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Prologue

I sat back against the plush seat of the taxi and sighed. It had been a long, grueling day...and it was bound to be an arduous night as well. I closed my eyes as I ran my hand over the smooth surface of my laptop. I was taking work home with me tonight. I took work home with me every night. This was no exception.

My phone chirped in my purse when the taxi car shifted, lurching quickly from the side of the road into the bustling traffic of New York City. I took a moment to stare at the driver in awe as he nosed the car into moving traffic without a second thought or even a hint of fear. I moved to the big city after university and I still had not grown the balls to drive. I didn't need to. Everything was accessible by walking or taxi. I had no desire what-so-ever to learn the ropes of the hectic roads.

I shook the thought from my mind as I dug through my mess of a purse for the iPhone I had thrown into the black hole a few minutes before hailing the taxi. Sighing in relief as my fingers located the object of my desire, I pulled it from my bag and slid my thumb across the screen.

We're celebrating tonight. Trisha, my roommate announced through text.

I smiled and shook my head. Can't. I have a few documents I've got to go over tonight.

I have two bottles of wine. Don't argue.

I laughed aloud as I read her text. She was my best friend. When I up and decided I was moving to New York as soon as University let out, she said she was coming too. And, she never let me down. I had to admit, although it had been my decision to move here, she was the one who truly fit into the big city life I dreamed of. Somehow she had a built in navigation system for the big city, while I was constantly getting lost. I never ventured too far from my comfortable niche...which was more like a four block radius.

I could work with a glass of wine.

You're not working tonight. You deserve to celebrate and I bought two bottles of wine. One for me and one for you.

I sighed. There was no use in arguing with her. I was going to be very intoxicated by the end of the night. Fine.

See you soon, babe. Xoxo.

I didn't text Trish back as I threw my phone into my purse. I glanced down at my laptop and thought of everything I had to look over before Monday and shrugged. It was only Thursday...I had time.

I lifted my eyes and a scream lodged in my throat as a large black SUV failed to stop at the red light. I wanted to close my eyes, but I didn't have time. I just stared in shock as the grill of the SUV slammed into the side of the taxi. The side I had been sitting on.


Chapter 1

Fuck. It was the only word I could think of as I watched the black SUV dart into the intersection. I was already stopped at the god damned light. How the hell hadn't the damned driver seen the red light?

My eyes darted to the little yellow taxi-cab that didn't have a chance against the bulk of the Escalade about to plow into its side. I had seen accidents happen before. This was New York. There were mindless idiots around every corner, but none of them had made me feel this way. I had never wanted so badly to run in front of a moving vehicle in hopes I might be strong enough to halt its deadly quest. I was riveted by the passenger the cab was carrying; I couldn't take my eyes off her.

I noticed her before the Escalade made its appearance. She had unknowingly captivated me. She had been staring at her phone and smiling. Through her dark cascade of wavy brown hair, the red of her lips peeked out, tempting me to lose my carefully calculated control. I worked hard for the control I now possessed over every aspect of my life, but in one moment, that rational control morphed into something I couldn't begin to understand. I wanted to jump from my car and demand the taxi stop driving just so I could catch her name. I had been leaning in my seat, hoping to catch a glimpse of the license plate so I could contact the cab driver at a later time and bribe him for information.

And then the Escalade appeared.

Her eyes lifted as she looked out the window, catching sight of the Escalade and I had been lost. They were a stunning shade of brown, and in the light of the sun that peeked down over the accident that was moments away from occurring they looked almost orange. It was as though they were glowing. Her full lips parted. I knew she was seconds away from screaming.

Her beautiful face was a mask of terror.

I watched, frozen in horrified shock as the Escalade moved in what felt like slow motion toward the cab...toward the girl. A loud crunch ricocheted through the airwaves as the two vehicles came into contact. My heart almost leapt from my chest as I realized I couldn't see the girl and there was no movement from within the taxi.

I needed to get to her.

I needed her to live.

My feet pounded against the pavement as I sprinted across the lanes the Escalade crossed in its perusal to hit its target. My heart thundered in my chest and my blood roared in my veins as I closed the distance with a speed I hadn't known I was capable of. I made my way around the taxi and reamed on the door handle. All around me there was chaos, but to my surprise, I was unable to focus on any of it. The only thing my mind could comprehend was I needed to save her. I needed to get her out of the cab. I needed her in my arms...where she would be safe.

