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  Chapter One


  


  “Oh hell…”


  There is always that moment that you wish you can take back after an accident occurs, but unfortunately…you can’t…


  With a sigh of resignation, Bella looked at the large body she had just spilled her drink on and found herself staring at the solid wall of a broad, muscular chest encased in an elegant black tux.


  Wow, she thought as her gaze continued to slide further up, way up, until meeting the most striking pair of gunmetal gray eyes that she had ever seen. Those eyes were set in one of the most spectacular faces she had ever seen.


  Not handsome in the classical sense, his features were strong, harsh with angular planes that screamed man! Midnight-black hair was pulled back from his aristocratic face and seemed to be tied at the nape of his neck. This man oozed sexuality, a perfect specimen of extreme masculinity that made Bella’s heart rate kick up a beat. Never had she been so attracted to someone so instantly.


  Whoa, perhaps my night has just gotten better.


  Minutes ago Bella had been silently cursing her friend Liz for dragging her to this benefit event. It was not that this charity auction wasn’t a good cause, but rather that they usually turned out to be so…boring.


  Until a year ago Bella had been one of New York’s youngest executive chefs working for a chic, prestigious hotel. Isabella Moretti had made a name for herself and was used to her share of posh affairs, mixing and mingling with elite society. Over the past few years, Bella had begun to hate these types of events more and more, tired of the same people and the same slick sheen of pretension that seemed to emanate from the city’s upper crust and social elite.


  Bella would have been able to decline if Liz hadn’t been one of the chairs of this event, but she was, and as one of her best friends, Bella was stuck.


  She had just moved back home to Chicago a few months ago to be closer to her friends and family. She needed the support that they could provide after her life had drastically changed that night a year ago. Chicago had always been the home in her heart, a place to return to in order to heal. Bella’s parents had owned a bar in the city that her middle brother had taken over when they had wanted to retire. They still lived here, and family was what she needed now.


  Liz’s grandmother had lived next door from where Bella had grown up, and from the moment they met, Bella and Liz had been instant friends, more like sisters. There was very little if anything they would not do for each other, and God knew that Bella had needed Liz more this year than ever before.


  Dammit, she could deal with one night of boredom for her best friend.


  Lost in thought, Bella had been staring past the crowd with a glazed look of boredom, nodding occasionally at someone, smiling politely when called for.


  She had stuck around long enough to placate Liz and now could slip out on the balcony and sneak a cigarette. It was an occasional habit, only necessary when she was under extreme stress. Liz didn’t approve of her habit, which Bella usually just laughed at and rolled her eyes, but Liz was bound to accuse Bella of trying to escape her duties of the evening. Liz had pleaded with her to help socialize and mingle amongst the crowd to encourage people bidding on the silent auction items strategically placed around the room.


  She had done her duty, and the night was almost over, thank God!


  I need to get laid.


  Bella laughed quietly, reveling in the freedom of that statement.


  This was her first real social outing since she had moved back to Chicago. Some of these people knew her through her connection to Liz or through her family, but most knew her through her own personal achievements. Bella’s own minicelebrity status aside, she was extremely happy that she wasn’t in New York anymore, and even more so that the majority of these people didn’t know what had happened to her.


  She sighed again before taking a long gulp to finish her glass of her champagne. Placing it on the tray of a passing waiter, with a smile she grabbed a fresh one.


  The waiter bobbled for a moment at the impact of her smile, but Bella didn’t notice. Trying to make a quick escape, she spun around in the direction of the balcony and ran smack into an immovable object, spilling her glass of champagne on the arm that automatically reached out to steady her.


  “You should be more careful, little girl,” his cultured voice clipped out in an icy British accent as his hands gripped her firmly in his grasp.


  Bella looked up. And up and up, until her gaze was captured by those amazing gray eyes. His stoic face gave away nothing, but it took a moment for her to recognize that those eyes were now hard, flashing silver in annoyance.


  “I’m so sorry,” Bella exclaimed on a whisper, patting at the spilled liquid that was soaking into the arm of his suit jacket while trying not to laugh nervously. She flashed a small, friendly smile. Damn hot and an accent. It took her a moment to focus. Wait…what did he say?


  Her smile wobbled. “Little girl?”


  One of his eyebrows rose in a mocking silence, and her smile completely disappeared.


  She took a step back, releasing herself from his hold. Her voice lost any hint of friendliness. “Look, I said I was sorry. It’s not like I did it on purpose. Besides, what do you expect when you’re lurking behind someone like that?” She tried to hold back a smirk, sincerely glad now that she had spilled her drink on this jerk.


  His jaw clenched and released.


  Telling herself to relax and not cause a scene, she tried a different approach. “How ’bout I buy you a drink, and then we can call it even?” Bella suggested, trying to shake off her annoyance.


  “The drinks are free,” he replied in that same icy tone, looking at her with that stupid, blank expression again. “Besides, are you even of age to be drinking?”


  Bella’s eyes slightly widened as she gasped softly. At twenty-nine sure, people were always assuming she was younger than she looked based on her petite stature but what the hell?


  Bella had always dealt with people assuming her height or lack thereof was some sort of indication about her age since Bella was only five three, but she was curvy in all the right places and she knew that in her killer, sexy bronze dress that hugged her curves, no one could mistake her for anything less than a full-grown woman.


  She knew was not an average beauty, her exotic features more intriguing with small slanted catlike eyes of amber, small nose, and lips that she thought were too full. Her prized curly mahogany tresses hung loose down to the middle of her back. She pushed her hair behind her ear with her right hand and was at a loss for what to say. No matter her lack of height, she was a small pack of dynamite when pissed. Bella’s Italian temper boiled to the surface, and she saw red at that condescending tone he had taken with her.


  She would never, never let anyone talk to her like that again.


  Bella yanked her arms out of his grasp, turned to a passing waiter, and deposited her now half-empty glass in exchange for a full one.


  “I was trying to be nice, you arrogant ass.”


  With that, she spun on her heel and walked away.


  Chapter Two


  


  Jason MacBain despised money as only the rich could.


  Growing up in Edinburgh, Scotland, Jason had come from a very wealthy family. His father had the Midas touch when it came to financial matters, and he made a fortune doing what he did best as one of the founding partners of a large financial investment firm based in London. Jason had loved his father and mother dearly. His older brother had been his best friend, and he had looked up to him with worshipful adoration.


  His world had been perfect.


  All of that had changed when his father’s partner had killed his family…for the money. The partner had paid someone to tamper with the brakes of their car and Jason had only survived because he wasn’t with them that day. The investigation into the accident led straight to the business partner and Jason had watched, dry eyed, as the man was taken away in handcuffs.


  It was that moment that Jason’s need for justice was born.


  At fifteen Jason was not yet a man, but he wasn’t a child either. With no other family left, the family attorney had sent Jason off to boarding school until he came of age. Jason excelled in school but found no joy at the private institutions he had attended. While attending University, he had been approached by MI6 and asked to join the intelligence agency. Needing the freedom they provided, Jason joined, putting his brilliant mind and muscular physique to work in service of his country.


  Jason was the perfect agent. A warrior. Mainly because during missions he acted as though he didn’t care whether he lived or died.


  Because he didn’t.


  No matter what, he completed his mission.


  No one was cooler under pressure because Jason no longer felt anything.


  After years of service, he had known he needed a change. His life in London had no longer held any appeal to him. He had established a security firm with his knowledge of electronics and surveillance, amongst other skills, and had used his family money to found his company. By reputation alone, Mac Securities was now the one of the most sought after security firms in the world.


  Mac Securities installed security systems in many museums and other high-risk facilities around the globe using the latest technology and military precision. Jason had wanted to devote his energy full time to his firm and leave the agency. He had made plans to branch out overseas in the States, had picked out the perfect location, and bought the building.


  That was when the offer came.


  The International Alliance of Defense was a new branch in the intelligence community, more like a transnational agency. The ultimate warriors of global warfare. The members of NATO had given permission to form IAD to function in every member country, every nation where terrorists existed and to wipe them out. They had a frightening policy of not wanting to know what was going on with the agency, leaving the dirty work to those who knew the game and how to handle the repercussions.


  Only the highest, most qualified candidates were chosen for this organization, given a kind of worldwide immunity for their actions.


  Sort of the ultimate “don’t ask, don’t tell.”


  Only the best were chosen to serve, and their internal justice system was not something any of the agents wanted to mess around with.


  The rules were simple…no one crossed IAD.


  Ever.


  IAD got the job done, no matter how messy. They did it quick, efficiently, with whatever means necessary, and the world was a more peaceful place because of them. For the highly skilled select members of IAD, it was a dream come true since most of the agents had been disillusioned with the rules, regulations, and red tape of the regular intelligence branches.


  For the past five years, Jason MacBain had been the head of the Chicago IAD branch with partner Brett Michaels, an American-born ex-military man who was one of the few people in the world that Jason trusted with his life. The IAD branch was fronted by the Chicago location of Mac Securities. While Jason was the public face of the security company, Brett was able to devote one hundred percent of his time to running IAD. Together, both sides of the business ran smoothly.


  Now, Jason found himself standing at the entrance of the hotel ballroom wishing he were anywhere else.


  He had forced himself to attend tonight since he donated a sculpture that had belonged to his family. The sculpture held no meaning to him, never had. It had to his parents though, and that was why he was there to represent them at the benefit auction.


  Christ, I need a fucking drink. Someone needs to buy that chunk of metal so I can get the hell out of here and go home.


  Striding in confidently, he surveyed the room made up of women and pompous pricks ready to flaunt their cash for some overpriced useless pieces of shit.


  What a bleeding waste of time and money.


  People at these types of functions were always the same. Men wanted to meet and greet, talking to him because of the power he so adeptly wielded in the business world, and women fawned over his looks and vast amounts of money. He didn’t even bother asking someone to join him this evening since it would be more hassle then pleasure escorting her around. Well, it would have been nice to sink into a woman’s willing body at the end of the evening, but it wasn’t worth the effort of playing nice during the party.


  It had been awhile since any particular woman had actually stirred his interest anyway, and for that matter, they never held it for very long. Most women found him cold and calculating.


  He was.


  He didn’t deny it, nor could he help it. He enjoyed women, when he wanted them. He enjoyed them in bed, but he never stuck around after.


  Emotional entanglements did not appeal to him.


  Women, he thought, could forgive pretty much anything for a trinket or two before he moved on to the next attractive lovely to catch his eye.


  The event was in full swing by this time since he had arrived late, hoping that bidding would be over soon. Viewing a waiter close by, he started forward to grab a drink when a woman slammed into him.


  Instinct had him reaching out to grab her. He looked down into her smiling amber eyes, and the blood drained out of his brain straight down to his dick.


  Shit, where was his legendary control now?


  He was a man, not a love-struck teenager getting a hard-on at a woman’s touch.


  This woman was appealing, not his usual type, but as she stroked her hand down his arm, all he could think of was having those hand wrapped around his cock, sliding up and down on him.


  Bloody hell, she was a little thing. Probably someone’s trophy wife.


  No, no ring.


  Then a girlfriend brought here to impress and look pretty.


  And pretty she was.


  He waited for the expected tearful apology as he wasn’t in the mood to be charming any little debutantes tonight. Wait, how old was she? Her feisty response surprised him. Jason watched, fascinated as the temper fired in her eyes turning them to liquid gold.


  Arrogant ass, Jason thought with an inner chuckle.


  Perhaps this evening would not be a complete waste.


  Chapter Three


  


  Bella pushed open the door to the balcony. Jerking open her purse she took out a cigarette then the lighter and lit it, inhaling deep.


  “What a jerk,” she groused to herself.


  There were a few people scattered in groups around outside, but she made no move to join any of them.


  She desperately needed a moment alone.


  Bella was a mixture of emotions, still fuming from the anger that the stranger evoked but shaken inside from the confrontation. She strode to the end of the balcony away from the murmuring conversations and the lights pouring through the glass doors, around the plotted trees scattered here and there, to rest her arms against the railing. The sounds of the city were faint as she looked down to the streets far below. It was a crisp fall evening, with a cool light breeze that only hinted of colder weather to come.


  A perfect night.


  The knee-length bronze dress she wore was light. The silk panels flowing over her body in the breeze left her arms bare but came together almost in a scarf high around her neck. It was cover enough to hide the scars that were still there. At least some scars could be hidden and some would heal with time, she told herself immediately. She never bothered to wear hose, hating them, always stating that she would wear them when men were forced to wear them as well.


  Which would be this side of never.


  She shuffled from foot to foot on her three-inch stiletto heels, another one of her addictions that she allowed herself, but what the hell, she needed the extra height.


  As the anger faded, she felt the familiar feeling of basic unease she seemed to live with. It seemed that over the past year she had been a constant contradiction, never really sure of herself or what she was doing, and she hated it.


  She was back here in Chicago, home, to find herself again, to recapture what she had lost. Or what had been taken from her.


  But she still didn’t feel whole.


  Bella had grown up sheltered under the watchful eye of her three older brothers whose overbearing manner had done just the opposite of what they had intended. It let her develop a carefree, open attitude toward men and dating. She had casually dated, enjoyed sex, not that any of her brothers knew about, but always held her heart for the one. Most men she knew couldn’t stand up to her overprotective brothers, and those relationships had fizzled fast as Bella quickly realized that she needed someone stronger, someone to match her in every way.


  She held a special place in her family, had been their little spitfire. She had loved life, embraced it to the fullest. Growing up working at the bar they owned, Moretti’s, she had first developed her love of the food industry. She had been grateful for her family always encouraging her to follow her dreams. Bella had fought her way into one of the top culinary schools in France and her family had understood her need to go. Once she had graduated, she had traveled the world. Building a name for herself, she expressed a love for her craft that was appreciated by all.


  Then she had been approached by the owner of an elite hotel in New York City and offered a position as the executive chef, giving her free rein to revamp the menu at her discretion. With her being so young it was almost unheard to get such an offer, so of course she immediately had to accept. She had been caught up in the whirlwind of her career, loving the excitement of the fast-paced world she lived in. She had learned the price of fame all too clearly.


  It had almost cost Bella her life.


  She inhaled deeply again and blew smoke out in a steady stream that danced trails in the wind. A small click sounded right behind her, and a voice had her tensing up.


  “You realize that smoking is bad for you.”


  Caught off guard, her body went rigid. He had not made a sound during his approach. Bella turned around slowly to see the man from inside cloaked in shadow but knew instinctively that those dark gray eyes were staring straight her as he took a long pull of his own cigarette.


  On the defensive, Bella tried to be flippant. “Yeah, thanks for the service announcement, Captain Obvious. I seem to do a lot of things that are bad for me. And aren’t you one to talk,” she replied sarcastically with a little feminine snort.


  His face remained stoic, but she thought she saw a hint of amusement flash in his eyes as he stepped closer.


  “Where is your man?” he asked after a long moment of silence.


  Huh? She blinked, caught off guard again. “Who?”


  “Where is your escort for the evening? You shouldn’t be out on this balcony alone.” He took another step forward without seeming to move.


  He had a dangerous aura to him. Bella had a difficult time forcing herself not to take a step back, away in retreat, but she would not show this man any sign of weakness. She wanted, no, needed to stand her ground.


  “I wanted to be alone for a moment.” Bella wanted to cringe at the petulant sound of her own voice, but her chin came up in defiance.


  “It is not safe for you to be out here, in the dark by yourself.”


  “Umm, hello, we are not exactly standing in a dark alley. And besides, I can take care of myself.”


  “Can you now?” He raised a brow.


  Bella felt her temper rise, and it had her snapping. “So now you think I’m too young to drink, I shouldn’t smoke, and what, I need a keeper? Do you always insult people like this when you first meet them?”


  “I believe it was you who did that first. Although I appreciate your efforts in providing a champagne shower. Since you failed to introduce yourself after you ran into me, I presume that task is left up to me.” He bent his head slightly in a nod, like a king to his subject.


  That did it.


  “If you hadn’t acted like such a pompous ass, perhaps I would have,” she fired back.


  She was surprised as his eyes flashed with fire.


  “And I did apologize,” Bella reminded him over the rim of her glass as she took a sip of the cool champagne to ease her dry throat.


  His eyes had turned molten silver for a moment, so quick she thought she might have imagined it. His serious expression made her think that it was probably a play of the lights and not any actual emotions.


  “Well then, I accept your apology.” He was staring at her, and his unblinking gaze seemed to be trying to peer into her very soul.


  Careful, she thought.


  This man gave away nothing and that made him dangerous. He was big, too big. Bella found herself stepping to the side, moving closer to the light. He was an imposing figure, but even so, she couldn’t help the attraction she felt.


  Staring back at him, Bella realized that a smile would alter his face from handsome to heart-stopping gorgeous.


  Whoa, where did that come from? She surprised herself with that fanciful observation.


  Even without showing emotions, his intense stare was getting to her. Damn! Lust pooled tightly inside her as she felt herself getting wet. She had not felt this strong a sexual pull from a man in, well, hell, ever.


  Too bad he was so arrogant. Old Bella would have had no problem jumping this guy, but this new Bella, did she dare?


  She saw his eyes narrow, and she couldn’t help but take a step in retreat.


  “You look familiar, but I know we haven’t met before. I would have remembered you.”


  She rolled her eyes. “I bet you say that to all the ladies.”


  “I do not lie. And I don’t need to use pedestrian lines to attract women.”


  “Really,” Bella drawled out. She didn’t know what had come over her. Every time she opened her mouth, she couldn’t help but bait him. It was like taunting a wild animal. He was dangerous and certainly not someone she wanted to push, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself.


  He opened his mouth, but Bella was saved by whatever scathing remark he was going to make when someone called her name.


  “Bella, there you are!” Liz hurried up to them waving her hand. “Of course when I couldn’t find you I thought to look out here. Oh! I apologize for intruding. Bella, who’s your friend?” Liz asked curiously, offering a bright smile.


  He continued to look at Bella with that aggravatingly serious look on his face. “I believe your friend thinks my name is ass, don’t you, love?”


  She let a chuckle escape. “It was arrogant ass, if I remember correctly.” Bella’s obvious amusement sparkled in her eyes. “Liz, I would like you to meet…”


  He shifted so the light played across his face as he turned to face Liz.


  Liz let out a horrified gasp but quickly recovered and held out a graceful hand with a beaming smile plastered on her face, her green eyes glittering with shock and amusement. Nerves had Liz babbling. “Oh my, you are Jason MacBain, aren’t you? Mr. MacBain! It’s a pleasure to have you with us tonight. My name is Elizabeth Trenton. I’m one of the chairs for the Children’s Foundation, and I am so glad you could personally attend this evening. The sculpture you have donated seems to be the most coveted piece of the entire collection up for auction tonight. I cannot thank you enough for your generous contribution!”


  Standing next to Jason, who towered over both women Liz was still shorter at around five nine with heels. Her straight blonde hair was held up in an elegant twist, and her peach chiffon dress showed off her body to perfection. Jason didn’t seem to notice, not taking his eyes off Bella any longer than to murmur a polite hello.


  Jason took her hand and replied with a regal nod. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Trenton. Indeed, that is good to know. I was worried that I would have to buy it back tonight if no one wanted to bid on it,” he easily quipped before immediately shifting his attention back to Bella.


  Liz also turned to Bella with wide eyes, silently asking for the entire story leading up to the strange introduction later. Bella knew that Liz would rip into her later for insulting what she had come to think of as the prize patron of tonight’s event, but right now she didn’t care.


  Bella wanted to groan.


  She completely didn’t see this one coming. He hadn’t come after her because he was attracted. He came out after her to babysit her.


  Jason MacBain. Her brother’s friend.


  Not to mention that Bella’s friend Tara had just taken a job working for him. He wasn’t a stranger. Of course this gorgeous man who had more money than God wasn’t chasing after her.


  He was babysitting her.


  Liz looked at Bella in question when she saw the anger simmering in Bella’s eyes. Liz wanted to know if Bella needed help to make an escape or if she wanted to be left alone with Jason, the indecision evident on her face. Since Bella had moved back to Chicago, Liz had been very protective of Bella. In the old days, that had been the opposite, with Bella taking the lead and looking out for Liz.


  But Bella didn’t look like she needed rescuing.


  She looked pissed.


  “Bella, umm…Tony was looking for you inside,” Liz said, strategically giving her an out. Jason’s jaw clenched at the mention of the man’s name. Bella couldn’t help but notice, and was surprised by his reaction.


  “Oh? I’m surprised my brother would bother,” Bella said, forcing a smile. “Why would he need to, when the two of you are babysitting me?”


  Liz was silent.


  “What?” Bella asked innocently as she finished her cigarette and gulped down what was left of champagne in her glass. Someone called for Liz at the doorway as Bella set the empty glass on a nearby table.


  Liz hesitated and looked from the door back to Bella. “I have to get back inside. I think the bidding is coming to a close. I just came out to see how you were doing. To say hi.”


  Bella relented when she saw the sincerity in Liz’s eyes and heard the hurt in her voice. She reached out and squeezed Liz’s hand in a silent apology. “Go back in. Do your thing. I plead temporary insanity. You know how parties like this make me crazy.” She forced a smile. “I’ll see you later.”


  Liz smiled back at her then turned back to Jason. “Thank you so much for your help tonight. It was nice to finally meet you.” She held out her hand once more and thanked him again, heading back inside with a glance over her shoulder. Bella caught her silent message.


  Jason’s intense eyes were fixated on Bella as he moved in closer to her. “You were upset. What upset you?”


  Her look said “get real” without a single word.


  “Tell me what upset you.”


  “No.”


  He frowned. Bella could tell that this man wasn’t used to hearing that word.


  “You’ll tell me eventually.”


  She gave a delicate shrug. “Whatever. Believe what you want.”


  She was glad that he relented for the moment. There was a battle of wills between them as he studied her in the silence and she found herself holding her breath. Finally he seemed to sigh without making a sound, letting the moment pass.


  “Bella, the name suits you.”


  “Thanks.” She shivered at the intensity of his gaze.


  “We should go inside. You’re cold.”


  “I’m fine.”


  Jason reached out to move a lock of her hair off her face and she tried to stop herself from flinching but couldn’t quite hold back the telling motion. His eyes narrowed slightly as if her flinching from his touch had upset him.


  “Are you afraid of me?” he asked softly.


  Shit.


  Bella wanted him, but she was frightened. She looked up at Jason and met his gaze, caught off guard at the tenderness she saw there.


  “No…I mean, well, umm, of course not. It’s just, I don’t know you. And I don’t like being touched.”


  He had seen the desire there in her eyes, but sensed her hesitation…her wariness. No matter how hard she tried to hide it from him, he knew. But that wouldn’t stop him from going after what he wanted. And he wanted her.


  “Well, lass, you better get used to it. I’m going to be touching you a lot,” Jason’s deep voice purred.


  Oh my God.


  Bella could feel her body heat at his words. His voice was like liquid sex flowing over her. She couldn’t think clearly, his presence taking over her senses.


  “You…you don’t mean that.”


  The frown was back on Jason’s face. His eyes were hard, piercing stones drilling into Bella.


  Insulted, he growled, “I do not lie.”


  Bella made a move to back away again, but he crowded her up to the railing.


  Jason saw something flash in her eyes that had him forcing his anger back. No, he wouldn’t hurt her, but someone had. He could tell by the way she moved to shield herself. He felt an uncharacteristic primitive rage settle inside of him at the thought of anyone hurting this woman standing in front of him. Overcome with a need to put her at ease, he softened his voice as he gently brushed the back of his fingers over the smooth perfection of her cheek.


  “Tell me, sweet lass. Tell me what you’re afraid of.”


  Bella tried turning her nervousness to anger, but it didn’t work. To her chagrin, her voice shook. “Stop crowding me.”


  He silently studied her with his watchful gaze. He wanted to ease the panic that he saw her trying to hide from him. He knew he should step back, leave her alone, but he couldn’t force his body to move. Like taming a small, trapped animal, Jason tried to put Bella at ease by willing his body to relax. He kept his breathing deep and even, and was deeply pleased when her own breathing seemed to slow to match his.


  “I won’t hurt you.”


  Bella tilted her head to the side. She was silent for a moment, and he could tell she was trying to work something out in her head. He had never before wished to know someone else’s thoughts so much. Usually good at reading people, to his utter frustration this petite beauty remained a mystery to him.


  Finally she spoke. “Are you honestly going to tell me you’re attracted to me?”


  He was absolutely shocked by the scorn in her voice. Lust rose up in molten waves as he stared into her golden eyes. Eyes that matched the molten bronze encasing that gorgeous petite body that his hands all but ached to touch.


  His nostrils flared and he leaned down, his arms enclosing around her to brace on the railing at her sides. “Oh, I’m attracted all right…and so are you.” Before she could deny it, his lips covered hers.


  It was a gentle kiss, yet it froze her in place as if he were holding a gun to her head.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bella felt drunk with lust.


  Heat speared into her core, and her hands came up to grip tightly onto his jacket. As quickly as it started, he pulled away, leaving her unbalanced, so she gripped tighter. His arm wrapped around her waist to hold her to him. To her surprise, his embrace didn’t frighten her but rather made her feel protected. The warmth coming from his body easily chased away the chill she had been feeling after standing out in the cool night air, and to her surprise she had to stop herself from snuggling closer.


  “I’ll see you home.” Jason’s tone left no room for argument.


  All she could do was blink up at him. The man had burned her alive with one kiss and he looked as if nothing had happened. He seemed unaffected, his voice was calm and controlled. She would have been completely fooled if she didn’t see his jaw clench and feel the rigid muscles of his body tense with the same desire she was feeling.


  He continued to hold her close to him as he led her from the balcony. She could feel his tense muscles flex as her body brushed up against his side.


  As they made their way back inside he took her arm to lead her through the masses of people, strong enough to hold her firmly but not enough to hurt. She finally found her tongue as he moved them quickly through the room and made for the exit.


  “Are you always this intense?” she couldn’t help but ask.


  He didn’t even look at her. “Yes.”


  Jason couldn’t help but notice the admiring glances that Bella received as they crossed the room. He immediately changed his grip on her and pulled her closer to his side.


  Bella felt his hand branding her waist with the searing heat of his touch as he swept her toward the front entrance. She was caught in a whirlwind as the sea of people parted for them as if they didn’t dare stand in the way of man by her side.


  They stopped to retrieve her wrap from the coat check and made their way outside.


  Jason’s car was waiting at the entrance as he walked up and opened the door for Bella to slide in. As he got into the driver’s seat, she looked over at him with a raised eyebrow in question.


  “I had them keep my car out front since I did not plan on staying long,” he answered her silent question. He started the car and pulled into traffic.


  Bella found herself staring at his profile in the passing lights, fascinated by the harsh beauty of his face, not really believing she was there with him. As if he could feel her gaze, he turned heated eyes to meet hers. “Come home with me, Bella,” he whispered. His intense gaze was frightening in the shadowed light, but she was overcome with a wave of desire.


  This was what she had been looking for.


  This is what she needed.


  Jason held his breath slightly while he waited for her answer and let it out in a rush as she responded with a breathless “Okay.”


  With that, he gunned the engine and took off.


  Chapter Four


  


  Jason drove his car to a large brick building in the warehouse district that he had rehabbed. Five floors housed apartments which were occupied by agents of IAD who were also employees of Mac Securities. Jason had part of the top floor as his personal penthouse suite.


  The first floor contained a gym, pool, spa, and an elaborate game room for all the residents to enjoy. He had made sure that the individuals who worked tirelessly for him had every amenity at their disposal to shake off the horrors of the job. There was an underground garage that they all used with a hidden walkway attached to the building next door that housed the offices of Mac Securities. What onlookers didn’t see was several subterranean levels under the garage that contained the headquarters of the IAD branch.


  Jason pulled the car past the garage door that had opened at the press of a button. The car came to a halt inside what looked like a large single-car garage space. He opened his window, reached out to key in a code on a keypad, and after a few seconds the inner door opened and they drove down a slight ramp into the main garage.


  “Holy crap…” Bella let slip as she looked around at what seemed to be anyone’s fantasy collection of cars, bikes, trucks, and other toys.


  “They aren’t all mine.” He was amused by her reaction as he parked.


  “Well, thank God. I thought I was going to have to kill you and drive off with that Vanquish,” she quipped, eying her dream car, hoping she wasn’t drooling.


  “That Aston Martin”—Jason pointed to the sleek black car in question—“is mine.”


  “I should have guessed,” she muttered, her cheeks slightly pink with embarrassment.


  He found her blush endearing and quickly pulled the car into a spot and turned the car off.


  She unbuckled her seat belt, and to her surprise Jason was already out of the car and coming around the side to open her door. She took a deep breath and put her small hand in his large waiting one as she allowed him to help her from the car.


  Jason’s hand found its way onto her back again as he silently led her onto the elevator. Once the doors closed, he pressed his handprint on a panel to the right of the doors before pressing the top button.


  Bella let out a nervous laugh and looked up at him, asking, “What in the world is that?”


  “I own a security company.” He stepped up behind her, the front of his body brushing against her back as he leaned down and whispered softly in her ear, “I like my toys.”


  Bella’s heart slammed into overdrive at the press of his body against her. She couldn’t decide if she should push him away or grab him close to her and hang on for dear life. Before she could decide, the doors opened on the top floor and they stepped out into a small lobby. Across from them was another set of elevators. That led to the main entrance, Jason told her as he led her to his apartment, slapped his palm onto the plate, and opened the door. Holding it open for her, Jason waited patiently as Bella took a deep breath and entered.


  He led her down a hallway that opened into wide lofted space. It was an impressive room, but so empty that it made the space seem even larger. Bella was dazed at the Spartan layout.


  “How long have you lived here?”


  “About five years.”


  He seemed puzzled at her laugh. She placed her purse on a side table as she walked to the far end of the room to the large windows overlooking the skyline of the city. She looked back and surveyed the room.


  “I see you don’t like a lot of clutter.” It really was a large apartment, but the lack of items in it made it seem even larger. Some of the walls had been left with thick stone showing, but Bella thought the rough walls suited the man that lived here.


  There were no items left out to grace the bleak space with any personal touches. The sitting area was substantial with a large stone fireplace that she could imagine was a pleasure to sit in front of during cold winter nights. Over the fireplace was an enormous plasma TV.


  How predictably male.


  There was barely any furniture, but what was there was modern and gray. Everything was just so…colorless.


  She wandered over to the large open kitchen, and Bella had to hold back a cry of excitement at seeing it. Casting a quick glance at Jason, she had to fight the urge to run in and inspect the space.


  It was absolutely perfect.


  Deep, rich black granite countertops shot through with metallic specks contrasted with the light wood cabinetry and pale-golden marble that graced the floor. Silver chrome accents and handles matched the high-grade equipment. Bella’s fingers itched to create, to make use of this space like it was meant to be used.


  Jason viewed her with veiled amusement.


  “I used to…I cook. Sorry.” A blush formed on her cheeks. “I love kitchens. I can’t help myself.”


  “By all means, look around.” He gestured her in. “I hardly use this room, but when it was designed, I enjoyed the efficiency.” He almost laughed at the pained expression on her face.


  “Would you care for something to drink?” At her nod he bent to take a bottle of wine out of a wine refrigerator and opened it, handing her a glass. Bella all but gulped it down as an aid for her nervousness.


  Bella walked over to the other side of the island in the middle of the kitchen. The extra space between them gave her room to breathe and to calm her nerves. Her head tilted to the side as she studied him and blurted out, “You know, I’m not really sure why I’m here. I mean…I’m not even sure if I really like you.”


  Jason’s eyes sparkled with mirth. “Well, I hope I can change your mind about that. I’m glad you are here.” He picked up the bottle and walked over to where she stood, topping off her glass again.


  “Come, there is more to see.”


  Taking her glass, she allowed him to lead her out of the kitchen and back through to the sitting area then down a long, wide hallway to the right. They passed a guest room and then walked into a spacious bedroom at the end of the hall. The walls had been painted a deep midnight-blue color, but when they entered the room her mouth dropped open as her gaze was riveted by the sight in front of her. Covered in cream satin, the humongous bed took up the majority of the room, sending her emotions swirling into a chaotic storm.


  “Oh my God, you could fit an entire baseball team on that thing!” She gasped.


  Jason took advantage of her distraction and pulled her further into the room. He felt a deep satisfaction seeing Bella in this room. It was as if something had clicked inside him, stating that she belonged here. Shaking off the unfamiliar feeling, he forced himself to focus on why he had brought her here. He took her glass from her hand, placing it on a low table with his own. He noticed the deep scar running between the thumb and forefinger of her right hand, silently noting to ask her about it later, not wanting anything to break the mood for what he had planned.


  “I like space, but I do believe you and I will fit quite nicely.”


  She turned to watched him, eyes clouded with uncertainty. Bella’s tongue slipped out in a nervous gesture to wet her bottom lip, and his attention was captivated by her lips. Jason felt his body clench in reaction to the sight of that little pink tip, and he felt his blood heat.


  Christ, she is lovely.


  He moved closer to her, hands reaching out to rest gently on her hips to draw her to him. Her scent was intoxicating, a light sensual mix of spiced vanilla and something he couldn’t quite place, making him want to taste her all over. Her rosy lips parted slightly, exotic amber eyes widening as he griped her chin to lift her head up higher.


  Jason’s mouth covered hers, and she slipped into the mindless pleasure of his touch. Wanting more of the taste of him, she rose onto her toes and pressed her lips more firmly against his. Unthinking, she angled her head trying to get closer and ran her tongue along his bottom lip.


  His control seemed to snap, and suddenly she was hauled up off her feet against the front of his hard body. She gasped, and his tongue took that opportunity to plunge deep into the haven of her mouth. He was holding her tight, so tight against his body that she could feel the hard ridge of his desire through the fabric of his pants, thick and hot against her stomach.


  Bella felt lost in the haze of desire, but also felt the sting of hesitation in her mind. It had been so long since she had felt a man’s touch. On top of that, Jason made her feel more than she could ever remember feeling before. The instant arousal she felt at his slightest touch, the sound of his voice made her wary and left her off balance.


  Could she do this?


  The doubt left her struggling for control of her emotions, deprived of oxygen as his mouth continued to work its magic on hers. He was large, so strong, so unbelievably huge against her, it would be impossible to fight him. That thought sent unwanted panic careening through her, forcing her to pull back.


  Stumbling slightly, she pulled out of his embrace.


  Bella’s heart slammed against her chest as she gasped in air. Power and lust emanated off of him in waves, and her breath caught at the intensity of the expression on his face. Trembling, she turned away and all but ran out of the room. Pressing her hand to her chest, she sought the open space of the living room, hurrying to the windows to look out as she struggled to catch her breath.


  Bella focused on restraining the escalating panic forcing its way to the surface. He silently stalked in behind her, but she saw his reflection through the glass. His expression was hard, like the glass, eyes flashing silver in the light, boring into hers, making it impossible to look away. Embarrassed she held up her hand. “I…I’m sorry. I…just need a moment.”


  “Are you all right?” His voice was clipped, harsh as he fought for control. She could hear the impatience in his tone but relaxed slightly as she saw the concern shimmering in his eyes.


  “Yes.” She dragged a hand through her hair. “I just…this is fast. I wanted this, want this…I want you, but—”


  Jason’s nostrils flared slightly as he stalked forward, his front to her back. “I’m not gonna back off after you tell me that. If you dinna want me, I would leave you be. But you do want me, and I can see you’re aroused. Fuck, I can see your nipples are hard as little rocks under that silk.” He reached around, cupping his hand against her.


  She shivered.


  His laugh, a rough, low sound, caressed her neck as he leaned down to her. “You like that don’t you?”


  He took a deep breath, inhaling her scent in as he rubbed his body slowly against her back. She could feel the heat of his body radiate against her, strangely comforting and making her edgy with need.


  “I want you, Bella. I want you in every way. I want to strip you down, with you standing naked before me. I want to look at you, your legs, your belly, your breasts, and your beautiful face. I want to see all of you.” His voice was harsh with lust. “I want to make love to you slowly, take you over and over all night, make you come, again and again until you beg me to stop. Then I want to ride you hard, make you scream as you come for me and beg me for more.”


  His words had her panting with desire so sharp she couldn’t stop her body from pressing back against him. He slowly palmed her right breast in his hand as his other hand moved lower and cupped her through her dress. He could feel her heat through the material like a burning flame. “I want you, Bella, but if you want me to stop, just tell me and I swear I will. Say the word and I’ll take you home.”


  She said nothing as his hand traveled down her thigh to grip her dress, pulling up slowly. Her head turned to meet his. Their lips touched softly, slowly. He brushed his lips across hers, keeping the touch light before settling over her to glide his tongue inside. Jason struggled to maintain control of his need, determined to ease her into their love play. He wanted her ready for him, ready and begging for him.


  Jason slipped his hand underneath her dress and cupped her again over the barrier of the lace thong she wore, pushing slightly. She let out a low moan.


  “Aye, you’re hot, aren’t you, lass? Hot and wet. Your pussy’s dripping wet for me.” His heated voice carrying a glimmer of a brogue now, more Scottish as his control slipped.


  Just hearing his voice had Bella panting softly, so turned on by his words and his voice that she was drenching him as he rubbed the heel of his hand against her clit. His touch was magic and held her there against the window as if suspended by the pleasure he was weaving. She could only think of him, the bliss of each touch of his hands, her panic and fear all but forgotten.


