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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

    

  


  
    
      To those searching for a second chance.
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      Macon Brady remembers every moment he lay on the ground, a bullet in his chest, his life bleeding out with each pulse. Yet his nightmares aren’t the only thing keeping him up at night.

      Dakota Bristol left her ex with nothing but the clothes on her back and her child in her arms. She’s been hurt before and wants nothing to do with the shadows in Macon’s eyes. The problem? Her son loves him, and the more time she spends with the man, the more she’s afraid she’ll come to love him just as much.

      Danger always comes back to haunt those who run. It was a lesson Dakota learned before. Now, it might be the man she refuses to fall for who makes the greatest sacrifice of all.

       

      ***Far From Destined is a single mom, friends to lovers, German Shepard/Black Cat contemporary suspense romance in the Promise Me series featuring Macon and Dakota.  Each one can be read as a complete standalone. A HEA is guaranteed!**
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      I ducked the punch to the face, then came out swinging, my fist connecting with the jaw of the man in front of me. He let out a grunt, stumbling back. I hit again, and again, jabbing, going for his ribs. I threw a cross, an uppercut, continued moving until I was pulled away, my hands lifted in the air, and announced the winner.

      Sweat slicked my body, and I heaved out a breath, running my hand over the pebbled scar on my chest—the memory that would never fade, the flesh that would never fully heal.

      Anyone who understood scars knew where the marred flesh had come from, and if they didn’t know me, they likely figured I was some kind of badass to have it. They thought it was a scar of pride, not one of fear.

      Those that knew me understood I never wanted to remember that pain, never wanted to remember bleeding out and begging for help.

      I never begged. I never asked for help.

      Only as I lay there dying, wondering what would happen when I closed my eyes for the final time, not seeing my life flash before my eyes as others promised, I knew I’d run out of time.

      I hadn’t been strong. I had been weak.

      I was weak no longer.

      As my trainer put his arm around my shoulders, I knew I would come back to the ring and trounce anybody I could. I would win as many times as I could to prove that I wasn’t weak.

      It didn’t matter that the people here didn’t know me. It didn’t matter that these were sanctioned fights and I wasn’t in some underground shit that would end up hurting me in the end. I knew that what I was doing was dangerous.

      And I didn’t give a fuck.

      I was just so goddamn tired.

      Every cut on my wrist, every bruise on my jaw told me that I was here.

      That no matter what happened, I would still be here.

      That the scar on my chest wasn’t the only thing that mattered when it came to who I was.

      “Doing a good job, Brady.”

      I nodded, pushing my hair from my eyes. “Thanks,” I said, spitting into the bucket next to me as I pulled out my mouthguard. No blood this time, so I counted that as a win.

      “You still up for just boxing? Or, we could start training in mixed martial arts.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t think I’m that flexible.” I laughed, while one of the ring girls raked her gaze over my body before meeting my eyes.

      “Oh, I’m sure you’re quite flexible,” she purred, winking before sauntering off.

      “I’d like a piece of that,” Bob said, and I shook my head.

      “She’s married,” I replied with a laugh, wiping my face with a towel.

      “So? Didn’t stop her from giving you a look like she wanted to go down on her knees in front of you.”

      “True, but that’s just for show. Her husband could kick my ass.”

      “You’ve met the guy?” Bob asked as we made our way back to the training room so I could shower before heading home.

      “Yes, and he could kick all our asses.”

      It was a lie for her benefit. Her husband was an IT guy who worshiped the ground she walked on. I only knew that because I had walked her to her car once to make sure she was safe in the dark, something I wasn’t even comfortable with these days—not that I told anybody that.

      Her husband had been late showing up to make sure she got to her car safely and skidded into the parking lot right when I was there.

      He was all of a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet, glasses falling off his face, and his hands shaking, but he had stood up to me. I remembered smiling and lowering my head to explain to him what I was doing.

      I liked the guy. We had exchanged numbers, and I was always there to make sure his girl made it to her car unharmed. She could take care of herself, but it was always smart to make sure that more than one person watched your back.

      Of course, I hadn’t been alone when I was shot, but you couldn’t fight a gun with a fist.

      It sure as hell seemed like I was trying these days.

      “I’m off after I rinse the grime away,” I said as I stripped out of my shorts and headed to the shower. “I’ve got to work in the morning.”

