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 Chapter 1 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    "You sure you're going to be okay without me?" I smiled down at Erica as she stood encircled in my arms tightly. "I'm the only one that knows how you like your coffee in the morning." 
 
    She laughed, but the sound was far from joyous. Something was wrong and had been since the fucking art show. I couldn't pry from her what was going on, so I'd forced myself to stop trying over the last week. I'd just love her through it, and when she was ready to talk - if ever - she would.  
 
    "I've been making my own coffee for many years before you came along, Matthew Bryant." She lifted to her toes and pulled me down for a long kiss.  
 
    Every cell in my body woke up and begged for me to push the moment farther.  
 
    "You know I love you, right?" I reached up and cupped the side of her cheek as the sound of my father's private jet roaring to life stole her attention.  
 
    She turned and looked toward it before stepping back from me. "I know. I love you too. Please be careful, okay?" 
 
    "I will." I pulled her in again for a long string of kisses. "Zek likes his soft food in the morning and his-" 
 
    She popped me in the chest and laughed. "He's my dog! I know what he likes. Get your fine ass on that plane before you get into trouble." 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. "Can you give me your definition of trouble first?" 
 
    "Go. Have fun talking with your dad about everything." She crossed her arms over her chest, and some of the light in her eyes died.  
 
    "Erica. You want me to cancel the trip, baby? I can tell something isn't right." 
 
    "No." She shook her head. Her expression tightened, and I could tell that whatever was going on, it was one hell of a battle inside of her. I could only pray it had nothing to do with me. "Go and get all of this stuff cleared up with your father and Damon." 
 
    "And you're okay that I'm stepping back from McKenzie and Bryant?" 
 
    "Yes, Matt. I've told you a thousand times that you need to follow your passion for painting. You made ten million dollars in one night." She dropped her hands to her side and gave me a cute smile. "Who does that?" 
 
    "I guess I'm more of a Bryant than I thought." I leaned down to pick up my bag, checking out her long legs on my way back up. My cock twitched in my shorts, and my heart fluttered. Damn... I was a lucky man. Nothing would ever outdo the joy I had over me and Erica getting together.  
 
    Now I had to keep her until I could get a ring on her finger.  
 
    "Get on the plane. Call me later?" She moved in for one final kiss. It was too short, but the pilot was hovering just behind me on the stairs to the jet.  
 
    "Alright. Love you." I turned and walked up the stairs, nodding at the guy and walking into the fancy ass plane. No matter how much money I made in life, there were some things that just seemed to be a torrential waste... like a private jet.  
 
    I dropped my bag by a large leather seat and walked over to find Erica already gone. Fuck. Something was horribly wrong, and I needed to find a way to get her to talk to me.  
 
    Calling her best friend, Lanie, seemed like one plausible way to do it, but I'd really hoped we were growing close enough to share ourselves without outside interference.  
 
    My only other choice was to pry the information from Erica myself. I knew someone who was rather good at that sort of thing, seeing that the bastard had been prying information out of me for my whole damn life.  
 
    My older brother, Damon.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, did you ask what was wrong?" Damon gave me a sideways look as we drove out to dad's house. I'd explained Erica's odd moodiness over the last few minutes, and of course, my brother being the practical ass that he was, asked the most obvious of questions.  
 
    I brushed my fingers by my chin and forced a contemplative look. "Nope. I didn't even think of that one. Ask her what's wrong." I turned and gave him a 'you're a dumb ass look.' "Of course I asked her what was wrong. She blamed it on work like she always does." 
 
    "It's not work. I talked to her a few days ago, and she's doing great with her team and her projects." He tapped the steering wheel and shook his head. "Why the fuck do women have to be so complicated? Men just need sleep, sex, food and a little bit of respect. Nothing else." 
 
    "Don't speak for all men, please. I need love." 
 
    "Cause you're a girl." He smiled, lightening the mood in the car.  
 
    "I wish. I'd have my hand down my pants all the time." 
 
    "And that would be different from now how?" 
 
    We laughed as he pulled into the circle drive at dad's place. A few cars were already sitting near the house, all of which helped me identify who was there. Family. My whole family. Warmth filled my chest over the idea of spending the evening surrounded by them. The only person missing was my woman.  
 
    "Kendal is coming over tonight too." Damon gave me a stern look as he parked the car.  
 
    "Alright. Is that supposed to mean something?" I opened the door and got out, immediately feeling the difference in the weather from Dallas to Seattle.  
 
    "He's just not doing so well." Damon walked to the front door with me in tow behind him.  
 
    "Because of Mandy's death?" I stopped short as he paused before opening the door and turning to face me.  
 
    "Something happened with Dana." 
 
    "Like what?" I slipped my hands into my jeans pockets as my heart dropped. Kendal was Damon's best friend, but he was like family too. He'd lost his little sister to multiple sclerosis recently and seemed to have shit going on in his personal relationship and at work too.  
 
    "Dana ended up being Ana's sister." Damon opened the door and walked in as I stood in the entryway in shock.  
 
    "Wait. Like Ana, the girl he almost lost his job over a few years back?" I forced myself to walk down the hallway toward the sound of laughing.  
 
    "Yeah. He's fallen in love with his ex-girlfriend's little sister. And he didn't have a clue." Damon moved over to Bethany and gave her a quick kiss.  
 
    "Matthew!" Bethany moved around my brother and plowed into me.  
 
    I picked her up in a big bear hug. "You still letting the Neanderthal touch you?"  
 
    "Watch it," Damon mumbled and moved past us. "Maria is off today. We're doing burgers for everyone." 
 
    "Where are mom and dad?" I set Bethany down and glanced around.  
 
    "They went away for a few days together." Bethany shrugged and slipped her arm into mine before dragging me to the kitchen. "Tell me all about the art show." 
 
    "I already told you all about it." Damon glanced over his shoulder as we walked into the kitchen. "He lost his million-dollar virginity that night." 
 
    I rolled my eyes and moved to sit down at the breakfast nook. "Dumb." 
 
    Bethany laughed and turned to stand across the counter from me. "Did you enjoy it? Was it everything you thought it would be?" 
 
    "Yeah." I smiled. "Erica was brilliant, but she always is." 
 
    "Hey. Speaking of Erica..." Damon turned and tilted his head to the side. "What the fuck was going on with you and that painting you did of her?" 
 
    Anger swam in my stomach as I thought about the situation with Mitch. "I didn't want Mitch to have the painting." 
 
    "What painting?" Bethany asked.  
 
    "The one of Erica naked." Damon moved over to stand beside Bethany. "Why do you care who ended up with it? It was painted to sell, right?" 
 
    "Yeah." I glanced down and let out a tight sigh. "I don't know what it is about that guy, but I don't like him. I didn't want him to have the damn thing." 
 
    "And where were you going to get five million dollars to buy the thing?" Damon snorted.  
 
    I glanced up. "I would have figured it out. The fucker is lucky he backed off when he did." 
 
    "So Mitch just decided to stop bidding all of a sudden?" Bethany asked, looking between me and Damon.  
 
    "You know Mitch?" I turned my attention to my stepsister.  
 
    "Of course she does, nimrod. She works at the firm. He's a new director. We had dinner with him a few weeks back. He spoke highly of you and Erica." 
 
    I snorted. "Of course he did. He's interested in her from what I can tell." 
 
    "He should be. She's beautiful." Damon turned and walked back toward the fridge. "Not as pretty as my girl, but she's alright." 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. "Anyway, the bastard didn't end up with the painting. That's all that mattered." 
 
    "And you did instead?" Bethany leaned toward me, pressing her forearms to the counter between us.  
 
    "No. Some young guy I've never seen before ended up with it." I shrugged. "It was a great piece of art. Maybe one day I'll get it back." 
 
    "Or you'll do another one." Damon pulled out his phone. "I need to get this. Keep an eye out for Kendal. He should be here any minute." 
 
    Damon walked out of the room, and someone knocked on the door behind us.  
 
    "I'll get it." I stood and walked to the door, not quite sure what to expect. Kendal had been like a brother to me and Damon for years, and the poor guy had been through far too much as of late. He was private and usually didn't share his hurts though, which made it hard to help.  
 
    Typical dude.  
 
    I pulled the door open to see dark circles under Kendal's eyes, and his complexion was washed out. He looked like me during my bullshit drama with Erica a few weeks back. I was thrilled to be through with all of that madness.  
 
    "Dude. Good to see you!" I smiled and reached for Kendal, pulling him into a warm hug.  
 
    He wrapped his arms around me and patted my back. "Hey man. Good to see you. Seattle treating you okay?" 
 
    "Better than you." I stepped back and gripped his shoulders. "Damon said that out of all of the women in Dallas you ended up with Ana's sister? That's just so far beyond fucked up. I'm mind blown." 
 
    "Matt! Really?" Bethany moved up beside me and reached for Kendal's hand, pulling him past me. "I swear you have no filter what-so-ever." 
 
    I rolled my eyes and walked into the kitchen behind them.  
 
    "How did you not put two and two together?" Damon walked in from the other opening in the kitchen and turned his attention onto Kendal.   
 
    "I don't know. How could I have?" Kendal grabbed a beer from the fridge and glanced around. "Anyone want a drink?" 
 
    "Yeah. Toss me one." I took a seat at the breakfast nook and caught the beer he threw at me.  
 
    "You and Bethany want one?" Kendal asked.  
 
    "No. We're holding out for wine." Damon turned and leaned against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest as his dark eyes narrowed. "Is there a reason why you've been avoiding me along with the rest of the world?" 
 
    Bethany popped him in the chest and then went back to cooking something over the stove. "Leave him alone."  
 
    "Yeah. Leave me alone." Kendal walked over and dropped down next to me. "I'm still trying to figure it out, to be honest. How in the fuck did Dana end up being Ana's sister? They don't even look alike." 
 
    "Mixed family?" Damon offered up and moved to stand in front of us. "You guys want all the fixings for your burgers or what?" 
 
    "Where's your mom and dad?" Kendal glanced around. 
 
    "They're out of town. Spending quality time together." I wagged my eyebrows and took a long drink of my beer.  
 
    Damon made a gagging sound that caused my lip to lift. "Anyway. Jeez." He rolled his eyes and turned his attention fully on Kendal. "You know this isn't that big of a deal." 
 
    "Hey." Bethany moved up beside him, wrapping her arms around him and glancing up.  
 
    Kendal sat stiffly next to me, but I could feel the pain rolling off the poor guy. It was a big deal to him. Falling for his ex-girlfriend's little sister was actually a big deal to anyone with blood pumping through their veins. 
 
    "Hey what, pretty girl?" Damon turned in Bethany's arms and leaned down, nipping at her lips.  
 
    "Gross. And you think mom and dad going off for some quality time together is disturbing? At least they keep that shit in the bedroom." I moved off my stool and walked toward the living room. "Call me when dinner's done." 
 
    I sat down on the couch and pulled out my phone, wanting to text Erica, but figuring I'd look needy if I did.  
 
    "I am needy," I mumbled and leaned back, closing my eyes.  
 
    The sound of the front door slamming caused me to jump. I stood and walked into the kitchen to find my brother and Bethany talking in hushed tones about Kendal.  
 
    "What happened?" I glanced around, confused.  
 
    "He's just overwhelmed by everything." Damon wrapped Bethany in a hug.  
 
    "You want me to go after him?" I asked.  
 
    "No. It's alright. Just grab some plates. Let's eat and try to have a chilled night. I think we all need it badly." 
 
    "I couldn't agree more." I walked over to grab a few plates. "When is dad coming back into town." 
 
    "Not sure. Why?"  
 
    "I'm quitting M&B. I can't do it anymore." I turned to face my brother.  
 
    "And what does Erica think about that?" He lifted his eyebrow.  
 
    "She's all for it." 
 
    He nodded. "Good woman then. Good woman for sure." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    After dropping Matt off at the airport, I wanted to go home and face plant in my bed, but unfortunately, I'd set up a meeting with my staff to go over some new ad specs that morning.  
 
    I glanced in the rear-view mirror to see Matt stop by the stairs of the plane and glance back. My heart filled with a warmth I didn't know if I would ever have. Being raised by a loving father and hateful mother made for a less than steady experience.  
 
    Tears burned my eyes as memories washed over me. The one that stuck in my mind's eye as I drove through the city was being at the opening night of Matt's showing.  
 
    Fucking Mitch Roberson.  
 
      
 
    "Goddammit," I growled and turned to face the studio. What was Mitch doing? Why was he messing up the one thing Matt had going for him? This night meant everything to him.  
 
    Everything.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and texted Mitch, grateful that we exchanged numbers the week before.  
 
      
 
    Me: What the fuck are you doing? You're messing up this night. 
 
    Mitch: So ask me to stop. Offer me a reason to. 
 
    Me: Stop. Please. You don't want this painting.  
 
    Mitch: Yes, I do. I want it, and I want you. I hadn't wanted anyone since Carolyn died in my arms, but I want you something horrible. Offer me something and I'll retract my offers, and the bidding will resume. He just doesn't want me to have the picture. 
 
    Me: You're driving the price up. 
 
    Mitch: Damn straight I am. You need to see what I see, and yet you're not willing to. Why? Because he makes your heart flutter? Your body wet? 
 
    Me: Stop it. Leave him be. I'm serious.  
 
    Mitch: No. You'll thank me later.  
 
      
 
    I growled in anger and glanced up at the sky. "What do you want from me? How do I stop this? He's going to ruin the evening and steal Matt's dreams and what little bit of progress he's made. What the hell? 
 
    The phone buzzed, and I pulled it out and almost swallowed my tongue.  
 
      
 
    Mitch: One night. Dinner. Wine. Sex. Nothing more if that's what you decide. No one has to know. Not ever.  
 
    Me: I can't. I love him.  
 
    Mitch: Do you? His pride is about to steal everything from him but you, which is sweet, but you're not a girl, Erica. You're a woman. What wouldn't you be willing to do for the man you love? 
 
    Me: Dinner and Wine. Nothing else. 
 
    Mitch: You have my offer. Take it, and I'll walk out of here and never bother him again. Deny me, and this will only be the beginning. 
 
      
 
    Tears burned my eyes as I glanced down at our string of messages. I couldn't cheat on Matt, but I couldn't let him walk into this shit without doing something to save him. If I were willing to jump in front of a gun for him, why wasn't I willing to let someone use me for a night?  
 
    Mitch turned and faced me, his handsome face filled with question. He mouthed, "Yes or No." 
 
    I swallowed hard and glanced over at Matt, who was practically shaking with fury. I couldn't see him fail. I just couldn't. I turned my attention back toward Mitch and gave him my answer, though it broke me to do it. What choice did I have? 
 
    "Yes." 
 
      
 
    And in that moment, I'd damned myself to hell. How in the world was I ever going to get out of the sticky situation I was in? I could quit McKenzie and Bryant. I could talk with Damon and Kent and pray that they would believe me.  
 
    I could simply tell Mitch no, right? What could he do? 
 
    "Ruin me," I whispered and pulled into the parking lot just outside the office. I parked in my normal spot, turned the engine off and leaned my head back. "What am I gonna do?" 
 
    My father would have told me to be honest and open with Matt, letting him know exactly what I'd done, but my mother would have scoffed at us both. There was no reason to show your card. Not ever.  
 
    I got out of the car a few minutes later, resolved to let it go. Maybe Mitch was calling my bluff. Maybe he wouldn't want anything from me.  
 
    A large group of stiff-shouldered people walked into the building ahead of me and moved toward the elevator. Parts of my soul screamed for release. To not be in a perfectly pressed dark blue suit, but in a red dress that blew up around my legs as I walked down the street. I wanted freedom so damn bad, and I knew without a doubt that part of the reason that Matthew Bryant had me captivated was because of his courage to go after his dreams.  
 
    I wasn't there yet, but I knew he would help me find myself again if I hung out long enough. That was the plan unless Mitch unraveled all of it somehow.  
 
    "Erica." Mandy, one of my senior advertising managers, moved up beside me as I walked out of the elevator. "How are you?" 
 
    "I'm good." I pulled my watch toward my face. "I'm running a little bit behind though. Can you get the group talking about the Traydeck account and I'll be in there shortly." 
 
    "Absolutely. You want me to grab you a cup of coffee?"  
 
    "No, but thanks." I turned and walked into my office to find Joan, my secretary setting a vase of flowers on my round table. "Morning, Joan." 
 
    "Oh!" She jumped and turned, her cheeks burning pink. "Sorry about that. You scared me." 
 
    "It's okay." I offered her a warm smile. "I didn't mean to scare you." I nodded toward the flowers. "Who are these from?" 
 
    "Mr. Roberson. He said that you needed something to cheer you up." 
 
    "And how would he know?" I walked around to the other side of my desk as my stomach sank. Mitch wasn't going to give up. He was all in for some odd reason. I wanted to know why. I wasn't all that, and he was a gorgeous older man with more money and energy than God. He could have any woman he wanted.  
 
    "Um, no clue. I'm just the messenger." 
 
    "Right. Sorry." I set my stuff down and let out a soft sigh. "Give me some advice. I need to shake him. He's becoming a little more than work friendly." 
 
    "Why on earth would you want to shake him?" She tilted her head to the side, her eyes piercing me as if she could somehow see into my future.  
 
    "Because I'm dating Matthew Bryant, and I'm quite happy with him." 
 
    "Erica. Can I speak freely?" She crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    "Of course." I sat down in my chair, knowing that she wasn't going to have anything nice to say about Matt. The whole office saw him as a playboy child with a pipe dream of being a great artist. To the business types, it was laughable.  
 
    "I think you're much better matched with someone like Mitch. You're beautiful and so incredibly talented." Her expression grew almost sad. "You need a man who can provide for you and help you build a strong, solid future." 
 
    "I understand how you could want that, but what if I didn't want security?" I leaned back in my chair and made sure to keep my tone conversational. I wasn't trying to debate Joan on whether Matthew was good for me or not. He was my lover and would eventually be my husband if one of us didn't fuck it up royally.  
 
    "I'm not sure I understand." She turned as someone moved into the doorway behind her.  
 
    Mitch.  
 
    He lifted his hand and smiled over at me. "You got the flowers." 
 
    "I got them." I turned my attention back to Joan as she paled. "What if I wanted adventure, fun, intensely hot sex, and wild passion that left me racing after the next high, the next time, the unknown?" 
 
    "Um... I'll come back later." Mitch chuckled as if the bastard was oblivious to what our conversation was about. "Actually, just come see me when you're done here." 
 
    "I will." I turned my gaze back on Joan. "You see what I'm saying? It's not always about security." 
 
    "I guess I do." Her lips turned up in a smile. "I hope you know that I support you in anything you do. I've watched you grow over the last two years here, but I know this is just a stop on the map in front of you, Erica." 
 
    "Thank you for that. You've been great." I stood and walked over to the flowers, plucking the card from them. "Please put these in the foyer to make the place pretty and let's not tell anyone who they're for or from. I have a lot of stuff to clean up in my life. I'd like to start that today." 
 
    She nodded. "Of course. Let me know how I can help." Joan picked up the vase and carried the flowers away, leaving me in my office alone. I had to go see Mitch and tell him that I wasn't playing his game. Not now, not ever.  
 
    I pulled every bit of excess courage I had and walked down the hallway. A silent prayer ran through my head that I could get resolution on the situation and somehow we could work together in a professional manner and nothing else.  
 
    His door was open when I walked up to it. I paused just inside the doorframe to find him standing with his back to me, his hands in his pockets as he looked out across the city. He was beyond handsome with his salt and pepper hair and strong shoulders. His eyes were filled with fierce determination, and his smile seductive. If I hadn't have been in love with Matt the way I was, I would have longed for the attention of a man like him.  
 
    Every woman would.  
 
    "I know you've come to change my mind," he glanced over his shoulder, "but you're wasting your time."  
 
    "Mitch." I walked into the room.  
 
    "Close the door." It wasn't a request.  
 
    I hesitated for a moment but decided that he wasn't stupid enough to try anything on me in the office in the middle of the morning.  
 
    "You don't understand." I walked toward him as he moved to the other side of his desk. His dark eyes moved along my body, the dominance radiating off of him forcing me to stop in my tracks.  
 
    "No. You're right, Erica. I don't understand." He nodded to the chair in front of his desk. "Take a seat and explain it all to me." 
 
    I let out a tight sigh, frustrated as hell. I wasn't sure how to gain control of the conversation, but I needed to figure it out. If he led me through our discussion, I would end up where I'd started. Under his thumb.  
 
    "I'm in love with Matt." I sat down and leaned back, crossing my legs tightly. "He's all I want in my life, and if we're being honest, I'm not the woman you want in yours. You need someone who's a little more conducive to your personality." 
 
    He chuckled. "I see you're pulling out big words on me this morning. I like it." 
 
    "Mitch. I'm not sleeping with you." I glanced down at my hands, which rested in my lap. "I'm in love, and I wouldn't ever do anything to hurt Matt." 
 
    "Make sure your calendar is clear tonight, Erica. I've waited over a week for you to make good on your promise." He watched me like a hawk, his handsome face expressionless. "And wear something beautiful for me, hm?" 
 
    "I'm not going to dinner with you." I moved up to the edge of my seat as panic raced through me. What the fuck was it about this guy.  
 
    "Yes. You are." He leaned forward and gave me a cocky half-smile. "You don't get to pull the strings on this thing between you and me." 
 
    "There is nothing between us. I'm in a committed relationship." 
 
    "And if you weren't?" He stood and walked around the desk as I stiffened.  
 
    "I am. That's the end result here." I stood up and face him, ready to scream bloody murder if I needed to.  
 
    "I'm not the bad guy, Erica. I'm simply going after someone I want in my life." He reached out and ran his fingers down a lock of my hair. "Don't fight me. I don't want to put any undue pressure on you. Dinner. Wine. A long night of fucking each other." 
 
    "No." I turned and walked around to the other side of the room to the door. "I'm not going anywhere with you." 
 
    "Because you're scared of what you might feel if you do?" His tone was taunting. "That you might realize that the little boy you've fallen in love with is nothing more than a child dressed up in his daddy's clothing." 
 
    "Fuck you, Mitch. Stay away from me." I walked out and slammed the door as terror raced through me. I had to talk to Matt about everything.  
 
    He could help me figure it out.  
 
    No. He would freak out and blame me. Get angry and walk out again.  
 
    He'd leave me just like Tanner had after all those years together.  
 
    Like my dad did.  
 
    Tears blurred my vision, but I held myself together until I closed my office door behind me. I couldn't see a way out of it, and Mitch was right...  
 
    I wasn't scared of being repulsed by him over dinner. I was scared that somewhere inside of me I knew the truth.  
 
    Matt was immature and youthful. Maybe too much at times.  
 
    What if he wasn't the one I needed in my future? 
 
    What if security mattered to me? If it were my top desire in life, then what? 
 
    Then I would be with Mitch and not Matt.  
 
    No. I would never let that happen. My heart wouldn’t allow it. No matter what.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Matthew?" My father's voice woke me from a dream I was having about Erica leaving me. I jerked up in the bed, my body covered in sweat, my heart racing.  
 
    "Yeah. I'm in here." I pulled the covers up to cover my lower body and glanced toward the door as my father stopped just inside the room and smiled at me.  
 
    "I thought you were coming later this week?" He was fully dressed and wide awake.  
 
    I, on the other hand, was not. "What time is it?" 
 
    "Just after eleven. Karen is in the kitchen with Maria, so make sure you put some pants on before you go in there." He lifted his eyebrow at me.  
 
    "Yeah. Alright." I flopped back down on the bed. "What are your plans today? I need to chat with you about work." 
 
    "I'm free for the next hour. Get your lazy butt up and come talk to me in the office. I'll be working on a few things in there until I head to downtown." 
 
    "Is that bacon I smell?" I breathed in deeply. Something about being back in my dad's house had me feeling like a teenager. There was a freedom there that didn't exist anywhere else.  
 
    "Yeah." He chuckled before turning and walking out. "Get up and get dressed. Your whole damn day is going to be gone before you know it." 
 
    I groaned and rolled onto my stomach. My erection poked me in the stomach, and I'd have given just about anything to see my girl. I reached for my phone and called her before second guessing myself.  
 
    "Matt?" Erica's voice filled up the line, the sound of it sending shock waves down my back.  
 
    "Hey, baby," I mumbled, my voice thick with sleep.  
 
    She laughed. "You're such a playboy. It's almost lunchtime there. What are you doing?" 
 
    "I'm rolling around naked and hard in my bed, thinking about you." 
 
    "Rolling around, hm?" She giggled again, stealing my heart for the millionth time. Why in the world I thought I had to grow up and act like my brother to win a woman like her was beyond me. She wasn't looking for perfection, but a partnership. She'd be my best friend, my lover, my partner in everything before it was all said and done.  
 
    We were perfectly matched. Her dominate and in control outside of the bedroom, and me taking ownership of her tight little body in it.  
 
    "Yeah. I had a shitty dream though." I ran my fingers through my hair before lifting the cover to stare down at my dick. He wanted attention, but there was no time for it that morning.  
 
    "What was it about?" Concern swept into her tone.  
 
    "You left me for some young guy." I cleared my throat. "The one that bought the painting of you." 
 
    She snorted. "Young guy? You are a young guy." 
 
    "Yeah, but he had more money and the painting." 
 
    "That painting was beautiful, but it wasn't something I'd want hanging in our future house, Matt. How awkward would that be? Every time we had company, they'd know what I looked like naked." 
 
    "This is true." I forced myself to sit up. "What are you wearing?" 
 
    Another soft laugh. "A business suit." 
 
    "Underneath it?" I licked at the side of my mouth and reached down to tug on my cock a little. Maybe a few minutes of attention wouldn't hurt anything.  
 
    "White panties and a lacy white bra that shows my nipples." Her voice grew even softer. "You're breathing awfully hard over there." 
 
    "Am I?" I stood and walked over to close my bedroom door. "I can't stop thinking about you. You turn me on so much, baby." 
 
    "I know the feeling all too well." She paused for a second. "Touch yourself for me?" 
 
    "Already doing it." I sat down on the edge of the bed and gripped my shaft pretty hard. "Walk me through it?" 
 
    "What? No!" She sounded like heaven.  
 
    "Go lock your office door and let me walk you through it then. I wanna hear you come this morning." 
 
    "Matthew Bryant. Where is my good guy?" 
 
    "He's still sleeping, dreaming of kids and helping the homeless. Leave him there for a little bit. This part of me wants to hear you moan." 
 
    "No," she whispered roughly. "Call me tomorrow night, and I'll have time to play your games." 
 
    I lifted my hips, fucking myself as my eyes fluttered closed. "I don't want to wait until tomorrow, Erica. I want you now." 
 
    "And what would you do to me if you could have me?" Her panting was going to drive me mad.  
 