  “Tell me, sweetheart, tell me what you want,” he whispered against her ear.


  She moaned his name as she began to squirm against him, pushing harder, riding his hand, trying to ease the ache that was building inside her. That sweet unbearable ache that she hadn’t felt in so long.


  “Tell me,” he whispered again, his voice harsher with lust as he lifted his hand away slightly so she couldn’t grind herself against him.


  “Please.”


  “Please what, lass? Tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you. Tell me.”


  “I need…I need to come. Please make me come.” Bella moaned, taken over by need, her body demanding to be sated.


  He rewarded her by increasing the pressure, rubbing harder back and forth across her clit, his other hand moving over her to capture the other breast in his hand as he gently pinched her nipple through the fabric of her dress. “Come for me then, come now,” he ordered harshly.


  “Jason, oh my God, yes!” she cried out in astonished joy as she exploded in his hand, her body shaking as she rode her release.


  “Fuck, I canna wait. The rest will have to come later. This first time is gonna be fast.” Jason growled. His steel-roped arms held her tight as her felt her come apart in his embrace.


  She was breathtaking, so responsive, came so easily from his touch that he felt his control break almost with an audible snap as he held her quaking body against his. He needed to be in her when she came the next time.


  He needed to be inside her now.


  Jason’s taut muscles flexed as he gripped her at the waist and swung her around until her body was bent over the edge of the sofa. In record time he pulled a condom out of his back pocket and ripped the zipper of his pants down, allowing his steel-hard erection to spring free.


  He sheathed himself quickly and bent over, pushing her down as she reached out to grip the back of the sofa with her hands, letting out a gasp of surprise. He yanked her dress up and roughly pulled up her left leg, bending it over the sofa arm as he ripped off her lace thong, throwing the offensive material to the floor. Jason couldn’t, wouldn’t abide anything between them now. He turned her head to the side, and with a deep growl he plunged his tongue into her depths, not holding back anymore as he slanted his mouth against hers hard, over and over again.


  She moaned as his tongue mated with hers. Held in his strong grip, she was overcome with the pleasure still reeling through her body from her orgasm. Bella cried out as he drove himself deep inside her.


  Her fist-tight pussy was gripping him so hard that his cock felt bruised by the pressure. Somewhere in his mind he realized she was too tight for his rough possession, but he couldn’t stop. He was massive in both length and width, and she was too small to be used so brutally.


  But she felt so unbelievably good.


  His logic told him to slow the fuck down, but his body was beyond listening. Jason plunged his tongue into her mouth to mate with hers. He reached around to stroke over the hard crest of her clit with his rough, callused fingers as he shoved his full length into her clenching pussy. Her own cream from her early orgasm helped ease his way in, but it still took a few thrusts to get his whole cock inside her hot little hole.


  Once he was completely inside her silky depth, he held still grinding his hips into her, working his thumb over her clit until he felt the scalding heat of her cream soak his cock and her inner muscles softened in welcome, telling him she was ready.


  He pulled back to look down to where his long, thick cock stretched her open and simply let loose. He started to pound his cock deep, pushing past her cervix with each hard dig. Indescribable pleasure swamped him as he watched his cock disappear into her tight pussy only to come back out with the slick evidence of her desire. Her sexy moans made him want to fuck her faster, harder, and he leaned down to swallow her cries with his mouth.


  She was filled so full it felt as if he touched her womb each time he stretched her body with his impaling flesh. She was slick with her desire, so hot, she was burning him alive. He continued to piston into her body with deep rhythmic thrusts and once again flicked his thumb over the distended bud, making her pussy clench each time he did.


  Bella tore her mouth from his and screamed his name, her body breaking apart, shaking with the force of another climax as she clenched tight around him. Her entire body was pulsing with the force of her orgasm. Her hands left the top of the couch as she fell forward. She would have fallen completely over the side of the sofa, but Jason’s strong hands gripped her hips in his unbreakable grasp, pulling her back up and holding her petite frame in place as he continued to hammer roughly into her from behind, his balls slapping across her clit with each stroke.


  “Again,” he demanded. “Go up again. Come on my cock again, lass. Do it, do it now.”


  He drove every inch of his hard cock into her over and over again until he could feel his balls draw tight against his body, knowing his own release was coming. His fingers worked over her clit, silently demanding that she obey him.


  “I can’t,” she sobbed.


  “Yes you can. Give it to me.”


  “Oh God, I can’t. It’s too much.”


  His voice was harsh, unbending, “Fuck that. It’s not too much. It will never be too much. Give it to me. Come on my cock again. Come for me now.”


  At his harsh command, her pussy clenched his cock as she came, violently shaking. He gave a hoarse shout as he joined her, pulsing out a stream of hot cum into the condom. He continued to jab sharply into her to prolong her pleasure and his until he could no longer move.


  Jason had never felt like this before.


  When he came, it was as though his head was going to explode right off his shoulders with the force of his orgasm. He had demanded things from her, he had wanted to feel her come apart again knowing that he was the cause. No, he had needed it, needed it as much as he needed his own release.


  Shaken to the core, Jason pulled out of Bella’s tight grasp, clenching his teeth against the pleasure, surprised that he was still semihard after the mind-blowing orgasm that he had just experienced. He wanted her still, his cock all but screaming to be back in her hot, wet, clenching flesh. His hair fell into his face, having come undone from the tie he had used to secure it at the nape of his neck. He pushed the dark strands back with one hand as he looked down to her beautiful, flushed face. Her eyes were closed, and her lush lips were parted, gasping for breath. He wanted to see her face screaming her pleasure in his bed all night, every night.


  Fuck, where the hell did that thought come from?


  He needed a moment, had to get away and catch his breath. “Let me go take care of this,” he said gruffly. He pulled off the condom, stuffing his semihard staff back into his pants as he stalked toward a bathroom in the hallway.


  Shit, Bella was a woman who should be taken slowly, loved gently, given sweet love words, but he had just taken her, hard, rough with both of them practically still dressed. He was usually composed, even during sex, never losing control, but tonight with Bella that legendary control had been blown to hell.


  He went into the bathroom, tossed away the used condom, splashed some water on his face, and braced his hands on the side of the sink, looking into the mirror to see the cold bastard staring back at him.


  He admitted he was intrigued by Bella. But where could this go?


  Who the hell was he kidding? He had been attracted to her ever since that first moment he had laid eyes on her. The little vixen had made him lose control as no one did.


  No one.


  It was unnerving, what she made him feel. She was exotically beautiful, a wild, passionate, opinionated little thing and he didn’t know whether he wanted to strangle her, fuck her brains out, or hold her close from moment to moment.


  No one spoke to him the way she did, wouldn’t dare. She made him…feel. He already ached to be buried balls-deep inside her hot little body again.


  He scrubbed a hand over his face. Christ, he had just taken her like an animal with no control. His hold on her would probably leave bruises on her perfect skin, marking her. Somehow the thought that he had marked her made him feel a possessiveness that he had never felt before. Over that he felt disgusted, a wave of searing protectiveness at the mere thought that he had hurt her.


  Christ, what had she done to me?


  He would take this slow. He just needed to work her out of his system, but tonight he wasn’t done with her. He would make up for taking her this first time like a raging beast, for the rest of the night, he thought, chuckling to himself. He would work her out of his system. Jason opened the door and made his way back out to the living room, looking around as all thoughts came to a crashing halt.


  His eyes slowly narrowed as he glanced around the room.


  She was gone.


  


  * * * *


  


  As Bella heard the bathroom door close, she felt the full force of what she had just done like a slap in the face. Oh God! She silently cried as the sexual haze was blasted away by full-blown panic.


  She needed to leave, to escape before he came back. Slipping off her heels, she reached down and grabbed them in her hand and she bolted from the room to the front door on bare feet, grabbing her purse from the table in flight. She raced out the door and jammed the button to the elevators heading to the main entrance, consumed with the thought of escape. She jumped into the elevator as it opened and pushed the button to the lobby, trying to hold back a sob.


  Fingers clenching her purse and shoes, she raced through the lobby to the front entrance, just barely noticing the startled security guard half rise from his seat as she bolted past.


  A man was getting out of a cab in front of the building as she came crashing out of the doors. The man held the door open for her as she all but dove into the security of the waiting vehicle.


  So focused on leaving, she hardly noticed the man’s curious glance change to shock as his jaw dropped with surprised recognition as he watched the taxi sped away.


  


  * * * *


  


  Opening the door to her apartment silently, Bella threw her keys and purse down on the table in the hallway after setting the alarm. Gasping for air, tremors took over her body. The uncontrollable panic consuming her was making her shake with a force that rattled her teeth together. She stripped the clothes off her body on her way into the bathroom, barely registering that she had no panties on, as she turned the scalding water to full blast.


  Getting in, she let the spray of the water warm her body as the tears were torn from her. Her sobbing body collapsed onto the floor of the shower. Curling into fetal position, she hugged herself tight, feeling as if she wept out her very soul.


  She wanted Jason, had wanted him so much that her body had responded to his slightest touch. She felt ashamed, not at being with him, but at this uncontrollable fear that had taken over after.


  The fear that she had been fighting for a year.


  The fear of letting someone touch her again, fear of needing someone to chase the demons away and make her feel alive again. But she had lived tonight. Jason had forced that dormant part of her to the forefront with the subtlety of a cannon blast. He had made her feel so much in such a short time, she didn’t know what to do with all of these feelings. All of the emotions she had been trying to hold back came crashing into her in that single moment after the mind-blowing sex had ended. Then he had walked away from her and left her there in a melted puddle of emotions. She felt as if he had fucked her brains out and left her raw and exposed.


  Normal. For that short time she had felt normal again, for the first time in a year, and it scared her to death. Horrified now at the way she had run out on him, she sighed.


  None of this makes any sense.


  Bella turned off the water and dried herself off with an oversized towel. She groaned as she put on her robe, her body deliciously sore from being so thoroughly used. Walking back to the front door, she rechecked the lock on her door and the alarm as was habit.


  Mentally exhausted, she got ready for bed, turned the lights off, and padded over to her bed. She took off her robe and let it slide to the floor as she crawled into bed naked. Overcome by her emotional breakdown, Bella wanted to sleep for a year if possible.


  As she slipped under, silently she prayed, as she did every night, for a deep sleep where nightmares couldn’t reach her.


  Chapter Five


  


  God, was she glad the day was finally over. Bella rode the elevator up to her suite in the hotel where she worked. She had moved into the hotel suite after she had started working there. It was one of the perks of her job.


  Exhausted from the long day of work, Bella wanted nothing more than a hot shower and sleep. Her sous chef Rick had been struck down and injured in a hit-and-run accident last night, so she was short-staffed and everything needed to be planned and ready for tomorrow night’s upcoming event.


  She loved catering for the weddings and other big events that the hotel hosted, knowing that a large part of why people booked the hotel was for her. Her talent, her food. Nothing gave her such pleasure like watching people enjoy what she created with her own two hands.


  She was nervous for the job tomorrow and worried about Rick. She had taken precious time to visit him in the hospital earlier and now she was ready to relax. She slipped the key card to her room into the slot and entered her room, putting her knife case on the table as she made her way through the sitting room. As any great chef, her personal knives were always with her and she never left them in the kitchen overnight.


  Taking off her chef’s jacket, she threw it on a chair as she walked to the bathroom, wanting to soak in the bathtub to ease her sore body, but decided against it since she had to get some sleep. She had a meeting with the Special Events coordinator early in the morning to finalize the plans for wedding being held that night. A sound from behind her had her spinning around, her eyes going wide with shocked horror as something slammed against the side of her head, and she felt herself fall as the world went black.


  Waking up, Bella’s head pounded with pain as she opened her eyes. A man sat next to her with one of her knives in his hand. Bella’s eyes were wide with a terrible recognition as the steel gleamed in the faint light. She had never seen this man before, but his eyes, those horrible eyes were glazed with insanity. Bella tried to get up, realizing that her hands were bound to the bed. Her scream was muffled by something he had tied over her mouth. Shocked and frightened, Bella fought against her restraints to no avail, struggling to break free of the ties, her wrists burning as she strained for release.


  “Hello, my beautiful little bitch,” he said almost pleasantly, looking down at her, a sick, twisted little smile on his handsome face. He moved the blade in his hand closer to the light, reflecting her own wild eyes back at her. From the moment he spoke, she knew who he was. He was a fan, a man who wrote her letters and called her, praising her talent. Now, she was at his mercy.


  “You didn’t think you could cheat on me and get away with it, did you? You”—he stroked the knife slowly across the skin of her neck over and over, making shallow cuts that had her screaming in pain—“are mine, all mine.”


  Bella could feel her wrists slick with blood as she tried to free herself from the ropes that held her. She couldn’t understand what he was saying. The pain was too intense.


  “You’re a no good, lying, cheating slut. I loved you. How could you do this to me?” What the fuck was he talking about? Terrified, Bella wondered what the hell was going on in his warped, demented mind.


  “You are nothing without me. No one. Oh, Bella, you think you are such a big deal, don’t you? God damn it, you are nothing without me. All those letters I wrote to you, pouring my heart out, and you abused that love! Now you won’t even take my phone calls! I know why, it’s that stupid sous chef of yours. How could you? I loved you!” She shook her head, screaming in pain as he cut her again.


  “Don’t lie to me! Now you will have to pay. It didn’t have to be this way. We were meant to be together, but you threw that away. All that talent, but no one understands you like I do. No one could love you like I do. You should have come to me when I asked. Now I have no choice. You gave me no choice.” She vehemently shook her head, but he just sighed at her response. The silent pleading for him to stop in her eyes was ignored as he continued to speak.


  God, he was crazy!


  He spoke softly as he leaned down. “I took care of your lover last night. Now I have to teach you what happens when you betray me.” She screamed in denial against her restraints. “Why couldn’t you just love me the way I love you? Why did you let him touch you? All those other men, I see the papers. I see what you do. You can’t hide from me. You want to be treated like a whore, because you are, aren’t you? You think you’re too good for me, don’t you, Isabella? We could have been together! We could have had a perfect life together. You should be at home cooking for me, being a good wife, not out whoring yourself!”


  He brought the knife up and sliced deep through the tendons of her right hand. Bella screamed, over and over again, crying against the pain so intense that it was unreal.


  “See if you can cook with your hand all fucked up. Always carting around these stupid knives. You love them so much, bitch. How do you feel about them now? How much will people love you if you can’t cook anymore?”


  Bella tried to kick the knife out of his hand with her feet, but he easily blocked her attempts. Sobbing now, she struggled to breathe. Dropping the knife on the bed, he got up and stood next to the bed. Slowly he began to remove his clothes, watching her struggling form before him as her eyes widened in horrified recognition of what he was going to do. He grabbed her legs and rose up over her to sit on her as her ripped her shirt open.


  “We were supposed to make love the first time on our wedding night, but you left me no choice. I could have loved you forever. Now, you pay!” he screamed as he slapped her across the face again and again. “You want to be treated like a whore, and now you’ll die like one. If I can’t have you, no one will.”


  His right hand came up around her neck, covered with her blood. “I always did like red on you,” he whispered evilly, laughing in her ear as his hand squeezed tighter, cutting off her air. The pain was unbearable, sharp, and so strong she prayed to break away from the reality of what was happening. As his other hand moved down to undo the button on her pants, she was thankful for the blackness that came to claim her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bella jolted awake, woken by the sound of her own screams. Drenched with sweat, she fought to beat the cold, stark terror back from her sleep-weakened mind. It was just a nightmare.


  The same nightmare she had repeatedly for the past year.


  Early morning sunlight streamed past the creamy lace curtains through the window of Bella’s bedroom. Cheerful sounds of autumn from the world outside forced the nightmare back into hiding. Bella’s sobbing breath caught in her throat as she tried to gasp in air. She forced the hands that held the bedding in a death grip to release. Dammit, she was safe, safe in her own bed.


  Breathe, just breathe.


  She had had the nightmare every time she closed her eyes after she had woken up in the hospital after the night Victor Dane had tried to kill her.


  Bella had tried to respond to fan mail as much as she could, always getting a kick out of the fact that people thought of her as a celebrity. At first, Victor Dane had seemed like a nice, normal man who had sent her letters expressing his interest and appreciation in her craft. She had responded with a polite thank-you letter as she did with most of the letters that she received.


  Bella was a little shocked when Victor continued to write, his letters becoming more insistent that they meet. She had written a letter politely denying his request they meet and kindly telling him that, as flattering as his attention was, his efforts were not welcomed. He had continued sending her gifts and letters, which she continued to ignore until they had stopped. She never gave it a second thought, until he had started to call her. She had reported the calls to the front desk of the hotel, and they had blocked him from reaching her.


  Until that night.


  Over the past few months the dreams haunted her less frequently, for which she was grateful, but they still came. She looked down to her shaking hands, staring at the deep scar on her right hand where Victor had cut her. It had taken her months to regain the use of that hand after the damage he had caused, but she had survived. She had scars on her neck where he had cut her, though these were faint, mostly healed, and now barely visible. Other, deeper scars graced her lower abdomen where Victor had buried the knife, those would always be there. But that was nothing compared to the deepest scar she carried which could not be seen.


  The scar on her soul that was deep inside her.


  She had drifted in and out of consciousness that night, and finally he had left her for dead. Luckily, he had missed most of her vital organs when he had stabbed her, giving her the precious minutes she needed to live. The night manager of the hotel had gone up to Bella’s suite to visit that night. Seeing blood on the door handle, she had keyed in after Bella didn’t answer, sensing something was very wrong. If not for her friend, Bella would have died.


  Bella had woken up in the hospital surrounded by her family, alive but barely feeling it. The anguish on their faces was burned in her memory as they discovered what had happened. Victor had been stalking her for months. The police had discovered that his apartment had been filled with pictures of her everywhere, walking on the street, with her friends, and he had even stolen pieces of clothing from her suite in the hotel. She gave her statement to the police, reports were filled out, but it was no use.


  Victor Dane had disappeared.


  She had recovered in the hospital, a rehab facility, and then was moved into a house her family had rented, where she had been put on lockdown as they hoped for a sign of Victor. Her family’s unwavering support brought tears to her eyes, knowing that she should have been able to tell them everything, anything, and it was her fault that she had left them in the dark over the weird fans she had accumulated over the years. She had never mentioned a thing.


  Bella’s family and friends had taken turns staying with her, never leaving her alone during those months of recovery. Liz had come to live with and take care of her, quitting her job when they had refused to give her the time off. She didn’t need it anyways since her parents had died years ago, leaving her their fortune.


  Bella’s brother Tony, who was a computer genius, had relocated to be with her since he could write his software programs anywhere. He never left her alone as if afraid something would happen to her again if he so much as blinked.


  Bella had told Danny to go back home since he had the bar to take care of, but Mama and Papa said they would alternate with him so someone could stay at Moretti’s and the others could come be with her as often as they could. Her family had stayed with her in that house while she recovered, until she was strong enough to move back to Chicago. The only family member not around was Salvatore, her oldest brother. He had joined the Army Rangers years ago, and it had been almost two years since any of them had spoken to him. All they had been told was that he was “on assignment,” and they received the occasional letter from him, with no return address.


  Bella made the rest of her family swear that they would allow her to tell him once he was home and stopped them from trying to find him. Bella dreaded telling him since Sal had the worst temper out of the three brothers. All of her brothers were big, frightening men, but not to her. Their massive frames gave her comfort and made her feel protected like she needed, surrounding her with love and security.


  Silent tears streaked down her face as the memories assailed her.


  “I’m okay…I’m okay…” she whispered over and over again, repeating the words like a mantra, trying to calm herself.


  A furious pounding on her door broke her out of her frightened daze, forcing her back to reality.


  “Bella, open up,” Tony’s deep harsh voice demanded. “Bells, sweetheart, you know the rule, right, hon? If you don’t answer me, I am going to come in, in ten seconds. One, two, three—”


  “I’m coming!”


  Bella scurried off the bed, struggling on pants and an oversized sweatshirt as she flew to the door. She undid the locks and the alarm and wrenched open the door as Tony’s imposing form bounded into the room. Bella threw herself into his waiting arms as he picked her up. Cradling her in his arms, he moved silently to the couch in her living room.


  Gently, he stroked her hair and crooned soft words to her as he held her shaking body close to him. Although Bella was close to all her brothers, she and Tony had always had a special bond. Being the youngest of the brothers, Tony was closest to her in age, only being three years older than her, but that was not what had made them close.


  Over the years people had jokingly said that they were like twins, knowing more about each other than anyone could understand. He was her best friend. They could read each other’s face as well as their own, feel the depths of each other’s emotions, and Bella knew that her terror and pain had cut him to the bone. Growing up, they had always known if something was wrong with one another, even at a distance.


  When she had moved to France for school and then to New York to live, she had hurt Tony by leaving even though he understood. When she had opened her eyes in the hospital, Bella had met Tony’s pain-filled eyes and knew that he hurt for her as deeply as anyone possibly could. It was all there in his face. He thought he had failed her, was terrified that he almost lost her. Tony had been in California for work when Victor had attacked her. Unexplainably, before any of his family had been able to reach him, he was already on a plane heading to New York, praying that he wasn’t too late.


  As Bella lay in the hospital, Tony had quietly purchased the three-story brick condo building in Chicago’s Gold Coast area where they now lived. He had the condo on the third floor furnished for her, moving his stuff into the unit on the second floor, reconstructing the first floor as a common area for both of their use. He had gotten an old friend of his to install the best security system money could buy, along with a few bits and pieces that were not available to the public, some of which he himself had created.


  When Bella said she had wanted to move home to Chicago, her parents had insisted she move home, but Bella made a stand and said she needed to find her own place. Tony had told her it was taken care of and immediately moved her into her new apartment as soon as they arrived.


  Bella rested her head on Tony’s broad shoulder, burrowing her face close against his neck, seeking comfort, letting his warmth chase away the cold that always seized her body after her nightmares.


  Tony was the only man who could calm Bella after the storm, much to the upset of both her papa and Danny. During her recovery, if one of them had tried to touch her, she would claw and fight them until her terror had released her. With Tony she was calmed almost immediately, turning her head into his neck, and wept silent tears.


  Tony had moved into the building with her because he needed to make sure she was safe, needed to be able to get to her when the nightmares clawed their way to the surface and tried to drag her under. She knew he felt as though he had failed her, but the truth was that it was her own ignorance that had left her open to predators like Victor Dane.


  She had tried to stop Tony from rushing to her rescue every time she had a nightmare, but he knew whether she told him or not. He would race up to her apartment, needing to make sure she was safe and alive for himself. They had set the ten-second rule for the sake of her privacy, allowing her ten seconds to answer him before he would use his own keys on her door and deactivate her alarm.


  “I can’t keep doing this to you, you know.” Bella sighed.


  “What, Bells?”


  Tony continued to stroke her hair, his hand hesitating only after she said, “Interrupting your life. You can’t keep babysitting me. I know you being here taking care of me like this is destroying your life, your freedom. You should move into a place where you don’t have to deal with me all the time, or I should move out.”


  He pulled back slightly, looking at her face, his chocolate eyes darkened with anger, mouth drawn in a tight line.


  “You are not destroying anything! And hell no, you’re not moving! My life? Hon, I don’t even want to think of what my life would become if something should happen to you. That fucker is still out there somewhere. It would destroy me if something were to happen to you again. Not be here? There is nowhere I would rather be, okay?” His lips tweaked up in a sly smile. “Besides, I still do well with the ladies, so there is no need to worry yourself.”


  Bella choked back a laugh, “Quit bragging, slut.”


  She moved to sit next to him, holding his hand between hers, still needing the connection. He brought his other hand to hers, moving his fingertips over the scar on her right hand as if trying to erase it by sheer force of will.


  “How ’bout I make us some breakfast?” Bella offered, knowing that she had hurt him with her talking about moving. She watched the frown turn to a grin instantly, his face lit up at the thought of her feeding him.


  Laughing, Bella got up. Moving toward the kitchen, she called out, “Chef’s choice?” and laughed at the sheer joy on his face as he agreed.


  She loved cooking for her family. It was the only time she cooked anymore, afraid to try her chances at being a chef again since her dexterity was still compromised in her right hand. That was going to change though.


  Starting next week, Bella had agreed to a part-time guest teaching position at the city’s elite Chicago Culinary Institute. Her one class that she was teaching had filled up immediately and they had begged her to take on more classes, but she thought one class that met two times a week was enough. She had forced herself to accept the position to reclaim her life.


  As Bella began her preparations, Tony settled in his favored seat on the barstool where he could watch her cook.


  No, he thought as his eyes followed her easy movement around the kitchen. There was no way in hell that he was moving away from her before that psycho asshole was caught, castrated, and fucking beheaded.


  “So, why didn’t you wait for me last night? Liz told me you were catching up with a friend.” His head tilted slightly to the side in a gesture so much like her own.


  “Umm, yeah. I was…We just hung out. Sorry.” Bella turned toward the stove to start the omelets she was making to cover the blush that stole across her cheeks.


  “It’s good that you are reconnecting with friends, Bells.”


  Eyes closing in distress, Bella realized she had no way of getting a hold of Jason without asking Tony. And that was definitely not happening. She had not given him her number nor had she gotten his.


  The phone rang, startling her. Tony reached over and picked the phone up, smiling as he heard Danny’s voice. “Hey, bro, yeah, she’s here. Can’t talk right now. She’s making me breakfast.”


  Tony burst out laughing as he placed the phone back down on the counter. Turning in question, Bella smiled at Tony when he said, “He’s coming over. Said he would be here in ten minutes before he hung up on me.”


  Pushing all thoughts of last night out of her head, she went to work making breakfast for two of her favorite men.


  Chapter Six


  


  Moretti’s was packed.


  The bar Bella’s brother owned was a city hotspot. Moretti’s was a tribute to their Italian heritage, focusing on setting the stage with excellent drinks, a small selection of food, and good music.


  Sinatra crooned over the speakers as Bella and Liz pushed their way up to the rectangular bar in the center of the large, low-lit room, waving as the staff greeted them warmly. They watched Danny work behind the bar with ease, oozing charm to the customers he served. Glancing over, he did a double take at seeing them and let out an excited yell.


  “Bells! Sweetheart, you’re here! Hey there, Lizzy doll!” He went to the end of the bar where they were standing, shooing away two of his regulars to make room for them to sit as he barked at them.


  “Get the hell up and make room for my sisters.”


  He turned to Bella and Liz with a wink.


  Bella leaned over the bar top to press a kiss to Danny’s cheek, and he kissed her back, raising a hand to stroke her cheek. Bella rarely came to the bar without extreme coaxing on his part, and he was hopeful that this was a sign that she was finally healing. In turn he kissed Liz’s cheek in greeting and then reached under the bar to the refrigerator to get a bottle of their favorite white wine he kept on hand just for them, pouring them each a glass.


  It was the first time out and about on the town for Bella and Liz since the night of the benefit. They gave their jackets to Tony to keep behind the bar, and Bella took a sip of the pale, golden liquid and hummed with pleasure as the crisp taste hit her tongue.


  Liz had tried to talk her into going out during the week, even though she rarely did herself. Bella had told her what had happened, and Liz was both worried and excited for Bella. Liz hated seeing Bella pine away for Jason MacBain and didn’t want this one episode to set her back. She had encouraged Bella to reach out and contact him, but Bella said no. Liz knew better and had tried telling Bella that Jason hadn’t been watching over her for her brothers, but Bella didn’t believe her.


  Dreams of him had been haunting her, taking the place of her regular nightmares. Liz offered to track down his phone number if she wanted, but Bella had declined, saying it would be too awkward after the way she had left.


  Danny leaned a muscular arm on the bar, leaning in to talk to them. “Hey, why didn’t you drag Tony in with you tonight?”


  “He’s coming by in a bit. Had some stuff to take care of before he came out.” Bella glanced around at all the people in the room. Friday nights always had them packing in. Months before a crowd like this sent her into a panic, but now she only had a feeling of pride for her brother that the bar was doing so well. Turning back to him, Bella raised an eyebrow.


  “Why do I suspect that was your way for scolding me for coming out without my bodyguard?”


  Danny held up his hands in mock surrender, hurrying away to take a drink order from someone down at the other end of the bar. Liz and Bella looked at each other, laughing together, knowing that he had been caught.


  “The gallery has been packed all week. That article in the Trib with our picture seems to have people coming out in droves with a newfound appreciation of art,” Liz joked. “I don’t know how many men have come in asking if you were going to be around, if you worked there, too. Even old Mr. Wetherby had to crack a smile over the business we’ve been doing.”


  Liz’s boss was like a hundred years old, cantankerous, short–tempered, and was going to outlive them all. He had hired Liz immediately when she had come back from New York with Bella. He liked to complain about everything, but Bella knew that under his gruff exterior he would do anything for Liz.


  “Ha, you mean that stupid picture where you looked like a princess and I looked like your short sidekick? What did the caption say…‘Ms. Elizabeth Trenton, cochair of the Children’s Foundation and art dealer at Heritage Art Gallery and friend.’ That’s like being designated a plus one instead of an actual name. Not that I mind though, I will leave the publicity all to you. I’ve had enough of that crap.” Bella laughed off Liz’s look of concern.


  “Are you ready for next week?” Liz asked, switching subjects quickly.


  “Yeah, I am. I just…I’m nervous. I mean, I’ve never taught a class, you know? It’s different when I’m cooking, creating, doing my thing, and since everything that has happened…Well, I don’t know. I hope it all goes well.”


  “I’m sure you’ll do wonderful. Considering how everyone was at each other’s throats to get a space in your class…you’ll do great.”


  “I’m sure I’ll enjoy myself. It’s just nerves. Plus, how many teachers actually get a sous chef to work with them? It should be okay. It’s a short course anyway. I’m meeting with Jenna on Monday to go over everything before class starts on Tuesday. She’s a brilliant pastry chef, and I’m sure she’ll be easy to work with.”


  Jenna Markham was a recent graduate of the school and had jumped at the chance to work with Bella. When they had met, they had immediately formed an easy friendship. Jenna was absolutely thrilled to be working with Bella and would be able to do anything that Bella’s injury did not allow, but Bella secretly hoped that she would not need her for much more than a comrade in the kitchen. She picked up her wine. Wanting to change the subject, she said, “So, Tara’s birthday is just around the corner. What did you get her? Are we still going to plan a party for her? Have you seen her yet?”


  Liz laughed. “As if we could plan anything for that girl. She’s the hardest person to buy a present for because she always buys what she wants. No, I haven’t seen her…I think she just got back today. But I spoke to her briefly. I had to tell her she couldn’t go shopping this month.”


  “Ha, says the person with a shopping fetish.”


  “Tara is definitely worse than me. She has stuff in her closet that still has tags on it. She just forgets. Although most of her stuff is black. Anyway, we’ll ask her what she wants to do and plan from there. No matter what it is you’re going since we haven’t seen her in forever. I’m glad she’s moving back and working for Mac Securities.” Liz winced slightly as Bella jolted at the name of Jason’s company.


  “Sorry,” Liz murmured.


  “Forget it. We’ll plan something,” Bella agreed.


  Liz took a sip of her wine, almost spitting it out as she choked in surprise. Concerned, Bella leaned over to her when Liz whispered, “Speaking of…Oh crap, hon, prepare yourself.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  It had been the week from hell.


  Jason couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t forget about Bella. He thought about her day and night, but he had been too busy to do anything about it. Unused to the emotions he’d been bombarded with all week had set him on the warpath.


  She had run from him.


  His first reaction had been leave it as it was, that he didn’t need the trouble.


  Bloody hell, that was a lie.


  He had been kidding himself all week, just putting off the inevitable. He wanted her with a passion that rivaled the heat of the sun.


  It had taken all week, but he finally admitted that he wanted to find her. He needed to find her.


  Never had a woman intrigued him so and in such a short time. He was never one to have to pursue a woman, but he would this one. Now that he had made up his mind, she was his now. She just didn’t know it yet. All week Jason had been ready to rip someone’s head off, so on edge with his need for Bella that he could barely be civil for two minutes straight.


  Now he just had to take care of some business tonight, and tomorrow he would start hunting.


  Finn had tagged along with Jason tonight to meet with a transferring operative of IAD that was back from an extended assignment. They had picked a local bar, wanting a causal atmosphere. Usually this would be his partner Brett’s job, but since he was out on an assignment, Jason was forced to deal with it.


  Jason normally didn’t socialize with the people he worked with, trying to keep his distance as their director and boss, but Finn was an exception. Finnegan Kelly worked with him at both IAD and Mac Securities and years ago had gotten it in his head to befriend him. Jason had tried to keep his distance, but Finn was a stubborn son of a bitch and just laughed off Jason’s attempts. Before Jason knew it, Finn had become his best friend.


  Jason pushed through the doorway to Moretti’s. He came here occasionally since it was one of the regular spots all the Mac Securities agents hung out. Toro had been working undercover for the last two years, and now that the assignment he had been on was over, he was coming back stateside.


  IAD had been looking into taking down a particularly nasty arms dealer when they had caught Toro doing his own investigation of sorts. One of his army ranger buddies had gotten himself in deep shit with the network, and Toro had just been looking for a way to help him out. Toro had made the connections IAD had been searching for and had recruited him in for the op.


  One of the IAD agents had vouched for him and brought him in. With his agreement, the agency had requested his assistance through proper channels and the army had officially transferred him over. He had ended up helping the IAD agent bust the arms-dealing ring after both of them had spent some time deep undercover in the organization. Being undercover took time. Time and energy that could change someone forever.


  Once the bust was made, the agent working with him got the go-ahead to extend a permanent position with IAD. Toro had joined up as soon as the offer was made. He was as capable an agent as he was a solider, and he loved the idea of operating without the government bureaucracy telling him when he could wipe his ass.


  Jason respected his abilities and was glad to have him with them in the Chicago branch of IAD. He wanted Toro’s transition into IAD and Mac Securities to go smooth and easy.


  Finn recognized the manager near the door, and they were waved to a high tabletop with four barstools that was reserved for regular customers. A few people greeted them as they moved to the table, but before Jason could sit, something caught his eye.


  No. Not something, someone.


  There sat Elizabeth Trenton, Liz, Bella’s friend looking at him with wide, astonished eyes. The woman sitting with her back to him had a mass of long, mahogany curls that he would recognize anywhere.


  Bella.


  She sat at the bar with her friend right here, in front of him. With a look that could only be described as predatory, Jason left the table and stalked over to them.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bella heard Liz whisper to her and turned her head slowly to look behind her to see what Liz was staring at. As her eyes met Jason’s narrowed gray ones, her mouth dropped open in surprise to form a perfect O.


  He grabbed her elbow in a deceptively polite gesture, though the steel grip was unbreakable and told of his anger beneath his calm facade.


  “If you would excuse us.” His voice was frigidly polite. He nodded to Liz as he pulled Bella from her stool and dragged her next to him as he made his way to the back of the bar, giving her no choice.


  Watching their receding forms, Finn pulled up short next to Liz and looked down at her matching wide eyes. Danny came back over to them to greet Finn.


  “Hey, where did my sister go?” he said, which had Finn going pale.


  “Aw shit, I knew it.”


  Finn had guessed it was Bella leaving the apartment building last weekend as he had gotten out of a cab. He had wished with all his might that it wasn’t, but seeing Jason drag Bella away had just confirmed it. So, Bella was the reason Jason was like a powder keg ready to blow all week. Not that Jason had said a word.


  Shit, shit. Finn was friends with her brothers. Hell, he had even met Bella once but didn’t really get to speak to her. Danny and Tony were protective of her.


  Very protective.


  Finn knew that something horrible had happened to her when the family had all taken off to go for New York. He had even helped install the state-of-the-art security system in the townhouse where Bella and Tony lived. This was going to cause problems. Major problems.


  “She…ummm…in back,” Liz croaked out, wide nervous eyes meeting Finn’s in understanding.


  Picking up the beer Danny placed in front of him, Finn drained half of it as his eyes strayed toward the back. A hand clasping his shoulder had Finn’s tense body going into a combat readiness as he turned, gripping the hand on his shoulder.


  “Hey, Finn, how’s it going?”


  The man standing before him looked like a giant savage, dark thick hair falling down to his shoulders. His body was pure solid muscle, tall at almost four inches over six feet, and he radiated power just by breathing.


  “Toro, it’s good to see you.” Finn grasped his hand in a shake as they moved to grip one another in a half hug.


  “Toro? What the…holy shit, Sal!” Danny all but bounded over the top of the bar, almost kicking a patron in the head to embrace the now-grinning giant man in a tight hug. The giant laughed in return as he picked the six-foot-one muscular man up in a bear hug with ease. “When the hell did you get back, bro?”


  “Just today actually.” Sal straightened and pulled Danny close with an arm slung around his shoulder.


  Finn looked at both of them through narrow eyes. “Brother? Sal? What the hell is going on?”


  “Sal is my real name. Salvatore actually. Tore, Toro. The assholes in service started calling me Toro, like a bull ready to charge in and it stuck…You should have known that.”


  “Brett took care of your paperwork.” Looking a little sick, Finn gestured toward them. “So, you’re actually Danny, Tony, and Bella’s brother?” he asked faintly.