      “Got to go save those kittens,” Bob sneered, and I flipped him off, unwrapping my hands as I turned on the water. My open wounds stung, and I cursed. This place had a doctor on call, but he was a jackass and didn’t like me. That meant I’d either have to go to the emergency room or have my partner at my vet clinic help me if I needed stitches.

      I looked down at my hands and figured I was safe there. I didn’t have any deep cuts on my face, so I counted that as a win, too.

      No stitches today, just ice, and then a beer later.

      “You up for another fight next week?” Bob asked, looking down at his phone.

      “No, got a family thing. I’ll let you know when I need another round.”

      “You say that as if you’re just using it as an excuse to punch somebody and not make money.”

      I didn’t bet on myself. Actually, I didn’t bet at all. All I did was fight, trying to get some of the rage under control. Honestly, I didn’t know why I was doing this, and I knew I was probably going to hurt myself in the end, but my brothers and sister didn’t know what I was doing. Nobody did.

      I was just fine with that. If they knew I was fighting like this, they’d drag me home and yell me into submission.

      Sometimes, I felt like I was weak enough to fall right into the plans others made for me. The person I was before I was shot. I was done being that guy. That man cried out for help and never got it. He pushed his brother away to save the girl rather than saving himself.

      I wouldn’t be that person anymore.

      “Okay, man, just let me know when you’re ready to fight again. I like it when you come in. You get shit done, and you don’t whine about it.”

      “I do my best,” I said dryly.

      “Yeah, I think you do. It’s probably why I like you. Stay safe, and don’t fight anywhere but here. You don’t want me to have to put you on an actual contract.”

      I snorted and shook my head. “I don’t have that much of a death wish,” I muttered.

      “Good, kid. Don’t get one now.”

      I nodded, then finished showering before drying off and pulling on my clothes. I didn’t have much with me. I always worried that someone was going to steal my shit. Though tonight, nobody else was with me here. The guy I had fought had his own room, and we simply nodded at each other as we walked away. I liked Dave. He was a good guy. We both just tended to take out our rage on each other. Next time I saw him, we’d get a beer, though we didn’t have much in common outside of the ring. And that was just fine with me.

      I made my way to my car, grateful that everybody else had gone home, and nobody seemed to be around. I didn’t want to have another conversation.

      I was so tired of talking, pretending that everything was okay when it wasn’t.

      I had to go back to my normal life tomorrow and pretend I was fine, that I wasn’t stressed out or repeatedly having nightmares about being shot. The fact that I could still hear Hazel screaming in my dreams was something I should probably tell somebody, but I wasn’t going to. Not anytime soon, anyway.

      Not when everything hurt.

      I looked up at the sound of someone next to my car and froze, my fists clenching at my sides. I swore I could hear the cock of a gun, but then it was gone. The person in front of me was one of the last people I wanted to see.

      “So, you want to tell me what the fuck you’re doing?” my younger brother, Nate, asked, a scowl on his face.

      “None of your fucking business,” I countered, pushing past him to my car. “Where the hell are you parked?”

      “I got a lift here. Heard you were fighting from a buddy who recognized you and texted me to get my ass here. I thought I should be able to drive your car back to your place if I had to carry you out of there.”

      “I take it you were inside?”

      “Yep.”

      “Then you know there’s nothing to worry about,” I growled.

      “Whatever you say. But we still need to talk.”

      “We don’t.” Shame crawled over me, and I hated myself. What had Nate seen? Would he tell everybody else? Jesus Christ, I couldn’t do this right now.

      Or ever.

      “Come on, we’re going to get some coffee, and we’re going to talk about this.”

      “I don’t need to talk about this,” I said.

      “We do. I’m not going to tell the others, but you and I need to talk. I don’t care if you get pissy about it, but you’re my brother, and I love you. And you’re going to fucking listen to me.”

      “Nate.”

      “No. I’m done. Come on. We’re going to go get some coffee.”

      Worry slid over me. “Where exactly are we getting coffee?

      “You know where we are going.” Nate paused and gave me a knowing glance. “If it helps, she’s not working tonight.”

      I swallowed hard, trying not to think her name. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Whatever. You’re not very good at lying, you know.”

