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      Brooklyn Tanner hates online dating, but she’s determined to give it a chance.. When she finds out the guy she’s meeting with tonight is the bastard all her girlfriends have nicknamed "Thanos," she’s determined to get back at him.

      Dash Belmont has one little clause in the family business that says he must produce an heir. His last resort is online dating and it’s worse than he ever imagined. That is, until she walks in.

      Warning: Can this mega-jerk really be the same guy who falls at her feet and wants to worship her body? You betcha! Find out just what he’s willing to do to convince her she’s the one...contract be damned!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Brooklyn

        

      

    

    
      “Do you want pizza?” Blair, my roommate, shouts from somewhere inside our apartment. 

      “No,” I shout back as I stare into my closet. I have nothing to wear and I wonder why my date had to pick somewhere so fancy. At least I’ll get a good meal out of it.

      “No?” My door flies open. “Are you sick?” Blair walks into my bedroom and looks me over. Cherry and Harlow stand behind her, peeking in. They’re always at our place or we’re always at theirs since they live across the hallway. 

      “I have a date.” 

      “I thought you quit,” Cherry reminds me. 

      I’ve quit several times, but that doesn’t seem to stop me. Two bad dates, three no shows, and one guy who ditched me when I was right in the middle of a sentence. 

      “I can’t be single forever,” I groan as I walk over to my bed and fall backwards on it. 

      “You’re twenty. That’s far from forever,” Blair says dryly as everyone comes to sit on the bed with me. 

      “I don’t want to go to my family reunion without a date.” This is why I signed up for the dating app all of my friends are using. 

      “You’ve got to let go of the shit your sister put in your head.”

      “Stepsister,” I correct. 

      I’m the black sheep of the family, which was inevitable since I’m the product of an affair my father had. I was two when I came to live with the Tanners after my mother passed. I have no memories of her; the only mother I’ve ever known is Victoria. She doesn’t let me call her “Mom,” but she does expect me to always say “ma’am.” She didn't want me calling her “Mom” but she also didn't want it to be obvious to people I’m a bastard because of her husband’s slip-up.

      “Why do you even go?” Cherry rolls her eyes. 

      None of my friends like my family and I’m not sure I do most of the time either. It’s why I moved out as soon as I could and not one person tried to stop me. I think they were glad to see me go, but the second an event happens I’m expected to show up and be the supportive daughter. 

      “My dad,” I groan as I sit up. “He’s the only reason I keep going back and I thought if I had a date I could shove it right in Charlotte’s face.” 

      “You gotta let that shit go. She’s hateful to you because you blossomed and she didn’t.” 

      “I’m still a virgin,” I point out. 

      Men aren't banging down my door, and now I’m more than a late bloomer. My hair is uncontrollable and I had braces until I was almost eighteen. It didn’t help that my stepmom thought if she bought me smaller clothes I’d lose weight, but all her talk about me being “plump” only had me eating more. It really wasn't until I moved out from under them that I started to find some confidence. Still, their words about me never finding anyone are always in the back of my mind. 

      “You could lose that V-card in a second if you really wanted to,” Cherry says, winking at me. 

      I don’t want to just lose it; I want it to mean something. 

      “I’m going on the date. I already agreed and it’s not like it can get worse.” I hop up from the bed to inspect my closet again, but it’s still all the same clothes. 

      “You could get someone like Thanos,” Harlow chimes in. They all groan at the same time, making me laugh. 

      “I still can’t believe you all went on a date with the same guy. That’s so weird.” I’d never want to date someone my friends did, even if it’s hard to call what they had an actual date. This guy is apparently the dick of all dicks. They all said he was rude, arrogant, cheap and had the personality of a brick wall. The general consensus was that he was the worst date ever, but at least everyone laughs about it now. 

      “That’s why we all tell each other our dates’ names before we go,” Blair says. 

      “Guess it’s bound to happen if we’re all using the same dating app.” 

      I settle on a dress that my stepmom gave me, so it’s nice enough for the fancy restaurant. I only fit into it because now that I’m out from under them I don’t stress-eat anymore. Yoga probably doesn’t hurt either. “I can assure you my date's name isn't Thanos. Who would name their kid that anyway? It’s a villain's name!” I turn around to show them the dress. I know Cherry and Blair will hate it, but I’m looking for Harlow’s opinion the most. 

      All of them burst into laughter and I look at the dress on the hanger. 

      “The dress isn't that bad.” It’s actually kind of pretty, even if it’s not my style. It’s bright yellow and fits me tight, with the hem just above my knees. I have a pair of flats that should match it well enough because heels are out of the question. 

      “We nicknamed him Thanos,” Blair says through laughter. 

      “Oh.” I wiggle into the dress because I have to leave soon. Not only is this place fancy, but it’s going to cost me a cab ride across town. “What was Thanos’s real name?” I ask when they finally get their laughter under control. 

      “Dash something,” Cherry says, rolling her eyes again. 

      No. That can’t be right. The name Dash is not common unless you’re a reindeer, but this is a big city and I could be totally wrong. 

      “Belmont. Dash Belmont,” Harlow supplies the rest of his name and my stomach feels funny. 

      I didn’t think my dating track record could get worse, but it turns out it can. I’ve somehow made a date with the guy they’ve all said was a nightmare. It's too late to cancel, isn't it? I can’t stand him up because I know exactly how horrible that feels. 

      “Oh no,” Cherry whispers, looking at my face. “It’s him, isn't it?” 

      “Maybe?” I admit, and just after a brief pause they burst into laughter all over again. “None of you are helpful.” I sit down at my vanity to get my hair under control but then stop because what does it matter? This date is going to suck no matter what, so I go back to my closet and change. 

      “You’re not going?” Harlow pops up from my bed as I put on a clean pair of yoga pants.

      “You should go and make his night hell,” Cherry suggests with a devious look. 

      “She doesn't have a mean bone in her body,” Blair reminds everyone, and I know she’s right. If I did I would have told my stepmom and sister to shove it up their asses long ago. “But this could be practice for you.” 

      “And a free dinner,” I point out. I’ve been thinking about this steak all night. 

      “You have to make it to dinner first. I walked out before we could order. That’s how big of an asshole he was.” Harlow shakes her head. That’s shocking because men fall all over her. 

      “I made it to dinner.” Blair holds up her finger. “Then he suggested we split the bill.” 

      “How did you make it to dinner with him?” Cherry gawks at her. 

      “He played on his phone the whole time. It’s harder to be a dick when you’re doing something else.” 

      “Did you split the bill with him?” I’m suddenly nervous because I’m already paying for a cab. I was hoping for a free dinner, which might be wrong, but I’m on a budget here. 

      “I walked out so it didn't matter.” 

      Okay, I can do that. If he’s really rude I’ll eat and then do the whole bathroom escape. I grab a knitted sweater and pull it over my head before I put on my favorite flats. 

      “Save me some pizza.” I grab my purse. “I bet I can get him to walk out on me.” They all hoot catcalls at me as I head out the door. When I hop in the taxi, I start googling insults. I figure it’s better to be prepared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Dash

        

      

    

    
      “Why am I doing this?” I say more to myself than to Geoff as I lower my head on my desk. 

      “Because your mother is desperate for a grandchild, and you need an heir to keep the family business, or otherwise it goes to your loser cousin who is exactly one week older than you and completely unqualified.” 

      I look up from my desk to glare at my personal assistant. He’s been with me over ten years and he knows what he can and can't get away with. He beams at me like he’s enjoying my pain—and he just might be. 

      “Your great-grandfather did a number on the family fortune when he made it so the company could only be left to the oldest son as long as they had an heir by the time they were thirty.” Geoff shakes his head and blows out a breath. “And to think your father and grandfather thought this was a good idea…it’s just archaic.” 

      “Tell me about it,” I groan.

      “Well, they did make the family fortune off breeding and racing horses, so I’m not sure they’re on moral high ground to begin with.” He shrugs as he walks to the other side of my office while scanning his tablet. “You’ve got reservations in half an hour, so I’m going to let the driver know you’ll be downstairs in ten.” 

      I know that all those zeros in my trust fund weren’t obtained by exactly desirable means, but since I’ve taken control, I’ve built my family's company into something we can be proud of. 

      My father passed away last year and that’s when my cousin Josh started putting pressure on the family trust. He knows that if I don’t have an heir by my thirtieth birthday, he gets to take over. It’s a bullshit rule my dad always joked about, and he said he would take it out. 

      Little did we know he would drop dead of a heart attack, leaving behind my mother and that stupid rule. My cousin, who is married with two kids already with one on the way, made it clear that he was counting down the days until he could take control of Belmont. He also knows that the head of Belmont receives a sizable trust on their thirtieth birthday and I know that’s what’s truly motivating him. 

      He has no experience and even less brains, but there’s only the two of us, so I don’t have many options. My team of lawyers have been at this non-stop for the past year and the clause is airtight. I don’t have to be married, but I do have to have a baby before my birthday, which is in exactly ten months. 

      It’s harder than you think to find a woman to impregnate, especially one that doesn’t want a lot of money in exchange. It’s not the money I’m worried about, but that’s not exactly the kind of mother I want for my child. 

      I sigh again as I push away from my desk and grab my phone. I glare down at the alert from that stupid dating app telling me there are more singles in my area. I’ve also got a text message from my mom with baby emojis and pink hearts. She knows what kind of pressure I’m under, but she’s really enjoying this far too much. 

      “Just remember to keep an open mind,” Geoff says as he walks over and straightens my tie. “You don’t have to be the grouchy asshole that everyone else sees. Be the grouchy asshole you save just for me.” He smiles brightly and I grumble as I walk toward the elevator. 

      “Have I not fired you yet?” 

      He pretends to think about it. “Not today.” 

      The elevator opens and I step inside. “Add that to my to-do list.” 

      “You could never get someone as charming as me to put up with you.” He puts out his hand to keep the doors from closing. “I’m serious, Dash, be nice and try to put forth an effort. We’re all running out of time.” 

      With that, he lets go and the doors close automatically. The weight of what I’ve built and the employees I’ve brought into this rests on my shoulders. I don’t want to meet another woman that I have absolutely nothing in common with and spend an hour trying to get away from. But for my mother and Geoff, I will try. 

      Goddamn it, I have to. 

      My driver is at the curb with the door open and I slide inside. I text my mother back to mind her business and she sends me a video on how to pick up women. I swear to god, whoever showed her how to use YouTube is fired. 

      I check the dating app to remind myself who it is I’m going on a date with tonight. It’s someone named Brooklyn, but the picture is just of a sunflower. How the hell I agreed to this to begin with is beyond me, but when I look back at our exchange there wasn’t much said. I asked her to dinner and she said yes. The end. 

      Maybe we’re both desperate, which can’t possibly be good. 

      “Be positive,” I tell myself, even though I don’t want to be. 

      I download a new game on my phone in case I end up needing it at dinner tonight. After that I put it in my pocket and stare out the window. 

      I’m tired of lamenting the way things are and how I ended up in this position. When I was younger I thought I had all the time in the world. Now it feels like a ticking time bomb that’s counting down the days until this all blows up in my face. 

      I have a responsibility to my mother and to the people that work for me, and if I have to put up with someone annoying long enough to put a baby in her then so be it. Time is running out. I don’t know why I haven’t done that yet. I keep going on all these first dates and scaring everyone off or ditching out. 

      The car stops at the curb and I jump out before the driver can open the door. “Wait in the park for me. I should be done in an hour,” I tell him, and he nods. 

      When I walk into the restaurant, it’s crowded and the hostess looks busy. I step up to the podium and the young woman beams at me. “Mr. Belmont, welcome back.” She curls her finger and another person appears at her side. “Your table is ready and I believe your date is at the bar.” She makes a face that looks like she’s surprised as she tilts her head to the lounge area. 

      There are a few women sitting nearby and as I scan them, I think it’s not so bad. I have no idea what my date looks like, so this could be tricky. I should have thought about this before I agreed so easily. 

      “Ah, here she comes,” the hostess says, and I’m shocked when I see a young woman walking toward us. 

      She dressed in yoga pants with an oversized college sweatshirt on and her hair is wild like she’s been in bed all day. 

      “Right this way,” the hostess says as my jaw hits the floor. 

      Without so much as a glance in my direction, my date walks right past me and follows the hostess like she owns the place. 

      Who the fuck does she think she is? And why do I like it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Brooklyn

        

      

    

    
      I’m going to need another glass of wine. 

      I guess I must have missed the part where my friends said that Dash was extremely attractive. But I didn't miss the way the hostess made heart eyes while lingering at our table for a moment too long. 

      Dash isn't only handsome, he’s built too. It’s not in the way where he’s got a million abs and not a drop of fat on his body. He looks like he could pick me up and manhandle me to where he wanted to go. I bet he could do almost anything without getting winded. The thought makes me cross my legs. 

      I saw his profile picture, but it did not live up to seeing him in person. I must have barely glanced at it or something because sitting here now, no one could ever dismiss his dark green eyes and chiseled jaw. I didn't know a jaw carved out of stone was a real thing, but here he sits. No wonder everyone said he’s a dick. He’s too handsome to be nice. Men like him are used to getting their way based only on their looks. 

      I think he must be too into himself, which is why he didn't notice the sexy hostess trying to snag his attention. At least I’ll have something handsome to stare at while I eat my steak. He picked this place, so he can foot the bill. I already stole a peek at the menu and the prices aren't cheap. My one glass of wine at the bar was twenty bucks and I’m getting close to the bottom. 

      I turn to ask the woman taking us to our table to transfer the bill from the bar to our table, but I run right into a suited wall of chest. I’m regretting the yoga pants at the moment, but I’m sure I’ll be happy about them when I clean my plate.

      “That can be arranged,” his deep voice rumbles against me, and although I know I should step back, I don’t. I lean my head all the way back to look up at him. He makes no move to put space between us and if anything he plants his feet so he can’t. 

      “You shouldn’t walk so close to people. I could have tripped.” I tilt my chin up higher. My stepmom does that when she thinks she’s right and it always makes me super mad. 

      Crap. I should wait until after we order to be rude. If he ditches me now I won’t get my food. He stares down at me and his eyebrows pull together. I’m guessing he’s wondering why I’m on this date in an oversized hoodie and yoga pants, but I don’t care. 

      “I’ll get your chair.” He pulls out the chair at the table next to us, not moving his body an inch from mine. 

      “Ah, thanks.” I have to slide past him so I can sit down. “I mean, you should.” 

      His lips twitch as he pulls out the chair next to mine and sits catty corner to me instead of across. 

      “Aren't you supposed to sit there?” I point to the other chair. 

      The hostess’s eyes bounce back and forth between us. They are wide and I can tell she’s waiting for his reaction. I’m guessing she knows him and he comes here a lot with his dates. If he’s a dick, why would she be falling all over him? 

      “I sit where I like.” He holds his hand out for the menu without taking his eyes off me. She hands it to him quickly and he passes it to me before taking one for himself. I openly roll my eyes at him thinking this is all just a big show. 

      “Clark is your server tonight. He'll be right with you,” the hostess says, giving Dash a giant smile. One he doesn't see because he’s staring at me. 

      I try not to fidget in my seat under his gaze. I look down at my menu to get away from his stare, but then he reaches over and opens it for me. Oh my god. I was staring at the front of it, pretending to do what? Read the name of the restaurant over and over again? Wake up, Brooklyn! 

      “I was trying to see what kind of script that was on the front. It’s pretty.” I flip it back to the front of the menu as I again pretend to look at it.

      “Would you like me to ask the owner?” I can tell from his voice he is fighting a laugh. I don’t look to see if I’m right because I know my face is already three shades of red. 

      “Nope.” I flip it back open and actually read over what they have as I fight my embarrassment. I don’t think he’s buying it, and why do I even care? I’m here for free food and that’s it. Oh, and to be mean as payback for the girls. 

      “I’m Dash,” he says, and I look up to see he’s holding his hand out. 

      “Well, I hope so. That’s who my date is with.” I look back down at my menu, not taking his hand. 

      It’s not that I’m trying to be rude, even though I am, but it’s really because I’m scared to touch him. I’m already acting like a weirdo and turning into one of those guys who sees a pretty girl and they can’t even talk. Actually, that’s kind of adorable when I think about it. 

      When I peek up at him, I see he’s lowered his hand but now he’s smiling at me. Why is he smiling? Am I not being rude enough? My friends might be right about me not being mean. I’ll have to step it up a notch. 

      “Have you been on a lot of dates on the app?” He asks when I don’t say anything else. 

      I shrug. Not as many as him, I’m sure, since he’s gone out with all of my friends. That helps cool some of my attraction, until the next time I look at him and it’s there all over again. 

      “I hate dating, to be honest.” His tone is light. Is he trying to make small talk? 

      “You wouldn’t know it,” I mumble. He gives me a confused look but I’m saved by the server bringing me another glass of the same wine I’d had at the bar. I didn’t order another but I’ll take it. 

      “How are you doing this evening, Mr. Belmont?” the server asks.

      “I’m good,” he answers as the server puts down a drink in front of him too. He really must come here a lot. “Eyes on me, Clark.” The server looks away from me and back to Dash.

