

      Especially with a woman that clearly hadn’t wanted me before, no matter how hot our time together had been in Paris.

      And she had enough baggage that she wasn’t going to be looking at me and wanting more. I wasn’t even sure why I was thinking about it.

      I was just the big, bearded, tattoo artist, art-school dropout in other people’s eyes. It didn’t matter that the word artist was in the name. Most people didn’t think of me as such.

      I was fine with that. My friends and family were, too. But many of the women I had dated hadn’t been.

      I didn’t even know what Brooke would think, but that wouldn’t matter.

      I was just the stranger with the beard that this kid looked curious about.

      As if he had never seen a roughneck like me.

      “Can I feel your beard?” Luke asked, and I shrugged.

      “I guess it’s okay. If it’s okay with your mom.” I looked up as Brooke looked down at us, something in her eyes I couldn’t quite read.

      She smiled and slid her hand over her son’s head. “Of course, you can. If it’s okay with Mr. Montgomery.”

      I raised a brow, wondering if I liked being called Mr. Montgomery out of a mouth that had once been wrapped around my cock. Maybe I did.

      “There’s a lot of Montgomerys around here, Brooke. Maybe he should call me Leif.”

      She cringed and I wondered what that was about.

      “I guess you’re right. Although, it’s kind of odd if there are so many Montgomerys, I run into you here.”

      There was a deafening silence, and she cleared her throat while I just stared at her, wanting answers, wanting more. Knowing I couldn’t have it. Again.

      “Sure, Luke, honey. You can feel his beard. Just be gentle, please, and don’t pull.”

      That reminded me of the time she had pulled because she had been tugging me closer to her pussy.

      That was enough of that.

      “Okay.” Luke patted my beard and smiled. I lowered my head slightly, so he didn’t have to reach as much. “It’s soft.

      “I use beard oil. It’s always good to have good beard care.” I winked at him, and he giggled.

      “Will I have a beard?” Luke asked, his eyes wide and curious.

      “When you’re older, sure. I don’t see why not.” I looked up at Brooke again, ignoring the tightening in my gut. “What do you think? Will the kid look good with the beard?”

      Brooke looked at me, blinked, and smiled. “I think you would look quite dashing with a beard, Luke. But you still have a few years to go. Remember, you are not supposed to grow up too quickly. You need to give Mommy some time to get accustomed.”

      “What’s acc-ustomed-ed?” Luke asked, sounding out the word.

      “Accustomed. Getting used to it. So you have to give your mom time before you grow up and get a huge beard.” I roughed up his hair slightly and he grinned at me, smiling his mom’s smile.

      “I can wait. I think it will be a while until I am as big as you. But Mom’s not big. Maybe I’ll be like her.”

      “I think your mom is just the right size,” I said without thinking. When I clamped my mouth shut, I stood up, stretching my back. “So, what do you think? Does everything look good? Did you empty the truck?” I asked, trying not to act as if this was awkward.

      Brooke let out a soft breath. “Yes. Thank you. You honestly did not have to do all of this. I am forever grateful.”

      “We are always here to help,” Lake put in. She had been mysteriously silent for the entire conversation, and I knew she would have questions. Of course, the other woman would have questions. If I weren’t careful, she would bring those questions to the rest of the family, and then they would be a cacophony of Montgomery intrusiveness.

      I loved my family. I honestly did. I loved how we were always there for each other. Only sometimes, it was almost a little bit too much. Because yes, we could keep secrets, of course we could keep secrets, yet we all wanted to help one another so much sometimes that it felt almost overwhelming.

      Sometimes, despite myself, I had to remind my own mind that I was a Montgomery as well. Even after over twenty years of being immersed in this family, growing up with it and remembering that I hadn’t been born into it. Maybe by blood, but not by situation.

      “Seriously though, you guys have no idea how much it helped.” Brooke put her hand around Luke’s shoulders as the kid leaned into his mom.

