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      The Montgomery Ink saga from NYT Bestselling Author Carrie Ann Ryan continues with a friends to lovers romance that breaks all of their own rules.

      Instead of walking away with a marriage proposal, Paige Montgomery ended up broken hearted and pregnant.

      Now she has to figure out how to begin her life again alone.

      She refuses to fall for another man, yet every time she sees Lee Grier, her traitorous heart aches for him. It doesn’t matter he’s her brother’s best friend and wants to be her rock in the storm. She knows she has to weather the oncoming pressures on her own.

      When they can no longer fight the pull between them, they’ll have to remember that passion can only shelter them from reality for so long and letting themselves fall will be the hardest step yet.
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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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      Tonight was the night.

      After over a year of dating, tonight was the night Colton and I would finally take the next step. He’d called me this morning and asked me to meet him at one of our favorite spots. He’d sounded so nervous and told me that he was excited over something. Colton had sent over flowers the day before with a note saying, ‘just because’ and I couldn’t stop smiling.

      Tonight, Colton would get down on one knee and propose to me. And I would say yes.

      I loved him with every ounce of my soul and could not wait until we started our life together.

      I bit my lip as I looked into the mirror, pinning my hair back from my face. I loved Colton. He made me smile, made me laugh, and I knew I’d spend the rest of my life with him. He was my everything, and I could not wait to say yes.

      I wore a light peach wrap-dress, one that I loved and made me happy to wear. I felt pretty and like a princess. Instead of a crown, I had a planner and a tablet, but it worked for me. Just in case tonight wasn’t the night, I still looked and felt pretty. I was a realist with my head in the clouds for only moments, not the entire day, after all.

      With one last look in the mirror, I made my way to my car, singing and dancing in my seat as I drove toward the park. The night was beautiful, with not a cloud in sight. The moon was full, and the sky was bright.

      Romance filled the air, and if I were any more jovial and lighthearted, I’d be filled with cotton candy and annoy the hell out of my family.

      I smirked as I parked, shaking my head. I was the giddy one of the group, just like Archer, but I probably hit the annoyance factor more. I didn’t mind since a grumpy Montgomery was a normal Montgomery. I’d be the weird one.

      Hopefully, later tonight, I’d be the engaged weird one.

      I picked up my bag and did my best not to skip to our meeting spot on the patio outside of Colton’s restaurant in the park. We’d met at this spot, and I’d fallen for him at that exact moment.

      Montgomerys didn’t always fall at first sight, but when they did, it lasted.

      I gripped my hands tightly in front of me as Colton came forward, his blond hair messy and pushed back from his face. The ends reached his collar, and while I knew he wanted a haircut, I liked the surfer look on him. He was gorgeous, tan, intelligent, caring, and mine.

      “Paige.”

      His voice was smooth whiskey that slid over me, and I couldn’t help but smile wide. I loved this man so much, and it almost hurt sometimes because it was too much. I’d never fallen like this before, and I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to make clear and coherent thoughts when he was around.

      “Colton.” I went up to my tiptoes and pressed my lips to his. He was taller than me, so he always had to lean down for me to kiss him. I didn’t mind. He always made sure I could have his lips, his taste—his everything.

      “I’m glad you could make it. I have a busy shift tonight but wanted to talk with you about something important and time-sensitive.”

      I blinked, wondering if this was a different way to begin a proposal. I’d never been proposed to, however, so I wasn’t sure.

      “I’m here. Thank you so much for inviting me out tonight. I love this spot. It’s the first place I met you.” My heart raced, and I told myself to calm down.

      He blinked, distracted. “That’s right. I forgot. I like it because it’s so close to the restaurant, so I don’t have to take much time away. You know?”

      Not really, but maybe I was making too much of his words.

      “I’m glad it’s close, then.”

      He smiled. “I have great news, Paige. Do you know Massimo? The chef out in New York that’s opening a new place?”

      I tilted my head, dread pooling in my belly as my dreams of the evening began to shatter like fine glass all around me. “I remember him.”

      He’d been a jerk and an egotistical asshole when he’d visited and had treated Colton like something under his shoe, but I didn’t mention that part.

      “Good! Because he offered me a position. Head fucking chef. He needs someone to do it all. As a partner. It won’t just be his place, but ours. I’ll get to work with one of the best, Paige. It’s been a dream of mine since I was a kid to own a restaurant in New York and be in the scene, and now I finally get my chance. I’m so fucking excited, babe.”

      I swallowed hard, the ringing in my head growing louder as I tried to keep up. “New York? As in… not in Colorado? What… what are you talking about, Colton?”