My heat stopped. Her brown eyes were closed and her face and body was slack. My eyes took in the sight my mind couldn't accept. There was blood smeared against the glass of the window where she hit her head upon impact. A shiny silver laptop was on the floor with her purse and its contents strewed atop it. The taxi was a mess, but I couldn't stop staring at her stoic face and limp body. She looked small in the back seat, as though the thing had swallowed her up. I knelt down into the taxi and reached over for her, unbuckling the seatbelt at her waist. I hooked my arms around her frail body so I could pull her over to my side of the cab. She was not heavy by any means...but her weight was deadweight. She was dead, or unconscious, and I hoped for the driver of the damned Escalade, it was the latter.

I straightened my stance as her head lolled lifelessly against my chest. In the background, I could hear the sirens of the ambulance. I hope they fucking hurried. She needed medical attention ASAP.

From the corner of my eye, I saw the driver of the taxi shift and then someone was beside me, pulling the man from the car. I could see the world moving around me, but nothing could take my attention from the girl in my arms. Nothing, and no one, held so much importance. The thought made my knees weak, but somehow I held onto my strength...for her.

***

It had been four days. Four fucking awful days. In that time, I had remained at the hospital with the girl. Her name was Olivia LeRoux. She was born and raised in Toronto...Canada. She had gone to university and received her masters in English, only moving to New York two weeks after receiving her diploma. She lived here on the upper west side for the last five months. I met her roommate and best friend, Trisha, who filled me in on her name. The rest of the information I gathered about her had been from the extensive background check I had done.

I knew almost everything there was to know about the girl that had been put on paper. She was smart. She didn't particularly seem to get along with her family, but when her grandfather passed away, he left his inheritance to her. Although it was not nearly enough to live off for the rest of her life, it was obviously the benefactor allowing her to pursue her dreams.

The sound of heels on the tiled floor tore me from my thoughts and I glanced up to see Trisha. She was pretty, but she was wild. She didn't seem like the kind of girl Olivia would choose as her best friend...well, not the Olivia I knew on paper. Trisha was the kind of girl I usually pursued. She was the kind of girl that made everything easy to forget...even her...as I walked away.

Trisha plopped down into the seat beside me. She stared at me with inquisitive eyes as she sipped her coffee. What the hell did she want?

"What are you still doing here?" She asked cuttingly. She made it more then clear, she didn't want me here over the last four days. But, I made it clear...I was not leaving.

"She still hasn't woken up." I replied stiffly. I ran a hand though my hair and growled low under my breath. I hated saying those words. Every time I spoke them aloud, I felt as though I was condemning Olivia to an eternity in a coma.

Trisha studied me. "She wouldn't want you here."

I bristled. What the hell did she know? "I don't care." I did care though. I wanted Olivia to have everything her heart desired. I wanted to be the one to give it to her. Jeez, what the hell happened to me? I hadn't even spoken to her and I was ready to eat out of her fucking palm. It was more than obvious she was a danger to my sanity. I should listen to Trisha. I should leave and forget about her...but I couldn't.

I had tried on countless occasions to leave the hospital. I even made it to the exit on the third night here, but I couldn't do it. I couldn't actually leave. I had been spending the nights in her room, hoping she would open those pretty brown eyes and look at me. Jeez, I couldn't even claim to be pussy-whipped. I dragged my hand through my hair again and sighed as I leaned back in the chair. I felt spent.

"You know, I don't get it." Trisha cocked her head as though expecting me to clarify something for her. But, I had no idea what she was asking.

"You don't get what?" I growled. Why couldn't she just go away?

"You demanded she receive a private room and the best medical attention. You're paying for her stay at the best hospital and you have never met her." She frowned. "You didn't even know her name!"

"Well, I know it now." I snapped. If my dwindling sanity didn't do it, she was surely going to push me over the edge.

"Is it guilt?" She asked and I frowned, forcing my eyes to meet hers.

"Why would you assume I was consumed by guilt?" My tone was stiff. I was offended. Did she think I was somehow the reason for the accident?

"Well," she sighed, taking a large gulp of her coffee as she thought. "What is it then? You have to have a reason for this...obsession with her."

Was that what it was? Was I obsessed with Olivia? The only thing I had ever been obsessed with was my company...and sex. There had never been anything else to hold and demand my attention. Until Olivia.

Maybe it was obsession. And if it was, so what? I didn't care what it was. I only cared she woke up. Damn it! I just wanted her to wake up.

I stood and looked down at Trisha. She was worlds apart from Olivia. Even I knew that just by looking at her and by what I had read. Trisha was blond and bubbly. She was loud and often obnoxious. She was a tenacious flirt and she dated frequently. She held nothing on Olivia's quiet, solid demeanor. Of course, I had a background check done on Trisha as well.

"Where are you going?" Trisha demanded as I turned my back on her. I didn't owe her an explanation, but I decided it wouldn't hurt to toss the words over my shoulder.