      “Bring out a few appetizers while my girl here looks over the menu.” Did he call me his girl? I shake my head.

      “No, I know what I want.” I looked over the menu before Dash got here. “I mean, bring the apps but I’m having the filet Oscar style with a loaded baked potato.” I close my menu and hand it to the server. “Cooked medium rare please.” I wonder if they can make a dessert to go. I saw a dessert cart wheel through the lobby when I walked in. 

      “You know what I’ll have,” Dash says and hands over his menu. 

      I don’t know why, but it bugs me that he brings all his dates to the same place. I don’t understand—if he hates dating so much, why do it? I’d ask him but I’m trying to be rude so I’m not doing small talk. I reach into my purse and pull out my phone to text the girls an update. I can feel his eyes on me the whole time as I fire off one text after another. 

      “Is something wrong?” he says, and I look up from my phone. Suddenly it starts going off like crazy in my hand. 

      “Checking some stuff.” His chiseled jaw flexes and I can see I’m getting to him. I look back at my phone and continue to text the group chat about what’s going on. 

      Cherry: He’s trying to get some.

      Blair: Damn, he’s talking?! 

      Harlow: Yep! Totally trying to get laid. 

      Me: Wait. Did any of you sleep with him?

      A bunch of nos come through with reminders of how they all ditched him. 

      “Are you sure everything is okay?” he asks again, staring at my phone. “Are you checking the dating app? Do you have another date after this one?” His nose flares. 

      “Depends on how this one goes,” I say dryly, then pick up my wine and take a long sip. “Are you picking up the tab? I saw creme brûlée on the dessert tray.”

      By the way his eyes widen, I wonder if maybe I went too far.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Dash

        

      

    

    
      For the first time since I can remember, and maybe ever, a woman has knocked me speechless. 

      The way she keeps playing on her phone is not only annoying, but it’s making me jealous of a piece of technology. Why is she giving it her complete focus instead of me? What did I do wrong? 

      Flashes of me sitting in this very same restaurant with other women hit me like a jolt of electricity. Me on my phone ignoring them completely, and then me getting up and walking out without so much as a backwards glance. Jesus, could she potentially do this to me? 

      The second I saw her, something was different and now I’m beginning to second-guess every decision I make. Should I try and push for more conversation, or should I just let her talk? Do I tell them to bring the dessert cart around now, or does she want to wait? Doubt is something I’m not familiar with and I don’t fucking like it. 

      Every time I see her tuck her dark hair behind her ear, I ache to be the one to do it. The delicate movement of her fingers as she texts on her phone makes we wonder what that would feel like on my chest. The way she bites her bottom lip when she’s self-conscious is driving me crazy and if she doesn’t turn those big brown eyes on me in the next two seconds, I’m going to flip this table over. 

      My blood boils the longer she taps on her phone and sips her wine like I’m not even here. If this is the game she wants to play then she’s going to be upset, because I won’t take a gamble. Not when I’ve finally found her. 

      “Put your phone down,” I say, my voice low and laced with an order. 

      She looks up and raises an eyebrow at me. “Excuse me?” 

      I lean close and speak in a punctuated sentence so she doesn't miss it this time. “I said. Put. Your. Phone. Down.” Her mouth closes and she audibly swallows as she lowers her phone to the table. When I look up, the waiter is standing close by and I point to him. “You, we’re taking our food to go.” 

      I push away from the table and he runs off quickly; I assume it’s to do as I’ve told him. 

      “Wait, what’s happening?” She looks at me and I hold my hand out. 

      “You’re coming with me.” 

      “B-but…wait.” She looks around the crowded restaurant and I’m sure there are people watching, but I don’t give a shit.

      I grab her phone and lean in close to her. “You are going to get your cute ass up and come on a real date with me. We’re going to start over, and you’re going to like it.” 

      She stares at me with wide eyes as I swipe open her phone and see the group text she was on going crazy. I sigh as I type out my message. 

      Me: This is Dash Belmont and this is my number. I’m taking Brooklyn to dinner, and then I’m bringing her home at midnight. I’m sharing her location and mine too. She’s going to be with me until I bring her home and then she can respond to you. Until then, have a good night. 

      I turn her phone on silent and tuck it into my pocket with my own cell. 

      “Get up.” I hold out my hand once again and she blinks a few times. “Now.” 

      With that one word she pops out of her chair like she sat on a porcupine and slips her small hand in mine. Without a word I pull her behind me as I make my way through the now-silent restaurant. No doubt we put on quite the show for them, but I’m hoping everyone got a look at the stunning woman on my arm. Now they’ll all remember she’s with me, and that puts a smile on my face. 

      My driver is by the curb, and when he sees me he comes running around to the side of the car. I hold my hand up and shake him off. 

      “We’re going to walk,” I say as I nod back to the restaurant. “The food should be out in just a second. Get the creme brûlée and meet us in the park.” I look over at Brooklyn and then back to the driver. “Near the zoo.” 

      “Will do, sir.” He nods as he goes into the restaurant and I tighten my grip on Brooklyn’s hand. 

      “Are your feet okay in those shoes?” I look down at the little flats and think about just carrying her. 

      “I’m literally in yoga pants and flats. I think I can manage a stroll through the park.” She tries to tug her hand from mine, but I end up entwining our fingers so she can’t. 

      “I’m afraid you’re going to run.” I look over at her and smile as we cross the street and walk down to the next block where the park entrance is. 

      “You’re probably right. I don’t even know you,” I hear her huff as I slow my pace next to her. 

      “It looked like you did from that group chat.” She brushes her hair out of her face and I can see the blush on her cheeks. 

      “Oh, um, that was nothing.” 

      “Hmm.” I decide not to dig too deep on that response. “Is Brooklyn what everyone calls you?” 

      “Yeah, and you’re Dash.” She fights a smile and looks away as we walk into the park. 

      “What’s your favorite animal?” I nod toward the park and she smiles, but this time she doesn’t try to hide it. 

      “Definitely the sloths.” 

      “Because they like to sleep?” I chuckle, and she nods. 

      “They are just so chill. They like being cozy and I really respect that.” 

      “I can tell.” I look over at her sweatshirt and raise an eyebrow. 

      “Oh, so yeah, about that—” 

      “I wish I would have worn one.” 

      “Really? You don’t strike me as the sweats and chill kind of guy.” 

      The sun shines through the canopy of trees and I see streaks of auburn in her dark hair. “I wear a suit for the office, but I hate it.” 

      “That doesn't sound like fun. Why work somewhere doing something you hate?” 

      “Family obligation?” I shrug as we walk a little farther down the path. “But I do know that as soon as I get these last few things settled I’m stepping back.” 

      “For someone else to take over?” She looks up at me and there’s genuine curiosity in her eyes. 

      “No, I think I’m ready for it to become something else.” I squeeze her hand. “Tell me about you. Do you get to be cozy all day?”

      Now it’s her turn to laugh as we walk over to a bench and take a seat. I don’t let go of her hand as I turn my body to face her as she talks. 

      “I’m a kindergarten teacher, so yeah, I guess I get to have fun most of the time.” 

      “Do you like kids?” I try not to think about the implications of her answer, but instead enjoy just being next to her. 

      “I love them.” She blushes as she looks down at our joined hands and then quickly away. “I don’t think we’re supposed to talk about this on a first date, but yeah, I love babies and children. It’s the reason I became a teacher.” 

      “We can talk about whatever we want on a first date.” I reach over and brush a stray hair out of her face and place it behind her ear. “What do you like most about being a teacher?” 

      “Feeling like I’m making a difference in the world.” She shrugs. “Seeing the kindness in my kids helps me see kindness in others. And they see the world through innocent eyes.” 

      “I like that.” 

      I ask her question after question about her work and where she went to school. She talks excitedly about certain kids in her class and funny things that have happened to her. There is a fire inside of her that makes me feel warm. She has a passion for life that I’ve yet to taste and the longer I sit with her, the fuller I feel. I didn’t know how hungry I was until she stepped in front of me, and suddenly I feel starved for it all. For her touch, her smile, her words. 

      The sound of someone walking up to us startles me and I realize I’ve forgotten the time. My driver is here carrying a picnic basket over one arm and a blanket over the other. 

      “Arrangements have been made, sir.” He nods as I take the things from him and he walks away. 

      Once again I grab Brooklyn’s hand, but this time I ask instead of demand. “Shall we?” 

      “Can we go into the zoo? I think it’s already closed.” 

      I wink at her as I tug on her hand and we walk toward the entrance. There’s a young woman in a khaki uniform waiting for us as we approach. 

      “Mr. Belmont?” she asks, and I nod. “Welcome, where would you like to dine this evening?” 

      I look at Brooklyn and then smile. “How about in front of the sloths?” 

      “Perfect, right this way.” 

      Brooklyn leans in close to me as the park worker goes ahead of us. 

      “Are we seriously allowed to do this?” she whispers, but I can feel her excitement. 

      “Your wish is my command.” I let go of her hand and wrap my arm around her waist so she stays at my side. 

      When we get to the sloth enclosure I see that an area has been set up close by for us to use. I let go of Brooklyn as I spread out the blanket on the grassy lawn and place the picnic basket down on top of it. We take a seat on the blanket, and when she looks up she gasps. 

      “What?” I look around like maybe she sat on something sharp. 

      “I see them!” she squeals and then covers her mouth quickly. “Oh god, I didn’t mean to scare them.” 

      I laugh as I watch her eyes widen in both excitement and pleasure. The park attendant comes over and places a battery-powered lantern on our blanket for us. 

      “These are our sloths Mango and Rocky. Normally sloths don’t have mated life pairs, but these two were rescued from the wild together and brought to us for medical treatment. We’ve tried to introduce other females to Rocky, but he’s only got eyes for Mango.” Brooklyn makes a little soft sound like she’s loving this story. “Every time we brought in another female, Rocky threw a fit. We are a sanctuary for these animals while they rehabilitate and we hope one day to be able to release them back into their natural habitat.” 

      “Thank you,” I say to the attendant, and she nods. 

      “Have a good evening and take your time. I’m here for the night on the property and I’ll see on the cameras when you exit. Enjoy.” 

      I open up the basket of food and start laying it out on the blanket between us. 

      “I have a confession,” Brooklyn says. 

      “Have you decided not to run away?” I tease and she laughs. 

      “I thought this date was going to be terrible. But you’ve somehow proven me wrong.” 

      I lean in and smile as she bites her lip. “I hope to keep proving you wrong.” 

      With those words I close the distance between us and give her a quick kiss. Her lips are so damn soft and warm against mine and I don’t want to stop. I force myself to sit back and not rush this. It’s not enough but it will do for now. 

      That one kiss was enough to whet my appetite. As I’ve already discovered, when it comes to Brooklyn, I’m starved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Brooklyn

        

      

    

    
      I lick my lips as he brings another bite of creme brûlée to my mouth. For the first time in my life I hate the dessert because it takes away the taste of him. The kiss was over too fast but I’ll never forget his flavor. 

      “I think we’re supposed to eat dessert last.” I open my mouth for him to give me another bite. 

      “We can do whatever we want.” This time he steals a bite for himself. 

      That seems pretty apparent after being inside of a closed zoo. They’re treating Dash like he’s the owner. 

      This cannot be the same man my friends all went on dates with. There is no way. He’s charming in the most aggressive way, which I didn't know was a thing until now. Clearly I’m into it, because here I am with a missing phone and letting the thief spoon-feed me dessert. 

      “Isn't that how they do it in France?” He gives me the last bite. 

      “I don’t know, but I’ve always wanted to go there.” Charlotte went after graduation, but I'm pretty sure the only reason she got her degree was because Dad gave the school a giant check. 

      “Quite a few countries do. It’s common in Europe.” He pulls out more food from the basket and opens the containers. 

      “I should visit them all and see if this is true. You can’t trust everything you read online.” 

      “So on our next date then.”

      I laugh, because he has to be joking. “If you get a next date,” I tease as I take a bite of my steak and it melts in my mouth. 

      “There will be a next date.” 

      I wish I could be as confident as him. “Okay. We’ll have a next date,” I agree. “As long as you’ll come with me to my family reunion,” I add in quickly. Hey, if he can throw things out there with such certainty, then I can too. His fork pauses in front of his mouth. “I mean, you will go with me to my family reunion.” There, that’s more his style. 

      “If you want me to.” He takes a bite of his food and shrugs. Damn, that was easy.

      “You’re going to make my stepsister Charlotte so jealous,” I blurt out, but I might as well get it all out there. 

      “Did she do something to you? You don’t seem like the vengeful type.” I look down at my food, chagrined. I’d gone out on this date with revenge in mind, but that hasn't played out. But I’m totally sure this Dash is the same Dash my friends went out with. It has to be because it was the same restaurant and the same first and last name. Crazier things have happened before, although I can’t think of any off the top of my head. 

      “I guess it’s a little more like sass. I’m going to take a date so they’ll stop teasing me about my love life.” 

      “They?” I peek back up at him, feeling guilty. When he calls it revenge it makes it sound so bad. This is not what I’d tell one of my students to do. 

      “My stepmom too.” I let out a long sigh. “Never mind.” I shake my head. “I should go alone and face them. It’s petty of me to only bring a date to shut them up.” 

      Dash’s nose flares for a second before he lowers his fork. “I’ll go with you.” 

      “No, it’s fine.” I shift, feeling uncomfortable. I can’t read his mood now and he’s gone from teasing to something else. I look down at my food again, willing myself not to fidget, which is a habit of mine when I’m unsure of myself. One my family brings out in me.

      “It’s not fine.” My head jerks back up to look at him. Now he really sounds angry. “Not only does your stepsister fuck with you, but the mom does too?” 

      “They’re jerks, but I should be used to it. Or at least be over it.” I’m moving on with my life, but somehow they can always get to me.

      “I think we can do better than me going with you to the reunion.” His face softens and the anger in his voice fades.

      “What do you have in mind?” I joke as I take another bite. 

      “We’ll get married.” I almost choke on my steak as I cough, and he hands me some water, patting my back. “Are you okay?” 

      “I’m fine,” I laugh, trying to catch my breath. I wanted to ruin this date when I got to the restaurant, and now that I’m enjoying myself I can’t seem to stop. He reaches up and tucks my hair behind my ear. I’ve noticed he seeks out small ways to touch me and I can’t say I hate it. 

      “I wasn't joking.” His face is serious, but I know he has to be joking. 

      “So we go and pretend to be married?” When I stop and think about it, it’s not really a bad idea. They’d probably fall over in shock. Not only does Dash clearly have money, but he’s handsome too. “That would really bug them. I bet my stepsister would hit on you.”

      “You’ll need a ring,” he says, as if talking to himself. 

      “Maybe a fake pregnancy test too,” I suggest and then snort a laugh. “No, then they’d think you're only marrying me because I got knocked up.” I laugh again and shake my head. 

      “This sounds crazy. You know that, right?” he says.

      “It’s okay, I’m going to let it go and be the bigger person. I’ll show up and see my dad and then leave.” 

      “That’s not what I meant. I’m going with you to the reunion. I just meant that it’s crazy that anyone would think you couldn’t get any man you wanted.” 

      “That’s really sweet of you to say.” 

      “I’m not your friend trying to make you feel better, Brooklyn. It’s the fucking truth.” 

      My chest warms at his conviction, but even from what little I know about Dash, he isn't the type of man to feed people lies. Although Cherry would probably say he’s trying to get in my pants. 

      “Well, I didn't always look this fabulous.” I bat my eyelashes as I try to hide that I’m suddenly feeling shy. “After all, these are my fancy yoga pants. Look, not one hole.” 

      “And adorable.” He leans over and brushes his lips against mine. “Too bad for anyone else who missed their chance. You’re mine now.” There he goes again, wrapping me up in his sweet words. 

      “You’re not too bad yourself. Why are you on a dating app?”

      He’s been so charming. If this was the same man who went out with my friends, I think they would have fallen all over him. Not Blair though; she wound have junk-punched him when he tried to boss her around and stole her phone. She never would have found it swoony like I did.

      “Why is anyone on a dating app?” he asks. 

      “Some people do it to hook up, but I’m sure some do it to find love.” 

      “And where do you fall in that, Brooklyn?” 

      “Love,” I admit. “I haven't had the best of luck on any dating site and I was about to give up.” I notice he didn't answer the question. 

      “Why didn't you give up?” 

      “If you want something you can’t give up. If I’ve learned any lesson from my stepmom and Charlotte, it’s that if I kept working towards a goal I’d get there.” I wanted out of the house and to put myself through college. I did that and now I want to find love. I want to be with the man I will spend the rest of my life with. I want a family of my own that’s nothing like the one I grew up in. 

      “You’re right about that. You never stop until you get what you want.” 

      This time when he pulls me close he deepens the kiss. I part my lips and his tongue sweeps across my bottom lip. His fingers tangle in my hair, and although he starts out slow, his possession is clear. I can feel a power in his hands and chest that he’s holding back. My core tightens and my body shudders at what could happen if he unleashes it.

      “Brooklyn.” He pulls his mouth away and rests his forehead against mine. 

      “What?” I start to kiss him again and he shakes his head. 