      He seemed to realize he might have said the wrong thing because he winced before reaching out to cup my face. I took a step back, not sure I wanted him to touch me at that moment. I wasn’t sure what I’d say to him if he did.

      “Babe.”

      “Please don’t call me babe.” I’d never hated it before, but I didn’t like it then.

      “Paige. This is a great opportunity. Once in a lifetime.”

      “I thought we were once in a lifetime.”

      He grimaced. “Paige, baby. It’s a huge chance—my big break. I mean… I guess you can come with me.”

      He guessed. As in, he wasn’t sure. As in, I wasn’t at the forefront of his mind.

      “My entire family is here, Colton. My job. My life. I can’t just move to New York and start another Montgomery Builders. That’s not how this works.”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Shit. I didn’t think you’d react like this.”

      “How am I supposed to react, Colton? I thought you were going to fucking propose, and now you’re saying you’re moving across the country and didn’t think about what would happen to me when you did?” I hadn’t meant to let all of those words out, and now there was no way to take them back.

      Colton blanched. “Paige…it’s not that I don’t like you. I do.”

      I held up my hand before he could break my heart any more than he had. “Don’t. Don’t placate me. Clearly, we were looking at this relationship from very different places. I—I can’t look at you right now.” I didn’t want him to see me break.

      “I need to head back, Paige. I can’t let them do this without me. We’ll talk later. I promise. We’ll figure something out.”

      I met his gaze, grateful that my eyes were dry. “No, don’t. It’s fine. Go. Just go.”

      Then he did the only thing he could do, the only thing that broke me. He left. And he didn’t look back.

      I stood on our spot, grateful for the privacy, but I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think.

      I’d thought I’d found my happiness. I thought I was ready for my future.

      It turned out I was once again the baby Montgomery with her head in the clouds and stars in her eyes. Colton didn’t love me. Colton wasn’t my forever. And somehow, I was supposed to walk away from here as if nothing had happened.

      My body began to shake, and I pulled out my phone, knowing I needed someone. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t drive. I needed help.

      Only I didn’t want to put that on their shoulders. I didn’t want to bother them and have them worry about little Paige again. That’s all they’d done my entire life.

      I rolled my shoulders back and made my way to my car. I’d deal with this alone—just like I should have done in the beginning.

      I’d put my faith in the wrong man, and I promised myself I’d never do it again.

      The Montgomerys fell hard, and now it seemed they broke even harder.

      I’d fallen once, and I vowed to myself even as I fought through the pain, I’d never do it again.

      I’d never fall in love with anyone ever again.

      No matter what fate tossed my way.
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      There were times in my life when I was ready for anything. When I could look at the world in front of me and know that I could handle it. It was what I did. If something went wrong when it came to my business, family, or life, I found a way to make it work. I made it happen.

      If I made a mistake, I handled that, too. If I had my heart broken over and over again until I was nothing, I found a way to take it and grow from it.

      I could not weather this.

      I sat on the edge of the bathtub, my feet in slippers, my shorts riding up since I had pulled them up too quickly. I hadn’t put on a bra, my tank top old and ratty. Yet it was all comfortable. I looked like the epitome of the hot mess I was, but nobody would see this. Other than me and my reflection.

      I couldn’t remember if I had washed my hair this week, and I was pretty sure my sister had noticed. Considering that I was a whiz with dry shampoo and subtle updos, no one should have seen, but it had been at least since Monday. Showering was something I did daily because I still worked out and needed the hot water on my skin. I couldn’t sleep, so I craved something that made me tired.

      Yet, something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

      I looked down at the stick in my hand, at the five other sticks on the counter, the two more on the floor, and I didn’t cry. I didn’t do anything. I just sat there and looked down at the words that were clear, evident, and part of the name of the damn brand.

      Pregnant.

      I, Paige Montgomery, youngest of the Montgomery clan, including all other nineteen or so cousins, was pregnant.

      Out of wedlock, out of a relationship, and left behind.

      “This cannot be happening.” My words echoed in the bathroom, yet it was the truth. Every positive test, whether they be pink, blue, one line, two, an odd assortment of dots, or the clear words that said pregnant, let me know I was with child.

      Something was growing inside me, taking nutrients and splitting cells and creating an amorphous blob until it would one day be the size of a cantaloupe, and then some other food product that would eventually be compared to an actual baby. And then I would give birth.

      I would have a baby.

      I scrambled off the edge of the bathtub, threw open the toilet lid, and proceeded to empty my stomach.

      I honestly didn’t think it had anything to do with morning sickness, but rather…heart sickness.

      I was pregnant.