"I'm going to check on Olivia."

I walked through the hospital I was beginning to think I knew better than the halls of the condo I'd owned for the last three years. If I was being honest, I couldn't remember the last time I spent four days straight in any one building. My assistant, Laura had brought my laptop and the documents I requested from the office when I realized I couldn't leave Olivia. She had brought them to me personally. Her eyes were filled with surprised worry. When she caught sight of Olivia resting lifelessly on the hospital bed, her eyes had widened and curiosity tainted her trained stoic features.

Laura had been with me for the last six years. She was two years older than me and she had been a loyal assistant. But nothing I did surprised the woman. She knew who I was in more ways than any assistant should. She had been subject to my every side. She often joked I was like Jackal and Hide when it came to business matters. But, I was aware I had surprised her in regards to Olivia. Her wide eyes and raised brows were all I needed to draw the conclusion. I cared for Laura, but I hated seeing the burning curiosity in her eyes as she stared dumbfounded at Olivia. I had demanded she leave and not return unless requested. That had not stopped her from calling me every day to inquire as to Olivia's state of health. Her calls only served to remind me Olivia was still unconscious.

I shook the thought from my mind as I moved along the stretch of hall that would lead me to Olivia's room. I felt like a man possessed as I moved one foot in front of the other. I was anxious to be in the room with her. I was anxious to see her again. I had been away from her for the last two hours and that was just too long. I needed to know if her state had changed. I hoped it had improved. I needed her to wake up. If she didn't, I feared I would never get any work done. I had all but forgotten about my company. If my best and only friend hadn't taken my place and the weight of my tasks onto his shoulders, I am positive I would have lost millions by now.

I reached out and twisted the knob before stepping into the silence of the room. She hadn't changed. The coma was holding tight to her. I moved and sat in the chair beside her bed. It faced the door. From this corner of the room, I could see everything.

I pulled my laptop onto my lap and powered it on. It was time I focused my attention on work. I had been neglecting my duties for too long. I opened my email, and sighed in frustration as I began opening the ones I received the day of the accident. This was going to be a long night.

Three hours later, the door handle rattled and the intruder walked in. I grinned, "Caleb, what are you doing here?"

"I took a moment away from your office to see for myself the girl who has you all twisted and hormonal." He teased, but behind the humor in his words I could hear raw curiosity and bewilderment.

"It's about time you started carrying your weight around our office." I growled. I was not joking. I had taken over Rush Industries when my father killed himself when I was twenty-two. That was six years ago. Caleb had begged and pleaded to partner with me and I saw his potential, so I agreed. Lately, he had been avoiding the office.

"Ah, Jace," Caleb shook his head. He glanced once again at Olivia. His gaze lingered and my heart burned. I didn't want him looking at her. "She's beautiful." He admitted.

"I know." I growled, and his brows rose.

"Right, well," he grinned rubbing his hands together. "I had no idea you were seeing anyone. I didn't think it was your style."

I shifted uncomfortably. "I'm not."

He frowned. "You're not seeing this girl?"

"No."

"Then, why the hell are you here?" He asked in astonishment. I'd been asking myself that very question for four days. I still didn't have an answer.

"I don't know."

"Fuck," he shook his head and chuckled. I wanted to punch him. "This chicks got you bad."

"Why are you here?" I demanded while somehow keeping my cool. I didn't like him talking about Olivia like that, as if she were just some chick. Olivia was different. If Caleb weren't like a brother to me, there was no telling what I would have done.

"I told you, I had to see what was keeping you from the office."

"Now that you've got what you came here for," I growled through clenched teeth. "You can leave."

"No," he shook his head. "You need to come back to work."

I shook my head. "I will be here when she wakes up."

"Look man, I knew you didn't know her before I came here." Caleb admitted and I frowned. "I checked her out."

"You ran a background check on her?" I roared, before reminding myself to keep my anger in check. I glanced at Olivia and she hadn't flinched. If I thought yelling would wake her up, I would do it...but the only thing yelling would accomplish would be getting my ass kicked out.

I couldn't have that. I had to be close to her.

"Of course I did." Caleb shrugged.

That shouldn't have surprised or angered me. Caleb and I were one and the same. We were both completely, and utterly, fucked up. "Get out."

Caleb laughed. If I ever wanted to beat the living shit out of someone, it was now. My knuckles burned as I fisted my hands. I was seeing red and Caleb was standing in the center.

"Look Jace, I get your infatuation with the girl," he glanced at her again. I twitched with the need to pummel him to the ground. "But, she is not the girl for you. Did you even check up on her, if not, I will forward you her information. She is a good girl. You would ruin her."