    "I'd bend you over your desk and grip your hair tightly as I worked myself into your warm, wet body." I opened my eyes as my body throbbed with the promise of release. "Are you wet for me?" 
 
    "I'm always wet for you. Stop playing around in Texas and come home to me."  
 
    I groaned and laid back, pressing my feet into the bed as I continued to stroke myself, my hands becoming hers. "God, I need you. You have me addicted to you. Did you know that." 
 
    "Play with your balls for me," she whispered and moaned a few times.  
 
    That's all I needed. I jerked back and let out a long string of groans as I released, her naughty words taking me farther and farther down a delicious hole of depravity.  
 
    I released myself and tried to catch my breath as she said her goodbyes.  
 
    "God, that was hot. I love the thought of you naked and touching yourself." She let out a soft yelp. "Gotta go. Love you." 
 
    She hung up before I could reply, but her quick exit had me smiling. Someone had obviously walked in. I was going to try my damnedest to get her to quit M&B and come work with me in an art gallery. It was part of my one year plan, and I'd have done just about anything to make it a reality.  
 
    "Matthew. Let's go, son," my father barked just outside the door.  
 
    "Shit. Alright." I got up and walked to the bathroom to clean up my mess. I should have forced Erica to come to Dallas with me on the trip. Being away from her sucked far too much.  
 
    After I got myself together, I walked out of the bedroom and made a beeline for the kitchen. My father sat at the table with a paper and a cup of coffee. The sight of him sitting there brought back a million memories, not all of them good.  
 
    "Sorry. I was on the phone with Erica." I grabbed a plate and filled it with everything left over from breakfast. After finding a fork, I walked over and sat down across from the man I'd always seen as a hero. "You have a good time on your getaway with Karen." 
 
    "I sure did." He folded the paper and leaned back in his chair. "Let me guess what you wanted to talk to me about. Leaving McKenzie and Bryant?" 
 
    I stiffened. "It's that obvious?" 
 
    He chuckled. "I never want you to be something you're not. I do want to know that you're growing up and becoming the kind of man who can provide for a family, but you doing that by working for me was never the plan." 
 
    "Because you already have Damon?" I had to choose my words carefully. My big brother meant everything to me, and yet there was a part of me that never felt good enough because of the man he was.  
 
    "Because I love you just the way you are, son." He dropped his hands into his lap and let out a soft sigh. "I like the idea of you working for my company because I know I can take care of you and pay you tons of money. It's not like you'll take money from me any other way." 
 
    "No, I won't." I shook my head. I might have been a slack-ass for the last few years, but I didn't owe anyone a damn dime.  
 
    "I know, so you working at M&B was a good way to let you just be you and still pay you for it." 
 
    "I appreciate that Dad, I really do, but I can't fit into that mold. It's not comfortable, and I feel like it's time to man up and follow my dreams. Especially now that we all can see that my painting career can actually pay the bills." I took a piece of bacon and rolled it up before shoving it into my mouth.  
 
    "I always knew that if you got serious about your art that you could do great things." He reached up and cupped his chin as his eyes moved about my face. "I saw the painting you did of Damon when he was a teenager." 
 
    "Yeah. He had a rough couple of years." I shrugged and glanced down at my plate, not really wanting to talk about the darker parts of my raising.  
 
    "And I want you to know that I'm sorry for my part in all of that." He reached out and touched my forearm. "I'd take it all away from both of you if I could." 
 
    "Dad." I glanced up. "It's not your fault that mom was a cheating whore-bag." 
 
    He stiffened. "Don't talk about your mother like that." 
 
    "Really right now?" I pulled my arm from his grasp and leaned back, feeling all of twelve. "She cheated on you and made Damon promise not to tell you." 
 
    "She was lonely, Matt. It was practically my fault that she found comfort in the arms of another man." 
 
    "Do you hear yourself?" I pushed my plate away, not feeling so good. "She didn't sleep with one guy, but many." 
 
    "Look at me." He gripped my arm again, tighter this time. "Your mother fucked up pretty bad, yes, but I loved her, and she loved me. Everything isn't black and white like you'd like to believe it is. Use your heart for a second and see the colors of our story, Matt. Read between the lines on all of it." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Something like ice water raced down my spine. "Did you do something to hurt her before she hurt you?" 
 
    His expression saddened. "Yes. I slept with someone at the office and thought about leaving her, but I couldn't go through with it. We both made mistakes, son." 
 
    "Wow." I stood up and crossed my arms over my chest. "I have no clue what to think about that." 
 
    "Then don't think about it," he offered. "It's the past, and your mother and I both knew that we'd made horrible mistakes and hurt each other. I held her as she died, Matt, and I wished the whole time that I could go back and wipe away my affair. It's what started all of it." His eyes filled with tears. "There are days that I blame myself for her cancer. For her death." He shrugged. "I know it's stupid, but something about the human spirit begs the need for fault, for resolution, for understanding. And if we can't see it clearly, we'll create it out of nothingness. I harmed your mother, and she repaid me for it, but you know what she never did?" 
 
    "What, Dad?" My heart ached in my chest. There were so many more layers to the relationships around me than I thought possible. It forced me to want to dig into Erica's sadness. What was the underlying layer that was sucking away her joy, and better yet, how could I help heal it? 
 
    "She never told you boys about my affair. Even when Damon caught her in hers." He reached up and wiped his face. "I love you, son. I want you to be happy and live a full life. If that's working with your art and living in Seattle, then I fully support it." 
 
    "And me wanting to marry Erica?" 
 
    "I support that too." He gave me a sideways smile. "You're not planning on trying to take her away from the company too, are you?" 
 
    I offered him a grin in response. "It has crossed my mind a few times." 
 
    "Why am I not surprised by this?" He reached up and picked up his paper. "How long are you here for?" 
 
    "I'm leaving after lunch. I was going to stay until the end of the week, but I thought I would need some time to convince you not to be upset with my decision to walk away from M&B." I reached down and grabbed another piece of bacon from my plate. "I want to get back to Erica. Something is going on with her. I want to know what." 
 
    "Nothing to convince me of. I trust your judgment." He pulled the paper up in front of his face. "I don't want another Damon, Matthew. I want you. Just like you are." 
 
    "Thanks, Dad." I picked up my plate and walked to the bedroom, feeling almost light, like I could float down the hallway. My last concern was what my father would think of me, and I had it all wrong.  
 
    He was glad I was who I was. It was time for me to settle into that same place, accepting myself, all parts of my personality.  
 
    Even the wild ones.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    It felt so good to hear from Matt earlier in the day. It was about the only thing getting me through the fucked up task of walking around the office like everything was fine. I'd left early the day before, faking a stomach ache just to get out of having to deal with Mitch a moment longer.  
 
    The inevitable was coming closer and closer. I was going to have to leave M&B. For some strange reason, the thought of parting ways with my corporate job didn't scare me nearly as much as it should have.  
 
    "Erica. You got a minute?" Lewis walked into my office with a large poster board sketch of our latest ad project. "I know you're probably heading out soon, but I wanted to get your take on this." 
 
    "Of course." I stood and walked toward him, leaning over and studying the artwork. "It's beautiful. You have very clean lines, and I love the blue and gold coloring at the eagle symbol that they use in their main logo near the top. We're good for presenting it to Kent and Damon." 
 
    "Excellent." He rolled the poster up and walked to the door, pausing briefly. "Hey. I know that it's none of my business, but is Matthew coming back? We haven't seen him in a week or so, and you've somewhat left us in the dark on what's going on." 
 
    "I'm not sure, to be honest. He's gone to Dallas to talk with his father about leaving the firm. It's just not his persona at all, though he has enjoyed working with you and Mandy a lot." 
 
    Lewis smirked. "I knew it was coming. He's way too much of a free spirit." 
 
    "That he is." I turned and walked back to my desk as Lewis left. Speaking of my free spirit... I wanted to hear his voice. After packing up my things, I made my way down to the first floor of M&B and waited until I was outside in the late fall evening to call him.  
 
    The phone rang three times and went to voicemail.  
 
    "Damn," I mumbled and tucked my phone away. He must have been with Damon or Kent in a meeting. Maybe he was talking with them about him leaving the firm.  
 
    The idea gave me chill bumps. He was going to step out and live his dreams. I wished I could do the same, but crazy enough, I wasn't even sure what my dreams were.  
 
    My phone buzzed in the seat next to me on the way back to the house, and I answered it in a hurry, praying that it was Matt. There was some part of me that was almost desperate to hear from him.  
 
    "This is Erica." 
 
    "Hey. It's Lanie." She chuckled. "Did you not see my name on your phone?" 
 
    "I'm driving and answered without looking at it." I worked hard to hold back the disappointment from my voice. "What's up? How are you?" 
 
    "I'm good. I just keep walking around the little classroom wondering what the hell I'm doing with my life." She let out a long sigh.  
 
    "Come over tonight instead of tomorrow night, and we'll figure it out together." I put on my blinker and moved over, almost getting side swiped by some asshole in a red Mustang. "Ugh. I hate driving on this freeway." 
 
    "Be careful please." 
 
    "Come over. I can whip something up for us. It would be nice to see you. I need to find out who the hottie at the art event was last week." 
 
    "Right? I'm sorry about having to cancel on you for dinner and then yoga. We're just going through some changes here at school, and I needed to deal with a few things. I'll come over tomorrow night like usual. That work?" 
 
    "Yeah. Sure. Nothing to apologize about." We chatted for a few more minutes before I hung up. I pulled up into the driveway of my apartment complex and got out. I couldn't help longing for a different scenario than the one I had facing me that night.  
 
    The only good thing about the evening was Zek, my puppy. He'd help me stay busy after I had dinner, and maybe if I was lucky, Matthew would call later.  
 
    The sound of him moaning on the phone as he came earlier that morning raced through my mind, lighting my body on fire.  
 
    I didn't give a shit what Joan or Mitch thought. Matthew Bryant was all alpha in the bedroom, even if he wasn't at all outside of it.  
 
    "And maybe that's what I need." I unlocked and opened my front door, stopping short to the smell of Chinese food. "Hello?" I trace of fear ran through me.  
 
    Had Mitch gotten a key to my place? 
 
    "Hello yourself, beautiful." Matt walked out of the kitchen toward me as I stood frozen at the front door. "Damn, woman... that dress looks good on you." 
 
    I dropped my bag and reached for him, pulling him close as he ran his hands down my back and massaged my rear. "Fuck, Matt. You scared me." I nestled the side of his neck, breathing him in deeply as I wrapped my arms around his neck.  
 
    "I'm sorry, baby. I wanted to surprise you." He ran his hand down the back of my head, tugging at my hair softly. "Hey. You okay?" 
 
    I moved back as hard emotion tugged at my insides. "Yeah. Just a little needy for some reason." 
 
    "Hmm... that's usually my line." He smiled and touched the side of my face. "I had to come home after this morning. We need a new rule. No leaving town without each other. It's the fucking pits." 
 
    "Agreed." I moved in for a long kiss, opening my mouth and letting his tongue dominate mine. The delicious feel of his hands running over my sides and up my back was enough to have me melting there in front of him. "More." 
 
    "Dinner and then more, or just more?" He kissed me as he worked on the zipper that ran down my back.  
 
    "Just more." I moved back and pulled at his t-shirt, tugging it over his head and throwing it somewhere behind me. His eyes shown with lust as I glanced up and lost myself in them. "God, I love you." 
 
    "Same here, angel." He gripped the sleeves of my dress and pulled them over my shoulders. "Turn around. Now." 
 
    I turned as my dress hit the ground, pooling around my heels. A moan left me as he encircled my waist and ran his hands up to cup my breasts. The thick press of his chest and hard stomach against my back felt too good to be true.  
 
    "Please don't stop." I turned my face and kissed him as he leaned down to consume my mouth. One hand slid down my stomach, his fingers sliding into my panties to part my folds.  
 
    "That's not something you have to ask for, Erica. Just tell me if you need me to stop." He opened me up, sliding his thick middle finger into my heat as he rolled the meaty part of his palm against my clit. "You smell so fucking good, baby." 
 
    I lifted one leg, resting my foot on a nearby chair before leaning back against him. He massaged my breasts one at a time as I rolled my hips slowly, fucking myself with his fingers.  
 
    "I want to hear my name on your lips," he whispered roughly into my ear as he ground against my ass.  
 
    "I want you everywhere. All over me. Inside of me." I bucked against his hand as a fire lit deep inside my womb, threatening to explode.  
 
    "My name," he grumbled and moved his other hand into my panties to play with the warm bundle of nerves at the top of my mound. "And come hard for me." 
 
    "So bossy." I closed my eyes and let the feeling of him working me hard and fast throw me off the cliff. A scream built up behind my teeth as I jerked against his strong hold.  
 
    "Say it." He pumped his rough fingers in and out of my body. The sharp pain of his teeth pressing against the back of my shoulder had me lost to him.  
 
    "Matt," I screamed and rode the high for as long as it would take me.  
 
    "So beautiful, Erica." He released me and knelt, pulling my panties off as he did. "Turn around, baby." 
 
    I turned and reached out, running my fingers through his dirty blond hair. "I want you inside of me." 
 
    "Good. You're going to get it." He leaned forward and parted my folds with his fingers before dragging his tongue over my sensitive flesh. "I want to taste you later tonight after dinner." 
 
    "Anything you want. I'm all yours." I moved back as he stood, his cock creating a huge tent in his jeans.  
 
    "And what do you want?" He reached out and grabbed my hand before pulling me close and forcing me to stroke his erection. "A little bit of this?" 
 
    "All of it." I nipped at his lips as aggression rose sharply within me. He was mine, and I wasn't giving him up for anything or anyone.  
 
    He unbuttoned his jeans and slid them down his legs, taking his black silk boxers with it. His arousal sprung loose, his dick thick and hard, standing proud. "I missed you last night. And this morning." 
 
    "I missed you too." I reached out and stroked him as we locked gazes. "I don't want to spend another night without you." 
 
    "Then you won't have to." He pulled out a chair and sat down. "Turn around and come sit in my lap." 
 
    "Let me get us a condom." 
 
    "No. I'm not going to come yet. I just want to feel you against me." He gripped my hips and forced me to turn before jerking me down into his lap. "Just ride me and find your own release. That's what I'm after." 
 
    "That shouldn't be hard to do." I spread my legs over his and gripped his thighs just above the knee as I lowered myself onto him, taking one delicious inch after the other.  
 
    "Fuck, Erica. You're so wet." He ran a hand up my back and gripped my shoulder, pulling down and forcing me to take all of him in one hard thrust.  
 
    We cried out together, and lust burned my insides. I dug my nails into his thighs and lifted up, working him as my body hummed with delight. There was nothing in the world like being filled up by Matt. It was a feeling I would covet for the rest of my life.  
 
    He wrapped his strong arms around me and whispered a million naughty things in my ear as I enjoyed myself for the next hour, finding my release several times over.  
 
    "Okay, baby. I can't stand it anymore." He gripped my hips, stilling me as I shook above him. I was beyond exhausted.  
 
    "Let me get a condom." 
 
    "No. I want to make love to you later tonight. I just wanted to feel you come a few times before dinner." He kissed the side of my neck and held me tight, his body still tucked deep into mine. "I made Chinese food, though I bet it's cold as ice now." 
 
    "I have a microwave." I jerked my hips forward, and he growled loudly. A laugh bubbled up in me, freeing me from my worries for the rest of the night.  
 
    He helped me off his swollen shaft and pulled his boxers over his hips. "So I talked to my dad about leaving M&B." He walked into the kitchen, and I found my panties and followed him. There was no reason to put my dress back on. I'd be searching out my pajamas any minute.  
 
    "And? How did it go?" I walked to the pantry and pulled out a bottle of red wine. I turned and held it up.  
 
    His eyes were full of lust. "Yes, to the wine and you prancing around in your bra and panties. You're going to give me a heart attack." 
 
    "Nope. You're younger than me. That means you'll outlive me." I set the bottle down and grabbed two glasses. "Now, stop messing around and tell me about the meeting with your dad." 
 
    "It went great. He's all for whatever I want to do." 
 
    "And us?" I poured him a glass and handed it to him.  
 
    "He's for that too, Erica. You know he thinks of you like a daughter." 
 
    Indecision ran through me. If Kent thought of me as a daughter, then I could talk to him about Mitch, right? Or would he be pissed, or worse - disgusted?  
 
    "Matthew Bryant." I picked up a little white Chinese container with beef and broccoli in it. "You made dinner?" 
 
    "Well, I picked it up. You walked in before I could get it into the pans and stuff." He laughed heartily before taking a sip of his wine and pulling me close. "Move in with me." 
 
    "What?" My turn to laugh. "How did we go from you lying about cooking dinner to me moving into your place?" 
 
    "I want you with me. I don't want to have to drive over here, or you over there. We can use that big ass art studio I have to paint together. You can have half the room, and I'll have the other half." 
 
    His words drove hope into my heart. I swallowed my worry. "You really think we're ready for that?" 
 
    "I know I am. I want to move fast." He leaned down and kissed me, his tongue tasting of wine and my body.  
 
    "Why do you want to move so fast? Scared I might get away?" I brushed my hands up his thick chest and pressed myself flush against him.  
 
    "Of course I am. I've seen the way guys look at you. Hell, Mitch Roberson was willing to blow five million bucks on a naked painting of you. Some young billionaire guy did!" 
 
    I stiffened. "I don't care about that, them or the painting." 
 
    Concern filled his expression. "I know you don't, baby. I'm just saying. I know I'm the lucky one here. It gives me a bit of concern. I want you with me. I'm not taking no for an answer." 
 
    "Then I'm moving in with you." I pulled him down for another long kiss. The take-out Chinese food could wait. I wanted more time with my future, my man.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Spending the night in Erica's arms almost had me convinced that nothing was wrong. I woke up next to her and turned on my side to watch her sleep for a little while. She jerked and cried out several times, something haunting her in her dreams.  
 
    "What's going on with you, baby?" I reached out and brushed her hair from her face.  
 
    She shot up in the bed and yelped. "Matt?" 
 
    "Hey. I'm right here." I pulled her down and wrapped my arms around her as she snuggled against my chest. She was the toughest woman I knew and yet something had her spooked. "You okay?" 
 
    "Yeah. Just a bad dream." She wrapped her arm around my chest and nestled my neck. "I'm just glad you're here." 
 
    "See? One more reason for us to move in together. I'd be beside you every night and in the morning." I kissed the side of her face. "I need to get moving right now, though. Jonathan is stopping by the house in about an hour, and I wanted to finish working on some highlights for a piece I'd like him to put in the studio." 
 
    "Okay. What piece is it?" She rolled over onto her back. 
 
    I tugged the covers down so I could see her breasts one more time. I leaned over and kissed the one closest to me. "It's a nature seen of Mount Rainer."  
 
    She slid her fingers into the back of my hair and moaned softly. "You keep teasing me, and you're not going anywhere." 
 
    "Yeah, cause that's a real threat." I licked at her nipple before moving up and kissing her deeply. "Call me throughout the day, then come over, and I'll have dinner ready for us." 
 
    "Chinese food that you made?" She giggled.  
 
    "Something like that." I kissed the tip of her nose before moving off the bed. I missed her warmth immediately. "Have a good day, okay?" 
 
    "Is it Thursday?" She sat up, pulling the covers up to wrap around her.  
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. "You're blocking my view." 
 
    She rolled her eyes but dropped the covers back down. "Is it Thursday?" 
 
    "Yeah." I ran my hand over my chest as my pulse spiked. The woman was by far that most beautiful thing I'd ever seen in my life.  
 
    "Then I have dinner with Lanie." She flopped back down on the bed. "I'll call you later though." 
 
    "Come over when you're done with your girl’s night. I want more of you." I picked up my shirt as she teased me in a sexy bedroom voice. I paused at the door and gave her a look. "You're about to get yourself a spanking." 
 
    "Please?" 
 
    I groaned as I walked out, hating meetings and hating Jonathan for forcing me to schedule one even more.  
 
    What artist went by someone else's timetable? Sell-Out. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I'd just finish up on the highlights to my latest piece when the doorbell rang. Jonathan. Right on time.  
 
    After wiping my hands on a hand towel, I walked languidly to the door and opened it. "Hey, man. Come on in. I just finished the piece I was telling you about." 
 
    "Matt. Good to see you too." He rolled his eyes and walked in. "Where's Erica?" 
 
    "She's at work. I guess the good people of the world are punching the clock. Thank God for them. I think the rest of us would starve without them." 
 
    "This is true. Show me the magic." Jonathan followed me back to my studio, the gangly fellow looking like the true depiction of an artist. I had too much of my father in me to look like anything but a frat boy. It was a curse, but it landed me in Erica's bed, so something was working right.  
 
    "Here it is." I stepped back and studied it.  
 
    "Wow. That's magnificent. We'll get it up to the studio and hang it in your section when it's fully dry, and you've done your final work on it." He clapped his hands and turned to me. "Now... the real reason I came by." 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. "I thought you came by to look at this." 
 
    "I did, but let's go into the kitchen and chat for a minute. I have a project that's been laid on my desk that I think you might enjoy working on." 
 
    "You know I hate working contract." I walked behind him and tried hard not to let myself act like a cock. Jonathan had been good to me, and the future was bright because of him. He was even interested in checking out some of Erica's work too.  
 
    Now, if I could just get her to let loose and put some paint on a canvas. 
 
    "I understand that, but you know it pays well." He walked over to my kitchen table and dropped down. "It's a pretty interesting project. I'd do it myself, but I have too many irons in the fire as it is." 
 
    "What's the project, who's it for and what's the pay?" I moved into the kitchen and poured us both a cup of coffee, like little old men. "Cream and sugar?" 
 
    "Both, please. I like my coffee and tea like a dessert." 
 
    "The English would boo you right out of their country." I smiled up at him. "Keep going. I'm listening." 
 
    "It's for a private investor, a silent one, actually." He leaned back in his chair. "It's eight pieces, and all of them are chosen already. They're various people and places here in Seattle, so no travel would be required." 
 
    "There's a bonus." I walked over to the table and set our mugs down. "The pay?" 
 
    "Two million for the project, and a bonus of five hundred thousand if you can get it done in the next four months." 
 
    "Four months for eight paintings? That's going to be pushing it, big time." Excitement raced through my chest. It was a great payday and more than I would make working for my father and Damon over the next three to four years.  
 
    The only issue was being told what to paint. That part weighed heavily on me.  
 
    "Seems like a nice sum of money. And what's got you so tied up that you're willing to part with something this big?" I picked up my mug and blew gently on my coffee.  
 
    "We're looking at opening another art gallery in New York City this spring. It's a huge undertaking, and I'm not quite sure we're ready, but my wife thinks differently. She says it's time to open another storefront." He shrugged. "What the wife wants, she usually gets one way or another." 
 
    I smiled. "I'm going to ask Erica to marry me sometime next year. Probably early spring. It just depends on how everything goes."  
 
    "And things are going well now?" He ran his finger around the edge of his mug but kept his eyes locked on me.  
 
    Everything was great, other than the fact that she had something going on that I wasn't privy to. It had to be something to do with work. Had to be.  
 
    "Oh yeah. She's a dream." 
 
    "And a beautiful one at that." Jonathan leaned over and pulled out a folder. "I have the contract here for the special project if you want to give it a look." 
 
    "I'll do that." I took the folder from him and tried to relax. It was a good next step for me, and maybe having a contract in place would encourage Erica to step out and dream alongside me. Not that she wasn't supporting my dreams, but I wanted to help support hers. There was no way in hell that she was truly happy working for my father.  
 
    I'd only been there a few days and already felt like a hamster in a cage.  
 
    "Alright, Matthew. I need to be going. I have a million things to do today." He stood up, pulling me from my reverie. "Just phone the office and let them know when you're done with the mountain piece. We'll send the guys over to get it." 
 
    "Awesome." I got up and walked him to the door. "Hey, Jonathan." 
 
    "What's up?" He walked out and turned back, lifting his eyebrow.  
 
    "Who was the guy that bought the painting of Erica? Anyone you know?" 
 
    "He's a young art collector from London. Very wealthy fellow, actually. I've worked with him several times." 
 
    "And he got his money from inheritance?" 
 
    "Yes. He's very much into supporting new artists, especially ones as talented as you." 
 
    "Alright. Thanks." I closed the door behind him and forced my thoughts away. As long as Mitch Roberson didn't end up with the painting I was good. "Speaking of..." 
 
    I grabbed my phone and dropped down on the couch, calling my brother. He answered right away.  
 
    "Hey, bro. What's going on?" 
 
    "Hey, man. I meant to get a little bit more time with you when I was home, but I cut the trip short." 
 
    "I'd say so. You left the day after you got there." His jovial tone lifted my spirits. "I'm guessing either Erica wanted you home, or you were missing her like a big ass girl." 
 
    "Yep. All of the above." I ran my hand over my chest. "I wanted to talk to you about Mitch." 
 
    "Roberson?" 
 
    "Yeah. That guy." My thoughts darkened. Something about the man gave me the creeps. Where my father and Damon thought a lot of him, I couldn't help but see around the edge of his bullshit good guy persona. Was he the one making Erica feel off? 
 
    Damon chuckled. "Why the dark remark?" 
 
    "I don't like him." 
 
    "Why? Because he has great tastes and wanted to buy the picture of Erica?" 
 
    "For starters." 
 
    "Matt. Seriously? You painted the damn thing and hung it in a gallery for everyone to come and see. You wanted someone to buy it. It's nice to think that a stand-up guy like Mitch would buy it and treat it well versus some idiot who jacks off to it in his living room every morning." 
 
    Sickness danced in my stomach. "You think the guy that bought it does that?" 
 
    "Alright. Moving on. You're being an idiot, and I don't have time for that. What do you need?" 
 
    "I just wanted to know more about Mitch." 
 
    "He's a guy who's smart as fuck, friends with dad, and lost his wife a long time ago. He's one of the good people in the world. Leave it alone." 
 
    "Fuck you too," I grumbled. 
 
    "Next?" 
 
    "I know we briefly talked about it, but I can’t shake whatever is going on with Erica. I keep trying to leave it alone, but I just can’t." 
 
    "Maybe she’s realized that she’s dating a dweeb." He snorted.  
 
    I ignored him being an ass. He had been one most of my life. "She's been in a really weird funk since the art showing. You think she's mad at me for painting the portrait of her." 
 
    "Didn't she pose naked for hours for you to paint it?" 
 
    "Something like that." I hated him for making so much goddamn sense.  
 
    "Alright, buddy. I'm glad we had this talk. Call if you need anything." 
 
    "I hate you sometimes." I dropped the call and leaned back on the couch, closing my eyes. I was over-thinking all of it. Erica wasn't upset with me. She'd have let me know in one way or the other the night before, and she hadn't. She'd been more than happy to make love to me deep into the night.  
 