      “And you’re driving me because I don’t want to call my Uber.”

      “I can’t believe you fucking Ubered here,” I said, knowing that Nate was stubborn enough that he wouldn’t let this go.

      “I do what I have to do. Now, come on, I want coffee and a Danish.”

      “Danishes are for breakfast. She’s probably not going to have them at her place.”

      “She might. And look at you, thinking of her instead of the shop.”

      “Fuck you,” I growled, tossing my bag into the back before getting into my truck and starting the engine.

      I headed to the Boulder Bean and parked in the back, grateful there was a space. The fight had been an early one, and they had closed up for the night since it was still a weekday. That meant the bakery was still open, despite the owner not being there.

      At least, I hoped she wasn’t here. I wasn’t sure if I could face her all bruised and aching like this. Who was I kidding? I wasn’t sure I could face her at all. And that was part of the problem.

      We made our way into the café, taking a seat near the window. I didn’t want my back to the door. Nate didn’t seem to mind, but he did notice the hesitation. Regardless, he just gave me a look before shaking his head.

      “I’m going to get us some coffees. What do you want?”

      “Just a regular. Black.”

      “You’re so boring,” Nate said, grinning, though it didn’t reach his eyes. He was worried about me.

      And I was fucked.

      “Thanks for the brew,” I growled. He made his way to the counter, the two of us occupying one of the two full tables in the café. The place was about to close soon, and I knew I should’ve just gone home. I could have even taken Nate with me so we could hash things out, but even though I wouldn’t admit it, I’d wanted to come here on the off chance that I’d see her.

      Because I was a fucking glutton for punishment. If I weren’t, maybe I wouldn’t be in the ring at all. Things wouldn’t hurt as much as they did. Hell, I just wanted things to get back to normal.

      I wanted to see her.

      Only she wasn’t here. And even if she were, she’d likely take one look at me and run, just like she always did.

      “Macon?” a familiar voice asked. I froze, my whole body snapping to attention, my throat going dry.

      I looked up to see her. Her dark hair was pulled away from her face in a messy bun, her creamy complexion rosy after a long day, her thick black glasses perched on the tip of her nose as if she had been reading and hadn’t wanted to bother with her contacts. The fact that I knew she wore contacts most of the time should probably worry me, but it didn’t.

      Because I was a masochist when it came to Dakota, the woman I couldn’t have, the female who wanted nothing to do with me. She had made it very clear that she didn’t want me in her life, and yet, all I did was want more.

      Because I was a fucking loser.

      “Hey, Nate’s getting me some coffee.”

      She studied my face as if waiting for me to say more. “Okay, you want to tell me what happened?”

      “Nothing,” I lied.

      “You have blood on your knuckles and a bruise on your jaw. What happened? Who hurt you?”

      I heard the fear in her voice and wanted to kick myself. I shouldn’t have come here, even on the off chance that she would be here. It didn’t matter that I wanted to see her.

      Because I knew she was running from something. Given what had happened to our friends, and what she never spoke about when it came to her past, seeing me bruised would only bring back the horror of what neither of us wanted to talk about.

      I was going to hell, and it was my own damn fault.

      “Nothing. Just a long day.”

      “At work? You’re saying a dog or a cat did this?”

      “I do work with large animals sometimes if I have to go out to a farm and one of the other vets I know needs help.” It wasn’t a lie, but not the truth today.

      “So, a cow did this, then?” she asked, and I shook my head.

      “I’m fine, Dakota. Don’t even need stitches.”

      “And because you’re a vet, you can tell that?” she asked.

      “Yes, I guess that’s a good reason for me to know,” I said, knowing I sounded like an asshole.

      She shook her head, her glasses falling down her nose. I wanted to reach out and move them back. I didn’t.

      “What the hell, Macon? Who did this to you?”

      “Nobody. I said I’m fine. Let’s not talk about it.”

      She studied my face for a long moment before shaking her head, disappointment plain. “Why are you fighting?” she asked, and I wanted to curse.

      “Dakota.”

      “No, I see your knuckles. You’ve clearly hit someone. And you want to hang out with Joshua?” she asked, her voice sharp even as she kept it quiet so nobody else could hear.

      “Dakota.” I needed to fix this. Somehow, I had to remedy this.

