
  
    [image: A Bittersweet Beginning]
  


  
    
      A Bittersweet Beginning

      A Montgomery Ink Legacy Prequel

    

    
      
        Carrie Ann Ryan

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        A Note from Carrie Ann Ryan

      

      
        From Bittersweet Promises

      

    

    
      
        Also from Carrie Ann Ryan

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A Bittersweet Beginning

        A Montgomery Ink Legacy Prequel

        By: Carrie Ann Ryan

        © 2025 Carrie Ann Ryan

      

        

      
        Cover Art by Sweet N Spicy Designs

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

        No part of this book can be reproduced in any form or by electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without the express written permission of the author. The only exception is by a reviewer who may quote short excerpts in a review.

      

        

      
        All content warnings are listed on the book page for this book on my website.

      

        

      
        NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Carrie Ann Ryan

          

        

      

    

    
      “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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      To my readers.

      Thank you for being patient while I found the perfect time to write Leif and Brooke’s secrets.

      For those of you new to the series, this is the PERFECT place to start.

      For those of you caught up on the Montgomerys and are going back…SURPRISE!
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          Leif

        

      

    

    
      “Le but de l’art est de trouver le sens. L’émotion n’est que le début.”

      I blinked at the professor’s words, translating the French as I went along. Perhaps it should make a little more sense than it did, or maybe I was losing my mind. Considering I hadn’t slept last night, thanks to an all-night party turned protest, and rolled into class with a baguette and a prayer, I wasn’t sure which was which.

      I didn’t mind.

      This was what a semester in Paris learning about art and yourself was for, after all.

      “Now, for those of you still learning French, I commend you for taking this class. Remember, however, that you will still need to follow the program in both languages.”

      I scribbled down notes, then focused on the subject in front of me. The long lines of his neck, the way his hand settled on his hip. Figure studies in an art class weren’t anything new for me and this wasn’t the first naked man I’d ever drawn. In fact, the first one had been my boyfriend at the time. Then I’d drawn a figure study of my girlfriend when the guy and I hadn’t worked out. I was an equal opportunity artist and relationship kind of guy.

      Now I was a single man in Paris, trying to get through this program without showing the world that I was a failed Montgomery.

      No pressure or anything.

      By the time the class ended, I was ready for a latte and a nice walk in a country not of my own, but of a history long since cemented in the echoes of history. As my classmates and I said our goodbyes, each of us heading toward our respective homes and lives, I let the full scale of my new life settle on my shoulders. It didn’t feel real, but then again, nothing felt real when I wasn’t at home.

      A Montgomery in Paris.

      Honestly, that sounded as if it should be the next subject line for the Montgomery Family Newsletter. And yes, there was indeed a monthly newsletter that went through all the major accomplishments for any Montgomery in our family who wanted to let the others know. It might sound ridiculous to some but considering the number of people I had in my direct family, let alone the connections that were close to us, it was needed. Hell, even my group chats exploded during certain times, because we were a nosy bunch, and we couldn’t help it. The latest had been when the favorite family cheese monger had decided to retire.

      I always thought growing up in the Montgomerys and liking cheese was a joke, but it had turned into the pastime. It was like when you told your grandma that you liked frogs when you were six, and boom, every gift that you get until the end of time has to do with frogs. Suddenly you have a frog collection. The Montgomerys had a cheese collection. Each family had their favorites. We not only had a cheese drawer, but a curated one. Then of course, we had the merch to go with it. One did not lean into a joke without merch.

      Our favorite cheese monger retired right before I had come to Paris, and as a joke, we celebrated with him. One of my uncles had pointed out that we should give him a party, and it sort of exploded into a real event where we ended up sending him and his wife to Aruba for the week. I have no idea how that happened, but I had donated along with others and the man finally got to have his dream vacation with his wife. The person who’d replaced him had large gouda shaped shoes to fill, but we weren’t that insane when it came to cheese. My stomach rumbled, and I looked into a store window wondering if I could find a shop and get myself some cheese.

      It wasn’t quite lunchtime, but I didn’t care. I was in France and that meant I could have cheese. It was an unwritten rule. Of course, thinking about cheese and my family made me a little homesick. I had been in Paris for three weeks. Three weeks in which I felt like I was lost, exhilarated, exhausted, and wondering what the hell I was doing.

      I was grateful that between AP courses, exams, and an overloaded schedule, I’d gotten my bachelor’s degree in business in three and a half years. I had now graduated and was ready to face the world. Except the fact that I didn’t want to go solely into business. I wanted to show the people around me that I could be the artist that I wanted to be.