    My phone buzzed, and I grabbed it, expecting it to be Damon.  
 
    "What?" I barked angrily into the phone.  
 
    Erica's voice surprised me. "Hey, baby. You okay? You sound upset." 
 
    I chilled immediately. "Oh yeah. I just got off the phone with Damon, and he made me feel stupid. He's pretty good at that." 
 
    "Well, you're not stupid. Tell me about the meeting with Jonathan. Did everything go okay? Did he like the new piece?" 
 
    I spent the next few minutes telling her about my meeting with Jonathan. The sound of her getting more and more excited over the details had me feeling far more confident in my abilities than I had before we talked.  
 
    "Well, I'm crazy proud of you." 
 
    "Thanks, baby." I stood up and stretched. "You sure you can't come over tonight?" 
 
    "I wish. I owe Lanie some time, and if I know I'm going home to an empty house, then I won't rush through dinner to get to you. She's back in a contemplative mode where she's trying to figure out her life and who she is. I need to be there for her." 
 
    "Alright. I understand." And I did, but I didn't like it.  
 
    "Enjoy the rest of your day, okay?" 
 
    "Alright, baby. You sure you're doing good? I keep feeling like maybe there's something you're not telling me." 
 
    "Nope. I'm good. Better now that you're home." 
 
    "Love you," I whispered into the phone, a little shocked at how natural it felt to say it.  
 
    "Love you too." 
 
    She was more than I could hope for and so much more than I deserved. I just prayed like hell that she stayed mine. Something told me that something or someone was lurking just around the bin to take her from me.  
 
    I couldn't shake the fact that I knew exactly who it was too.  
 
    Mitch. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last thing I wanted to do was go into the office, but until I figured out what to do with my life, it was my only option. It was almost laughable to think that I was grumbling about Lanie needing to find herself, when I too, was lost.  
 
    "Erica. You've got Mr. Bryant on line one," Joan said as she stuck her hand in the open doorway of my office.  
 
    "Which one?" I reached for the phone. I had a much more laid back relationship with Damon than his father.  
 
    "Damon." She closed the door behind her.  
 
    "Hello, Sir. To what do I owe this phone call?" I leaned back in my seat and crossed my arm over my midsection.  
 
    "Hi, Erica. I was calling to check on the new ads for our Advisory launch in a month. Mitch isn't answering his phone, and I have a partner call later this afternoon. Just trying to get all of my ducks in a row." He was all business, which is why I liked him so much. He had an uncanny ability to separate business from pleasure.  
 
    "It's coming along nicely. I gave Mitch the files on Tuesday to review, but I haven't heard back from him." I stood. "I'll track him down and get back to you within the hour." 
 
    "Excellent." He paused, and I thought the conversation was over. The fact that his voice softened just a tad let me know that we were talking as friends now. "How are things with you and my brother?" 
 
    "Um, good? Why don't you ask your brother?" 
 
    "Because he doesn't like me up in his shit. I'm sure you understand that." 
 
    I thought of my own brother, Leon and cringed. The last thing I would ever want is for my older brother to play a part in my life. He was half the reason I had emotional scars and bullshit baggage from my childhood. My mother was the other half.  
 
    "I can understand that." I leaned over and pressed my free hand to the top of my desk. "We're doing great. Matt's ready for me to move in with him." 
 
    "And are you ready for that?" 
 
    I stifled a chuckled. The great Damon Bryant, who was known for his less than caring attitude and stiff demeanor cared about his brother more than anyone might know, even Matthew.  
 
    "I'm not sure, but I'm not dissecting it with you. I'd rather pay someone good money for that conversation." 
 
    "Hey! We might be family soon." Sadness swelled inside of me. What were the odds that Matt and I could make it past all the shit with Mitch? "Erica? You still there?" 
 
    "Yeah. Just thinking." 
 
    "That was an odd part of the conversation to stop and think about something else." He let out a soft sigh. "Matt seems to think something is going on with you." 
 
    "He's just overly sensitive." 
 
    "Or maybe you're just hiding something to protect him or yourself." 
 
    "I need to get going. I have a meeting in five minutes that I'm not ready for. If I'm talking to my boss, then I'll cancel it, but if you're playing shrink, then I need to go." 
 
    "I'm not playing anything. I'm your friend and have been for a long time." 
 
    "I know." I pressed my fingers to my forehead as a million thoughts raced through my mind, each attached to a jacked up feeling I didn't want to entertain. "And I appreciate you. I do have some shit going on right now, but I'll figure it out. I always do." 
 
    "I'm here for you if you need me, Erica. As a boss or as family." 
 
    "Thank you for that." I ended the call and grabbed my cell phone. I needed to find Mitch and figure out what the hell was going on with his review on the ad specs. He was usually pretty quick about getting stuff back to me, but four days was dragging ass big time. Especially for him.  
 
    I walked out into the hallway and was a little surprised to see Mandy and Lewis standing close to each other, laughing. Really close.  
 
    "Um, hey you two. Everything okay?" I offered them a warm smile.  
 
    Lewis jerked away from her. "It's great, boss. We were just going to start working on our second drafts for the new project you handed over." 
 
    "Great." I moved past them toward Mitch's office. Were they together? Mitch had called it a few weeks back, but I didn't believe him. Fuck. Was everyone more in tune with the office than I was? Maybe I did need to look at other options. My heart wasn’t there anymore, and from the look of things, my head wasn't either.  
 
    Mitch's door was opened when I walked down the hall, and I didn't bother knocking. I honestly expected him to be gone. He glanced up from his desk, his expression tight.  
 
    "Erica. Come on in. Have a seat." He motioned for me to take a seat.  
 
    "Thanks. I just got off the phone with Damon. He wants an update on the latest ad specs. I sent them over-" 
 
    "On Monday, I know. It's been a long week." He leaned back in his chair and studied me. "They look great. Your team did a wonderful job matching every requirement I had for the design." 
 
    "Excellent. So we're good to submit them to the executive committee?" I stood, ready to get the fuck out of there.  
 
    "Sure. Go for it." He lifted his hand. "Before you go, you know that you and I have unfinished business." 
 
    "Nope. Not really." I crossed my arms over my chest in an effort to protect myself. "All I had was the ad specs on my list." 
 
    He chuckled darkly and stood. "I have a big art show to attend to on Saturday night for some investors in a new program that's sweeping the nation." 
 
    "Sounds great." I forced myself to stay put.  
 
    "I want you there with me. As my date." 
 
    "Not happening." 
 
    "You don't seem to understand the situation here, pretty girl." He walked around his desk and moved closer to me. Too close. "I'm not going to simply back off. You need to understand what you're giving up and what you're getting with the decisions you're making." 
 
    "Well, thank you, daddy, but it's not your place to teach me anything." 
 
    He reached out and gripped my wrist as I turned to go. "I could teach you a lot of things." 
 
    "Thank you, but no thanks." I pulled my wrist from his grasp and started toward the door.  
 
    "Erica." The sound of his voice stopped me in my tracks.  
 
    I glanced back. "What?" 
 
    "The event starts at seven. Meet me at my place at six-thirty." 
 
    "And if I don't?" I held my breath, truly unsure of how far the bastard in front of me would go to see me naked and wet beneath him.  
 
    "You'll force my hand. There are so many options, but I'd rather not use any of them. I'm not a bad guy. I just care enough to want you to see the light." 
 
    "I hate you." I turned and walked out of the door.  
 
    "Six-thirty," he called after me.  
 
    Fine. An art event around a zillion other people. I'd make it work, and when it was over, I'd go home. There was no way I believe Mitch capable of gagging me and throwing me in the back of his car. He wasn't a villain; he was just obsessed.  
 
    Obsessed with what? Fear danced in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    Obsessed with me.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    "So I think if I just quit this spring at the elementary school that I'll go to the high school." Lanie leaned back from her plate and took a sip of her wine. We'd decided to go out to dinner instead of cooking, seeing that both of us were bone tired.  
 
    "And you really think high school is somewhere you want to be? I heard the kids get mean at that age." 
 
    "They're mean at every age." She downed the rest of her wine. "Call me an Uber if I get too drunk." 
 
    "Will do." I picked up my fork and pushed my pasta around the plate. I needed to tell Lanie about Mitch, but I couldn't force myself to do it. Where I knew she wouldn't judge me, she sure as hell would try and fix it.  
 
    "Hey. What's going on with you? Leon and your mom giving you hell again?" She reached across the table and brushed her fingers over my hand.  
 
    "No." I let out a soft sigh and shrugged. "Matt wants me to move in with him soon." 
 
    "Oh. Wow." She smiled. "Wait. Why do you look so sad about this? This is great news, right?" 
 
    "Yeah, but it's a lot of pressure. It's the next step, and we just got back together after falling apart." 
 
    "That's part of being in a long-term relationship. You know that." 
 
    "No, I don't." I picked up a piece of bread and dragged it through the Alfredo sauce on my plate. "My only long-term relationship didn't work out, remember? He just up and decided to leave. As if I wasn't worth anything." 
 
    "Because he was a jack wagon. You know this." 
 
    I smiled at her silly word. "He was that." 
 
    "Matt's a great guy." She took the last piece of bread from the basket and gave me a look. "I've known you for most of my life. Something else is going on. Spill." 
 
    "No." I reached for my wine glass, but she got to it first and downed the red wine in it.  
 
    "Yes. Let me help you. I'm worried about finding someone worth taking my panties off for. It's not that big of a deal. You, on the other hand, are drowning in something. Spill. Now." 
 
    "More wine?" I asked the waiter as he stopped by.  
 
    "And more bread?" Lanie gave him a sweet smile.  
 
    "Who could refuse the two of you?" He winked at us before walking off.  
 
    "Lots of people." Lanie snorted. "Come on. I want to help you. I love you, and you're hurting." 
 
    "Mitch was trying to overbid Matt at his art opening at De Luca. He was doing it to be a dick." 
 
    "Wait... overbid Matt? Was Matt bidding on his own art?" Her lip lifted up in a cocky smile. "That's such a Bryant thing to do." 
 
    "Yeah, it is, but it's because it was the naked picture of me. Matt doesn't like Mitch, so he was willing to do just about anything to not let Mitch have the painting." 
 
    "So what happened? Did Matt get the painting?" 
 
    "No. Some young billionaire guy did." 
 
    "Can I get his digits? I'm your best friend. That should get me some points somewhere." 
 
    I chuckled. "Stop it. You're going to find Mr. Right. I promise." 
 
    "Let's not go back to me. It's obvious that my future husband got lost, and refuses to stop and ask for direction." We shared a chuckle. It was Lanie's go-to joke about being single. "So what happened?" 
 
    "Mitch wasn't going to let up, and it was so tense in the room. I walked outside and texted Mitch, telling him to stop that shit. He said he would on one condition." 
 
    "Oh no. This does not sound like it's going to end well." 
 
    "That I go to dinner and have drinks with him." 
 
    Her eyes brightened. "Oh, nice! That's easy." 
 
    "And fuck him." 
 
    "What?" Her voice rose as she leaned toward me, whispering so loud it could have been a yell. "Has he lost his fucking mind? You can't do that. It would ruin everything. It would-" Realization rolled over her face. "Oh, shit. You said you would do it." 
 
    Tears filled my eyes. I wasn't a crier, and yet the situation with Mitch and Matt had me crying all the damn time.  
 
    "I didn't know what else to do. I just wanted the bidding war to end and for Matt to feel like he'd won. I didn't want him to lose his pride or his shining moment that night." 
 
    "What are you going to do?" She was ignoring me for the most part, or maybe she was lost in the brevity of the situation.  
 
    "I'm going to tell him no." I shrugged. "But you wanted to know what was wrong and-" 
 
    "No. That's not going to work. Go to Damon." 
 
    "What? Why not Matt?" 
 
    She gave me a sassy look. "Be for real here. Matt will get a gun and end up in jail for Manslaughter. Get Damon involved." 
 
    "And look like an idiot or worst yet, a slut?" 
 
    "Seriously? He thinks the world of you." 
 
    "I don't know." I glanced up and offered our waiter a smile as he delivered us each another glass of wine. "I'm going to go to an event on Saturday with Mitch and try and talk some sense into him. If that doesn't work, I'll go to Damon." 
 
    "Take your own car and meet him at the event. Make sure you have people around you when you walk out. Fuck. Take me with you." 
 
    "That's a thought." I leaned back in my chair and nursed my wine. "You think there is a better way out of this?" 
 
    "I don't know. I want to, but damn... this is like TV drama bullshit." 
 
    "Right?" I let out a long sigh. "I'll do this and see what works. I'm not willing to mess up things with Matt, but I'm not sure which would do more damage; telling him what I did, or just doing it and hoping he never finds out." 
 
    "You could sleep with Mitch? I mean, you could actually go through with it?" 
 
    "No. Not in a million years." 
 
    "Then it seems like you have your backup plan." 
 
    "And what if it doesn't' work and he leaves me, Lanie?" 
 
    "Then you move on." She narrowed her eyes. "You're a beautiful woman, and you'll find someone else. You deserve the best. If Matthew can't see that's what you are and that you were trying to sacrifice for his pride and wellbeing, then fuck him." 
 
    She made it sound so easy, but it wasn't.  
 
    Not in the slightest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Good morning, Sir." A bright-eyed guy with a big smile greeted me as I walked into a flower shop around the corner from Erica's apartment. She'd spent the night at her place after going out with Lanie the night before, and I wanted to see her. Like now.  
 
    "Morning." I pointed to some red and yellow tulips. "I'll take a dozen of each of those in some of that pretty paper you guys have." 
 
    There was a box of pastries sitting on the counter beside him. My stomach growled as I eyeballed them.  
 
    "You bet." He chuckled as my stomach protested loudly. "You want one of those? My mother bought too many as usual." 
 
    "I'd love one." I walked over and glanced back over my shoulder. "Any of them off limits?" 
 
    "I love the cinnamon rolls, but I'm sure she included several in there." 
 
    "Yeah. There's four." I took one of the apple fritters and flipped the lid to the box over. Tina's Bakery. A groan left me as I let the sugar and apples melt over my tongue. "Wow. That's fantastic." 
 
    "Right? Tina is a great person too. You should go by there. She's just down the street two blocks. You make a left on Washington Avenue. Her shop looks like a hole in the wall, but she's an incredible baker." 
 
    "Obviously." I chuckled as I held up the pastry. "I'll head over there after this." 
 
    "Good. Tell her I sent you." 
 
    I paid the guy, took the bouquet of flowers and thanked him before leaving. Erica deserved to be treated like a princess, and damn if I wasn't going to do it. I checked the time on the dashboard of my car as I drove over to her apartment, loaded with flowers and sweet treats.  
 
    "Hells bells." She'd be leaving any minute if she hadn't already gone. I'd put in a call to Joan earlier that morning to let her know that Erica wasn't feeling well and would be out for the day.  
 
    I pulled up about the time she was pulling out. After hitting the horn, I parked and got out, grabbing my goodies and walking toward her car with a cheesy-ass grin on my face. She was beyond beautiful, everything I wanted in my life and then some.  
 
    "Hey. What a great surprise." She spoke as the window rolled down.  
 
    "Oh yeah? I got you a few things. Come inside and change. You're going to have a hard time hiking in heels." 
 
    "Hiking?" She motioned for me to wait a sec as she rolled up the window, turned the car off and got out. "I have several meetings this morning. Can we go on Sunday maybe?" 
 
    "Nope. I told Joan to move everything, and she did." I extended the flowers to her. "These reminded me of you. Bright and beautiful." 
 
    "Awwww, Matt. You're going to spoil me." She took them and moved up to give me a hug.  
 
    I leaned down and stole a kiss. "Spoiled women get spankings. So it's a win-win as far as I'm concerned." 
 
    She laughed. "Is that Tina's?" She reached for the box, snatched it and walked back to the apartment like I'd disappeared into thin air.  
 
    "Yes?" I chuckled and followed her, letting my eyes run down the long line of her back to the swell of her ass. My body woke up as it always did around her. "You look beautiful." 
 
    "You think so?" She glanced over her shoulder as she worked to get the lock in the door and balance everything.  
 
    "Give me that." I bumped her hip with mine and took the keys from her, opening the door and moving back so she could go in.  
 
    "You really called Joan and took care of everything?" She set the bakery box down and walked to the kitchen with her flowers.  
 
    "I did. I wanted to go hiking and spend the night in the mountains tonight. There's supposed to be a meteor shower. I need a beautiful woman to snuggle up next to while I watch it." I followed after her, greedy to get my hands on her.  
 
    "And if I wasn't available?" 
 
    "Then I'd have to ask Lanie." I chuckled as she gasped and swatted at me.  
 
    "I knew you found her attractive!" 
 
    "Not at all, baby." I took the vase from her and filled it with water. "I don't see anyone but you. It's been that way for a long time." 
 
    She wrapped her arms around me from behind and kissed the back of my neck. "Same." 
 
    Chill bumps raced down my legs and arms. "That feels good. Do it again." 
 
    The sound of her sweet laughter filled my ears, calming my soul and sending me into a happy place I'd only recently experienced because of her.  
 
    "Did you get everything we need for the trip yet?" She put her flowers in the vase and plucked it from my hands, depositing it in the middle of her kitchen table.  
 
    "Like what? I have you. Me. Pastries. Yep, we're good." I offered her a goofy grin.  
 
    "That sounds about right then." She moved past me, reaching out and brushing her fingers by my cock. "Looks like you have something for me to enjoy on the ride up too." 
 
    My heart nearly stopped in my chest. "He's yours anytime, baby girl. Play with him or me as much and as often as you like." 
 
    "So hot," she whispered and walked to her room. I thought about going after her and having a little bit of fun, but I knew I wanted to spend the day in the mountains with her. If I got her to the bedroom and stripped her down, it was game over. We'd be naked and sweaty by lunchtime and asleep by two.  
 
    She walked out a few minutes later in a part of shorts and a double layered tank top. Her breasts caught my attention first, and I reached out to caress her as she moved closer.  
 
    "Fuck, you turn me on, Erica Hall." I reached up and cupped her face, not quite sure she appreciated me fondling her every chance I got. She was just so damn sexy.  
 
    "The feeling is mutual." She ran her hands around my waist and squeezed my butt as she lifted up and kissed me a few times.  
 
    I deepened the kiss, sharing a soft groan with her as we pressed tightly against one another. I broke the kiss, knowing we were headed back down the 'no-trip' path yet again.  
 
    "Let's get out of here." I kissed her quickly before releasing her. "What time do you need to be back on Sunday?" 
 
    An odd expression moved across her face. "I need to be back by tomorrow afternoon." 
 
    "Aw, really? Damn. I was hoping we would have the whole weekend, baby." 
 
    "I wish I could." She walked to the kitchen and grabbed two bottles of water from the fridge, tossing one to me. "I have an art event I have to go to tomorrow night with a few people from the office. Nothing big, but I have to be there." 
 
    "Can't I just call Joan and sweet talk her into canceling for you?" I smiled at her.  
 
    "Nope, but good try." She popped my butt as she walked to the door. "Come on. Let's go have some fun while we can." 
 
    "Consider me all in." I grabbed the box of treats and took the bag she had in her hand. "I'll drive. You just relax and try to enjoy yourself, alright?" 
 
    "I like the sound of that. Should we take Zek with us?" 
 
    “No. I’ll text Lanie to come over tonight and hang out with him for a little while. He’ll be good until the morning. We’ll come back early.” 
 
    “Sounds good, baby.”  
 
    I had a million questions I wanted to ask her, but all of them were prying. I knew something was going on with her, but the mature thing to do was to back the fuck off and wait until she came to me.  
 
    She will open up to me, right? 
 
    "You still with me?" She walked to her side of the car and offered me a sweet smile.  
 
    "Oh yeah. You're stuck. I'm here forever." I got in the car, took a cinnamon roll and handed her the box. "The guy at the flower shop said these were the best ever." 
 
    "He was right. I love those." She snatched mine and took a big bite as I stared, opened-mouthed at her.  
 
    "You're going to pay for that." 
 
    She took another bite and tried to talk around her mouthful. "How exactly?" 
 
    "I'm going to fill up your pretty mouth with something else." 
 
    She moaned and nibbled around the edges of the pastry, her cheeks slam-packed with a cinnamon roll. It was the cutest thing I'd ever seen. I laughed and started the car.  
 
    "You're everything to me. You know that?" 
 
    After licking her fingers clean and wiping them on the leg of my pants, she leaned over and kissed the side of my neck.  
 
    "I'm so glad to hear it." She brushed her nose down my neck and squeezed my cock softly before nipping at my ear. "You're everything I want in my life, Matthew." 
 
    "Then marry me." I turned and slipped my hand into her hair, holding her in place as I made love to her mouth. I was teasing to some degree. I'd be proposing next year in the spring time, but the words just poured out of my mouth.  
 
    "Now?" She kissed me again and moved back into her seat.  
 
    "Next year?" I put the car in reverse and breathed in deeply, the scent of her perfume and shampoo the perfect combination to drive me wild.  
 
    "Count on it, Mister." She reached into the box and handed me a cinnamon roll. "Here. Enjoy, but make sure you savor it." 
 
    I ate it in three bites. "Like that?" 
 
    "Matt!" She popped me in the chest. "You didn't even chew the damn thing." 
 
    "Alright. You're right." I glanced over at her, falling a little more in love. "Give me another one, and I'll take my time with it." 
 
    She handed another one over. Crazy girl. I shoved the whole thing in my mouth and chewed until my jaw hurt. The sound of her laughing and throwing a fit over my lack of finesse when it came to enjoying sweets was music to my ears.  
 
    "You didn't taste that! How could you?" 
 
    I licked my lips and my fingertips and growled. "I tasted it. It was the second best thing I've ever had in my life." I pulled us onto the freeway, headed out of town for our overnight getaway.  
 
    "And the best?" She reached over and ran her nails up my thigh.  
 
    "You. Without a doubt." I gripped her hand and pulled it up to my lips, kissing her fingers one at a time. "I plan on savoring every inch of you tonight if you'll let me." 
 
    "You're not going to hear any type of refusal from me." She leaned back and let out a soft sigh. "Hey." She glanced my way. "Do you have your first art pad? I was just thinking about this last night in bed." 
 
    "Wait. You thought about me drawing as a ten-year-old boy as you laid in bed last night?" I shook my head. "Fuck me. I've done something wrong." 
 
    She swatted me again. "Or something very right. Do you have it?" 
 
    "I actually do. It's in my big green bag in the back seat. It's red with my initials on the front."  
 
    She turned and leaned back to get it. I ran my hand over her ass and tried not to wreck the car.  
 
    "Really?" She dropped back into her seat and gave me a look.  
 
    "Um, yeah, really. You put that in my face, and it's going to get some attention." 
 
    "Good to know," she mumbled as she flipped through the pages slowly.  
 
    I turned on the radio and let myself slip into vacation mode as she laughed, ooh'd and ahh'd at the pages.  
 
    "That's my favorite one." I pointed over to a picture of a little brown dog. "That's Buster. He was my first and only pet." 
 
    "Oh. Kent and your mom didn't let you get one after him?"  
 
    "No, they would have been fine with it. Damon sneezed his ass off from the minute I brought the dog home. I had him for a week, and then he was gone." I gave her a funny look. "He almost always got his way." 
 
    "And yet you love him." 
 
    "Yeah, and I wouldn't change him for anything." 
 
    "He and Bethany are doing okay?" 
 
    "They're better. They're getting there. He's not an easy guy to deal with. He comes with a lot of baggage. I guess we all do." 
 
    "That's the truth." She finished looking at the pictures and put the album back into the bag before dropping down in her seat and giving me a quizzical look. "Any cops around here?" 
 
    "Not that I've seen. Why?" My breath caught in my chest as she unbuckled and leaned over the console, working quickly to pull my dick from my pants. 
 
    "Because I want you." She gave me a wicked smile and leaned down to run her tongue along my length. The sweet guy in me melted away.  
 
    I slid my hand into her hair and gripped tightly. "Take every inch of it, Erica. I want to feel your nose pressed to my skin." 
 
    She moaned and obeyed beautifully.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    Matt was completely out of it by the time we reached the cabin. I'd offered ten times to take the wheel and let him get a nap, but he wouldn't let me. We walked into the cabin, and he motioned that he was going to check out the bedroom.  
 
    When he didn't come back twenty minutes later, I realized where he was. Sound asleep on the bed. Poor thing.  
 
    A smile lifted my lips as I stood beside the bed and watched him sleep. He had no idea how handsome he was. I knelt and kissed his forehead before whispering into his ear.  
 
    "I'm going to town to get groceries. Be right back." 
 
    He grumbled something and turned over, his tone that of a pissy teenager. It was too cute. How hard it must have been to live in Damon's shadow. I was grateful that I only had an older brother and not a sister to be compared too, though I wasn't too sure Kent was the comparing kind. He seemed to enjoy and appreciate both of his boys for who they were. It was one of the reasons I liked him so much as a boss. He was supportive and caring toward all of us.  
 
    I drove to the store in silence, giving my thoughts a chance to entertain me. I had so many things to figure out, but something about the serenity of the mountains gave me pause. I didn't need to work through all the shit I was dealing with just yet. I could take a day off from it.  
 
    A text from my brother, Leon busted up any sense of peace as I walked into the small grocery store. He wanted me to go see mother. It was my turn.  
 
    It was always my turn, but the bad part was that she hated seeing me. I was everything she wasn't. Kind, artistic, giving. I was my father's child for sure.  
 
    "Afternoon, Miss." An elderly guy stood at the only cash register in the store.  
 
    "Hi there. I'm just going to grab a few things for dinner." 
 
    "Absolutely. We just caught some fresh trout. My son should have the fillets ready back there if you're interested." 
 
    "That sounds great." I walked to the back and picked up a couple of things before grabbing a packet of fillets. The old man seemed quite pleased with my selection of groceries. It was cute and endearing.  
 
    There was something so simple about the type of living he and his family were doing, and I envied him a little. Could I just pick up and leave my life? Head up to the mountains with Matt and live off what we could catch or kill? 
 
    I laughed at myself as I pulled out of the store and drove back to the cabin. Matt would be up, or I'd get him up. I didn't want to come off as greedy, but I sure as hell wanted to spend whatever time I could with him.  
 
    The chances of us making it out of the Mitch situation still together and unscathed seemed highly unlikely. It was painful to think about what would happen when I told Matt everything that had transpired. Would he see my sacrifice as a true sacrifice? 
 
    And if I didn't sleep with Mitch, then what? How would he get me back for that? By lying to Matt? It wasn't like Matt would listen to him.  
 