      It was so strange to see Brooke as a mom. She was good at it from what I could tell in the little amount of time I’d seen her at it. She had kept one eye on what she was doing, one eye on making sure that Lake and I and the movers knew where to put things, and a random third eye that must only exist for parents on her kid the whole time. Luke had been safe and secure and had snacks when he needed them.

      She was a wizard, just like my mom was.

      It was still just so odd to see Brooke in that situation.

      “You’re Lake’s new neighbor. We were not going to let you do it by yourself.” I nearly growled the words, and I ignored the pointed look from my cousin.

      Brooke just blinked at me and shrugged. “With the timing, we ran late, and the movers were early, so I’m glad it all worked out. I would’ve been able to do it myself, as I did when I moved to California, but I am truly grateful. And now my house is full of boxes, and I only know for sure where my son’s sheets are for his bed, but that’s about it. I would offer to cook you dinner or something to say thank you, but I don’t think that will happen since I don’t know where my pans are. Maybe another time.”

      She was looking at Lake as she spoke, not looking at me at all. I had to wonder if that was on purpose. I had seen anger and surprise in her gaze when I had pulled up, but why would there be anger on her part?

      She was the one who had left. Yes, because her trip had been over, but she hadn’t shown up when we planned to meet.

      She had decided no.

      So it wasn’t my fault.

      But laying blame wasn’t going to help this current predicament.

      My cousin smiled. “Oh, you’re not going to cook for us. That casserole that I brought over is for you tomorrow. That way, you don’t have to cook tomorrow, either. However, I have something in the crockpot over at my house that I have been watching with the camera I have on in my kitchen, so you guys will come over and eat.” Lake nodded quickly as if she were ordering soldiers and she was the general.

      Brooke blinked as she stared at Lake. “You seriously don’t need to do that. I just met you. You’re kind, I swear. But we can order in, or indeed have that casserole.”

      “Think nothing of it. Let me make you a home-cooked meal and thank you for letting me help organize. You have no idea how much that helps me.” My cousin winked, then stared at me as if willing me to say something.

      I shrugged. “She’s not lying. If she could organize the world, she would. I think she gets it from my aunt.”

      “Your aunt, as in her mom?” Brooke asked, looking between the two of us.

      Lake and I looked at each other and laughed. “No, technically, Lake is the daughter of my father’s cousin.”

      “I have no idea what that means,” Brooke said, her voice dry. “So, you guys are like, second cousins, or first cousins once removed?”

      “These are questions we do not ask,” Lake said solemnly, though her eyes danced.

      “Exactly. All of us in this generation are just cousins. Getting too technical hurts our heads, and we were raised practically as siblings, so it doesn’t matter. But my aunt, and hers, since that’s what we call her, is into planners and organizing. Lake is just like her. And is, indeed, taking over the world with her business.”

      “What do you do?” Luke asked, dancing on his toes.

      “You see? These are things we should discuss over dinner. You can relax. And then you can sleep in your own home and get on with the rest of your lives, knowing that you have a busybody neighbor next door who is always willing to help.” Lake beamed, and I just laughed, knowing that there was no way that Brooke and Luke were getting out of this.

      Lake wanted to help, and frankly, I figured she wanted a friend. And I wanted answers.

      “Plus, you know, we’re not technically strangers. And I’m not just talking about all of the sweat and tears thrown out today. It seems you know my cousin.” Lake winked at Brooke, and I cursed under my breath, trying not to be too loud since Luke was standing right next to me.

      Brooke pressed her lips together while pointedly not looking at me. “Oh. Well, that was a long time ago.”

      “What was a long time ago, Mommy?” Luke asked, his voice curious.

      There was nothing but curiosity in how Lake was looking at me as if she needed answers, and Brooke was glaring daggers at the both of us.

      “Dinner sounds lovely. I guess it would be nice to catch up,” Brooke said, her voice clipped.

      What had I done all those years ago? Did she hate me? I sure as hell hoped not. I wasn’t sure what else I was supposed to do. And fuck yes, I was going to catch up on something we should’ve done nearly ten years ago.

      We left Brooke and Luke to make up their sleeping bags and have some alone time as I followed Lake over to her house.