      “We’re in public.” And it’s then I look down and see that I’ve climbed in his lap. I don’t remember moving, but I do remember craving more. 

      “Wow.” I smile, and my lips feel sweetly sore. “That was—” 

      “Unforgettable,” he finishes for me with the perfect word. 

      “You’re nothing like I thought you’d be,” I admit. 

      “I can say the same about you.” 

      “Too bad you told my friends you’d have me back by midnight.” I bite my lip to try and stop the laugh. 

      “We’ll have a lot more nights together.” 

      I really like the sound of that. 

      “I think you’ve earned a second date, although I have no idea how you’re going to beat this one.” It started off terrible but he changed it in a second. I think Dash is the type of man to go after what he wants too. Another thing I like about him. 

      “I’ll figure it out.” He gives me another kiss before I move off his lap and to the blanket beside him. 

      I’m sure he will and I’m going to have to figure out how to tell my friends about this. 

      I might be sneaking out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Dash

        

      

    

    
      Me: Pickles.

      Brooklyn: Seriously? How are you allergic to pickles? They’re so good, I would cry if I had to give them up. 

      I laugh as I lean back in my office chair and put my feet on my desk. I can’t remember the last time I smiled so much. 

      Me: You’re one to talk. You’re allergic to spiders. 

      Brooklyn: That is a real thing!! 

      Me: Two exclamation points. I think you might be exaggerating. 

      Brooklyn: I hope you are enjoying this. 

      Me: More than you know. 

      Leaving her at her apartment last night was no easy feat. I didn’t even allow myself more than a quick kiss because I knew exactly what it would turn into. If I’d let go of my self-control I’d have her up against the bricks of her building. Instead I waited for her to go in and then I barely made it back to my penthouse before I ran in the door and started jacking off. 

      She’d already texted me by then saying she had a great time, and flashes of her on my lap made it impossible to concentrate. As soon as the door snicked closed behind me I was shoving my hand down my slacks and grabbing my cock hard and tight. I fucked my hand so many times last night it was shocking to see it still full and thick this morning when I woke up. 

      I sent her a good morning text and told her I couldn’t wait to see her tonight. She sent me a picture of herself already dressed and on her way to work, and I’m not ashamed to say I jerked off to that too. Her little yellow cardigan had bumblebees all over it and I kept thinking about what it’s going to be like to fuck a kindergarten teacher dirty. 

      Brooklyn: Favorite ice cream. 

      Me: Mint chip, and if you don’t agree you are wrong. 

      Brooklyn: Okay, you’re right. That really is the best. 

      Me: I’m glad you see it my way. Favorite way to eat a potato? 

      Brooklyn: You’re so mean, that’s hard! 

      Me: You made me pick a favorite movie and song. 

      Brooklyn: True. Okay, French fries, but I would like to ask forgiveness from the baked potatoes of the world. 

      Me: Have I mentioned how cute you are?

      Brooklyn: Boxers or briefs? 

      Me: Careful. 

      Brooklyn: What? I’m just asking questions. 

      Me: You’re teasing me. And I’ve still got four hours and seventeen minutes until I can see you again. Favorite pizza topping? 

      Brooklyn: Pickles. 

      Me: Liar. 

      Brooklyn: Maybe… 

      Me: Finish your work. I’m ready to see you. 

      Brooklyn: Okay, I’ll try and concentrate. See you soon! 

      She sends me a selfie and I stare at it for a long moment before I reply with a heart emoji. The way the light shines behind her in the picture, she looks like she’s wearing a halo. Fuck, how can someone so beautiful and perfect be for me? 

      I never thought finding a woman would feel like this. It was always a chore before and I never took any joy in going out on dates and having to pretend to be interested. But with Brooklyn I want to know it all. I want to hear every story and every detail of her life. It didn’t even dawn on me that I’m supposed to be finding a woman to breed until this morning when I was jerking off. 

      The thought of entering her bare and cumming inside her was just fucking hot. It didn’t have anything to do with my obligation to the company or my legacy. I just wanted to feel her pussy on me without anything between us. I’ve never felt that before, and honestly never wanted to until now. With Brooklyn I want inside her body as well as her soul. 

      “Lazing around, I see.” My cousin Josh walks in my office with Geoff hot on his heels. 

      “Sorry, Mr. Belmont, I tried to page you.” Geoff glares at the phone on my desk that I put on silent when I was talking to Brooklyn. 

      “It’s okay, I’ll deal with him,” I say to Geoff, and Josh rolls his eyes. 

      Geoff walks out of my office and pulls the doors almost closed. He leaves it cracked, I'm sure to listen out if I call for him. Which I plan on doing just as soon as I find out why Josh is here. 

      “Deal with him? Honestly, Dash, you’re so rude to family,” he huffs as he looks at the degrees on my wall and then walks away from them. “I could understand if you were talking to the help.” 

      He motions towards the door Geoff just walked out of and I want to punch him in the mouth. Geoff is more loyal than Josh would ever be to this family. 

      “Let’s not play games. Why are you here? Do you need money?” I know I’ve struck a chord when he narrows his eyes at me. 

      “No. I’m just checking in on my future office. I need to take some measurements. Fiona wants to redecorate the space when I take over.” 

      “Tell your wife to spend her extra time with her tennis instructor. That’s the one that got her pregnant, right?” 

      Direct hit once again as I see the flash of anger in his eyes and the color rise on his neck. “Speaking of pregnant, I hear you still can’t find a woman willing to let you fuck her.” 

      “I guess I’m not as easily fooled as you, cousin. How many mistresses do you have again? Does Fiona only know about the underage nanny, or the other women all over town?” 

      “Mind your business,” he hisses as he takes a step toward me. 

      He catches himself before he lashes out and smooths back his black hair. He takes a breath and straightens his tie as he forces a smile. 

      “The deadline is fast approaching and I don’t see you crossing the finish line,” he says, trying to relax. “I have my lawyers on standby.” 

      “I’m sure you do,” I agree, unwilling to give him anything. 

      He’s here to try and get information from me, or at the very least to rile me up. I won’t let him have the satisfaction, so I just smile and nod. It will get him out of here faster. 

      “Well, I’ve got business to attend to. I just thought I’d stop by and pay a visit to my favorite cousin while I was nearby.” He walks toward the door of my office but pauses and turns around. “Oh, I forgot to mention. I heard you were in the zoo last night. Interesting place to have dinner.” 

      I feel my own anger rise this time, but I don’t let it show on the outside. I give him a tight-lipped smile and wait for him to get out before I tear him apart. 

      “See you soon, cousin.” Josh winks at me before he swings the door wide open and walks out. 

      He’s left me standing there wondering two things. One, how the fuck did he know where I was last night, and two, does he know about Brooklyn?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Brooklyn

        

      

    

    
      I send out my end-of-the-day newsletter before I shut my computer down. I’ve been counting down the minutes until I see Dash again. I’m hoping to get home and out the door before any of the girls see me. Otherwise they’ll drag him into the apartment and I’m not really sure what will happen from there. 

      They tried to grill me when I got home last night, but it was late and I had to be up early. I didn't mention I would be going out again tonight. I’m sure they have plans for a full interrogation tonight. It was implied in their texts throughout the day. I sent a few lols and laughing faces but never actually said I would be there. They’re going to kill me. 

      “Are you Miss Tanner?” I turn toward my classroom door to see a man in a suit filling the space. I know all my students' parents and although his face isn't familiar, something about his eyes is. 

      “I am. Can I help you find something?”

      He runs a hand through his slicked-back hair, which is too dark for the wrinkles around his eyes. I never understood why some men dye the gray out of their hair. I think it looks good on most men. 

      “I’m thinking about enrolling my son and I’m doing a tour of the school.” 

      “Oh, how old is he?” I step out from behind my desk and grab my bag so I can slip my phone inside. 

      “Six. I was told he’d be in your class.” He steps farther into my room and holds his hand out. “I’m Josh.” 

      “Brooklyn.” I take his hand and he gives it a firm shake but then holds on to it. “You’re welcome to take a look around,” I offer. All the kids are gone for the day and it’s only a few teachers at this hour. 

      “That’s really nice of you.” I pull my hand from his when he doesn't let it go. “But you look like you’re heading out. Want to get a coffee instead?” He leans closer to me and smirks. “Or happy hour?” 

      “I’m sorry. I actually have plans.” It’s not a lie, but I would never go out with a student's father. I don’t care that he’s only a potential one at this point. Plus, I think I’m taken. I could be wrong since some people date multiple people at a time, but I don’t let my mind go down that path. It’s way too early to have those thoughts. 

      “Maybe another time.” He winks and then walks out of my classroom before I can wrap my mind around what he just said. 

      Gah. What the hell was that all about? I hope he doesn't enroll his kid here. That would make it super awkward. I decide to shake it off because he might be new here and didn’t mean it like a date. Maybe he’s just looking for friends—and then I feel guilty. Oh well, there’s nothing I can do about it now. 

      When I get home Blair isn’t there yet and I’m safe from an interrogation. She’s always coming and going at random hours and I never know if she’ll be here or not. I scribble down a note and leave it on the small dining room table for her. If I text her to tell her I’ll be out for the night, that will lead to a million more questions. 

      I don’t know why I’m avoiding telling them about Dash. I think part of me doesn't want to hear about him being out on other dates with my girlfriends. I want to get to know him on my own. It might be naïve, but this is the first guy I’ve felt anything for, so I’m trusting myself on this one.

      I do a once-over in the mirror and touch up my lip gloss. I didn't put much effort into how I looked last night, but tonight is different. I want him to see me as cute and maybe even sexy. He didn’t tell me where we’re going but he did say to wear comfortable shoes. I ditch my wide-leg slacks and flats for jeans and a pair of sneakers.

      A knock on the door alerts me I’m out of time and I half run to the door and pull it open. We have to get out of here as fast as possible because we could run into the women he’s already been out with. 

      “Did you open the door without looking?” I don’t pay attention to what he’s saying because he’s as handsome in his suit as he is in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. His hair’s ruffled a bit and I’m guessing he didn't give it any attention when he changed. Maybe he was in a hurry to see me too. “You shouldn’t open doors without looking.” 

      “Okay.” I was in such a hurry to see him my solo focus was on changing and getting to the door. 

      He shakes his head at me before he grabs me and pulls me into his body. My hands rest on his chest as his mouth comes down onto mine. That’s when I forget about everything else in the world and enjoy the feel of him against me.

      “Dash.” I moan his name as he pulls his mouth from mine. 

      “Do you always taste this good?” 

      “I don’t think I taste as good as mint chip,” I tease, earning a smile from him. 

      “You taste better. I promise.” He takes my hand. “Lock your door and let’s go.” 

      “I’m normally good about the door, but I was distracted, which is completely your fault.” I do as he says and we take the elevator downstairs. 

      “I guess you’ll have to move in with me so I can keep an eye on you. I can’t let your lack of safety go unchecked.” When we get outside we walk over to the same car from last night and he opens the door for me. “Since it’s my fault.” 

      “We are getting married and having an imaginary baby. I suppose that’s the next logical step.” I laugh as I get into the back of the car and he follows in after me. This fake baby and marriage sounds way too good for a second date. 

      “How was school?” He grabs my hand again and his fingers intertwine with mine. 

      “Good, we spent a lot of time coloring before I broke out the bubbles. It was too nice out today to stay in the classroom. How was your day?” My days normally pass quickly, but today dragged on. It was fun sneaking texts to Dash, but time felt as though it was standing still most of the day. I wanted to see Dash so badly my eyes kept drifting back to the clock. That was another reason I’d taken us all outside—distraction. 

      “Long.” He lifts our locked hands and kisses the back of mine. “I missed you.” 

      “I missed you too.” I lean over, wanting another kiss, but I remember we have a driver. “Are you going to tell me where you’re taking me?” 

      “Have you ever been to a renaissance festival?” 

      “No.” I smile, enjoying another first with Dash. I think it’s going to be the start of many.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Dash

        

      

    

    
      “You have got to be kidding me.” Brooklyn stops at the entrance and looks at me with wide eyes. 

      “Is that a good reaction or a bad one?”

      Her smile grows until she’s beaming at me. “This place looks like a castle! How did I not know about this?” 

      We walk towards the ticketing booth and I pay for the two of us. “It’s seasonal. They only come once a year, so if you don’t get here while they’re open, you have to wait until next season.” 

      “You’ve been here before?” This time she’s the one to reach out for my hand and I tuck her in close beside me.

      “Yeah, my parents brought me here a few times as a kid, but I haven’t been back since then. I realized last night that it’s that time of year, and I looked it up. I saw they’ve only got a couple of days left, so I wanted to make sure I got you here before it closed.

      “I’m already having the best day ever and we haven’t even walked in yet.” 

      “Glad to know I’m outdoing last night.” I wink at her as we give our tickets to the woman dressed as a maiden. 

      “Good sir and gentle lady, you are not dressed for our fair lands,” the woman taking our ticket says. 

      “We’re on our way to remedy that.” I tilt my head in a bow and she allows us to pass. 

      “Oh my gosh, is everyone here in character?” Brooklyn looks over her shoulder as we walk through the trees and into the village. 

      “I think you’re going to enjoy this,” I say, more to myself than to her. “All right, princess. Let’s get you properly dressed for today’s events.” 

      “What?” Before Brooklyn can process what I’m saying to her, I turn her to face the store that carries costumes. 

      “This way.” She laughs as I lead her inside to where an older couple is standing behind the counter. 

      “Welcome, sire, are you and your fair maiden here for proper attire?” The man bows to us and the woman curtsies. 

      “This is incredible,” Brooklyn whispers. 

      “We are. My lady will have whatever her heart desires.” 

      Brooklyn looks at me with wide eyes as the woman comes over and takes her by the hand. “This way, m’lady.” She takes her to the back of the store, where I see tons of dresses and costumes for the festival. 

      “This way, good sir,” the older gentleman says, and I follow him to the opposite side. 

      It takes a little while for me to decide on what I’m willing to wear, but I want to play along as much as possible if for no other reason than to see the look on Brooklyn’s face. Once I’ve settled on a leather vest and chaps and a medieval axe I can hang from my belt, I step out of the dressing room and wait at the counter. A few moments later I see the older woman come around the corner and then ring me up for the total. I pay for the both of us and then look around to find Brooklyn. 

      “This way, m’lord,” the woman says as she leads me to the other side. 

      Standing there in front of a row of mirrors is my girl, and I’m stunned at how beautiful she looks. She’s gorgeous in a sweatshirt and leggings, but seeing her in a pale blue maiden’s dress with flowers in her braid makes her look breathtaking. 

      “Oh my god, you look like Westley from The Princess Bride,” she laughs as she comes over and kisses me. “Except bigger and more intimidating.” 

      It shocks me, not because of what she says but because it feels so natural and perfect. Like we’ve joked together all our lives and I’ve kissed her a thousand times. There’s nothing new and awkward, yet when I feel her against me I’m alive for the first time in my life. I kiss her back and then I stand there looking her over and smiling. When was the last time my heart felt so full? Has it ever? 

      “You look like Buttercup on her wedding day.” 

      “Let’s storm the castle.” 

      I shake my head as we say goodbye to the older couple and walk out into the village. The fair is in full swing with people at the blacksmith watching someone make a sword, and a booth right beside it for making candles. There are jugglers and people singing and even a jester on stilts. 

      “Oh, they have face painting.” Brooklyn points to the children in line waiting their turn. 

      “Do you want to do that?” I squeeze her hand and she shakes her head. 

      “No, but my kids would love it.” 

      She tells me about her students and I watch her light up. She’s so proud of them and it’s as if they are partly hers. I guess with the amount of time she spends with them, she feels that way, and I can understand her connection to them. 

      “I never really wanted kids,” I admit, and she looks up at me. 

      “Really, why?” 

      “I was afraid I wouldn’t be a good dad.” 

      She reaches up and touches my chin as she shakes her head. “I think everyone has that fear. But the way you said it made it sound like you used to feel that way. Do you still feel the same?” 

      “No, not anymore.” 

      “You’ve had a change of heart?” She cocks her head to the side. 

      “Something like that.” I lean down and kiss her as I slide my hands around her waist. 

      “Is that your axe or are you happy to see me?” 

      I laugh as I press my erection into her belly and squeeze her close. “Oh, I’m very happy to see you.” 

      Her eyes widen and then her cheeks blush as I kiss her once again. The sound of cheering nearby reminds me we aren’t alone and I force myself to release her. I see a few men at the tavern hold up goblets of ale and shout “huzzah” as we pass. 

      We walk around and look at all the different things being made and we decide to get a turkey leg to share. Watching Brooklyn walk around holding a giant leg of meat as she talks excitedly about everything she sees makes this whole day perfect. 

      After a few hours of eating and then watching the joust, we make our way to the axe throwing area. 

      “I’ve always wanted to try that,” Brooklyn says as we move through the crowd. 

      “Really?” I’m surprised, but then again, I can see her being a little competitive. Especially after witnessing how she cheered at the joust for the red knight to kill the green one. 