      “No. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but you better stay away from my son. And me.” Then she turned on her heel and went back to the office, leaving me sitting there, wondering what the fuck was wrong with me.

      Nate came back with two to-go cups, a sad expression on his face.

      “I honestly didn’t know she would be here.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “It’s not.”

      “It is. Come on, let’s just go.” I took the coffee from Nate, nodded at him, and then left the building. The bell over the door echoed in my head, sounding like a fucking gunshot. I tripped over my feet, the coffee sloshing out of the cup, and cursed, not even feeling the heat.

      “Fuck, are you okay?” Nate asked from behind me.

      “I’m fine. Let’s just go. I’ll take you home.”

      “We still need to talk.”

      “You know, I think I’ve had enough talking for the night.”

      “Macon.”

      “No, you got what you wanted. Everyone’s going to know that I’m a fucking asshole, and that’s fine.”

      “That is not what I wanted. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “I’m fine. As you can see, everything is just dandy. I’m scaring women and children, to the point where she’s never going to talk to me again. But it doesn’t matter, does it? Because it’s not like she ever wanted to before.”

      “Macon.”

      Sweat covered my body as my hands went clammy, and I did my best to catch my breath, the sound of the gun cocking filled my ears again, the taste of blood in my mouth as if it just happened, the scream echoing in my head as Hazel shouted my name.

      “I need to get home.”

      “Okay, I’ll get you there.”

      “I need to go home,” I repeated.

      “I’ve got you. I’m driving. We’re going.”

      He led me to the truck, and I got in, making sure the coffee was in its holder before covering my face with my hands and trying to catch my breath.

      “I’m sorry,” my little brother whispered.

      “Not your fault. I’m the asshole.”

      “You’re not.”

      “Then why does it feel like I am?”

      “You’re not,” he repeated. “She’ll talk to you again. She’s just had a tough couple of days.”

      “Why?” I asked, giving him a sharp look. “What happened?” I hated that I was so protective of Dakota. She didn’t want me in her life. She’d made that perfectly clear. Only I needed to help her fix things despite that she hated it when I tried. That was on me, and I was usually better at giving her space.

      “It’s just busy with the café, I think. I don’t know for sure. It’s just what I overhear from the girls. We’re all one big group. We’ll make it work. She’s not going to take Joshua from you.”

      I snorted, ignoring the pain in my heart at my brother’s words. “He’s not my kid, Nate.”

      “That kid worships the ground you walk on.”

      “He shouldn’t. Look where I am.”

      “You’re with your brother, and you’re going home. And you’re going to stop making stupid decisions. I think that’s a pretty good place to be.”

      I didn’t say anything else, knowing there was nothing to say.

      I deserved the looks she gave me, any ounce of hatred she threw my way. I was doing things that weren’t good for me, even though I was supposed to be the nice guy.

      There was nothing nice about me. Part of me had died the day I was shot, the day I had thought would be my last. There was nothing left of me for Dakota or her kid. And she saw that better than anybody. It didn’t matter that the others thought there could be something more between us.

      There couldn’t be.

      And tonight’s meeting had been the final nail in the coffin of who we were. Too bad it’d taken my blood and her fear to make it happen. I might want Dakota more than my next breath, but wanting was good for nothing. She would never be mine. And the only people that didn’t seem to understand that were those outside the two of us.

      Because Dakota sure as hell didn’t want me.

      There wasn’t much of me left to want.
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      “Mom, I can’t find my backpack.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and looked over the kitchen island to where my son was on his hands and knees, looking under the couch. Apparently, for a backpack that I knew full well could not fit underneath.

      “Joshua Bristol. You know that backpack is not there. It’s in your room. The same space I told you to clean.”

      “But, Mom. I did clean it.”

      I finished packing up his lunch and then reviewed the rest of my to-do list.

      “You put away one toy and got distracted yesterday. But it was Sunday, and we both said we were allowed to be lazy if we wanted to.” After I got home from a ten-hour day at work and he was with his babysitter—I ignored the pang in my heart at that. “However, Joshua, you were supposed to pick up the rest of your toys at least and find your backpack before bed.”

      If I hadn’t been exhausted, doing a hundred things at once and trying to find another babysitter since one of my two previous ones quit, maybe I would have been able to help him.