      Her place smelled like pulled pork and I groaned.

      “Did you make the brioche rolls?” I asked, my mouth watering.

      “Of course, I did. And coleslaw and baked beans. I should make a salad or something. Don’t kids need vegetables?”

      I just shook my head. “I think coleslaw is a vegetable.”

      “It’s covered in sauce. I don’t think that counts. You would think I would know that since we have so many kids in the family.”

      “This feels new, doesn’t it?” I asked, feeling odd. I leaned against the counter, wondering if I should have a beer. Should I drink in front of the kid? It just reminded me that I didn’t know this Brooke. I knew the eighteen-year-old Brooke, back in the day when we had been kids. Both of us had learned that wine was delicious and available in Paris.

      We weren’t those kids anymore, and now she was a mom, seemingly living out here on her own, and I felt like I was running in place.

      “Are you going to tell me what happened?”

      I shook my head. “What do you mean?”

      “You know exactly what I mean, Leif. You guys knew each other. From when?”

      “From a long time ago, Lake.”

      She cleared her throat and bit her lip. “Luke isn’t yours, is he?”

      I blinked at her before I scoffed. “You know exactly how I came into this family, Lake. How my birth mom hid me from my dad, and I showed up when Mom was gone, and I had no one else. Dad didn’t even know I existed. He didn’t ignore me, didn’t push me away, didn’t abandon me. I lost time with him because I didn’t know who he was. Do you think I would do that to another kid? Do you think I would act the way that I did just then, trying to be as casual as fuck when it comes to her, if I thought for a second that was my kid? Jesus Christ, Lake. You know me better than that.”

      Lake blushed. “I’m sorry. It was just the first thing that popped into my mind when a single mom shows up at the house, and you guys look like you know each other. That was wrong of me. I didn’t think that all the way through.” Lake moved forward, hugged me tight. “I’m sorry.”

      She stepped away and went to get a bottle of wine out of the fridge, as well as the sparkling juice.

      “It’s okay. I did the math myself. It’s been over ten years, though. Luke isn’t mine.”

      “Wait, that means you knew her in what, Paris? Oh my God. The Paris girl?” Her voice got high-pitched and I saw hope in her eyes.

      “Yes, it’s the Paris girl. That also means she’s the girl who never showed up when she was supposed to. The girl that chose another life over wanting anything more with me. That’s that Brooke. But don’t worry, things won’t be weird.”

      “Well, that’s a lie.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, even though I knew what she meant.

      “Because things are already weird. You should talk to her.”

      I took the glass of wine she handed me and shook my head. “Yes, I’m totally going to ask her why she didn’t show up when she was supposed to. Why we never made a go of things, especially when she’s exhausted after moving and possibly driving for who knows how many days to get here? I don’t even know the whole story because I don’t know her. But yes, I should totally ask these questions when she’s in front of her kid and my cousin. Makes total sense.”

      Lake blinked slowly. “You know, I feel like you’re getting more sarcastic in your old age.”

      “I’m not old. Watch your tone,” I teased.

      “Is that a gray hair in your beard? I bet you that’s why the kid was so in awe of it. Because it’s gray.”

      I scowled then froze as the doorbell rang.

      “There they are. Are you ready for this?” she asked.

      “I’m going to go with no. Let’s do it.”

      Lake gave me a weird look and set her glass down. “I don’t want you to get hurt, Leif. You’re my best friend.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied. “It’s just a girl from the past. A girl, from the looks of it, who needs help. She said she was a single mom? Maybe she doesn’t have a support system. Especially if we are the only ones that showed up to help her today, we can be her friends. I’ll get over whatever the hell’s going on in my mind. I promise. I always do.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem, Leif. You’re good at getting over it. I’m quite sure you know what that means.”

      My cousin kissed me on the cheek and then went to answer the door, Luke’s laughter filling the house faster than anything I thought possible.

      And I stood there, wondering if I was making a mistake. If I should just go.

      But as I looked at Brooke and her wide eyes, I knew I couldn’t go.

      I couldn’t before. I wasn’t going to do it now.
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