    A million options ran through my mind's eye, each sounding worse than the last. I pulled up to the cabin to find Matt outside, working on a fire as the late afternoon was soon to turn into evening.  
 
    I got out of the car and grabbed our groceries.  
 
    "Need a hand?" He moved around the open car door and took the bags out of my hand.  
 
    "I could have gotten that." 
 
    "I know, but I'm here. You don't need to carry anything." He leaned in for a kiss.  
 
    Cupping the sides of his handsome face, I took my time thanking him with my lips.  
 
    He pulled back, looking a little starry-eyed. "Wow. I'm going to start toting shit more often." 
 
    I laughed and closed the car door. "I was going to get hot dogs for dinner, but they had some fresh trout that looked too good to ignore." 
 
    "Fish sounds better." He moved back, and I opened the door. "Sorry I fell asleep. Someone sucked the energy right from me on the ride up here." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Oh, Lord. Let the tacky teenage boy jokes start." 
 
    "All part of the charm, baby. All part of the charm." 
 
    "This is true." I wrapped him in a tight hug and pressed my cheek to his back, never wanting to let him go.  
 
    Everything felt suddenly so fleeting.  
 
    My phone buzzed, and I released him to walk back toward the tiny living room. "I'm praying this isn't my brother." 
 
    "Answer it if it is. It could be about your mom." 
 
    "Yeah, cause that's a subject I want to talk about." I picked up the phone to see that it was from an unknown number.  
 
    Matt pressed his chest to my back, offering me comfort. "You know you wouldn't forgive yourself if something happened to her and you ignored it." 
 
    "You're right." I pulled the phone to my ear and walked toward the door. "Erica Hall." 
 
    "Erica. It's Mitch. I just wanted to make sure you were feeling alright for our date tomorrow night." 
 
    A cold sweat broke out on my skin. It was a damn good thing I'd walked away from Matt. Sickness swam in my stomach as I opened the door and walked out, closing it behind me.  
 
    "It's not a date, but I'm fine. I'll be at the event at seven." 
 
    "You'll be here at my place at six-thirty." His tone was still light, but I could almost imagine him with his teeth clenched together. I was a pain in the ass, no doubt. I was trying to be.  
 
    "I said I would come to the event. I never said I would meet you at your house. I don't trust you, and you can understand why. Give me the address to the event, or forget it." 
 
    "You play hardball a little too often, Erica." 
 
    "You haven't seen anything yet." I dropped down on the stairs. "After tomorrow night, you're going to leave me alone." 
 
    "Or?" 
 
    "Or I'm going to talk with Damon or Kent. Or fuck. Both of them!" My words sounded silly in my ears as if I were a six-year-old girl making threats against a grown man.  
 
    "I'll send you the address, but please don't forget your place in all of this. You sold your body for a night. I didn't force you to do it. You eagerly said yes." 
 
    "No, I didn't." Disgust for my action threatened to pull me under. "I'm hanging up. Send me the address." 
 
    "See you tomorrow." 
 
    I dropped the call and stood up, my legs a little shaky. After sucking in three or four deep breaths, I turned and walked back into the house. Matt was in a woman's apron, moving around the kitchen, humming something funny.  
 
    He was only wearing the apron. His cute little pale ass flexed as he turned and looked over his shoulder. "You like?" 
 
    I laughed, needing his humor more than anything at the moment. "I love it and you." 
 
    "Good. Come over here and help me tote the stuff outside." 
 
    "You are not going outside butt-ass naked." 
 
    "True. There are wild animals out there." He stopped in front of me and ran his strong hands over my shoulders. "But there's a wild woman in here." His smile faded. "Baby... what's the matter?" 
 
    "Nothing. I'm just dealing with a lot at work." 
 
    He encircled me with his arms. "Like what? Talk to me, and we'll figure it out. You've been closing up a lot lately. Open up to me." 
 
    "I want to, but I hate to bother you with stupid stuff." I leaned in and pressed my forehead to his chest. "Thank you for the apron outfit though. It's brightening my day." 
 
    He didn't smile when I lifted my chin and locked gazes with him. "What at work is bothering you?" 
 
    "Mitch mostly. I think he has it out for me." A small sense of relief raced through me as I got a little bit of the situation out and on the table. 
 
    "I think he has it out for me." Matt laughed and released me. "He was quite the dick at my event last week, and then... all of a sudden, he just stopped bidding. It was the weirdest shit ever." 
 
    I bit my tongue and moved around him, grabbing a beer from the cooler he'd brought up with him. It was my chance to tell him why Mitch had stopped bidding. My offer to the asshole had plugged the drama leak that night but had made my life so much more complicated.  
 
    "He's going to the event tomorrow, and honestly, I just don't want to be around him." I popped the top on the beer and took a long drink as Matt pulled the apron over his head.  
 
    His strong body was bare and on full display for me. An ache resurrected between my thighs as I reached for him.  
 
    "You need to talk to my father about this if it's upsetting you this much." He brushed the back of his fingers down the side of my face. "I knew something was going on, but I didn't know what." 
 
    I couldn't help but wonder what Damon would have done if it were him and Bethany. Would he have told her to talk to Kent? Or would he have found Mitch and choked the life out of him? Sadness raced through me at my thoughts. They weren't fair to either of us.  
 
    Matt was only trying to help with the little bit of information I'd given him.  
 
    "I'll figure it out." I lifted up to kiss him again. "Go get dressed and let's get dinner going. I'm starving." 
 
    "Alright." His voice lacked excitement. "Give me a minute." 
 
    The air around me felt like it had deflated completely. Things got a little better as we cooked dinner and turned the conversation back to his art. He filled me in on the new contract job a little more, and I encouraged him to take it.  
 
    "I don't know. I really hate being told what to paint." He shrugged and leaned away from the fire.  
 
    "I can understand that, but sometimes you have to take on a few jobs that pay the bills so that you can fund the jobs or art that you really want to work on. It's just a balancing job." I reached out and touched his arm. "I'm really proud of you, by the way. You did a great job at the show a week ago. It's been so crazy since then that I don't know if we got to-" 
 
    He pulled me close and pressed his lips to mine, silencing all my concerns and wandering thoughts. I breathed him in and sunk down into his arm, letting the strength of his hold lull me into a place of peace.  
 
    "Don't let me go. Promise me," I whispered against his lips.  
 
    He pulled me into his lap and tightened his arms around me. "Never. You have nothing to worry about Erica." 
 
    "And if I do?" I leaned in for another long kiss.  
 
    "People fuck up all the time." He licked up the side of my throat and gripped my ass, massaging it as he rocked against me. "Just talk to me when shit comes up. I think open communication has to be the answer to everything right?" 
 
    "Maybe so." I pulled at his t-shirt. "Make love to me out here." 
 
    "Can I fuck you instead?" He smiled up at me before pulling his shirt over his head.  
 
    I didn't get yes out of my mouth before he picked me up and carried me to the hammock on the side of the house. The stars twinkled above us as he laid on his back and held onto my hips. I fucked him nice and slow, taking my time to trace the muscles of his stomach and chest.  
 
    His grunts mixed with my moans and the world exploded around me as I convulsed with my orgasm. I loved him so much and wanted to bath in the excitement of a future together, but I was too damn scared to just yet.  
 
    The moment felt fleeting, like the end was near. As badly as I wanted to shake it, I simply couldn't.  
 
    He would find out about my proposition to Mitch and label me a whore.  
 
    No matter how good my intentions were.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    A smile spread across my face as I slipped out of bed the next morning and walked to the kitchen. My heart was full in so many ways. Nothing could tear me down from the high I was on. The woman of my dreams was in my bed, covered in my scent, adorned with my kisses and greedy touches.  
 
    My father accepted me for who I was, and scary enough, he always had. It was me that needed to get over my difference to him and Damon. It was me who was trying to live in the shadow of my brother, and it wasn't needed anymore.  
 
    I could simply be me, and that was enough. Erica loved me and treasured what we had. She was all I needed to confirm my security in simply being me.  
 
    After padding around the kitchen for a few minutes, I decided to make breakfast for her. I was almost done frying the bacon when she stopped at the edge of the kitchen in one of my t-shirts. Her hair was a mess and her lips a little swollen from our kisses.  
 
    I stopped what I was doing to take her in. My pulse spiked a little, and I couldn't help but wonder if she would always have such a strong hold on me.  
 
    "I smell bacon." Her smile was sweet and youthful. I could almost see what our little girl would look like when we finally got married and had babies.  
 
    "Well, looks like someone's nose is working this morning." I walked over and pulled her into my arms, leaning down to kiss the tip of her cute button nose. "Did you sleep okay?" 
 
    "I think so." She wrapped her arms around me and pressed her cheek against my chest. "I had a few nightmares, but what else is new?" 
 
    "About what?" I pulled back and reached up to brush my hands down the side of her hair. Leaning in, I kissed her lips softly and enjoyed the taste of cinnamon on her tongue. She'd have me back in the bed in no time if I weren't careful.  
 
    "About someone coming after me." She let out a soft sigh and pulled away from me. "You want some coffee?" 
 
    "Yeah. I knew I forgot something." I turned and crossed my arms over my chest as I checked out the perfect swell of her ass in my t-shirt. It cupped her as she bent over, and my cock pulsed, promising to grow long and thick if he could get some attention. I rolled my eyes at the thought. The bastard had a mind of his own. "Who was after you in the dreams, Erica?" 
 
    "I don't know." She glanced over her shoulder, her expression solemn. "I couldn't see his face, but I relived the mugging and then the fender bender I just went through." 
 
    "Hmm..." Concern filled me. "You think that someone did those things on purpose or what?" 
 
    "I hope not." She turned back and worked on the coffee pot.  
 
    I moved back to the stove and finished up cooking breakfast. Something deep inside of me roared to life as I stood there thinking about someone having the balls to come after my girl. Certainly not. We lived pretty simple lives in most respects. Why would anyone want to hurt her?  
 
    "I don't like it," I mumbled more to myself than her.  
 
    She wrapped her arms around me and pressed her soft tits to my back, her hands sliding down to cup me as she squeezed softly. "You don't like what? This?" 
 
    "Oh, no. I like that very much. I don't like the idea of someone messing with you." I fixed our plates and turned as she backed up. "Who do you think it is? Not Mitch, right?" 
 
    After taking her plate, she averted her eyes down to the ground and shrugged. "I don't know." 
 
    "You don't know?" My voice hardened. "If you think he's the one behind this random shit happening to you, then we need to find out. Period." 
 
    "Let it go, okay?" She glanced up and gave me the biggest fake smile I'd seen from her before. "It was just a dream." 
 
    "It was just a dream last night, but someone did mug you, and someone else hit your car." I stopped short as she turned and walked toward the door with her shoulders rolled in. What the fuck was happening? "Erica." 
 
    "Leave it alone, Matt. Please?" She walked out onto the front porch and sat down. "Thank you for making breakfast." 
 
    I wanted to push her for more information, to force her to explain herself fully, but the emotion sitting on her shoulders left me biting my tongue instead. I'd figure out what was up on my own. There was no need to upset her any more than she already was.  
 
    "Sure." I put my plate down. "I'll grab the coffee. You want anything else, baby?" 
 
    "Just you." She glanced up, and I paused to reach down and touch her cheek.  
 
    "You know I'm here for you, right? If something is going on-" 
 
    "It's nothing. Just a fucked up dream." She cupped her hand over mine and kissed my palm softly. "I promise." 
 
    "Okay." I leaned down and kissed the top of her head before going back into the house for our coffee. She wasn't being honest, but I was alright with that to some degree. As long as she wasn't in danger, and our relationship was solid, we'd work through it.  
 
    Whatever the fuck it was.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    "You sure you have to go to this thing tonight?" I dropped her back off at her apartment and walked her to the door.  
 
    "Yeah. I'm sure." She leaned in to kiss me a few times.  
 
    I slid my hand into her hair and deepened the kiss, enjoying the way she fit against me so well. I'd wanted to take a shower with her earlier that morning back at the cabin, but the mood shifted a little too much after we talked about her nightmare. Something told me that it wasn't some crazy idea she'd come up with, but rather something she was seriously considering. If someone were trying to hurt her, there would be absolute hell to pay. Some part of me hoped that it was Mitch. Fucker.  
 
    "I love you." I moved back and slipped my hands into my pocket. The sound of Zek barking inside the apartment had me smiling. "You want me to take little man back to my place? If you have to go out again tonight, he's going to be alone. Let me have him." 
 
    "You sure?" She turned and unlocked the door. "I know he still has accidents in the house." 
 
    "He's good training for the kids we're going to have." 
 
    She snorted and opened the door. "You're already thinking about kids? Where is my ring?" 
 
    "Patience woman." I moved around her and walked to Zek's cage, opening it and scooping the little guy up as he wiggled and whined. "It's alright, boy. We're back now. You want to go home with daddy tonight?" 
 
    "I like the idea of you being called daddy." She gave me a sexy smile as she leaned down to kiss Zek's face a few times. "You boys behave." 
 
    "No problem here. It's this wild ass that we need to worry about." I leaned in to kiss her again before grabbing Zek's stuff and hauling him and it to the car. I put him back in his cage after walking him around the grass beside the apartment complex. He whined and cried, but I turned on the radio and let my thoughts take me somewhere else. To the future. A big house on the bay with Erica and I painting together and three little munchkins running around, tearing shit up.  
 
    Bliss.  
 
    My phone buzzed, and I pressed the hands-free device. "Hello?" 
 
    "Hey, Bro. What's up?" 
 
    "Nothing much. I'm just heading back from a night up at the lake with Erica." I reached over and stuck my fingers into Zek's cage. He licked me to death. "Zek's staying over tonight, so it's a guy’s evening. What's up with you?" 
 
    "I'm actually flying into Seattle in about an hour. I have a meeting on Monday and figured I would get there a little early. Bethany and her mom are doing some girl's weekend thing and seeing that I have a dick... I'm out." 
 
    "Lucky you." I snorted and pulled up to my place. "Come over tonight, and we'll have dinner at the house. I'm tired of wearing pants. I need a break." 
 
    "Yeah, I'm not so sure the idea of you being pantsless at dinner makes me want to come over." 
 
    "See you at six?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'll be there."  
 
    "Good, and maybe tomorrow we can go look for places." 
 
    "Places?" Damon asked.  
 
    "Yeah. I've asked Erica to move in with me, but I want to buy a bigger place and expand the art studio. I thought about it all night honestly. I want to do something big and flashy for her, something she would see and know that I loved her." 
 
    "Flowers won't work, hm?" 
 
    "Asshat." 
 
    "It was worth a try." Damon snorted. "We can go look tomorrow. I think it's a great idea to treat her to some extravagance." 
 
    "I'm thinking of looking for a place with a lot of windows and maybe setting up a huge art studio and then a smaller yoga studio for her. You know she loves that shit." 
 
    "Please tell me that you're not going to take up yoga too." 
 
    Heat rushed up my chest and coated my neck and cheeks. "No. Fuck yoga." 
 
    The things I'd done to impress a woman. I smiled at the thought. I'd go so much farther than I already had to let her know how insanely special she was to me.  
 
    "You totally went to a yoga class." 
 
    "Nope." I pulled up to the house and unbuckled. "Alright, one more thing." 
 
    "Only if you admit to going." 
 
    "I need you to check into Mitch Roberson for me, please?" I reached over and grabbed Zek's stuff. "I know you like the guy, but something isn't right. Figure it out for me. I'm your little brother." 
 
    "I'm not doing a damn thing until you admit you put on tight pants and stretched into a pretzel for some pussy." 
 
    "Yep. I did it. Now, help me out." I got out of the car and walked around to get Zek out. There was no winning with my brother. He'd been pulling secrets out of me since I had my first one. There was no fighting him.  
 
    "I knew it!" 
 
    "Fuck you too. Dig into this bastard, please? He's on Erica's case big time, and she's having nightmares about him. I want to know if he was involved in her mugging and fender bender events." 
 
    "Seriously? Mitch is one of dad's oldest friends. He's not a villain, Matt." 
 
    "If it was Bethany that was upset about it, what would you do?" 
 
    "Alright. I'll see what I can find out. Clear your schedule for dinner. I'll pick up kabobs or something before I head over. You have beer at the house?" 
 
    "Does an accountant have a pocket protector?" 
 
    "Right. See you later tonight." He dropped the call.  
 
    I knelt and pressed my face close to the cage. "He didn't think my nerdy accountant joke was funny, Zek. What do you think, boy?" 
 
    Zek jumped around, barking his little head off.  
 
    "Me too, man. I swear my brother has no sense of humor at all." I picked up the cage and walked up to the house as a sense of trepidation rolled through me.  
 
    If Erica was having all this negative shit happening to her, wouldn't it be best to stick to her side all the time? What if something happened to her at the art festival later that night? She said Mitch was going. Maybe I should go too.  
 
    No. I didn't want to invade her privacy or make her feel like I didn't trust her. Jonathan. I'd see if he were going.  
 
    I texted her after getting inside to get the name of the event.  
 
    Grabbing my phone, I called Jonathan.  
 
    "Hey there. What's up?" He sounded like he'd run a mile. I didn't want to ask in case he'd just finished fucking his wife. That would make for an awkward conversation.  
 
    "I was just calling to see if you were going to the Lantique Art Festival tonight." 
 
    "Of course I am. Why? You want to go with us?" 
 
    "No, but thank you. Erica will be there with her company and some of her work pals. I just wanted to see if you would keep an eye on her." 
 
    "Hmmm... Something going on with her that leaves you unsettled?" 
 
    "Not at all. She's just having a rough time, and I think one of the guys at work is making her uncomfortable. I've asked my brother to check into him, but I'm glad you're going to the event. Can you just watch out for her for me?" 
 
    "Absolutely. I'll keep my distance, but have my eyes on her for sure." 
 
    "Thanks, man." I hung up and dropped down onto the couch as Zek pounded on top of me, wanting attention. Worry clung to me, but Jonathan would be there. 
 
    It wasn't as good as me going, but it was better than nothing. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I seriously didn't think you were going to make it." Lanie glanced over at me from her bent-over position. Yoga was every Saturday morning, and I tried like hell not to miss it come hell or high water.  
 
    "I had to drive like a bat outta hell for sure." I moved into position and glanced up at the sound of someone clearing their throat.  
 
    "Is there a reason you're late to my class today?" The instructor was a total witch and loved to throw verbal punches at anyone who was even a few seconds tardy, but she was great at what she did. There was no denying that her class would be fantastic. A smile touched my lips as I thought about the last time I was in yoga and Matt was there. She made an example out of him, and Lanie and I stood at the back, laughing the whole time.  
 
    It was karma that I should be caught in the woman's web next.  
 
    "Yeah. My father died last night." I tilted my head to the side and gave her a look that warned her to leave me be.  
 
    "Oh!" She clamped her hands over her mouth. "I am so sorry." 
 
    "You should be." I bent back over and turned my face toward Lanie, who was wide-eyed and a little pale. "I just got back into town this morning. Matt took Zek, so I figured I would get over here as fast as possible." 
 
    "Well, I'm glad you're here." Lanie pursed her lips and moved deeper into the stretch. 
 
    The instructor's voice lifted above the soft music playing in the background, and we spent the next hour getting our asses handed to us.  
 
    I let out a long sigh of relief when the class was over. Every muscle in my body was limber and relaxed.  
 
    "That was a great work out." Lanie glanced over at me as we walked to the door. "I think she took out her aggravation on the class." 
 
    "She's a tense woman, for sure." I pushed the door open and walked into the chilly mid-morning day. "You want to grab a coffee?" 
 
    "I would, but I'm having some work done on the house today. I'm praying the guy is a hottie who hates to wear his shirt." 
 
    I laughed. "With your luck, he's an overweight gorilla who sweats like a whore in church and hates to wear his shirt or shoes." 
 
    "Really?" She gave me a look. "You're going to put that on me?" 
 
    "I had to." I turned to face her as we reached our cars. "I'm going to that art event tonight." 
 
    "With Matthew?" 
 
    "No. With Mitch." I glanced down at my hands as deep concern welled inside of me. "I don't know what to do. I have to tell him what I did." 
 
    "Tell who?" She reached out and touched my shoulder, squeezing softly.  
 
    I forced myself to look back up at her as shame weighed me down. "Tell Matt that I promised myself to Mitch." 
 
    "It's a promise. Break it." 
 
    "And then what? He's not going to let it go, Lanie." 
 
    "We'll figure it out." She pulled me into a tight hug. "Hell, tell him that I'll wax his cock for you. Like a pinch-fucker? Like they have pinch-hitters in baseball?" 
 
    I laughed though tears had blurred my vision. "I just love him so much. I can't imagine losing him." 
 
    "Then get real and be honest." She cupped my face in her hands. "Look at me." I forced myself to look into her eyes. Nothing but love radiated from her. "You did this to help him because you're an idiot and because you love him. It's going to be okay. Go to the event, tell Mitch to fuck off and then tell Matt and Damon what's going on. They'll help you." 
 
    "I know. I'm just so used to doing things myself. I can't remember the last time I let anyone help me out of anything." I forced a smile. "Other than a dress." 
 
    She laughed. "Well, I'll be thinking about you. Call me or text me later if you need an emergency out or if anything goes wrong. I'm only a few miles away. I'll be there before you can blink twice. You're not alone, Erica. You never have been." 
 
    Her words were kind, but she was wrong. I'd been alone for a very long time. Asking anyone to help me clean up a mess as big as the one I was facing was not only embarrassing, it was damning.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I'd just finished getting ready for the event when Lanie called. I grabbed the phone and ignored the shaking of my hands. I was a hot mess and knew without a doubt that I wasn't going to make it through the night without throwing up a few times.  
 
    "Hey," I said, my voice a rough whisper.  
 
    "Hey. I had an idea!" 
 
    "Oh yeah? You want to do a face swap? We change identities, and you go as me? He's a really good-looking guy, and he's rich." 
 
    "And he's a total creep. I'm going to ignore your willingness to throw me to the sharks!" 
 
    I laughed. "Tell me your grand plan." 
 
    "Get a few of those high-dosage sleeping pills from the counter in your bathroom. You know... the ones you used when your father died." 
 
    "Those are old. There's no way-" 
 
    "Just do it. They'll work. Give him four instead of two." 
 
    "At the event?" I bent over and worked my heels onto my feet.  
 
    "No. He's going to want you to come home with him, Erica. Play the part and then slip the pills into his drink. Let him pass out, and Monday at the office, tell him you're all paid up. You fucked him, and life can go on." 
 
    "And if he says something to Matt?" 
 
    "He has no proof. That's when you can pull out the story. I'll be there to back you up. You know that." 
 
    It didn't sound like a horrible plan, and if I were being honest, I had no plan at all. "Alright. I'll think about it." 
 
    "Get the pills and be safe. I love you." 
 
    "Love you too." I walked quickly to the bathroom and emptied a few into the palm of my hand. Everything inside me screamed for me to skip the event and go find Matt. He could help me figure things out. He loved me.  
 
    "And I love him too." I checked myself in the mirror one more time, steeling my resolve to end this shit tonight. Lanie's plan was dangerous, but if I could pull it off, maybe everything would be back to normal by Monday.  
 
    I finished getting my things together and locked up the apartment. The trip over to the art gallery took a little longer than I expected, and I showed up about thirty minutes after I told Mitch I would be there.  
 
    I was surprised as hell that he hadn't blown up my phone wondering where I was. Points for him for being a man and not a boy.  
 
    "Good evening, Miss." A valet opened my door and moved back, a smile on his face. "Just leave the keys in the ignition. Here's your ticket. Enjoy the event." 
 
    "Thank you." I nodded and took the ticket before walking to the door.  
 
    Mitch walked out, looking like the devil himself. His black suit was pressed perfectly, and fit him like a glove. I had no doubt that every woman in the room behind him had eye-fucked him twenty times. He was beautiful and would make some woman very happy one day, but that woman wasn't me. I was completely sold out to a blond-haired goof that reminded me of the frat boys from my past that I would turn away instantly.  
 
    Matt had every part of me. There was nothing else left to give to anyone or anything.  
 
    "You look beautiful." Mitch reached out and took my hand before leaning in and kissing my cheek. "Thanks for coming." 
 
    "I didn't have a choice." I slipped my arm into his as he offered it. I wanted to find some middle ground where I could be cordial with the asshole, but he was threatening to destroy everything that mattered to me.  
 
    "You always have a choice." He glanced down at me, his eyes filled with needy lust. "Let's grab a drink and let me introduce you to a few people. Then we dance." 
 
    "I don't like to dance." I pulled my arm from him as we approached the bar.  
 
    "Too bad." He moved in behind me, sliding his hands over my hips and holding me like he owned me. He leaned forward, and I stiffened. "I'll have a crown and coke, and then whatever my girl's having as well." 
 
    The bartender smiled. "Of course, Mr. Roberson." He glanced at me. "For you tonight, Miss?" 
 
    "A glass of red wine, please." I tried to find my voice, but it was lost behind the panic building in my chest. Mitch touching me was wrong. His body pressed to mine was sickeningly wrong.  
 
    "Relax," he whispered against the back of my hair.  
 
    I took my wine, thanked the guy and turned to face Mitch. "Please don't touch me like we're together. I'm your date tonight, not your wife or your lover." 
 
    "I understand where you are, Erica." He reached out and gripped my chin as his eyes darkened. "But tonight is your payback for me walking away from the most beautiful piece of art I've ever seen. It might not mean anything to you, but it did to me." 
 
    "So go buy it from the rich kid that won the bidding that night." I stepped back and bumped into the bar. Mitch reached out and grabbed my wrist, helping me to keep from spilling the wine.  
 
    "Stop being hostile, or tonight doesn't count. Period." He gripped my free hand and pulled me alongside him as we stopped to talk with several people. He kept my hand in his, or his hand pressed to the small of my back the whole night. I calmed down a little after my second glass of wine.  
 
    There was a confidence building up inside of me that I could get him back to his place and knock him out. I could figure it out, and this travesty would be over.  
 
    "Come dance with me." He took my glass from me, and we walked out to the dance floor. He pulled me close and breathed in deeply. "I can't wait to taste you, Erica. I'm going to spread you out on my kitchen table and indulge in every part of you until you can't figure out where I begin and you end." 
 
    I smirked. "You really think you have more to offer than a young, twenty-something-year-old man? He fucks like a rabbit, and he's so beautiful to look at." 
 
    He smiled as if I hadn't phased him a bit. The fear I'd let go of earlier had returned in a sickening wave.  
 
    "I'm not going to fuck you." He moved us to the middle of the floor, his hands gripping me tightly, possessively. "I'm going to make love to you. You need to see what it looks like to be adored by a man, not molested by a boy." 
 