  “Got it in one.” Turning back to Danny, he said, “I just got back a few hours ago. I just dropped my stuff off at the new apartment and headed over here for a meet with Finn and Mac. Plus I wanted to stop by and see you and Tony. Since it’s late, I’ll stop in and see Mama and Pops tomorrow. Man, it’s good to see you. The bar is doing good, little bro. You’re looking great.”


  “Thanks. You work with Finn, Sal?” Danny’s eyes darkened slightly, his face becoming serious. “It’s been two years, man, two fucking years.”


  “Yeah, I work with him now. I’m done with the Rangers. I know, I know. I’ll explain everything later, I promise.” Sal put up his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I couldn’t make contact, I swear. Even sending the letters I did was a risk.”


  Danny didn’t respond.


  Sal swung his gaze to Liz, and she was trapped by those intense amber eyes, eyes so much like Bella’s but with a hard edge that reminded her of a large jungle cat honing in on his prey. With his long dark hair and stubble on his face as if he hadn’t shaved for a few days, he looked dark, dangerous, and definitely yummy. It had been years since she had last seen Salvatore Moretti in the flesh, not that she hadn’t thought of him with frightening regularity.


  “Lizzy?” Those amber beams moved down slowly, taking in every inch of her body then moving back up. A slow smile spread across his face. “Well, well, little Lizzy has grown up.”


  “It has been about five years actually. It seemed I was never around when you came home to visit,” Liz replied coolly as she fought to hide her reaction to his blatantly sexual perusal. She rose from her stool to greet him, gasping as she was hauled up against is massive frame in a hug that brought her own body against his.


  Pulling back swiftly, Liz pushed her hands onto his chest. When he didn’t release her, she pushed again until he let go. She took to her seat, struggling for composure, hoping that he would not see the signs of how affected she was by the contact with his hard body.


  Sal frowned when she pulled away so quickly. Waving toward the back, Liz stammered without thinking. “Bella is going to be so happy to see you.”


  “Bella? She’s here? She’s visiting from New York this weekend?” Sal glanced around the room, craving the sight of his little sister as Danny visibly started to fidget and Finn blanched.


  “Oh…umm, yeah. She’s here. She’ll be back in a moment.” Liz’s eyes darted to Danny and Finn as she rushed on. “She’s just in the back. Um…bathroom. She’ll be back in a moment,” she repeated.


  Danny stayed silent, Finn’s body tensed up, but Sal barely noticed. Unable to wait and before anyone could move, Sal started off heading down the hallway toward the back of the bar.


  “Oh shit, this is not good. Fuck, this is so not good,” Finn kept repeating, with his eyes closed.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Jason pulled up short once he reached the end of the hallway, stopping next to the fire exit in the far back. His eyes had gone to liquid mercury, flashing silver in the dim lights as Bella just stood there, still staring at him in shocked surprise.


  “I didn’t peg you for that kind of girl, Bella. Do you always fuck and run? Or did you have a husband or boyfriend to get back to?”


  Bella gaped at him, astonished at what he had just said, before spiraling into utter black fury. “What? You…you bastard, how dare you?” Rage blinded her as she did something that she had never done before in her entire life that shocked her to her core. Her hand flew to his face and slapped him with a force surprisingly strong for her petite frame that had his head snapping to the side.


  Jason had let his head move with the force of her slap since he regretted his words the moment they had left his mouth. He slowly turned his head back to her. Horrified at what had come out of his mouth, he still couldn’t stop himself as anger had him pressing on.


  “What was I supposed to think with you leaving like that?” Ice all but dripped from his cold British tone. “If you just wanted a quick shag, you could have just said so. I would have been obliging.”


  “Screw you, you asshole!”


  “Oh, but you did, sweetheart. And I wasn’t done with you. I’m still not done. Are you going to deny that you wanted me? Are you going to deny that I made you come so hard you were screaming? Am I so wrong to be pissed at the way you ran out? Bugger it, you ran!”


  To his horror, tears ran hot from her pain-filled eyes as she tried to frantically break herself away from his grasp, but he held tight in his unyielding yet gentle hold.


  “Let me go…you, you…It wasn’t like that. Oh God…” she cried.


  Her tears broke him. Christ, he was an asshole.


  He didn’t deserve her.


  He needed to touch her.


  Jason was overcome with a sense of possession he had never felt before. Mine, was all he could think. He wanted this woman as his. Gone were the suave moves he was known for, gone was any sense of normalcy. He was in unknown territory. His chest hurt with the emotions crashing through him like a violent storm. Bloody hell, her tears were hurting him. No longer capable of holding back, he pushed her up against the wall and took her mouth with his, wanting to erase the pain he could see in her beautiful, expressive eyes.


  Pain that he had caused. Damn me to hell.


  “Shh, lass. Don’t cry, darlin’. I’m sorry. I’m so fuckin’ sorry. I dinna mean it. I can’t seem to think around you. Don’t cry. Christ, yer tears are killing me,” he whispered as he kissed the tears from her eyes, licking them gently away from her cheeks before taking her mouth again.


  Mine, his mind cried, as his body pressed closer. He was out of his mind, and she made him that way. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you. I was just so pissed that you ran from me. Bella, I can’t think straight around you. Forgive me, forgive me.”


  She pushed him back, and he let her.


  She was beautiful, standing there with her eyes burning with anger and hurt. “I can’t believe you said that to me. I’m not like that. I don’t do that. I don’t!”


  Jason believed her and solemnly nodded. “I know. I’m sorry, baby, I shouldn’t have said that.”


  “You called me—”


  “I didn’t.” Jason cut in before she could finish. He didn’t want to hear what she thought he had called her. He couldn’t let her voice that horrible thought. Hell, he would kill anyone else who ever said such a terrible thing about her.


  She was shaking, and he wanted nothing else but to hold her, to comfort her. She shook her head at him as her anger faded, tears once again filling eyes wide with hurt. “I would never cheat. I’m not like that, and I don’t do…what we did. Not normally. I can’t believe you would say that.”


  “I didn’t mean it. I was angry. Hell, I was pissed.” God, what could he say? How the hell could she want him after the way he had started this? Damn it, he had messed up and had to find a way to make it better. Jason wasn’t used to the feelings she brought out in him.


  He gentled his voice. “Why did you leave like that, love?” Dismay flashed through him. “Bloody hell, did I hurt you?”


  His gaze surveyed her body and every inch of her face as if he could somehow see signs of damage. When she didn’t speak, he stroked his strong hands over her face, soothing and caressing. “I’m sorry, love. God, I’m so sorry.”


  Bella reached out hesitantly, and her hand was quickly grasped with his, pulling her close up against him as he lifted it to his chest. She knew instinctively that this man wasn’t one to say sorry easily. Because of that, she couldn’t let him think that he had hurt her.


  “I’m fine. You didn’t hurt me. I…It was…I was overwhelmed.”


  “But I didn’t hurt you.” Jason held back a sigh of relief when she shook her head. He lowered his voice. “I made you feel good, didn’t I, love?”


  Bella’s felt her nipples harden at the heat in his eyes. She took a deep breath, trying to calm the riot of emotions swirling inside her. “Yes, you did. I’m sorry, too. I shouldn’t have left like that. But…”


  “But?” he encouraged.


  She took another deep breath, “But when you left, after. After you were so cold—”


  He quickly cut her off. “You mattered. You mattered too much.” His heart clenched as the plea in her eyes told him she so desperately wanted to believe that.


  Dammit. His own pride, his stupidity had made her feel insecure. He had made her question what they had together. “Bella, you shook something in me that night. I was overwhelmed, too. I’m sorry that I made you doubt that even for one second. Trust me, love, I will never treat you like that ever again. I promise.”


  The hesitation in her eyes made his chest tighten with an unfamiliar feeling.


  “I’m sorry, love,” he repeated so tenderly more tears formed in her eyes.


  He couldn’t help himself as he felt her small body pressed against him again and brushed soft kisses over her face while whispering his apology over and over again. He kissed the side of her mouth then settled his lips over hers in a soft gentle kiss.


  “I think we’re both in unfamiliar territory here,” Jason murmured against her lips, refusing to break contact.


  Bella tried to agree, but all that came out was a moan as she reached up to kiss him again, unable to help herself. She wound her arms around his neck to pull him closer and sank into the heat of him. He felt so good against her body. She wanted him there, pressed against her, wanted him inside her again. Nothing mattered at this moment but being wrapped in Jason’s strong arms.


  “What the fuck is going on here?” a low voice exclaimed from behind them. Breaking apart, Jason pushed Bella behind him to safety, acting on instinct, his lust-filled mind snapping to attention at the hint of an imposing threat.


  “Toro,” Jason said, relaxing only a fraction since he could see the other man was still in attack mode.


  “Get. Your. Hands. Off. My. Sister.”


  Sister? What the fuck? Mentally shuffling through his files, Salvatore Moretti, aka Sal Moret, aka Toro, siblings, Daniel, Antonio, and Isabella. Shit, no wonder she looked familiar.


  Bloody fucking hell.


  Bella whispered, “Oh lord…” and peeked out around Jason’s larger frame to see Sal standing in front of them.


  “Sal!”


  With a cry of delight, she tried to rush to him, only to be stopped by Jason’s large hand pushing her behind him again. Jason carefully studied Sal’s face, and the rage he saw did not sit well with him, familial connection or not.


  Sal bristled visibly. “Dammit, Bella, what the hell do you think you’re doing with him?”


  Bella paused in trying to swat Jason’s hand away as her eyes widened in surprise. “You know Jason?”


  “Get away from him.” Sal barked out as his eyes seemed focused on where Jason’s hand wrapped around her waist. Sal spoke softly, but the menace in his voice was clear. “Let her go, Mac. Boss or not, I will kick your goddamn ass, you coldhearted son of a bitch.”


  Jason remained unmoved by Sal’s insult and simply stood still with his body blocking Bella as he used his arm to hold her partially behind him.


  “Goddammit, Bella, I said get your ass over here now!”


  Bella’s eyes narrowed. Oh, no, he didn’t. “Listen up, asshole—”


  “You better get away—”


  “—don’t you order me around you oversized—”


  “—from him right now. I mean it, Bella.”


  “Ape!” Bella yelled out.


  “Jesus, Bella, what the hell is with you? Do you make it a habit of fucking around with guys you barely know? Dammit, you never did have any sense when it came to men,” Sal barked out, making Bella flinch as if slapped.


  “Son of a bitch.”


  Sal was spun around to a fist flying at his face from behind. He hit the wall with a grunt and forced himself not to strike back as he looked at his youngest brother’s livid face.


  “Tony, no!” Bella cried.


  Tony, Danny, Finn, and Liz had followed them back, only to find Bella being protected by Jason with her enraged older brother facing the couple down.


  Jason’s ready stance had not moved, first and foremost protecting Bella from any danger, even that coming from her own brothers.


  Sal stroked his aching jaw in his hand slowly as he eyed Tony. “Well, that’s some welcome home, little brother. What the hell is wrong with you?” For a computer geek, Tony had fists of iron. Sal was bigger in size, but Tony’s vibrating fury made him the bigger threat at the moment.


  “Fuck your welcome, you son of a bitch. You don’t ever talk to Bella that way. Not after all she’s been through. You don’t know anything. Don’t you dare speak to her like that! You weren’t here. You weren’t there when she needed you, you piece of shit. Two fucking years! She could have died, and the first thing you do is talk to her like that?” Tony’s hands were clenched as he tried to get in Sal’s face despite Finn’s and Danny’s desperate hands pulling him back.


  “That’s enough, Tony,” Bella said softly, shaking so badly her voice wavered. She had felt Jason’s big muscular frame grow even more rigid at Tony’s words. Sal’s eyes went wide in shock, staring at Tony and then Bella, swiveling back and forth between the two.


  Danny shook his head, saying to Sal in a sad voice, “You’ve missed a lot, Sal.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Sal whispered before asking the same question again in a roar.


  Bella flinched, trying to push forward again, but Jason turned to her, cradling her shaking body with his as he pushed her chin up to meet his penetrating gaze. “Sweetheart, are you all right?”


  “No, she’s not all right. Get your hands off her, Mac, or I’m gonna break them off.” Tony snapped, struggling against Danny’s bracing hands. “Bells, let’s go. I’m taking you home now.”


  Jason didn’t let go of her but met Tony’s menacing stare straight back with eyes cold as steel.


  “Someone better tell me what the hell is going on!” Sal barked again. Already ashamed at what he had said to his sister, he was even more so by what Tony had said to him, but not knowing why was catapulting him off a deadly edge of rage. Tony’s words had struck him in the heart at the thought of something happening to his baby sister.


  He needed to know what was going on.


  Now.


  As the voice of reason, Liz pushed forward. “This isn’t the place to discuss this.”


  Sal started to speak, but Liz held up her hand, silencing him. “I said. Not. Here.”


  Bella took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves but couldn’t stop shaking. She felt drained. “Sal, I need to…we have to talk.” She couldn’t look him in the eye. “I’m going to go back to my apartment. If you can come over, we can talk there.”


  “You’re damn right I’m coming over. Let’s go. Mac, get your fucking hands off her.” Sal growled.


  Jason just ignored him and kept his arm around Bella. “I’m going with you,” Jason said softly, which brought Bella’s frightened eyes flying up to his face.


  “The hell you are!” the brothers snarled in unison.


  Jason kept his voice calm, using a soothing tone, afraid that he would frighten further. “If you are in some sort of trouble, love, I need to know about it.”


  “You don’t need to know jack shit,” Tony spit out harshly.


  “Yes I do. Since I plan to be spending a lot of time with Bella, I should know.”


  Bella was speechless. She watched the four large men face off, not knowing what to think, not able to move.


  “Your sister is with me now. I should be there for this conversation if there are things I need to know.”


  “With you? If you fuck with her, let me tell you something, I will bury you. You want to toy with her, then the three of us will put you in the ground. You won’t be using Bella as your playmate of the week,” Sal raged.


  “Enough,” Jason roared. Impossible though it seemed, Sal’s scowl softened in surprise as Jason snarled back. “Don’t you ever talk about her like that!”


  This was the first time that any of them had actually seen Jason’s rage. It sparked off him like volts of electricity. “You may be her brother, but I will still beat you senseless if you ever talk about her like that again. I’m in her life whether you like it or not. She was already in my bed, and I plan to keep her there.”


  “The hell she was!” the three Moretti brothers shouted at once as Bella moaned in distress, burying her face in Jason’s chest. Jason’s muscles flexed under her hand as he readied himself for action.


  “Hey! Stop it,” Liz cried out, stepping in the line of fire. “All of this testosterone is just going to make things worse for Bella. Don’t you jerks even see that? You should be ashamed of yourselves.”


  She pushed to stand beside Bella, noting with a bit of satisfaction that Jason’s arm was still around her, holding her close as if trying to protect her. “Sweetie, let’s go back to your place, okay? We can all talk there.”


  Bella nodded weakly. Liz tried to pull Bella forward away from Jason, but Jason still wouldn’t release her. Liz glared back at him. “Listen, she doesn’t need this right now.” Her voice gentled as she noticed the way Jason embraced Bella in his protective hold, his body unconsciously curling down around her. “We need to get out of here.”


  Before anyone else could speak, she blasted the others with icy fury. Her voice low and seething in anger, “Don’t any of you dare say anything else. You can stay here and continue arguing, but I’m taking Bella home. Meet us there if you want. I don’t really care, but you will not upset her anymore.”


  Bella looked up at Jason, whispering with pleading eyes, “Please, I…I want to go home.”


  Jason looked down into Bella’s frighten eyes. He transferred his grip to clasp her fragile hand in his. “I’m coming with you,” he said once more, his voice soft but unyielding. After a moment Bella’s head jerked in a nod. He squeezed her hand, telling her without words that he was pleased before finally releasing her.


  Liz gripped Bella’s cold hand in hers and swept past, leaving the men to follow in their wake.


  Chapter Nine


  


  They had assembled in the great room on the first floor where two couches and a few lounge chairs sprawled lavishly in a U shape around a large fireplace. They used this room for entertaining, and Bella wished silently that they were all gathered for a different purpose. She had been quiet in the car on the way, retreating within herself, barely aware of the scenery passing outside the window as they made the drive back to her apartment.


  Jason had sent Finn back to the compound with his own car and he had folded his large form into the back of Liz’s SUV to stay close to Bella. From the moment she had stepped out of the bar, Jason’s penetrating eyes followed her every move while checking the streets for danger.


  Walking up to the townhouse, Jason’s thoughts drifted back to about a year ago when Tony’s order had come through for the Mac Securities system. He had wondered why Tony wanted such a high-grade system for his apartment building, but didn’t give it a second thought since they handled installations like that all the time.


  Now, dread filled Jason’s stomach as he realized that the need for the security had not been for Tony, but for Bella.


  The four men moved silently into the room, looking each other over with pensive glances, tension high.


  Bella walked right up to the bar at the far end of the room and picked up a bottle of scotch. She poured a large amount into a glass and tossed the entire shot down her throat, welcoming the burning sensation. She picked up the bottle again and had trouble refilling her glass since her hands were shaking so badly. Jason gently reached out to take her hand to stop her, only to have her pull away with the shake of her head.


  She refused to look at him. God, he was so gorgeous. She couldn’t bear to see his beautiful gray eyes now, knowing that they would change once he learned the truth. She knew that before long he would be hiding his disgust behind a veil of sympathy that she just couldn’t take.


  Not from him.


  Not from this man that had touched her so thoroughly, so deeply that he had touched her very soul.


  She was not what he thought she was, and it was only fair that he was told the whole story now while he could still walk away.


  She could already feel her heart breaking.


  Expression stoic, Jason watched her as she moved away from him and settled herself next to Tony on an oversized chair. Jason was uncomfortable with the possessive feeling that came over him as he watched her go sit next to another man, even if that man was her brother. His hands clenched into fists, fighting the urge to grab her and pull her to his side as he sat down in the chair across from her. He felt like a bloody barbarian wanting to snatch her away from the other occupants in the room and spirit her away back to his home. Willing his muscles to relax, he leaned back and waited.


  Lifting her glass in a mock salute, Bella looked over at Sal with a bleak expression, forcing a smile. “Welcome home, Sal. Not exactly the party you expected, huh?”


  Liz had gone to the bar to get everyone drinks, and Sal took a healthy gulp of what was in his hand, not even caring what it was, before bracing his elbows on his knees as he sat forward. He raised his glass again, draining the amber liquid completely. He then slammed his glass down on the coffee table in front of him. “Okay, someone better tell me what the hell is going on. Right now.”


  Tony, Danny, and Liz silently looked at Bella.


  Taking a deep, steadying breath Bella began. “You’ve been gone a long time, Sal. There are things that happened…things that changed. I live back in Chicago now, here on the third floor in the apartment above Tony.”


  Hesitating slightly, she took another deep breath. She made the mistake of looking over at her big brother and felt her throat close up. “I…something…” As hard as she tried, the tears she had held back welled up and threatened to spill. She stole a quick glance at Jason and felt another dream slipping from her fingers. She looked up at Tony and whispered, “I don’t know if I can do this.”


  “It’s all right, sweetheart. Take your time.” Tony put his arm around her. “Do you want me to tell it?”


  “What—” Sal started to ask but was cut off by Danny.


  “For once in your life just shut the fuck up and listen.”


  “No, I have to do this.” Taking a deep breath, she rubbed her cheeks with her hand and began. She steadied herself, looked at Jason. He sat there, patiently, watching her with eyes like dark silver pools she could drown in. The spark between them was electric, and she forced herself to stop being a coward. “I used to be a chef. I think I mentioned it…”


  “I remember,” Jason’s deep voice rumbled, encouraging.


  “Yeah, well, that was before…” Her eyes darted to take a quick look at Sal’s impatient face then back down to her hands. “I had a stalker. His name was…is Victor Dane.”


  Jason’s breath left in a rush like someone had sucker punched him. Just watching her sitting there, so little and pale, made every instinct inside Jason go on red alert. Fury filled him at the word stalker, and he knew, he knew whatever was coming next was going to be bad. The thought of a man scaring her, stalking her, made him want to roar with rage. His stomach clenched as she continued, and he forced himself to be patient during the telling.


  Bella’s voice got soft, almost a whisper as the images of that night came back. “I’m sorry. I wanted to be the one to tell you, Sal. He broke into my suite at the hotel and attacked me. He…I…I can’t. I thought I could, but…I’m sorry I can’t. Tony, you tell it. Please, I can’t.” Her voice hitched, lost in the memories. Unable to look at anyone, Bella ran from the room. Liz got up and went after her.


  Silence filled the room so thick it was as if the men were held captive by it.


  Tony downed his own drink before he continued the story.


  “He cut her up with her own knives. Told her she was his and that if he couldn’t have her, no one would. He stabbed her twice. We…we thought she had died. And he fucking escaped.” His eyes opened, blazing with unchecked fury. “He’s still out there, he hasn’t been caught yet.”


  “She’s not over it.” Danny’s ragged voice took over. “She survived, but that night…that night he took a part of her. He didn’t just…She was raped.” His eyes bore into Sal’s. “She hardly leaves here, afraid to go out. Thinks she can’t be a chef anymore because she can’t use her right hand fully. He destroyed her.”


  “Screw that, he didn’t destroy her. Bella has worked hard to get her life back. She’s come so far,” Tony declared harshly. “We’re helping her get her life back.” He took a shuddering breath. “But the nightmares…shit. They make me want to throw up after she has them. She can’t sleep without the nightmares. She screams…” His voice trailed off as he shook his head.


  “I…” Sal breathed out, unable to form a thought. Letting out a stream of curses, he flung himself up off the couch. Rage made it necessary to move. Before anyone could move, Sal put his fist through the wall. Breath heaving, he rested his head against the wall and closed his eyes.


  “Well, that was special,” Danny said, trying for levity.


  Tony shot him a look meant to shut him up before giving Sal his own glare. “You are so going to fix that later.”


  “I wasn’t here! I wasn’t fucking here. How could this happen?”


  Danny leaned back on the couch watching Sal pace the room like a tiger in a cage. “We think Dane tried to kill Bella’s assistant, too. He was hit by a car, a hit-and-run the night before the attack on Bella. The crazy fucker thought they were lovers. Tony and I tried to track this guy, but we haven’t been able to find him. Must have changed names and we can’t trace him. He had pictures of her. Millions of them. He must have been taking them for months. His apartment was a freaking shrine of Bella. The guy is seriously crazy.”


  “What he is, is a dead man. He can’t hide, I’ll find him, and I’m going to rip his fucking heart out. I’ll tear his goddamn head off. No, I’m gonna cut every one of the motherfucker’s body parts off and then grind them into pieces,” Sal vowed, shaken to the core.


  “Our brother, the poet,” Danny said dryly.


  “Shut up, Danny.”


  “There is nowhere, nowhere that we can’t find him. You or me, either way we end him.” Jason soft, menacing reply had Sal’s eyes locking onto Jason’s cold deadly stare. If his mind wasn’t clouded with anger and anguish at what he had just heard, even he would have been frightened. Staring at Jason was like looking at vengeance in the flesh, the cold, hard promise of death.


  Sal’s fists clenched and released over and over again until finally he nodded. Between the two of them and with IAD involved, Victor Dane was a dead man walking.


  Jason felt sick. The burning rage boiled in his veins like a sickness. The consuming need to kill this Victor Dane made it hard to breathe. Visions of murder danced evilly in his head. The desire to kill was so thick he could all but taste it. Never before had he actively wanted to kill another person so badly that his entire body shook with the need. He had killed a lot of people during his career. It was part of the job, but he knew, deep in his soul that he would never rest until he had taken this Victor Dane off the face of the earth.


  He rose soundlessly to follow after Bella.


  Tony half rose off his seat in protest, but even he was unsettled at the suppressed rage burning in Jason’s usually cold gray eyes. Those eyes that now swirled like liquid hellfire. Jason’s determined voice declared with absolute conviction that he was going to Bella.


  “She needs me.”


  “No, she doesn’t.”


  “She chose me. Respect that.”


  Tony’s jaw clenched, but he made no move to stop Jason. Sal stepped in his way, and the two men stared each other down. Sal’s red eyes burned like a demon’s and met Jason’s silver ones dead-on. “You’re thirty-seven, Mac. She’s not even thirty yet. You’re too old for her.”


  Jason’s expression didn’t change.


  Sal glared at him then in a low voice whispered, “By God, man, if you fuck with her—”


  “I won’t. She’s important to me. She’s safe, and she’ll stay that way. That’s a promise.” Sal took a minute, and then he sighed and stepped aside to let him pass.


  Going to the kitchen on silent feet, Jason saw she wasn’t there. Seeing an opened door, he looked out to see Bella sitting on an enclosed porch with Liz, silently weeping into her hands.


  The ice surrounding his heart shattered into a million pieces as he watched her. Jason quietly opened the door and went to her, barely making a sound. Before she could react, he had lifted her up and sat down, cradling her in his lap as he pulled her head to his chest.


  “Go on, lass. Cry, darlin’. I’ll hold you, just let go and hold on to me. I’ll keep you safe.” She didn’t want to, but she sobbed, burrowing into his chest and wept the pain away.


  Liz watched him silently and Jason met her stare unblinking. She watched as the large man holding her friend whispered words of love against her temple as he stroked his hand over her hair soothingly. Liz finally gave him a small sad smile and reached out to squeeze his shoulder as she got up and left.


  Long minutes passed before Bella took a deep shuddering breath and tried to regain control as her sobs receded. She inhaled Jason’s scent, breathing him in deeply, knowing that this was probably the last time. Trying to sit up, she pushed back, only to have his strong arms pull her closer to him, settling her once again against his warmth. “I’m sorry. Thank you. Jason…I’m sorry, for the other night, for everything. I panicked. I—”


  “You don’t have to explain. Sweet lass, I’m sorry I pushed you, too fast…too soon.” His voice was quiet as he kissed her forehead gently while his hands rubbed her back in soothing strokes. It was as if he held something precious, and it made the tears shimmer in her eyes once more.


  “I…appreciate what you said to my brothers earlier. But you must realize that can’t happen. I…I’m not the person you thought I was. I’m not…I can’t have a normal relationship with you.”


  Jason looked down at her, a fierce frown creasing his strong face, jaw clenched, making him look like a warrior of old. “Sweetheart, I see you. Do you think what you just told me changes how I feel? Yes, it does change something.” Bella tried to move off his lap again, but he held fast. “Quiet now. It did change us. Normal? Do you think I’m normal? People say I’m a cold, unfeeling bastard. A machine with no emotions. I usually am, but with you I’m different.” His voice was rough with emotion.


  “You make me feel. I was angry when you left the other night. Hell, I was livid…maybe even hurt. That’s a first for me. I dinna want to admit what you made me feel. But now, now I understand, and I’m not mad anymore. Not at you. Now I’m furious, but at the bloody fucking bastard that dared to hurt you. Not at you. Never at you.”


  He pushed her head back down on his chest. His hands stroked over her back, pulling her closer as if he could pull her into him, into the shelter of his own body. With a heavy sigh, he forced himself to continue.


  “I tried to forget you, but I couldn’t. I made the decision to find you. This past week I wanted you, wanted to see you, touch you, taste you, just you, no other. That was before I knew. Now, I want all those things and more. I want to hold you close, keep you safe with me. I want to be the one you turn to when you cry, calm you when the nightmares come. I can’t explain it. I don’t know if I can. I don’t think I even understand it, but I need you to be safe, here where I can feel you. Just be with you.”


  His deep voice comforted her in a way she had never known.


  Jason pressed his head down on the top of hers, stroking his hand slowly over her back. “Sparks flew between us from the first, love. You may have just melted my ice with your fiery spirit, and now I crave more. Make me burn, lass. Don’t give up on us.” He lifted her chin to rub his lips slowly over hers. Moaning, she put her arm around his neck and gave into the sensations.


  Lost in longing, Bella stretched toward him wanting more of his taste, more of everything. She opened her mouth slightly and was immediately rewarded as Jason’s tongue stroked in. His tongue danced with hers in a soft, slow mating, making her sigh with pleasure. Finally she pulled back to look at him. He gave her a small smile that made her heart speed up.


  “I…I have scars.”


  “You show me yours, and I’ll show you mine,” he whispered back, causing her to let out a startled giggle. The low, husky sound of her laugh sent a shiver down Jason’s spine.


  “I didn’t think you would want me still…after you knew.” Bella almost cringed at the dark look on Jason’s face.


  “You don’t think much of me.”


  Shaking her head, Bella stroked a hand over the side of his face lovingly. “I think of you too much,” she confessed in a shaky whisper.


  Bella had to hold back a yelp as Jason’s arms tightened around her. “Never too much.”


  “We must both be crazy or something.” She sighed, putting her head back against his chest. “I really don’t even know you, but I feel safe with you.”


  He surrounded her with his strength, and a deep pleasure coursed through him at hearing those simple words from her. Knowing what that had cost her meant more than anything.


  “We should go back in. I have to face my brothers at some point.”


  Reluctantly, he let go of her and helped her stand. He kept her right hand in his, his thumb brushing softly over her scar. “By the way, how old are you?”


  She stopped in surprise. “I’m turning thirty in a few months. Why, how old are you?”


  “Thirty-seven. Does that bother you?” He smiled at her obvious confusion.


  “No. Should it?”


  He murmured no as he bent to press another soft kiss on her lips. They continued on into the kitchen when he stopped again, and she turned around to look up at him in question.


  “I’m staying with you tonight.”


  She paused to nibble on her bottom lip.


  “If you don’t want to be with me, then tell me so and I will respect your wishes. But I am still going to make sure you’re safe. Until this bastard is dead, I am going to be camped on your couch or outside your apartment. I’ll sleep in my car if I have to.”


  Seeing the determination on his face, she hesitantly nodded and whispered, “Stay with me.” Jason leaned down to kiss her once more before stroking his hand tenderly down the side of her face.


  “I won’t let anyone hurt you. Not ever again.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Bella walked into the great room holding Jason’s hand in a show of solidarity. She doubted that he knew what it had meant to her for him to come to her after what he had just learned. Holding his strong hand in her slight one, she knew she was showing her family what he meant to her.


  Liz was looking at the rest of the group like she wanted to strangle all three of her brothers, and it was obvious that her brothers had been arguing amongst themselves since Bella had left the room.


  She was startled as Sal rushed over to embrace her in his massive arms. Her arms wound around his waist, and she held on, letting the security of her brother’s love wash over her. This was what she needed, she thought on a sigh.


  “I’ve missed you, Sal.”


  Pulling back, Sal looked down at her face and wiped away the tears that she didn’t even know had fallen. “Oh, baby, I’ve missed you, too. I’m sorry I was gone, honey, but I’m here now. I love you, little sis. Anything you need, I’m here. He will never hurt you again. I swear it on my life.”


  “Sal, it’s not your fault or anyone else’s but Victor. He’s crazy. It’s as simple as that. I love you, Sal, and I don’t blame you for not being here, but I’m so glad you’re home. Why don’t we all have dinner tomorrow night at Mama and Papa’s to celebrate?”


  “Sounds good. I know you’re probably tired and want to get some rest. We can all meet tomorrow and discuss plans for your protection and what to do next.”


  Bella wordlessly cringed while looking at Sal. Here it comes. He is going to try and lock me in a room or have me trailed by bodyguards. “Sal, I’m safe. Tony and Danny have helped me get my life back and have made me feel safe again. I don’t need any more protection. I won’t let you put me under lock and key. I just want my life back to normal.”


  “We’ll see.” Sal’s harsh frown dared her to argue.


  She threw her hands up in surrender and shook her head. “Whatever. I’m too tired to deal with this tonight.” She was immediately comforted as Jason ran his hands lightly over her shoulders.


  Sal looked like he wanted to argue but conceded when he noticed the exhaustion on her face.


  Trying to help, Liz announced she had to go and offered to give Danny a ride back to the bar.


  “It’s late. I’ll drive you both back. Just leave your car here,” Sal ordered.


  “Thank you, but no. I drove here, and I need my car tomorrow morning. I’ll be fine.”


  “I can drive you back in the morning.” Sal frowned.


  “Don’t be silly.”


  “It’s not silly, it’s late, and I said I’ll drive you home,” he snapped.


  Her cool blue eyes frosted over, and a delicate eyebrow rose.


  “Listen up He-Man, I said I don’t need you to drive me anywhere.” Dismissing him, Liz got up to hug Bella close, saying she would call her tomorrow.


  She also surprised Jason by leaning up to press a small kiss on his cheek before turning and sweeping by Sal without a second glance to go get her jacket.


  “He-Man? Did she just call me He-Man?”


  “Kind of fits,” Tony agreed.


  “Bro, are you trying to piss her off or what? Or has your memory just tanked? You can’t just order sweet little Lizzie around without getting her back up.” Danny shook his head as he surveyed his brother sadly. “Looks like I need to give you some pointers on how to handle the ladies again. Obviously you’ve gone without for too long. We’ll get you right in no time.”


  “I don’t need shit. And not everyone wants to be a man-whore like you.” Sal growled.


  Danny smiled. “I love the ladies, and the ladies love me. What’s a guy to do?”


  “Umm, get tested regularly?” Tony quipped, moving safely out of striking range.


  Liz scoffed from where she stood by the door. “You guys never change. You’re lucky I love you, Danny. ’Cuz even though you’re like a brother to me, I wouldn’t wish you on any woman.”


  “Aww, sweetheart, you wound me.”


  Liz rolled her eyes. “All right, Don Juan, I’m ready to go. Let’s get a move on or this lady will be leaving your ass here.”


  Danny winked at them. “See, she can’t help but mention my ass.”


  “More like you are the ass,” Liz fired back, smiling.


  Bella’s lips quirked up as she tried to muffle her laughter.


  Danny kissed Bella on the cheek and hugged her. He turned a telling glance to both his brothers then glared at Jason before he quickly followed Liz out to the car before she left him.


  Sal continued to stare at their retreating forms until the door closed before swinging his frown back at Bella and Jason. His hard eyes bored into Jason as he tried to size up the other man. “You can catch a ride back to the compound with me, Mac.”


  “I’m staying here with Bella.”


  “The hell you are!” Tony bit out. Sal’s fists clenched, but he forced himself to release them.


  Bella held up her hands to both of her brothers. “I want him to stay. Please, just give us some time to talk. Don’t make this harder for me.”


  “He doesn’t want to just talk,” Tony spit out. Finally, he sighed, a weary acceptance taking over. “Hell, you were with him last week, weren’t you?”


  Damn, her brother had been more observant than she thought. Owning up to it, she stuck out her chin in defiance as she answered, “Yes.”


  Sal stood with his massive arms crossed over his chest. “How the hell long has this been going on?”


  To her surprise, Tony answered, “I saw them together at the benefit we went to last weekend.”


  Swinging around, Sal frowned at his brother. “Why the hell didn’t you do something?”


  “Do what?” Tony snorted in reply. “She looked happy with the asshole.”


  Jason opened his mouth to answer but never got the chance. Bella took a step forward. It was almost comical how she had placed her petite frame in front of him as if to protect him. “Don’t call him that. Besides, it’s none of your business, Sal. And it’s not Tony’s job to try and keep men from talking to me. I’m with Jason now, so get used to it.”


  Both brothers answered in unison.


  “Like hell it’s none of my business.”


  “Of course it’s our job to keep men away from you.”


  Their grumbles were so familiar that she softened her voice. “He makes me happy. Don’t you want me to be happy?”


  “Hell.”


  “Shit.”


  Jason wanted to laugh at the resigned look that both men now wore. Damn, Bella had her brothers twisted around her little finger. He could sympathize.


  Sal continued to stare at Jason with a dark look on his face. Jason was one of the best men he had ever worked with, maybe one of the best he had ever known. He trusted him completely or he would never have agreed to work for him, but trusting him with his sister was a whole different matter. He knew Jason was a cold, unyielding man, but Jason would never break his word once given. Plus, the more protection for Bella the better.


  Better the devil you know…


  “If you hurt her, we’re going to have a serious problem,” Sal warned.


  “I won’t hurt her,” Jason said with conviction, but for the first time in life he felt unsure. What the hell did he know about relationships? But he was damned if he was going to let her go. Hesitantly, Sal nodded and reached out to Bella to embrace her again.


  Stroking her hair, he looked down into his sister’s eyes with love. “I’ll see you tomorrow, sweetheart.” After hugging Tony good-bye, he shot one more fierce look of warning toward Jason and left.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bella opened the door to her apartment and pressed in the code for the alarm as Jason silently followed her through the door. Getting around Tony had been awkward since he made no effort to hide the fact that he did not want Jason staying the night. The fatigue showing on Bella’s face was what had swayed him. Bella and Jason had left Tony standing at the bottom of the stairs with his hands on his hips, legs braced apart, like he was ready for battle watching them head up toward her apartment.


  Jason watched Bella reset the alarm, automatically noting the number combination for future use. He glanced around the living room, taking in everything he saw. Colors splashed vividly across the space. Vibrant paintings hung on deep maroon walls. He took in the numerous picture frames and knickknacks that made the room cozy, giving it a sense of warmth and welcome.


  Pulling Bella close, he hugged her to him. On a sigh, she went willingly into his embrace. His mind was spinning with so many different emotions, he was utterly shocked at how important the woman in his arms had become in such a short time. There was no doubt in his mind, he would kill for her. His hands rubbed slowly down her back in soothing motions.