      “This is going to sound crazy, but I always thought I’d be really good at it.” When I laugh, she holds up her hand. “I know, I know, but I’m serious. I’ve never done it before, but I have this feeling like I could dominate.” 

      “Okay, let’s do it.” 

      “What do you mean?” Suddenly she’s looking at me like I’m the crazy one. 

      “When have you ever had the chance to prove this theory? Come on, Buttercup. Let’s get you an axe.” 

      I grab her hand and we weave through the people watching. I can hear a few protests from her, but not enough to actually make me stop. I don’t know why I have this pressing urge to make all of her dreams come true, but damn it, I’m going to do it.

      When I get to the fenced-off area I see a guy in the corner keeping score. 

      “Hey, my lady wants to throw,” I tell the guy, and he looks at me and then at Brooklyn. 

      “Does she know how?” 

      “N—”

      “Yes,” I say over Brooklyn’s protest. “And I’ve got a thousand dollars that says she beats your best guy.” 

      “Dash!” I feel Brooklyn tug on my arm, but when I don’t turn around she tries again. “Dash,” she hisses, but I just wink at her. 

      “It’s okay. You got this.” 

      “Let me check with the boys, but we’ll take that bet,” the guy says as he opens the ropes for us. “Right this way.” 

      He puts the rope back in place and walks over to the group of guys next to the axes. 

      “Dash, I can’t do this. Oh god, me and my big mouth. We need to go.” She tries to walk away but I snag her by the wrist. 

      “Hey, where is the confidence you had two seconds ago?” 

      “I think I’m going to barf it up with my turkey leg.” 

      I smile and shake my head. “What’s the worst that can happen?” 

      “Besides accidentally cutting my own head off?” 

      “Yes, besides that,” I tease. 

      “Umm, losing a grand?” 

      “I’ve got you covered. And let’s just say if you lose, you can work it off for me later.” 

      I pull her close and kiss her hard enough to make her forget her fears. The crowd behind us cheers and whistles, but I just ignore them. Right now, my focus is to make Brooklyn remember we’re here to have fun. 

      “Seriously. Throw a few and see what happens. Maybe you’re right, maybe you’re not. But it’s going to be fun for me either way.” 

      She nods and takes a deep breath as the rope guy walks over to us. “All right, it’s a bet. Take your place over there, and she and the champion will alternate turns.” 

      I turn to Brooklyn and give her another kiss before I lean back and touch her cheek. “Good luck.” 

      “I can’t believe I’m about to do this. It’s crazy, right?” 

      “But fun.” 

      “I know!” she squeals as she gets into place and I move off to the side. 

      The rope guy ends up being the announcer for the axe throwing contest and he gets the crowd hyped up. He introduces the champion as Sir Jamie and the crowd cheers. After Jamie waves to the crowd, he looks over at Brooklyn and his eyes linger a second too long for my taste. I remind myself that this is supposed to be a fun competition for her, and I try to let it go. 

      Then the announcer goes over to Brooklyn and asks her a question. After a second, he laughs and then turns to the crowd. He introduces her as Princess Buttercup and they all cheer even louder than they did for Sir Jamie. 

      Sir Jamie wins the coin toss and so he elects to go first. He takes his axe and dramatically shows it off to the crowd before he lines up in front of the block of wood. There’s a big round target a good distance from where they’re supposed to stand and it’s shaped like a bullseye. Depending on where the axe sinks in, the closer to the middle, the higher the points. 

      He takes his time and breathes deep before he raises the axe over his head and lets it fly. There’s a quiet pause from the crowd before it erupts, and then Sir Jamie holds his hands out and bows to them. I look at the block of wood to see he’s just shy of the bullseye and earned ten points. The axe in the target is taken away and Sir Jamie’s points are recorded.

      Suddenly I’m nervous for Brooklyn, but to my surprise she doesn’t look the least bit rattled. In fact, she looks as confident as ever as she winks at me and picks up her axe. 

      The crowd is quiet and Brooklyn doesn’t make any kind of show as she steps up to the line. She plants her feet and lifts the axe over her head, and I hold my breath as she launches it at the target. 

      With a loud thunk, it lands just on the inside of the bullseye, a hair closer than Sir Jamie’s, earning her twenty points.

      I’m the first to throw my hands up and cheer, and she looks at me with complete shock and disbelief on her face. Her mouth is hanging open and I’m practically jumping out of my skin as everyone loses their minds. 

      All except Sir Jamie. 

      This time he loses the showmanship as he stomps over to grab an axe. The crowd barely has time to become quiet as he steps up and chucks his axe at the target. Bullseye. 

      Once he’s landed his mark he turns around and the crowd cheers. Maybe I’m biased, but it’s definitely not as loud as it was when Brooklyn got it. She looks over at me and I give her a thumbs-up.

      “You got this, Buttercup,” I call out to her, and I can see her fighting a smile. 

      Sir Jamie gets a little too close for my taste as he walks past her. Brooklyn doesn’t let it affect her as she takes a deep breath and lifts her axe. 

      This throw isn’t as strong as the first, and the axe goes a little sideways. She manages to hit the target and it sticks, but just outside the bullseye. She gains ten points by the skin of her teeth and she and Sir Jamie are tied. 

      The announcer tells the crowd that each contestant has one final throw. I don’t miss the look he gives me when he tells everyone that in the event of a tie, the win goes to the reigning champion Sir Jamie. 

      Sir Jamie is once again playing to the crowd as he steps up to the line and holds his axe up for everyone to see. 

      “Yeah, we get it, you’ve got a fucking axe,” I say under my breath because I’m annoyed with this guy. 

      I hold my breath as he throws it and I hear the blade sink into the wood. The crowd cheers and I wait for the judge to call the points. He’s missed the bullseye by a hair and only gets ten points. Sir Jamie looks rattled for just a second before he covers with a smug smile. He cocks his head at Brooklyn and holds out his hand as if telling her he’ll allow her to go now. 

      I clench my fists and have to force myself to stay back because all I want to do is kick his ass for trying to intimidate my woman. But to my delight, Brooklyn ignores him and grabs the last axe on the table. 

      This time she turns to the crowd and holds up her axe just like Sir Jamie did and there are cheers as well as laughs because we all know what she’s doing. Sir Jamie looks pissed as he steps back and I cheer above the crowd. 

      She blows me a kiss before she takes her place, and in that moment, I know she’s going to beat him. Just like she knew she’d be good at this, I know with every fiber of my soul she’s going to hit that bullseye. 

      I cross my arms over my chest and watch as she plants her feet, draws back the axe, and launches it straight and true to the middle of the target. 

      “There’s my girl,” I say as the crowd erupts and she stands there in shock. 

      I run over to her and sweep her up in my arms as I spin her around. 

      “Holy shit, did I just win?” she shouts above the noise, and I kiss her like a sailor home from a month at sea. 

      “Yeah, I think you did,” I say when I finally break the kiss. 

      “I’m shaking,” she laughs and puts her hands over her face. “I can’t believe that just happened.” 

      The announcer comes over with a roll of cash and hands it over to me. “If you ever want a job here, let me know,” he says to Brooklyn. “I could use the eye candy to get the crowd going.” 

      Suddenly my good mood takes a nosedive as I move her behind me. “She’s not interested.” 

      “Just saying, with a piece that sweet, you and I could both make some cash.” 

      I take the money out of his hand and then step closer to him. “Unless you want to see how good I am with an axe, I suggest you back the fuck up and keep your eyes off my woman.” 

      He holds his hands up and backs off slowly as I stand there blocking his view of Brooklyn. 

      “Why was that hot?” she whispers from behind me, and I have to fight a smile as I grab her hand and leave the axe throwing area. 

      “Are you kidding me? Watching you kick that guy’s ass has me ready to pound nails.” 

      “What?” she asks, but I shake my head.

      “Nothing, Buttercup. Let’s go get a shepherd's pie,” I say as I kiss her neck and we walk toward the village again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Brooklyn

        

      

    

    
      My head rests against Dash’s shoulder. I’ve got my arms wrapped around one of his as we sit in the backseat of the car. The night is over, but I don’t want to go home. It was one of the most fun days of my life and I don’t know how, but I’m falling in love with Dash after such a short time.

      I smile when I feel him kiss the top of my head. Dash is turning out to be too good to be true. There has to be a flaw to him or something that I’m missing. 

      “I wish you didn't have to work tomorrow.”

      I tilt my head back to look up at him. “Me too, but it’s only for half the day so I’ll get out early.” 

      “You’re going to spend the weekend with me.” 

      I’m surprised, but he didn’t phrase it like a question. Something about him being sweet yet aggressive is exactly the combination that works for me. It makes my insides light up knowing how badly he wants to spend time with me.

      “I think I can do that.” 

      I’m going to have to come clean to my friends about what’s going on. There’s no way I can drop off the map for a weekend without them sending out a search party. I’ve kept my phone tucked away since Dash and I left and I’ve been avoiding their texts. I’m beginning to feel guilty about the whole thing and it’s time to dish.

      “Good.” He smiles before he presses his mouth to mine. “Pack a bag.” 

      “I can do that too.” 

      I look away from him as I try to process what that means. I want to go further with Dash, but I’m just pretty sure there might be some things we need to talk about first. Like his somewhat shady dating past and my lack of experience going home with a man. The only time I’ve ever shared a bed was with Blair's grumpy cat. He only ever sleeps with me when she’s gone and he wants to steal my body heat. 

      “Just because you’re staying the weekend with me doesn't mean we have to do anything.”

      I look back at him and my face heats. 

      “It’s not that.” I shake my head. “Okay, it’s partly that, but you’ve dated a lot.” His mouth opens then closes like he’s about to deny it but then doesn’t. “I want to be clear before I spend the night with you that this is exclusive.” I motion between us. 

      “We’re exclusive,” he says instantly, and the same jealousy I saw earlier comes back.

      “Okay. I know that some people date more than one person at a time, so I want to be honest.” 

      “I don’t.” He pulls me close against him. “And neither do you.” 

      “I actually don’t make it past the first date. You’re the only one to get a second,” I admit, and that makes him smile. 

      “I can be relentless when I want something.” 

      “You don’t say,” I laugh, leaning in and kissing him again.

      “I hate to say this but we’re here.” I pull my mouth away from his to see we’re outside my apartment building. 

      With a sigh he opens the car door and helps me out. 

      “You don’t have to walk up with me,” I rush to say. “That makes it sound like I’m hiding a husband or something, doesn’t it?” I laugh. “I’ve got nosy friends.” 

      “I could meet them now and put them at ease. You are spending the entire weekend with me.” 

      “Right.” Tonight’s been so perfect I don’t want to ruin it. “How about tomorrow when you pick me up?” I suggest. That will give me time to talk to them. He doesn't look like he wants to agree at first.

      “Tomorrow.” He leans down and kisses me goodbye. I hold him close as I wrap my arms around his neck. A throat clears, breaking us from the moment, and I look over to see Harlow standing there with an unreadable expression. 

      I push back from Dash but he doesn't let me go. “Hey, Harlow,” I say, feeling extra awkward. It’s worse than I thought it would be since they’ve gone out on a date. 

      “Hey.” She drags out the word as her eyes go between Dash and me. 

      “I’m Dash.” He holds out the hand that isn't holding on to my hip to shake hers. Harlow scoffs a humorless laugh, ignoring his hand. 

      “I’ll see you inside.” She shakes her head as she walks toward our building. 

      “She didn’t seem happy to meet me.” He nods in the direction Harlow walked as his eyebrows pull together. “Is that your friend?” 

      “She can be protective.” Does he really not know who she is? “Harlow lives across the hall from me, but we’re friends.” 

      “I get it. Girlfriends should stick together. There’s a lot of assholes out there.” 

      “Yeah,” I agree. What the hell is happening? How does he not remember her? Because she clearly knows him.

      “I’ll win them over.” His hand slips down from my hip and he squeezes my ass. “You’re going to have to walk away from me or I’m pulling you back in the car.” 

      I step away from him, not really wanting to leave. I’d rather get in the car, but it’s time to face my friends and get this all out on the table. I want to be with Dash and I’m hoping they can put their judgment aside and accept it. 

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

      “You will, but I’m going to text you. I won’t be able to help myself.” He gives me his boyish, excited smile that melts my heart.

      “Later.”

      I walk into my building but peek over my shoulder one last time to see if he’s still watching. He’s standing there waiting for me to go inside and it’s the sweetest thing ever. Once I take the elevator up, I don’t get a chance to get my keys out of my purse before the door is flying open and Blair pulls me inside. 

      “Spill.” I see Harlow and Cherry standing behind her with their arms crossed. 

      “Hey, guys.” I hold my hand up and wave at them. 

      “Cut the crap,” Blair snaps, and Cherry and Harlow look surprised at her tone. “You’ve been avoiding us.” 

      I sigh and drop my purse down onto the counter. She’s right and it was rude of me. My friends care about me and I would be hurt if the roles were reversed. 

      “I’m in love with him,” I blurt out, and no one says anything. They stand there with shocked expressions, so I keep going. “At least I think I’m in love. I’ve never been in love before, but he makes me feel things, and, well—”

      Blair holds her hand up, cutting me off. “You think you’re in love with Thanos?”

      I nod.

      “He didn't even remember who I was, Brooklyn,” Harlow scoffs.

      “He was totally checked out on our date,” Cherry chimes in, and I inwardly cringe. 

      “Well, he wasn't checked out on her.” Blair raises her chin at me. 

      “He’s just trying to get in her pants,” Harlow adds, and they all wait for me to say something. 

      “It’s not like that. He’s really sweet. I can’t believe he’s the same guy you told me about.” The need to defend him claws at me. If he checked out or something on their dates like Harlow said, I should ask him straight out. I feel like I know Dash and he wouldn’t do that. 

      “He was online on the app today.” Blair pulls out her phone. “I knew you must have been really into him with how you acted last night and today. So don’t be mad at me, but I went digging.” 

      Of course she did. 

      “Maybe he was deleting his profile?” I take a step towards her with my eyes on her phone, but Blair continues. 

      “We set up a fake account and he asked for a date later tonight.” 

      “It’s ten o’clock,” I blurt out. How could he go on a date tonight? 

      “People go out after ten.” Blair’s voice softens and I shake my head no, not wanting to believe it. They must have the wrong person. “Did you agree to go?” I find myself asking. 

      “Yes, but we’re not really going.” 

      Is this why he didn't push to hang out longer? I’d played with the idea in my head about going back to his place tonight and coming home early before work. He didn't press it, so I didn't offer and I wasn't going to invite myself over. 

      I walk over to the sofa and drop onto it. “I don’t understand.” My eyes sting with tears but I don't let them escape. 

      “Men are jerks,” Blair says as she sits down next to me. 

      “Sex. They all want sex,” Cherry adds in. 

      “He was so sweet,” I groan as I tell them all the things we did together and the things he said. 

      “That does not sound anything like Thanos. Are you sure this is the same guy?” Blair looks to Harlow.

      “I saw him myself. He didn't remember me, but I remembered him. But he never tried to get in my pants. He was rude and pretty much ignored me. It’s weird because why did he go on a date if he didn't want to be there?”

      “Same,” Cherry and Blair say at the same time. 

      “It doesn't matter. We know it’s the same guy and you connected with him on the app again under a new account. Now he’s trying to meet up with you, so clearly he’s a player. Who knows why he’s doing whatever it is he’s doing.” I all but shout the last part as I stand up from the sofa. I need to be alone.

      “I’m sorry.” Blair grabs my hand. “Let’s get some ice cream.” 

      “No. I want to shower and go to bed.” I hear my phone chime in my purse and there’s only one person that’s not in this living room that would be texting me. 

      I walk over to it and put my phone on silent without checking it. 

      “I’m sorry,” Blair says again. 

      “I should have known.”

      I was right. Dash was too good to be true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Dash

        

      

    

    
      I’m nervous as I check my phone and then my watch for the millionth time. I sent Brooklyn a few texts last night after I got home but I never heard back from her. I kept telling myself she probably fell asleep and forgot to check her phone. But something in my gut felt wrong and that’s the thing I always trust. 

      “Park here,” I tell my driver as he pulls up to the curb of her building. “I’ll be down shortly.” 

      I check my watch again and see it’s just before six o’clock. From what Brooklyn told me, she has to get up really early to be at school on time. She should be leaving for work soon and I thought I’d surprise her by giving her a lift. I’m in a T-shirt with jogging pants and a baseball hat, since my plan is to go home and get ready for work after I drop her off. 

      When I get to her building I see there’s no lock on the door and that irritates me. Anyone can just walk in? There’s no security guard and there isn’t any kind of security on the elevator either. I balance the bag of fresh-baked pastries and coffee in one hand as I push the button for her floor and wait. I’m nervous and excited as I ride up, and I have to stop myself from bouncing on my toes. I don’t want to spill anything. 

      The elevator chimes and I walk to her door and take a deep breath. I knock softly and after a second, the door opens wide. 

      “Hey, Buttercup.” I smile at Brooklyn, but she doesn’t return it. I know something is wrong the second I see her face and I step inside. “What’s wrong?” She doesn’t try to stop me as I set the box of food and containers of coffee on the table by the door. 