    I clamped my lips shut. I had a million nasty things to shoot back at him, but it was better for me to simply get through the night and walk away. After things settled down, I would find a way to get him fired, even if that meant telling Damon and Kent everything. Tonight was the beginning of the end.  
 
    He leaned down and brushed his lips by my jawline before letting his lips hover just above my lips. "Kiss me." 
 
    "No. No kissing tonight." I turned and pressed my cheek against his chest, facing away from him. I locked eyes with someone on the edge of the floor that looked way too familiar. The tight expression on the man's face caused bile to rise in my throat. He was disgusted, ashamed, destroyed.  
 
    "Fuck." I pulled back. "I'll be right back."  
 
    Jonathan Luntz stood at the edge of the floor, his eyes a bottomless pit. "Erica. Wow. I'm not sure what to say right now." 
 
    "It's not what you think." I reached out to touch his arm, but he stepped back out of reach.  
 
    "No?" He glanced out toward the dance floor. "Looks to me like you've been cheating on Matthew. What a painful realization that's going to be for him." 
 
    "I'm not cheating on Matt. I love him with-" 
 
    He lifted his hand and snorted. "Right. Well, here's the deal, he means a lot to me and my family. You can tell him about what you're up to while he's not looking, or I will." 
 
    "It's not-" 
 
    "You or me?" 
 
    "Me." I took a shaky breath. I would just have to tell Matt, but I needed to make Mitch think that I slept with him. Matt would believe me when I told him the whole thing and my scheme. He might even appreciate it. No... that was pushing it. He'd be furious and probably kill Mitch with his bare hands.  
 
    As long as he didn't turn away from me, I was good with anything else he wanted to do.  
 
    "Good. Enjoy your evening. You've most certainly ruined mine." He turned and walked away, his nose turned up and eyes full of condemnation. There would be no coming back from that moment with him. Even if Matthew forgave me and understood what I was up to, convincing Jonathan otherwise was going to be damn near impossible.  
 
    And Jonathan would be in our lives for a long time. Another reminder of my failures.  
 
    "Who was that?" Mitch moved up beside me and wrapped a possessive arm around my back.  
 
    "No one. Let's go." 
 
    "Home?" He pulled me flush against him.  
 
    "Yes. I'll follow you back to your place this ends tonight." 
 
    He didn't speak, but rather studied me as if trying to uncover the lies building up inside of me. A moment later, he took my hand, and we walked toward the front door. After getting our cars pulled up from the valet, he walked over and stood before me.  
 
    "Don't be afraid of me, Erica. I just want to release you from this bullshit belief you have that anyone will do. You're better than that." 
 
    "I'll follow you." I got into the car and closed the door, focusing on the front window and ignoring him as he stood outside my car.  
 
    I had to get him drugged and in bed before anything happened. I couldn't live with myself if he touched me or kissed me. I wasn't playing the part at all. I was going to try and get him to share a drink with me and then get the fuck out of there.  
 
    "Please let this work. Please." 
 
    Tears filled my eyes as my phone buzzed beside me. A text from Matt.  
 
    I love you, baby. Me and Zek are eating popcorn and watching a chick-flick. Don't judge. 
 
    A sob left me as I pulled out of the event and followed Mitch far out of the city to his mansion by the water. Everything was on the line, and I was teetering toward losing the one thing I wanted more than anything in the world - love.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erica not texting me the night before was a little odd, but I blew it off. I wasn't going to let anything small or silly come between us. She meant too damn much to me.  
 
    I got up to the sound of Damon moving around the kitchen. He'd decided after dinner to stay the night. He was wiped out, and the bastard laid down for a nap and never got up again.  
 
    "Finally," he grumbled as he gave me a look.  
 
    I moved toward the coffee pot, ignoring him for a few minutes until I got the coffee going. "So, what time did you get up?" 
 
    "Fucking four o'clock. Why didn't you wake me up last night?" He lifted his arms to the ceiling and stretched.  
 
    "Because you were exhausted, man." I grabbed two cups, but he stopped me.  
 
    "None for me. I've already had a pot to myself." 
 
    I chuckled. "What are your plans today?" 
 
    "I need to get ready for that meeting tomorrow morning, but I can do it later tonight. Why? You wanna go do something." 
 
    It was nice to have him there. The older we got, the more I appreciated the relationship we had between us.  
 
    "Yeah. I want to go look at places. You think any real estate agents work on the weekend?" I poured myself a cup of coffee and forced my thoughts away from Erica. I always seemed to return to that same place, wondering how she was, what she was doing, fuck, what she was wearing.  
 
    "All of them do, dill weed." He walked around the counter and sat down at the breakfast table. "My favorite place for Sunday brunch is a few miles from here. Let's go stuff ourselves with French toast and bacon and then go look for a house." 
 
    "You don't think I'm rushing into this, right?" I walked to the table and sat down across from him.  
 
    "You're asking the wrong guy, Matt. You know when I find something I want, I take it. I'm not real good with this bullshit concept called patience. It's a time waster in my opinion." 
 
    I nodded. "I hear that. Alright, then, let's grab some food and go find a beautiful place for me to surprise Erica with." 
 
    "I like it." He stood up and walked toward the living room. "I'm starting to like Zek here. What kind of dog is he?" 
 
    "He's my kind of dog. You can't have him." I walked down the hallway, ignoring his jabs. My heart hurt as I thought about Erica missing out on having a close family like I did. I'd just continue to pull her deeper and deeper into mine. With her mother and brother being the only living relatives she had, and both of them treating her like trash, she needed a new family.  
 
    And she could have mine. It warmed me to think about opening myself up and giving her anything she could wish for. Why in the world had I been so scared of love, of her, for the last few years? It seemed like such a stupid waste of time now that she was mine.  
 
    "Let's go, princess!" Damon banged on the door, jolting me.  
 
    "I'm coming. It takes a minute. Chill your nuts, man." 
 
    "I'm telling Erica that you're talking dirty to me." He chuckled.  
 
    I got dressed quickly and met him in the living room. We got Zek put up and made our way over to the restaurant with him driving his newest rental toy.  
 
    "So? What did you think?" He nodded toward the Mercedes as we got out and walked toward the overly fancy restaurant.  
 
    I was a Honda and McDonald's sort of guy, so anything I said would be a twisted truth. "Drives like a... car." I laughed as he popped me in the chest.  
 
    "I swear. You don't enjoy any of the beautiful things in life." 
 
    "Sure I do." I held the door and walked in behind him. "Erica has me thinking about houses and kids and all sorts of beautiful stuff." 
 
    He gave me a sideways look, obviously not talking about anything emotionally beautiful. "Right." 
 
    "I'm going to run to the john. I'll meet you at the table." 
 
    "Meet me at the buffet. I'm starving." He walked away, and I glanced around looking for the bathroom. After finding it, I walked in and stopped to text Erica. Not talking to her for the last twenty-four hours was driving me bonkers.  
 
    I wasn't usually so damn needy, but with all of the shit with Mitch and her being so sensitive to whatever she was hiding, I needed to know that she was okay.  
 
    Hey, baby. I'm at breakfast with Damon but wanted to see if you were free this evening. It'll be around four or so. I just miss you. I want to see you. To touch you. Hold you. Make love to you all afternoon. Tell me how the event went too when you get a chance.  
 
    I stood there in the bathroom, staring at my phone, wanting to see the little bubbles at the bottom of the screen start to move. Nothing.  
 
    "Where are you?" I asked softly as my heart ached in my chest. Maybe I was over thinking it. I had to be.  
 
    She wasn't going to answer. Maybe she was still sleeping. I dropped the phone in my pocket and walked out to find Damon sitting at a table for two with far too much food on his plate.  
 
    "Are you really going to eat all of that?" I stopped by the table and gave him a look.  
 
    "Yeah. Get your own trough." He smiled and pointed to the buffet. "They have anything a man could want. Go enjoy yourself." 
 
    I turned and walked toward the food as my stomach tightened. They didn't have what I wanted. I wanted my girl beside me. I needed to know she was alright. If she didn't text me back by the time breakfast was over, I was headed over to her place to check in.  
 
    Looking needy was a pet peeve of mine, but my pride could suck a toe. She knew I loved her more than anything else. It was my right to check on her, or so I told myself.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    "Why are we going by Erica's?" Damon gave me a sideways look as we got back in his Mercedes, both of us so full that it hurt to walk.  
 
    "She's not responding to my text." I shrugged and got in the car, buckling up. "She went to some art event last night and was sick over having to see Mitch there." 
 
    He let out a sigh and pulled away from the restaurant. "I don't understand what the fuck Mitch has to do with all of this." 
 
    "Did you at least look into him?" I barked and glanced over to pin my brother with a hard stare.  
 
    "Yes, and he's the same guy I told you he was. He lost his wife, he's devoted to dad, and him and his kid don't really get along, but that's pretty normal, Matt. What were you thinking I was going to find?" 
 
    My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out like it was on fire in my pocket. Erica's text was short, but at least she was texting.  
 
    We need to talk.  
 
    I put the phone to my ear to call her. It rang five times and went to voicemail. What the hell? 
 
    "Alright. So are we going to look at places or what?" 
 
    "Yeah. Let's go over to that big reality company by the office." I was glad he had changed the subject from Mitch. I was sick over Erica not answering my call, but I wasn't about to let my brother know that I was freaking the fuck out.  
 
    We pulled up to the reality company a few minutes later, and I'd mentally fucked myself a million times with what could be going on with Erica.  
 
    "I need to run up to the office first. You want to come up or stay here?" 
 
    "I'm good here." I leaned back in my seat and forced my face to be as expressionless as possible.  
 
    "Alright." He reached for the door and paused. "You okay?" 
 
    "I've been better, but I'm good. Go do what you have to do and then we'll head over to the reality company." 
 
    "Hang tight. Be back shortly." He got out of the car and walked away as I let out a long sigh of relief.  
 
    I reached up and turned the air on high, wondering what the fuck to do. Should I try and call her again? 
 
    Jonathan. I'd asked Jonathan to go to the event the night before. He'd be the best way to check up on her without making her think I was getting obsessive, which I was. A little.  
 
    I dialed his number and pressed the phone to my ear as I tapped my foot. Nerves tore up my stomach, and I knew I was going to be sick whether everything was fine or if it wasn't.  
 
    "Jonathan Luntz."  
 
    "Hey. It's Matt. How are you?" 
 
    His normal upbeat tone was all but gone. "Matt. I'm good. We're just heading out for brunch. The wife loves to indulge a little on Sundays, and the place just down the road from us has fresh berries and whipped cream. I always go for the champagne, but I like to live a bit buzzed." 
 
    I forced a chuckle. "Well, I won't keep you. I just wanted to check in on how things went last night. Erica hasn't texted this morning, and I'm feeling like a pussy for wanting to call until she picks up. She's just been so off lately." 
 
    "Right." He paused, and I grew sicker. "She was at the event last night." 
 
    "And?" I clamped my teeth together. Was I going to have to pry out of him what the fuck happened? "Was she herself? Did you guys talk." 
 
    "She wasn't at all herself, and yes, we did talk for a minute." 
 
    "Jonathan. What's going on? You're repeating everything I'm saying. Did something happen?" I gripped the door handle beside me and tried to find enough air to breathe.  
 
    "Look, man, I don't know how to tell you this, and I wasn't supposed to have to." 
 
    "Tell me what?" A cold sweat broke out on my skin.  
 
    "She was there with Mitch Roberson. He works at the firm with her." 
 
    "Oh yeah." I let out the breath I was holding. "I knew Mitch was going to be there." I chuckled, but the sound was shaky. "She was a little upset about him going." 
 
    "No. I don't think she was." 
 
    "What do you mean?" I reached up and pressed my hand to my chest as my heart sped up again. "Just be straight with me, please. You and I have a long term plan of working together until we're both too old to lift a paintbrush. Trust is a big fucking deal to me." 
 
    "I understand." He paused again, and I thought I might have a cardiac arrest. Nothing good was going to come from the conversation. "She was with Mitch as his date last night, Matt. He had his hands all over her. They danced like lovers and held hands when they weren't dancing." 
 
    "No. You must have misunderstood." I opened the door and got out. I was going to vomit the minute we got off the phone. All I needed was for Damon to split my head open over barfing in his beautiful new toy.  
 
    "No. I didn't." He sighed. "I pulled her aside and reprimanded her." 
 
    "She knew you saw her and Mitch acting like they were together?" 
 
    "Yes, Matt. Every-fucking-body who was there saw them as a couple. I told her that she had to come clean with you today." 
 
    Her text. She wanted to talk. Fuck.  
 
    "Alright. Thanks, man. I'll touch base with you later this week." 
 
    "Matt-" 
 
    I dropped the call and ran for the trashcan, flinging the top off of it and losing everything I'd eaten over the last few hours.  
 
    How could she? How could I have trusted her?  
 
    Who the fuck fakes love the way she did? 
 
    "Matthew?" Damon's voice caused me to spin around.  
 
    A sob broke through me as I wrapped my arms around myself and closed my eyes tightly. This shit couldn't be happening to me. My father had been an adulterer, and so was my mother. She had a reason to strike back, but what was Erica's.  
 
    "Hey, buddy. Talk to me." Damon wrapped me in a tight hug and pressed his cheek to the top of my head as I let myself go. "I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere, man. " 
 
    “Did you know that dad cheated first?” I glanced up at him.  
 
    “Yeah, buddy. He told me a few days ago. Forget about that shit, okay? It’s in the past now. Just let out everything that’s fucking you up, and then we'll deal with it together.” 
 
    But there was nothing to deal with. I was a sucker.  
 
    All of my hopes and dreams disintegrated as I stood in the parking lot with my brother clinging to me. I shouldn't have fallen in love, and I would never make that same mistake again.  
 
    It hurt too goddamn bad to lose it.  
 
    No wonder she wanted to make Mitch into a villain to me.  
 
    It kept me from seeing the truth of her indiscretion and instead focused on him.  
 
    Fuck her. Fuck all of them.  
 
    I didn't need love, and I didn't need her.  
 
    It was stupid of me to think I did.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night before played in my mind's eye over and over as I lay in the bed that next morning. Mitch had been kind and almost sweet when we arrived at his big mansion by the water. The place was decorated warmly, from his wife no doubt. I couldn't have imagined losing someone I loved, and yet there I sat, at the edge of watching Matt walk away.  
 
    Mitch and I had shared a drink, and luckily for me, I had time to slip a few pills in his liquor, which was insanely effective. He got dizzy pretty quickly, and I pulled him down the hallway and pushed him back on the bed as he passed out.  
 
    It worked like a charm, and yet, I felt empty on the inside. What if he died in the middle of the night? What if Jonathan got to Matt before I did? 
 
    I needed to tell Matt everything. I had to.  
 
    After rolling around in my cold sheets until just before lunch, I finally pulled myself up and walked to the kitchen. Not having Zek there left the apartment filled with an uncomfortable silence. All I had was my thoughts, which were driving me farther and farther into a deep, dark hole.  
 
    I picked up my phone as it dinged with a new text message. Matt.  
 
    Hey, baby. I'm at breakfast with Damon but wanted to see if you were free this evening. It'll be around four or so. I just miss you. I want to see you. To touch you. Hold you. Make love to you all afternoon. Tell me how the event went too when you get a chance.  
 
    I wanted to respond, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t sure what to say just yet. He deserved a better woman in his life.  
 
    "I thought I was that woman." Confusion swept through me, but I dismissed it. There was no need to tear myself down just yet. There was still a small spark of hope that I could talk to Matt and explain myself. I was going to break the situation open wide for him to see and hear all of it.  
 
    Maybe he would understand. I'd done everything I'd done for him. It was a sick misunderstanding, but we could talk it through.  
 
    We had to. I couldn't survive without him.  
 
    My phone rang again, and I picked it up. My brother.  
 
    "Great," I mumbled before pressing it to my ear. "Hello?" 
 
    "Mom's not doing so good. I'm out of town and need you to get over there." 
 
    "Yeah, well, today's not going to work." 
 
    "Erica. For once in your miserable life get over yourself. So you and mom aren't close. So the fuck what. Get over there and sit beside her today. She needs one of us, and I'm tired of being the responsible one." 
 
    "Same song. Different verse." 
 
    He let out a long, disgusted sound as if his disapproval did anything to me anymore. He'd been dishing it out since we were kids. I was never enough for him or mom. "Just go." 
 
    "Fine, but it's your turn next time. Don't think I don't know why you travel, you cock head. There's no reason why you should be gone all the damn time," I barked into the phone and hung up.  
 
    Spending the day with my mother would be like opening up my veins and pouring salt in the cuts. There was nothing more painful than being under her scrutiny, no matter how calloused I thought I was to it.  
 
    After getting dressed, I paused and finally forced myself to text Matthew that we needed to talk. He tried to call after I sent my text, but I wouldn't have been able to talk. My heart hurt so fucking bad in my chest, and I doubted my goodness.  
 
    Tears filled my eyes. Even if I could find my voice, there was no way I was responding based on the mood I was in. I would have told him to find someone else, someone way better than me. He didn't need my drama, and I didn't need to push away the only good thing in my life.  
 
    I reached the nursing home and got out, locked the car door and walked as slowly as humanly possible to the front door. A new nurse greeted me as I walked in and asked to be taken to my mom's room.  
 
    "She's a little grumpy today, but she had an episode last night and didn't sleep well." The nurse glanced over her shoulder and smiled. "Are you feeling okay? You look a little under the weather yourself. You know we don't allow visitors if they're sick with anything, right?" 
 
    I almost agreed with her that I was, in fact, sick with something, but it would have been yet another lie to add to my long list of fuck-ups.  
 
    "I'm not sick. Just had a rough night of sleep." I paused behind her as my phone dinged in my purse. I pulled it out to find a text from Mitch.  
 
    I had fun last night. I don't remember much, but I'm sure it was incredible. Text me when you're up. I want to see you again.  
 
    My stomach twisted into a nasty knot. I wasn't going to text him back or see him again. He had to know that shit. Gratefulness that he was alive swelled inside of me. All I needed was to add murder to my track record where unlovable and torrential fuck-up sat.  
 
    "Erica?" My mom sounded horrible like she'd chewed on glass that morning.  
 
    "Hi, mom." I walked around the nurse and moved over to her bedside. "Leon said you weren't doing so well." 
 
    Her eyes moved around my face a few times before looking out toward the window. "I think I upset your brother. He's not come to see me for a while." 
 
    "I doubt that, mom. He loves you very much." I wrapped my arms around myself as if trying to protect myself from the hell that was sure to reign down on me. Matthew had protected me from her wrath the last time I'd come to visit, but he wasn't there now.  
 
    Hell, he might not ever be with me again. The thought sent a cold chill down my back. What would I do if things didn't work out with us? 
 
    "And you? Do you love me?" She turned her head and bore into me with the same hateful stare I'd seen all my life.  
 
    "Of course I do." I was proud of myself for not skipping a beat.  
 
    "You're a terrible liar, Erica. You've got too much of your father in you." She cackled loudly.  
 
    I sat in a stony silence, not sure what to say or do. I had nothing left to give, and even if I had... she wouldn't have accepted it. My father's passing hurt her too much for her to be around me. I looked like him, acted like him, was him in feminine form.  
 
    "Everything okay in here?" The nurse poked her head in the room, and I glanced up, not realizing that an hour had gone by. We hadn't said another word to each other. There was nothing to say.  
 
    "Yes. My daughter was just packing up to leave." My mom turned her face toward the window. "Don't bother coming again. I know you don't want to be here, and you know I don't like seeing you." 
 
    "Mom-" 
 
    "Don't. Come. Again." She jerked her head around and narrowed her eyes. "Period." 
 
    I nodded and stood up, knowing better than to fight with her. I picked up my purse and walked to the door as an odd numbness settled in around me. I paused by the door and glanced back to see her one more time. She would die alone because my brother wouldn't make time for her and she refused to let me into her heart or her fucking room.  
 
    "I love you," I whispered and walked out into the hall, not having the strength to stand there in hopes of hearing it back. I hadn't since I was a girl. Nothing was going to change with her now.  
 
    "Miss Hall," the nurse started, "she didn't mean those things." 
 
    "Thank you, but save it. She's always been that way. This is nothing new." I walked to the door and paused, looking back. "Make sure you call me if something happens. My brother is useless." 
 
    "Of course." She nodded, the look of pity on her face almost too much for me to bare.  
 
    I walked out of the home and made a beeline to a little park bench by a pretty waterfall. I dropped down and pulled out my phone, calling Matt. I needed him more than I needed my next breath.  
 
    "Erica?" Damon answered the phone.  
 
    Panic consumed me. I jolted up to my feet. "Damon. Where's Matt? Is everything okay?" 
 
    "Yeah. He's just not having a good day. He'll give you a call-" 
 
    "Let me talk to her," Matt barked.  
 
    I stiffened as my knees went weak. "Matt?" I choked out.  
 
    "We're not getting together today. We are not getting together ever. I'm not sure what the fuck to say to you right now, but I need some space to figure things out." 
 
    I choked on a sob. "No. Please. Just let me-" 
 
    "Oh. So you do know why I'm upset. Fucking perfect." He growled loudly, and I could almost hear the sound of his heart breaking. "I'm hanging up now, Erica. We'll talk when I figure out what the fuck I'm supposed to say to you." 
 
    The line went dead.  
 
    "Okay. I love you," I whispered to no one and reached down to get my purse. I dragged it back to the car as the color drained from my vision. I got in the car and closed the door before the first of many screams ripped from my lips.  
 
    My heart wasn't just broken; my soul was shredded.  
 
    There was no way in hell he was going to listen to me now. Jonathan must have gotten to him first, or fuck, maybe Mitch did.  
 
    I got back to the house and walked in to find it still empty. I sat down and pulled out a piece of paper, putting together my resignation for McKenzie and Bryant. I needed time to mourn the loss of everything I loved. No one in my family cared for me, and though I had Lanie, she wasn't enough.  
 
    Matt was. Matt was more than enough.  
 
    I cried as I folded up the resignation and put a stamp on the envelope. I didn't belong in a big building downtown. I never had. It was all part of the hope that my brother and mother would see me as someone worthy of loving. It was a compromise of sorts, and it was draining me more and more every day.  
 
    After cleaning up a little, I packed a bag, called an uber and walked back down to the parking lot. I texted Damon that Matt would need to keep Zek for a few days and then I'd get him back, or Lanie could come get him. I got a quick text back that Damon would deal with it. And to be safe.  
 
    Funny how he knew that I had nothing left to do but run.  
 
    I dropped the letter in the mail at the edge of the yard about the time the uber drove up. I got in, told the guy where I was going and leaned back. It would be expensive, but I didn’t give a shit. Lanie called moments later, and it was almost uncanny that she knew I was hurting.  
 
    "Where are you?" She asked as I picked up the phone.  
 
    "I'm in the back of an uber, leaving town." I wiped the back of my hand under my nose as I sniffled.  
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "I'm not doing this right now. I'll be in Canada for a few days or a week or a month. I'll keep in touch. Please help me with Zek until I get back." 
 
    "Of course, Erica. Let me come with you." 
 
    "No. You have your job and stuff. Just help with the puppy." 
 
    "I can do that, but I wish you wouldn't-" 
 
    "I wish I wouldn't too, but I did. I fucked up on so many levels. I cannot sit here and wallow in what could have been. I need time to myself away from this place, away from everyone. Please just respect that. You're the only friend I have in the world. I need your support right now." 
 
    "Then you have it. Be safe and check in. I love you." 
 
    "Thank you. I love you too." I dropped the call and rolled down my window. I'd lost everything by trying to be someone I wasn't.  
 
    I wasn't a fixer or a gambler or a business woman with high hopes of making millions.  
 
    I was just me, and once again... that wasn't nearly enough.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Four days. It had been four days since I reamed Erica on the phone, and I hadn't gotten a text or a call since then. Lanie came and picked up the dog from Damon a few days after our last conversation, but I'd stayed in the bedroom. I wasn't sure what to think or how to feel, so I just didn't.  
 
    "Dude. You have to get out of this fucking house. Today." Damon walked into the living room and glanced down at me. I hadn't gotten off the couch for four days for anything other than to shit occasionally. I wasn't eating much, and my sleep was horribly dicked up. "You look like hell."  
 
    "Fuck off." I turned over on my side and faced the couch as my thoughts tormented me. All I wanted was to be loved by a woman like Erica. I would have given her everything. The heart from my goddamn chest, but that wasn't enough for her.  
 
    It was almost comical how stupid I was.  
 
    "Matt. Get your ass up now. I'm not messing around with you." 
 
    I lifted my middle finger in the air. He might have been able to take me to the floor when we were kids, but there was no way in hell he could do it now.  
 
    A knock at the door had me stiffening. "I don't want to see anyone. I'm serious." 
 
    Damon growled and walked away, leaving me in peace. The sound of Sophie's voice caused me to jerk up. She had been my best friend since we were kids. There was no one in the world who knew me better.  
 
    "Where is he?" She walked around Damon and stopped a few feet from me, putting her hands on her hips. "Get up. Get dressed and let's go. We're going out for food." 
 
    "No. I'm not." I stood, not caring that I was in boxers and nothing else. The girl had seen every inch of me and laughed at most of it. "You and Damon go eat. And what the hell are you doing here anyway?" 
 
    "Damon called a few days ago and told me what happened. I took a reporting job here in Seattle and hopped the first plane I could." She walked closer, reaching out and touching the side of my face as worry clouded her expression. "You have to eat." 
 
    "I am eating." I pulled her hand down carefully. "I'm not a child. I don't need everyone crowding around me right now. Seriously." 
 
    "Get dressed. We're taking you to eat." Damon moved up beside her. "We're not taking no for an answer. Keep dicking around, and I'll have Dad and Karen come up here." 
 
    "This is fucking stupid." I turned and walked to my bedroom. "I don't need a goddamn intervention. My love life is shit. So what? I'll get over it." 
 
    I slammed the door behind me as sickness danced around my chest. That was a damn lie. I wouldn't ever get over Erica' cheating on me. Not ever.  
 
    After throwing on some dirty jeans and a t-shirt, I slid my feet into some flip flops and walked out to find them talking about me.  
 
    I moved past them and grabbed my keys. "I'll go eat, and then the two of you find somewhere else to meet about my health. I'm not interested. It's a broken heart. It will heal." 
 
    "You're being a dick." Sophie walked past me, snatching the keys. "You could at least give me a hug. I flew all the way up here to see you." 
 
    I pursed my lips and glared down at her. If I showed anyone softness, I would crack in half.  
 
    "I can't," I mumbled and grabbed the keys back before walking out the door. "Let's go. Now." 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We sat awkwardly at breakfast after we ordered, the two of them watching me like I was a new species about to crack from a fucking egg.  
 
    "What?" I barked as I glared at both of them. Being mean was so much easier than feeling the devastation that I knew was coming again.  
 