  “Let’s go to bed,” she whispered. “I know we have stuff to talk about still, but not tonight, okay?”


  “All right.”


  Bella took his hand in hers as she led him to her bedroom. She moved to turn on the bedside lamp, and he stood behind her and inhaled her scent deeply.


  Her room smelled so pretty and feminine, so her.


  The walls were painted a pale sunny yellow, and the white duvet cover on her queen-size bed was accented with bright flowers. She sat on the side of the bed and held a hand out to him. That was all the invitation he needed as he crossed the length of the room to take her small hand in his. Sitting next to her, he stroked her cheek lightly. She leaned over and kissed him softly.


  Jason cleared his throat. “It’s been a long night, sweetheart. We should go to sleep.”


  Staring into his mercury eyes, she smiled. “I want you, Jason. I’ve dreamed of you, here with me, since that night.”


  Christ, she was trying to kill him. Lust ripped through his entire body making his cock jerk against the fly of his pants. He fought for control over his raging hormones. “I’ve dreamt of you, too. I’m here now, love, exactly where I want to be.”


  She laughed, tilting her head to the side. “Do you know your accent changes? At first I thought you were English, but I can hear the Scot in you sometimes.”


  “Aye, it does, when I get emotional I seem to revert back to the brogue. It doesn’t happen often, hardly ever, but when I’m with you it seems to happen quite a lot.”


  “I love it. I could listen to you talk for hours.”


  Jason frowned slightly. He didn’t talk much, and he was struggling to find something to say.


  Bella laughed at his expression. “I didn’t mean now, silly.”


  Tonight had been so surreal. She could hardly believe that she was sitting here in her bedroom with Jason. He was so big, so strong, so handsome that he took her breath away. With the knowledge that he knew everything about what had happened to her, a peace settled over her. He knew, and yet here he was. He knew, and he still wanted her. Nothing could have assured her more than seeing him look at her with the same desire she had seen before he knew the truth about her.


  Taking a deep breath, Bella rose from the bed to stand in front of him between his knees. She grabbed the hem of her shirt in her hands and hesitated. Jason’s gaze was tender and encouraging as she gathered her courage and pulled it off, baring herself to him. She held her breath as Jason’s eyes swept over her.


  She was perfect. Her full lush breasts were practically spilling out of a delicate lace bra she wore. He knew just by looking at her that she would fit perfectly in his large hands. Her creamy skin made him itch to touch, but his gaze moved lower. His hand reached out to brush up against the scars marring her lower abdomen where the knife wounds had healed but still puckered her skin. She sucked in a sharp breath as his fingertips made contact with her skin.


  He looked up quickly but relaxed again when he saw no fear in her gaze. “There’s my brave, beautiful lass,” he murmured, pulling her closer to him so his lips touched each scar on her trembling stomach. Her hands came up to lace into his hair, holding his head to her as a shudder racked her body. She pulled the tie binding his hair back as she sank her hands into his raven locks and ran her fingers through.


  He leaned back to look into her eyes as he reached around her back to unclasp her bra. His eyes had darkened with desire, and they held her mesmerized. His breath was let out on a groan as the satin and lace slid off to expose her bare breasts to him. “So pretty, sweet lass, you’re beautiful.”


  Her generous breasts fit his hands perfectly as he rubbed his thumbs over each pert, rosy nipple. They were tight, exposed to the cool air, and Jason wanted to suck them in his mouth. He leaned forward slowly and stroked his tongue over her right nipple, making it tighten even more like a ripe berry ready for plucking. He did the same to her other breast and wanted to growl with satisfaction when he felt her body shudder again. She was breathtaking, so strong, so brave standing before him, baring herself to him.


  He was hard as granite, his cock all but screaming for release from the confining pants he wore to sink into her heat over and over again, but he contented himself with continuing to run his hands up and down her back while he laved her nipples with soft kisses.


  He wanted to chase her fears away, completely ashamed now at how he had taken her that first time. He had a lot to make up for. He wanted her to shake with need for him. He needed her to be soaked with her own cream before he slid himself into her soft flesh. He remembered how hot and wet and so damn tight she was.


  Her petite body deserved to be worshiped from head to toe. He wanted to pleasure her over and over again until she could barely remember her own name, but not tonight. Looking back up to her face, he noticed the fatigue warring with the desire in her eyes. He needed to go slow. She needed him to go slow.


  His muscles tightened as he restrained himself.


  “Tonight was hard on you, love. I want you. God, how I want you. But I want you rested and your mind clear, not half asleep and burdened from the emotional rush tonight. Come with me.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Jason took great care to be gentle as he stood up and pulled Bella toward the bathroom. Pushing her against the counter, he reached down to undo the button of her jeans. He slowly lowered the zipper and pushed the material down her thighs along with her panties, careful to keep his eyes on hers instead of looking down to her flesh.


  Bella’s eyes were confused, uncertain as she stared back at him.


  “Shh, just let me take care of you, baby,” Jason whispered tenderly as he easily lifted her out of the jeans now lying discarded on the floor. He set her down outside of the large shower and turned the water on waiting for just the right temperature. He made quick work at getting rid of his own clothing, and his muscles clenched as her small hand reached out to stroke lightly down his stomach.


  Eyes wide, she was fascinated by the rigid evidence of his desire. Their first sexual encounter had happened so fast that she hadn’t been about to see just how large he was. Even the word large was too tame a word. The man was seriously hung. His cock was wide and thick, rising like a velvet-encased steel bar from a patch of dark curls at the apex between his legs. As she continued to watch him, his erection grew longer, thicker, and she could almost see the vein pounding in a thrumming beat that matched the pounding of her heart.


  She reached out to stroke her fingers lightly over him, and his cock jumped in her hand as if begging for more attention. Jason’s breath hissed out as he grabbed her hand to stop her from petting his raging hard-on.


  Christ, she really was trying to kill him.


  Picking her up easily in his arms again, her full body pressed against his, he climbed into the cascading water. He breathed out roughly as he desperately searched for his legendary control and tried to rein in the need clawing through him. This was about Bella. This was all about her. He needed to show her how much she meant to him, how much he wanted to be with her. Jason grabbed a bottle of shampoo, squirted some in the middle of his large hand, and he slowly started massaging it into her long hair as she purred with pleasure.


  “Close your eyes, lass.”


  Gently he tilted her head back to rinse the suds out and repeated the cycle with conditioner. God, he loved her hair. He also loved her small curvy body, but he forced himself to pay attention to washing her hair. He had never bathed with a woman. Showered with, yes. Had sex with in the shower, yes. But this was different. He had never taken the time to enjoy the pleasure of washing a woman. Never wanted to take care of a woman before.


  Until Bella.


  He took his time running his fingers through the silky strands as he rinsed it clean. Looking around for a bar of soap, he was slightly baffled at all the different bottles he saw. Understanding, Bella gave a low chuckle and picked up a bottle of bodywash, handing it to him. Smiling down at her, he poured some of the thick, creamy liquid into his palm and slowly started stroking his hands over her body. He started with her arms then worked the iridescent suds over her breasts, stroking her nipples until they were ripened berries in his hands.


  Bella’s breath hitched.


  She was afraid to speak, not wanting to break the spell that he was casting over her. Not wanting to miss a moment of this unselfish act of him taking care of her that felt more than him just cleansing her body.


  He was cleansing her soul.


  Her breathing increased as he rubbed his thumbs over her rock-hard nipples, over and over again. As he pinched them between his fingers, a low moan escaped her lips. Jason moved to stand in front of her and lazily stroked his hands over her shoulders, pulling her closer. He brought his lips down to lightly brush across hers as he bent down in front of her.


  Pulling her closer to him, the water falling on her back now, he rubbed more soap over her stomach in lazy circles and over the soft curves of her hips then switched directions as he knelt down and lifted one of her feet and massaged it before placing it on his bended knee. He felt a surprising jolt of lust surge when he saw her pretty little toes colored a bright pink. She braced herself with a hand against the shower wall as he continued his journey over her body, rubbing her calf muscle slowly with long, sure strokes while kissing her bended knee. He slowly rubbed his hands higher up to her thigh, using soft caressing strokes that were meant to tempt and sooth.


  Bella was panting now, waiting for his hands to move just a little higher. But they didn’t. He put her foot back down on the floor and started the whole process with her other leg, and she closed her eyes, just enjoying the feelings flooding through her.


  When both her feet were back on the floor, Jason didn’t get up but moved to push her body against the wall and circled his hands around her to cup her ass, bringing her lower body closer. Her eyes sprung open in surprise as she watched his magnificent body kneeling before her.


  “Lean back against the wall, baby. Aye, just like that.”


  Bella watched the water droplets mat his hair against the side of his face and hit his back to trail down his bronze skin. His hands held her hips, his thumbs running lightly over the scars left on her lower abdomen. He moved closer to her and pressed a gentle kiss on her mound, stroking his fingers lightly through the soft curls guarding her entrance.


  “You are so beautiful, lass. Let me, just let me taste you. I need to taste you.”


  He parted her thighs wider and slowly sank a finger into her depths, and she moaned, letting her head fall back. He started to stroke the inside of her channel with his finger, already slick with her cream. He then used two fingers, touching that magical spot deep inside her over and over again. She closed her eyes and leaned back, letting the feelings come in waves of pleasure each time he used his fingers to penetrate her body.


  Her body was so primed by his seductive touch that when Jason leaned forward to lightly suck on her clit, she came, sending shock waves coursing through her body as her soft cry echoed off the walls. Pleasure careened through her system, making her legs shake, muscles tightening until she could barely hold herself up.


  Jason hummed in pleasure as he continued to stroke his fingers inside her, drinking her down, loving the sweet taste of her. He gently continued to stroke his tongue over her clit, prolonging her pleasure, holding her steady when her legs buckled. He ran both hands between her legs to feel her cream mix with the falling water.


  Bella watched as a tremor went through Jason’s body as his slowly stood, staring at her with such intense eyes she couldn’t look away if she tried. He rose gracefully, his body tight with lust, his silver eyes watching her like a predator stalking his prey. To her surprise, she wasn’t frightened at all. Instead, seeing the lust gleam in Jason’s eyes made her hot all over. She felt excited that this gorgeous man in front of her wanted her, despite what he had found out about her, as was evident by the large erection pulsing against his belly.


  He stood there before her, looking like a pagan god, eyes hot sexual promise, golden skin shimmering with water drops over corded muscles. Her gaze drifted down over his broad shoulders to watch the muscles flex in his chest, making her ache to touch him. She grabbed the bottle of bodywash, poured some into her own hand, and reached out to rub her hands over his chest. He took her wrists in his hands gently, stopping her.


  “Bella, this was for you.”


  “Please, let me. Help me feel normal. Give this to me. I want to touch you. Please let me touch you,” Bella whispered back.


  God, when she said please like that, he could deny her nothing. Feeling like a selfish bastard, he let go, his arms falling to his sides as braced himself for the pleasurable torture of letting her explore his body with her small hands.


  Bella lathered his broad chest and shoulders and noticed a number of scars on Jason’s body. Some small, some much bigger than her own. His body was tense, his muscle rippling as he strained for control. She felt him strain under her hands and could feel his self-restraint as he held himself completely still for her to explore. She moved him, and he turned so the spray of water struck his chest as she continued her exploration over his back.


  She saw what looked like an old scar from a bullet on his lower right shoulder and leaned in to press her lips over it. Jason’s body shivered despite the steam as her lips pressed to the old wound. She continued to wash him and pressed small kisses over each of his scars that she saw on her way down his body. Oh God, he had so many battle scars that her heart hurt for him and what he had been through.


  This man, her warrior.


  Her hands moved down his body to rub over his tight ass, and she worked the lather up and down each leg. His thighs were heavy with thick muscle, and she clenched her own legs together as she remembered feeling the power in them as he had thrust himself deep between her legs. She stood shakily and turned him back to face her as she ran her hands slowly across the ridges of his tight abs, leaning back to take all of him in. His body was like a work of art, all hard angles.


  My warrior. Looking up as Jason chuckled, Bella flushed.


  “Did I just say that out loud?”


  “Aye, love, you did, but I liked it.”


  His laughter was quickly cut off and it turned into a growl as Bella took a hold of his aching shaft, stroking his length with her soap-covered hands. He closed his eyes in pleasure as she ran her thumb over the head and worked it back down underneath. Forgetting himself, he grabbed her neck to pull her closer and leaned down to kiss her with heated passion, thrusting his tongue deep into her mouth as she matched him with her own.


  “Are you?” Bella whispered shyly.


  “What?” Jason asked, having no idea what she was talking about. All the blood had rushed from his head down to his cock at her first touch. He forced his eyes open, hoping to God that he wouldn’t terrify her with the primal need he knew she would see.


  “Are you mine?”


  Jason’s nostrils flared with lust. “Aye, love, I am. I’m yours just as you are mine.”


  His hips jerked as she squeezed his cock between her hands. His cock was enormous, and her one hand could not close over him, so she used both hands and alternated them over and over again up and down his straining shaft. Before he could say anything, she dropped to her knees in front of him and licked the cream seeping out of the head of his cock.


  “Fuck!”


  He reached down, and with every ounce of willpower in him, he gripped her wet hair in his big hands to hold her away from his straining cock. Bella looked up at him with her beautiful amber eyes.


  “Please, please let me.”


  He hesitated for a moment, and her tongue snuck out to lick at the tip of his cock.


  He was lost.


  Bella moved her head closer to him, keeping her eyes on his as her tongue came out to lick at him again. He swore viciously. Slowly she took the head of his cock into her mouth and sucked him gently, watching him as he watched her. She swirled her tongue underneath the tip of the head and sucked the length of his cock into her waiting mouth. He was so big that she had trouble taking his cock, but she kept her hand at the base so the rest of his shaft wouldn’t feel neglected.


  “Easy, baby,” he cautioned, but she just kept going.


  She hummed in pleasure, and with no warning, she took him to her throat.


  He swore again. “Oh God. Yes, baby, don’t stop,” Jason gritted out.


  Shit, he was begging. He had never begged before, but it was so good. So damn good. Christ, he was a selfish bastard, but feeling her mouth on him made it impossible to think of anything else. She moaned as she slid him back and forth into the heat of her mouth. Jason felt her moan as it vibrated through his cock and up his spine.


  “Fuck, baby, pull away, pull back now. I’m gonna come.”


  She refused to pull away and held on with a firm grip. Bella moaned again, sucking him harder into the recesses of her mouth. With a harsh cry, he came, spurting his hot seed down Bella’s throat. She swallowed him down, exalting in the sweet salty taste of him, not letting go until she had sucked him dry and his tremors stopped.


  She sucked lightly on the head of his shaft and felt wickedly pleased when his big body shuddered. She let his flesh leave her mouth with a pop. He yanked her up into his arms, and he buried his face into the side of her neck, pulling her to him and just holding her as close as he could. Leaning down to capture her lips with his, a sigh of contentment escaped him as he kissed her again.


  “Thank you, love. That was wonderful. You are wonderful.” At his words, she gave him a stunning smile, and he could see the happiness sparkle in her eyes.


  After rinsing them again, Jason picked Bella up and carried her out of the shower and rubbed her down with one of her oversized towels. Each brush across her skin had her sighing with pleasure. No words were needed.


  She found him a new toothbrush, and he couldn’t stop touching her as they brushed their teeth. Once their bodies were dry and their hair relatively towel dried, Jason swung her up into his arms, making her giggle, and he carried her back to the bed. After placing her body on the bed, he turned off the light and quickly followed her down, wrapping his steel arm around her middle to pull her close to him, spooning her from behind.


  “Good night, love,” Jason said as he softly kissed her temple. Murmuring the same back, Bella closed her eyes. Tomorrow would be soon enough to worry about the aftermath of tonight and her brothers’ reactions to her new relationship.


  For now she was content. Snuggling into the warmth of Jason’s embrace, Bella let out a blissful sigh and quickly drifted off peacefully to sleep.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  “Perfect.”


  Bella surveyed the classroom with a sigh of contentment.


  Her first day of class had gone extremely well. She had woken this morning nervous for her first day of teaching to begin. Since Jason had left on Monday morning, she had reached out to the empty side of the bed next to her, hardly believing after such a short time just how much she missed him being there. He had spent the entire weekend with her, reluctantly leaving for an out-of-town meeting he had to attend. She hadn’t seen him since.


  Trying to shake off the melancholy that she had been feeling since he left, Bella looked over her classroom with a sense of pride. She had gotten through her first day of teaching without any problems. Although she only taught for one day so far, her Tuesday and Thursday class was packed full. It was an extended class, only open to the higher-level students, and her pupils were a delight.


  The students were excited, and she had gotten through the techniques without her hand slowing her down. It was only one day, but she felt a hope that she hadn’t felt in a long time. Her students had jumped into the assignments she presented to them, and Bella was filled with a new joy as she interacted with them. They had been eager to ask questions and seemed genuinely pleased with her teaching style. She had found it endearing that the students had given her celebrity status, and she tried to calm their nervousness as they worked together. Many had stayed after each class, wanting to speak to her, eager to listen to any advice she had to give.


  Her assistant Jenna was quick, efficient, and a joy to work with. Bella could tell Jenna was very nervous working with her, so she tried to put her at ease. Jenna had left a few minutes ago, rushing to complete paperwork for the class so Bella wouldn’t have to. Bella was grateful for that since she hated paperwork. Cheerfully waving her off, Jenna said she would meet her early on Thursday to prep for class.


  As Bella finished cleaning, thoughts of Jason invaded her mind once again. It had only been a few days since she had last seem him, but she missed him like crazy.


  It would have been perfect, all the time she had spent with him, except they hadn’t had any wild sex like that first night they had been together. Since Friday night when Jason had taken a stand with her, he made love to her slowly, sweetly, and her craving for him just grew with every hour. Once he was inside her, she begged him to go faster, but he wouldn’t. He brought her to climax over and over until she was sobbing in ecstasy before he let himself join her. But it wasn’t enough. She wanted him wild, crazy for her like the first time they had been together. She wanted him to stop treating her like she was made of glass.


  She knew he was trying to be gentle with her, trying to go slow, trying to care for her, but he kept denying her more as if afraid he would hurt her. Bella sighed. She had no reason to complain. Jason treated her like she was the most precious woman in the world. His rigid control held strong.


  Well, no longer.


  Bella needed sex.


  Wild, hot, out-of-control sex.


  The sexual frustration was killing her, now that she had gotten a tasty reminder of what she had been missing, and she wanted more.


  He simply had to be stopped.


  Dinner with her family over the weekend had been interesting. Bella’s parents were absolutely thrilled that Bella had a boyfriend, and they welcomed him with open arms. Bella laughed at the thought. Boyfriend was not an accurate word to describe Jason. He was all man.


  Her man.


  It was almost funny how uncomfortable Jason had seemed being accepted by her family. Obviously he had little to no experience with parents, but he fit right in with her brothers. He had all but joined forces with them once they had decided he was serious about her. Together they had practically decided she needed round-the-clock surveillance until Victor was caught, not even allowing her to drive anywhere on her own. As determined as she was, it was useless fighting four overgrown protective men.


  On a brighter note, it seemed Jason had wanted to spend as much time with her as possible. He became a reassuring presence in her apartment as she ran around preparing for her first week of class. He had dealt with her neurotic mood swings with ease. One minute she was so excited about her upcoming class she could barely sit still. Other moments had her clinging to him in fear, but never once did he hesitate to brave the storm of her emotions and just be there for her.


  Jason had kept busy checking the security on her apartment building, and he had even brought over his laptop over to do his own work so he could stay close. She could feel his mercury eyes following her every move as she moved around her kitchen, caressing over her skin, and although it should have made her nervous, she was comforted knowing he was there. She was inordinately pleased with his reaction when she made him taste her practice runs for the upcoming classes.


  They had a developed a comfortable companionship between them even though they had just met. Jason spoke very little, but strangely she felt as if they were meant to be together. It seemed like she had known him forever, and it felt so right that she had a difficult time trusting it.


  Bella sighed as she cleaned. God, she missed Jason terribly. At night he would make love to her gently and hold her close to him until they fell asleep. He held her in his strong arms, making her feel safe, cherished. Even in sleep he tried to protect her, surrounding her like a blanket with a leg thrown over hers and his thick muscular arms trapping her body in his embrace. It was as if his very presence held the nightmares back. While he was gone, she had slept in a shirt that he had left in her apartment just to feel closer to him in his absence.


  He had wanted to cancel his meeting, but she hadn’t let him. It had been their first real fight, but she hadn’t backed down. She couldn’t. It was just a few days, and she was adamant that their relationship would not interfere with his business. He had been plenty pissed at her, but she stood her ground, determined to create some normalcy. To an outsider it would have seemed hilarious, with her petite frame standing there with her hand on her hips while his huge frame stomped around her apartment, kicking her sofa in frustration. Little Bella had weathered the storm of his anger with ease, trying to hold back her smile as he finally conceded.


  Bella had been absolutely shocked when Jason had told her the truth about Mac Securities, IAD, and the work he did. She was even more shocked to know that Sal had been working for IAD overseas and that Tony and Danny had been working for them off and on over the last few years as contractors. She was worried about them doing such dangerous work, but he stressed that they mostly did behind-the-scenes work.


  In a way it didn’t surprise her.


  These men were warriors. It somehow seemed fitting that these rough men protected people from the evil hiding in the shadows. If they could combat terrorists, then they were more than capable of keeping her safe from a stalker.


  Even though he only told her the very basics, Bella was touched that Jason had trusted her with the knowledge of such a large secret. Since his IAD partner was on assignment, he had to go to the meeting. He wasn’t one to share his emotions or thoughts easily, but she knew Jason didn’t want to leave her on Monday morning. His gray eyes had been hard and unreadable, his body tense. He had only left when Sal had showed up to take over watch duty.


  And he had looked back.


  It was as if she had waited her whole life for someone to look back at her the way he had. As if it was physically hurting him to walk away from her.


  And she was no better. She wasn’t used to missing someone so much. She ached to talk to him, to hear his voice, to touch him. The last thing she wanted to do was become some needy woman, but she couldn’t help waiting for his calls. Jason had called her three times on Monday to check up on her and this morning to wish her luck for her first class. The man hadn’t said much, but she was still overjoyed to hear his voice.


  Sal had taken her to her meeting with Jenna at the school on Monday, watching over her like a hawk. He stayed with her, checking out the room where she would be teaching. Bella could tell he wasn’t happy, but after making a few phone calls, several silent men had showed up, placing security equipment around her room and at the exits for her protection. She had told Jenna the basics of what had happened to her, telling her that Mac Securities was now watching over her. Jenna had insisted that she didn’t mind the extra security and was equally as worried for Bella as everyone else.


  As the team put the security system in place, Jenna had watched wide eyed, Bella annoyed. No amount of arguing could persuade Sal that he was being paranoid or that it was overkill. Jenna had actually agreed with Sal, wanting to do whatever was necessary to keep Bella safe.


  Bella knew they were overreacting. Nothing had happened since that night in New York. Nothing. The only thing that could be a concern was the few hang-ups she had gotten at home the last few days. Wrong numbers. Everyone got them. She was unlisted and didn’t want everyone to overreact, so she didn’t say anything. They were already treating her like she was made of glass, and she hated it. It made her want to scream.


  She was trying to be patient with this extreme protection mode that the guys had fallen into, but it was getting difficult. Over the past few days either Sal, Tony, or Danny was with her every moment. Sal had even slept on the couch in the great room downstairs last night, not listening to her when she told him to go home.


  On top of that, Tony and Bella had a very long fight last evening when he had told her that he had been planning on working in the front of her classroom in case she needed him. Like a freaking guard dog.


  She didn’t need a babysitter, but now she had a whole battalion of them.


  Looking up at the entrance of the room, Bella let out a sigh as she watched Tony typing away on his computer. She had obviously lost that fight. Tony had been with her the entire day, extremely happy at the chance to taste everything that was being made, but watchful all the same. He continued working as Bella packed up the rest of her stuff. A noise had her turning around when the door opened.


  And there he was.


  Jason stood in the doorway. His eyes quickly surveyed the room then settled back on her face. She knew without a doubt those eyes never missed a thing. For a moment it was as if only the two of them existed. Her breath caught at the intensity of his expression as he looked at her. With a cry of joy, she ran and threw herself at him and he quickly opened his arms in welcome to embrace her. His face had lost its hard edge as surprised pleasure swamped him at her uninhibited show of affection. His arms closed tightly around her as he picked her slight body up against him to bury his face into her hair.


  God, he had missed her.


  “I’m so glad you’re back! I’ve missed you so much. Welcome home,” Bella whispered against his neck, and his arms tightened on her, holding her closer to him.


  Jason couldn’t help himself as his hand tunneled into her hair, positioning her so he could smash his lips against hers in a searing kiss. His tongue pushed past her lips into her sweet heat. His normally rock-steady body shook slightly as waves of emotions crashed over him.


  When he had opened the door to her classroom and saw her standing there, he had been overwhelmed with his need for her. He had simply stood there, drinking in the sight of her like a man dying of thirst.


  Irritation ate at him during his short trip to Paris. He didn’t want to be there, not without Bella. A meeting had taken place to test potential candidates for directorship of another IAD division, and Jason had been on the board to oversee the results. Meetings were always in different locations, highly secretive and as secure as they could manage. Although successful, the meetings had taken too damn long, putting Jason on edge. He gave his report, concluded his business with a client of Mac Securities as cover, and was back on his plane as soon as he could manage it. He had been damn anxious to get back to Chicago.


  Back to Bella.


  He had felt unnerved at his need to be with her, but all of his tension had melted away as soon as she had flung herself into his arms. As soon as he touched her, everything seemed to click into place.


  “Hello, darling.” He smiled down at her, pulling back.


  “Get your hands off my sister,” Tony grumbled from the side of the room, without heat, as he continued to type with his head bowed over his computer.


  Jason winked at Bella as he reluctantly let her go, placing her feet back on the ground, but couldn’t force himself to move away from her. She animatedly told him about her first day of teaching as she packed up her things. Even though his face remained impassive, his eyes were tender as he listened to her and watched her flutter around the room. Every once in a while she would reach out to touch him, and Jason found that he wanted that connection.


  Damn it, who was he kidding. He needed her affectionate gestures like he needed air. It would have taken a nuclear explosion to take his focus off of her.


  Tony packed up his stuff and waited for them at the door as they prepared to leave. Jason helped Bella into her jacket and ran his hands down her arms. She tried to insist on carrying her bag, but Jason simply looked at her, not saying a word until she relinquished it to him. His grunt of approval as she handed it over had her rolling her eyes.


  Men.


  They surrounded her, walking on either side of her as they left the building, making her roll her eyes again. The chilly September air had Bella zipping her jacket to ward off the chill, but neither man seemed bothered. Jason’s eyes were constantly moving, observing everything and everyone around them as they moved. It seemed to be as natural to him as breathing. As Bella continued to talk about her day excitedly, she heard him suck in a breath as they neared her car.


  Before she knew it, Jason had swept her up into his arms and was flat out sprinting toward his car parked a few yards away. He disengaged the lock on the run and was shoving her into the driver’s side front seat before she could catch her breath.


  She heard Tony let out a string of curses as he jumped into the back seat of Jason’s SUV. Jason pushed her over, and in the blink of an eye he had the car started and was peeling out of the parking lot before she could sit up. Shoving her head down again, Jason ordered her to stay with a tone that brooked no argument. He whipped out his cell phone and started barking instructions to whoever was at the other end in a sort of code that was difficult for her to understand.


  Scared and unsure what was going on, Bella risked looking up at him to see he was barely recognizable. The tender, caring Jason she knew was gone. He had shut down completely, and in his place was the warrior.


  Cold.


  Hard.


  Untouchable.


  Now she understood why people thought he was a machine.


  He drove with the confidence of a skilled race car driver, maneuvering in and out of Chicago traffic at a frightening speed. Tony let out a stream of impressive curses as he held on. As Bella huddled on the floor of the car, she wondered what could have possibly happened to have caused this reaction from Jason. She rested her head against her arm and closed her eyes, knowing that everything was okay as long as she was with him.


  He would keep her safe.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Jason pulled up to his rehabbed building once he made sure they hadn’t been followed and entered the key sequence into the car dash to pull into the first part of the garage. A red light flashed for a brief moment and they waited as he keyed in the second code. The second door opened and they pulled into the main garage. Bella obviously missed the red light last time she was here, probably because she had been so nervous. Or it could have been some new security measure she hadn’t seen before.


  Tony didn’t even blink at the hardware in the garage as they made their way through. She was bustled into the elevator, and they made it up into Jason’s apartment in an eerie silence with Jason all but surrounding her in the small space. The quiet was grating on her nerves and had her temper flaring.


  Once inside, Jason opened a hidden panel in the wall and pressed his palm on the screen. “MacBain, Supernova alpha zeta 6-6-1 lockdown.” He turned to Bella, eyes hard. “You aren’t going back there. You’re going to quit teaching.”


  “What?”


  He ignored her. Turning to Tony, he told him to call Sal to bring him in.


  She held up a hand. “Okay, listen. Stop right there. I’m not going to quit.”


  “Aye, you are.”


  “What are you talking about? What happened?”


  “Bloody hell, woman, you’re not safe there.”


  “What the hell is going on? I understand something just happened. I just let you throw me into your car and drive away like the devil was after us, and I want to know why.”


  “You let me?” Jason’s eyebrow rose. He turned away again, and she reached out to grab his arm. It pissed her off to deal with him while he was still in warrior mode, but it threw her fury into the stratosphere when he dismissed her.


  “Oh, you condescending son of a bitch, don’t you dare mock me. Tell me what happened or I’m leaving!”


  Jason spun around and held on to her shoulders tight. She struggled helplessly against his hold. Tony’s low voice was informing Sal about what had happened over the phone in the background.


  “I am resenting the hell out of this, Jason. If you won’t tell me what’s going on, I’m leaving. I won’t be handled. Don’t try and control me. I can think for myself! It’s my life, mine! I’m not quitting my job just because you tell me to! My teaching has nothing to do with you. I am not quitting! This is my life. Let me go!” Panic had her freaking out.


  “Nothing to do with me?” Jason whispered.


  Then he roared.


  Her words were like a dagger through his heart. He pulled her up right off her feet until she was face-to-face with him. “Bollocks! There was something on your car, waiting for you! What if it were a bomb? What if someone had been waiting to shoot you in the fucking head while you stood there? How do you think I would feel if you got shot right in front of me? I’m not about to let a bloody thing happen to you, you got me?”


  Jerking her so their noses almost touched, his voice lowered in icy fury. “Nothing to do with me? Everything about you has to do with me. You are mine. Your life means more to me than your bloody job!”


  The color had drained from her face. She had lost herself for a moment as pure terror spiked through her system, but then their eyes connected. This was Jason, the man she was falling in love with. She knew, knew that she could trust him. She felt safe, protected, as if nothing could touch her with Jason watching over her. What she saw in his beautiful stormy eyes was something that she never thought she would see.


  Fear.


  Her anger dissipated at once.


  “What was it? Tell me, tell me the truth.” Her voice was shaky.


  Damn. He hesitated a moment. “Roses. White roses.”


  Bella sucked in a breath, tried to speak, and couldn’t. She took a moment and then shook her head in disbelief.


  “I’m sorry. I must have heard you wrong. Did you say roses? Someone left me roses, and this is the way you react? What is wrong with you? Are you high?”


  Jason couldn’t help the narrowing of his eyes. “No one should be leaving you roses. No one should be leaving you anything.”


  Bella wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. Outrage made her want to shriek, but instead she sighed. She knew that there wasn’t going to be a winner in this argument.


  “We’ve got to talk about this. I needed to know what’s going on. You should have told me before going all soldier on me. Don’t just dismiss me…I needed to know.”


  Jason pulled her to him and let out a loud sigh of resignation, his body relaxing against her.


  “No, Bella, I’m sorry. I wasn’t dismissing you, sweetheart. It could have been a threat. It could have been something that could have hurt you. I reacted. I couldn’t bear it if you were hurt. I didn’t mean to upset you.” Understanding without her saying a word, he explained softly, “I know he took something away from you, but I’m not him. I’m not trying to control you. I just want to keep you safe.”


  He forced himself to explain. She deserved that much. “It felt like a threat, sweetheart. I haven’t…It’s been a long time since I’ve cared for anyone like this. Not since my family was killed when I was but a lad. I just don’t want anything to happen to you. ”


  Tony was standing there watching them somberly when a loud pounding on the door caught their attention. Jason checked and opened the door, and Sal burst in. Barely restrained violence hummed within him. Going straight to Bella, he yanked her into his arms and held her tight to him.


  When she started to choke for air, Jason growled at Sal to let her go. As Sal pulled back, Jason snatched her away from him into his own arms, making Bella feel like a rag doll.


  “The entire building’s on lockdown. What’s the goddamn sitrep?” Sal demanded.


  Oddly calm, Bella suggested they move into the living room before talking. When they all sat down, Jason retained his grip on Bella’s hand and pulled her down next to him on the couch. He cornered her with his large frame, making her acutely aware that she was sitting on the very couch that she had been bent over the last time she had been in his apartment. Thinking about how Jason had taken her made her body react with a pulsing desire that left her breathless. She stroked her hand over the armrest. Glancing up, she was captured by Jason’s piercing gaze, his nostrils flaring. She knew he was remembering their passionate encounter as well. She could feel the color creeping up her neck and knew without a doubt that her face was flush at the memory.


  Jason felt like an animal.


  How the hell could he be thinking about sex when Bella was in danger? Saying his suspicions out loud, he knew it sounded ludicrous. But he couldn’t explain his gut reaction. The roses had been a threat. He knew the feeling he got when something wasn’t right, and seeing the roses splayed out on her car had given him that tingle of intuition that had saved his life too many time for him to ignore.


  Fear had torn through him, and his one and only thought had been to get Bella to safety. Looking at her now sitting on the same couch where he had taken her, he had to admit that he had also been overcome with both possessive and protective instincts that had forced him to handle the situation with less tact then he should have.


  Damn it, she made him feel all of these unfamiliar emotions, and it was making him crazy. His cock had turned into a steel spike in his pants, but he forced the primal urges down, trying to stay detached as he always had during times of crisis. Bloody hell, it just wasn’t working.


  His large hand covered hers and she looked down at the contrast they made. Surrounded in security, Bella felt a strength she hadn’t felt in a long time, like everything was going to be okay.


  Sal demanded to know what was going on again, and Jason hesitantly turned from Bella to tell them what had happened.


  “Is this lockdown really necessary? I mean, we don’t even know who they were from,” Bella tried to point out.


  His phone rang, but he didn’t look away from Bella. Placing her hand gently on his wrist, Bella spoke softly. “I know you won’t let anything happen to me.” Approval flashed in his eyes before he brought the phone up to his ear.


  “Go.” Jason listened to whatever was being said to him. Bella started to get up, but Jason wouldn’t let her move.


  “I need a cigarette.”


  Jason reached into his back pocket and pulled out his case, handing her one. He lit it for her, and she inhaled deep, trying to calm her nerves. Jason reached out and lifted her hand, holding it up to his mouth, and took a drag.


  Bella looked over at Sal to see the lethal rage still simmering in his eyes. Tony had been way too quiet. She cleared her throat and tried to be reasonable.


  “It was just roses.”


  Sal’s eyes met hers, and they softened slightly. Bella rolled her eyes as Jason covered the phone to growl that the only man she should be getting roses from was him. She grumbled that he had never gotten her flowers as she made a move to get up, but Jason’s hand on her arm tightened. She looked at him, frowning to get her point across, and after a moment he released her. She got up and walked over to sit between Tony and Sal. Instantly they both hugged her close, smothering her. Unknowing what else to do, she laughed.


  “I love you, guys, but I feel like the insides of meatball sandwich.”


  Just like that Bella could feel some of the tension drain from their bodies. Sal took the smoke from her hand and took a deep drag. “Shit, these things are disgusting.” He inhaled before putting it out in an ashtray on the table. Tony picked up her right hand and stroked his thumb over the scar there, and Sal kissed her forehead. She watched as Jason hung up the phone. His jaw was clenched. His mercurial eyes were no longer warm, and they were icy with lethal intent.


  “Finn said there was a card.”


  Oh, this was going to be bad. Bella could tell that he didn’t want to tell her, but she pushed anyway. She couldn’t hide from this. It was happening to her, and she needed to know. “What did it say?”


  Silence.


  Bella asked again, her frustration showing.


  “These should be on your grave.”


  Sal and Tony both let out a vicious string of impressive curses.


  “Oh.” The blood drained from her face. Bella’s eyes closed to try and think beyond the fear that was clawing its way to the surface. It was him. Victor. Oh God, Victor Dane had come after her.


  “Bella.”


  Jason crouched down in front of her, his hands gently framing her face. He waited in silence until she opened her eyes. Her brothers were comically looking away at the walls, trying to give them some semblance of privacy. Jason’s low voice was serious yet filled with tenderness as he spoke. “I will not let anything happen to you. You understand that right? You need to trust me. This is what I do, and now you need to let me take care of you. Nothing will happen to you.”


  She slowly nodded and was afraid to blink and lose track of Jason for one second, as if by simply looking at him his words would come true.