      As it was, I was too tired to focus. And all I wanted to do was go back to bed. However, I had already been up for three hours, working on paperwork for the Boulder Bean and doing a bunch of prep for the rest of the week. Finishing cleaning my house was not high on the to-do list.

      “Found it!” my son shouted as he ran back into the living room, and I poured more of my coffee into my thermos, knowing I’d need more at work today.

      Thankfully, my staff had a handle on opening and had offered to take care of it for me this morning, even though it was supposed to be my shift. They understood that I was a single mom. And, sometimes, even though I owned the business, my son came first.

      No, he always came first.

      Then the business, then my friends…then me. Sometimes.

      I groaned. Crap. My friends were supposed to show up today for a quick lunch. That most likely meant the inevitable end of any free time I might have.

      I loved my friends, the pact sisters as one of the guys had called us. They were the other parts of my soul, the ones that kept me propped up and reminded me that I was human, a woman, and allowed to have some semblance of a life.

      Only I did not want to meet with them today, for obvious reasons.

      “Where was it?” I asked as Joshua came stomping in, his too-big backpack over his little shoulders, making him look far too adorable for his own good.

      “On the peg in my bedroom.”

      I barely resisted rolling my eyes. “You mean where it’s supposed to be?” I asked with a singsong tone.

      “Maybe,” he said, drawing out the word. “Can I have a muffin?” Joshua asked, rising to his tiptoes.

      “The muffins are at the café, and you already had your cereal.”

      “But I’m a growing boy. I need muffins.”

      “Maybe after school.”

      “But after school, that’s the time for cupcakes. You know, muffins with frosting.”

      I loved his brain. He was a handful, but he was mine. “That’s not exactly how that works. And after school, you will be eating your fruit snacks.”

      “You call them fruit snacks, but it’s just fruit,” he mumbled.

      I went to my knees in front of him, brushed his hair from his face, and looked down at the little man I loved more than life itself.

      He had so much of his father in him sometimes that I had to focus to see what parts were from me. I had to look to see them. In his smile, the way his eyes twinkled just like my dad’s had.

      I loved this little boy with every ounce of my being.

      And though his entrance into the world hadn’t exactly gone as planned, his existence in it was everything I needed and more.

      I would end the world for him. I would do anything for him.

      Sometimes I just wished I didn’t always have to do it alone.

      I shook off that thought and stood up, kissed the top of his head, and held out my hand.

      “Okay, little man. Let’s get you to school so I can get to work.”

      “I’m sorry you couldn’t go to work today.”

      I paused as I looked down at Joshua, frowning. “What do you mean by that?” I asked.

      “I know you have to open the shop and do all the baking and the cooking. But you couldn’t because you have to take care of me,” he told the floor, his head lowered. I went to my knees again, hugging him close.

      “Joshua Bristol. You are the best thing in my life. If I want to take the morning off so I can hang out with my best bud, I will.”

      “But how are you supposed to make money and keep a roof over our heads?” he asked, and I held back a wince.

      I had no idea where he had learned that phrase, but at six years old, he was far too precocious for his age.

      “My staff can help me, and I will be working. You have to go do your job, and I will do mine.”

      “I miss Miss Nancy.”

      I held back a grimace. Nancy had been a wonderful babysitter until she ran off with the older married man she had been boinking the entire time. The scandal had rocked our little part of Boulder, Colorado, the small town that was anything but small.

      Now, I was down one babysitter. While I loved Constance, my other nanny, she was in college and had morning classes all semester. That meant she couldn’t come over and help with Joshua’s morning preparations, which had been part of Nancy’s job.

      I would figure it out, find somebody I trusted enough. But until then, my friends were helping me pick up the slack, and I would forever be grateful.

      Even Hazel’s man, Cross, had helped out a few times. His brothers had, too.

      I held back a wince at the thought of his brothers. I liked them. I loved his sister. But one of their brothers? I just wanted to throw something at even the thought of him.

      I didn’t know what it was about Macon, but he set my teeth on edge.

      It didn’t help that Joshua had begun clinging to him like a little monkey recently. And Macon seemed to encourage it.

      He scowled and growled, but then he became the sweetest man to my baby boy. And if there weren’t something off about Macon that made me hold back, maybe I’d appreciate that my child had someone to look up to.