    "Matt. Did you talk to her?" Damon leaned in a little, his eyes kind. "She's not a whore. There has to be more to the story. The woman has wanted you for two fucking years." 
 
    "No. And I'm not going to." I snorted. "What would I say exactly? Why did you wax Mitch's cock? Mine wasn't enough?" 
 
    The sound of several shocked gasps reached me, and my cheeks burned.  
 
    "You don't know if she slept with him, Matthew. I'm with Damon on this one. You need to at least hear her side of the story." Sophie leaned back in her chair and shook her head. "You know that things aren't always as they appear to be. If you love her-" 
 
    "Loved her. I did love her." 
 
    "You still do." Sophie leaned closer. "Otherwise you wouldn't be so fucked up over this. You're not a prideful guy like this bastard." She pointed to Damon.  
 
    "Hey! I'm right here." He grinned over at me.  
 
    I gave him nothing. "I'm not talking to her guys. There is no reason to." 
 
    "You know what? Let's go to the office. We'll talk to Mitch and see what the hell is going on." Damon wiped his mouth and stood up. "Let's go. You want to close the door on this? Let's do it like men." 
 
    "Finally." I stood up and walked out of the restaurant with them behind me. We reached the car, and I got in the back, so tired all of a sudden. I pulled out my phone and scanned through my text with Erica over the last few months.  
 
    There was so much love. So much promise, and yet it seemed to be completely gone now.  
 
    Mitch had to be the answer. If I couldn't force myself to talk to her, then Damon was right. I could at least get in the old bastard's face and figure out what happened. Was it him or her? 
 
    Did it matter? Yeah. It kinda did.  
 
    We got to the office in record time with Damon behind the wheel. It was nice to know that my brother supported me, even when I was acting crazy.  
 
    "Let's talk to him in his office first, okay? No dragging him out into the hallway and beating him to death until we know what's going on." 
 
    "Fine, but if he's the one that started this with Erica, I'm going to kill him." I got out of the car and walked with purpose toward the office. Never in my life had I wanted to be violent with someone, but the old fucker who stole my woman was at the top of my list.  
 
    "Matt. Maybe we shouldn't do this here." Sophie jogged up next to me, her eyes filled with worry as she slipped her arm into mine and slowed me a little.  
 
    "I have to know, Soph. I need to start moving toward getting over this." I got into the elevator, grateful that we were the only ones in it. "You would want to know too." 
 
    "I know. I'm just worried about you making a big scene at your dad's office. That's all." She pressed her cheek to my shoulder as she leaned against me. "I wish I could take this from you. I would." 
 
    I reached out and took her hand. "I know you would. It's my problem to deal with though. I just need to deal with it." 
 
    "Agreed," Damon grumbled as he stood at the front of the elevator, facing us. "If this bastard is at fault, you can whoop his ass. I'll fire him." 
 
    The door opened, and I moved around my brother. The sound he made let me know he wasn't too thrilled with me taking the lead. I didn't care.  
 
    Mitch's voice rose up as we approached his office. "Absolutely. We'll get those packets over to you this afternoon. Nothing to worry-" He paused as we walked in.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and nodded toward the door. "Get out. This is my conversation to have." 
 
    Damon nodded and took Sophie's hand, pulling her out. They closed the door, and I turned to face Mitch.  
 
    "Alright, well, have a great day, and we'll be in touch." He put the phone down and lifted his eyebrow. "Matthew." 
 
    "What happened between you and Erica?" 
 
    "Have a seat." He motioned for me to sit down, but I couldn't force myself to take a step forward. All I could see was red. I'd thrown him out the window ten times in my mind since stepping foot in his office.  
 
    "Answer my question. Now." 
 
    He nodded and slipped his hands into his pocket, looking like such a nice guy. "I asked her to break things off with you before we started out love affair, but it would seem that she didn't." 
 
    "Who started your love affair, Mitch?" 
 
    "She did." He shrugged. "I, of course, found her attractive. Who wouldn't." He walked around the desk toward me. Brave mother fucker.  
 
    "And she just decided to date both of us at the same time." I crossed my arms over my chest to keep from reaching out and strangling him. "And you were good with that? Knowing she had her lips around my dick just a few days ago. That shit sits well with you, hm?" 
 
    His shoulder tightened, and a look of intense disapproval moved across his face. This mother fucker could be my dad. How could Erica find that shit attractive? 
 
    "I didn't know she was with you a few days ago. I hadn't seen her since the art event we attended with your friend Jonathan." 
 
    "Right. The night your little ruse was up." I tilted my head to the side. "So you're telling me that she came to you? That she started your relationship even though she was still in one with me?" 
 
    "I am." He held my gaze. "And I'm sorry that you were hurt in the process of this. I didn't want that to happen. Your father is one of my oldest friends, Matthew." 
 
    "I wonder what he would think about this sudden change of events." I glanced back as someone knocked on the door. Damon poked his head inside. "Mitch. I want to talk with you when my brother is done." 
 
    "I'm done." I turned and walked toward the door, letting Damon in before I walked out. I didn't have anything else to say. If Erica wanted a man like Mitch, then she could have him. I couldn't compete, and I was too tired to try.  
 
    "Matt. Hey man!" Lewis walked down the hall toward me; his hand lifted in a high five position. We clapped hands, and he pulled me into a warm hug. "Fuck, dude. You just quit and disappear? We missed you like crazy around here." 
 
    "Sorry, man. I had to stay true to who I was. You know?" I moved back, glad to see him, but suffering so damn much internally.  
 
    "I know it's true. I'm glad to see you inspired boss-lady to do the same. We're going to miss her so fucking much too." He nodded toward Erica's office.  
 
    "What?" I stiffened. "Erica left the firm?" 
 
    "Yeah, man. We just got word this morning." He shrugged. "She needs to get out of here though." He popped me in the chest. "So you guys can live your dreams of being painters together." Realization raced over his expression. "Wait. You didn't know she left?" 
 
    "No. We broke up on Sunday. She was fucking Mitch." I motioned toward Mitch's office. There was no need to save face for the whore that ripped my heart out. Everyone should know what a piece of shit she was.  
 
    "What? No way, man. I don't believe that for a minute." He moved closer to me. "He creeped her out completely. She didn't love anyone but you." 
 
    "Right. Tell that to her and Mitch." I reached out and squeezed his shoulder. "Good to see you. Take care of yourself." 
 
    "Matt. You're wrong, brother." His voice followed me as I walked back to Sophie and got into the elevator. His eyes were wide, pleading with me. "Matt. Listen to me. Something was up. I promise you, man." 
 
    The door closed and I leaned my head back and let out a painful sigh. Who was telling the truth and who was a fucking liar? 
 
    I wasn't so sure anymore.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    Today is the day. I laid in my hotel bed and chanted the same words over and over again. Today had to be the day. The day where I felt like eating, touring the city, breathing deeply again.  
 
    I missed Matt so bad that my body hurt, my brain ached, my teeth even felt sore. Forcing myself into the shower, I turned on the hot water and pressed my back against the cold tile wall. I wanted him so fucking bad that I honestly felt as if I were willing to do anything to get him back.  
 
    "Then tell him what happened. Make him listen to you!" I yelled at myself in the shower as a torrent of emotions raced through me, threatening to force me to my knees in anguish.  
 
    But he wouldn't listen. I knew it for a fact.  
 
    Memory after memory assaulted me, each one weakening my resolve to leave the hotel room. I cried out and closed my eyes, pressing my palms against my face and trying hard to hold myself together.  
 
    "What am I going to do without you in my life?" I let another sob go as the first time we made love raced behind my eyelids.  
 
      
 
    We barely made it inside the door to my condo before he pulled my shirt off. I'd never experienced passion like that before. I'd only been with Tanner, but we'd had some fantastic romps in the sheets. Fear blazed through me that I wouldn't be enough, but the feel of Matt's hands tearing at my clothes and the wetness of his tongue against my neck and the tops of my breasts decimated any thoughts from my mind. Carnality took over, and I dove in headfirst.  
 
    "God, I need you," he groaned against my throat as he ground into me. I pushed off the wall he had me pressed against and broke away from him.  
 
    "Come with me into the bedroom." My walk turned into a jog as he jogged after me. I moaned loudly as he crashed into me and lifted me off my feet, tackling me to the sheets and turning me over roughly.  
 
    "My turn to taste you, you naughty bitch." He pulled at my jeans, tugging them over my hips without undoing them.  
 
    "Only for you," I mumbled and worked to help him get me free from my pants. I started to work on my panties, but he grasped my hands tightly and glanced up.  
 
    "No. You're mine to unwrap. Lay there and do what I tell you to do." He lifted up and kissed me hard, forcing his tongue into my mouth and pressing his strong body against mine. This was the guy he'd kept locked up. Excitement tore through me.  
 
    "And if I don't?" I lifted my leg and brushed my knee beside his face as he moved down to hover above my mound.  
 
    "I would offer to spank you, but something tells me you might beg for that." He smiled up at me before leaning down and running his tongue over the front of my panties. "You want me down here?" 
 
    "Fuck yes. Don't stop until you have your fill." I figured I'd better fight fire with fire.  
 
    "I won't." He jerked my panties to the side and laid waste to what I imagined to be the perfect orgasm. His tongue and fingers played me like a well-worn fiddle, and I found myself twitching and whimpering like a needy whore within minutes. He trapped my legs beneath his strong shoulders and brought me over the edge three times before I could force him off of me.  
 
    I rolled onto my stomach and panted loudly as stars danced behind my closed eyes. Never in a million years had I expected pleasure to be so intense, so demanding of me.  
 
    "I've got a pack of condoms in my bag. Wait here." He gripped my ass with both hands and leaned down to lick at me a few more times from behind.  
 
    I moaned and pressed back against him, finding myself addicted to the pleasure he could provide. It scared me how fast he'd learned the movements that made me purr like a kitten.  
 
    There was nothing left to do but enjoy the ecstasy of the moment. I slid my hands along my cold sheets and pressed my face to the comfort they offered but kept my ass in the air. The alpha male that had taken over my creative billionaire was worthy of my worship and would probably shock the world if they ever got the chance to see him, but they wouldn't. He would never allow that.  
 
    That I had was saying a lot. Too much maybe.  
 
    "God, you're beautiful, woman. Did you know that?" He moved up on the bed behind me.  
 
    "Why did you bring condoms to Seattle?" I moved up to my hands and knees and pressed back as he rubbed his erection against me.  
 
    "Because I knew there was a slim chance that I was going to let myself go with you." 
 
    "Did you just bring them for me?" I didn't want to ask because honestly, I didn't want the answer to be anything that would shut the night down.  
 
    "You know I care about you, right?" He moved over the top of me and pressed his fists into the bed beside mine as he pressed the head of his cock inside of me.  
 
    A guttural sound ripped from my chest as I pressed back on him. I needed everything he was going to give me. It had been so damn long since I'd let myself be handled by a man. Every part of me screamed for a long night of drowning in his tight grip, his dark scent, his demanding tone.  
 
    "I know you do." I let my head drop as he kissed the top of my neck and whispered so softly that I almost didn't hear him.  
 
    "Good. Remember that while I fuck you like I don't."  
 
      
 
      
 
    White-hot need pumped through me as the image came to life. Matt's strong hands on me, his body tucked deep inside of mine. I wanted to touch myself, to feel the elation of an orgasm with his name on my tongue, but I couldn't do it.  
 
    The pleasure would hurt my heart too much.  
 
    After forcing myself to go through the movements of washing my hair and running the soap over my body, I dried off and got dress. The simple acts of getting clothes on exhausted me, and I dropped down in a chair by the window and watched people on the streets of Vancouver living life.  
 
    I had to change my focus. My future.  
 
    Whether things worked out with Matt or not. I had to decide who I wanted in my life and who had to go. There were too many toxic pieces to my puzzle, and I'd lived my life for everyone else up to that point.  
 
    It was time to start living for me.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    "Aren't you beautiful, lass, but so melancholy." A middle-aged bartender with a thick Scottish accent leaned toward me as I slid onto a barstool at the pub down the street.  
 
    "Life has kicked me in the gut." I shrugged and pointed to the bottle of Jack he had behind him. "I'll take a Jack and Coke." 
 
    "Single or double?" He gave me a warm smile.  
 
    "Double, please." I glanced around to find the little place homely, and quite busy for late in the afternoon. Maybe people got off work early on Thursdays? 
 
    "Here you go, love." He set the liquor down in front of me. "You look a little piqued. Care for something to eat? We have the best Fish and Chips you'll ever put in your mouth." 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah. That sounds nice, actually." 
 
    "Excellent!" He bellowed and rubbed his belly as he walked away.  
 
    The sight of him caused me to smile. Matt would have loved to mimic him later in the night. I pulled out my phone and checked for missed calls and messages. I had a few texts from Lanie and one from Damon, but they were just worried about me.  
 
    I hated to leave them that way, but I wasn't ready to talk. Not to anyone.   
 
    "So, lass. What has you up here in Canada?" The bartender returned, and I found myself happy to see him back. Something about him settled my spirit.  
 
    "What makes you think I'm not from here?" I twisted my accent a little.  
 
    He gave me a funny look. "That has to be the worst Canadian accent I have ever heard. For that, your first drink is on me." 
 
    I laughed, feeling a little bit alive. "Well, thank you. I'll try to make it more and more horrid as the night goes on. Nothing like drinking for free when you need to drown your sorrows." 
 
    "And what sorrows does a beautiful, young woman like yourself have?" He leaned a little closer, but nothing inappropriate. The warmth in his eyes made me want to talk. My only problem was that I had no clue how to explain what I'd done, and what happened because of it. It was too long and complicated.  
 
    "My boyfriend and I parted ways on Sunday over a misunderstanding." I glanced down at my liquor.  
 
    "And he's too prideful to explain himself, and you're too stubborn to listen?" 
 
    I smiled and glanced up. "It's the other way around, but you hit it on the head, for sure." 
 
    "And you love him?" 
 
    "So much." I picked up the glass and kicked back a little.  
 
    "Mind if I ask what you do for a living?" He leaned over and pulled out a beer, popping the top and handing it to another old guy who moved up and took the stool on my left.  
 
    "I'm an Advertising Director for a large accounting firm based out of Texas. They have a branch in Seattle, and I live down there." 
 
    "And you're into that corporate American big-building bull shit, are you?" He lifted his eyebrow.  
 
    "Not at all." I finished my drink and enjoyed the painful burn as it slid down my throat. "Can I have another please?" 
 
    "That one is on me." The guy to my left smiled and nodded. "Nice to meet you, Miss. I'm Sid. The local artist that painted all this stuff you see in here. Jander is my brother." He nodded to the bartender.  
 
    "Nice to meet you both." I let my eyes move along the walls, not realizing until then that there was artwork lining every square inch of the place. "Wow. How beautiful." 
 
    "Thanks. It was a hobby when I was younger, but my ma and pa talked me into following my dreams, so I did." 
 
    "As did I." Jander finished pouring my drink and smiled at me. "What are your dreams, lass?" 
 
    "To marry Matthew and build a huge art studio together." I shrugged and reached for my drink. "To have a few kids together and grow old beside each other." 
 
    "Matthew your beau?" Sid asked.  
 
    "He was." I turned my attention back to Jander. "But I fucked it up." 
 
    "Then fix it." He winked at me and moved down the bar.  
 
    "Is he always so detailed with his helpfulness?" I glanced over at Sid.  
 
    The old man snorted and chuckled, the sound warm and inviting. "He's right on this one, ma'am. Just fix it. No matter what it takes. When you find someone you love, you work around everything and anything to make it right. Whether you're at fault or not." 
 
    "And if they won't listen to you?" 
 
    "You make them." 
 
    "How?" I asked.  
 
    "Plague them to death if you have to, but you force yourself in front of them and tell the truth." 
 
    "And if they won't accept the truth?" 
 
    "You don't move from that spot until they do. If your dreams are wrapped around this young man, then it would seem you don't have much of a choice, now do you?" 
 
    "I guess you're right. I don't have a choice." I picked up my drink and took a long sip. My phone buzzed in my pocket. Damon.  
 
    He'd been such a good friend to me over the years. I owed him the peace of knowing that I appreciated him and that I was okay.  
 
    "I need to take this. Don't let anyone get my seat?" I asked Sid as I slid off the seat.  
 
    "Never. She's yours all night, love." He patted it and smiled, causing me to laugh.  
 
    I pulled the phone to my ear and walked outside to get away from the lively crowd that had shown up. "Hey." 
 
    "Erica. Thank God. Fuck, woman. We were all getting sick with worry. I was about to send out the National Guard." 
 
    I smiled. It was good to hear his voice. "They won't do you much good. I'm up in Canada for a little while. I just need some time to myself." 
 
    "I'm just glad you're okay." He let out a shaky sigh. "We got your letter of resignation today. I wanted you to know that I'm proud of you." 
 
    Emotion built up in the back of my throat. I squeaked out my response. "Oh yeah? For quitting?" 
 
    "For following your heart. It's hard to try and be someone you're not, and you've done a damn good job of it. You're always welcomed at my firm, and in my family." 
 
    "Thank you," I whispered as another round of tears rolled down my face. "How is Matt?" 
 
    "He's been better."  
 
    "Okay. Well, I'm fine. Thanks for calling." 
 
    "Erica. One more thing." 
 
    "Sure." I turned and wiped at my tears, embarrassed as hell to be crying in the middle of the street on a Thursday night. My mother would have had a meltdown all over me because of it if she'd been there.  
 
    "Do you love my brother?" 
 
    I glanced up at the darkening sky as my heart broke in my chest once more. "More than you or anyone else will ever know." I dropped the call and went back to the bar. Two drinks weren't going to do it.  
 
    But three might.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood in my studio on Friday morning, staring at a blank canvas with a million emotions plummeting through my chest. I missed Erica so bad it fucking hurt to breathe. If I thought I knew what love was before her, I was wrong.  
 
    "Hey. I need to run up to the studio to do a quick shoot. You need anything?" Sophie walked into the room and crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    "No. But thanks." I turned back to my canvas. “I feel like I could stick my hand inside my shirt and have enough red to paint this whole fucking city." 
 
    "Matthew." She moved up behind me and wrapped her arms around me. "I wish I could take this from you." 
 
    "I wouldn't give it to my worst enemy." I patted her arm. "Go do what you need to do. I'll be fine. Seriously." 
 
    She hugged me again and walked toward the door. "I'll be back in a little while." 
 
    "Sounds good." I glanced over my shoulder to find her watching me. "What?" 
 
    "You want to come with me in January to Saudi? I would love to have you with me." 
 
    "I don't know. I'll think about it." I turned my back to her. She had a long assignment overseas to check out the newest prince of the middle east. Seemed stupid to me, but she was pretty excited about it. Being a big-time reporter was her dream, and she'd done it. Crazy enough, painting for a living was mine. And I was doing it.  
 
    It was intensely fucked up that it felt like a personal hell now that my love life had fallen apart. Having all the free time in the world to create something only left me with endless time to think. To hurt. To regret.  
 
    I closed my eyes and ran my hands down my face as my chest pulsed, my heart beating in slow, painful throbs. It amazed me how emotional pain could become physical suffering so fast.  
 
    "I miss you, baby." I pressed my palms against my eyes tightly and tried to breathe through the pain. My first time seeing Erica in Seattle was the memory that haunted me the most. We were at the Blink 182 concert, both of us still so unsure of whether we wanted to make a move. Who would be first to step forward and say something, do something, demand something? It was her. Of course, it was. She was brave and fearless, strong and independent. All of the things I wanted to be. My voice echoed in my ears.  
 
      
 
    "You've had a crush on me for two years? Why didn't you say something? I could have been taking advantage of your weakness for me a long time ago."  
 
    She laughed and pushed her shoulder against mine before turning back to the stage and hopping up and down.  
 
    I leaned down and picked up my beer, draining half of it as thunder cracked against the sky. A storm was headed our way, and with the roof open and the band singing their guts out, it was perfect. The heavens would open up soon, and I couldn't help but wonder if Erica would be willing to dance in the rain with me. Something told me she would enjoy it as much as I would.  
 
    I downed my hot dogs and finished my beer by the time she dropped down in the seat next to me, covered in sweat.  
 
    "I like you like this." I reached over and gripped the back of her head before pulling her in tightly and kissing her several times in succinct fashion.  
 
    "I like you however you come." She glanced up at the sky and blinked a few times. "It's going to start storming soon." 
 
    "Good. I can't wait to see what color your bra is under that pretty shirt you got on." I chuckled and released her as she gave me a shocked look.  
 
    "You're not at all the guy I thought you were." She turned and slid her hands up my chest. "Or maybe you're exactly who I expected to encounter when you let your guard down." 
 
    "I'm still me." I cupped her face as big fat rain drops fell from the sky. "I'm just another part of him." 
 
    "I like it." She lifted up on her toes as I moved down to meet her. The kiss was deep and so fucking right. It left my insides in knots, my body tight and cock rock hard.  
 
    "You sure, Erica?" I kissed her again. "I've been holding myself back for so damn long."  
 
    She ran her fingers down my cheeks and brushed her nose against mine before licking my lips. "Get me out of here. I've been waiting for this night for two years. I'm sick of pretending I'm not tripping over myself to have you above me." 
 
    "Yeah." I kissed her a few more times and slid my hands over her hips to grip the top of her perfect little ass. "Let's go." 
 
    She pulled from me and reached back. I took her hand and let her lead us to the edge of the crowd before moving out in front of her and pushing through the larger group of people still enjoying the concert. She tucked herself against my back, and everything fell into place. I wasn't a follower. I just needed the right woman behind me to remind me that I was the leader I was born to be. My path just might look a little different than most.  
 
    Stop getting ahead of yourself. This isn't a fucking Disney movie. 
 
    Doubt raped my insides as I turned and walked through the parking lot with her jogging beside me to keep up. I wanted to stay in the moment, but the same demons that reared their ugly ass heads to beat me down seemed to show up at the worst possible time.  
 
    I helped her get into the car and made my way over to my side of the car.  
 
    "Just be yourself tonight. She'll love you or hate you in the morning. Any way you look at it, you were true to form." I got in the car and glanced over at her. "Tonight was fun." 
 
    "Tonight just started." She worked her hair into a messy bun as I pulled out of the parking lot and tried not to react as she leaned over the console and brushed her cheek by my erection.  
 
    "Shit," I mumbled and brushed her hair back as she worked on my zipper.  
 
    "I want you." She glanced up as if asking my permission.  
 
    "Have me." I unbuckled my seatbelt and helped her work my jeans over my hips. My cock popped out of my briefs as she tugged them down, the bastard thick and happy to be free.  
 
    "So hot," she murmured and ran her tongue up my length.  
 
    "Stop talking and see how much of it you can get inside of you." I gripped her hair tightly and moved her over to take me in. The aggressive bastard inside of me woke up, and I lifted my hips as she moved her soft lips down my shaft.  
 
    Her groan caused my balls to tighten, and I pulled at her hair, forcing her back up before setting up a rhythm that would have me crying uncle sooner than I wanted to. She used her hands, her lips, and warm, wet tongue to bring me to the edge before moving back and pinching the tip of my dick.  
 
    "Not yet," she barked at me and glanced up, giving me a warning look.  
 
    It would seem that I wasn't the only one hiding a part of myself. I bit my lips and nodded as I tried to get my body to comply with her demands.  
 
    She moved back to hover over the top of me and let hell reign down on me as I groaned and thrust as hard as I could. She didn't seem to mind at all.  
 
    "Drink it, Erica," I groaned as I threw the car in park on the side of the road and glanced down to watch her finish the job.  
 
    The cry that left me filled up the car as I exploded. She didn't stop her assault until I pulled at her hair and let out a shaky sigh.  
 
    "Enough, baby. That's enough." 
 
    "More." She swatted my hands away and went back down on me. 
 
    I nodded and let my head drop back as every cell in my body illuminated with pleasure. My words were barely legible to my own ears as I whispered roughly.  
 
    "Whatever you want. Take it. Take it from me." 
 
      
 
    A knock at the front door pulled me from the reverie. We'd fucked long and hard that night, our bodies melding into one. For the first time in a long time, I'd given myself over to someone.  
 
    And guilt had followed me into the morning.  
 
    I got up and walked to the door, thinking about how she forgave me for leaving without a word as if she were some whore in the night. She listened to my reasoning and helped me work through it.  
 
    Had I given her the same courtesy? Fuck no. I had slammed the door in her face.  
 
    My father stood on the other side of the door. Damon was on his left and Mitch was on his right. "Matt. We wanted to come over with Mitch. He has something to tell you." 
 
    I didn't hesitate, but reared back and punched the bastard in the face. He hit the ground, and I was on top of him, beating him senseless. 
 
    He didn't need to tell me a thing. Everything was falling into place.  
 
    I could hear Damon and my father yelling for me to calm down, but I simply kept swinging. If Mitch wanted to take my woman from me, he had one hell of a fight on his hands.  
 
    "Get him inside and ice his hands. Dammit." My father picked up Mitch, and half carried him back to the car.  
 
    Damon muscled me into the house and closed the door. "That was fucking awesome." 
 
    "I'm going to kill him." I growled in my brother's face. "He lied, didn't he?" 
 
    "Yeah. He did." Damon sat me down on the couch. "I talked to Erica last night. She's in Canada, and when I asked her if she loved you, she broke down. Something isn't right. I told you that. Mitch isn't saying what, but he did admit to dad that he pushed her into whatever the fuck they have going on." 
 
    I got up, ready to beat Mitch's ass into the ground. "Fuck this." 
 
    "No. Stop it." Damon grabbed me and put me on the ground, surprising the hell out of me. I smacked the back of my head on the ground hard. The pain brought me back down to reality.  
 
    "I need to find her." I rubbed my head and sat up slowly as Damon helped me.  
 
    "I know. I think Lanie is our best bet. You have her phone number?" 
 
    "Yeah. I might." I blinked a few times slowly as the room spun around me. I had to go after Erica and find out the truth. If she cared about Mitch and had slept with him, all bets were off. I wasn't the man for her. Trust mattered way too much to me. If not... maybe there was still hope. I'd have to live off that alone until I found her.  
 
    Damon handed me the phone. "Call Lanie." 
 
    "It's the middle of the day. She'll be in class." 
 
    He gave me a look. "Really, right now?" 
 
    "Right." I took the phone and walked toward my back patio. After closing the door behind me, I dropped down into a lawn chair and dialed her number. My knuckles were red and swollen from beating the shit out of Mitch. Crazy enough, hurting him didn't make me feel anything. There was only one thing that could heal my heart.  
 
    Getting Erica back.  
 
    "Matt?" Lanie's voice was a soft whisper as if she were hiding somewhere.  
 