  Speaking precisely and in a low, clear voice, Jason held her gaze. “Baby, listen to me. Nothing, I mean nothing is going to happen to you. I’m going to keep you safe, I promise you.”


  Bella nodded again, trying to keep the panic from settling in. She tried to speak, but nothing would come out. She cleared her throat then tried again. “So he found me. Won’t that make it easier to catch him?”


  Jason’s eyes flashed with feral satisfaction as he told her yes.


  “Oh yeah, hon, we will definitely find this fucker,” Tony swore. Sal grunted in agreement.


  Jason continued speaking directly to Bella, his voice calm and gentle. “There was a newspaper clipping in the card. It was a picture of you and Liz at the benefit last week. That’s how he found you. But forget that because I won’t let him touch you. Now that we know he is here, I will find him.”


  “We. We will find him,” Tony stressed, his voice tight with anger.


  Jason continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Until he’s caught, we treat everything as a potential threat. That means you have to listen to me. You have to trust me to make the necessary measures to ensure your safety. You understand that, don’t you, sweetheart?”


  Bella swallowed then nodded her head again. Jason gently wiped the tear that Bella didn’t feel running down her cheek with his thumb. He leaned forward and brushed his lips softly across hers. She heard her brothers grumbling beside her and was surprised that she had the urge to laugh. How she could find anything funny when someone was out there trying to kill her was beyond her understanding. Nothing made sense anymore.


  Jason pulled back. “Finn is going to watch Liz for the time being.” Looking over at Sal, he promised. “I sent Adrian and Rock over to your parents’ place. They’ll watch over them at the house. They’ll be safe. I’m calling in a team.”


  Sal nodded in agreement. A thousand different thoughts bombarded her head while Bella fought to keep calm.


  Wait, what did he say? “A team? A team for what?”


  The men continued to plan as if they hadn’t heard her. Good God, did he mean more agents? How could Jason possibly call in a team to handle something like this when there were other more important matters for them to handle? She should say something…but nothing came to mind.


  Her brothers and Jason were speaking in terms she couldn’t understand. The men were speaking rapidly about protocol and security measures so fast she couldn’t keep up. She gave up and focused her attention on the man squatting in front of her. Jason’s neck was corded as he clenched his jaw with anger. Every muscle in his body was tight, but his hand remained gentle on hers. This man would protect her. But who would protect her from falling completely in love with him?


  Jason broke off from the conversation he was having with her brothers, turning his full attention back to her. The impact of his gaze hit her full force, comforting her. His fingertips brushed down her cheek as soft as butterfly wings. “You are the most important thing in my life now, Bella. I will do whatever it takes to make you safe. No one will take you from me,” he said softly before he stood to pick his phone up from the table to make another call.


  Oh, wow, Bella could feel her insides melt. She wasn’t falling. No, she loved this man. How had this happened so fast? Oh, hell. Her mind raced with panic as all thoughts of the threat against her life were pushed aside by the tumultuous feelings reeling inside her. She could feel the color drain from her face, leaving her shaking.


  “Bells? Are you okay?” Tony gripped her shoulders.


  “Fine, I’m fine.” Oh God, oh God. She didn’t know how to handle all of the emotions she was feeling, but she’d be dammed if she would discuss it while her brothers were there. She slapped Tony’s hands away from her. “I said I’m fine.”


  Jason didn’t look convinced as he pulled her up from between her brothers and cradled her next to him back on the couch. “Baby, I know you’re scared, but I swear I won’t let anything happen to you.”


  No, he would do everything in his power to keep her safe. A primal urge to protect her nearly rocked him on his heels, and he knew without a doubt in that moment that he would kill anyone who tried to take her from him.


  She gifted him with a brilliant smile. “I know.”


  “Bells, I’ll run home and grab some of your stuff for you. You’re staying here, right?” Tony asked as he stood up.


  “Yes, she stays here,” Jason confirmed in a tone that dared them to argue with him.


  Tony shrugged. “I’ll call you on the cell and you can tell me what you need once I’m there. I’ll also tell Danny to come by tomorrow for the meeting.”


  Sal looked uneasy. “I think you should let us handle this. There are things—”


  “You think I don’t know what team he means? Christ, Sal, who do you think is called in when you need to hack into something no one else can?” Tony snickered.


  Shock filled Sal’s face before he laughed. “Shit, I should’ve known.”


  Suddenly both of their heads swiveled to look at Bella, faces going blank.


  Leaning back, Bella smiled smugly. “If you guys are talking about IAD, I’m already well aware that all my jerk-wad brothers are involved in international espionage, thank you very much.” Their jaws dropped, and they both went pale as they looked at Jason in disbelief. Having fun, Bella arched an eyebrow. “Thought you were the only ones who could keep a secret?”


  They were left sputtering.


  Jason took pity on them, a smile just for her softening his face. “Darling, you almost gave them both heart attacks. I told her about everything.”


  Sal scowled at her, rubbing a hand over his chest like his heart hurt. “Christ, Bella, I was imagining you jumping out of planes or something. Shit, don’t scare me like that.”


  Tony at least had the sense to find the amusement of the situation and winked.


  Sal started out of the room then paused. “Wait a sec, you said all of us.”


  Tony chuckled and threw his arm around Sal’s shoulder. “Danny helps out occasionally. No one’s better at getting info from people in this city than that sneaky son of a bitch. The bar is the perfect place to learn information. Plus that boy knows just about everyone in the city.”


  “Damn, it’s always the nice ones.” Sal scrubbed his hands over his face. “All this time I thought I was protecting you guys. Bastards.”


  After giving him a loud smacking kiss on the cheek, Tony walked away.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Bella was tired.


  It had been a long day. A long day full of new, insightful experiences. It wasn’t every day that she got an inside view of a clandestine agency, complete with a tour and briefing. Her hair piled high on the top of her head, she lay back. Now, soaking in the hot tub, her muscles relaxed for the first time in what seemed like days.


  Last night Jason had surprised her with moving her stuff into the apartment, filling his gray space with her colors. After her comment about his lack of courtship, Jason had painstakingly filled each room with a variety of flowers, hoping to erase the memory of Victor Dane’s macabre gift. The sweet scent of the blooms filled Bella with a quiet joy that Jason would go to such lengths to make her happy.


  Now it felt like home, their home.


  This morning Jason had taken them all down to the subterranean levels, and they had met with the team of IAD members that he had put together in one of the conference rooms. She knew that there were teams of IAD agents all over the world, but from what she heard Jason’s agents were known as being some of the best.


  Meeting the agents of IAD had been interesting to say the least.


  As they had walked through the command center where people were working, Bella had been awestruck. These dedicated individuals were working to protect the world, and no one even knew of their efforts. She had been absolutely amazed at the high-tech equipment she saw. It had felt like walking into another universe or like she had walked right into a movie. They told her there were numerous agents out on assignments, and Bella realized she had no clue how big this division of IAD really was. She couldn’t help being a little pissed that Tony and Danny had been there before, but she couldn’t blame them. If they hadn’t know about IAD, she wouldn’t have told them either.


  She understood. Secrecy was vital.


  The meeting had been fascinating. After a long and arduous fight over the phone, the brothers had convinced their parents to take an extended vacation to Jason’s villa on the Amalfi coast in Italy. Telling them that it would be easier to keep Bella safe if they were hidden away was true. It also put everyone’s minds at ease to know they were out of harm’s way, and knowing Jason, he had agents making sure they stayed that way. Bella was grateful at the generosity Jason had showed her parents, but when she said so he gave her an impatient look that made her wish she had kept her mouth shut.


  The team Jason had called in didn’t hesitate to take on this assignment. Jason sat next to Bella and held her small hand firmly in his, lending her his strength. Sal, Tony, and Danny all wore the same stoic expressions. They surrounded her like her own personal army.


  She had met Marco Sladerman, or Slade, a big, scary son of a bitch who moved like smoke with the devil’s own good looks. He had a scar slashed across the right side of his face, making him look dark and dangerous. Bella was intimidated by the sheer size of him at first, but he had gently taken her hand in his and had told her with certainty that they would keep her safe. Looking into his startling light blue eyes that looked almost unreal, she couldn’t help but believe him.


  The next man, Lucian Steele, was a tall handsome man with black hair and black-obsidian eyes who looked like he belonged on the cover of GQ. His dark eyes sparkled with mirth when he leaned down and kissed Bella’s hand, and Jason harshly ordered him away from her.


  Two men named Rock and Adrian were on guard duty with her parents until they were safely stashed away in Italy. They were escorting her parents across the ocean, so she would have to wait to meet them, but she could hear their deep voices over the conference link. Finn was also missing since he was busy protecting Liz, but he was also on the call from wherever he was. She had already met Finn, and she felt better knowing that he was guarding her friend. With his easygoing nature and the amusement flashing in his eyes, he was fun to be around, but she knew when the time was right, he could be deadly.


  The only woman on the team had come in last. When she sauntered in, Bella was surprised to see her. She found herself wrapped in a tight hug and felt so lucky to have her friend by her side. Bella’s half-Japanese, half-Italian friend Tara Toshi was an exotically beautiful woman. Tara’s dark brown eyes held secrets as old as time. She had naturally tanned skin, a body that made men beg, and a kick-ass attitude with the skills to back it up. Bella didn’t know Tara was part of IAD, but she wasn’t surprised. Somehow it fit her. She wore confidence and strength like second skin. They had been friends growing up, and Tara had only recently moved back into the city. Tara’s thoughtful brown eyes held concern for Bella while she had listened to the briefing.


  There had been no fingerprints on the card, but they knew it was Victor Dane. There was nothing to go on from the clipping, but the lack of evidence did not stop the group from making plans. Bella tried to insist that having a full team of anti-terrorist agents was overkill for one psycho stalker, but no one listened.


  A man matching Victor’s description had been seen on one of the security cameras they had placed at the entrance of the cooking school. He had cut his hair, but Bella would have known him anywhere. They didn’t have a clear view of the parking lot, but that had already been taken care of last night. If he was stupid enough to come there again, they would have him.


  When the discussion had ended, Bella barely had enough energy to thank everyone, and with bleak eyes she asked if she could go rest. The night before her palm print had been entered into the system to allow her access to the private elevators and his apartment, but Jason still escorted her upstairs.


  Her parents had been sent away, and Liz would have a guard with her at the gallery every day until this was over, with the understanding that they didn’t interfere with her work. Everyone close to Bella was to be protected until Victor was caught. The problem was that everyone there had a part to play, some important role except her.


  She was just the victim.


  Bella felt guilty. Guilty that the lives of the people she loved were disrupted. Guilty that these people had to risk their own lives to stop someone from taking hers. Guilty that all these people were taking the time to protect her when they had other important matters that they should be handling. Bella closed her eyes and let out a sigh as she realized that she was letting self-pity take over. It was just so difficult to think of someone out there who hated her so much that he wanted her dead.


  Jason stood there looking down at Bella as she soaked in his bathtub. His gut twisted in knots at the sight of the dark circles under her eyes. Last night she didn’t sleep well. She hadn’t wanted to go to sleep, and she hadn’t wanted to eat. Jason had forced her, making some soup and spoon-feeding it to her. She hadn’t wanted to talk about it. Instead she had asked him questions about his childhood. Although some of the memories were still painful, he had told her about his family then expanded, telling her funny stories about his time in school and about his life as a soldier. He had talked more than he had in years, but he had been afraid to stop.


  Hell, he found himself stripping his memory for funny stories just to hear her laugh. Exhaustion had finally taken over as they had watched the dawn break. He had held her in his arms, secure while they sat watching the night fade as the morning light turned the sky a pale gray.


  He silently cursed, wishing he could spare her the pain and anguish she was feeling. He had felt the rage rush through him like a tidal wave when he had accessed the police file of the attack shortly after he had first found out. The team had only been told the basic details of what had happened, but he felt the slice of pain when Bella flinched through the telling. They had access to the police file as well, but he had asked them in private not to discuss what they had read in front of Bella. He knew she wanted to know everything that was going on, but if he could save her some pain, then he would do everything in his power to do whatever it took.


  He had done his research well. He had pried into her past, wanting to know everything he could about her life.


  Maybe it was an invasion of privacy, but he didn’t care.


  He would tell her later what he had done. He simply wanted to know everything he could about Bella. Every piece of information he could arm himself with would help him protect her now.


  At least that was what he kept telling himself. Deep down he knew the truth. He just wanted to know everything about her.


  He had some restructuring to do. Brett was due back any day, and Jason had already distributed most of the pressing IAD work to available agents. Mac Securities clients would have to be notified of any possible delays, but everything seemed to be covered for the time being.


  He was pushing everything nonessential aside. Unless the world was in jeopardy of being destroyed, he wouldn’t rest until he had Victor Dane’s blood on his hands. Nothing else mattered except castrating and killing the bastard who had hurt Bella.


  Jason couldn’t help the satisfaction that filled him knowing that Bella was where she belonged. In his life. In his apartment.


  In his bed.


  The last few days had been hard on her, and she looked so small and alone in his large tub. Well, she wasn’t alone anymore. He silently padded over to sit on the side of the tub and watched as bleak whisky-colored eyes opened to meet his.


  “I’m not going to quit teaching. I can’t stop living my life. I don’t want him to win.”


  His eyes were guarded, expression blank giving nothing away. He wanted to argue. No, he wanted to order her to stay home locked up tight where he could wrap her in his protection night and day.


  But he knew he couldn’t do that. She would never agree.


  Jason sighed. He knew she wasn’t going to give in, and he couldn’t blame her. “Darling, I know. We’ll find some way to keep you safe at the school, and I promise you, he won’t ever touch you again.”


  Her eyes filled. “I don’t mean to be difficult. After all you’ve done…I’m sorry…so sorry.”


  Completely baffled, Jason turned off the jets and reached out to her, lifting her easily into his arms and pulling her onto his lap as if she weighed no more than a feather. Her tears sent him into a slight panic. “What’s this? What do you mean, love?”


  “I told myself not to cry. I hate crying. All this trouble, all for me. I’m sorry. Everyone’s life disrupted.” She hiccupped. “I hate that everyone has to do all this because of me. I don’t deserve you. I’m a freaking mess! How can you stand me? I can’t even stand myself half the time. I feel so weak. I hate that everyone has to take care of me. I’m getting you all wet,” Bella wailed, unable to control her sobs now that the dam had broken.


  Jason cupped her face in his hands. “Shh, sweetheart. Oh, love, you aren’t. We’ll get through this you’ll see. Having you, Bella, having you in my life is a blessing. Darling, you aren’t weak. You are one of the strongest women I know. How you’ve survived everything you’ve been through. I can’t even begin to understand what you’ve gone through. I’ve worked with men wounded in combat that haven’t handled it with the grace and strength you have. Weak? Hell no, baby, you’re a survivor. But no one can do everything alone, lass. No one expects you to be able to handle all this by yourself. Let me take care of you, let me help you. I don’t want to control you, I just need to protect you. I do this for a living. Let me do this for you. I’ll do anything to keep you safe because I want you with me. I need you with me. Don’t cry, love.”


  Jason carried her to the bedroom and laid her down on the large bed. He quickly stripped off his wet clothes and climbed in next to her, pulling her into his arms and settling the covers over them both. He loved how she melted into him, giving him her complete trust. Her tears bathed his chest and broke a heart he didn’t know he still had. He pulled the cover over them both, holding her as the tears poured out of her.


  He held her close as her sobs receded.


  He held her close as her eyes drifted shut and her breathing evened in sleep.


  He held her close because he couldn’t bear to let go.


  


  * * * *


  


  The nightmare gripped Bella around the throat, and she struggled to surface as memories assailed her in the darkness. She screamed. The memory of pain so close she could still taste the blood. Drenched with sweat, she screamed again, her throat raw with fear, eyes blind. Twisting and bucking she cried out as she fought the shaking hands that gripped her firmly. She could hear Jason’s voice and fought to find him in the void of her terror.


  Her screams stopped, turning into whimpers. Shudders wracked her body as she clawed her way from the dream back into reality. Bella’s breath came out in sharp gasps as she battled to force air into her lungs. She shoved the nightmare back, held onto the sound of his voice.


  Jason.


  She could smell him, the spicy, sexy scent of him, close. Offering safety. Gripping the body that held her close, she clung to him and buried her face into his neck, just breathing him in.


  Son of a bitch.


  Nothing could ever compare to the sheer terror Jason had felt when he had snapped awake to the sound of Bella’s screams. Reacting instantly, he wound his arms around her flailing body and held tight. The devastating pain he heard being ripped from her was utterly petrifying. Never had he flinched in battle, always a cool steady hand in every combat situation he had been in. None of that shit mattered right now.


  Jason was terrified.


  Right now Jason was shaking like a leaf in the wind, and he was chilled to the bone. Her pain, her anguish had become his own. The glimpse into her nightmares had destroyed him. Soothing words spilled from his lips. Unknowing what he said, as long as they gave her comfort.


  For fuck’s sake, get it together, man.


  It was still night. In the darkness, Jason pulled her chilled body against him. Wrapping himself around her, he ran his hands down her back, trying to will her pain away. Bella burrowed into him.


  “I’m okay…I’m okay…” she repeated over and over. She was fighting the tears, determined to regain control. Minutes faded as she finally calmed. Deep embarrassment swamped her.


  Whispering “I’m sorry,” she tried to pull back, putting a hand on his chest to push away. Muscles flexed beneath her hand, and she found herself trapped underneath the large body of a very pissed off male.


  In the moonlight, she could see his face, fierce and savagely beautiful. “Never, never apologize to me for having a nightmare,” Jason snapped in a cold, commanding voice.


  “Umm—”


  “I’m not finished.” His voice was as sharp as a knife. “I’ve things to say, and I will bloody well say them now. Never apologize for what that animal did to you. Let me be here for you, damn it. Don’t hide it from me. I will not accept you pulling away from me after that.”


  He could hear the words that were spilling from his mouth, but he couldn’t seem to stop. Jesus, was he crazy?


  He gulped in a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to calm his own frantic heartbeat. “Christ, I’m sorry. I’m being an ass again. I dinna mean to snap at you. I don’t deal well with being…scared. Just let me hold you, love. I need to hold you. Please just let me be here for you.”


  Bella wound her arms around him as he rolled over to his side, pulling her into his secure embrace. His body was rock solid, pure muscle wasn’t that comfortable to lay on, but the immense warmth of his body helped chase the last of the chill out of her body. His leg trapped hers, and he curled up as if he were trying to shelter her with his very being. Her head rested over his heart, listening to the strong powerful beat calmed her more than anything she had ever known. One of his hands came up to stroke her hair, and the other remained wrapped around her middle like steel, holding her to him.


  “Bloody hell that was a bad one, wasn’t it?” He could feel her nod.


  Jason held her tight to him, wanting to absorb her into his own body where he could keep her safe. “Don’t ever hide from me, okay? We can get through this together. You just have to let me help you. I handled this badly, but just know I want to be here for you. Love, I need you to let me.”


  Bella turned and pressed a kiss directly over his heart. He in turn kissed the top of her head and pulled her closer. The heat of his body seeped in and melted the bitter cold she always felt when coming out of the nightmare. His protective embrace comforted her just like the reassurance given with his words. Time passed as she counted the beats of the strong heart beneath her head.


  “Do you hear that?” His voice was soft, a deep rumbling of sound that touched her very soul.


  She kissed his chest again. “What, your heart?”


  “It beats for you now.”


  Touched beyond belief, she felt hot tears slowly trickle out of her eyes to slide down to his chest. Her throat closed up, but she forced herself to give him the only thing back she could think of. “I heard you calling me,” she said softly. “You pulled me back, out of the nightmare. I just had to find you. I heard you, and I knew you would keep me safe. You…you make me feel safe.”


  Jason felt his own eyes mist and closed them in defense. Jesus, what was wrong with him? Fuck, he loved her. Those words, so simple, so bravely spoken had torn down the last of his defenses. Bella’s eyes fluttered closed again, words slurring with exhaustion as she burrowed into his heat. “I need you. I hate needing you so much. Hold me until I sleep? Don’t let go, okay?”


  “Never,” he vowed, pressing a kiss on the top of her precious head. “I’ll never let go.” He held her, safe in his arms. He lay there listening until the sound of her breathing evened out and her body relaxed in slumber.


  As he did every night, he waited for her to slide into sleep safely before he let himself follow, hoping that the nightmares would leave them both in peace.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Bella’s eyes opened slowly as early morning light filtered into the room to her body burning with heated desire at the feel of Jason’s hard body against her back.


  She shifted slightly and sighed with contentment at the feeling of Jason’s arms tightening around her, holding her to him. Sometime in the night she had shifted onto her side with her back to him, but he had followed, his arms surrounding her with his body curved over her, protecting her even in sleep.


  The nightmares had stayed away. Anytime they tried to drag her under, Jason had easily put her at ease, murmuring softly to her the moment she had stirred. During the night, if Bella’s body had tensed, panic had faded as she heard Jason’s soothing voice in her ear, calming her.


  For a brief, selfish moment Bella wished everything in her life was normal. That when she woke, she could go out without a guard, that there was no crazed stalker out there wanting to kill her. Unfortunately that was her reality. Being watched all the time made her feel like she was living in a fishbowl, but if that was what she needed to do for Jason and her family, then she would endure it.


  Jason had explained what had happened to his family, and her heart broke for him. She couldn’t imagine what she would do without her family. It helped her understand why he had emotionally closed himself off. But she knew he cared for her. With every touch, every look she could see it, feel it. Every day she felt the barriers around his heart breaking, letting her in more and more. He treated her like the most precious thing to him. She knew that he just wanted to protect her, but Bella was determined on living her life.


  Now, in the early morning light, things felt normal. She felt…happy. She was where she belonged, with the man who owned her heart.


  One of his large hands cupped her breast as his fingers played over her pointed nipple. Each stroke caused heat to shoot between her legs, and she felt herself pool with cream, her body preparing itself for him, only him.


  “Bella…” Jason’s soft whisper caressed her ear. Bella could feel his steel-hard erection on the crease of her ass, and she pushed back, delighted to hear his low groan of desire. His hand cupped her breast as he nuzzled his face into the side of her neck, sliding his other hand lower to play with the soft damp curls at her entrance. Her stomach clenched as need ate at her. Dazed with passion, Bella pushed back against him, wanting to be as close to Jason as possible.


  “Are you awake, love?”


  In response, she sighed in agreement and opened herself to him. Lifting her leg, she hooked it around his muscular thigh, rubbing her foot up and down his calf in sensuous strokes. In one fluid motion, Jason pushed his huge cock into her tight wet, sheath from behind and she let out a low moan at the exquisite pleasure.


  Bella was tight, so tight she fit him like a glove. Feeling her pussy grip down on his cock almost made him spill himself inside her, but he needed this to last. Holding himself still, he waited until he felt her body relax around him. No matter how many times they made love, Jason was always careful to go slow at the start. To feel out what her body told him. Every muscle in his body tightened as he held himself under control, careful not to hurt her.


  “Touch me. Don’t stop touching me,” Bella pleaded.


  “God, I am, love. I won’t stop. I can’t.”


  He slowly pulled out of her tight pussy and then pushed back in, starting a slow sensuous ride while he placed soft kisses on her shoulder, making her moan. One big hand caressing her breast while the other stroked over her abdomen, holding her back against his hard chest. Whimpering in frustration, Bella tried to speed up the pace as Jason’s long thick cock continued to glide inside her wet warmth slowly.


  “Easy, love. I’m too big. You have to relax more.” He turned her head to nip at her lush lower lip, and she jerked his head down to capture his mouth with hers.


  Relaxing the muscles of her pussy over his cock, she tried to throw her hips back at him as forcefully as she could.


  He hissed at the pressure and gripped her hip hard with his hand, trying to stop her. “Bloody hell, Bella, baby, we have to go slow—”


  “No, not slow. Hard. I want to come. I’m so close, please, please.”


  Jason’s hand went down to play across her clit, wanting her to come so he could stop worrying about hurting her. His body tight with need, he forced himself to continue his slow pace when everything inside him demanded that he fuck himself into her. He wanted to pound himself deep, so deep she would never get him out. He lightly pinched the small nub as he continued to push his cock slowly into her until he was wedged up to her cervix.


  “Come then. Come for me, love. Let me feel you go over for me,” his deep voice rumbled.


  She tried to fight it, but he was relentlessly playing her body like an instrument. His fingers continued to rub her clit, making her gasp. She tried once again to speed up the rhythm, causing Jason’s breath to hiss out in pleasure and frustration.


  “Come, Bella. Don’t fight it, just let go. Dammit come for me. Come now.” Jason’s deep voice was tight with lust and was enough to spark Bella’s body into overdrive.


  Her body burst.


  Bella let out a keening cry as fire swept through her and flames of pleasure licked through her entire body. She came and exploded with passion, but still it wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted, no, needed to feel him let go. She needed him to be with her, all the way.


  Jason could feel the muscles of her tight pussy clench down on his cock, her shudders increasing the pressure until he swore his cock was being strangled in her tight sheath. He pushed his throbbing shaft deep as he rode out her orgasm, using small jabs and keeping pressure on her clit to heighten her pleasure.


  He pulled out until only the head of his cock was lodged inside her and forged his was back inside her to the hilt, testing her readiness now. He could fuck her now, pump his hard cock inside her slick pussy in a hard pounding like he needed to now, but he forced himself to stop. That wasn’t what she needed, especially after last night’s nightmare.


  She was slick with her own cream now, her body dripping with her desire, and his cock continued to slide inside her welcoming heat with a slow steady rhythm. His hand reached down and gripped her leg to hold her open for him. He slid his other hand over her breast, again pinching and rolling her nipple between his fingers as he struggled not to spill himself yet.


  Bella turned her head and her mouth sought his. She nipped and sucked at his tongue, driving him mad with pleasure. Bella felt the yearning growing again, building deep inside her, sharp and urgent. The feel of him inside her made her burn with passion, the need to feel him with her, more, always. Desire sparked and heated, turning the need into something she would die for.


  She wanted more.


  She wanted everything.


  Bella set his body on fire, and the flames of need grew into a firestorm that threatened his control. The tip of his cock wept his arousal, throbbing with the urgent need to fuck into her welcoming body hard and fast. His body screamed for release, but still he held back.


  “Bella, easy, love—”


  Temper had Bella snapping, “I need you, Jason. Stop treating me like I’m made of glass. I need you. Hard. Now. Please fuck me.”


  Jason stopped with his cock embedded deep within her. When he failed to move, Bella struggled, trying to get him to release her but unable to loosen his hold. “Bella. I don’t want to hurt you. Just let me love you.”


  She let out a shriek of frustration. “Why can’t you see that you don’t have to treat me like I’m going to break? Dammit, I don’t need your protection when we’re in bed. Either treat me like a woman or let me go.”


  Already on edge, anger collided with raw desire in his system and had him growling. “Let you go? Never, baby, do you fucking hear me? Never. You want me to treat you like a woman? You are my woman.”


  “Then prove it,” Bella snapped back.


  Jason simply felt his tight control break. It was as if the imaginary shackles he had placed on himself had simply dissolved, leaving the wild beast free. He rolled her over onto her stomach, placing his muscled thighs between hers. He used his legs to spread her wide to accommodate his large body. The need burned white hot and demanded to be sated. He brought her hips up and back without dislodging his cock from inside her, and with a ragged breath he gritted out, “Jesus, love, hold on. Fuck, just hold on.”


  Jason pulled out and rammed his rock-hard shaft back into her tight pussy, grinding his hips, testing her readiness to ensure he wouldn’t hurt her before he pulled back and finally, finally let go. Hips pistoning, he pounded his length over and over again, plunging her depths like a conquering warrior.


  Bella let out a surprised, strangled scream as another sharp climax blew through her like a blowtorch. She braced her hands on the headboard in front of her to keep her body from moving as Jason used the full power of his body to continue to drive into her.


  Bella chanted Jason’s name over and over. Her muscles tightened and released as she rode the crest of her explosion. The slight bite of pain of his enormous cock pushing into her tight pussy made her edgy, filling her with a desire for more. Pleasure and pain blended so seamlessly that they culminated in a fire so hot she was burning alive.


  “So good, Jason, you feel so good. Please don’t stop.”


  A primitive need to claim her pounded in his bloodstream, demanding he take her, leaving him unable to do anything but give over to the overwhelming need. Jason drove every inch of his hard cock into her, hips slamming over and over, a continuous pounding that matched the frantic rhythm of his heartbeat.


  Their skin glistened with sweat, and Jason watched her pale skin shimmer in the early morning light as he tightened his grip on her hips, forcing her to take all of his invading cock over and over again.


  “Come again,” Jason finally managed to get out, growling in pleasure so acute it bordered on insanity. “Come on me, baby. Let me feel you. Come again, Bella.”


  Bella’s body shuddered, and she gripped the headboard so hard her knuckles were white with the strain. “Oh God, it’s too much.”


  Jason continued to jerk her body back onto his cock as his hips pistoned forward fast and furious.


  “It’s not too much. Never too much. Take it, baby. Come again. I’m gonna come. Come with me. Bella, come with me.” It was a plea and command in one.


  Bella’s vision blurred as she gave herself over, eyes going blind, her whole body shook as absolute pleasure claimed her, making her scream. “I love you, Jason. Oh God, I love you. I love you!”


  Jason’s grip tightened on her hips, holding her impaled on his shaft as her body bucked and shuddered against his, and he roared as the greatest pleasure he had ever known consumed him. Slamming forward to drive his cock up as far as it would go, he ground his hips and emptied himself inside her, spurting streams of fiery semen over and over into her womb.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Bella’s body hung limply in Jason’s grasp, her head hitting the mattress. Jason rolled to his side, taking her with him, their slick bodies hitting the bed with a thud. Both of them struggled for breath, hearts beating wildly.


  They lay there, covered in sweat like participants of battle, tired and beaten, and yet Jason had never felt better. In that moment it was as if everything in his life had simply clicked into place and became utterly perfect. It was like being one with her, and he couldn’t bring himself to leave the haven of Bella’s body. He lay there, his large body spooning her, still buried deep inside Bella, almost in the same position where they had begun.


  Hearts slowed, breath came easier.


  They hadn’t used a condom. For the first time they had been together they hadn’t used any protection, and Jason couldn’t force himself to give a damn. He had made love to his woman. Never before had he fucked a woman without protection before.


  Christ, nowadays you have to all but boil and disinfect someone in order to fuck them without a rubber.


  Until Bella.


  Nothing could have prepared Jason for the feeling of being flesh to flesh with her. He felt a primitive satisfaction that surprised the hell out of him. When she had challenged him, demanding that he fuck her or let her go, he had felt something inside of him snap.


  Hell no, letting her go was not an option.


  He had been so careful with her, wanting to show her his softer side, prove to her that he could love her gently, tenderly like she deserved, but she had challenged the beast within him and had taken everything he had to give and more. Damn it, he felt like beating a fist against his chest, letting out a war cry, and doing it all over again. Maybe it was better because he loved her, but the feeling was indescribable.


  Christ, he loved her. Body, heart, and soul. She had become his world. And she had said she loved him, too. Not wanting to leave her body, he had to force himself to slowly pull out of her heat and roll her onto her back so he could see her face. He wanted, no, he needed to see the truth in her eyes.


  As Jason leaned over her, gray eyes searching, he seemed wary with an uncertainty she had never seen before. There before her was hope, apprehension and a longing that took her breath away.


  “Did you mean it?” Jason’s low rumble was so soft she barely heard it.


  She knew what he meant. She knew she had screamed out her love for him when she came, unable to contain the words inside her as they came together in passion. Her own eyes filled with tears as she met silver swirling with emotion. Bella reached her hand up to stroke the side of Jason’s face. God help her, she loved this man with everything in her. Jason’s eyes closed briefly as he pressed his face fully into her palm before opening once again, eyes now flat, holding back the emotional storm she had seen just seconds before.


  Courage, have courage.


  “I love you, Jason,” Bella whispered, her voice shaking with feeling. “I love you so much it scares me.” His nostrils flared, and his gray eyes darkened with emotion. “You make me feel normal. I’m not broken with you. I can’t even begin to tell you what you mean to me. I never thought I could feel this way. I love you.”


  Need sparked to life deep inside Jason. A need he didn’t know he would ever feel. Need of this woman by his side.


  Forever.


  “Marry me.”


  Bella’s eyes went wide, her lips forming a perfect O. Jason’s jaw clenched and released. Shit, he didn’t mean to just blurt it out like that, but now that he had, there was no going back. The seconds ticked by like hours as he waited for an answer.


  Bella tried to speak, swallowed, then whispered, her voice small, “Do you…do you love me?”


  All of the tension he was feeling was released in a laugh. “Bloody hell, woman, I want you to marry me! Yes, I love you. I wouldn’t ask if I dinna love you, lass. Bella…” Jason struggled to find the right words. Damn it, he would do this right. He knew she needed the words and he was determined to give them to her.


  “I know that this is fast, but I do love you. I love you so much I can barely breathe sometimes. I’m a hard man, but you make me feel alive again. You make me want to be a better man. I know I’m not good with telling you how I feel, but do I love you. And I won’t hesitate to tell you every day. You’ve become my world, and I don’t want to live another day without you knowing I want you for my wife. Say yes, Bella, just say yes, and I will love you for the rest of our lives.”


  Bella smiled, and the tears overflowed. “Yes,” she whispered.


  “Oh God, yes! Yes!” she yelled as she flung herself up at him.


  Jason fell forward into her tight embrace. Like a dream, he shifted his large body, spreading her thighs wide, and slipped inside her again.


  Bella’s breath caught as she felt him push deep. Her body was slick from their earlier love play, and he slid in easily, her body accepting him as if she were made just for him.


  “I love you, Bella. I love you,” he repeated as he buried his face into her hair. Jason closed his eyes and enjoyed how right it felt to be with her, inside her.


  She ran her hands up and down his back as he loved her so tenderly it brought tears to her eyes.


  He couldn’t stop touching her, hands sliding possessively over her beautiful, lush body. He trailed kisses over her neck and settled back over her mouth, claiming hers in a heated kiss, pouring all the love and desire he felt into the connection.


  He forced himself to love her slowly, with deep sensual strokes, wanting to show her just how much he loved her. He pushed deeper and deeper, wanting to fill her completely, wanted her to take all of him inside her body.


  Lips met, tongues danced, breaths sighed.


  He wanted it to last forever, wanted to feel her body trembling with pleasure beneath his.


  He felt her muscles contract on him, squeezing his cock with exquisite pressure. “Tell me, tell me again,” he demanded. Letting out a low moan, she called his name, whispering her love, and came on a cry. Only then did he let himself go, and he emptied himself deep inside her.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Bella woke a few hours later and knew that Jason was gone. After they had made love, they had drifted back to sleep until Jason got a call. He had kissed her lightly and told her that he had to go. Bella murmured for him to be careful and that she loved him before succumbing to sleep once more.


  Feeling refreshed, she rolled to his side of the bed and breathed in his scent. Running her hand along his pillow, a sparkle caught her eye. On her ring finger was the most beautiful diamond ring she had ever seen. It was a brilliant princess cut diamond set in platinum with little diamonds running along the length of the band. With a startled cry, she sat up so she could see it clearly.


  Of course.


  She laughed lightly. He had just asked her to marry him hours ago, but of course he already had his ring on her finger.


  Holding her hand close to her chest, she felt love surging through her. Jason must have put the ring on while she slept.


  That man, her man still had problems with emotional situations. She imagined that he had given her the ring while she slept to avoid getting mushy again. Oh, he has a lot to learn, and she would be the one to teach him, she thought with a smile.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jason had a large study on the other side of his apartment, and he preferred to do most of his business from the dominion of that room. It was actually two spacious rooms that he had modified to create a meeting area and a private office in the back with access from only one entrance. High-tech equipment mixed with plush comfortable chairs and settees in an informal meeting area that looked as though it belonged in an elegant gentlemen’s club and a huge conference table and leather chairs at the far end room for more formal meetings. Thick carpeting and soundproof walls ensured privacy of conversations within this inner sanctum.


  Set on the interior side of the apartment, there were no windows to the outside world. Even though all the windows of the building had thick, bullet-resistant glass, nothing was bulletproof, and in his profession it was always better to be safer than sorry.


  In addition, all of the doors in the apartment were thick steel frames with dark wood overlay that could withstand a battering ram, but this room, his sanctuary, was fully protected with reinforced walls as well. One wall of the great room held an impressive collection of ancient weapons, which Jason could wield with frightening accuracy and precision, artfully arranged around an enormous fireplace.


  A large opened doorway led to his official office with his formal desk and computer systems. Hidden amongst the dark panels of wood was a hidden elevator that no one knew about and a safe that would take a team of professionals days to crack. He took the information he handled very seriously and did everything possible to ensure that it remained secure.


  Sal, Rock, Adrian, Slade, and Brett Michaels sat with him in the informal meeting area as they went over the data that had been collected on Victor Dane. Brett had just come back from an assignment overseas and wanted in on the details.


  Tara and Tony were busy down in headquarters trying to hack into any available cameras around the area to find a shot of Dane’s transportation or perhaps even a license plate to go on. It was just a matter of time before they traced him to wherever he was hiding.


  No one escaped them for long. Victor Dane was a dead man walking.