      But Joshua didn’t have a father, not really. And I wasn’t going to let him latch on to the Brady brothers when they weren’t constants in his life.

      “Are you okay, Mommy?” Joshua asked, his voice low.

      I pushed away all thoughts of Macon, fighting, and that growl of his that did things to me that I’d rather not think about.

      “Mommy is just fine.” I shook it off. “Okay, we better go, little man.”

      “I’m almost a big man. Look how tall I am.” He puffed up his chest, and I held back tears.

      How was he already six? And going to school with a backpack that was too big for him and little shoes he constantly grew out of?

      Life was running away from me. Though, somehow, I was trying to keep up.

      My meeting with my friends later today would not help matters. I was not ready for our lunch date. But I didn’t think I had a choice.

      I got Joshua off to school, waved at his teachers, and did my best not to speed on my way to the Boulder Bean. I had spent a considerable chunk of my savings and had taken out a loan that I knew I’d probably be paying off for the rest of my life for this café. I had worked at the former iteration of the place when I was a teenager. When the old owners needed to sell but wanted me to change the name to make it mine, I had leaped at the chance.

      I had put my literal blood, sweat, and tears into its design, the process, and I loved it. I loved coffee, all kinds, and continually tried to find perfect versions of old favorites. I also dug baking and cooking and was able to do a few of those things every time I opened the doors.

      I loved every inch of the Boulder Bean and the fact that it had become a hub for my friends and me. Myra, Paris, Hazel, and I couldn’t be more different from each other. But, somehow, we had all met up at the Boulder Bean and became friends.

      They didn’t look down on me because I didn’t have the kind of money Hazel and Myra had. Nor the education the three of them had. But they were my friends, and I never truly felt inferior. That didn’t mean I wanted to see them today, however.

      “Hey, boss,” Jason said from the front of the shop as he handed off a large double shot, double whip mocha with extra chocolate shavings.

      My blood began to jitter just thinking about the amount of sugar in that, but I didn’t judge.

      Sometimes, I needed that boost, too.

      The man in the high-end business suit who gave me a sly wink didn’t seem to fit the usual mocha with chocolate shavings type, but people and coffee came in all sizes, and I loved trying to match them up.

      “Hey there, Jason.” I looked around to see if there was anything I could do right away before I went to the back.

      “Things are in tip-top shape here. Pop’s in the back.” Jason grinned at me, his dark eyes dancing with happiness. He’d pulled his black hair back into a braid that went down to the middle of his back today and had a bandage on his inner arm that I knew covered his new ink. All of my employees were allowed to openly wear all of the ink they wanted, but Jason’s was still healing. I couldn’t wait to see it looking vivid against the light brown of his skin.

      Pop was a twenty-five-year-old woman who liked to go by the name Pop and was as cantankerous as an old grandpa set in his ways. It made me laugh most of the time. And she was a great baker, so I went with it.

      I did most of the baking at the shop with Pop and Jason in the front, but some days, I didn’t have time to do it all myself. Hiring Pop meant I didn’t have to come in every morning, especially with my babysitter issues.

      Both she and Jason worked for me full-time, though I had a few part-timers that rotated in and out, too. We were situated between two universities, as well as many of the businesses of Boulder, and that meant we had a steady stream of customers.

      Boulder was weird. That’s what the city was known for. Franchises came and went, especially the big green machine that I attempted not to think about. But Boulder liked its quirky and unique, and the Boulder Bean tried for that.

      “Seriously, thanks for opening today,” I said, hating that I hadn’t been able to be here.

      “No worries. It’s what we’re here for. Though as soon as you can replace Nancy, the better.” He winked. I could tell he was annoyed with the woman. Nancy had been a great babysitter. She just liked a married man more than she enjoyed watching my son.

      I was not going to harp on that, though, because I would only get cranky, and I didn’t have time for that.

      I waved at a few of my regulars, made a couple of coffees, then went back to the kitchen to work on baking for the late morning and afternoon crowds.

      “Hi, Pop,” I said, looking over at the woman with the literal pop of color on her head. Today, she was bright pink with a purple stripe that went through her natural curls. Her two nose rings and Monroe piercing shone brightly against the dark brown of her skin and made me feel like I would never be anywhere near as cool and trendy as her.