      I turn to reach for her and that’s when she takes a step back. Like she’s finally realized I’m here. “You need to leave.” 

      Her voice is soft and I don’t know if it’s because she doesn’t want to wake up her roommate or because she’s upset. Her eyes are red and puffy and she doesn’t look like she got a wink of sleep.

      “Brooklyn, what’s wrong? Please tell me what happened. Have you been crying?” 

      “Look, I don’t want to do this right now. I’m going to be late for work.” She tries to step around me and I block her path. 

      “Do what?” I hold my hands up and she backs off like I’m on fire. “Brooklyn.” This time my voice is stern and her eyes snap up to meet mine. “What is going on?” 

      “What’s going on?” Her voice rises and now she takes a step towards me in anger. “What’s going on? I should be asking you that after your night out on the town.” 

      I see the light in the hallway behind her turn on and I’m guessing her roommate is awake. 

      “Brooklyn, what are you talking about? I went out with you last night. We went to the renaissance festival and I brought you home.” 

      “Oh yeah, and what about after that? I guess since I wasn’t putting out someone else needed to.” 

      I blink at her a few times as my brain tries to process what she’s saying. “What the fuck?” 

      “What’s he doing here?” 

      “It’s fine, Blair. I’m handling it,” Brooklyn says as she opens the door behind me. “He was just leaving.” 

      “No, he wasn’t,” I say, maybe a little too loud, but I’m getting pissed. “Someone tell me what the fuck is going on. When I dropped you off last night it was the single greatest day of my life. But then I get home and you ghost me.” 

      “Asshole,” Blair says under her breath as she rolls her eyes. “Just like the last time I met you.” 

      I look at her in disbelief because I’ve never met her roommate until this moment. “I’m sorry, I don’t know who you are, but this is between Brooklyn and me.” 

      “You seriously have no idea you went on a date with her?” Brooklyn says as her eyes narrow on me. “How many women do you go out with at one time? Jesus.” 

      “I went out on a lot of dates before I met you, and I don’t remember most of them.” I look at Blair and shrug. “Sorry again, but if we went out I have no idea.” 

      “Seriously?” Suddenly there’s a softness to Brooklyn’s voice and I latch on to it. 

      “Yeah, I mean, I was on that app for a couple of months and usually agreed to anyone who asked to go out. I wanted to give it a chance, but normally the second I meet someone I can tell if it’s going to work out. I’d usually just play on my phone and eat dinner until they left or walked out on me.” I sigh. “I know this doesn’t make me sound like a great guy, but you know me, Brooklyn. We had our date. Did I do any of that to you?” 

      She hesitates for a second and then shakes her head. “No, you didn’t ignore me.” Then as if remembering something, she gets mad all over again. “But that doesn’t explain where you were last night.” 

      “Exactly,” Blair chimes in. 

      “What’s going on?” I hear two women behind me in the hallway walk through the open door of the apartment like they live here too.

      “Oh, did someone get breakfast?” one of them says as the other scowls at me. 

      “What the hell is he doing here?” 

      “He is trying to figure out what the fuck is going on and why my girlfriend is mad at me!” I shout, because I’m getting really tired of everyone thinking I’m the bad guy.

      “They told me you were still making dates on the dating app last night and you agreed to go out with them,” Brooklyn says as tears form in her eyes. 

      “What the hell are you talking about? I didn’t agree to go out with anyone. I deleted the app after our first date, Brooklyn.” When she looks away from me, it breaks my heart. “I swear, you’ve got to believe me. Why would I lie?” 

      “To sleep with women?” one of them says with a mouth full of pastry. 

      “I brought those for Brooklyn,” I tell her, but she doesn’t look sorry. 

      “Cherry, stop eating. We’re supposed to be mad.” 

      “If you could taste how good this was, you wouldn’t tell me to stop, Harlow.” 

      The one named Harlow rolls her eyes and something about that is familiar. 

      “Do I know you?” I ask her, and she lets out a humorless laugh. 

      “You know all of us, Thanos,” Cherry says as she takes another bite. “Brooklyn here was the last one of us to go out with you and apparently you actually talked to her.” 

      “Thanos?” I shake my head because this is all getting jumbled up. “Okay, cards on the table, someone tell me what in the actual fuck is happening right now.” 

      “You went out with all of us on the dating app over the last few months,” Blair says as she walks up and grabs one of the coffees. “After we found out our sweet little Brooklyn was going out with you, we knew it was too good to be true. So the three of us set up a fake account and you asked us out last night. We had plans to meet at ten o’clock at the restaurant you took all of us to.” 

      “That’s impossible,” I deny, and Brooklyn still won’t look at me. “Ask my driver, ask my security guys. Fuck, I’ll pull up my cameras, hang on.” I pull out my phone and go to my camera feed. It takes a second for it to load but finally it comes up. “See!” 

      The girls move in close around my phone and they all stare at it. 

      “Look at the time stamp. I walked in my house ten minutes after I dropped Brooklyn off, and I didn’t leave again until this morning.” I speed up the time until they see me exit and they all lean back and look at one another. 

      “That doesn’t mean you didn’t agree to go out with our fake profile. Just that you didn’t go,” Harlow says. 

      “I deleted the app and the profile. Here’s the email confirming it.” 

      Brooklyn glances at it and then looks up at me. “Why would someone pretend to be you? That doesn’t make sense.” 

      “I don’t know why anyone would want to be me—” I stop as the thought hits me. “Fuck.” 

      “What?” Brooklyn asks. 

      “Josh,” I tell her, and she cocks her head to the side. 

      “Your cousin?” 

      I nod my head. I told Brooklyn a little about him the other night when we were talking about our families and stuff. “I don’t know what the hell he’s up to, but I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      I see some of the hurt leave her eyes and I think there’s a stirring of hope. 

      “I’m going to get to the bottom of this, but please, you’ve got to believe me. I don’t want to be with anyone but you, Brooklyn. I’ve never felt this way in my whole damn life, and I wouldn’t do anything to screw it up. I’m sorry that I went on dates with your friends, and no offense to them, but it meant nothing to me.”

      “None taken,” Cherry says with a mouth full of food. 

      “Yeah, you weren’t any kind of prize for us, but we’re hoping things are different for our girl.” 

      “This is just a lot to take in,” Brooklyn says, but when I take her hand in mine she doesn’t pull away. 

      “I came here to bring you breakfast and give you a lift to work. Come with me and we can talk some more. Trust me, Buttercup.” 

      She looks up at me when I call her the nickname and I see the edge of her lips curl like she’s fighting a smile. She nods and for the first time since last night, relief fills me. 

      “Ladies, enjoy breakfast on me.” I nod to them as I grab Brooklyn’s bag and get her out of there before she can change her mind. The women shout goodbye to her as the door closes and I hurry her out of the building and outside as fast as I can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Dash

        

      

    

    
      “Stop by the bakery again on the way. If we catch traffic right we’ll have time,” I call to the driver as we get in the back. 

      I raise the window between us and close the door as he pulls away from the curb. 

      “I’m sorry about last night and all that—”

      I shake my head and hold up a hand to stop her. “No, I should never have given you a reason to doubt me or what I want. Obviously, I didn’t do a good enough job letting you know what I feel for you, and that’s going to change starting now.” 

      Before she can say another word, I’m pulling her to me and kissing her like it might be the last time. She doesn’t hesitate as her arms wrap around me and I slide my hands to her ass. I lift her onto my lap and run my hands up her body and to her breasts as I feel the weight of them in my hands and squeeze them through her shirt. 

      “You’re mine,” I tell her between kisses. “And I’m yours.” 

      “Yes.” She nods as my mouth goes to her neck. 

      She grinds on my lap and my cock aches for relief that’s not my hand. She spent last night thinking I was with someone else while all I did was hump my mattress and pretend it was her. Fuck, I’m desperate for her, but I won’t push her too far too fast. I can’t chance losing her, even though I need to get her pregnant. 

      “Let me show you just how much I want you.” 

      I turn so she can lie down on the seat while I move between her legs. Lucky for me she’s wearing a dress today so I’ve got easy access. I push the lavender dress up her thighs to reveal white panties. I play with the edge of them for just a second as I memorize what her creamy skin looks like. I want to take my time and brand all of this into my memory forever, but we don’t have that kind of time. Not yet anyway. 

      “Dash?” she breathes, and I kiss her knee. 

      “I’ll take care of you, Buttercup.” 

      Gently I slide down her panties and tuck them into my pocket. When I spread her knees I see a dark patch of soft curls covering her pretty pink lips. She’s so innocent and perfect, my mouth waters to taste her sweetness. I can already smell her desire and I’m hungry for it. 

      “You’re so damn wet for me,” I say just before I kiss the inside of her thigh and slide two fingers through her folds. 

      She moans as I push into her and I feel just how fucking tight she is. “Goddamn, as if you weren’t already perfect enough you had to go and have this sweet little pussy.” 

      She cries out as my tongue traces between her lips and around her clit. The tangy-sweet taste of her cunt makes me moan and I dive in to feast. She’s slippery and warm, and although I want to get her off quickly, I find myself taking my time and savoring as much of this as I can. 

      “So fucking perfect,” I say against her warm honey, and her legs squeeze tight like she’s fighting it. “Let me have it,” I demand as I push her knees open. 

      “Dash!” she cries out, her fingers tugging on my hair. 

      I smile against her clit as she climaxes and cums before she knows what hit her. It’s sweet and I lick up every drop as it goes on and on. One orgasm turns into another, and as I work my fingers on her sweet spot inside her pussy, my tongue wiggles over her clit. She’s calling out my name and crying out as more little ones roll over her body. It’s so fucking intense and I feel like a goddamn king on my knees in front of her. 

      “So beautiful,” I say as I look up at her and see her cheeks flushed with pleasure. “So fucking beautiful.” 

      “What was that?” She wipes at her forehead and looks down at me like she’s seeing me for the first time. “I feel like I passed out but then I just kept cumming.” 

      I kiss her pussy one last time as I slide my fingers from her warmth and lick them clean. “I think that was the first of many times we’re going to be doing that.” 

      She swallows hard and nods as I move back on the seat with her and pull her into my lap. “I saw stars.” She smiles and her eyes are heavy. 

      “I saw perfection,” I say, leaning down and kissing her softly. 

      The taste of her desire on my tongue while I kiss her makes me want to do it all over again. It makes me want to fuck her and then eat her out afterwards so I can taste the both of us. I want every inch of her marked with me, because she’s mine, goddamn it. 

      “You belong to me.” I take her by the chin and she looks into my eyes. “Say it, Brooklyn.” 

      “I belong to you,” she repeats and smiles at me. 

      “Let’s forget about this morning and focus on the future. Our future.” 

      “I like the sound of that,” she says as she cuddles close to me. 

      “Good, because you’re mine all weekend long, and we’ve got your family reunion on Sunday.” 

      “Oh god.” She straightens up and looks at me with wide eyes. “I forgot all about that.” 

      “I wouldn’t forget an opportunity to show off my girl.” I kiss her again and she melts into me. 

      After we talk some more about when I’m going to pick her up after work and logistics about this weekend, I feel the car come to a stop. 

      I hop out and grab the food from the driver that he must have somehow gotten when we were occupied. I hand the food and coffee to Brooklyn and kiss her goodbye before I watch her walk into the school. 

      She sends me a text just as the driver is pulling out of the parking lot, telling me she misses me already. God, I love that shit. I send her back a message and a gif with a kitten because I know how much she loves them. 

      I tuck my phone into my sweats and lean back in the seat. Thoughts of her race through my mind and I’m already missing her. But it’s good she has to go to work today, because I need to take care of some business. Namely my cousin Josh and how the fuck he was involved in all of this. 

      That motherfucker is a snake in the grass waiting to strike, but I’ve got my eyes on him. If he’s willing to go this far to take me down, there isn’t much he won’t do. Clearly he knows about Brooklyn now, so I need to make sure she’s as protected as possible. 

      I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get back at him, but I won’t put the woman I love at risk. 

      The woman I love. That plays on a loop in my head as I make my way back to the city.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Brookyln

        

      

    

    
      It’s not until I get to the parking lot that I remember I didn't drive my car to school today. I’d been in such a rush to get out I’d completely forgotten. I’m not sure how, because all day I thought about what we’d done in the back of the car. The orgasm hit me so hard that it turned my world upside down. I think so many emotions were simmering inside of me that it was a release of everything all at once. I’d gone from thinking Dash and I were over to realizing we can have it all. 

      I feel bad that I questioned him since he’s been so good to me from the moment he stepped into my life. It might be terrible, but I’m happy he didn't remember going out on those other dates. I could see from the confusion on his face that he truly didn't recall any of them. The girls actually found it kind of adorable according to the texts they’ve sent throughout the day. Who doesn't want a man who can’t remember another woman besides you? 

      “Buttercup.” I turn at the sound of Dash’s voice and see him dressed in a suit and leaning up against his car. 

      “I forgot I didn't drive.” I make my way toward him and as soon as I’m within reach, he wraps me up in his arms and kisses me. 

      “I never forget when it comes to you.” His voice is deep and so damn sexy it makes my body tingle. 

      “Good, because you make me forget everything.” I drop another quick kiss on his mouth, knowing we’re in the school parking lot. All the kids have cleared out, but some teachers still linger. Some of them love gossip and I don't want to be next week's topic of discussion. “Can we stop by my place? I need to pack my bag.” 

      “I think we can do that.” He slides me down his body until my feet hit the ground. I always forget how tall he is until I’m pressed up against him. 

      He opens the door for me and I scoot over so he can slide in next to me. He grabs my hand, tangling our fingers together, and I sigh in contentment. 

      “I missed you,” I say, resting my head on his shoulder. How can I know him for such a short time and already miss him so much when we’re not together? 

      “Missed you too.” I turn my head and tilt it up, wanting another kiss. His hand slips into my hair and he gives me exactly what I want. I could get used to being picked up like this every day. He grabs me and pulls me onto his lap. “Tell me about your day.” 

      “It was long but fun. The boys and girls are usually a little rambunctious on Fridays.” I ramble on about what we did and he hangs on to my every word.

      “You really love kids, don’t you?” He smiles as he says it. 

      “I do. I can’t wait to one day have my own.” 

      “We’ll have our own,” he corrects me, and my heart flutters. 

      “How many do you want?” 

      “I never thought much past having only one. But now?” He kisses me again and it's filled with the promise of many. 

      We pull up to my place a moment later, and as much as I don’t want to stop kissing Dash, talking about babies has me ready to get to his place as soon as possible. I’m ready to be truly alone with him. 

      He helps me out of the car and walks me up to my place. “Are your friends going to jump me when I walk in?” 

      “Now’s your chance to run,” I tease as I open the door. 

      “I’ll take a beating if it means you’re still coming home with me.”

      “I doubt anyone is home,” I laugh as Dash follows me in. Grumpy lets out a loud meow and I see him sitting there staring at me. “Sorry, Grumpster.” I walk over and pet his little head. “I mean, Mr. Grumpy is here.” 

      “Is he yours?” Dash scratches him behind his ear. 

      “No, he’s Blair’s. I thought about getting my own kitten, but Grumpy isn't the nicest to other animals.” 

      “Territorial. I can understand that. He wants to be the only cat to get anyone’s attention.” 

      “Maybe so.” I smile at Dash and he shrugs. “I’m gonna pack my bag. I’ll be right back.” 

      “No way, I’m coming with you.” He follows me down the hallway. “I want to see where you sleep.” 

      I try and remember if I picked up before I left this morning. I doubt it because I rushed out of my bedroom this morning to see what the commotion was. 

      “It might not be super clean,” I say, and Dash wraps his arm around my waist from behind me. 

      “Are you worried you might have left your panties on the floor?” He kisses my neck as we go into my room. I laugh when he walks in past me and falls back onto the bed, making himself right at home. “It smells like you.” 

      He puts his hands behind his head and I’m grateful the space is somewhat clean. 

      “And what do I smell like?” I ask as I go in my closet and grab my bag. Dash looks way too good on my bed and I have the urge to fall on top of him. But then we’d never get out of here. 

      “Lavender and sunshine.” I was sure he was going to say Play-Doh. 

      “What should I pack?” I poke my head out of the closet and he smiles at me. I have no idea what we are doing except for the family reunion. 

      Dash sits up and I swear he almost blushes. 

      “Your family reunion is Sunday, right?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “So whatever you want to wear to that.” 

      “What about tonight and tomorrow?” I think I know what his plans are since we’ll be in his place alone. It’s what I want too, but it’s adorable seeing him skirt around it. 

      He runs his hands through his short hair as he looks around. 

      “I thought we’d…” He struggles to find the words and I fight a laugh.

      “Are you laughing at me?” He cocks his head to the side, studying me as a smile pulls at his lips. I put my hand over my mouth, shaking my head no. 

      “I think you are.” He jumps from the bed and I try to rush back into the closet but he’s on me. He lifts me off the floor and pins me to the bed. He gets on top and I let out a small scream when he starts to tickle me. 

      “I give! I give!” I shout through my laughter. 

      “This is what I want to do all weekend.” He stares down at me with soft eyes and a smile. 

      “I like that plan,” I say as he leans down and kisses me. 