      Pregnant with Colton’s baby. The same guy who had left me and hadn’t taken a second look back after thinking he’d be so happy with his new life.

      He had known what his life would be and decided to take that job in New York as if that would be his pinnacle of success and identity.

      He’d left me, and I had let him. But he hadn’t left me alone. No, I was going to have a baby.

      I swallowed hard and lay down on the floor as I let the sweat cool, my pants slowly receding as my body quit shaking.

      This didn’t feel real. Maybe it wasn’t. I would have to go to the doctor. They would likely tell me that there were a bunch of false positives and that it just happened. It was a way of life. That had to be it. Because there was no way I could be pregnant.

      I had wanted marriage, a future, all of that—everything that came with being with Colton and starting the next phase of our life. I had wanted all of it, yet it seemed as if I wouldn’t get it.

      Because I was broken.

      I blinked, annoyed with myself for that thought because it was so unlike me. No, I couldn’t be broken. Pregnant people couldn’t be broken. They had to face the future and deal with the fact that it wasn’t only their life that was the center of their universe. And why was I going through a thousand different emotions?

      I let out a breath and then looked over at my phone.

      I needed to tell Colton. I needed to tell him that we were having a baby.

      “No, I’m having a baby.” He’d left us. He wanted nothing to do with this life and was already having a carefree time with the perfect job and the perfect future in New York. He hadn’t even thought to bring me.

      My hands fisted. I would tell him, but I needed to make sure I wasn’t angry when I did so. I needed to wrap my head around it first, and then I could tell Colton so I wouldn’t resent him. It wouldn’t be fair to anyone if I did.

      Because the crux of it was, I didn’t want him back.

      I wasn’t heartbroken in the way others thought I should be. I was breaking. And that was the difference. Because Colton had left me and hadn’t wanted me the way I wanted him. I had made a fool of myself for him, and now he was gone. Only he had left a certain little something behind. Though not so little when I thought about the ramifications of everything.

      I let out a shaky breath and stood before jumping into the shower. I quickly washed my hair, not caring how long the conditioner was supposed to sit. I just needed to be clean, needed to wash away the evidence of my lack of faith in myself.

      My periods had always been irregular. So, when I first missed a cycle, I’d noticed, but it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Then I’d missed a second, and I knew that something was wrong. And now I knew why.

      When I got out of the shower, I pulled my hair up on top of my head, not bothering to dry it. I went into the bedroom, pulled on a pair of cute black jeans, ones that I might not in fit soon, and quickly pushed that thought from my mind. Then I pulled on a top and a cute little cardigan and went back to the bathroom. I proceeded to blow-dry my hair and put on makeup. I slid into cute shoes and told myself I would go out for a bite to eat. Go to a new restaurant that had nothing to do with Colton and his restaurateur self. Nothing to do with his friends and their places of business. And I would be okay.

      Only I wasn’t. And I needed to come to terms with that and get over myself. Instead, I let out a breath, looked at myself in the mirror, and figured I looked perfectly respectable. Maybe more like an exhausted librarian, but it worked.

      I shook my head, grabbed my purse, and made my way outside.

      I lived within walking distance of a cute area, one with a few restaurants that weren’t Colton’s or his friends’, and a shopping district. It was just getting dark out, perfect for dinnertime, and I told myself this was fine.

      I wasn’t going to call my family or tell them that I had made a mistake and would now have to live with the consequences. I didn’t want to deal with their looks. I didn’t want to deal with the pity in their eyes, especially since they were all happy and married, and most were having babies. I was the only single one left, dealing with my own issues.

      Yet it seemed I’d be starting a family my way. Not how I’d wanted or how I wanted my family to see me, but I would push that from my thoughts.

      I raised my chin and told myself I just needed to pretend that I was normal. Act as if I were fine and handling it. And maybe I would handle it.

      I knew I wasn’t acting normally and was headed into dangerous territory, risking making another mistake. Only I was putting one foot in front of the other and making this work. I just needed tonight. I needed to pretend for this bare instant.

      The responsible thing would be to go to my sister and have Annabelle hold me as I told her all of my problems. And yet, I had been doing that for far too long—relying on my family when I could handle things on my own.

      I could do this. I could do this. I actually couldn’t do this.

      No. I would not let that thought run through my mind again. I was stronger than that. Once the shock wore off, I could make plans and figure things out.

      Annabelle had her family now. The twins were adorable and loving and the most precious things in the world. She had her husband, and she didn’t need me coming in and disrupting their evening again. I had done that far too many times.

      I couldn’t go to my big brother Beckett. He and Eliza were married, happy, and had one of Eliza’s brothers visiting. They were also preparing their house for foster care and didn’t need me interfering with that.