      I’d had a nose ring all of four days before I sneezed and lost the jewelry down the drain. And while I wanted to add color to my hair, it tended to wash right out after a minute. And I wasn’t a fan of bleaching because then the curls got all dry and I ended up with a rat’s nest on the top of my head.

      “Hey, Dakota. Joshua, okay?”

      “He’s doing great. Thank you for opening today.”

      “No prob, Bob.”

      The idea that my staff cared about my son warmed my heart. It was odd, being a business owner and a single mom. I knew that it was a little too much work, and that I would burn out eventually if I didn’t find some balance. But Joshua was loved. And that was all that mattered.

      I got back to work, focused on baking and getting things ready for the afternoon, and also worked a little bit up front. The Boulder Bean was busy, and the steady pace let my mind focus on work and not wander to the fact that I still had four loads of laundry to do and that Joshua needed a loving mom who paid attention to him and played with him and made sure he got his chores done.

      It also kept me from thinking about meeting with my friends to get over precisely what was blocking me.

      “Hey, girl, your friends are here,” Jason said from the front, and my shoulders tensed.

      “What’s with that look?” Pop asked. “You love your friends. They’re great. Did they do something wrong? Do I need to beat someone up?” she asked, punching her fist into her palm.

      That made me snort, and I shook my head. “No, nothing like that. I just have to face the music.”

      “Oh!” Pop exclaimed, her eyes wide. “So, today’s the day?”

      I froze. “What are you talking about?” I asked cautiously.

      “Today’s the day you have to take your straw and become the next blind datee,” Jason said from the door and then ran back to the front of the café when I glared at him.

      “How on earth do you guys know about that?” I asked.

      “We have ears?” Pop replied, shrugging before going back to her baking.

      “You guys know… About the blind date pact.” My heart raced at the thought.

      Pop sighed, then rested her hands on the counter and gave me a look. “Of course, we do. You guys talk about it often enough, and not in hushed tones. It’s not like we want to overhear your conversations, but we can.”

      I winced. “Great.”

      “Don’t be embarrassed. It’s cool that you guys are taking care of each other and thinking about your futures. If and when I’m ever ready to date and need to be set up, I might ask you guys for help. Of course, you’re running out of Brady brothers, so we might need to shop outside of the Brady pool.”

      That made me wince. “We are not specifically shopping in the Brady pool to find dates. I’ll have you know that I don’t think we’ve set up blind dates with the Brady brothers on purpose at all.”

      That made Pop laugh, her piercings twinkling under the overhead lights.

      “See? The Brady brothers just make their way through. Now, that Macon? Oh, my. He’s one that I tip my hat to.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t in the mood to date?” I asked, a little pointedly.

      Pop snapped her fingers. “I knew it. So, I guess Myra is for Nate, and Macon is all yours.”

      I held up my hands, warding off whatever her mind was projecting. “No, no, no. I already have enough matchmaking in my life. There is no need for you to add to it. And Macon is not mine. Out of all the Brady brothers, it’s never going to be Macon.”

      “Ouch. What did he do?”

      I thought of his busted lip and bruised knuckles and gritted my teeth. “Nothing. Because it doesn’t matter.”

      “Okay. But I still think something is going on between Nate and Myra.”

      “Just because I might agree with you there doesn’t mean I’m going to entertain the idea of setting up the pact sisters with the Brady brothers.”

      “I don’t think you need to entertain anything if it’s already happening,” Pop said with a smile.

      “Get back to work. I need to meet my friends.”

      “Good luck. I can’t wait to hear about your blind dates.”

      “Pop.”

      “What? Hazel ended up on an accidental blind date, Paris ended up on the worst set of blind dates until, somehow, she ended up with Prior—not that I know the whole story there. Regardless, it’s going to be amazing to see what happens with you.”

      I growled as I walked away and stomped to the back booth where my friends were seated. I couldn’t help but let my gaze drift to the table near the window where Macon had sat with Nate, all growling and bruised.

      I still couldn’t believe he had gotten into a fight.

      I didn’t want to hear anything about it. I didn’t want to know more. It only reminded me of Adam.

      And I refused to think of him.

      Bile filled my throat, and I swallowed before I took a seat in the booth.

      “Hello, girls,” I said. They grinned at me.