      “Are you okay?” Blair bursts into my bedroom and I turn my head to look at her. “You were screaming. You scared the crap out of me.” 

      She puts down the rolling pin in her hand and I wonder how the hell she found it in the kitchen. She’s never used it in her life. 

      “Sorry.” Dash rolls off me and lies back on the bed. “This isn't what it looks like,” I say as I sit up. 

      “And what does this look like?” Dash teases me. 

      I glare at him, but it only makes him give me a panty-melting smile. Blair snorts a laugh and I roll my eyes. 

      “I’m packing my bag.” I dart back into my closet to try and hide from the embarrassment. Blair comes in with me a second later and I feel her close behind me. 

      “Are you spending the weekend with him?”

      I nod, and when she doesn't say anything else I look over my shoulder at her. “You're not going to say anything?” I wait, because Blair is not one to keep quiet. 

      “No, because you’re happy. Charlotte is going to die when you show up at the family reunion with him. He’s going with you, right?” 

      “Yeah.” I realize that I don’t have this need to shove anything in her face now. I’m happy and that’s the biggest FU I can give someone that spends way too much time trying to make sure my life is miserable. 

      “Good.” She wraps her arms around me in a tight hug. “Go and have fun. I should be sorry I messed things up last night, but seeing him burst in here on a mission to win you back has made us all like him.” She smiles at me and I can tell she’s really happy for me. 

      “Silver lining,” I agree, hugging her back. I hurriedly finish getting everything I need because I want to get to his place. Dash watches me the whole time from the bed and I can see the simmering excitement in him.

      “I’m hungry, so you better have food plans at least. That’s all I ask.” Dash laughs and agrees as we leave my place after saying goodbye to Blair. 

      Dash once again pulls me into his lap when we get into the back of the car and my mouth is on his moments later. 

      “Maybe I’m not so hungry,” I say between kisses. 

      “We have all weekend,” he reminds me, but with the way he’s kissing me I think we’ll have longer than that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Dash

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, wow, something smells good.” 

      As the elevator doors close behind us, I walk into my penthouse on edge. “Hello?” I call out because no one is supposed to be here. 

      Brooklyn and I came straight here, but I made sure my housekeeper and chef were going to be gone for the weekend. Maybe the chef left dinner for us, but that doesn’t seem like something he’d do. 

      “Dashal?” 

      “Shit,” I whisper under my breath as I turn to look at Brooklyn. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know she was going to be here.”

      Her eyebrows furrow in confusion as my mother comes around the corner with a dish cloth in her hands. “Well, hello, son, this must be Brooklyn.” She bypasses me completely and goes over to my girl and wraps her in a hug. “It’s so nice to finally meet you.” 

      “Mom,” I warn, but she ignores me. 

      “You are just a doll. Look at how little you are.” She holds Brooklyn at arm’s length and looks her up and down. “We need to put some meat on your bones.” 

      “Mom,” I try again, and she just smiles at me as she puts her arm around Brooklyn and leads her toward the kitchen. “Your assistant Geoff was so helpful when I called the office today.”

      I narrow my eyes and grab my phone as I follow behind them. 

      “He told me you’d be home all weekend with your girlfriend Brooklyn and he told me all about her. Well, what he knew.”

      “What did he say?” Brooklyn laughs as if she finds all of this funny. 

      I don’t. I was planning on making love to her on every surface of my home, but now it looks like I’m going to have to suffer through dinner with my mother first. It’s not that I don’t love her, but she’s got the worst timing. 

      “Just that our Dashal was completely smitten.” She looks over her shoulder and winks at me, and I bury my face in my hands. 

      “I made chicken and dumplings and apple pie,” she sing-songs, enjoying every moment of my misery. 

      “Oh, my favorite,” Brooklyn says, and I smile because it’s true. 

      Now I can’t decide if I’m going to fire Geoff or give him a raise. How he figured all of this out, I have no idea, but as I see Brooklyn and my mom chatting in the kitchen it’s actually kind of nice. 

      I heave a heavy sigh and decide to just let go and sit back and enjoy dinner. I don’t talk much because my mom does enough for the three of us. She asks Brooklyn all kinds of questions and to my surprise, Brooklyn seems to be enjoying herself. She asks about me as a kid and my mom eats it up. Any chance to show me off or embarrass me, she grabs a hold of. 

      We eat until Brooklyn has to hold her hands over her plate so my mom won’t fill it up again. To be fair, she did it three times already. I clear the plates off the dining room table and hear them whispering as I walk into the kitchen. 

      I have no idea what my mother is telling Brooklyn, but after a few moments my mom comes into the kitchen to help me clean up. 

      “She said she needed to use the restroom, so I thought I’d sneak in here and apologize.” 

      “You’re not sorry,” I tell her, and she laughs. 

      “True, but I love you.” 

      “I love you too,” I concede and shake my head. “Thank you again for dinner. That was nice of you to cook for us.” 

      “Don’t worry. I’m not staying. I’ve got your driver waiting downstairs now. I just wanted to give you a hug before I left.” 

      I dry my hands off and lean down and give her a kiss on the cheek. “Be safe getting home.” 

      “You better be good to her or else.” She smiles brightly and shrugs. “I’d hate to pick her over my own son.” 

      “Rude,” I chide, but she ignores me as she grabs her purse. 

      “It was so nice to meet you,” she tells Brooklyn as they hug in the hallway. “You’ll be by next week to look at my library, right?” 

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” Brooklyn agrees, and they hug a second time. 

      It’s then I realize that my mom hugged her more and hasn’t give me a second glance as she gets on the elevator and waves goodbye. 

      “I like her,” Brooklyn laughs as I lock the door. 

      “I don’t,” I grumble, and she laughs again, walking into my arms. 

      “Well, I can’t wait to see her again.” She looks up at me and I smile down at her. 

      “I’m having the locks changed first thing tomorrow.” Brooklyn goes up on her toes and I lift her up. “Maybe I should have it done tonight.” 

      I grab her ass and carry her to the back of the penthouse to where my bedroom is. The lights are off in my room, but the skyline of the city glows with the setting sun. 

      “Oh my god, this is so beautiful,” she says as she looks around the space.

      “It’s one advantage to being on the top floor.” I kiss her neck as I let her slide down my body. “There’s a balcony off of the bedroom if you want to go outside.” I kiss her again and smile. “There’s an outdoor tub and shower on it.” 

      “Are you serious?” Her eyes widen, and I nod. 

      “I’ve used the tub a few times after a long day. It’s nice to sit out there and look up at the stars.” 

      “I can’t picture you soaking in a bathtub.”

      “Well now we definitely have to do it.” I take her by the hand and lead her onto the balcony. “I want you to picture me doing everything.” 

      When we walk outside she looks around and her eyes widen in shock. “You were not kidding.” 

      There’s only my balcony on this side of the building and nothing above us for someone to look down. It’s also up high enough that there’s no way someone could see us from a building below. There are plants along the edge and an arbor overhead covered in wisteria. It makes it feel like we’re completely isolated in a garden all to ourselves. The shower is to one side and the tub is in the middle, surrounded by stone steps to get into it and an infinity edge that makes it seem like the water goes on forever.

      “This is like something out of a dream.” 

      “That’s the way I feel about you.” 

      There’s heat in her eyes as I unbutton my shirt and turn on the water for the tub. The sound of running water fills the quiet and I take off my shirt and slacks. She smiles as I walk over to her and kneel down. She took off her shoes at dinner and something about seeing her walk around the penthouse in her bare feet turns me on. It’s like she’s comfortable here, like maybe this can be her home too. 

      I slide my hands up her legs and under her dress. When I feel her bare ass, I’m reminded that her panties are still in my jogging pants from this morning. I hum in approval as I grab the edge of her dress while I stand up, pulling it off in one sweeping motion. 

      Her cheeks blush as I reach around her back and unclip her bra so she’s completely naked in front of me. Her fingers play with the edge of my boxer briefs and I let her take them off of me. 

      My cock springs hard and thick between us; he’s impatient to enter her.

      I walk up the stone steps and sink into the deep warm water, then lean back. She comes in after me and I hold out my hands for her as she straddles my lap. Her thighs are soft against mine as she settles her ass on my legs. I feel her knees on either side of me and my cock is straight up between us. 

      “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my life,” I say, brushing her hair away from her face. Her dark eyes sparkle in the setting sun and my chest aches with what I feel right now. 

      I know the reason I went on that dating app was to find a woman that I could get pregnant. But here and now, seeing her like this, it’s more than I ever thought I deserved. 

      “I just want you to know that I don’t have a lot of experience in this, but I’m certain about this. About you.”

      I nod because I’m afraid if I speak I’ll end up confessing my love to her. I slide my palms down her back and to her ass, where I hold on to her. I slide her close so my cock is nuzzled right up against her pussy, and her tits are in my face. 

      “I’ll take care of you.” I lean forward and suck one of her blush-colored nipples into my mouth. It’s tight and hot as my tongue slides over it and I groan in pleasure. “You’re not on anything, are you?” I slide my cock between her folds and now it’s her turn to groan. “Not the pill or shot, right?” 

      “No, do you have a condom?” She looks around as if just now considering this might be something we need. 

      I shake my head and smile at her. I hold on to the base of my cock as I grip her hip and lift her up. “I said I’ll take care of you.” 

      The feel of her hot pussy on the tip of my cock is like heaven. I’ve never been bare inside a woman before and Brooklyn is tighter than anything I’ve ever felt. This pussy is mine forever and I plan on taking it as many times as I can. I want to make sure my seed holds, not only for my legacy, but because I don’t want her to get away. 

      “Ah,” she hisses as I slide deeper and feel her stretch. 

      “It’s okay, Buttercup.” I slide my thumb over her clit and I feel her clench. 

      Fuck, she can’t get any tighter or I won’t fit. 

      I keep rubbing and after a second, I feel her relax and let me in. The flow of the hot water around us and the feel of her soft skin on mine is enough to make me cum. But I hold out, knowing this needs to feel good for her too. 

      When she’s all the way seated on my cock we both groan. I hold myself deep inside of her, just flexing my cock and rubbing her pussy as she rocks her hips. I suck on her tits and lick water off them as they bounce. 

      I’ve never been so hard, never so goddamn close, and her little moans are driving me insane. 

      “Dash,” she moans as she arches her back. 

      “Don’t fight it. I’m going to have you all night.” 

      She cries out as she clenches around me and I hold her on me. She tries to wiggle off as her climax hits her, but I keep her in place, wringing out all of her pleasure. Waves of it hit her just like in the limo, and as soon as one orgasm is done, another begins. 

      She pulses around my cock, causing my own release, and I’m so fucking deep inside her there’s no way she’s not pregnant. I curse as I keep cumming, and my body doesn’t stop. It’s so fucking hard that for a second I see stars at the edge of my vision. 

      It takes a long time for the two of us to catch our breath, but when I finally come back down to earth I feel her kissing me on my chest. 

      “You’re mine forever now,” I say softly to her, holding her face with both of my hands and kissing her. 

      She bites her bottom lip and I smile at her, then thrust into her. Her mouth opens and she gasps as I move just as hard and thick as before. 

      “Again?” She sounds surprised and happy all at once. 

      “I’m just getting started.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Brooklyn

        

      

    

    
      “You look beautiful.” 

      Dash grabs my hair and pushes it off my shoulder and out of his way to kiss my neck. His arm wraps around my middle as he pulls me into him while his other hand rests on my stomach. 

      This weekend has been everything I could have wished for. It actually sucks that we’re going to have to spend some of it at my family reunion. I wanted to shove dating someone in my sister’s face, but now I only want to lie in bed with Dash all day. 

      “Maybe we should stay here?” I turn in his arms as my hands rest on his broad shoulders.

      “You got to meet my mom. I think it’s only fair I get to meet your dad.” I let out a long sigh. “We don’t have to stay long.” 

      “Fine. We’ll go.” He gives my ass a squeeze and then a quick kiss. “Can we drop by my place after? I want to grab some more stuff.” I want to be able to go to work from here in the morning and I need my things. 

      “Should I send a moving truck?” I bite my bottom lip, loving the sound of that, but it’s too soon. Right? 

      “I’ll need to talk to Blair.” 

      “Is that the only reason you’re not agreeing?” 

      “I think we slid right past moving in together when we had all the unprotected sex,” I laugh. For all I know I could be pregnant right now. 

      “You know I’m all in when it comes to you.” 

      I love how sure he is about us. There are no games or anything. He saw me and wanted me and it’s something I love about him. That’s a word we haven’t used, even though we are talking babies and moving in. 

      “I don’t want a moving truck showing up at my apartment without talking to Blair first. She’s been so good to me, and the girls are like family.”

      “I get that.” He gives me another kiss before releasing me. “I’ll tell the driver we’ll be down in a few minutes.” 

      “Sounds good.” I grab my purse and dig out my lip gloss. 

      I might not want to go, but since I have to I’m going to look my best. Dash doesn't have to try with his slacks and a polo. His hair is a little messy from me running my fingers through it—a habit I’ve picked up whenever we’re close. 

      I exit Dash’s bedroom and then meet him at the front door. He’s there waiting for me with his hand out to take mine. We make our way downstairs and to the waiting car. 

      “You know when you move in you can decorate it any way you want.” He opens the car door for me and gives the driver my father's address.

      “Dash, you don’t have to try and win me over in this. I want to move in.” 

      “I just want you to feel at home and that it’s your place too.” Gah. This man is so freaking sweet. 

      “I think you’ll be keeping me too busy to worry about decorating,” I tease him. 

      He pulls me in for a long kiss and it has me forgetting for a moment where we’re going. That’s until I start to climb on him and I feel the car stop outside my childhood home. 

      “You grew up here?”

      I nod. It’s a beautiful home, but not my taste. My family isn’t as wealthy as Dash’s, but my dad isn't far behind. “What does your father do?” 

      “Investment banking. He’s a workaholic.” 

      I don’t think he saw the way his wife and Charlotte treated me. He was too busy working long hours and his job was always his first love. He did his part by having someone to watch over me. The few times I did tell him about something Charlotte did when I was little, he brushed it off as normal sibling rivalry. After a while I stopped telling him. It hurt when he never noticed or acknowledged it, but it hurt less to say nothing. 

      Dash exits the car and holds out his hand for me. Cars already line the driveway and I realize it’s going to be a full house. 

      “In and out, right?” I look up at him and he nods. 

      “If that is what you want. But it’s going to be fine.” 

      He leans down and places a kiss on the top of my head and I relax knowing he’s close. We make our way up the long sidewalk and the front door swings open before we reach it. Charlotte stands there looking every bit a Stepford wife. I swear each year she not only looks more like her mother but her hair gets blonder too. 

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in. I wasn't sure you’d remember where we lived. It’s not like you come and visit your own father.” 

      Her tone comes off as playful, but I know it's far from that. She opens her arms for a hug and my manners get the best of me. I open an arm and lean into her so it’s only a half hug since Dash won’t let me go. 

      “I’ve been busy with work.” I try and get my own dig in since she’s never worked a day in her life. Her goal has always been to marry rich, but that hasn't worked out so far. She’s always with someone, but they’ve yet to stay around. 

      “Oh right, you’re a schoolteacher.” Her brand new nose scrunches for what I’m sure isn’t the first time. “And who is this handsome man?” Her eyes lock on Dash, and I hate it. 

      He’s not paying her any attention as he looks right over the top of her head and into the house. 

      “Dash, this is Charlotte.” He finally acknowledges her and his tone is bored. 

      “Hi.” 

      I fight not to laugh even though I wish I could be outright rude. It’s just not something I have in me. The only time I’ve ever tried was on our first date and it didn’t work. 

      Charlotte holds her hand out for him to shake, but he just holds his up and shows her our fingers are entwined. Charlotte laughs as though it’s a joke, but I see the anger in her eyes. 

      “Is everyone here already?” I ask. 

      “Yep.” She finally steps back and lets us in. “The men are in Daddy’s office.” She points to the double doors with one open. “Why don’t you go introduce yourself to our father? Brooklyn’s gotta help us in the kitchen.” 

      “I want to say hi to Dad first.” I’m not about to leave Dash without introducing them, and even then I don't want to leave him at all. 

      “Fine.” Charlotte rolls her eyes. “Meet me in the kitchen.” 

      As soon as she’s gone, I whisper to Dash, “She doesn't even cook.” 

      “Doesn't look like she eats either.” I snort, but Charlotte would take that as a compliment. 

      “Are you going to be okay if I leave you with my dad for a little while?” I ask before we walk into his office. 

      “I’ll be fine.” He gives my hand a squeeze. “I want a chance to talk to him.” Before I can ask about what, my dad is coming out of his office. 

      “Brooklyn.” He opens his arms as he walks toward me and wraps me in a hug. Dash lets go of my hand this time so I can hug him back. 

      “Hey, Dad.” 

      “You brought someone.” He smiles over at Dash, holding out his hand. “Dash Belmont.” Dad says his name, clearly already knowing who Dash is. 

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Tanner.” 

      “Call me John.” 

      “Thank you for having me, John.” 

      “Anyone who is a friend of Brooklyn’s is welcome in our home.” 