      Benjamin and Brenna had a newborn and barely slept as it was. They didn’t need my problems. My parents were on vacation, taking a cruise together and enjoying retirement. I wasn’t even going to try to get ahold of them.

      And then there was Archer and Marc. They were newly married. I had even been a bridesmaid in their wedding. I wasn’t going to bother them during their newlywedded bliss.

      My family was moving on, and I needed to get with the program.

      I kept walking, smiling at others as they walked past. Most people were in pairs, on dates, or just enjoying themselves and friends.

      I reached into my bag for my phone and realized I hadn’t even brought it. I shook my head, thinking it was no matter. I wanted to scream, do something, and yet I couldn’t breathe.

      The first drop of rain hit my face, and I looked up, wondering if it was a tear or the sky opening. My thoughts were scattered, and I felt as if I couldn’t suck in air, but I kept going anyway. Couples cuddled closer underneath their umbrellas, something I hadn’t even bothered to bring. Others went inside restaurants and the little shops. They kept each other dry and safe as they laughed and smiled, kissing one another as they waited for their tables. I kept moving, ignoring the rain as it drenched my newly dried hair and seeped through my clothes and into my skin.

      I held back a curse and turned around. I needed to go home and get dry. Protect my baby. That was what mattered.

      “Paige?”

      At the deep and familiar voice, I nearly tripped over my feet and skidded into a puddle. I looked up to see Lee, my brother’s best friend, as he ran towards me. He’d left a woman in a gorgeous bronze dress standing in front of a restaurant, a frown on her face and an umbrella keeping her safe from the rain. Lee didn’t seem to mind that he was getting wet. Instead, he slid his hands through his hair, pushed the damp strands back, and moved forward.

      “Paige? What are you doing out in the rain? Come on. Let me get you under the umbrella or something. Shit. You’re shaking.”

      I wasn’t cold. I didn’t think the shakes would ever come from the cold again.

      “I’m fine.”

      There was something odd about my voice, and I couldn’t figure it out. Was this shock? Or just me breaking? After all this time, had I finally truly broken?

      Lee met my gaze and cupped my face as he slid his thumbs over my cheeks. “Do you need to go to the hospital? What the hell’s going on, Paige?”

      “I’m fine.” I wasn’t fine.

      He met my gaze again, and my stomach rolled. It had nothing to do with being sick or pregnant. It was Lee. The guy I’d had a crush on since I was far too young to have a crush. Lee seemed as if he had always been there—just so far out of reach that I couldn’t hold on to him. He was my brother’s best friend, and I wasn’t supposed to find him attractive or want more from him. And Lee wasn’t the type of guy you wanted more from.

      “Lee, darling. We’re going to miss our reservations. Just give her the money and go.”

      I watched Lee’s jaw tense as he let out a breath. “I’m taking you home,” he whispered before pulling me to his side and trying to shield me from the rain. It didn’t matter since we were both drenched at this point, but he still tried. That was Lee, always doing his best, even if the world didn’t care.

      “Leia, I need to take Paige home. She’s my friend.”

      The other woman, with her gorgeous cheekbones, legs like a giraffe’s, and the most beautiful curves I had ever seen in my life, pouted. “But, Lee. You promised.”

      “I’ve got to go. I’m sorry.”

      Leia narrowed her eyes. “Fine. You’ll just have to make it up to me.” Then she stomped off, taking the umbrella with her.

      Lee cursed under his breath. “Well, that was my umbrella.”

      My gaze tracked the other woman as she turned the corner. “I’m ruining your date. I’m ruining everything.”

      “Fuck, Paige. What’s wrong?”

      Everything.

      “I need to go home. I left my phone there.”

      Lee met my gaze and then nodded before taking my hands and walking me around the building to his car. I didn’t remember getting in. I didn’t remember him taking a blanket out of the back before wrapping it around me and driving me home. Everything was a blur, but I was still present. I had to be.

      “Fuck this. If you won’t let me take you to the hospital, I’m calling your sister or one of your brothers. Your parents are on a cruise, right?” he asked as he walked me inside my house after taking my keys from my purse.

      I shook my head, pulling myself out of my misery. I was stronger than this. I did not break down and act as if I were losing my sanity. I had let the idea of Colton take so much from me, and I would not let him take this, too.

      “I’m fine. Really. You don’t have to call my family.” I let out a shaky breath, then rolled my shoulders back, telling myself I needed to be an adult and deal with this. I walked to my linen closet, pulled out a towel, and then another before tossing one to Lee. “I’m sorry you got drenched because of me. But thank you. I was having a moment out there.”