      Hazel had pulled her hair back in a bun, looking very professorial with her glasses on the tip of her nose. She was radiant, and I had a feeling she had met up with Cross before she came in.

      I noticed a slight hickey on her neck, so…yes, that’s exactly what she had done.

      Paris wore a suit, looking very businesslike and crisp today. That meant she had not seen Prior earlier. I held back a smile at that.

      The Brady boys tended to muss up their women.

      Not that I was thinking about being messed up by a Brady. I had standards, after all. Okay, I didn’t, I had nothing. I was dusty, vacant. Old and hobbly. But that was fine. That’s what I needed.

      I didn’t know why I had agreed to this whole blind date thing in the first place.

      “You said that out loud.” Myra smiled daintily over her teacup.

      I narrowed my eyes. “No, I didn’t,” I argued.

      Myra just shrugged her small shoulders before setting down her cup. She patted her lips dry with her napkin. Myra was old money, class, and sophistication. She was pretty much everything I wasn’t.

      Yet I loved her so much. Except right now. At this moment, I wasn’t a fan.

      “You did say it out loud, but I’m delighted that you’re next in these blind date shenanigans. Better you than me.”

      “You know you’re next, though,” I replied. “And it’s probably going to be worse for you because you’re last.”

      “Or, if we take long enough on you, perhaps we’ll forget about the whole thing, and I’ll never have to do it.”

      “Well, now that you’ve said that, I’m adding it to my planner.” Paris pulled a planner out of her bag and began writing things down.

      “I thought you were all electronic now?” I asked, frowning.

      “I am. But I’m trying this new planner craze that isn’t that new anymore. It’s basically just scrapbooking but with schedules. I’m trying to lower my stress levels. And I get to play with stickers and something glorious called washi tape. I’m having fun.”

      I met the other girls’ gazes, and we held back laughter. Paris was uptight and controlling, and planners were right up her alley.

      “You do not need to add me to your planner,” Myra said stiffly.

      Paris just grinned. “I think I do. I’m going to remind myself often, even though I shouldn’t need to because we’re going to get through this quickly.”

      I froze. “What do you mean this? And why quick?”

      “I mean, we’ll figure out exactly who you need to be with, everything will work out hunky-dory and be all lovey, and then we’ll move on to Myra. She’s going to be the hard one. You’re easy.” Paris shrugged.

      Affronted, I leaned forward. “I am not easy. That’s why we decided to do this whole pact thing in the first place.”

      “No need to get snippy,” Paris said.

      “You know she’s just fucking with you, right?” Hazel sipped her coffee.

      My shoulders deflated, and I sighed. “No?”

      Paris winced. “I was, nothing about this is easy. We promised we would do it, and we do not go back on promises.”

      “I’m not ready to date,” I said.

      “Okay,” Hazel replied and held up her hands when both Myra and Paris opened their mouths to say something.

      “Perhaps you’re not ready to fall in love and get married or do anything that’s past a first date.” I opened my mouth to say something. “However, we both know that you need a night out. So, let us give you that.”

      “You mean with a man?”

      “Or a woman,” Myra said.

      “But with an actual date?” I corrected.

      “Yes, an actual date. It can be for fun. Your blind date doesn’t have to be your future. However, you do need a night out. And your lovable godmothers are going to be here to help that happen. And to watch Joshua,” Hazel added.

      “I still need to find another babysitter.” I rubbed my temples.

      “We’ll work on that with you,” Paris said. I looked up at her. “It’s in my planner,” she added with a grin.

      That made me laugh. “Well, if it’s in your planner, then I guess it’s going to happen.”

      “See? And now that Myra’s in my planner, as well, that’s going to happen, too.”

      “I’m through with this conversation,” Myra cut in.

      I laughed as they continued talking about my upcoming date. My tension eased slightly. Maybe this could work.

      Just a night out, no promises, no commitments.

      If they understood that I didn’t want a future with anyone because I couldn’t even think beyond tomorrow, maybe this could work.

      I would simply do it and get it over with.

      And then it would be Myra’s turn.

      I smiled, nearly missing the look the three of them gave me. I noticed, but I ignored it. I needed to live in my bubble of sanity. And I truly did not need to think about the future.

      Especially with a Brady.
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