    "Hey. I know this is a bad time, but I need to find Erica." 
 
    "She's not here." Her voice hardened a little. "And even if she were, she doesn't want to see you. Asshole." 
 
    "Me?" I stood up as anger raced through me. "She slept with some old bastard at the office and-" 
 
    "She didn't sleep with anyone. If you would have let her explain, but no! You jumped to a bunch of stupid ass conclusion." 
 
    "Jonathan-" 
 
    "I don't care what Jonathan said!" She was not quiet at that point. I almost wished she'd go back to whispering. My head was splitting open thanks to Damon knocking me to the ground.  
 
    "Lanie. I need to find her, okay? I'm sorry. With all of my goddamn heart, I'm sorry. I saw what I saw and heard what I heard. My mother cheated on my father for years and ruined my childhood. Excuse me for overreacting." I ground my teeth together. "I love this woman with every cell in my body. Tell me where she is, or I'm coming up to the school and causing a scene." 
 
    "You'd do that for her?" Her voice softened a little again.  
 
    "I'd do anything for her, Lanie. She's everything to me. Please tell me how to find her. I just want to hear her side of the story." 
 
    "You're not going up there to hurt her, right?" 
 
    "No. Never. Tell me where up there is. I'm begging you." I ran my fingers through my hair and leaned against the railing of the balcony. "Please. This woman means the world to me. I've loved her for two years and suffered quietly about it because I knew the minute we gave into each other that our lives would forever change. And they have. Don't deny me or her the chance to fix this. Help me." 
 
    "Okay. Yeah. You're right. She's so happy because of you, but if you hurt her, Matthew Bryant, I swear to God I’ll come after you!" 
 
    I loved the little nerdy thing even more for loving Erica the way she did.  
 
    "Deal. Where is she?" 
 
    "Vancouver." 
 
    "That's a big area to search. You gotta do better than that." 
 
    She sighed. "She didn't tell me. She wanted to be left completely alone." 
 
    "You don't have 'find my phone' on her or anything?" My mind was racing through the possibilities.  
 
    "Oh yes! I do!" She sounded overjoyed. I knew the feeling.  
 
    "Good. I'm going to head up I-5. I have about two and a half hours until I hit Vancouver. Text me where she is around that time?" 
 
    "Okay." Her voice broke. "Matt... please be good to her. Her family is so horrible, and all she has is me. Don't hurt her any more than she's already been hurt. Please?" 
 
    "I would never hurt her. No matter how many arrows she throws at me, Lanie. I swear it. I'll just keep going if there is a chance at all that she's the woman I believe her to be." 
 
    "She is." 
 
    We hung up, and I grabbed a bag and got in the car. Damon stood beside the window, his eyes filled with a pride I'd seen all my life. "Hey man. I'm proud of you. Push through this shit and go get your girl." 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah. I plan to." 
 
    "Call if you need me." He tapped the window and moved back.  
 
    "Thank you for helping me." 
 
    "I'll always be here to help you. It's what brothers are for, Matt." 
 
    "I love you, man." I rolled up the window as he flipped me off and turned away from the car. He hated getting emotional in front of anyone, even me.  
 
    He didn't need to say a damn word. I already knew how much he loved me.  
 
    And he always had.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt a little more alive when I opened my eyes the next morning. The hangover was almost a welcomed pain seeing that it demanded my attention over the emotional bullshit I was still suffering from.  
 
    Kent and Karen's wedding had played in my mind's eye all night, the trip to Jamaica the first time I got to be part of a family. They'd pulled me in and put me to work. I was there to support them, but more than anything else, I wanted Matthew to see me. Really see me.  
 
    A smile lifted my lips as I rolled onto my side. He'd been a hot mess on that trip, and all the others after it. I intimidated him something horrible, but it was all part of the story, part of my charm.  
 
    "Not anymore." I closed my eyes and pulled the covers up around my throat. He wasn't intimidated by me now that I belonged to him, or used to. He saw me as a woman, as a partner, as someone he could protect and cherish.  
 
    I had to fight for us. I couldn't just let the shit lie where it was.  
 
    Rolling over, I reached for my phone as it rang. Lanie.  
 
    "Hey." I sat up in bed, a little unnerved by the timing of her call.  
 
    "Hey. You doing okay?" She sounded like she had just finished jogging a mile. 
 
    "I'm okay. You sound out of breath." I chuckled. "Do I want to know?" 
 
    "Shit. I've been chasing one of the little boys in my class around the hallways. He's having a meltdown, and I'm about the only one that he'll let near him." 
 
    "Oh. Did you get him?" 
 
    "Yeah. He's fine. You sound good. At least, better." 
 
    "I'm not sure that I'm either, but I'm ready to see Matt. I need to tell him what happened and force him to hear the truth at least." 
 
    "I think that's a great idea. He's had some time to stew on everything too. Maybe he's ready to talk." She took a deep breath. "Where are you?" 
 
    "I'm in my hotel in Vancouver." 
 
    "Are you going to check out the city at all?" 
 
    "Maybe tomorrow. I'm ready to start painting again. I got a canvas and some different paints earlier this week in hopes of helping the healing process start." 
 
    "Oh, nice! I love the sound of that." 
 
    "Yeah. I'm here though. I'm not sure when I'm coming home." I got up and walked to the kitchen. "Maybe when my savings runs out?" 
 
    "Can I come up and visit soon, then? I'm missing my dinner and yoga partner. You're all I've got." 
 
    Guilt raced through me. She was right, and if I were being honest, she was all I had too. "Come up here this weekend." 
 
    "No, but maybe next weekend?" 
 
    "I'd love that." 
 
    "Please be safe, okay?" Lanie pleaded.  
 
    "I will. Love you." 
 
    "Love you too." 
 
    I dropped the call and unwrapped a miniature chocolate muffin as I started the coffee pot up. I'd figure out how and when to get to Matt, but it wasn't today. I needed today for me.  
 
    After fixing my coffee up like a dessert, I changed into some painting clothes and spent the day drawing and painting a part of a picture of me and Matt together. It was a simple picture and looked like the two of us only if you knew that's who you were looking at.  
 
    I moved back and wrapped my free arm around me as heavy emotions stung me. I missed him so damn much.  
 
    There was a half-bottle of red wine in the kitchen that seemed to be calling my name. I didn't want to turn to liquor to ease my pain, but it was a quick fix for the time being. I had to believe there was still hope for me and Matthew. Without it, I would quickly spiral into the darkness.  
 
    I opened the bottle and forced myself to get a glass. I needed to keep up with how many ounces I was drinking. Otherwise, I’d finish the whole damn thing without blinking an eye.  
 
    A knock at the door surprised me a little. I got up and realized that it was late in the afternoon, almost evening. Maybe the guys at the pub downstairs had sent someone to check on me? 
 
    I opened it to find Matt standing on the other side, red and yellow tulips in his hands. He had a pastry box in his other hand, and he was sheet-white.  
 
    "Erica," he whispered my name, and I almost lost my footing.  
 
    I reached out and grabbed him, pulling him to me and pressing my lips against his. We could fight or talk or whatever later. I just wanted to feel him against me for a minute.  
 
    The sound of the vase hitting the floor caused me to yelp. He'd dropped everything and had me in the air, his hand gripping my back and the other lost in my hair as he consumed my mouth.  
 
    Tears poured from my eyes as he pressed me against the wall and worshiped my lips and neck in deep kisses and long licks.  
 
    "I'm so sorry for the misunderstanding," I whimpered as he rolled his hips, pressing his thick erection against me.  
 
    "I need to know what happened, baby. I think I got it wrong." He tucked his face against the side of my throat, and I clung to him, my hands gripping his so tight I know it had to hurt him. "Everything seems so fucked up right now. Tell me that I was wrong, Erica." 
 
    "You were wrong." I moved back as best I could and cupped his face before leaning in to kiss him several times. "I didn't sleep with Mitch, Matthew. I hated him." 
 
    "What the fuck happened then?" He leaned in for another long kiss, stealing my breath. My body was on fire for him, and yet I knew we needed to talk and make sure we were okay before we made love.  
 
    I wouldn't survive feeling him inside of me only to have him walk away afterward. It couldn't happen like that. I wouldn't allow it.  
 
    "Put me down. Please." I ran my hands down the sides of his handsome face, knowing without a doubt that I wanted him to be the father of my children. "I'll explain." 
 
    He leaned in to kiss me again before brushing his nose against mine. The need in his eyes scorched me. "Before you say a word, know that I missed you so goddamn much. I love you with everything inside of me." 
 
    "I feel the exact same way." I slid down the front of his body and let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding as he moved back. "Mitch was bidding on that fucking painting of me the night of the art show. He wouldn't back down, and I could see how upset you were getting. I freaked out." I lifted my hands in the air. "I didn't know what to do, but as hard as you've worked all your life to figure out who you were, I wasn't going to let the bastard take the moment from you." 
 
    "So you did what?" He put his hands on his hips and lifted his eyebrow. He had no clue how cute he was copping an attitude in the middle of my hotel room.  
 
    I was still trying to convince myself that he was actually standing there across from me. My mind wanted to make it a dream, to convince me that I wasn't worthy of a man like him coming after me. But I'd felt him against me. Flesh and blood.  
 
    "He was interested in me, and trying to pursue something with me, but I told him you and I were together and that I wasn't at all interested. I never led him on in anyway." 
 
    "Keep going with the art event, Erica. What happened." 
 
    I reached up and brushed my fingers against my lips as fear seized me. "I told him to stop bidding. I didn't want your night to be ruined. I told him to let the painting go. He was being a dick-" 
 
    "And what did he want in return for listening to you?" Matt's voice lowered. I'd never seen a side of him that frightened me, but something about the way he leaned toward me and narrowed his eyes, I could see him fucking someone up without worry.  
 
    "Me. He wanted me for dinner, dancing, and sex." I dropped my hand from my face. "I thought if I just said yes that he would stop and I could find a way out of it." 
 
    Matt's eyes widened and his complexion reddened. "You gave him the one thing that meant the most to me? You?" He was yelling at that point.  
 
    "No. I never gave myself over to him. I went to the art event and danced with him. He held my hand or gripped the back of my neck like he owned me, but he never once touched me inappropriately, kissed me, and we never slept together. I drugged him and made him think that I did." 
 
    "You did all this crazy shit to make sure that I didn't blow a vein or ten million dollars at the art event?" He reached out and gripped my shoulders. "Why? That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard, baby. Why would you give him the thing that mattered most to me? I'd give up my talents, my money, my house, my fucking everything just to have you. Do you not know how much you mean to me?" 
 
    "I'm sorry!" I screamed back at him. "I panicked. I wanted you to have your moment! I've never had mine, and I thought maybe if you had yours-" 
 
    He didn't let me finish the sentence before he crashed into me. His mouth covered mine as he ripped my clothes off of me. I tore at his too, helping him out of them as a frantic feeling grew between us. The room felt so small and hot, but I ignored it.  
 
    "You don't ever have to protect me, Erica." He toted me to the bed, both of us somehow down to our underwear.  
 
    "I'll always want to try. You're the only person in my life that I love besides Lanie." I pulled him down on top of me as he forced me back on the bed. "Please forgive me. I didn't do anything wrong. I never let Mitch touch me." 
 
    "You put yourself on the line for me." He closed his eyes and pressed his chin to his chest as he seemed to be trying to gain his composure. "You put yourself in danger for me." He glanced up, and I could see the depths of his love in his eyes. "You were willing to sell your body to save my pride? My moment of self-realization." 
 
    I nodded. "I'm sorry, but I would do it all over again. Even with all of this that happened." 
 
    "Because you love me." It wasn't a question, but I treated it like one.  
 
    "More than you can ever know, Matthew Bryant." I met him as he moved up to kiss me. He had my panties off and his boxers down his thighs by the time I cried out his name.  
 
    He pressed deep into me and lifted up on his arms, his massive body so beautiful and strong. "Hold on and tell me if I hurt you. I've been thinking about punishing this tight little pussy since you fucked things up between us." 
 
    I reached up and popped him in the chest. "You're corrupt." 
 
    "Only for you, woman." He moved up, forcing my legs open wider as he drove into me.  
 
    We locked gazes, and he worked me slow and deep as we moaned together. There were no words that needed to be spoken. He knew what had happened and he forgave me. I only meant to do right by him, but people fuck up all the time. He was right.  
 
    If I had just been truthful about it, the misunderstanding would have gone away.  
 
    "Come for me," he mumbled and lifted up farther, reaching for the headboard with one hand. He cupped my breast with the other and rocked against me, slapping the thick head of his cock against my g-spot.  
 
    I twitched and whined, holding onto his side as the delicious pressure of an orgasm built up in my stomach. "I'm so close." 
 
    "Let it go. You belong to me, Miss Hall. Come." 
 
    A scream tore through me as his words bore deep inside of me. I did belong to him. Body, soul, and spirit. My orgasm beat against my insides, lighting up every pressure point that I had. All I could do was hold onto him as he pumped himself into me in a fast, hard rhythm.  
 
    "Your turn." I wrapped my legs tighter against him and lifted up, meeting him stroke for stroke. He was beyond gorgeous as he growled and thrust above me. Every inch of his perfect masculinity.  
 
    "I don't have a condom," he grumbled between thrusts. 
 
    "I don't care. I want to feel you inside of me." 
 
    "You ready for babies already?" He flattened himself on top of me and reached down to cup my ass with his strong hands. He kissed me deeply as I mumbled my yes. I wanted anything he was willing to give me, little Matt's included.  
 
    I had him back in my arms again. The world was right, and my future was visible once again. Me. Him. Three little guys. A couple of dogs, and an art studio for both of us.  
 
    "Hold me tight, Erica." 
 
    "I'll never let go." I wrapped him in a hug and pressed my lips against his thick neck as he worked himself over the edge, filling me with his warmth.  
 
    "I love you, baby." He moved up to kiss me a few times as we stared at each other.  
 
    "I love you too, and I have, for a long time." 
 
    "Same here." He rolled us over. "Now... it's time for make-up sex. Fuck me like you mean it." He reached up and palmed my breasts. The sexy smile on his face told me he was going to milk this shit for all it was worth.  
 
    I was fine with that.  
 
    I'd just milk him in return.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    I made love to my girl all night long, reveling in the feeling of her skin pressed against mine. I'd have sold my soul to hear her cry out in pleasure again, but around five that morning, I finally curled up behind her and let her rest.  
 
    There was no way in hell I was sleeping and missing a minute of our reunion. It had only been a week since we'd left each other with no hope, but it felt like a fucking year.  
 
    And all over her trying to protect my pride. My heart burned in my chest as I ran my fingers down her side and nestled the back of her neck.  
 
    "I love you beyond words, Erica Hall," I whispered against her skin. She moaned and rolled her hips, waking up the monster between her thighs.  
 
    I had to two options. Give her what I wanted to give her, or let her rest up. I'd be taking her home later that day. It was time to start our life together, the way we should have before all the shit with Mitch went down.  
 
    Open. Honest. Communicating all the damn time.  
 
    I kissed her again before getting out of the bed. There would be plenty of time to take advantage of her soft skin and tight body. I pulled a pair of shorts out of my bag and put them on as I watched her. I could paint a million portraits of her and I'd never be able to truly capture just how beautiful she was.  
 
    After standing there like a stalker for a little while longer, I pulled myself away from the bedroom and walked into the little make-shift living room they had. A painting stood in the corner of the room, the beauty of it almost stopping my heart.  
 
    I walked over and picked up the picture of the two of us that lay on the table beside it. Her painting rag was covered in various colors and crumpled up on the floor. She must have been working on it all week.  
 
    "Magnificent," I whispered reverently.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and took a few pictures of it. Jonathan would love it. I texted him that he was wrong about her. He texted back pretty quickly that he was relieved to know that and beyond sorry.  
 
    He was a good man, and would always seek to protect his friends. I was grateful to be one of the lucky few. He loved the painting and wanted to see it in person when everything settled down between all of us.  
 
    I answered Damon and Lanie's texts too, letting them know that Erica was good, and we were on the mend. Their responses back almost felt like a collective sign was happening around the world for us. It was a damn good reminder that we had a lot of people rooting for us.  
 
    More than we thought.  
 
    After cleaning up everything, I packed up mine and Erica's stuff and put it by the door. It was mid-day before I crept back in the room and snuggled up beside her.  
 
    "Morning, baby." I reached around and cupped her tit as I ran my nose up the back of her neck.  
 
    She whimpered and jutted her ass out, rubbing her soft curves over me. "What time is it?" 
 
    "Time to get up and get moving. I want to take you home tonight. Zek misses you a lot. Is that okay?" I played with her nipple, loving the way it hardened under my touch. I would spend the evening worshiping both of her pretty pink buds if she let me.  
 
    "Yeah. I'd like that." She turned over to face me and pulled me in close. "Don't ever leave me again, okay?" 
 
    "I won't, Erica, but be open with me. I had no clue what happened." I pulled her in for a long kiss. "Let's just start over, alright?" 
 
    "I'd like that." She kissed me again. "Alright. Let's grab a burger to go from the pub downstairs before we go. I want to say goodbye to Sid and Jander." 
 
    I snorted and chuckled. "Who?" 
 
    "The guys downstairs. One owns the bar, and the other is a local artist. They have been really great to me." She kissed the tip of my nose and rolled out of bed the other way.  
 
    I jerked up to a sitting position so I could watch her naked ass as she walked across the room. I whistled loudly.  
 
    She glanced over her shoulder, a sexy smile on her lips. "Like what you see, Mr. Bryant." 
 
    "I love it. Keep up that sassy attitude, and I'm going to spank you." 
 
    She bent her knees and shook her ass, her voice sultry. "Like this?" 
 
    "Yeah." I bounded off the bed.  
 
    She screamed and ran into the living room. I caught up pretty easily and turned her to face me before picking her up and kissing her senseless. "Get dressed, or we are never going to get out of here." 
 
    "There's a bed. Food. Painting stuff, and you." She shrugged as I let her down. "I'm good staying here forever." 
 
    "What about Zek?" I gave her a look.  
 
    "Right! Let's bust out of this joint." 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    "You really like the painting I did?" She sat beside me in the car, a smile on her beautiful face. She had no makeup on, and her hair was wild as shit, which was just the way I liked her best.  
 
    The windows were down in the car, and I could barely hear her, but the feeling of the wind against our skin was needed. Freedom was ours when we were together. It was a great reminder.  
 
    "I love it, baby." 
 
    "My dad used to love looking at my art, but I usually had to hide it under my bed." She glanced toward her open window. "My mom hated it. Called it a complete waste of time." 
 
    "She's a cold-hearted bitch, Erica." 
 
    "No. She's just mean. She thinks that things should be the way she wants them, and if they're not, she shuns them. She just doesn't get it." 
 
    "How is she? Have you seen her lately?" 
 
    "Yeah. This last week. The day you broke things off with me." She glanced over at me. "Sunday?" 
 
    "Fuck. Seriously?" I shook my head. "That had to be the-" 
 
    "Worst day of my life." She finished my sentence for me. "I'm not going back to the retirement home. I can't." 
 
    "I don't blame you a bit, and you should probably delete Leon's number from your phone. He's a horrible person, Erica." 
 
    "I agree." She leaned back and closed her eyes. "Anything else on the contract job that you were looking at doing?" 
 
    "You know, I don't know. I was supposed to get a file from Jonathan with the people and places that the client wanted to be photographed as part of the portfolio, but I haven't checked my e-mail because of all this stuff with you. Grab my laptop out of my bag and check it." 
 
    She leaned around the seat to the back to grab the computer, putting her perfect ass in the air. I couldn't resist. 
 
    I reached over and fondled her, running my fingers over the edge of her short shorts until I reached her soft center. I slipped my fingers under her shorts and panties and dipped my fingers into her soft heat.  
 
    "Matthew!" She moved back in her seat, her face flustered.  
 
    "What?" I licked at my fingers. "I'm a gentleman until you belong to me. Good luck to you now." I winked as she swatted at me. I laughed. "Fuck, I love you." 
 
    "You're so naughty." She turned on my computer. "I love it." 
 
    "Good. I’m not going anywhere. Neither is my naughtiness." I turned and focused on the road. As much as I tried not to think about Mitch and all the shit that happened to us, I couldn't help it. Worry filled my stomach, and I glanced over at her. "Did you ever find out anything about whether or not Mitch was involved in your mugging and hit and run?" 
 
    "No, but I can't imagine that he was. I'm letting it go. He's not a thug. Just a lonely billionaire with too much money and time on his hands." 
 
    "He did act a lot like my brother would have before Bethany. Bastards." 
 
    "You're a billionaire too, silly." She pulled up the file and tilted her head to the side. "Matt... who's the client for this job?" 
 
    "No clue. Why?"  
 
    She turned the computer toward me. It took me a minute to realize what I was looking at. Various members of my family popped up on the screen, then the office down in Seattle and a few other iconic locations.  
 
    "What the hell?" I pulled off the road into a gas station. "Why would someone want pictures of the places and people I love?" 
 
    "Do you think Damon is the client?" She reached over and snatched the computer back.  
 
    "Maybe so. My father doesn't really do art, even though he supports me in doing mine." I shook my head and reached for the phone.  
 
    Jonathan answered on the first ring. "Matthew. What's up?" 
 
    "Hey." I glanced over at Erica as a smile lifted my lips. "Who's the client on the project you just sent over?" 
 
    "Why, your father." There was a deep chuckle, and I couldn't help but laugh too.  
 
    My dad did believe in my art, but he still lacked faith in the fact that I could make a living out of it. He had me at M&B so I could be me and he could pay me.  
 
    Now he was paying me to paint pictures that he would probably never put up. It was almost bittersweet.  
 
    "Thanks, man. I'll get on it next week." 
 
    "Excellent."  
 
    We hung up, and I reached for Erica's hand. "I got you something, or I started to. It will be ready in a few weeks. You need to pack up your place. I'm not living alone without you anymore." 
 
    She nodded. "Let's pack up the whole damn place tomorrow. I don't want to waste another minute without you." 
 
    "Good answer." I brought her hand up to my lips and kissed her, breathing her in and falling in love all over again.  
 
    She was mine, and that's all that mattered.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Two weeks later 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why don't you just tell me where we're going?" I glanced over at Matt as we rode toward the mountains. The last two weeks had been fast and furious. I had moved into his place, both me and Zek. It was bliss, and the time we had together just strengthened the truth that we belonged together.  
 
    I had started to paint again, mainly just to shut Matt up. He was after me to find myself, to explore my soul and learn who I wanted to be. He was happy to fund my me time for as long as it lasted.  
 
    The only thing he complained about most days was how fast I painted compared to him. He was embarrassed by it, which left me wanting to go even faster. Silly man. I wasn't rushing. It was my natural pace to move with efficiency. There were too many pictures to paint and not nearly enough time in the day.  
 
    "Be patient, beautiful." He took my hand and laid it on his leg before dragging it up to the thick bulge between his legs. "You're turning me on." 
 
    I snorted. "What? I'm not even doing anything." 
 
    "You don't have to." He pulled up to a huge house mostly made of glass. My heart almost stopped in my chest.  
 
    I yanked my hand from him and moved up in my seat, letting my eyes take in the splendor. Red and yellow flowers were all over the property, and the lush forest behind it was deep green.  
 
    "What is this?" I whispered and reached for my door. I wanted to go closer, to experience whatever it was that he was showing me. Maybe a new house that Jonathan bought for his wife? Maybe just a place Matt rented out for dinner? 
 
    I walked up the white stone path as my breath caught in my throat. He wrapped his arm around me from behind and kissed the side of my neck.  
 
    "Come on. I brought you out here for dinner tonight." 
 
    "I love it." I turned and smiled up at him. "You're being romantic. What do you want?" 
 
    "You. Naked and sweaty." 
 
    "You could have had all of that without this." I kissed him before turning in his arms and leaning against him. He had quickly become an obsession to me. The need to feel his arms around me, his body against mine, his loving words spoken aloud all around me. It scared the hell out of me to rely so much on one person for my joy, but I couldn't help myself. I'd been looking for peace and contentment my whole life, and I found it with him. I'd cling to it as long as I was able to.  
 
    "Well, then this is just an added bonus. Come on. Let's go check out the place." He took my hand as we walked up to the front door. The glass was etched with different carvings. I stopped and reached up to trace one of them.  
 
    "Wow. How incredible is this?" I glanced over at him.  
 
    "You like it?" 
 
    "Yes. It's so detailed." 
 
    "It took hours." He walked into the house, leaving me to wonder how the hell he knew how long it took.  
 
    "Matt. Did you do that?" I moved closer to him as the smell of salt water and the ocean filled my senses. I paused and breathed in deeply. "What is that?" 
 
    "Dinner. No more questions." He pulled me flush against him. "Just enjoy the night. I'll answer your questions later." 
 
    "So mysterious." I lifted to my toes and wrapped my arms around his neck. "Are we alone for dinner." 
 
    He lifted his eyebrow. "Yes. Stop anticipating and come on. Let's have dinner and spend some time together." 
 
    "I like the sound of that." I walked into a large dining room, the table in the middle over the top elegant. The dark cherry wood was an odd shape as if there had never been a table like it before and never would be again. "Wow. I love this." I ran my fingers over the top of it. 
 
    "Good. Come sit down here with me." He took me to the end of the table and pulled out my chair. "We'll get a full tour of the house here in a little bit." 
 
    Several people walked out of a door at the end of the dining room, each carrying a tray of something. They laid them out in front of us and pulled off the tops to reveal several different seafood dishes. My stomach growled loudly. Matt and I shared a short chuckle over it.  
 
    "I have tons of money." He reached out and took two plates, putting one in front of me. "I thought to myself, why the hell am I not spending it on the woman that makes my world go round?" 
 
    "I don't need you to spend-" 
 
    He lifted his finger and pressed it to my lips before leaning in and kissing me with more passion than I could remember feeling. I was glad to be sitting down as my legs would have grown weak.  
 
    "Hush. I want to spend every fucking penny I make on you. Money means nothing to me, but watching you get excited about this place, the food, the art... that's all worth it." 
 
    "I love it, but I'd be fine in a cardboard box for dinner if you were there." I picked up my fork. "This looks incredible." 
 
    "Good. I hope you enjoy it. I tried all of these last week." He picked up his fork and dug into his food.  
 
    "Wait. You've been here before?" 
 
    "Yeah. I had to work on the glass out front." 
 
    "Work on the glass?" I lifted my eyebrows and set my fork down. My hunger dissipated in the face of our conversation. "You're saying you did all of those etchings?" 
 
    "Yes. For you." He reached out and touched the side of my face.  
 
    "For dinner tonight?" I leaned back as shock swam through me. "Why?" 
 