  Jason hated waiting. Dealing with terrorists wasn’t easy, but at least there was usually a method to their madness. Power, greed, and corruption were addictive incentives for nefarious characters, and like the old adage stated, there was very little honor amongst those leading a life of crime. Patience was important in their line of work. No matter what, Jason always got his man, but this was entirely different.


  This was worse.


  Jason hated that Dane was in the same city as Bella. Hell, he hated that Dane existed in the same world as Bella. But that would end soon. He would find Victor Dane. And when he did, he would kill him. What made this even more difficult was that Victor was harder to trace because he was just plain fucking crazy. Crazy psychos were less predictable than regular criminals, but still they would find him.


  Then Jason would end the threat against his woman.


  Automatically tensing at a sound in the open doorway, Jason only had a second before Bella ran into the room and threw herself onto him, kissing him passionately. His arms immediately wound around her, holding her to him as he kissed her back with matching enthusiasm.


  Rock, Adrian, and Slade coughed to cover their laughter, leaving Sal to grumble alone. Brett Michaels just watched them with considering and curious eyes.


  Bella pulled back to smile at Jason. Shafts of desire surged through him just by looking at her, making his cock press against the zipper of his jeans. Christ, she was beautiful. Her smile soothed his soul, made him ache to touch her, and filled him with love.


  The men had never seen Jason so unguarded. They were absolutely shocked at the tender expression on his face.


  Jason gently pushed Bella’s hair behind her ear and ran a hand down the silky length. Another cough had his fierce eyes swinging back to his men. His face once again became void of expression, cool gray eyes freezing them with a glare.


  Bella finally acknowledged their audience, not in the least embarrassed by her behavior. Feeling like the old Bella, loving Jason made her feel free.


  “Good morning, gentlemen! Sal, Mama wants you to call her. She said you’ve been avoiding her phone calls and not to make her come back here just so she can give you a piece of her mind.”


  Sal muttered under his breath, making Bella lean over and smack his arm.


  “Salvatore Moretti!”


  “I’ll call her!” Sal grimaced as Bella frowned at him. “I swear, I’ll call her.”


  “Good. Maybe then she’ll stop calling me every ten minutes.” Bella tried to get up, but Jason held fast. She gave him a cute little frown until he let go and got up to move around the coffee table to kiss Sal and then Slade on the cheek, saying hello. To her amusement, Slade actually blushed.


  “Oh my, twins!” Bella sucked in a quick breath of surprise as she saw two dangerously beautiful men. They were identical except for their hair. One had his head shaved, and the other has short dark brown spikes. Both had arresting green eyes, but where one wore a wicked grin the other remained stoic. She was charmed when both of them stood to say hello to her. Bella was busy taking in the view with pure feminine appreciation until Jason’s growl had her shaking out of her stupor.


  “Oops, sorry,” she muttered. “I don’t believe we’ve met. Hi, I’m Bella.” Her lighthearted grin lit up her face, and she stuck out a hand to each in turn.


  “Adrian and Ryan Savage, ma’am. But you can call me Rock. Everyone does.” Rock allowed his face to relax, staggered by the sheer beauty of her smile. He was a quiet man and preferred to blend into the background. With his shaved head and bruiser physique, most people steered clear of him and would rather approach Adrian, the more outgoing twin.


  They were big men and standing between them was like standing between two boulders. Bella knew by the look on their faces that she utterly shocked them when she went up on her toes and pulled each down to place a kiss on his cheek, starting with Rock.


  Ignoring their astonishment, Bella continued. “Please call me Bella! I know you guys were watching over my parents. I can’t thank you enough. I feel so much better knowing you were watching over them.”


  Just like that, their hearts were lost to her. Bella was like a ray of sunshine for these men, these warriors to be around. She was a bundle of energy, and her very presence made them want to smile.


  Sal laughed at their expressions, earning a frightening scowl from Rock.


  Bella turned to the last man in the room and was startled when he pulled her close to kiss her right on the lips causing Jason to snarl.


  Ignoring Jason, the man continued to hold her close. “Bella, I’m Brett Michaels. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Jesus, Mac, you’re a lucky SOB. She’s beautiful.”


  Brett was a big man who looked more like a dangerous felon than someone who helped Jason head up an antiterrorist taskforce. Even with one arm in a brace, he looked more than capable of doing damage. Bella mentally shrugged as she figured it took all kinds to do the jobs they did. He might look scary, but his dark brown eyes were kind as he smiled.


  “You can let go now dammit,” Jason ordered through clenched teeth, making the group laugh again.


  Oblivious to the chaos she caused, Bella continued to smile at the group as she easily removed herself from Brett’s hold and moved back to Jason, where she was immediately hauled up to his side. Her lips twitched with amusement, but she tried to hide it, not wanting Jason going all Alpha male on the room at large.


  “My God, are all the men in IAD so…large? It’s like you’re all supersized. Is it something in the water?”


  They all chuckled.


  “That’s just because you’re the midget of the family, Bells.” Sal laughed.


  Bella put her hands on her hips and glared at her brother. “Anyway, I just got off the phone with Tara. Since we can’t go out and celebrate, I’m planning on making her a big birthday dinner tomorrow night. I know its Friday night, but I would love it if all of you could come.”


  “You’re cooking? Damn, I’ll be here. Guys, you’ve never tasted anything as good as my little sister’s cooking.”


  “She has been cooking for me, and I can honestly say she has no equal. She’s absolutely brilliant.” Jason voice was filled with pride as he put his arms around her, pulling her back to his front.


  “Aw thanks, baby,” Bella said, completely unabashed. “Anyway, I just wanted to check in with my fiancé here before I left for my class. Who’s coming with me today?”


  “Fiancé?” the men shouted as one.


  Bella turned to Jason and smiled up at him shyly. “By the way, I love my ring. It’s absolutely perfect.” She could tell that he liked that by the heat that flared in his eyes.


  “It belonged to my mother.”


  Bella felt honored that Jason had shared a piece of his past with her. “I love it even more knowing that.” She gazed up at him, lost in the moment until her brother interrupted them.


  Sal’s voice was hard. “Isn’t this a little quick?”


  Jason’s eyes gleamed dangerously. Bella stepped between them, giving her brother a fierce frown of her own. “Sal, I love him, and he loves me. Please be happy for us. This is what I want. Jason is who I want. He makes me happy. I know you’re my big brother, but I love him and want to marry him.”


  Jason felt an ache in his heart every time he heard those words. He could hear them every day of his life and never get tired of hearing her say she loved him.


  Sal saw the way that Jason’s eyes softened when they fell upon Bella. Rolling out the tension in his neck, Sal was forced to concede. He stood to hug her close before shaking hands with Jason.


  “Aw hell, welcome to the family, Mac.” Jason’s breath left in a whoosh when Sal’s fist plowed into his stomach. “If you hurt her, I’ll kill you.” He slapped Jason on the back before taking his seat again.


  “Salvatore Moretti!” Bella slapped Sal on the head before Jason could reach out to strangle the man as she put herself between the two.


  Sal’s face spread in a wicked grin. “Hey, this might not be so bad. Having Mac as a brother-in-law is like having an insurance policy against him killing me.”


  “Don’t push your luck.”


  Sal couldn’t help but rub it in. “Bella would be devastated if you hurt her favorite brother.”


  Jason muttered something foul under his breath. Slade and Adrian coughed to cover their laughter.


  “Stop while you’re still breathing, son,” Brett sighed.


  “Favorite, ha!” Bella said, laughing. “I have a feeling all three of you are going to need protection.”


  Sal thought about it for a second then nodded in agreement.


  “You’ll get used to my brothers.”


  “Not bloody likely,” Jason muttered. “Can’t I just shoot him and put him out of my misery?”


  Bella just smiled.


  Rock and Adrian congratulated them both, and Slade winked at Bella. “Can I be the first to kiss the bride?”


  “Not if you want to live,” Jason growled, rubbing his stomach. Bella laughed gaily and reached out to stroke her hand down his arm as Brett leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. Jason shoved him away, warning him that his beard was scratching Bella’s skin.


  Brett ran his good hand over the stubble on his chin and cast Bella a sheepish grin. “Sorry, I’m…ah, well, I’m just off assignment. I don’t usually look like a serial killer.”


  “Nah, serial killers look just like everybody else. You usually look like a crazed, drugged-out biker.” Adrian threw a paper clip at him.


  Brett easily caught it and whipped it back at him in retaliation with his good arm. Bella waved away his apology, leaving the boys to their games. “I wanted to go grocery shopping after class for Tara’s dinner. Which one of you is on guard duty today?”


  “I could go,” Brett offered.


  “You still need to debrief,” Jason reminded. “And you need to take it easy.”


  “I’m fine.”


  Jason reached out and squeezed Brett’s shoulder, causing him to wince.


  “Damn, you’re a mean bastard. You’re right, but I wanna go. I heard all about the goodies you guys get to eat.”


  Bella tried to hold back her chuckle at the pout the dangerous man was sporting. “I’ll bring you back a sample,” she promised straight faced.


  Brett immediately perked up. “Could you bring some for Lynx, too? I know you haven’t met her yet, but she was also ah…injured on our last assignment, and I know she would appreciate it.”


  Bella assured him that she would bring some for both of them as the other men started to argue who would be taking her to school that afternoon.


  Jason quickly cut them off, raising a hand for silence. “I’m going with you, love. Slade, for that shit about kissing, you’re stuck here with Sal. Continue with the search. Also look into that recon project that Blade and Sin are on. I want an update later. Rock, Adrian, you’re with us.”


  Both of the twins immediately stood up before he could change his mind.


  “Hey, why don’t I get to go?” Sal argued. Jason pinned him with cold gray eyes.


  Bella’s husky laugh interrupted them. “You hit him, Sal. And remember if you ever hit him again you’ll have to deal with me. And as your punishment for today, you can think about the napoleon del lampone I’m making in class today.”


  “Ah, sweetheart, that is just so mean.”


  “What are you making?” Adrian asked.


  Sal looked so forlorn it was comical. “Raspberry napoleons.”


  Brett was back to looking sullen. “Man, this sucks. We’ll continue the search from here, and I’ll shoot you whatever we find.”


  Jason paused. “From here?”


  Sal shot him a look. “Don’t worry, Mac. I’ll try not to piss on your furniture.”


  Jason made a move toward him, but Bella wrapped her arms around him, holding him in place.


  Sal smirked. “Who knew? Bella is my own personal security system.”


  Bella shot her brother a look. “Just remember not to piss me off or I might let him pound you into the ground, you smart-ass.” She laughed at his pouting face as she pulled Jason with her out the door.


  Adrian and Rock followed, but they could hear Sal’s mournful sigh as they left. With thoughts of raspberry confections running through his head, Rock thought he got the best gig yet. Adrian stuck his head back in and promised to tell them how it tasted.


  “Fuck you, dick.”


  With a laugh, he left.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  The napoleons were finished.


  A collective sigh went through the room as the flaky pastries were placed on the counter in front of Bella and Jenna so the whole room could see. Bella knew that the confectionary looked perfect with its glazed red-and-white icing. It was gratifying to show the class how the dessert was supposed to look at the end of their labor.


  “All right, guys, get to work. Jenna and I will help you if you get stuck.” Turning to Jenna, Bella studied her carefully. “Jenna, you’re an awesome chef, but your pastry skills are exceptional. I’ve never had these come out so perfect.”


  “Hmm, what? Oh, really? Thanks, Bella! That means a lot to me. Your recipe for this is killer. The crème is to die for.”


  Bella looked at her new friend with a speculative glance. Jenna was nervous, had been all day. Ever since she had walked into the room at ten that morning, Jenna had not been her usual self. Bella wondered what was going on with her. Sneaking a peak toward the front, she decided that there sat the reason. Or should she say reasons.


  As soon as Ryan and Adrian Savage locked onto Jenna, their penetrating eyes had never left her. Either one or both men had kept an interested, watchful eye on every move that Jenna made. It was obvious their attention made her nervous.


  Jenna was shy. She was a pretty woman, but Bella realized that she was self-conscious and didn’t realize her appeal. So what she was not stick thin? Jenna had a full woman’s body, and Bella thought she should stop hiding it in big baggy clothes she always wore. Both of them were wearing chef’s jackets now, so it didn’t matter, but she wondered what the brothers would think if they saw Jenna’s big breasts in a wicked low-cut shirt. Bella knew underneath the chef’s hat she wore, Jenna had long beautiful mahogany tresses that she usually wore back in a ponytail. It would be a blast to build up her self-esteem, give her a makeover, and let the inner wild woman lose.


  On the other hand that could also be bad, Bella thought, sliding another covert glance toward the men. Considering she wasn’t sure if Jenna was ready to take on a man like Rock or Adrian, let alone both of them. Jason had told her the twins shared everything together, literally everything, even their women.


  After doing a round to check on the progress, Bella came back to lean on the counter next to her assistant. “Hey, Jenna, are you busy tomorrow night?”


  “No, not really. I mean I don’t have plans. Why?”


  “I’m having a party for a friend of mine tomorrow. It’s her birthday. I’m cooking a big dinner for Tara and our friends and wanted to know if you want to come.”


  A bright smile lit up Jenna’s face. “I would love to! I could make the birthday cake if you want. I wanted to try a new white-chocolate lavender-buttercream recipe, and I could make it for tomorrow.”


  “That would be perfect! You really don’t mind?”


  “Not at all! I can come help with the dinner prep, too, if you want. I don’t mind really. I can start everything at my place tonight and bring it over and complete it there. Where are you hosting this party?”


  “Oh, at Jason’s…umm, our apartment.” She looked sheepish. “I still have to get used to that. I’ll give you the address after class. Thank you so much for offering to make the cake. If you want, you can come over early and I can help.”


  “Don’t worry about the cake. I got it covered. I will go to the market after class.”


  Bella glanced over at the three large men guarding the front of her classroom. She smiled despite the fact that she was still a little pissed at them.


  On the ride to school Adrian had let slip that there had been another threatening message left on her apartment answering machine. They had been coming since Tuesday, and no one had told her about them. The number they had traced was to a prepaid cell phone and gave them little to go on. All three men had got a severe tongue lashing for keeping that information from her.


  Bella had put Jason in his place when she had asked how he would feel if she had been getting weird calls on her cell phone, too, and she didn’t tell him. Jerking the car to the side of the road, cars honked at them as Jason slammed the car to a stop and glared at her.


  He had demanded that she hand over her phone. She hissed back at him, saying she hadn’t been getting calls. Smugly she had told him that obviously he wouldn’t be pleased if she had been keeping something from him and that she had every right to be pissed at him.


  Jason had been smart enough to look guilty and had apologized grudgingly.


  Men.


  Bella watched as Jenna snuck another look at the men sitting quietly at the front of the room. Deciding to test her earlier theory and not wanting to talk to them herself yet, Bella carefully cut generous slices of the thick pastry they had prepared earlier and placed them on small plates.


  “Jenna?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Can you take these pieces to the guys? I want them to have a taste.” Bella looked up to see Jenna’s horrified face before she quickly masked her reaction with a forced smile, a blush staining her cheeks.


  “Oh, umm, sure.”


  Jenna took the three plates of the pastry and expertly balanced them as she walked toward the front of the room. Two pairs of emerald-green eyes tracked her unblinking as she approached. Jenna couldn’t help the shudder that ran up her spine. Out of all the men who had been around guarding Bella, the Savage twins intimidated her the most.


  To avoid looking at their large, beautiful, muscular bodies, Jenna went to Jason MacBain first. She knew even though he didn’t look up he was aware that she was approaching. When she reached the desk where he sat, piercing gray eyes met hers. She was happy for Bella and their engagement. The way he looked at Bella, full of love, made her wish for a man to look at her like that.


  “Umm…Jason,” her voice squeaked out. She delicately cleared her voice and tried again. “Do you want to try the napoleon?”


  “Very much so, thank you.” Jason took the plate from her and shot her a warm smile before Jenna turned to the two men staring at her.


  “Umm…Ryan…Adrian do you want a taste?” She held out the plates. She had remembered when they had introduced themselves the serious-looking twin had told her that everyone called him Rock, but she couldn’t bring herself to call him that. Ryan seemed so much…safer.


  A slow, wicked smile spread across Adrian’s face. “Yeah, yeah, I want a taste.” She had a sneaking suspicion he wasn’t talking about the dessert. Jenna almost dropped them before she quickly recovered and shoved both plates at them, hurrying away.


  Adrian looked over at his brother not saying a word. Rock never took his eyes off Jenna, but Adrian could hear what he was thinking. You can run but you can’t hide.


  He agreed.


  Oblivious to the arousal swirling in the wake of Jenna’s retreat, Jason noticed the director of the school walking toward the room with another man. Jason watched curiously as the director all but genuflected to the other man before gesturing to the door to Bella’s classroom. He stood up to meet them at the door, but the door burst open before he could and a devastatingly handsome Italian man with dark wavy hair stepped into the room.


  Immediately, Adrian and Rock stepped forward to block the man from going any further without seeming to move.


  The man ignored them, looking around the room until he saw Bella. A wide smile broke, and his eyes danced with pleasure. “Bella! Il mio amore, la mia bellezza! Il mio piacere piccolo dolce!”


  “Gio!” Bella laughed and ran to the man, ignoring the guards. His arms closed around her, and he picked her up in a hug, making Jason see red.


  Jason’s temper was soaring through the stratosphere watching this man put his hands on his woman. Temper flared to a jealous rage as the man leaned down and enthusiastically kissed her full on the lips. Jason had silently moved into position in order to strike out at the man before Bella had reached them. Shock at her happiness to see this unknown man had him frozen in place. The dark spreading jealousy was making him want to kill, but for the first time he was unsure how to proceed.


  Bella pulled back and put her hands on the side of Gio’s face, affection shining brightly on her face.


  That was it. He couldn’t take it anymore.


  “Get your fucking hands off her.” Unable to stay silent, Jason’s dangerously quiet voice broke through Bella’s surprise.


  Gio tried to push Bella behind him as if to protect her. “Bella, tesoro. Who is this?”


  Jason sized up the other man with a glance. He had a lean muscular build, like that of a prize-fighting boxer or some other professional athlete. He had a brilliant smile on his face, but his eyes held a hard, dangerous edge.


  He could always tell by the eyes.


  This was a man not to be underestimated.


  “I am her fiancé,” Jason rapidly snapped back in Italian. “I said get. Your. Fucking. Hands. Off. Her. ” He took a menacing step forward, and Rock quietly moved to block the open doorway. Adrian had moved to the side, effectively blocking Bella and Gio in a dangerous triangle.


  Uh-oh. Bella knew that Jason in protective mode was not a good thing, especially to her friend Gio’s health.


  She roughly pushed Gio to the side and rushed up to place a hand on Jason’s chest, but he quickly had her behind him.


  “Jason! This is Giovanni Cossi, one of my best friends and a brilliant chef. Jason! He’s my friend!”


  Gio’s deep baritone laugh filled the room that had gone deathly quiet, her students watching the confrontation in speechless fascination. “Oh, Bella, cara mio, you have found a protector, no? Good, good! Introduce me to your new love properly, my sweet. Ah, you teach class. Do they know they stand in the room with two of the greatest chefs to ever walk this earth?” Gio bowed his head slightly to the slack-jawed students watching the spectacle as a king to his subjects, making Bella laugh.


  “We talk, si? Come, let’s have a visit. You have missed me, no?”


  “I have very much, Gio. Both you and your ego.”


  Bella turned to Jason, frowning as she saw the look of death he was still shooting to her friend. “Hey!” she snapped, thumping her fist hard on his chest to gain his attention.


  He hesitated a moment before looking down at her with a raised brow. “Did you just try to hit me?”


  Try? She knew intimately that Jason’s chest was solid muscle, but come on. She shook the sting from her hand as her eyes narrowed in irritation. Jason’s own eyes lit up with mirth as he took her hand in his and brought it to his lips.


  “Behave.” She hissed at him before turning to make proper introductions.


  Crisis averted, Bella introduced the men to each other and then to the class so they would get back to work. Many of her students looked at Giovanni Cossi as if he were a god among men. His reputation in the culinary world was as excellent as his cooking, but she knew the real reason for his visit. He may be one of the most famous chefs in the world today with an ego the size of Mount Vesuvius, but he was one of the truest friends she had ever had. And he was now here because he was worried about her.


  Gio walked the outskirts of the long room with Bella and Jason. Jenna was as starstruck as the other students were, but giving them some privacy, she tried to stay focused on helping students and made sure they stayed on task.


  Rock and Adrian bristled as Jenna repeatedly gazed at the newcomer with awestruck wonder. She looked back at the twins, and the sight of the fierce frowns had her scurrying to safety within the groups of students.


  Although Jason knew that this was her friend, he was not leaving her alone with him for a second.


  “Ah, your napoleon del lampone. I have very fond memories of you making these in that quaint little château in Nice. Ah, I see I have angered your lover again, si? Il mio amico, my friend, there were several of us there, and you have no reason for distress. Although I have loved this woman for years, we have always been just friends. Never lovers. But, she is easy to love, no? And it is just as easy to see little Bella’s heart is yours. You are a very lucky man.”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “I am no threat to you and yours, my friend.”


  “If I thought you were, you’d be dead right now,” Jason answered, expression impassive, but Gio just laughed amicably.


  Bella rolled her eyes and leaned up to press a soft kiss on Jason’s lips before going over to speak to a pair of students. For the first time since his arrival, Gio lost his smile as he focused his intense gaze on Jason.


  Jason could tell this man wanted to say something to him and crossed his arms over his chest. Leaning back against the wall in a casual pose, he waited patiently until Gio seemed to come to a silent conclusion.


  “She is special, our Bella. A truly wonderful friend. The best I have ever had. If I thought you were anything like il bastardo, I would not hesitate to take you out before you hurt her. There was a time when I was too late, but never again. You understand this, no?”


  Jason couldn’t help but respect the loyalty this man showed to Bella. “I protect what’s mine, and she is mine. She means everything to me.”


  Gio’s smile returned as he slapped Jason on the shoulder. “Excellente. I see she does.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Class was over, and the men were busy gorging themselves with sweets as Bella watched them in absolute wonder. Man, she was going to have to recalculate quantity for the party if this snack was an indication to how much they ate.


  It was a shame Jenna hadn’t stuck around to chat with them, but Bella knew that Jenna was running from the Savage brothers. She had watched the byplay between the three of them with amusement. It was easy to recognize that while Rock and Adrian terrified Jenna, interest was there. Jenna had a hard time keeping her eyes off the two men, and Bella had caught her sneaking glances their way the whole day. The men had not been as circumvent with their interest. One or both of them had watched Jenna from the moment she had walked into the room that morning until Jenna had all but fled in panic with the last of the students. Little good it would do. If they decided to find her, they would sooner or later. Until then, Bella would do what she could to give Jenna the space she needed.


  “This is like heaven in my mouth.” Adrian sighed as he reached for another piece.


  Rock was studying her intensely, and she turned to him with a questioning look. “I’m just trying to figure out how you get all that hair in that hat.” He earned a laugh, and she reached out to squeeze his hand.


  Just like that, Jason mused. One look, one touch, and Bella captivated those around her. His men were goners, just like him. She was his joy, and it soothed his soul that his men respected and liked his woman.


  “Okay, seriously, guys, I was going to take some of this back for the others at home. Let me get a few pieces for Brett and your other friend.” At their combined stubborn expressions, Bella rolled her eyes. It seemed as if they weren’t going to stop until there was nothing left. “I promised!”


  They let her take a few pieces for Brett and the injured Lynx before taking over again, pulling the trays away from her protectively. When she told them she needed to take another piece for her brother, they pulled the trays further out of her reach.


  “I give up. You’re going to make yourselves sick.” All she got were grunts in reply as they continued eating. Resigned, she switched topics. “Gio, what are you doing in Chicago? Not that I’m not happy to see you, but I’m surprised.”


  “Your e-mail, tesoro. If il bastardo is looking for you, then I am here. My service, whatever you may need, is yours.” At Jason’s growl, Gio simply shrugged then with a wink added, “As a bonus I was very curious to meet this new man in your life. This fiancé of yours, he will do. It is obvious he loves you deeply, as he should.” Without pausing for breath, he switched subjects. “It is good you are back in the kitchen. Although I am distressed with you wasting your time teaching. You should be creating, si? For the favored few, not for students. Now, for the real reason I am here, a proposition for you.”


  Bella rested her chin on her hands and raised an eyebrow. Jason was sitting next to her, and his hand stilled on her back where he had been rubbing at the mention of a proposition.


  Gio shot Jason a knowing smile before continuing. “I am considering moving here, to your fine city of wind and snow if you, my sweet Bella, will partner me in a new restaurant. Our restaurant. Bella Gio’s will be the premier ristorante in the city,” Gio said waving his hand in the air.


  Bella was shocked, a dreamy smile on her lips. Years ago they had joked about opening a restaurant together. Her smile disappeared as she remembered that things had changed. Too many things. Gio’s smile faded just as quickly and turned into a fierce frown.


  Before she could say a word, he was raging at her, passion lending strength to his rapid Italian. “Do not even begin to give me that bullshit about your hand! Your hands create excellence, you create excellence! None of that has changed. This was your dream, our dream! You cannot let this stand in the way of a future, your future, our future! Stop being so stubborn, woman!”


  “Gio, you know I would love to, but I don’t know if I could handle the work.”


  “Impossible! You will do the work. And how could you fail with me by your side! A small place, si? Intimate. Keep them waiting for our genius, panting, begging for more. I will not accept any other answer but yes!” He made a slashing gesture in the air as if she had no choice in the matter.


  Jason continued to rub Bella’s back slowly in comfort as he considered the idea thoughtfully. He knew from personal experience that Bella was a master at her craft, and he begrudgingly had to agree that Giovanni Cossi was quite talented. Jason had eaten at Gio’s restaurant, Perfetto, in Italy, and it had been a very memorable meal. How could he begrudge this man who was trying to make Bella’s dream come true?


  “It’s a brilliant idea.”


  Bella turned to Jason in shock. Unguarded doubt shone from her eyes, and it left an ache in his chest. “Darling, think about it. A small place where you can change the menu at will. Imagine how much fun you could have. Plus you can hire a brilliant staff so the workload would not be that bad.”


  “Not too small,” Adrian argued with an encouraging smile. “You would need enough space for all of us. You know, tables for your regulars.”


  Gio looked him and his brother up and down before saying, “As long as you pay. We would go broke in no time flat if we gave you free food regularly.”


  Rock scoffed at Gio’s dry tone.


  Bella trailed her fingertips along the counter, ignoring their banter. She had wanted this for so long. Was it really possible? “Give me some time to think about it, Gio.”


  Gio wanted to argue but he conceded with a quick nod. Getting Bella to think about it without her flat out turning him down was a small victory in itself.


  “Good, good.” Gio’s smile was back. “I am staying at your apartment, or should I say your old apartment. Antonio let me in. Now what is this about a party the delectable Jenna was telling me about?”


  Both the Savage brothers tensed, and Gio winked at Bella. Of course he had noticed the interest the twins had paid to her assistant. As jovial and carefree as Gio acted, Bella knew he never missed anything. She laughed as tried to figure out how to con Gio into helping cook for her army.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  “No, no, no! Too much basil in the sauce!”


  “Shut up, you arrogant swine! Do not tell me how to make my sauce! Don’t touch it! I’ll kill you, I swear. You philistine! You overrated line cook! Go finish the ravioli dell'aragosta over there. Stay away from me or I’ll take a meat cleaver to your head, you crazy bastard!”


  Slade and Finn sat in absolute shock, watching as Gio reached over and smacked a kiss on Bella’s snarling mouth. Tony, Danny, and Liz simply smiled as they were used to Bella and Gio’s volatile nature while in the kitchen.


  Jason fought the need to shift in his seat, restraining the urge to go pound on the man cooking in his kitchen as he did every time Gio touched her. The urge had weakened as Jason watched them bicker like siblings or bitter enemies throughout the day and he saw firsthand the lack of physical intimacy involved. Sure, Bella and Gio were both passionate people who obviously loved each other, but that love was similar to the love between Bella and her brothers.


  As the day continued, Jason found himself ridiculously pleased each time Bella’s voice rang out a dire warning of the promise of violence. He hated having any man’s hands touch Bella but his own. It was an uncomfortable feeling for a man who had never before suffered the pains of jealously, but he tried to hold back the need for violence every time he saw another male come into contact with her. She was naturally affectionate to those around her, and he knew without a doubt she would have a great deal to say if he voiced his opinions on the matter out loud. Hell, she was likely to take a meat cleaver to his own head and accuse him of having another stupid male moment as she called it when she thought he was being unreasonable.


  He smiled at the thought.


  Although Bella had lived through a horrible situation, she was no one’s pushover. With her fiery temper and zest for life, she shone like the sun in the dark shadows of his world. She was his match in every way. Jason’s attention was brought back rather abruptly in the form of a sympathetic grimace as Bella threatened to cut off one of Gio’s rather favored appendages.


  “Ouch.” Tony grimaced. “That’s not good. It usually takes longer to push her to that point.”


  Danny laughed evilly. “Yeah, but you gotta admit it’s thoroughly entertaining. Don’t worry too much. Gio usually knows when it’s time to run.”


  “Da-yum, Mac, she’s a bloodthirsty little thing. You ever worry she’s gonna kill you if you piss her off when she’s PMSing?” Finn gaped as he continued to watch the battle in the kitchen.


  “No, but if you piss me off, I might just let her have a go at you with that meat cleaver.”


  “Like you wouldn’t take him apart yourself if he pissed you off,” Slade scoffed.


  “Too true.” Finn leaned back with a heavy sigh. “Jesus, Mac, the two of you are perfect for each other.”


  Jason’s pristine kitchen had been converted into what looked like a war zone. Hours ago Bella had banned everyone but Gio and Jenna from the room, slapping body parts with a large wooden spoon if anyone dared to cross her. She and Gio had been waging their own private battle all day, making enough food to feed an army, which could have been served at the most elegant of restaurants. The fragrances drifting from the kitchen were making his mouth water in anticipatory greed. Sitting in the living room watching the chaos unfold, Jason leaned back and lit one of his rare cigarettes as he watched his sweet little love threaten murder for the fifth time in an hour.


  Michael Bublé’s mellow voice crooned over the speaker system creating a musical backdrop for the creative genius at work in the kitchen. Jason had learned quickly that he could tell Bella’s creative cooking moods by the music she chose. He silently thought that a requiem would be more apropos considering her current murderous disposition.


  Jenna was watching the fight up close and personal with wide eyes. Bella and Gio argued, laughed, and cooked with the same passion.


  They were exhausting.


  They were inspiring.


  They scared the living shit out of her.


  Bella turned to Jenna and laughed at her terrified expression. Throwing a wink to Gio, Bella motioned Jenna to her side. Jenna rushed over immediately. “So, Jenna, are you ready to run yet?”


  “What? Of course not! I’m honored to be in the kitchen with the two of you.”


  “Of course you are honored.” Gio smiled easily.


  Bella groaned. “Why did I ever miss you and your ego?”


  Gio scoffed. “When one is great, others should be honored. You miss me because you know I am right. Besides, Jenna, mi amore, your cake is a thing of beauty that fits well with our greatness. And the icing?” He put his fingers to his lips. “To die for. You will make that in our restaurant, si? Do you think she will survive working with us every day, tesoro?”


  Jenna’s confusion was easy to see.


  Jason had kept Bella company the night before while she did her prep work, and they had discussed what Gio had proposed. With his unwavering support he told her to take the chance and to follow her dream. By the end of the night Bella had agreed to go into business with Gio.


  “I haven’t asked her yet, idiot.” Bella smacked his arm lightly. “Jenna, after our class is over, Gio and I are opening our own restaurant and we would like for you to come work with us—”


  Before she could say anything more Jenna flung herself at Bella and hugged her tight. “Yes! Yes! Oh my God, yes!”


  “Can we join in here?”


  Adrian and Sal stood off to the side, having just come in to the apartment. Jenna all but jumped behind Bella, using her as a shield the minute Adrian had spoken.


  Sal took a step forward to greet Gio and had his sister staring back at him incredulously, her voice low and mean. “Do you want to die?”


  Sal’s head snapped up, and he grabbed Adrian, pulling him back out of the kitchen so fast they almost fell. “Shit, shit. Sorry, hon. I forgot for a second. Don’t punish me. I swear, we’ll leave you guys alone now.”


  “What the—”


  Knowing better, Sal hastily ushered Adrian away to the living room where the others were gathered, explaining in a low tones about Bella’s position about people in her kitchen when cooking. Adrian’s indulgent laugh quickly sobered to a stoic nod of agreement when Sal hissed that they would be denied food if they pissed her off.


  “You have them trained well.” Gio snickered before going back to work.


  A short while later Bella, Gio, and Jenna went to change their clothes for the party. Quickly throwing on a dress Bella joined everyone in the living room for an aperitif. The food was completed. They had made enough for several armies, but Bella could bet there would be nothing left at the end of the evening. Bella and Jenna laid out large trays of canapés for everyone to snack on, and Gio poured glasses of champagne for them. Bella took her drink and sat on the arm of Jason’s chair, but he quickly pulled her onto his lap to nuzzle her neck.


  Moments later Brett came in with a woman using a cane. She was strikingly beautiful, tall with short dark curly hair and a perfect olive complexion. Bella admired her lovely violet eyes as Mikayla Lincoln politely thanked her for the pastry from yesterday. Bella knew that Mikayla had been shot on the last mission she was on and was surprised that she was already up and about. Sal immediately got up from where he had been sitting and forced her to take his seat on the couch.


  Another woman stood with them, and Bella was introduced to yet another Mac Security-IAD agent named Shannon Montgomery. Shannon was a stunning woman, tall with yards of wavy blonde hair and electric-blue eyes. She looked like an Amazon queen. Her voice dripped of molasses and clearly proved her to be a southern belle. Gio quickly came over for an introduction and kissed her hand as he let free his abundant charm. Surprised pleasure flicked in her eyes before they shut down and became unreadable once again.


  “Hey there, Legs. Do I get to kiss you, too?” Finn joked from his seat.


  “In your dreams, Irish,” Shannon replied nonchalantly as she accepted a glass of champagne and sat on one of the couches next to Slade. Directing her gaze at Bella, Shannon explained. “Finn here insists on using nicknames. Jason is Mac, Sal is Toro, and so on. It’s his annoying little habit, but he’s got all of us doing it now.”


  Finn grinned. “It’s my natural charm.”


  “Mika here got her name back when we were in the service together, so we can’t blame that one on Finn. Since her last name is Lincoln, Lynx just fit.” Brett handed Mikayla a plate of food and winked at Bella. “Lynx, our wild cat.”


  Bella studied the striking woman for a moment and could immediately see how the play on her last name for a wild cat suited her perfectly. Mikayla Lincoln’s large violet eyes were slightly slanted and did indeed remind Bella of a wild, untamed jungle cat. Her gaze shifted back to Shannon and took in the miles of legs the blonde had stretched out in front of her as she gracefully crossed them and could also see why Finn had taken to calling the woman Legs.


  Bella watched, amused, as Jenna strategically sat down next to Shannon, leaving no room for Adrian to follow. Both women ignored the frowning man standing behind them with his arms crossed over his chest.


  “What do you guys call Tara?” Bella asked, intrigued.


  “T-rex,” Finn answered with a fake shudder. “’Cuz she’s fierce and will eat you up and spit you out. Utterly ruthless.”


  “Hey, watch it,” Adrian snapped sharply from where he hovered behind Jenna and Shannon.


  “What? That’s why I love her.” Finn held a hand to his heart and sighed, making them laugh. Adrian slapped Finn on the head as he made his way back to the food.


  Shannon smiled. “Don’t mind the animals. We haven’t quite gotten them housebroken yet.”


  Finn leaned forward. “Adrian and Rock are just protective of T-rex. To them she is like a sweet little sister. Sweet my ass. That is one lady I never want to piss off, that’s for sure.”


  Mikayla said nothing but raised an eyebrow in question as she popped an olive in her mouth.


  Finn cleared his throat. “Actually, all the ladies we work with are pretty fierce.”


  Shannon laughed and leaned over to tap glasses with Mikayla, winking at Bella.


  Brett stood back up to once again make his way back over toward the food. “Truthfully I think you women are more dangerous than us men.”


  “As it should be.” Mikayla grinned.


  “So do you all work for Mac Securities?” Jenna asked.


  “Yes, we do.”


  Bella turned slightly to look back at Adrian who seemed to be hovering around the table of food picking and choosing items with great concentration. “What’s your nickname, Adrian?”


  He flashed her a wicked grin. “I don’t want one, and Finn had enough sense to understand that I would hurt him badly if he gave me one.”


  “He’s so sensitive,” Finn joked before jumping up from where he was seated just in time to avoid a blow to the head. “See?” Finn straightened to his full height, and he cocked his head to the side as Adrian approached him. “You know, I’m gonna quit baiting you before your twin gets here and you both open a can of whup-ass on me and break me into a million pieces.”


  “You can’t help being an asshole, can you?” Adrian sighed as he grabbed Finn in a friendly headlock.


  “Well, when you’re good at something, why change?”


  Adrian laughed as he dragged Finn back toward the food.


  Rubbing a hand over Bella’s thick hair, Jason asked, “Speaking of, where is Tara?”