      “We’re more than friends,” Dash says, and my face heats. I’ve never brought anyone home before. 

      “Right. Come into my office and we’ll talk. A few of us are already having drinks.” Dash looks down at me, and I think he’s waiting for me to agree. I smile up at him and nod.

      He knows I don't want to stay long and is silently telling me if I give him the word he won’t leave my side. 

      “I’ll be in the kitchen.” Dash gives me a quick kiss on my lips right in front of my father before I rush off. 

      When I enter the kitchen I only see Charlotte and a few people dressed in all black with aprons on. They’re plating food while she sits and drinks a glass of wine. 

      “Dash Belmont. Really, Brooklyn? You know pregnancy makes you fat.” 

      What the hell does that even mean? 

      “You know Dash?” I say instead. I’m not talking to her about Dash and me having babies. 

      “Everyone knows the Belmonts.” She gives me a dramatic eyeroll. 

      “We don’t run in the same circles.” 

      “Because you’re just an innocent schoolteacher. You’re so pathetic.” 

      I’m living my life and somehow that makes me pathetic. 

      “Why is that? Is it because I landed someone like Dash, you have to find a way to belittle it? You can try all you want. I know he loves me.” Even though we haven't said the exact words, I feel it. He loves me and I love him. 

      Charlotte throws back her head and laughs. “This is worse than I thought. I was sure you were in on it.” She keeps on laughing and my stomach tightens. She’s too excited about this. “You think he loves you? Let me guess. He wants you to have his baby too?” She stops laughing, leveling me with a stare and a happy smirk.

      She picks up some paper from the kitchen counter and I realize everyone in the kitchen has gone quiet. I’m sure they’re hanging on to every word. 

      “Have a look.” She walks over and drops the stack of papers in front of me. 

      “What is it?” I look down, thinking they’re legal documents. 

      “Nothing much, just the Belmont Trust.” 

      My eyes scan over the first page and I know I should push it away because I have no right to look over this. But the way she’s laughing and how smug she is, there has to be a reason. 

      “In ten months he has to produce an heir or he loses it all.” She points at the date on the paper and I see Dash’s birthday is the expiration date. 

      I shake my head. This can’t be right. “I thought maybe you were in on it and doing some sort of marriage of convenience, but you actually bought it. Brooklyn, honey, you’re so trusting. You really should know better.” She shakes her head at me. 

      She’s right, I should know better. Dash really is the jerk all my friends thought he was. I bet when he saw me so desperate for love and willing to trust anyone, he knew I was a perfect target. Why else did I fall for all of this? It must have been written all over my face that first night and he knew I was an easy mark. 

      “Are you gonna cry? Come on, let's not make this more pathetic than it already is.”

       One of the servers tries to hand me a napkin. “Are you okay?”

      “Get back to work,” Charlotte snaps at the woman and snatches the napkin from her hand. She tosses it down onto the counter and scoffs. 

      “There’s no need to be rude.” I look over to the woman. “Thank you.” I give her a small smile and she nods at me before grabbing a tray of food and leaving the kitchen. The others follow her out, leaving me alone with Charlotte. 

      “So, are you going to scream at him or run out of here crying?” 

      “I feel sorry for you.” I sniff as I pick up the napkin and wipe my tears away with it. 

      “For me? I’m not the one being made a fool of.” 

      “I’d rather be made a fool than be someone who enjoys watching someone else’s pain. I’ll be a fool any day over what you are.” 

      “What am I?” she shrieks, and I realize my words hit a little too close to home.

      “A miserable person.” I turn around and slowly make my way out of the kitchen. 

      I’m not running out of here, but I’m leaving. I’m going to my apartment with my real family who love me without conditions and limits. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Dash

        

      

    

    
      I stand up and shake Brooklyn’s father’s hand and we say goodbye as we exit his office. I didn’t want to talk to him in the other room with everyone else in there. I wanted to speak to him privately and our conversation didn’t take long. Once it’s over I decide I’d have more fun in the kitchen with Brooklyn than I would trying to make small talk with a bunch of strangers. 

      On my way to locate the kitchen, I see the grand staircase beyond the foyer. There’s a blond woman at the top glaring at me with a cold expression. She’s got her hair pulled back in a severe knot that looks like it’s meant to flatten out the wrinkles around her eyes. She’s dressed in all black with dark red lips, and as I approach the stairs she descends them. 

      “You must be Dash.” Her tone doesn’t invite conversation, and when she gets to the next to last step she holds out her hand like I should kiss it. “I’ve heard all about you.” 

      I stare at her hand, and although I don’t want to be rude, I have a suspicion that this is Brooklyn’s stepmother, and for that alone she doesn’t deserve my good manners. 

      “Not from my Brooklyn, I’m certain.” I smile as politely as I can, but she doesn’t miss the slight dig. “You must be Victoria. And I’ve heard all about you.” 

      If it’s possible, her face gets even tighter as she presses her lips together and finally decides to drop the hand I have no plans on touching. She doesn’t move from the step she’s on and I have a feeling it’s so that I won’t be able to look down at her. With her on the stairs and me below her, she has the ability to look down her nose at me. 

      “I’m sure Brooky has told you all kinds of wonderful stories.” Her smile is as cold as her heart. “But to be honest, the real gossip is that from what I’ve been told, you’re in the market for a mare.” 

      “Excuse me?” I feel my eyebrows pull together in confusion as she puts a hand on her chest. 

      “I’m sorry,” she says, but she’s anything but sorry. “Aren’t you looking to stud yourself out? From the whispers I’ve heard you’ve got to produce a little bundle of joy rather quickly, and I’m guessing my stepdaughter was all too eager.” She tilts her head to the side as if I’m a child. “Those extra pounds must have finally paid off.” 

      Anger burns through me along with embarrassment for Brooklyn. I never wanted her to get involved in all of that bullshit. As soon as I met her, I knew she was different, but this is how I repay her kindness. By putting her in the middle of their gossip pit full of vipers.

      “Watch yourself,” I warn, unable to control my temper. 

      She cuts her eyes at me and I clench my fists at my side. What Brooklyn told me about Victoria was kind compared to what I’m seeing in front of me now. There is no illusion of duty or obligation, only pure evil and vengeance.

      “Oh Dash, I think you’re the one who needs to watch it. Although I would love a Belmont as a future son-in-law, I’m afraid you’re not getting off that easy.” I don’t like the threat she’s giving me as she walks down the last few steps and breezes by me. “You see, Charlotte is breaking the news to your precious incubator right now, and knowing Brooklyn the way we do, the shame she will bring on this family as an unwed mother will be a heavy burden.” 

      I open my mouth to speak and she giggles like a teenager as she waves my protests away. 

      “So if there’s a chance you’ve knocked her up already, we’ll have the DNA tested and you’ll empty your pockets for my grandchild.” She chokes on the last word but raises her chin in challenge. 

      Fuck, this is all spinning too fast. I need to talk to Brooklyn. Just as I look around for the direction of the kitchen, I see a flash of dark hair coming from that direction. 

      “Brooklyn,” I breathe as I walk to her, but the second she looks up, her tearful eyes meet mine and my chest is crushed. “Let me explain.” 

      She opens her mouth but then snaps it shut and shakes her head as she tries to walk past me. Anger and frustration bite at my heels as I jump in front of her and block her way. 

      “No, we’re not doing this again. You’re not running from me.” 

      “Dash,” she says softly as she comes to an abrupt halt, nearly hitting my chest. 

      I hear that rotten giggle again and I look over to see Victoria leaning against the banister as Charlotte slowly walks out of the kitchen to join her mother. 

      “No!” My voice is louder and clearer this time and Brooklyn snaps her head up to look at me. “We are not doing this again. I’m not going to lose you because of a misunderstanding.” 

      “What’s to misunderstand?” she asks, and though I might be completely desperate, it sounds like there’s a shred of hope in her voice. 

      “I wanted to tell you in private, I was going to tell you all of it. I didn’t mean for it to happen like this.” 

      I hear the front door open behind me but I don’t turn around to see who it is. I don’t give a fuck right now. The only thing I care about is making Brooklyn understand and keeping her from running from me. If everyone at this party hears this, then so be it. 

      “What’s he doing here?” I hear Charlotte hiss to Victoria. 

      Brooklyn looks back at them and then past me to the person who just walked in. “I know that guy,” she says, mostly to herself, and I finally peer over my shoulder to see my cousin Josh walking in like he owns the place. 

      He sees me and his steps falter for just a moment before he continues on his path to where we’re standing. 

      “Cousin!” he says with his arms stretched wide, like he’s going to hug me. “Great to see you here.” 

      “You know him?” I ask Brooklyn, ignoring Josh, and she nods slowly. 

      “He came to the school last week asking me about enrollment.” She blinks a few times and shakes her head. Then she leans closer and whispers, “He gave me the creeps.” 

      I turn around to face Josh and position Brooklyn at my back. For all the shit hitting the fan right now, I feel her move in close to me and place her palm against my shoulder. Good. I need her on my side right now. 

      “I’ve been looking for you,” I say through gritted teeth, and he drops his arms and cocks his head to the side. 

      “Why didn’t you just call me, Dash?” His smile falls just a fraction as he looks beyond me to Victoria and Charlotte. “You know I’m always happy to help with whatever difficulties you’re having.” 

      That motherfucker has the balls to wink at Brooklyn before he slicks his dark hair back out of his face. 

      “I’m done playing with you, Josh.” I crack my knuckles and some of the color drains from his face. “As of a phone call this morning, I’ve got enough evidence of your embezzlement in the company bank account to send your ass to prison. I was going to give you the benefit of the doubt, but you fucked around and messed with the woman I love.” 

      He spurts out a few words and then holds his hands up. “Let me explain.” 

      “There’s nothing left to explain. Not only were you skimming money off the top, but you created the fake profile to trick Brooklyn’s roommates into thinking I was still on the market. Geoff emailed me the information this morning from the dating app and their records. You didn’t even bother to cover it with a different email, you stupid fuck.” 

      His face is turning bright red now as he looks around the room. “You won’t get away with this. I’ll have my lawyers crawl up your ass.” 

      “You’ve gotten caught with your hand in the cookie jar. The feds are at your house right now. You’re finished, Josh. The trust is voided based on felony charges, and whether Brooklyn is pregnant or not, you’re out of the running.” I lean in a little closer and smile so big my teeth show. “You lose, cousin. The company is mine.” 

      Before he can say other word, there’s a sound to my right and I see Brooklyn’s father speaking softly to someone in a suit. The guy who must be security comes closer to us, but Josh takes off out the door before he can catch him. I ache to chase him down and beat his face into the driveway, but I don’t want to leave Brooklyn’s side. Not when she’s hurting and I still need to explain to her. 

      “You love me?” she whispers, and I turn around to hold her in my arms. 

      “I should have told you everything about that contract before it got this far.” My voice is solemn but firm. “But I fell so fucking hard and none of it mattered. I love you, Brooklyn. I loved you at first sight and went deeper with every second I spent with you.” I touch my thumb to her cheek and graze it along her soft skin. “When I said I’m yours, I meant it.” 

      “I love you too.” She bites her lip as she fights a smile and leans in to my touch. 

      “I will give everything up if you just say the word. I never wanted Josh to have the company, but I don’t want it either if it means you won’t be by my side.” 

      “I’m not going anywhere.” 

      I wrap my arms around to make sure and I look into her eyes. “Never?” 

      “Never.” 

      “Marry me.” 

      She stiffens in shock for half a second before she beams up at me. “Are you kidding me?” 

      “I’m not asking, I’m demanding. Love me forever, Brooklyn. Marry me and be mine.” 

      “Yes.” 

      She doesn’t get the word out fully before I’ve swept her up in my arms. I kiss her and she laughs as I spin her around. 

      The sharp sound of a throat clearing has me coming back to reality. I stop and stare at where Brooklyn’s father is standing next to Victoria and Charlotte, and they’re staring at us like we’re wild animals. 

      When I spoke with Brooklyn’s father, I told him my intentions of marrying his daughter. And while he was nice enough, the disinterest in his eyes made me realize that although I was trying my best, none of them would ever do the same for my Brooklyn. They don’t deserve her light or her kindness. 

      “I’m assuming Josh was an invited guest by one of you two?” I nod towards Victoria and Charlotte. They don’t deny it, so I nod, not needing confirmation. “I see how the news spread so quickly then.” I pull Brooklyn into my side as I look down at her and then back at the family that took her for granted. “You have all missed an opportunity in your life that you’ll never get back.” 

      Without another word I take my love with me and we leave the mansion just as more guests arrive. 

      My driver is ready by the car and opens the door as soon as he sees us. I carefully help Brooklyn into the back before I tell him to take us home and enclose us in the back. 

      “What did you mean back there?” she asks softly as I pull her into my lap. 

      “The part about loving you?” Her cheeks blush, and I lean in and kiss them. 

      “No, about them missing an opportunity?” 

      I stare at her and then cup her face in both my hands. “How do you not see how perfect you are?” I kiss her softly before I rest my forehead to hers. “They’ve missed an opportunity to have your light around them, Buttercup. They’ve missed the chance of a lifetime to be in your presence. You’re never going back to that house again, and you won’t be their punching bag. You are too fucking precious and they have no idea what they’ve squandered by letting you go.” 

      “Dash,” she whispers, and I slide my hands down her body. 

      “I will never allow anyone or anything to come between us.” I shove her dress up and her bare thighs spread on either side of mine. “Even now I want to go back and tear that house down brick by brick.” 

      “I love you, Dash.” She rocks her hips closer to where I need her most and I groan. 

      I reach between us and free my cock as I lift her up and slide her wet heat onto me. “Fuck, I love you too.” I groan again when the tip of my cock finds her hot entrance. “I need you.” 

      She hisses as I thrust in balls deep, and I kiss her to swallow her cries. My tongue moves against hers and my cock swells inside of her sheath. She’s so fucking tight that I have to wait a second for her to adjust to my size. Even after all the times we made love, she’s still gripping me like it’s the first. 

      “Goddamn,” I growl as I try to control myself. She’s clenching around me and rocking her hips, but I still haven’t caught my breath. “Slow down.” 

      She whines and, fuck, that makes it worse. I’m too on edge after that confrontation and I can’t hold out for her if she keeps doing that with her pussy. 

      Rocking her hips again, I bury my face in her neck and try to take a breath. She’s too hot, too tight, too fucking sweet. With one last clench of her pussy, I grunt out my orgasm into her and I feel her body tremble with desire. I reach between us and rub her clit as I hold her still and that’s all it takes to send her over the edge with me. 

      Is this what love is like? The inability to hold back and the raw need just on the surface waiting to take a breath? With Brooklyn in my arms I don’t know what else there’s left for me beyond this moment, but I want all of it with her by my side. 

      “I love you.” My voice is hoarse but she leans back to look at me. “You’re mine, you know that, right?” 

      She nods as I kiss her again, just because I can. “You’re my reward for going through all of this.” 

      “Your reward?” She laughs and the sound hits me directly in the heart. 

      “My sweet reward.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            



          

      

    

    







Epilogue

          

          Brookyln

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Almost nine months later…

      

      

      My finger slides back and forth against Dash’s wedding band. I can feel the tension in his body as I lean in to him. He’s trying to hide it from me so he can be the calm one. He wants to be strong for me when really he’s about to lose his mind with worry. It’s a big day for us because it won’t be just the two of us any longer. Our family is about to grow, and even though he’s excited, he’s worried.

      “You want to play the name game again?” I ask. That will keep him busy because we need three boy names and three girl names to be completely ready. 

      “I’ll do whatever you like.” He places his hand on my very pregnant belly and I smile. That seems to be all of me these days since I’m carrying triplets. 

      “Do you wish we would have found out what we’re having?” 

      I thought it would be fun to wait. It made knowing how to decorate the nursery hard, but we went with a teddy bear theme so it didn't matter if we had all boys or girls. Deep down I feel like we’re going to have both, but I don’t know for sure. 

      “It makes absolutely no difference to me. They are our babies and that’s all that matters.” One of them gives his hand a hard kick and he scolds them. “Don’t do that to Mommy.” 

      It makes me giggle because none of them listen to him. 

      “You’re the one who put three babies inside of me,” I remind him. “I don’t think when you were told to make an heir they meant for you to make them all at once,” I tease. 

      “I put those babies inside of you because I wanted to.”

      I snort a laugh at his stern expression. 

      If there is one thing I’ve learned about my Dash over the last few months, it’s that no one makes him do anything he doesn't want to do. He will always do whatever it takes to make me happy. 

      “Don’t make me laugh. I might pee myself.” He leans over, kissing me, cutting off my laughter. I sigh into his mouth and think about how much I love him. He would truly do anything for me. 

      “I’d give up everything for you. My last breath is yours. Everything I am is yours. I love you so damn much.” 

      My eyes sting with tears. “Now you’re going to make me cry.” His hand cups my cheek and I turn to kiss his palm. I feel the same about him. He’s given me a life beyond my wildest dreams. 

      “Don’t cry, Buttercup. I’m not sure I can handle your tears.” He’s going to be on edge until these babies are born today.