    "Not just for dinner." He laughed. "You're not going to enjoy the food until I explain are you?" 
 
    "Probably not." I reached for my wine glass, finding it full of white wine. I downed it. "What's going on?" 
 
    "Come on. I'll show you." He stood and put the tops back on the food, but grabbed a handful of rolls. He handed me two. "Snack on these." 
 
    "What are we doing?" I almost swallowed one whole. Why hadn't I just shut up? I was starving to death and thanks to my questions, it looked like I was getting my official tour of the place.  
 
    "I want to show you around." He took my hand in his and smiled down at me. "I love that dress on you. The blue brings out the color of your eyes." 
 
    "You always worry me when you get too sweet." 
 
    "What? I'm a total sugar bear. You know this." 
 
    "It's a ploy. I know it is." I snuggled up beside him. The house was incredible, like nothing I'd ever seen. It was almost as if every artist in Seattle had taken a room and made it beyond brilliant. The colors, designs, and decorations echoed the desires of my soul.  
 
    I stood at the entrance to the last room, the bedroom already having taken my breath away completely. I envied whoever lived there. They must have been friends of Kent's. There was no way Matt knew someone with that kind of money and I hadn't met them yet. No way.  
 
    "Matt. What is this?" I walked in to find two separate painting areas. Large canvases set on the stands, but all along the walls were small paintings and drawing, each of them framed.  
 
    "Is that..." I walked up to the wall closest to me and covered my mouth as a soft yelp left me. It was the red painting I'd done as a teenager. "This is mine." 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to find him watching me. He nodded. "Yeah. It is." 
 
    "Why is my painting in here?" I turned and put a hand on my hip. "Why are all of our paintings in here?" 
 
    He turned and walked around the corner, leaving me standing there in shock. "Come here, baby." 
 
    "What the hell is going on?" I walked around the corner and stopped short. The large painting of me nude hung from the ceiling, taking up the entire wall from floor to ceiling. The beauty of it stole my voice. Tears filled my eyes, and I turned slowly to look at the room again.  
 
    "Matt. Is this place for us?" I turned back to find him standing directly in front of me.  
 
    "Yeah. I had it designed based on everything I knew about you, everything you loved." He reached out and touched the side of my face. "It's for you. A gift from me." 
 
    "It's too much." I pressed my hands to his chest and molded myself against him. "I don't need all of this." 
 
    "This isn't about need, Erica. All I need is you, but this space is what we want. Hush and enjoy it. It's yours, baby. It's ours." He leaned down and kissed me until I clung to him.  
 
    Never in my life had I felt so adored, so loved, so noticed.  
 
    It was a moment that would stay with me forever.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Two Months Later 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Please tell me again why the hell you two made me come to this." I glanced over at Erica and back at Bethany. It was mid-January in Dallas, which beat Seattle for sure, but being out and shopping for wedding dresses with two very girlie girls had me wanting to fake diarrhea.  
 
    "Because we need a male perspective. Come on. It's going to be fun, and you're my only sibling. Jeez." Bethany slipped her arm into mine. "And Erica is here because the two of you are inseparable." 
 
    "And because you need someone with an eye for the arts." Erica wagged her eyebrows and slipped her arm into my other one. She glanced up at me, stealing my heart for the millionth time. "Are we inseparable?" 
 
    "Yeah. Especially when we do it like dogs. You know, they say that-" 
 
    "Matt!" They yelled together and let me go.  
 
    "Gross. Good grief." Bethany slipped her arm into Erica's as they walked to the dress shop, leaving me standing on the sidewalk by myself.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and texted my brother that he owed me big time. Him, Karen and my dad. What the fuck? Like I was cannon fodder for the wedding.  
 
    "Matt. Come on, baby." Erica held the door open and moved back. "Let's go. Bethany wants you to tell her what Damon might like or not like about these dresses." 
 
    "This is creepy." I walked toward her, grateful that Bethany was already inside. "She's my step-sister. I don't want to check her out to see what looks right and what doesn't. And where the hell is Karen." 
 
    "Right here." My step-mother walked up from behind us. "I'm sorry I'm late." 
 
    I felt like shit. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean that to sound like it did." 
 
    She smiled. "Sure. Get in here. You deserve this torture." 
 
    "Where are the other males in our family?" I walked in and dropped down on a rather comfy couch. I bounced a little until Erica gave me a look that warned me to chill my nuts, less she takes them from me.  
 
    "They're golfing." Karen cringed. "Sorry. I knew you'd be upset. They asked that I didn't tell you, but you know that I'm an open book." 
 
    "Unbelievable." I leaned back and let out a long sigh, pissy as hell that I was there with the girls. "Are you all trying on dresses?" 
 
    "Yeah. Here hold our purses, baby." Erica handed off all three purses and disappeared into a dressing room with Bethany and Karen.  
 
    I let my head drop back and closed my eyes. They'd wake me up when they came back out.  
 
    "You poor thing." A soft voice caught my attention.  
 
    I jerked up to find a petite blond with pretty eyes staring down at me. "Are you the purse holder for the day?" 
 
    I glanced around and laughed. "It would seem so. You guys don't have free beers for the purse holder like the bar has free soda for the designated driver, right?" 
 
    She laughed. "No, but I wish we did. We would be a lot more popular." She glanced behind her and back at me. "You here with your girlfriend?" 
 
    I realized where she was going with it. "Yeah. Her, my mom and my sister." 
 
    "Lucky woman." She smiled and walked off.  
 
    "I'm the lucky one." I leaned back, slightly uncomfortable at being hit on. Erica was the only woman I saw when I looked around, but that didn't mean she would appreciate some wedding store chick hitting on me. A smile lifted my lips.  
 
    You still got it, old boy. 
 
    "What are you smiling about?" Erica stood beside me.  
 
    I jerked up again. "Oh shit. You scared me." 
 
    "Did you fall asleep?" She moved back, and I realized she had on a pretty bridesmaid’s dress. Her curves were accentuated, but only if you really stared her down. My mouth started to water as I took her in.  
 
    "No. Some chick hit on me, but I told her to scoot on out of here. My woman is the finest thing in the world." I stood and reached for her, wanting to touch her everywhere.  
 
    She stepped back. Apparently telling Erica that the cute blond across the room hit on me was not a way to win points with anyone, least of all - her.  
 
    "Where is she?" She turned around, and I took the opportunity to encircle her waist.  
 
    "Stop it. You know I only have eyes for you." I kissed the side of her neck. "Get a dressing room to yourself, and I can help get you out of that thing?" 
 
    "This thing?" She moved out of my arms and spun around. "I love it." 
 
    "I do too." I licked at the side of my mouth. "What color are your panties?" 
 
    "I'm not wearing any." She gave me a 'gotcha' smirk and walked off.  
 
    "Not fair," I called after her and dropped down on the couch again. A few minutes later, Bethany walked out, looking like a princess.  
 
    "Wow." I stood back up. Obviously, it was going to be a long ass day for my thighs. "You look amazing. Beautiful." 
 
    "Really?" Her sweet smile captivated my heart. How did a sweet girl like her end up with a cock like my brother? Either way, I was grateful for her being in his life. She turned around slowly. "I don't look puffy or overdone or any of that, right?" 
 
    I didn't understand a word she said. "No. You look beautiful. Radiant." 
 
    "Thanks, Matt." She smiled and moved closer to me, pressing her hand against my chest. "Do you remember when we first met? Damon had upset me, and you took me out for Mexican food?" 
 
    I laughed loudly as the memory swept through my mind. "We were at mom and dad's house. You were in the bed, acting like a fucking diva." 
 
    "I was not. Damon had hurt me." 
 
    "And I saved you." I reached out and pinched her chin softly. “I'll always save you, Sis.” 
 
    "I love you." She hugged me tightly before walking back to the dressing room. I dropped back down and let the memory play in my head. It warmed me and reminded me that family was by far the most important thing in my life. My own voice rose up in my ears as a smile spread across my face.  
 
      
 
    "Oh hell no," I grumbled loudly. Bethany moved the pillow from her head and looked up, her tears having soaked the sheet beneath her.  
 
    "Go away. I'm not in the mood to be friendly." 
 
    I pounced on the bed, my hand pressing against the upper part of her back again and again. She bounced with my efforts, growing angry and swatting at me after a few seconds. 
 
    Having a sister was going to be so much fun.   
 
    "No need to be friendly. We're family. Get your ass up. I'm taking you out." 
 
    "No. I'm not interested in seeing people. I hate everyone." 
 
    "Liar. Get up. I'm going to inhale everything in the fridge. When I come back, you better be in the shower and getting ready. Jeans and a t-shirt. Get up, get dressed and let's go have fun together." 
 
    "No," she grumbled and sat up as I walked toward the door. She was upset, and I wasn't letting her stay there. She was soon to be family, and I'd wanted a sister my whole life. Bethany was going to be a great joy to me. I had no doubt. "Get up, or I'll drag your ass out of there." My voice lost volume as I walked out. 
 
    I gave her a few minutes before walking back in and banging on the bathroom door. "Hurry up. I want chips and queso. Nothing else will do!" Now I sounded like an agitated child. That was about right.  
 
    "I'm hurrying. Excuse the fact that I have to stop for a fucking meltdown every few minutes."  
 
    "It can't be that bad. Come on. We'll work through it together." I ran my fingers through my hair and pressed my forehead against the door.  
 
    "You don't want to know this Matt."  
 
      
 
    But I did want to know, and I wanted to help. Damon's happiness meant more than mine to me. Seeing him and Bethany reconciled was a huge weight off all of our shoulders. He never thought he would find a moment of peace or joy after what mom did, but he found all of that in Bethany, just like I did in Erica. 
 
    "You reminiscing out here?" She walked out in her sundress and smiled. "You look like your lost deep in thought." 
 
    I reached for her and pulled her down into my lap. "Just reliving a few memories." 
 
    "Happy ones?" She curled up in my lap like we were sitting on the couch in our Seattle home.  
 
    "Yeah. Really happy ones." I leaned down and kissed her. "Get ready to come back here again soon. Bethany and Karen are going to want to come in when it's your turn."  
 
    Her eyes widened. "Is it going to be my turn soon?" 
 
    "When you least expect it." I gripped the back of her neck and kissed her until someone cleared their throat near us.  
 
    The cute blond. Bad timing on her part.  
 
    "Yes?" Erica gave her a nasty look and turned, pulling me into another hot kiss.  
 
    I'd take them however they came, and for whatever reason, they showed up.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Five Months Later 
 
    Erica 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So much has changed, has it not?" Erica stood encircled by my arms as we watched Damon and Bethany leave their wedding reception.  
 
    "It has, but it's been amazing." I moved back as she turned in my arms and glanced up at me. "Is everything ready for Kendal?" 
 
    "Yeah." He smiled and glanced around, his expression that of a little boy at Christmas. Kendal Tarrington was like a part of the family to Damon and Matt. His life had been such shit lately, but he'd finally found his way out of the dark hole he'd fallen in. He was going to propose to his girlfriend Dana, and we were all in on it.  
 
    I was happy as hell for them, but I couldn't help but feel a little jealous too. I wanted my ring and my date. Matt and I had been together for almost eight months but had been in love for years.  
 
    "Let's get where we can see." I forced my wayward thoughts away and reached for Matt's hand, pulling him toward the dance floor. "So sweet!" 
 
    "Yeah. It's so good to see Kendal happy." Matt moved up beside me, and the rest of the family and our friends crowded around to watch Kendal and Dana dance slowly together. It was almost comical when Dana realized we were all watching her.  
 
    "What's going on?" Dana turned and let out a soft yelp as Kendal moved to his knee.   
 
    "I'm done waiting," he spoke with reverence in his voice.  
 
    I wrapped my arms tightly around Matt as tears filled my eyes. For someone who didn't believe in true love, I was quickly learning my lesson. Damon belonged with Bethany, Kendal belonged with Dana, and Matt belonged with me.  
 
    "You okay?" Matt leaned down and kissed the tip of my nose as a tear ran down my cheek.  
 
    "Yeah. Just overwhelmed." I turned back to watch Dana's eyes widen.  
 
    "Done waiting on what?" she asked.   
 
    "On the right to call you my bride." He pulled out a small box and lifted it toward her. "I love you with the depths of my heart, baby. I'll spend forever proving how much you mean to me if you'll just give me the chance to. There's no mountain I won't climb, no obstacle I won't beat, no rule I won't break to have you beside me as my wife. Tell me you'll say yes and be my girl forever." 
 
    She let out a soft sound of joy and dropped to her knees, wrapping her arms around him and knocking him to the floor. "Yes!"   
 
    Matt and I laughed, as did everyone around us.   
 
    "I love you, Dana," Kendal held her tightly, stealing all of our hearts.  
 
    "I love you more." She leaned in and kissed him the way I kissed Matt, with fierce passion.  
 
    "Come on. I have something for you." Matt moved out of my arms and reached for my hands.  
 
    "A ring?" I gave him a cocky grin. "I am up next, by the way. I caught the flowers at your mom and dad's wedding."  
 
    He laughed. "Someone is impatient." 
 
    "I should be! We've been together forever." I moved up to let him wrap one of his arms around me.  
 
    "And we're going to be together for the rest of time. I'm not pulling out a ring here with everyone watching. I have it all planned out. Don't you worry about a thing, baby." He kissed the side of my head, and I let my angst go. It was silly.  
 
    It already felt like we were married. We lived together, worked together and went everywhere together. I loved my life.  
 
    "Where are we going?" I followed him through the hotel where the reception was to the elevator.  
 
    "Upstairs. My dad said him and some of Damon's buddies would wrap everything up." 
 
    "You got us a room here?" I pressed myself against him as the elevator closed.  
 
    "Yeah. I'm not waiting another minute to strip you out of that dress and lavish your sexy body with my tongue and hands." 
 
    "And your cock?" I licked his lips.  
 
    He growled low in his chest. "You drive me crazy." 
 
    "In a good way." I moved back and turned as the door opened. I shook my ass a little more than necessary, but there was something so deliciously powerful about turning Matthew on. He was laid back and docile most of the time, but once I got him in the bedroom, he turned into a beast. I loved every part of him, but his alpha nature in the sheets took the cake for me.  
 
    "You smell so fucking good." He pressed himself against my back after barking out the room number and handing me the key.  
 
    I fumbled with trying to get the damn thing in the keyhole as he ran his hand all over me. "I can't get it open." 
 
    "Keep trying, baby." He cupped my breast and pushed my hair to the side before sinking his teeth into the back of my neck.  
 
    My body tightened with need, my nipples budding, my sex growing wet. "Fuck. Stop, Matt. Give me a second." 
 
    "I'm gonna fuck you out here in this hallway if you don't open the goddamn door, Erica." 
 
    I moaned loudly and bumped him with my butt, gaining myself a few seconds to get the card key in the hole. I walked into the room and turned as he barged in after me, his eyes hooded, cock thick and pressing against his slacks.  
 
    "Don't rip the dress." I held out my hand, but he slapped it away and grabbed my wrists, pulling me close.  
 
    "Turn around and let me unzip it." He ran his nose by mine, and the scent of his cologne and arousal filled my nose.  
 
    I moaned and turned around, dropping my head so he could get to the zipper without effort. He had it down and off of me seconds later.  
 
    "Where do you-" I stumbled toward the wall in front of me as he barked his commands.  
 
    "Put your hands on the wall. Now."  
 
    I walked to the wall and pressed my hands against it. "I love it when you act like this." 
 
    "What? I act like this every night." He undid my bra and slipped it forward to massage my breasts. "I want to be buried deep inside your body." 
 
    "Good. Then take what's yours." He slid his hand up to my neck and cupped it tightly, forcing me to look back as he leaned down and consumed me with a wicked hot kiss. He ran his hand down my stomach and into my panties, parting me and wasting no time in sliding his middle finger deep into my pussy.  
 
    I moaned against his lips and rolled my hips, massaging his erection as he worked me hard and fast.  
 
    The sound of him enjoying himself combined with his strong dominance over me had me limp in his arms and screaming my release. 
 
    "So beautiful, Erica." He kissed me again and released me, moving back a little. I started to turn, but he grabbed my arms and pressed my hand to the wall again, sliding them upward just a little bit. "Stay here." 
 
    "Anything," I whimpered as he moved down to his knees and pulled my panties from me. "Matt. What are you doing?" 
 
    "What I've wanted to do all night." He turned and sat down, pressing his back against the wall. "Come here." 
 
    I took a step forward and moaned in ecstasy as he parted my folds open and leaned in to lick my slit. He wasn't careful or concerned with how he looked. He was starving for me, and he was more than happy to let me know.  
 
    "Fuck," I moaned above him and reached down to slide my hand into his hair. I pulled it sharply, and he groaned and sucked more of me into his mouth. He had me shaking like a leaf within a few minutes. I released his hair and lifted my head toward the ceiling, bending my back a little as my second orgasm tore through me.  
 
    Pleasure, like I couldn't remember feeling, slammed against me in thick waves, over and over again.  
 
    He lapped at me until I stepped back, panting loudly and feeling dizzy. "Damn. I feel like I'm going to pass out. The room is spinning." 
 
    "Lie down baby." He moved off the floor and helped me to the bed. "I'll just hold you." 
 
    "No." I curled up on my side as everything calmed down a little. "Make love to me, but do it from here." 
 
    He spooned me, sliding his thick cock into my wet body in one tortuously slow thrust. We groaned together as pleasure coursed through me.  
 
    "Tell me if I hurt you, or you need me to stop." He gripped my hip and pressed his chest against my back as we took our time making love. Ever stroke felt better than the last, and before I realized what was happening, he slipped his hand between my thighs and brought me over the edge, following soon after that.  
 
    "You okay, angel?" He kissed the top of my back and wrapped his arms around me tightly.  
 
    "So good." I closed my eyes and let out a long sigh. I didn't need a ring yet and knowing Matt, it would be a while before I got one. He was a showman, a perfectionist, and artist.  
 
    He never followed the rules, and he sure as hell wasn't the kind of guy to steal Kendal or Damon's moment.  
 
    He was creative. He was handsome. Wealthy as a man could be.  
 
    But most of all, he was mine.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Two Months Later 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come on, baby. We're going to be late." Matt stood at the bedroom door and gave me a look. "You don't look so good." 
 
    "What?" I turned around in the mirror, the black dress I'd bought fitting me great. "I love this thing. You don't?" 
 
    "I love everything you wear, Erica." He walked into the bathroom and picked up the little blue stick I'd peed on minutes before. "I meant that you look pale. When the fuck is this thing going to show us what's up? We're going to be late." 
 
    "We'll look at it when we get home." She moved out of the bathroom, leaving me standing there, staring at a pee-stick.  
 
    "What? We're supposed to go all night and not know if you're pregnant?" I put it down, cursed the universe and walked out.  
 
    "Yes. I'm not pregnant. I keep telling you that." 
 
    "Damon said you probably are." I grabbed her purse. "Your tits are sore, you're barfing all the time, and you've not let me make love to you in three days!" 
 
    "Three days." She put her hand on her hip and gave me a look. "You're being melodramatic." 
 
    "It has been three days." I followed her out, trying hard to hide the smile lifting the side of my mouth. I secretly wanted her to be pregnant. Nothing turned me on more than knowing she might be carrying our baby.  
 
    It horrified her because we weren’t married, but I was going to remedy that shit soon. I was waiting for the perfect time, and finally... it was here.  
 
    “I forgot my lipstick. Get in the car, and I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Want me to grab it,” I asked. 
 
    “No. Go get the car started.” She turned and walked back to the house. I couldn’t help but watch her go, loving the way she looked from any angle. I got into the car and buckled up, starting it and waiting on her.  
 
    She got in and turned to me, the expression on her pretty face a serious one. "Alright, so Jonathan got all of the pieces set up where we wanted them, right?"  
 
    "Yeah. I went by there yesterday to make sure everything was perfect. You're going to love it. He put my work on one side of the studio, yours on the other and our combo pieces down the middle." 
 
    She let out a little squeal of joy and reached for my hand. "I'm so excited. Can you believe this, Matt? You and me, showing our art together?" 
 
    "It's a dream come true, baby." I kissed her hand before pulling out of the driveway and heading down to De Luge. Our family had flown out for the showing, and all of our friends would be there. I was beyond excited, more for Erica than me. It was her first showing and my fifth. I wanted her to shine bright and would have done just about anything to make sure that happened.  
 
    We drove toward the city and realization hit me. I would have done anything to let her feel the spotlight that night, to help her step into the fact that this was who she was born to be. An artist. A beloved painter that opened hearts and healed wounds.  
 
    She'd done the same for me back in October at my first showing. She'd offered up her body to Mitch in order to spare me that one moment in time.  
 
    "Hey. You okay?" She reached over and gripped my hand as I pulled up to the gallery a few minutes later.  
 
    "Yeah. I just love you so much." I leaned over and kissed her long and hard, trying to push into the kiss everything she meant to me.  
 
    "Wow. Have that thought again. I like those kisses." She smiled up at me as I cupped her face and let my eyes move around her beautiful face.  
 
    "You can have those kisses and anything else you want from me. I'm all yours." I kissed her again and got out to find Damon and Jonathan waiting at the front of the gallery for us.  
 
    "You got the centerpiece together, right?" She glanced over at me. "Your new painting of the city?" 
 
    "Yep. All done. Now, go let Jonathan show you around. Check everything twice. I'm going to have a beer with Damon." I smiled at her as she gave me a look, but moved over to Jonathan, talking his ear off.  
 
    "Hey, brother." Damon reached out and gave me a quick hug. "Beth's inside. So are mom and dad." 
 
    "Good. Kendal and Dana?" I glanced around my brother and took a quick breath.  
 
    "Yeah. You nervous?" 
 
    "Hell yes. I want this to go right." 
 
    "It will, Matt." He patted my chest. "You're so fucking cool for waiting. I know Erica has been on you to give her a ring, but this right here is the perfect time to do it." 
 
    "I couldn't agree more." I ran my hand down my chest and let out a shaky sigh. "Alright. Let's do this." 
 
    We walked in, and I took a few minutes to greet family and friends. There was almost an electricity in the air.  
 
    "It's time." Jonathan moved up in front of me and reached out to fix my tie. "You're going to be great. I'll introduce you, and then we'll have Erica turn to look at the piece. You have the ring." 
 
    "Check." I nodded, feeling like a scared ten-year-old boy. "Don't let me fuck this up." 
 
    "Never. We all have your back, Matt. She's going to love this so much." 
 
    "Good. Let's do it." I moved over to find her. "Erica, come over here, baby. Jonathan is about to open up the event and introduce the centerpiece for the evening." 
 
    "Oh, my God. I'm so nervous." She moved up beside me and slid her arm around the back of my waist. "I hope everyone loves it." 
 
    I chuckled. "If not, we have a new piece for the living room. It's all good." 
 
    Jonathan clapped his hands. "Good Evening, Ladies and Gentleman. We have quite a treat for you tonight. Matthew Bryant and Erica Hall are our first and only artistic couple that work together to bring you these inspiring, breathtaking pieces. You've seen Matthew's work several times, but we're delighted to bring you Erica's as well." 
 
    The room erupted in a round of applause, and Erica smiled up at me with tears in her eyes. "This is all because of you." 
 
    "No, baby. It's all because of you." I leaned down and kissed her softly. "You believed in me first." 
 
    "Alright, you two. Please come up here, and we'll prepare the reveal of the centerpiece." 
 
    I moved up to the painting and faced it, pulling Erica in front of me and stepping back a little. My heart roared in my chest as I pulled out the small black box I had in my jacket pocket.  
 
    The large black velvet cloth wavered just a little, and my heart almost stopped. I knew she would say yes, but I wanted the moment to forever be locked in her heart. She had to know how much she meant to me, how I adored her with every fiber of my being.  
 
    "It's called, ’Once in a lifetime.’" Jonathan's voice rang out from behind the cloth, and it dropped down.  
 
    Gasps filled the room, and I knelt behind her, lifting the ring. The painting wasn't of the city, but of us. Me in a tux and her in a tight black dress. She was standing with her back to me and I was kneeling on the floor.  
 
    "Matt. What is this?" She turned and pressed her hands to her mouth as she let out a sweet scream. "No, you didn't." 
 
    "I never in my wildest dreams expected a talented, beautiful, strong woman like you to fall for a man like me, but you did. I didn't ever think I would get to live a life true to my purpose in the art community, but you believed in me, and you pushed me, so now I am. I would be so much less than I am if you weren't standing beside me. Be my wife, Erica. Have my babies and share the rest of this life with me. Without you, all the color would be drained dry and black and white is all I would see. Don't deny me, baby." I lifted the ring higher as she cried into her hands.  
 
    "Yes. I wouldn't want to be with anyone else but you."  
 
    I stood and pulled her into a tight hug, kissing her with the depths of my soul. The sound of hooting and hollering filled the space around us, but I let it all go and dove head first into a vision of our future together.  
 
    "I love you." I kissed her again.  
 
    "I love you more." She reached into her purse and pulled out the stick from the bathroom.  
 
    "How did you-?" I glanced down to see that she was pregnant. "Holy shit! We're pregnant." I turned to the crowd and waved the stick around. "We're going to have a baby. We're pregnant." 
 
    She reached up and grabbed the stick from me. "You're too much." 
 
    "Am I?" I pulled her close and kissed her. "I told you that you were pregnant." 
 
    "Three days of no sex. Ridiculous." She rolled her eyes and squeezed me in her arms.  
 
    "Tell about it. I'm about to waste away." I brushed my nose against hers. "You're mine, Miss Erica Hall. Now and forever." 
 
    And she was. My muse. My lover. My wife.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Want more? 
 
      
 
    Have you read Matt’s brother, Damon Bryant’s story?  
 
      
 
    Click Here!! 
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 Want More? 
 
    Have you read Kendal Tarrington’s story?  
 
      
 
    Click Here!! 
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    Exclusive Monthly Novellas! 
 
    Join me for a new story monthly! 
 
    I’ll be writing special, exclusive Novellas on Patreon monthly.  
 
    Come join us for as little as $1 a month.  
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    See what the buzz is all about, and connect with Ali Parker and crew.  
 
      
 
    I Want In! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Ali Parker is a full-time contemporary and new adult romance writer with more than ninety books behind her. She loves coffee, watching a great movie and hanging out with her hubs. By hanging out, she means making out. Hanging out is for those little creepy elves at Christmas. No tight green stockings for her.  
 
      
 
    She and her family are on a journey across the United States for the next couple of years, stopping in different states to visit with fans and experience life in full! Make sure you check here to see if she’s coming to a place near you.  
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    Website ~ Insider’s Group ~ Facebook ~ Twitter  
 
      
 
    Instagram ~ Pinterest ~ Google+ 
 
      
 
    Parker’s Posse ~ Pen Names 
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