  “Rock and Steele are with her.” Sal turned to his sister with a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. “You remember Lucian Steele, right? You know the one you thought was really handsome?”


  Bella laughed as Jason grumbled under his breath and held Bella tighter to him.


  “Don’t you even start that, Sal.” Cocking her head, she smiled at Jason from her perch on his lap. “It seems to me that you have a very biased hiring system. I mean, all the men and women look like they could be on a cover of a magazine, you included, mister.” She poked Jason in the chest, but he quickly took her hand in his to kiss it.


  Sal rolled his eyes at them and made his way back to the food, pushing Brett, Finn, and Adrian out of his way. “Anyways, Rock got her a new gun for her birthday and she wanted to try it down at the range. Steele went with them.”


  “Oh, I guess all of you are trained with firearms,” Jenna stated, innocent interest showing in her eyes. “I’ve never shot a gun. I wonder if I could in the right situation.”


  “You’d be surprised what you could do if you had to,” Mikayla replied kindly.


  “I could take you shooting.”


  Adrian’s offer had Jenna’s back straightening. “Ah, no, that’s okay. I don’t think I really want to shoot anything.”


  The door opened, and Tara, Lucian, and Rock strode in to a cheer of birthday greetings. Dinner was a big robust affair. Laughter and conversation flowed as easily as the wine. Bella couldn’t help being amused by the baffled expression on Jason’s face. He was totally out of his comfort zone, and it was apparent to her that he had not spent much time hanging out with his people on a social level before now.


  Going to him, Bella wound her arms around his waist, and he pulled her close to kiss her forehead. It always made her feel good to see the quiet pleasure that lit up his eyes at the slightest affectionate gesture.


  Tara threw herself into a chair and tugged at Bella’s hand, so she sat down next to her leaving Jason and Rock talking near the fireplace. Tara’s small body was packed into black pants and a light off-the-shoulder black sweater. She always wore black. It was almost like her signature. Her short black hair was razor cut in a unique angle around her face. Red highlights shot through black, making a stylish but funky statement.


  Leaning back, she gave Bella a slightly crooked smile. “Thank you so much for the party! God, I’m so full I feel like I’m gonna burst!”


  “Good, then I did my job well. There’s always more cake.”


  “Bitch. I swear I just gained twenty pounds.”


  Bella laughed and hugged her. “I’m so glad you moved back here. It just wasn’t the same with you in LA.”


  Tara shrugged. “Yeah, well, all the tan skin, blonde hair, and the plastic body parts were starting to freak me out. I knew it was time to leave when I started having trouble controlling the urge to stab someone just to see if they would pop, if you know what I mean.”


  “God, Tara, I missed you.” Bella looked around to see who was near before she gave her a searching look. “Were you really in LA?”


  “For a time.” She shrugged. “I was stationed there with the CIA. before I was recruited by Mac.” Tara smiled at the shock on Bella’s face. “I know, somehow it’s easy to forget how unreal all this shit seemed to someone outside of the life. I did miss you guys though. Sorry I couldn’t tell you, but you know how it goes. Although I do feel better knowing that you know about all this…madness. Someday remind me to tell you about the day that Sal found out what I do. I thought his head was going to explode.”


  They both laughed.


  Tara’s smile disappeared, and she became serious. “Bella, if you ever want to…talk about things, you know you can talk to me. I’m sorry I didn’t know when it happened. I would have come to New York to see you.”


  “Don’t worry about that, sweetie. I know.” Bella squeezed her hand. “I didn’t want to tell you on e-mail. I knew you were busy.”


  “I would have made the time.”


  “I know, and I love you for that. It was just easier to put it off, you know? I’m just glad to see you now.”


  Tara had emotional scars on her soul that had been there for years. If anyone could understand what Bella had been through, it would be her.


  Lightening the mood, Tara grinned. “Can’t believe you and the boss are getting married. Marriage…I mean wow. One penis for the rest of your life.” Tara looked so horrified Bella laughed hysterically.


  “Don’t get me wrong, marriage is good. Good for other people.”


  “Oh, honey, I can’t wait till it’s your turn. You are going to be so fun to watch when you fall in love.”


  “That may just be the meanest thing you have ever said to me.”


  Jason and Rock walked over to the two laughing woman, and they couldn’t help but smile. “What are you ladies laughing at?”


  “You.” Tara wiggled her eyebrows at him, making Bella collapse against her giggling. Jason cocked an eyebrow. “Or more specifically, your penis.”


  “Ah.” Jason’s face went blank in shock as he looked at them, uncertain what else to say, which had them bursting out in laughter again.


  “Tara,” Rock scolded, but his lips lifted in a rare smile.


  “I’m just messin’ with ya, boss. I was toasting your upcoming nuptials.”


  Bella took pity on him and reached for his hand to give him an affectionate squeeze. “I was telling Tara that I can’t wait till she falls in love and I get to watch her get all sappy like me.”


  Jason leaned down and brushed his lips lightly over hers. “I like you sappy.”


  “Oh God, all the romance is killing my buzz. Rock, let’s go get me another drink, I’m not drunk enough yet.” She took his hand as he helped her up. Tara paused and pressed a kiss on Jason’s cheek. “I’m happy for you two.”


  The comical look on Jason’s face made Bella realize that he didn’t know that these people were the family he claimed he didn’t have. They treated him with respect and even awe at times. Their admiration of him as their leader was apparent in the way they treated him, but the familial affection was there. Hugging him close to her, she silently thanked God that she found him.


  When the last of the party goers had left, Jason let out a contented sigh and looked around at the disheveled mess that was his apartment. A goofy smile played across his lips as he realized what a change Bella had brought to his life.


  They were building a home together.


  She had brought him out of his self-imposed isolation and introduced him to life again. Glancing around for Bella, he noticed her dress lying on the floor of the hallway leading to the bedroom. Raising a brow, he felt his blood start to heat and quickly followed. The bedroom was empty, but he could hear the water running in the bathroom.


  Quickly stripping out of his clothing Jason watched as Bella stuck her head around the shower door. Slick and wet, she was temptation itself. Water droplets ran down her skin shimmering in the light. Steam rose, casting an ethereal glow around her, making it hard for him to believe she was real. Bella flashed him a wicked grin and crooked her finger, beckoning him to her like a siren leading him to his doom.


  Unable to refuse her call, he went to her. Water cascaded over their bodies as he crowded her small body with his own. Desire surged through him as their lips met.


  Bella immersed herself in the feel of Jason, and she gasped into his mouth as her back hit the cold tiles. Her hands reached up to brace herself, holding on to his large biceps when she felt her knees buckle. Bella rubbed her body against him, and her nipples tightened and her breasts ached for his touch.


  “Touch me. Please touch me,” she couldn’t help but plead.


  Jason groaned as she sucked his lower lip into her mouth and bit playfully. He plastered his body against hers, lifting her easily against the shower wall. Bella immediately lifted her legs to wrap around his waist, one arm wrapping around his neck to draw him closer as the other burrowed into his sleek hair.


  “I need you. Christ, I need to be inside you, love.” Desperate for relief, he pushed against her insistently. Unable to hold back any longer his muscles flexed as he drove himself deep within her. He let out a strangled groan at the acute pleasure of feeling her pussy tighten and flutter around his cock as her muscles fought to accept him.


  “Shit, you’re not ready. I’m sorry, baby.” His breath heaved out in shotgun bursts as he tried to rein his desire back.


  “Oh God, you feel so good. Don’t stop, please don’t stop.”


  Bella’s nails dug into his shoulders as if trying to hold him to her. As if he could leave her now. Jason’s hips bucked, and his hard cock forged deep into her heat, sliding his entire length in and out of her, thrusting in the age-old mating rhythm. With a deep growl, he plunged his tongue into her mouth, stroking her tongue with his. His hands gripped her hips hard. Bella licked the water from his chin and worked her way down his neck. She bit down on the soft flesh where his neck met his shoulder and unleashed his beast.


  He growled as acute pleasure swamped him, leaving him incapable of doing anything but racing toward the promise of paradise. His hips slammed hard against her as he began to tunnel into her with fast, powerful strokes. He whispered words to her, not knowing what he said, only that they came from his soul.


  Bella wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his hips as she let herself revel in the pleasure of having him inside her. He filled her completely as he stretched her body over his impaling cock, pounding furiously into her welcoming warmth with rhythmic thrusts. The harsh timbre of his voice washed over her and heightened her pleasure to the point of ecstasy.


  Overcome with the possessive need to claim her, Jason drove his hand in her wet hair and pulled her head up. “Look at me, Bella. Open your eyes and look at me,” he commanded harshly. Her amber eyes snapped open, and she struggled for breath at the intense look he gave her. “Tell me it’s me, Bella. Tell me I’m the only one. That I’m the only one you want, forever.”


  “God, yes! I love you, Jason. I’ll love you forever.” Bella cried out as shock waves of pleasure raced through her body and she came apart in his arms. Bright lights exploded, impeding her vision as her entire body shook.


  The force of her climax strangled his cock, and Jason roared his release as he joined her. His cock embedded deep, he filled her with pulse after pulse of his hot, thick cream, and he wished that the moment would never end. His hand came up to slap against the wall, trying to stop them both from falling to the shower floor. Jason laid his head against her neck as he shook with emotion, overcome with a bliss that he never thought he’d find.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  “I can’t.”


  “Oh yes, you can,” Liz argued.


  “Enough of this shit. Bella, unwrap yourself. You’re getting a massage, not going snowboarding.” The three of them were standing in the women’s dressing area of the most exclusive day spa in the city. For the past two weeks Bella had been living in utter chaos, and loving every second of it. Gio had moved quickly and found the perfect building for their new restaurant. It was in an up-and-coming location, ideal for a decent dining space with room for an intimate bar area for late-night patrons or those who just wanted to hang.


  During one of their planning sessions, Bella had offered up a hefty portion of her savings for the down payment on the property only to have Jason nonchalantly announce that he had already purchased the building.


  At first Bella had been furious with him for stepping in to take control.


  Gio, being Gio, had simply shrugged, stating that the building was in her name so there was no reason for concern with a casual indifference only a pure-bred Italian male could manage.


  Bella was not so calm about it. She had gotten up from the table and gone into the bedroom, slamming the door in anger before she exploded.


  Jason had quickly followed, knowing enough to try to explain.


  Bella tried to make him understand that it was important to her to feel that he wasn’t doing things like this behind her back, without her participation. She wasn’t with him for his money, and it wasn’t right that he should pay for her business. If this was to be her future, she needed to do her part, not have him do it for her.


  Jason had apologized for not telling her, but he refused to apologize for wanting to do something to please her. He had more money than he could spend in three lifetimes, and it was ridiculous for her to spend her savings on something when he could purchase it for her. He was frustrated and knew that he had pushed her buttons again, but as his wife his money was hers.


  Hell, everything he had was hers.


  Bella’s anger drained as she watched him kick the bed in frustration with an adorable pout on his face. He growled and grumbled about how much he loved her and that he would damn well spend as much money on her as he pleased. She listened to him as he launched into a lecture on why he had done what he did, and she found it impossible to hold on to her anger. She ended up laughing as she pulled him down to her, and they made up in a spectacular way. How could she stay mad at him when he wanted to give her the world?


  The plans moved along so rapidly that she could hardly believe that her longtime dream was finally becoming reality. They had met with a contractor last week to start the planning for the renovations, and a few days ago Jason surprised her with an introduction to the best wedding planner in the city. He was anxious to get married, and she laughed at his expression when the wedding planner had suggested a year from now for the date. His fierce frown had flustered the consultant, and Bella had quietly ordered him to stop scaring the poor woman.


  She was in agreement with Jason though. There was no way in hell she was going to wait a whole year to become his wife. Even though it would take longer to plan the wedding she had in mind, her plans immediately changed when she saw the disappointment he couldn’t hide. Determined for both of them to be happy, she suggested having a Christmas wedding. The brilliant smile Jason gifted her with was worth changing her own plans. With the wedding coordinator’s help and Jason’s extravagant wealth, a small wedding would be easy to pull off even if they only had a few months to plan it.


  There had been no sign of Victor for weeks now, and everything had been quiet. Bella knew he was still out there, but refused to live in fear any longer. Her parents loved their time in Italy, but wanted to come home although Jason felt it was safer for them to stay away for a little while longer. They backed down when Jason told them it was easier to protect Bella with them away, but they had made it clear that no matter what, they would be home for Thanksgiving and in time to celebrate with the family.


  Her mother had cried tears of joy when Bella told them she was engaged, and her papa’s voice had been suspiciously rough with emotion as he wished the couple happiness.


  Besides that, life had to move on. As a celebration the women had decided to use Tara’s birthday present that Bella and Liz had gotten her, a day at the spa. Tara and Liz were already stripping out of their clothes, talking about the upcoming Halloween party at Moretti’s, but Bella had yet to undress.


  Bella knew that she had nothing to be nervous about since her two best friends knew about her scars, but she still hesitated. She pulled off her jeans and folded them neatly, placing them on the shelf of the locker. Next to her, Tara whipped off her shirt and shoved it in her own locker. The sight had Bella’s eyes going wide.


  Oh my God, are those bullet wounds?


  Bella couldn’t help but stare at the two round telltale scars on Tara’s torso and had to muffle her startled cry when Tara turned so she could see the faint signs of long scars marring the golden flesh on Tara’s back.


  Tara’s head turned, and their eyes met. A million thoughts were spoken without saying a word. Shame overwhelmed Bella as she felt silly worrying about her own scars when her friend stood proud amongst her many battle wounds.


  Bella got undressed and shoved her clothes into one of the lockers and put on the waiting robe while Tara and Liz continued to talk. Maybe Bella had the wrong idea about being normal, Bella thought with new perception. With her group of friends, it seemed like it was more normal not to be normal. It made Bella feel foolish that she had made such a big deal about her own reminders of the past when Tara had obviously been in more life-and-death situations than she could imagine. Even Jason’s own body told the story of his hard life.


  Didn’t each scar just make her love him more?


  They made their way into a small parlor where soft harp music played while they sipped water with cucumber and lemon. They were given facials in their own private room while other women gave them manicures and pedicures.


  Sipping on a glass of champagne, Liz sighed. “I could definitely get used to this.”


  “Mmm,” was all Bella and Tara said in response.


  An hour later they were ready for their massages. “All right ladies, let’s go get rubbed down. I hope my guy is named Sven.” Wagging her eyebrows at them, Tara added, “Do you think he’ll give me a happy ending?”


  Bella and Liz laughed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bella lay on the table with her head in the circular face pillow. She couldn’t move. Her massage had left her muscles feeling like water, and sleep was trying to claim her. The massage had not started out so relaxing. Bella had just gotten on the table when a woman had come in with a little carrier filled with bottles of wax. Tara, that sadistic woman, had gotten Bella a Brazilian wax.


  Bella had never felt anything as painful and couldn’t help the yelp of pain that tore from her lips as the hair was removed. The quiet Russian woman had come in and contorted Bella’s legs this way and that way making sure that all the hair was removed properly. Bella thought it made for a very effective method of torture. Shortly after the waxing was finished, a pretty blonde woman with a soft, soothing voice came in and started her massage.


  When she was finished, the woman with the quiet voice told her to stay, relax, and reminded Bella to stay hydrated. Bella lay there for long minutes trying to work up the energy to get up. Once she had felt cool air wash over her exposed skin as the door opened then closed again, sealing her into the quiet tranquil space. Thinking that was a polite hint for her to get moving, Bella forced herself to get up. Bella looked around and didn’t see anyone, but she saw a fresh glass of water with raspberries floating in it waiting on the counter. She took a few sips of the water before slipping on her robe to make her way to the relaxation room.


  Liz and Tara were both in the room when she got there. Bella flounced onto a lounge chair and leaned back.


  Tara met Bella’s frown with an evil grin. “So, you nice and smooth down there?”


  “I hate you.”


  Tara laughed. “Hey, you got raspberries.” Obliging, Bella held out her glass so Tara could pick out a few berries to pop in her mouth.


  Reminding herself to stay hydrated, Bella took a drink. Trying to move as little as possible, Bella stretched to place the glass back down. It tilted against a folded towel and fell on the carpeted floor with a muffled thud.


  “Oh no!”


  “No worries, I need a refill anyway.” Tara sprung up to get the both a fresh glass of water.


  Murmuring her thanks, Bella cleaned up the puddle of water with the extra towel then lay back in blissful silence.


  Liz shifted uncomfortably. “Umm…it feels weird, but I think I kind of like it.”


  Bella’s eyes popped open in surprise and gaped. “She got you, too?”


  Liz glared at Tara and nodded.


  “Well, at least I wasn’t the only one caught off guard.” Somehow, she felt much better now. She closed her eyes again and relaxed. “How was your massage?”


  “Un-fucking-believable.” Tara came back with three full glasses of water and lay back after handing them over. “Sorry, I couldn’t find any more raspberries. Thanks for the gift, ladies. But too bad it was a woman. I always like it when a man knows how to rub a woman down the right way.”


  “Is that all you ever think about?” Liz asked, her disapproving tone at odds with the sparkle in her deep blue eyes.


  “No, but it does take up a considerable amount of my time,” Tara joked. She opened one eye to focus on Liz. “Maybe we should work on getting you a little nookie. You could use some loosening up.”


  “My sex life is none of your concern.”


  Tara and Bella grinned at each other. “You mean you have a sex life? Who you bouncing on now? Do tell.”


  “That is a crude question and none of your business.” Liz huffed then shot them a sheepish smile. “I don’t think my vibrator counts, so we can change the subject now.”


  “Yeah.” Tara sighed. “I’m not getting any right now either. That may be why it’s all I can think about. Sex on the brain. Mmmm.”


  Bella’s chuckle was cut off by a wave of dizziness. Something wasn’t right. Bella’s stomach cramped, and the tingling sensation started to expand to her whole body. Bella felt her body go weak, and her vision blurred. “Something’s…Oh no.” She turned her head and vomited.


  “Bella! Bella, what’s wrong? Oh my God!” was all she heard before everything went black.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bella tried to open her eyes, but her lids felt as if they were weighed down. She could hear people talking, but she couldn’t find the energy to move. A woman’s soft voice filtered in through the darkness.


  “Mac, calm down. I can’t let you in there if you are going to upset her.”


  Huh, that made Bella want to giggle. Good luck with that. Someone trying to stop Jason from doing something was like stopping the sun from rising in the morning.


  “Dixie, you tell me what’s wrong with her and you tell me right now.” Jason’s soft menacing voice made Bella want to reach out to him to sooth.


  The woman sighed heavily. “We’ve stabilized her, and she’s resting comfortably. So is Tara. Slade and Shannon are with the twins questioning the spa staff to see if they know anything. Bella’s going to be okay, but you have to keep her calm. She passed out while they were at the spa, and Liz and Sal were able to get them back here fast. We’re lucky Bella threw up most of the poison before, Mac—”


  Bella heard the doctor sigh, then a male grunt as Jason most likely threw someone out of his way. A few seconds later she felt him by her side.


  Jason lifted her tiny hand in his and bent his head to hers. “Darling, it’s Jason. Love, I’m here. I’m right here with you. I’m sorry, baby. I should have protected you better. Forgive me.”


  Bella tried to speak, but all that came out was a low moan.


  Man, her throat hurt.


  “Bella? Sweetheart, can you hear me?” Jason squeezed her hand so hard that she could barely feel her fingers.


  Jason had never been so fucking scared in all of his life as he was when he got the frantic phone call from Sal saying that Bella was being rushed to IAD’s medical facilities. Jason had left the consult he was at without saying a word, leaving one of his agents to make excuses for him. He didn’t give a damn. Nothing was as important as getting to Bella.


  When he arrived and saw Bella laying there with a stark white sheet covering her small frame, he wanted to howl with rage. If anything happened to her, he would singlehandedly rip through the city with a vengeance until his found that son of a bitch Dane and tore his head off with his bare hands.


  Jason’s hand shook as he brushed the hair off of her face. He cursed himself for not being with her. It was stupid, stupid to let her out of his sight for one minute while the threat against her still existed. God, she was so pale. She had to be all right. There was no other option. She was his soul.


  If anything happened to her…


  “You’re home, baby. We’re in the clinic down in IAD. You’re fine. Everything’s gonna be fine. You’re just a wee bit sick now, but you’ll be okay. I need you to be okay. I love you, Bella. Sweetheart, open your eyes.”


  His deep commanding voice was rough with emotion, and Bella struggled to comply.


  “Mac, don’t push her,” the woman snapped.


  Bella opened her eyes, wanting to see the woman bold enough to yell at Jason. She was a pretty woman with direct hazel eyes and pixie-short pale blonde hair the color of moonbeams. Her impatient glare changed the moment she saw Bella’s eyes open.


  “Bella? My name is Dr. Sydney Dixon.” Her voice softened as she approached the other side of the bed. “You were drugged, but you’re going to be fine. The heat and the massage worked the poison through your system faster than it normally would have. That’s why you got sick so quickly. But we’re very lucky that you didn’t ingest more and that you got sick when you did. I just need you to relax and rest for a while. Mac,” she said sharply. “Mac, you’re going to break her hand. Loosen the grip, big guy, and give her some room to breathe or I’m going to have to kick you out of here.”


  “Try it, just try it.” Jason voice was a low dangerous rumble in his throat, but his grip had already relaxed.


  Bella struggled to keep her amber eyes open. Jason thought they were the most beautiful sight that he’d ever seen.


  Her vision was cloudy and unfocused, but Bella thought she could see tears in Jason’s eyes. No that couldn’t be. There was something she had to tell him. What was it? Damn, she hurt all over and her throat felt like it was on fire. Oh, yeah. “Water…the water.”


  “What, baby? You want some water?”


  “No…water…the water at the spa. Someone came in my room…and left a glass of water. My throat hurts,” Bella rasped out drowsily.


  “I know, baby, just rest.” He stroked her hair. “I don’t know what I would do if anything happened to you. I love you, Bella, I can’t lose you.” A knock at the door had him turning. Liz and Sal stood in the doorway, eager to see for their own eyes if Bella was okay.


  “Hey, sis, you okay?” Sal came forward and placed a loving hand on her leg.


  Liz rushed in and burst into tears when Bella gave them all a weak smile. Sal tried to take Liz in his arms, but she pushed away from him. “We were so worried, Bella. I’m so sorry that we made you go to the spa. I never thought something like this would happen. It’s all my fault! Oh God! You and Tara could have been killed!” Liz cried.


  “It’s not your fault. Slade and I were there, too. We all thought they would be safe inside the spa. Mac, we didn’t see anyone suspicious. He wasn’t there.” Sal scrubbed his hands over his face.


  Bella struggled to surface again. “Tara? Oh God—”


  Jason gently ran his hand down her cheek in a soothing motion. “Tara also ingested some poison when she ate the raspberries. Luckily she recognized the signs when she checked you out and she made herself throw up most of it before it made its way through her system. She is resting in another room but will be fine. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”


  Bella smiled and squeezed his hand reassuringly.


  “Okay now, everyone out. I have to talk to my patient.” Sydney’s voice was serious enough that the others left the room without any argument, except for Jason.


  “No.”


  Dr. Sydney Dixon put her hands on her hips and sighed in exasperation. “Yes, Mac. I may work for you guys, but I am still first and foremost a doctor. That means doctor-patient confidentiality and private exams. You may not like it, but I will give Bella the same courtesy that I afford every one of you and your stubborn colleagues.”


  Sydney’s expression softened as she saw how Jason MacBain hovered over Bella as if he were her shield against the world. She had known him for years but had never seen him like this. It was like he was a different man. She gentled her voice and asked again for a few minutes with Bella. Jason hesitated but finally conceded after Bella shooed him away.


  “But, don’t go far, okay?”


  Jason paused when he heard Bella call out to him and forced a smile. “Darling, I’ll be right outside the door.”


  He shot the doctor a frigid look before quitting the room, grumbling that he would only give them five minutes. Sydney asked him to close the door, making his frown deepen to a scowl, but he closed the glass door. He remained right outside where he watched over Bella, with arms crossed.


  “Dr. Dixon—”


  “Please call me Sydney. It’s nice to finally meet you, Bella, although I wish it were under different circumstances. Please don’t worry. You’re going to be fine,” she hastened to reassure Bella, seeing the panic she tried to hide. “I do want to monitor you for the next few days, but you were very lucky. Please make sure not to talk too much since I know your throat is probably a little raw still. It’s very important that you rest for the next week or so and make sure that you recover completely.”


  “Okay.” Bella’s eyes wanted to close and she had a difficult time listening to the doctor.


  Sydney paused for a moment before she said, “Bella, I did a full workup on you when you came in.” Sydney took a quick peek at Jason’s stationary form right outside the door. Although she knew he couldn’t hear what was being said, she was fully aware that he was capable of reading lips. One always had to be on guard with these agents. She shifted to block his view of Bella with her body and lowered her voice. “Bella, did you know that you’re pregnant?”


  Bella’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open in shock.


  “I guess you didn’t. You’re only a few weeks along, but I want to assure you that the baby is fine.” Sydney rushed on in a hushed voice. “I wanted to tell you while Jason was out of the room…in case.”


  “A baby?” Bella was shocked. “Are…are you sure?”


  “Yes, sweetie, I double-checked.”


  “A baby,” Bella whispered in awe then concern came in waves. “Jason and I haven’t really talked about…I don’t even know if…Are you sure everything is okay?” She moved her small hand over her abdomen as if to protect the child that rested inside her body.


  Jason’s child.


  “Everything is fine.” Sydney patted her hand. “But that’s why I need to monitor you for the next few days and you need to rest.”


  “I was told, the other doctors told me it would be hard to…”


  Sydney squeezed her hand in understanding. “I’ve reviewed your medical charts, and the doctors in New York did a wonderful job repairing the damage done to you. You should be able to carry a baby to term with little to no issues, but I do want you to be very careful just in case. You were just poisoned, and that isn’t something we can overlook.”


  Bella agreed and let her head fall back on the pillow, closing her eyes, a dreamy smile softening her face. She felt tears leaking out to roll gently down to mingle in her hair.


  When Bella opened her eyes again, they were shining with a happiness that had Sydney smiling, too.


  “I suggest that maybe next week we find you an ob-gyn to take over that side of your care. I would be happy to recommend someone. I specialize in trauma surgery and most of the general practice that is needed around here in the land of crazy misfits, but I’m willing to do whatever you need in the interim.”


  “Thank you. Can you send Jason back in? But don’t tell him yet. I want to wait to tell him. He’d freak out right now. I…I need to find the right time to tell him.”


  Sydney laughed softly. “You definitely know your man well.”


  The door to the room opened, and Jason quickly made his way back to Bella’s side. “Enough. Is something wrong? What’s going on?”


  Sydney winked at Bella and squeezed her hand again. “I’ll check on you in a little bit,” she promised before quietly leaving the room.


  Bella smiled at him and brought their joined hands up to her lips to kiss his knuckles. “I’ll be fine. She just wanted update me on my…condition. I’m fine,” Bella repeated to reassure him. She could tell he was going to press the issue so she hurried on. “I’m just sleepy. Can you take me home? I would rather sleep in our bed.”


  Jason shook his head while stroking her hair in a tender gesture. “No, baby, we need to stay here for now so the doctor can monitor you. But I promise, as soon as she says it’s safe I’ll take you home. It makes me crazy thinking about you hurting. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.”


  Jeez, Bella could feel herself melting. That this strong man could say such sweet poetic things to her made her already-jittery stomach flutter and her face flush with heat. She loved him so much she felt stupid with it.


  “Do you feel all right? You look flush, sweetheart. Should I call the doctor back?”


  “No, no. I’m fine, really,” Bella promised, embarrassed by her reaction. “But, Jason, don’t go away. Please stay with me for a little while.”


  Bella’s eyes were heavy, and she couldn’t keep them open any longer. She reached out her other hand into the void, and his strong hand immediately caught it and put it on his chest as he sat down next to her.


  “No, sweetheart, I won’t leave you. I’m here. Sleep, love. I’ll keep you safe.”


  Bella closed her eyes, secure with the fact that no harm would come to her while he was near. She drifted off to sleep listening to the sound of his voice, feeling the steady beat of his heart to dream of a little boy with laughing silver eyes.


  She would worry about someone trying to kill her tomorrow.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  “Enough.”


  Three days of bed rest was driving Bella insane.


  There was only so much good will that one individual could take. Although the day after the attack Dr. Dixon had announced that Bella was out of danger, Jason had put her on lockdown. Jenna and Gio had taken over teaching her class this week, and Bella was told she was supposed to do nothing but rest and recover. People dropped by to see how she was doing, but Jason never let any of them stay for very long.


  When she had talked to her parents, she felt terrible listening to her mother’s tears, but Jason had taken over speaking to them when he saw how distressed she was. Adding to that, Tony was all but camping in the living room and refused to leave. Jason said he would gladly make him leave, but Bella didn’t have the heart to let him.


  Besides that, there was nothing much for her to do except for rest.


  They had found out that one of the young women who worked at the spa had been paid a hefty tip by a man who wanted her to bring a glass of water with raspberries to Bella. He had claimed he was her boyfriend and said she only drank water with raspberries, so the girl thought nothing of it, wanting to please the clients. The girl had burst into tears, sobbing as she told them what had happened. No one could really blame the girl for attempted murder, just for being stupid.


  Victor had also been caught on the security cameras outside of Bella’s old apartment, but before they could catch him, he escaped. He had left a note saying that he wouldn’t rest until she was his again.


  Jason had flown into a rage when he saw the note. He had tried to maintain a calm demeanor in front of Bella, but she could hear him yelling in his office as she was resting in their bedroom even with the door closed.


  They knew Victor Dane had bought himself a new identity in Europe, but the trace they had done only got them as far as his entry back into the States. Since he had come back to America, he had been using a new name, and any chance of using his European alias to catch him had gone cold.


  Bella felt as if she was stuck in a dangerous game of cat and mouse and she didn’t know the rules. Jason and the other agents had been working tirelessly to end the threat against her, and she knew staying in the apartment would make everyone’s job easier. So she stayed put. The last thing she wanted to happen was to have someone else get hurt trying to protect her.


  Again.


  She felt horrible that Tara had gotten hurt, so she kept her complaints to herself. Tara had laughed off her concern, but Bella still felt responsible. To keep busy, she had started the plans for Bella Gio’s, surfing the web for ideas and jotting down what she liked so she could show it to Gio later.


  The other thing weighing heavily on her mind was the baby.


  She hadn’t told Jason yet, but she wanted to do it when they were on equal ground again, not while she was lying in bed recovering. She knew him well enough to at least wait for that much. The truth was that she was also nervous, not knowing how he would take the news.


  Even though it had only been a few days, she loved their baby already. Being given the dream of a child when she thought it would be hard for ever to have one was a gift beyond measure.


  Part of her was so happy she thought she would burst. The other part was terrified.


  After hearing what had happened to Jason’s family, she so wanted to give that back to him. She wanted for them to have a big family, one where he could learn to love and laugh again without restraint, without the shadow of his past haunting him. But they had never talked about children, and it was so soon that she was worried that he wouldn’t want the same vision of the future that she so desperately hoped for.


  Unable to stand it anymore, Bella flung back the covers to get out of bed. She had to do something, something besides thinking about the man somewhere out there who wanted to kill her. She needed to do something useful. And tonight, tonight she would tell Jason about the baby.


  Taking a quick shower, Bella wrapped herself in a gold cashmere robe Jason had left hanging for her on a rack in the bathroom.


  Playing with the large diamond pendant that Jason had gifted her with only yesterday, she strode into the closet to find something to wear. The diamond was beautiful and matched her ring perfectly. She had told Jason that she didn’t want him buying her such expensive gifts, but when he told her that he had gotten it so she could put her ring on the chain to wear it around her neck when she was cooking, she had accepted it gratefully. Not that he would have taken it back anyway.


  The closet was large enough to have its own zip code. Every time Bella walked into the room, she was amazed by the amount of clothing that she and Jason had. Jason had brought all of her clothing from her apartment, but she also found so many new items, all in her size. Her eyes narrowed as she realized there were more things on her side than there were last time she had been in there.


  The man liked to buy things for her and just stuck it in the closet like she wouldn’t notice. It amused her that the only arguments they seemed to have were about his penchants for spending money on her. Well, that and his stupid man moments.


  With a smile Bella reached for a pair of her favorite comfy pants that had a racy saying written across the bottom and the matching hoodie.


  As she strolled out into the living room, Tony’s head came up from where he was sitting at the dining table working on his laptop. Concern flashed across his face, but Bella raised her hand to stop him from saying anything.


  “Don’t even start with me. I’m so sick and tired of sitting around doing nothing. I’m fine, fine I tell you. Now I’m going to cook, and I need you to go get a few things for me. I won’t try and leave, but I need you to go shopping for me.”


  Bella sat at the table and grabbed his notepad from him and started to write a list of things she needed. Tapping the pen to her lips, she finally noticed that Tony was smiling at her. “What?”


  “I’m just glad you’re okay, hon.”


  “You’re just glad I’m going to be cooking for you again, you mean.”


  Laughing, he said, “Yeah, that, too.”


  Bella smiled and reached out to grab his hand.


  “What are you doing out of bed?”


  Bella jumped in her seat and sent Jason a fake frown. “Jeez, baby, do I have to put a bell on you?”


  Jason had heard their voices from his open office door and came out to see what she was doing. Bella knew that when the door was closed not to bother him, but he rarely locked his office door nowadays while she was there. He rarely kept any secrets from her, and Bella made an effort to give him the necessary space for him to conduct his business without being underfoot.


  Bella smiled at him, reaching out her hand. He crossed the room in that quick fluid stride of his and pulled her up out of the chair and sat down, placing her onto his lap. Bella nuzzled her face into his neck and leaned in to kiss him.


  Jason could feel himself grinning like a simpleton. Damn, did he have it bad.


  “Geez, you two…get a room.”


  Jason ignored Tony as he placed another soft kiss on Bella’s lips.


  Bella pulled back and had to shake off the dreamy haze that she always got after Jason kissed her like that.


  “I’m sick of sitting around doing nothing, so I have decided to use this time to try out a few potentials for the menu at the restaurant.” Bella placed a finger to Jason’s lips when he opened his mouth to speak. “I know I have to take it easy, but all this inactivity is killing me. Tony’s going shopping for me, so I’m not trying to leave. Please.”


  Jason sighed.


  He wanted her to continue to rest, but he was surprised he had been able to keep her down for three whole days already. “All right, but if you start to feel weak, I want you to take a break.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Bella rolled her eyes and kissed him hard before she started working on her list again. Amusement, admiration, and frustration warred in Jason as she casually dismissed him.


  “Man, does she know how to work you.” Tony chuckled.


  “Shut it, Tony, or no tiramisu for you.”


  “Shutting it now, ma’am.”


  “It seems that she knows how to work both of us, doesn’t it.” Jason stated dryly. Bella tried to scoot off his lap, but his steel-roped arms wound tight around her, holding her in place. Feeling impish she wiggled as if trying to get comfortable on his lap just to tease him.


  Jason muffled his groan as he rubbed his face into her hair and placed a kiss on the top of her head to tell her that he had only been joking. Christ, it was torture feeling her tight little bottom rub against his growing erection. He had held himself back to ensure that she was completely recovered from her ordeal and every hour had been pure hell. He had always been a sexual man, but damn it, never like this. Three days had him feeling like he was coming off a ten-year celibacy stint and his dick throbbed like an open wound.


  Jason fought back the tides of lust crashing through his system as he thought back to why it was so important that he let Bella recover completely before making her deal with his attentions. He once again felt the rage build within him as the thought of how close he had come to losing her. Bella squeaked in protest as his arms tightened around her too tightly.


  “Sorry, love,” Jason murmured as he kissed the top of her head. He forced his grip loose, and her body relaxed against his and she continued working on her list. He watched her in comfortable silence as she scribbled vigorously. When she was done, she ripped out the page, handing it to Tony.


  Tony winced. “Jeez, Bella, I thought you just needed a few things. Are you planning on stocking your restaurant today?”


  “What are you complaining about?” Tara asked as she strolled out of the office. She leaned down to give Bella a hug and ended up including Jason by proxy.


  Bella felt Jason’s body tense slightly then relax at the gesture. The poor man knew so little about affection, Bella thought sadly, even more determined to change that.


  Tara moved around the table to mess with Tony’s hair before flinging herself into the chair next to him. Bella leaned back against Jason and grabbed his arms to wrap them tight around her middle once again. She felt him rub his jaw on her head as she stroked her hand over his arms, secretly thrilled as the muscles flexed under her fingertips.


  Bella explained to Tara what she wanted to do, and Tara slapped Tony on the arm and got up, grabbing the list. “I’m on it. Listen here, computer geek, Bella wants this shit, so we’re going shopping. Let’s ride.” Turning with a wink, Tara pocketed the list and smacked a kiss on the top of Bella’s head. Tony got up and quickly followed, grumbling under his breath.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bella loved creating things with her hands.


  Cooking was a job for some, a craft for others, but for her, it was pure art. Since Tony loved her tiramisu, that had been a priority on her to-do list for the day. Two very large trays of the completed tiramisu now sat chilling in the refrigerator.