      Lee wiped his face but otherwise stood there, dripping on my floor, just blinking. “And that’s it? You’re not going to tell me what’s going on? If you’re not going to tell me, then I’m going to call one of your numerous siblings to come over here so you can talk to them. Because you were standing there in the rain alone, Paige. Looking as lost as I’ve ever seen you. What the hell’s going on?” His jaw tensed. “Is it that bastard? Did Colton come back? Do I need to kick his ass?”

      He stood there like a stone god, his dark hair slicked back, his beard longer than I had ever seen it, though it wasn’t a full one like my cousins tended to have. His dark eyes narrowed, and I wanted to reach out and hold him. Of course, I couldn’t. This was Lee, after all. He was a few inches taller than me, and without heels on, I fit under his arm comfortably. Lee was a hugger when it came to those he cared about, and he always gave good hugs.

      Sometimes, I never knew what to do with them.

      “I just had a moment. Colton isn’t here. He’s not coming back.” My voice didn’t break when I said that, and I counted that as progress. “I just had a moment where I needed to think, and then the rain came that I wasn’t expecting, and things got out of hand. Thank you for being there. Seriously.” I reached out. Gripped his hand. “Thank you for always being there, Lee.”

      “Paige. Talk to me.” He huffed out a breath. “You can always talk to me. I’m not going to judge you. I just need to know. It wouldn’t be right for me to leave you right now without someone knowing what happened. So, I’m here. Talk to me.”

      He would know soon enough. Everyone would. And I’d have to deal with it. I might as well tell someone who wasn’t a Montgomery. A man who had never judged me once in my life, even by accident. So, I figured why not.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      Lee blinked a few times before sitting down on the stool next to the kitchen island. “Holy shit.”

      I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help it. “Oh, good. We’re on the same page with the words that have been running through my mind since I found out. There are a dozen or so tests in the bathroom that all say the same thing. I’m pregnant. Having a baby. With child. All those things that I have no idea what to do with. But it’s here. I’m pregnant. It’s Colton’s. He’s gone. And I don’t know what I’m going to do. Only, damn it, I’m going to figure it out. Because I’m done being weak. I am done waiting for someone else to help me with the next phase of my life. I’m pregnant. I’m keeping it. And now, I’m going to promptly cry.”

      And when the tears fell, Lee held me close and didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. Because nothing made sense, but it would have to soon. It needed to. I was having a baby. I didn’t have time to wallow in my heartbreak any longer.

      I would live for me, for my baby, and for no man.

      Never again. Because falling in love only hurt in the end, so I wouldn’t.

      Ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lee

      

      

      
      I’d had dreams all night about a pregnant Paige, angry Montgomerys, and little babies in diapers crawling all around my house. When I woke up, I was confused as hell and wondered why my brain had conjured those images. I finally just pushed it all from my mind and told myself maybe I should stop drinking beer with wheat before going to bed.

      Now, I was at work, doing my best to focus on my assignments and not on the fact that one of my good friends was having a baby with a man I wasn’t even sure she would be able to speak to again.

      I had so many questions, so many thoughts flowing through my head. Paige was one of the strongest people I knew. If anyone could handle this, it was her. And yet I had seen her in the rain. I had seen the look of loss, confusion, and determination sliding over her face as she tried to come to terms with what she had just found out.

      And she had told me everything. She hadn’t lied or held anything back or said that everything would be fine. Instead, she had bared her secrets to me before she even told her family about the pregnancy. While I wanted to feel pride at the fact that she could trust me, all I could do was wonder how I could help. I had no idea what to do about babies or pregnant women, as my odd dream surmised.

      I paused. Maybe that was something I could do. Take the burden off her shoulders. Not that I had the time for that—or the right. We were just friends. She was my best friend’s little sister. I didn’t get to step in like that. Not that she would let me.

      I shook my head, once again focusing on my work.

      I was a mechanical engineer and focused on nanotech and robotics. Today, instead of being hands-on with applications and enjoying myself with experiments and testing things out, I was working on a paper. Even in the world of industry and not academics, it was publish or perish. We wanted to get this patent through, so I had to write this paper. And all I wanted to do was cross my eyes and pretend that it was already done. Only here, I wasn’t going to get that choice.

      My phone buzzed about an hour into figuring out how to condense six months’ worth of work into a simple paragraph, and I eagerly set down my book and looked at my phone screen.

      Benjamin: You up for lunch today? I’m near your office and starving.

      I smiled, my stomach growling, and then I remembered that Benjamin didn’t know about Paige. It’d only been two days. If she had told her family, I would have heard about it. There would have been the great explosion. Not judgment, not anger, but it would
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