      My father had traveled the country when he was younger along with his cousin Shep and had learned art from some of the greatest tattoo artists out there. Now he, Aunt Maya, Uncle Shep, Aunt Adrienne, and a few others, were well-known enough in the world of tattoos and ink, that their art and memories were legendary.

      I wanted to be a tattoo artist. Hell, I was a tattoo artist. I’d been apprenticing at my father’s shop in Denver since before I was eighteen. Not to mention working shifts with my aunts and uncles in Colorado Springs. I’d even gone to a friend’s down in New Orleans where my uncle had once worked and learned from a few people there. Now I was in Paris taking a different approach.

      I had been accepted into an art program. It was one where it moved past the basics and into some of the subjects that I had always been interested in but hadn’t been able to truly focus on. A few of the people that I painted and drew next to were already in galleries and well-known. I was the only tattoo artist there.

      It also meant that I didn’t quite fit in. Hell, I had never fit in except for with my family.

      Those around me painted, sculpted, and drew to their hearts content. They were artists, and the art world told them that they were artists. They made art. I sculpted people’s flesh, according to one person. Or dug into their body with needles and forever scarred them. It was all bullshit but a few of my classmates were excited about what I did. I had gone into a few tattoo shops in Paris, and because I had gone through the paperwork and worked with them before, I’d been able to do few small pieces for those people in the program.

      I was figuring it out, at least that’s what I told myself.

      That morning I’d had a silhouette class, where I’d spent hours trying to get the angles that I wanted, doing my best to get the shading just right. Working with pen and pencil was far different than working with a needle and ink, but I wanted to stretch my abilities. I didn’t want to be a tracer. I wanted to draw. I had the talent, I knew it. And it wasn’t just because my dad was one of the most famous tattoo artists in the world.

      The name Montgomery meant something in that profession, and I had a lot to live up to.

      So I needed to learn to be better.

      My back ached, my hand hurt, and I was glad the class was over for now. I had spent three weeks immersed in Paris and art. And I really just wanted a coffee.

      I loved this city. It constantly moved, and there were so many things to see. I had my sketch pad ready to go, and I couldn’t help but stop sometimes at a small cafe and work with what I saw in front of me. They would never make tattoos, that wasn’t the point. I wanted to breathe in culture and something different than who I was.

      I stopped by my favorite coffee place, got myself a latte, and sat down to people watch.

      Everything moved a little slower here, even though they never stopped going. I could sit down and enjoy a cup of coffee, and just be, without feeling like I had to move on to the next phase.

      I was full of baguette and salted butter like any good tourist should be, and I was happy.

      I missed my family, but I would see them soon.

      “Bonjour,” a woman said as she came up to me, smiling.

      “Bonjour,” I replied, knowing that my accent was ridiculous.

      My French was decent, not great. But I was getting the hang of it, and most people spoke English here anyway. I honestly wanted to give it a try. She didn’t say anything else, just walked past, and I sat up a bit straighter, wondering if I had something on my face.

      Then again, with the way her gaze raked down my body before she turned the corner, I knew exactly what she wanted.

      I had been in Paris for three weeks, and while I had gone out with a few friends I had made in the program, I hadn’t enjoyed every taste of Paris.

      My lips quirked. That would come.

      My phone rang, and I finished my latte before answering so I wouldn’t bother people around me. Though there were already people on their phone so they wouldn’t care.

      “Hey Mom,” I said as I hit connect on the call.

      “Leif. I’m so glad that you answered. I think I got the time zone right.”

      “Mom, you are a brilliant woman, you know you got the time zone right.”

      “Sometimes I get distracted because my baby boy is so far away.”

      I rolled my eyes but kept moving.

      Sierra Montgomery wasn’t my birth mother, but she’d raised me since I was ten years old and I called her mom. She was the best of everything in my life, and I was so damn grateful that my father had groveled enough to keep her in his life.

      “Is that Leif?” a deep barrel of a voice said from the other line.

      I couldn’t help the smile spreading over my face at Austin Montgomery’s voice. While I was tall with broad shoulders, my father was even more so. He had a huge beard, usually a funky haircut so he could show off his latest ink, and was covered in tattoos. After all, he had been in the business longer than I’d been alive. He was also one of the kindest men I’d ever met. Honorable, ruthless when it came to protecting his family, and a good man.

      When I said I had more than a few things to live up to, Austin Montgomery just being himself was one of them.
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