  Jason had expanded the kitchen a while ago, wanting to suit Bella’s needs. He added another restaurant-grade refrigerator and freezer and also added another dishwasher so there was one near each of the two sinks. He had also bought an electric stove so they now had electric and gas units for her to use. Jason had never really thought about the functionality of his kitchen before Bella had moved in. Now, he wanted to give her everything she needed, everything she dreamed of.


  The corner of the living room now housed a wet bar since the bar and the wine refrigerator in the kitchen had been removed to make space for the new appliances. Bella had mentioned that it would be nice to have one since their apartment now seemed to be a hangout for all of their friends.


  Jason had gotten one the very next day.


  Bella had been touched that he had gone out of his way to give her everything she asked for and more. He was an amazingly loving man.


  Bella finely chopped onions and threw them into a sizzling combination of garlic and olive oil to sauté. Turning the light on in the oven, she checked her pans of lasagna to see if they were done. She had added layers of spinach and Italian sausage in between the four cheese and tomato sauces. It was one of her most famous recipes. She knew just the right coloring she wanted on the crust of the dish and turned down the heat to keep them warm.


  One of her favorite CDs played over the speakers, and Bella hummed along to the melody as she slid the thin, breaded veal cutlets into the large skillet to brown in the oil. The hauntingly beautiful voice trilled out an aria with a voice so pure it sounded like an angel was singing overhead. Bella added a splash of wine to the mix, punctuating a few more splashes in time to the music. When they were done, she placed them on a platter and repeated the process. Almost finished with the meal, Bella was satisfied at the sizzling sounds of the meat cooking,


  She turned to see that the smells had lured Jason, Tony, Sal, Tara, and Slade out of the office to hover on the other side of the counter, hunger gleaming on their faces. Smiling, she watched them head straight for the tray of antipasto she had left for them. Bella was pleased that they had all remembered to stay out of her kitchen while she was cooking, but what did surprise her was the expression on Slade’s face.


  Slade had halted halfway to the counter behind the others as if he had run into an invisible wall. He closed his eyes and rubbed a hand over his chest like his heart ached. Bella was about to speak out in concern until his eyes snapped open and froze her with their intensity as they stared off unfocused into the distance. Those pale eyes burned like blue flames. Bella loved this man like a friend, but, wow, she couldn’t help her own feminine reaction to such a blatantly passionate gaze. Wow, she thought again, if that gaze was ever directed at a woman Bella could see that woman didn’t stand a chance against him.


  “Beautiful.”


  “Huh?” Sal asked around a mouthful of food, not paying attention.


  “Who is this?” Slade asked again, his voice rough with emotion.


  “Do you like it?” Bella asked, pleased beyond measure at his reaction to the music soaring over the speakers.


  “I guess you could consider this classical crossover,” Tara explained, misunderstanding Slade’s question. “She sings opera and covers of other songs that appeal to her, all with a classical twist. She does have an awesome voice.” Turning to Bella, Tara asked, “Have you talked to her recently?”


  “I just got an e-mail from her a few days ago.”


  “You know her?” Slade asked nonchalantly as he now sidled up to Tara’s side. He asked it so casually that no one else noticed, but Bella had witnessed his initial reaction, so he didn’t fool her. Ah, Bella thought, holding back a smile. This could be very interesting.


  “Yep. This is Angel.”


  Sal’s head came up in surprise. “Jesus, this is little Angel? Gio’s Angel? Wow does she have some pipes.”


  Bella saw Slade’s eyes narrow at the mention of Giovanni’s name and struggled to hold back a giggle. Bella noticed Jason watching her and shot him a sparkling smile full of mischief that had his brow raising.


  Tony agreed, smiling. “We saw her a few months ago. When was that, Bells?”


  “Right before I moved back here. She was performing in New York.”


  Tara waved a fork in the air. “I saw her last month when I was stopped over in Paris. I just stopped in to say hi, and she insisted I come see her perform that night. Boy, is she something live. She almost had me in tears. We had dinner after. Gio was there, too. I’m surprised he didn’t mention it to you.”


  Jason had been watching the exchange silently, determined to understand what had put the sparkle of amusement in Bella’s eyes. It wasn’t until he put it together that had his eyes widening in shock. “This is Angelina Cossi? Gio’s sister is the Angelina Cossi?”


  Tony nodded. “You have to admit they do have some talent in that family.”


  Sal leaned on the counter and chuckled. “Man, I think it’s been like ten years since I’ve seen her. She was a pretty little thing, but I remember she was a brat.”


  Bella threw a towel at him. “She’s twenty-three now, and you thought all my friends were brats.”


  “That’s because they were, especially Tara and Liz,” Sal said, playfully pulling on Tara’s hair, earning him an elbow in the stomach. His breath whooshed out.


  Damn woman had put some weight behind it.


  Tony snickered. “You earned that. But trust me, you wouldn’t recognize her now. She sure has grown up and is a freakin’ knockout.”


  “Gio would kill you. You don’t mess with his baby sister. Plus she’s a sweetheart, too good for either of you,” Tara joked.


  “We all have to die sometime.”


  “You’ll get to see her again soon,” Bella said innocently. “After all, she’s singing at our wedding.”


  Slade’s slow smile had Bella turning around to hide her own. She was going to have to remember to introduce them at the wedding, but on the other hand Slade would probably take care of that himself. She cleared her throat. “Would someone set the table please?” And was pleased when they all jumped up to help.


  Getting back to business, she laid the large golden-brown cutlets onto the serving platter, drizzling a light wine sauce over the top, and added a garnish. She pulled the pans of lasagna out of the oven and placed them on the counter to cool. Moving to the side, she quickly poured thick, white, creamy, fragrant sauce over perfectly cooked pasta in another large bowl and mixed it with two large spoons. After cutting the fresh bread she had made earlier, she placed the pieces into a bowl, drizzled garlic-infused olive oil over the top, and stepped back to survey the spread.


  A knock sounded on the door. As if summoned by some silent dinner bell, in walked the twins, both of them trying to look surprised but failing miserably as Jason frowned at them.


  “We’re sorry. We didn’t mean to interrupt dinner,” Adrian offered with a sheepish smile. Neither of them was sorry in the least.


  “Come in, come in. I made enough. Please join us.” Bella laughed at their wide grins. Tara had already warned her that the twins had called earlier trying to beg for an invitation. Bella had learned to cook in mass quantities already and wasn’t bothered at all by the addition to their dinner party.


  The men happily carried the platters of food over to the large wooden table that sat in the dining room. The table was a huge old piece, one of the only things that Jason had kept from his family’s home.


  Bella cracked her neck and stretched.


  Jason came up behind her and rubbed her shoulders after passing her a glass of wine. He knew she always liked to have a fresh glass after she completed whatever she was cooking.


  She took a sip and let the cool sweet liquid slide down her throat.


  “Darling, everything smells wonderful, but you smell even better,” Jason murmured to as he snuggled into her neck to breathe in that vanilla-spiced scent that was uniquely Bella. She chuckled and turned to face him.


  He stroked his thumb over her cheek as he stared down at the woman he loved. “What did I ever do to deserve you?” he whispered in a silken voice that wrapped her in its intimacy.


  “I don’t know, but we both got pretty lucky,” Bella responded before his lips brushed softly against hers.


  “I love you.”


  “I know, baby. I love you, too.”


  “Geez, give it a rest, please, I’m starving!” Tony cried.


  Jason and Bella joined the rest of the gang, and he sat at the head of the table with Bella to his right. She leaned into him to whisper, “I like your family, Jason.”


  He was startled for a second before he looked around, and a slow smile spread across his face. It was like a family dinner, Jason thought. Why did he not see it before? These people had become his family. Bella had not only made this a home, she had given him a family.


  “Yeah, we put the ‘fun’ in dysfunctional,” he said wryly, making Bella laugh.


  “What are we having tonight?” Rock asked eagerly.


  “Costoletta alla Milanese, my famous lasagna, a new seafood pasta dish I’m experimenting with that has a creamy garlic cheese-based sauce, fresh bread, antipasto, and save room, we have tiramisu for dessert.”


  “Damn, I should have asked you to marry me,” Adrian said with a wink.


  Jason’s face made Bella think that he was fantasizing about transferring Adrian to Siberia.


  “Please, everyone enjoy!" Bella announced gaily.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Dinner was a whirlwind affair, and food was consumed at a massive rate, just like every time she had cooked a meal for these people. Conversations were loud and boisterous, with everyone talking over one another that only came when people were truly at ease. When everyone had left, Bella leaned back on the couch and watched Jason finish cleaning up. He had sequestered her in the living room, not allowing her to help.


  Watching his gorgeous form move around the kitchen was almost like foreplay to Bella. As he wiped down the counters, she watched the muscles of his arms and back under the soft material of his T-shirt that stretched taut with each movement.


  Bella knew they had to talk, but first she had other things on her mind.


  Jason looked up, and the full power of Bella’s sensual amber eyes had him ensnared, bewitched. They hadn’t made love since she had been poisoned because he wanted to make sure she was healed, but it had been killing him. Three days never seemed so long. It had been a lifetime for him, and he had been a walking hard-on without release, but he would be damned if he put his needs before hers. Or he could die trying.


  “Jason?”


  “Aye, love?”


  “I want you to…come…here.” Bella’s voice stroked over him like velvet, low and filled with sensual promise.


  Bella watched Jason’s Adam’s apple bob and his jaw clench. His fists tightened on the counter as he tried to control himself. “Bella, lass, we need to make sure you are well. You were poisoned—”


  “I know Jason, but I miss you. I miss your touch. I want you to touch me. I need you to touch me.”


  She seduced him with her words so his body tightened with need. Jason bowed his head, eyes closed, and took a deep breath, forcing his body to remain around the barrier of the kitchen counter.


  Closing his eyes had been a mistake.


  A huge mistake.


  When Jason’s eyes opened, his breath left in a rush. Jesus, he felt like someone had sucker punched him. His eyes blazed with possessive fire as he struggled against the need to leap over the counter and to take her. He wanted to devour her, to sate his need for her over and over. He wanted to pound himself into her until neither of them could move. He gritted his teeth as he felt his cock harden as all the blood in his head rushed downward. His erection was heavy and thick, pulsing, ready to tear through the fabric of his pants.


  Bloody hell, she was trying to kill him.


  While Jason had been struggling for control with his eyes closed, Bella had quickly stripped off her clothes and now lay on the couch, naked. Watching his reaction to her made her hot, made her wet with need. Breathing heavy, she slowly reached down and stroked her fingers along her body. Her fingers rubbed lightly over her tight nipples, and her breasts were heavy with need. Her hands drifted lower to play over the naked flesh of her now-bare pussy, and she parted her legs to give herself more room. She had never done something like this before the watching eyes of a lover. The feeling was so exciting it made her body tremble as she used her own cream to play with the throbbing clit between her legs.


  “You never told me if you liked me waxed,” Bella whispered, her own voice husky with desire. Her eyes went wide as Jason vaulted over the counter, coming to her with blurring speed as he pulled her hand up, away from her body.


  “I love it.” Jason’s voice was thick with lust. He raised her hand and licked her cream from her fingers, making her shudder. “But, lass, this pussy is mine. You make me crazy watching you play with…when you touch my pussy.” Molten silver eyes gleamed with a hunger he could barely control.


  “Then you touch it,” Bella challenged.


  “Oh, aye, I will.” Jason growled. He jerked her hips forward so her back fell flat on the couch and her legs were braced over his shoulders. With no warning, he dove straight down to lick and suck at her clenching, hot little hole, tearing a strangled scream from her throat. He hummed low in his throat as his tongue lapped at the soft, smooth pale flesh, drinking in her sweet nectar.


  White lightning hit, and Bella screamed in shocked surprise as she came. And came. Bright lights danced behind her eyelids as Jason sucked her clit into his mouth softly, prolonging her pleasure, causing her scream to trail off into gasps as she desperately tried to suck in oxygen.


  God, she was so bloody beautiful.


  Hands shaking, Jason ripped his fly opened faster than he ever had before. Watching Bella come was like watching the most beautiful thing in the world. And she was his. Jason kept her legs braced on his shoulders as he came up on his knees, his cock thrust up, pulsing with desire. He only had time to shove his pants down his hips before he positioned his body and thrust deep.


  “Oh God!” Bella cried out.


  Jason’s forearms were taut, rigid with strain as he forced himself to remain still, waiting for her body to adjust to his straining flesh inside her body. His large hands flexed as they gripped her hips, holding her to him as he struggled for control.


  “You okay, love?” Dear God, he hoped so.


  Jason’s voice was strained with tension, and she knew that he was holding on to control by a thin thread. She wanted to break that control. She wanted him wild and crazy. She needed it.


  “Jason, please, please. Give me—”


  “Just a minute, baby, give me a minute.” His breath was billowing in and out as if he had just run a mile in seconds flat.


  No, she wouldn’t give him the chance to regain control. Bella tried to shift to pull him further inside her, but his grip held her firmly in place.


  He grimaced as if in pain. “No, baby. Don’t move. Not yet.”


  “Please.”


  “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “You can’t. You won’t. Show me, Jason. Show me how much you want me. Fuck me,” Bella demanded as she clawed for purchase on his biceps, leaving streaks of red, deep enough for a sting of pain but not enough to draw blood. “Fuck me!”


  Jason let out a vicious curse, hips bucking he pulled back only to forge into her heat with startling force. Hearing Bella demand he pleasure her always made him crazy. He felt like a wild beast. Even knowing that he made her come before he mounted her didn’t make it any better, but he was beyond thought now.


  Her fist-tight pussy was gripping him so hard that he almost burst from the exquisite pleasure. He plunged into her tight, hot hole like a man insane, whispering incoherent love words to express the intensity of his emotions. Operating purely on sensation now, he was unable to measure his thrusts, instead he pushed them both hard, roughly shoving through her tight folds as pleasure streaked through his system.


  Her cries echoed in his brain as he pounded his full length into her over and over. He watched the pleasure race across her face and thought it was the most perfect thing he had ever seen. Watching Bella lost in ecstasy was unlike anything he had ever witnessed before. And he desperately needed to see it. Damn it, he needed to feel it.


  He used his thumb to stroke over the hard crest of her clit, making her cry out, wanting more.


  Always more.


  Her body was a slick, wet heaven, and he would never get enough. He needed to feel her come apart again, and that need drove him to fuck her faster, harder. He relished in her screams, and he felt the sting of her nails grip onto his arms. Sweat dripped down unheeded as he looked down to where his cock forced its way inside her body, and he felt close to bursting.


  God, what a sight.


  The erotic image of his impaling flesh forging into her body was almost too much for him to handle. His hands gripped her hips hard, pushing and pulling her back onto his cock, his hips flexed as he thrust, continuing to piston into her body deep with rhythmic thrusts unable to do anything but let instinct take over.


  Bella screamed his name again, her body coming apart around him, pulsing with the force of her orgasm. Her flesh gripped him hard, milking him to completion even as he tried to hold back to prolong the pleasure. He let out a guttural yell, head thrown back in ecstasy as he drove every inch of his hard cock deep as he erupted, jetting his hot cream deep inside her.


  His cock gave a final jerk as Jason collapsed on Bella, his breathing heavy.


  Christ, she was going to kill him.


  Bella’s giggle had him lifting his head in surprise as he struggled to push the weight of his lethargy back. The look of love shining in her eyes was enough to make his heart leap in his chest, and unbelievably even after that mind shattering orgasm, he felt himself harden. He felt the pleasure of her joy deep in his soul.


  “I guess you sure showed me.”


  His own eyes narrowed in challenge as he took in her impish grin. “You are playing with fire, lass.”


  Her eyebrow rose. “Oh really?”


  “Aye.”


  Bella grabbed his hair to pull his head down close enough for her to nip playfully at his lips as she squeezed her inner muscles and felt his penis flexed and lengthen deep within her. His answering growl told her that he liked it just as much as she did.


  She did it again and whispered, “Show me again.”


  On a laugh he swept her up in his arms to their bedroom and did exactly that.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  “No.”


  “What do you mean ‘no’?” Bella asked indignantly.


  “I said no, baby. You are not going to that party.”


  “What do you mean I’m not going to the party? I have to go to the party,” Bella snapped back at Jason’s placid tone. She braced her hands on the table as she stared him down. Bella had woken up with the thought of telling Jason about the baby, but before she could he had started the fight about the upcoming Halloween party at Moretti’s. Jason made it clear that he did not want her there. Common sense had told Bella that she shouldn’t go, but she took exception to the way that Jason just told her she wasn’t going instead of talking it out with her.


  Jason calmly set aside his coffee, holding back a smile. He waited a few seconds just to see if smoke was going to start coming out of her ears. They had spent the night and a good part of the morning making love, and both of them had woken up around noon. Never before had Jason allowed himself stay in bed so late, but being with Bella, it was difficult to drag himself away from her. Jason thought carefully as he tried to find a way to explain his decision. He reached out across the table to grasp her hands, but Bella quickly pulled then out of reach.


  “Listen to me, sweetheart. The Halloween party is open to the public. People will be dressed in costume, and there is no way to know if Victor Dane will be there. He could be hiding behind every mask, and I can’t protect you properly. If I can’t guarantee your safety, then you shouldn’t be there.” His voice grew harsh with conviction. “If anything happened to you, I don’t know how I would live with myself. Dammit, I love you, Bella.”


  Bella’s shoulders slumped comically as her anger instantly disappeared. She knew he was right. Huffing out a breath Bella crossed her arms over her chest. “All right, I won’t go, but if I don’t go, you don’t go either.”


  Jason opened his mouth to speak, but watching her expression, he changed his mind and just nodded gravely.


  Her eyes narrowed. “You know, you could have just talked this out with me instead of giving an order.”


  “I’m sorry, darling. I’ll never do it again.”


  “Yes, you will.” She rolled her eyes at him. “I know you love ordering me around, so your apology is pointless.”


  He smiled. “You’re right.”


  “What is with you men?” she groused.


  “We’re damaged.”


  “Yeah, in the head,” she muttered, making Jason laugh. “I have to go to the school today. I have to check on supplies to see what I need to order.” Bella held her hand up to stop Jason from speaking as she stood up. “This is not a discussion. I’m going. You can come with me, but I’m going.”


  “All right, darling. We will go to school today.”


  “Your condescending tone is not helping your chances of sleeping in my bed tonight, buster,” Bella shouted over her shoulder as she made her way back to the bedroom with his laughter trailing after her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jason contented himself working on his BlackBerry as he waited for Bella to finish taking stock of the items of the pantry in her room at the school.


  Jenna had offered to come in and help, but Bella had waved off her offer, enjoying the quiet time alone. Since she had been poisoned, she had missed a full week of class and was surprised just how much she missed being in the kitchen with her students. She knew that teaching wasn’t what she was meant to do full time, but she enjoyed the students she had and wanted to be able to finish the semester off before moving on to fully focus on her new restaurant venture.


  “All done!” Bella said happily as she made her way to the front of the room to join Jason.


  At the sound of her voice, Jason’s head came up and he pocketed his phone. Bella’s breath always caught at the intensity of his focus on her whenever she was in a room. Bella walked forward slowly. “You still working?”


  “Work can wait.”


  He chuckled in surprise as she ran the rest of the way and jumped up to wrap her arms around his neck. He tried to keep from grinning like an idiot as happiness washed over him. “Careful now. It’s a long way down.”


  “Hey, was that a crack about me being short?”


  His arms wrapped tight around her waist, holding her body pressed tight to him. “No, darling, that was me telling you to be careful.”


  Bella laughed as she leaned in to place a soft kiss on his lips. “Besides,” she whispered, “it’s not like you would ever let me fall.”


  His arms tightened. “Never.”


  She smiled as she leaned in to kiss him again.


  “You know we are on camera right now,” Jason murmured against her lips, making her giggle.


  “You know if it’s one of my brothers monitoring the cameras right now they are totally having a hissy.”


  Jason laughter rumbled low in his chest. “Well then, let’s give them something to see that will really set them on edge.” He crushed her to him and deepened the kiss.


  Bella finally pulled back as she gasped for breath. Jason hoisted Bella up onto the closest counter and stood between her thighs.


  “Whoa, buddy, none of that now.” Bella pushed against his chest, but her eyes danced with mirth. “I may want to piss my brothers off, but I don’t want them to kill you.”


  Jason leaned in and placed a soft kiss on her lips before pulling back just enough to gaze lovingly down at her. “I do love you, lass.”


  Bella cupped his cheek. “I know. I love you, too.”


  “So, I think we should go out to dinner tonight. You know, to celebrate.”


  Bella’s eyebrow raised. “Wow, you mean you would let me go out to eat somewhere? Without armed guards?”


  Jason growled jokingly before smacking a kiss on her forehead. “You will be with me. But if you want the guards, I’m sure we can convince some of the guys to meet us at the restaurant.”


  “No way! If we are celebrating, I want a romantic night out with you. Just you.”


  “You got it,” Jason promised as he stroked a hand down over her hair. His voice softened. “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to court you properly.”


  Bella cocked her head, her expression questioning. “Jason, if you court me anymore, I think I might fall into a romance coma. Trust me, baby, you don’t have to take me out to show me that you love me. I know you do. So, where are we going? I’m starving!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Bella looked out the window of Jason’s SUV and took in the splendor of the Chicago skyline as they drove into the heart of the city. It was a beautiful city, full of life and excitement. Until Jason had suggested they go out for dinner, Bella hadn’t realized just how much she had missed going out. She looked down to their entwined hands with a small smile.


  Courting her?


  The man was crazy. Since Jason came into her life, he had done nothing but court her. He never hesitated to show her exactly how important she was to him and how much he loved her.


  Jason looked over to see Bella smiling that special smile she had just for him, and he squeezed the hand he held gently.


  “So, where are we going?”


  “I told you, it’s a surprise.” Jason chuckled at her pout. Man, he was such a sucker. He opened his mouth to tell her where they were going but never got the chance. Jason had a split second to watch Bella’s mouth dropped open in a horrified expression before everything went black.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Bella opened her eyes, but they immediately snapped shut again in defense as the room spun at an alarming rate.


  Her head felt like there were a thousand tiny tap dancers doing their best to break her skull open from the inside out. She took a few deep breaths to try and stave off the nausea that threatened to have everything in her stomach coming up for a second visit. Bella had shown no signs of the dreaded morning sickness that seemed to accompany pregnancy, until now. But no, that wasn’t right.


  Something was wrong.


  Bella tried raising her hand to her aching head only to realize that she couldn’t move. Panic slid the greasy slide to sheer terror as Bella forced her eyes open to see that she was lying on the floor of the building that would house her future restaurant with her hands and feet tied. She was in the kitchen area surrounded by piles of wood, brick, and other building materials that would be used in the renovation project.


  Oh God, what happened? Where is Jason?


  Memories came rushing back of a van crashing into them on their way to dinner. Bella hadn’t even had a chance to scream out a warning before the van rammed straight into Jason’s side of the vehicle. Bella’s head had hit the side window upon impact, and she remembered no more until waking up on the floor.


  Dane. Victor Dane had found her.


  Bella blinked rapidly to stave off the tears that threatened. Her chest hurt holding back the hysterical sobs that wanted to rip out of her throat, but she forced herself to remain silent as she scanned the room. In the center of the room she could see a drop cloth had been laid out, surrounded by tea light candles that cast an eerie glow around the room. Back here no one could see her. No one would be able to help.


  But she was alone, for now. Bella quietly turned her head to survey the room. She had to close her eyes at the movement that once again caused her stomach to roll. Slowly Bella scooted her body around, reaching with her hands, desperately hoping that she would find something to help her cut through the ropes that bound her hands behind her back. Her fingers touched pieces of wood, but she kept searching for something else that would help her gain freedom. She had to fight to hold in a sob of relief as she found a small handsaw left by one of the workers.


  Bella gripped the saw awkwardly with one hand as she tried to slice through the thick rope. She winced as the saw cut through the delicate skin of her wrists, but she continued the sawing motions, praying that she would be able to free herself. Her grip slipped as blood from her cuts dripped down to her hands. Sweat broke over her skin as she continued to work. Bella bit her lip to keep from sobbing out in relief as she felt the snap of the bindings pull free.


  Her relief was short lived as she heard a soft whistling coming from the main dining room beyond the plastic curtains. She quickly lay back down on the ground motionless, gripping the handsaw tight in her right hand while she held the ropes in her left. Bella closed her eyes just in time as Victor Dane came back into the kitchen.


  “He’s got the whole world in his hands…”


  Fear and adrenaline raced through her bloodstream like a jolt of electricity, making it hard for Bella to remain still on the floor. Like a trapped animal Bella wanted to lash out at him and run for safety, but with her legs still tied, she knew her only hope would be to wait for the right moment to fight. She sensed Victor squatting down in front of her when suddenly he reached out and yanked her head up by her hair, causing a pain-filled gasp to escape before she could stop it.


  “Ah, I see you are awake now. Good, sit up, little bitch. I want you to see exactly what I have planned for you. Did you miss me, slut? ’Cuz I sure have missed you.” Victor gripped her face with his hand in a painful hold and crushed his mouth down on hers.


  Bile rose up her throat at his touch, and Bella wondered how he would feel if she threw up on him. He bit her lip hard when she tried to pull away, and she forced herself to remain still under his hold.


  He released her, breathing hard with arousal. Bella simply stared back at him silently, letting all the disgust she felt for him show in her eyes.


  This man would not break her again, no matter what he did. She was stronger than that. He reached out and viciously slapped her across the face, his hand in her hair holding her so she took the full impact of the brutal hit.


  “That was for finding you with another man, Bella. My sweet little Bella. Good thing I killed him.”


  Jason. Bella couldn’t hide her fear. Oh God, what happened to him?


  Was Victor telling the truth or was he lying?


  Was Jason still alive?


  Victor smiled as he saw the tears in her eyes. Up until that moment he had been slightly confused that she had not broken down begging and crying like she did before. But no bother, she would before he was done. Her cries would echo off the thick brick walls of the building. Her screams would be music to his ears just like before.


  Bella watched as Victor sauntered over to center counter to pick up something between his two fingers. The candlelight flickered off the diamond like a beacon as he rolled the band of her engagement ring tauntingly.


  “Bad, bad little Bella. Did you really think I was going to allow you to marry someone else? You really can’t be that stupid.”


  He leaned his hip against the marble table casually, like they were old friends settling in for a chat. Bella slowly slid her legs further behind her, hoping for the opportunity to cut the bindings around her ankles as he continued to speak.


  “I’ve watched you, you know. You and that Neanderthal you’ve tied yourself to. You should have known you would never be safe from me no matter who you tried to get to protect you. I had to leave the States for a while after our…last night together. At first I was very angry at you for living, but then I realized this was a blessing. It was an opportunity for me to have another chance with you. One last night. And nothing could make me happier.”


  He turned and set the ring down on the counter, next to a gun and a roll of black cloth. He pushed the cloth, slowly rolling it to reveal a set of knives as he continued to speak casually.


  “You see, I searched for you in New York, but you had vanished. I guess I should have known you would run back to your family. After I saw your picture in the newspaper, I knew exactly where to find you. The Internet is a funny thing, you know…even though you weren’t named in the picture, you were mentioned as a donor of that benefit. All I had to do was search your name. You should have known better, but thanks for making it so easy for me.”


  He had taken four of the knives out of the cloth roll and set them down on the drop cloth in the center of the room as he spoke.


  Bella watched the light reflect off the steel in his hands. Her breathing sped up as fear began to overcome her senses.


  No, not again. This couldn’t happen again.


  She struggled to saw through the ropes around her ankle without him seeing, but she couldn’t get her legs angled behind her and her terror was now causing her body to shake with uncontrollable tremors, making her grip on the handsaw slip.


  “Now on to the fun we’re going to have. I’m going to stake you down onto the floor here with these knives, one in each of your hands and your legs. It’s going to hurt like hell, and you’re going to scream. Then I’m going to use you anyway I want…for as long as I please. I really have missed fucking you, Bella. You were the best fuck I’ve ever had.” He chuckled softly. “When I’m done with you, I’m going to leave your body here for your family to find. Perfect, right?”


  Bella blinked to clear the tears from her eyes, so they slid down her cheeks in hot rivers, then blinked again to make sure she wasn’t imagining what she thought she saw. A sob of joy burst from her chest as she watched a dark shadow moving silently behind the plastic panel covering most of the dining room.


  Victor grinned at the sound, taking it as a sign of her fear of what was to come. He walked back over to the counter but quickly turned, gun in hand as Jason and Finn suddenly lunged into the room. Victor screamed in rage as he saw the two big men, realizing that he was caught. With one last chance to hurt Bella, Victor pointed his gun at Jason.


  Bella screamed as she threw the handsaw at Victor with every ounce of strength that she had left. It struck his arm at the same time he fired his gun.


  Jason and Finn both fired their guns at the same time, emptying their entire clips into Victor’s chest. Victor’s body did a macabre dance backward before falling heavily onto the floor.


  Jason didn’t even spare his body a glance as he rushed over to where Bella was sobbing on the floor. He dropped the gun and fell to his knees before her. He wrapped his arm around her, pulling her to him, his ragged breath blowing against her neck as he groaned against her skin. “Oh God, baby, I’ve got you. My sweet Bella, everything is going to be okay now. I’ve got you. I’m here.”


  “I thought you were dead,” Bella sobbed.


  “Not even death could keep me from coming for you.”


  Neither of them noticed Finn, who had gone over to Victor’s dead body to kick the gun out of his hand. He looked down in disgust, wishing he could kill the bastard a few more times just for the hell of it.


  Bella burrowed into Jason’s chest, trying to get as close to him as possible but immediately pulled back as she noticed his wince.


  Jason wouldn’t let her get far, his right arm banded around her, holding her to him like a vise. She managed to look up at him and gasped as she finally took a good look at him and saw the blood dripping down the side of his face and his left arm hanging limply at his side.


  “You’re bleeding! Oh my God! Jason, we need to get you to a hospital!”


  Jason smiled. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. The cavalry is on its way.”


  “I thought I was the cavalry,” Finn joked as he walked over to them holding Bella’s engagement ring in his hand. He gently slid the ring back onto Bella’s finger.


  She immediately felt better as the ring’s weight settled back into place. Bella looked up at Finn, smiling through her tears. “Thank you.”


  Finn gently squeezed her hand then frowned in concern as he noticed her wrists. “On second thought, we need to get you to the hospital. You’re both in pretty sad shape. Ah, here they come now.”


  Outside sirens blared over the sound of screeching tires. Seconds later a barrage of cops, medics, and IAD agents flooded into the room. Bella closed her eyes as she snuggled into Jason’s embrace, not caring who was there. All that mattered to her in that moment was the man holding her, whispering soothing words in her ear.


  She was safe.


  Her nightmare was finally over.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Lying in bed later that night, Bella trailed her hand lightly over the gauze wrapped around Jason’s chest. She let out a grateful sigh that they were finally home. Nothing pleased her more than lying naked in bed with her man after the day they had.


  After hours spent in the hospital being checked over, they were both finally released. Bella and Jason had given their statements to the police, but Finn had made damn sure that they had kept the questioning short and sweet.


  Besides, no one would miss a sack of shit like Victor Dane, and with the history between him and Bella, it was an open-and-shut case.


  The world was a better place now that he was gone.


  Thanks to the reinforced steel frame of his car, Jason had only suffered two bruised ribs and a broken left arm in the crash. Both Bella and Jason had cuts on their heads from where they had hit the windows, hers on impact, his on the rebound, but otherwise the damage was minimal.


  Bella winced to herself as she thought of the worst of her injuries she had done to herself with the handsaw she had used to free herself.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Jason moved his head so he could look down at her as his right hand held her protectively to him as if some unseen force would try and take her.


  “Nothing, I just feeling kind of stupid that I cut myself,” she answered before placing a small kiss onto his chest. She smiled as the tension left his body and his right hand reached across her back to gently touch the bandages around her wrists.


  “You’re not stupid, love. You were smart. Not many people would have been able to hold it together enough to find a way to free themselves after being tied up like that. You did. Not only did you free yourself, you armed yourself and prepared to fight back. I’m very proud of you.”


  Bella snuggled deeper into his side. “Thank you. I was going to fight. I wouldn’t have let him hurt me like that again.”


  “I know, baby.” His hold on her tightened as he thought back to how close he came to losing her. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to you sooner.”


  Bella rolled her eyes. “Jason, you were just hit by a car. You were unconscious, give yourself a break.” She paused for a moment, thinking back to something that had her confused. “How did you get to me so fast? I mean, I know you said Finn was the closest in the area after you called in when you woke up, but how did you know where to find me?”


  Jason froze, his body tensing up. Bella propped herself up on an elbow so she could look down at him. She was startled by the look of guilt on his face.


  “What? Spill it.”


  “Umm…it was your ring. I…ah…” He gruffly cleared his throat before admitting, “I put a tracker in the band of your ring.”


  Bella gaped at him. “You LoJacked me?”


  “Look, it’s not like I’m watching where you are every day or anything. It was just for in case of emergencies, and you have to admit it bloody well came in handy, didn’t it?” He growled defensively.


  Bella’s face softened with a chuckle as she leaned down to kiss the frown from his lips. “You’re right, it did.” Bella settled back down, laying her head on his chest.


  “You’re…not mad?”


  Bella could have laughed at the confusion in his voice. Instead, she sighed. “No, baby, I’m not mad. I’ve had a psycho stalker trying to kill me. I think it was actually pretty smart of you to think of. I just wish you would have told me about it first.”


  Jason relaxed again. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about it. I just couldn’t let that asshole get you again, but we don’t have to worry anymore. He’s dead. He can’t ever hurt you again.”


  Bella sighed again. “I know. I guess after all that’s happened, it’s just difficult to believe that I don’t have to worry about him anymore. It just seems sort of anticlimactic.”


  “Death is pretty final. I understand what you’re saying though. It will take some time to get used to, but now we can focus on the future and living our lives.


  Wow, talk about a perfect opening. She wanted to tell him, but she didn’t know how. It was better to just say it, get it out there.


  “Jason?”


  “Hmm?”


  Oh God, how did she tell him?


  Jason must have sensed the inner turmoil going on inside her because he moved so he could face her. Soft moonlight filtered in from the windows casting the room in its silvery glow. Bella had learned to read him so well.


  Without saying a word, she could see his questioning look. Bella nibbled on her lower lip in a nervous gesture that made him frown in concern.


  He leaned down and quickly kissed her lips, soothing the spot where her teeth had scraped with his tongue.


  “What’s wrong, baby?”


  “Well, that depends,” she hedged. “We never talked about…well, family.”


  His frown deepened. “Of course we have, sweetheart. You know my family is gone. But that doesn’t matter anymore. You’re my family now.”


  “Yes, well, of course.” Bella’s laugh was strained. “I meant, kids. We haven’t been using protection. Do you want children? We’ve never talked about a family…with us…you know, being parents.”


  Jason face lightened instantly. He leaned down to gently rub his lips against hers, once more unable to hold back the need to love her in ever possible way. “Bella, of course I want to have children with you. I know I should be protecting you, but I love being inside you without anything between us. I don’t know what kind of father I will be, but I will try not to drive you crazy being overprotective. If you want to wait, we can try something else.”


  Bella mumbled something as she rubbed her head into his chest.


  “What, sweetheart?”


  She pulled back sharply and all but screamed into his face. “It’s too late!”


  Jason jerked back comically. Oh man, this was not the way she wanted to do this. Some other time the look on his face would have made her laugh because she had never seen Jason look as shocked as he was in that moment.


  Fear had her babbling. “I know it’s quick, but I just found out when Dr. Dixon told me I was pregnant in the clinic when I was drugged, and I wasn’t planning it, but I love making love with you without condoms, too, but I’m not on the pill and maybe I should have told you, but I already love our baby, and I don’t want to rush you into—”


  Jason let out a war whoop that shook the rafters as he jerked her off the bed and spun her around.


  Her arms flew around his neck out of pure self-preservation.


  “Jason, your arm! Your ribs!”


  “Who cares about that! We’re having a baby!”


  His laughter made her heart soar, and she threw her head back and joined in his joy until he set her down abruptly on the edge of the bed.


  “Christ, I shouldn’t be spinning you like that. Are you okay? Do you feel all right?” He held her face in his hand, his gray eyes shining with such happiness that all she could do was nod. His smile disappeared as he reared back once more, his body taking a warrior’s stance.


  Uh-oh.


  “What do you mean Dixie told you?” He leaned over her, forcing her to lean back as he roared, “That was days ago!”


  She gulped, not scared but unable to put her fears into words properly. “I…I didn’t know how to tell you. I didn’t know if you would…want the baby.”


  Jason hunkered down in front of her, only wincing slightly at the pain of his bruised ribs. “Oh, love, of course I want it. It’s our baby, yours and mine. How could I not love it already?” His hand reached out to lie across her belly, and she placed hers over his.


  “I love you so much.” Her voice shook as she tried to hold back her tears.


  Jason’s eyes glowed with love at her words, and he picked her up to move her back to the center of the bed. He lay down on top of her as he settled his mouth over hers in a kiss so passionate he was surprised the sheets didn’t burst into flames.


  Bella opened her legs for him, cradling his large body.


  He slid home with a sigh of contentment, her body taking him deep inside her as if he belonged.


  “I love you, lass.” Jason’s voice was rough with emotion as he slowly made love to her, using his body to show her just how much his words were true.
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