      “I’m going to be fine.” 

      We leave for the hospital soon. With triplets they don't let you wait to go into labor and I’ve already been on bed rest for the past month to be safe. I’m ready for our babies to be here and for me to be out of this bed, but I should enjoy the down time while I’ve got it. The next few months are going to be crazy, but I miss being intimate with Dash too. He worries over me, and I want him to see that everything is going to be fine. 

      We were a little shocked when the doctor first told us we were having twins. Then we went for our next appointment and they said triplets. Apparently one was hiding behind another and Dash is convinced that’s his daughter. He thinks her brothers were being overprotective and hiding her. 

      “I won’t let it go any other way,” he says, and I smile against his mouth, taking another kiss.

      “I can’t believe how long we’re going to go without sex.” That’s really my only complaint about all of this. 

      “You horny?” I feel his hand move up my thigh. 

      “Since they told us we can’t have sex, it’s all I want to do. It’s the same with them saying I couldn't eat this morning. What the hell? Who tells a pregnant woman she can’t eat?” 

      “I’ll take your mind off food.” His hand keeps moving up my thigh and I see the determination in his eyes. 

      When they told me I couldn't eat after midnight, Dash made me breakfast at eleven-thirty last night. I was half asleep as he happily shoved pancakes in my mouth. My husband was very smug as he did it. 

      He kisses down my jaw to my neck. I tilt my head as his hand slips into my panties. “I don’t remember anyone saying I couldn't make my wife cum.” 

      I whimper because I always get so turned on when he calls me his wife. I spread my legs wider as he parts the lips of my sex and his finger strums my clit. 

      I bury my face in his neck as he makes me quickly climax. The man knows my body better than I do and he enjoys himself as he licks his fingers clean. 

      “That’s going to be the last one for a while.” 

      I breathe him in, feeling more relaxed now. I already was but now I’m mush. 

      “It will be worth it.” I nod in agreement. 

      I hear his phone buzz and know it’s time to go. He helps me to my feet and I take one last look around our home. 

      “When we come back here we’re going to have a houseful.” 

      “We might need a bigger place,” he says offhandedly, and I smile. 

      “Yeah, if you keep putting triplets in me, we might.” 

      I take his hand as we walk to the elevator. We’ve talked a lot about finding a home with some land. I’d love a farm with a few animals, but I wanted to wait. It was a lot to take on right now in the wake of our wedding and the news of triplets. We got married fast and found out we were expecting in a blink after that. I’m pretty sure he knocked me up that first night we made love. I wanted to enjoy our quiet time before the babies arrived and not have a million other things on my plate. 

      “Well, that’s what you get for having such a sweet pussy.” 

      I burst into laughter “Don’t make me laugh.” I grab my stomach. 

      “Sorry.” He smiles, but I’m not buying it. 

      The car is waiting for us when we exit and he helps me in. “My bag,” I shout, thinking I forgot something. 

      “Already beside you.” 

      “Right.” I should have known he would be two steps ahead because he always is. He gets in behind me and wraps his arm around my shoulder. “You’re about to be a daddy.” 

      “I don’t know what I did in this life for you to give me this gift, but thank you.” 

      I look up at him and see the tenderness in his eyes. “Thank you for loving me.” 

      “Never thank me for that. It’s impossible not to love you. It’s like breathing.” 

      Like always he melts my insides and lives up to his word. He might not be perfect, but he’s perfect for me.
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Epilogue

          

          Dash

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One year later… 

      

      

      “Are they finally settled in?” Brooklyn asks as I close the door to our bedroom. 

      “I think they were too excited to sleep, but they’ve finally passed out.” I smile as I shake my head. “Your daughter is just like you.” 

      “Why is she my daughter when she’s done something mischievous?” 

      I raise my eyebrow at her as I take my shirt off. 

      “You love it.” 

      “I do,” I agree, walking across the plush carpet to our bed. “Are you finally settled in?” 

      She bites her lip as she wiggles under the covers and nods. “I can’t believe we’re finally spending the night in our new house.”

      We’ve spent the last year raising our two sons and daughter in the penthouse downtown while we searched for the perfect place. It didn’t take long for us to realize we couldn’t find the perfect place, but we could find the perfect spot. We knew where we wanted to be and about how much land we wanted, and once we found that I had a construction team get to work. We built our dream home, and although it took time, we’re finally here. 

      We brought the kids home today and it’s the first night they’re in their new rooms. My mom is staying in her wing of the house tonight for the first time as well, since we asked her to live with us. It was Brooklyn’s idea, after my mom constantly wanted to be with the triplets and helped us out during Brooklyn’s recovery. We’re the only family she has left, so it made sense. I had them build a whole section of the house just for her, and she cried the day we showed it to her. 

      I didn’t realize how starved for family Brooklyn was until we were married and expecting. Ever since the babies arrived it’s like a switch has been flipped for her. She’s finally able to have what she always wanted and be surrounded by people that truly love her because of who she is. 

      “Are you happy with the bed?” 

      She laughs and nods as I crawl on it to join her. We debated over our bed for weeks until she found the perfect one. It’s big enough that our entire family could sleep in it if she wants it that way, but also perfect for our nighttime mattress dancing. 

      “Good.” I push back the covers and climb on top of her and she spreads her legs. “I think we should break it in just to be sure. Don’t you think?” 

      “You’re probably right. We should give it a thorough once-over before we pass the warranty date.” She licks her lips and I grin as I move down her body and push her knees apart. 

      “Buttercup, what I’m about to do to you on here is going to void that warranty.” 

      She moans as I kiss the small patch of curls on her mound and then slide my tongue between her lips. 

      Her thighs fall open all the way as she rocks her hips up to meet my mouth. Her favorite thing in the world is my mouth on her pussy and I can’t say I disagree. I push two fingers inside of her as I slick my tongue over her clit and then suck on it. She’s slippery already and I glide in and out of her easily. Her grip on my hair tightens as I get my pinky wet and then slide it to her back entrance. I press into her just a bit and she releases my hair to claw at the sheets. I smile as I lick her pussy and keep playing with her. 

      This little treat drives her wild, and the sight of her coming undone gives me just as much pleasure as it does her. I grind my cock into the mattress to relieve some of the ache, but it does no good. I’m hard and heavy for her, and there won’t be relief until I’m inside her tight cunt. 

      “Dash, oh god, I’m right there.” 

      “Where are you, Buttercup?” I curl my fingers in her pussy just a little and rub that special spot she likes most. She cries out and rocks her hips to try and get that last little edge. “You’re going to wait for me, aren’t you?” 

      “No.” She shakes her head back and forth on the pillow. “Just make me cum again later. Don’t make me wait.” She whines and grabs my hair again to hold me in place. 

      I have to hold back a laugh at seeing her so close to her climax. She always gets bossy when I’ve got her like this, but I love it. “As you wish.” 

      With one flick of my tongue across her clit, she cries out and her body tenses. She falls over into paradise and her pleasure is my own. Her body is flush and her nipples are tight as I watch her cum for me. There’s nothing sexier than seeing my wife lost to her desire. 

      “Remember what you said.” I kiss my way up her body and thrust into her still-pulsing pussy in one long stroke. “You’re going to cum again for me.” 

      “I can’t,” she moans as she lies on the bed, splayed out and boneless. 

      “You will.” I lean down and suck on the tight peak of her nipple as I thrust harder. 

      “Dash,” she moans and I feel her legs wrap around my waist. 

      “That’s my girl.” 

      In the end, she gives me what I want, but it’s really what we’re both after: her pleasure. 

      I went into all of this with an idea of what I wanted in my mind, but from the moment I met Brooklyn she changed all of that for me. She’s more than I could have hoped for and she’s made my life one that’s beyond what I could have dreamed. She tells me all the time that I’ve made her so happy, but I don’t think she will ever understand how she has changed me. 

      She made me into a man that I’m proud to be; a husband to her and a father to our babies. What more could I ask for then her by my side? She’s my reason for breathing and my sweet reward.

      

      
        
        THE END!
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          by Alexa Riley

        

      

    

    
      Bailey Webb has stressed and worried about her special needs sister Hazel ever since their mom took off. She’s struggling to keep both their heads above water until a chance meeting changes her life forever.

      From the moment Shawn Reed meets Bailey, all he wants to do is protect her. Not only does she need help but so does her sister, and he’s ready to step up to the plate.

      Warning: This overly sweet and precious story is filled with so much love. It’s got surprise presents, baby farm animals, and a hero who loves to spoil. It’s all you could ask for, plus a mountain of sugar on top. Call your dentist and schedule an appointment. This book is guaranteed to give you cavities.

    

  


  
    
      To Emily…

      We were worried about getting this wrong, but you helped us find the way. Thank you for everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Bailey

        

      

    

    
      “I should have brought a change of clothes,” I tell Kyle as I take my purse out of my locker then close it again. “It’s too late now.”

      I’ll never be able to drive home and still make it to the meeting on time. Not that I really have anything nicer than my work uniform I could wear. I have no clue what people wear to a shareholders meeting. Not that I even know what a shareholders meeting is. All I really want is a minute of Mr. Reed’s time, and I know he’ll be at the meeting.

      He’s the CEO and holds the majority shares for Community Mart grocery stores. It’s an employee-owned grocery store, which means all the employees who work at the grocery store have stock in the company. It’s part of being an employee, but it also means you can go to the quarterly meeting if you like. I’ve never known anyone to actually go before, but I don’t have any other options. Talking to the CEO is my last shot. He could make or break things for my sister Hazel and me.

      “Who cares? It’s your work uniform and it’s a company meeting. If they don’t like these uniforms, then they should change them.” Kyle plops down onto the bench and opens up his lunch. He digs into the bag and it reminds me that I haven’t eaten today. By the time I got off the phone with one of my sister’s doctors, I’d been out of time to eat and had to get back to my register.

      “The uniform isn’t that bad.”

      Kyle makes a face at me as if I’ve lost my mind, but I’m not sure he’d find any uniform to his liking. He told me the other day it needed a pop of color. We wear black pants with a white polo and our name tags. If you ask me, I think we’re pretty lucky and I’m not going to complain about it. Over at Sun Price grocery store they have to wear these ridiculous hats that have a spinning propeller on top of it.

      “I could blend into the walls wearing this.”

      “With the customers we get, sometimes I wish I could blend in with the walls. I don’t need any flair to draw attention to me.” You’d be shocked how mean some people can be over expired coupons or us running out of a product. Not that they’re all bad. I do have a ton of customers I love who always seek out my line.

      “Ain’t that the truth. Mr. Sims is always on the lookout for you.” Kyle wiggles his eyebrows and I have to fight a groan. Who doesn't that man notice? I think his only preference is vagina.

      “Please don’t start with that.” I sit down next to Kyle on the bench and he hands me an apple slice. I take it knowing this will be it until I get home and have dinner tonight.

      “Just saying he’s a hottie.”

      “He’s also our boss,” I remind him. I have no desire to get tangled up with my boss and then end up without a job when things inevitably go south. The store manager, Mason Sims, thinks he’s a ladies’ man. I think he’s only into me because I never flirt with him like everyone else does. He’s so creepy. He’s our freaking manager and he flirts with everyone. Not just employees but customers, too.

      “Don’t forget a manwhore,” Kyle adds, reading my mind. He scrunches up his nose and shakes his head. “Who knows how many holes he’s stuck his D into.”

      I smack his arm. “Shh,” I half-heartedly scold him, not wanting us to get busted talking shit on the boss. “That’s gross,” I add. I don’t want to think about Mason’s D.

      Don’t get me wrong. I can see why it’s so easy for Mason to land as many women as he does with his looks. He’s got that whole all-American thing going on with blond hair and blue eyes. He’s also good at his job, except for the flirting crap. Still, he rubs me the wrong way. Those baby-blue eyes of his linger too long on my body and it makes me uneasy. He’s clever, though; he makes sure to do it when no one else is around.

      “You going to make it home before Annie needs to leave? I can always go over when I get off my shift,” Kyle offers, making sure I have someone to take care of my little sister if I can’t get home fast enough.

      He knows my sister Hazel can’t be home alone. She gets off school at three, and the state helps with after school care three days a week because she is special needs. The other two, Annie comes to the grocery store and helps bag groceries. She loves it. She spends all the money she makes on feeding her animals.

      “I should be fine. Annie doesn't leave until six thirty. I think I should be back home by then. The meeting is at three. How long could it last?”

      “No clue. Sounds boring as shit to me. I’d fall asleep.” This I believe. Kyle can power nap anywhere. I’ve had to nudge him awake a few times at work. I once found him asleep on his lunch break in the back room on a pile of paper towels. It actually looked more comfortable than my bed. But in all fairness, my bed is a sofa pullout. “Let me know if you get held up. You know I love me some Hazel Basil time.”

      “You can come by for dinner if you want. I promised Hazel we’d have pizza tonight.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll grab the pizza though. One less thing you need to worry about.” I reach for my purse to fish out some money. Pizza is the one thing I let us splurge on each week. It’s Hazel’s favorite. “Don’t even think about it.” Kyle stands and grabs his lunch. “I’ll get the pizza. You get it next time.”

      “Thanks.” I know he’s offering to pick it up because he knows how tight money is for Hazel and me. I also know there’s no fighting with Kyle when he gets his mind set on something. I learned that within the first week we worked together.

      I’m more of an introvert who wants to work and keep my head down. I have too many other things to focus and worry about and don't have time for friends. Hazel owns all my time and I’m good with that. I love my sister and we are a team.

      When I met Kyle he informed me we were going to be best friends. I brushed off his comment at first, but within a week he was right. The man is relentless in the sweetest way. I don't know what I would have done without him over the last few months.

      “See you tonight,” he tells me as he starts to push out of the break room. “Oh, and I hear Mr. CEO is a hottie!” he yells as he departs.

      Of course he heard that. When I think of the CEO of Community Mart I think of a graying older man in his sixties with a big belly. I do think he’s probably really kind if you go by how he runs the company. The stores are always putting on food drives and offering different things for employees. Like the program they offer so that Hazel can work here even with her special needs. It’s why I had a spark of hope that Mr. Reed would be able to help me. He seems like he cares, and I’m banking on that today.

      Picking my purse up from off the bench, I head for Mason’s office. The door is open, so I knock on the frame. He looks up at me from over his computer and smiles.

      “Come on in, Bailey.”

      “Oh, I was just letting you know I’m heading out.” On Thursday I normally work until six, but I requested off early for the meeting.

      “You’re really going to that?” Mason asks, and I nod. I’m not going because I care about the shares meeting. I’m going so I can get a minute of Mr. Reed’s time. I’m told he’s always at the meetings. Though with my luck lately he won’t be this time. But I still have to try. I really don’t want to go the route of showing up at his office. That seems creepy, and I really want to make a good impression.

      He lets out a long sigh. “Fine.” He shakes his head as if he’s disappointed in me for taking the time off. Which I’ve never done before. In fact, I pick up every shift that I can and come in when they need me if called. Asking to leave a few hours early should not be a problem. “But we need to talk when you get back,” he adds, making my stomach clench with panic.

      “Is something wrong?” I take a step into his office, wringing my hands together. I cannot lose this job. Not only do I need the money, but the insurance is about to be everything for Hazel and me. I need that more than anything.

      “I think maybe your role around here should change. Maybe a promotion.” He stands up from his desk and walks towards me. I have to fight myself from taking a step back. He reaches out, tucking a piece of my blonde hair behind my ear. “I do need an assistant manager now that Kim is leaving to go work at the corporate office.” His finger trails down my neck and it sends uncomfortable chills down my spine.

      Here I thought Kim leaving was going to be a good thing. She was mean and I’m happy she’s gone. Kyle, Hazel and I might have all done a happy dance when we heard the good news. Kim didn’t like us, and it didn't help that Hazel is not one to hold her tongue. She made a few comments about Kim right to her face, and it took everything in me not to burst into laughter. Though it was clear to Kim at the time I was dying to. That really didn’t help her from disliking our little group.

      I’m pretty sure she’s leaving because of Mason. Another girl bites the dust after having a quick affair with him. They all fall in love then can’t stand to watch him move on so easily. Kim had taken it harder than some of the others. She’d gone from mild bitch to mega bitch.

      “I should really go. Don’t want to be late.” I swallow the lump in my throat, wanting to get out of here before something happens. He's offering me a promotion. It’s better pay, but I can see clearly what he wants in return. My skin feels tight and the office feels smaller.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” he finally says after a few beats.

      I think he was enjoying my unease. I nod before I practically run from his office. When I finally make it to my car, I let out a deep breath I didn't realize I’d been holding. My mind races, but I push all the Mason Sims bullshit to the side. I have something more important to focus on right now. I’ll worry about that mess tomorrow.

      I put the key in the ignition and pray it starts. When it does my chest feels lighter. It always does when the car actually starts. I don’t have time to get a jump start. I really need to find the time to get a battery. Oh, and the money for it.

      When I pull out onto the highway, I go over in my head what I’m going to say to Mr. Reed. I’ve practiced over and over again. I’m not above begging at this point. I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure my sister is never taken from me. We’re a team and I won’t have that broken.
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