"I said get out, Caleb." My voice shook as I strained to hold onto my control.

"I'm just saying, if you care at all about her, you will walk away and never look back." With those last words, Caleb walked out of the room.

I didn't know what to do to calm the aching burn in my chest when Caleb walked out, leaving me here to think about his words. I knew damn well what he was referring to and he was wrong. Olivia was nothing like she had been. I wouldn't ruin Olivia.

I rubbed my hand over my forehead, feeling like a crazed lunatic as I compared the lifeless girl in the bed to Lexie. I hadn't destroyed Lexie. She had destroyed me. I had the power to give her everything and she had taken the only thing I ever wanted. The moment I first saw Olivia, I felt as though a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I felt as though I had been redeemed for my sins. I knew it was insane and I should probably commit myself to the nearest mental facility for psychiatric evaluation, but damn. I couldn't leave her. She was my angel.

"You trying to walk a hole into the ground?" Trisha asked. She was leaning against the wall closest to the door, clutching a new cup of coffee in a freshly manicured hand. I hadn't even heard her enter the room.

"When did you get here?" I asked, halting my nervous pacing. I didn't feel like entertaining her ridiculous question.

"A few minutes ago." She admitted. "You look like hell."

"Thanks." I moved across the room to sit in the chair I had occupied earlier. Trisha watched me with careful eyes and my skin crawled in response. I rarely, if ever, found myself in the position of being studied as though I were a bomb about to detonate. The fact that I was in this position now, was just another layer of proof I was loosing my cool control. Whatever Olivia had done to me, I needed her to wake up so she could, at least, reverse it. I fully believed once I knew she was awake and well, I would be able to walk away and move on with my life.

Trisha moved slowly to the side of the bed. She reached out and curled her fingers around Olivia's hand. I watched as her breath caught in her throat and her eyes misted over. There was no doubt in my mind Trisha loved Olivia like a sister. I wondered how their bond formed...they were just, so different.

"You know, she's strong." Trisha looked up at me. Her voice quivered as she spoke. "She will wake up." She laughed as she looked down at Olivia's face. "You know, she never admits it...but she really loves making people wait on her."

My interest piqued. Trisha had been reserved with the information she was willing to share with me in regards to Olivia. "She does?"

"Oh yes." She nodded exuberantly. "I definitely learned to master the art of patience because of Olivia. She likes to test."

I looked at the girl in the bed and wondered who she was. I wanted to know so much about her. Hell, I wanted to know everything. "She sounds talented."

Trisha laughed. "Oh God, yes, she is."

"How long have you two been friends?" I asked wearily. I hoped she wouldn't slam the door on me now. It had taken her four days to give me anything more than Olivia's name. I was a man starved for information. If she withheld her words now, I feared I might combust from frustration.

"Since grade seven when Olivia joined my class." Her eyes glazed over with memories that tore at her heart. "She was like a grown up then. The way she walked and talked...she fascinated me, I guess."

"She was like an adult in grade seven?" I asked hoarsely. From the records I read, Olivia seemed to have had the perfect family. She had been born into money and privilege. From what I read, the only tragedy that touched her life was when her grandfather had passed away, and even then, he left her his inheritance.

Trisha looked up at me with cold eyes. Shit, she was not going to say another word. "I have said too much. Olivia doesn't like to share the personal aspects of her life and she would be furious with me if I said anything more."

I nodded despite the fact that I wanted to fall to my knees and beg for just another word. I really was obsessed with her. It was all the more reason why I needed her to wake up so I could walk away and forget about her. Damn, why won't she wake up?

"It's late." Trisha said after a few minutes of silence. "I should be getting back home. Olivia would beat me if I forgot to feed Moo-moo."

My brows shot to the center of my forehead and my eyes widened. Who the hell was Moo-moo? "Who?"

Trisha giggled as she brushed the hair back away from Olivia's face. "Oh, Moo-moo is a kitten Olivia brought home one night. She found him all alone on the street and she couldn't walk away. She can't walk away from an animal in need." She looked at her friend with adoration. "She never could."

I watched Trisha exit the room and blew out a deep breath. Olivia rescued homeless animals and named them...Moo-moo? Of all the names, she chose Moo-moo. Why? My eyes flickered to the girl in the bed and I smiled before the simple act had registered in my brain.

I shook my head and stood. I needed a shower. I needed to take a moment to stop thinking about her. I was beginning to fear for my sanity. I shouldn't want to know anything about her. I never wanted to know all the little intimate details of the women I pursued, but I wanted to know them about her. I wanted to know everything about her and I hoped to God...if there was a God, when he let her open her eyes, my unexplainable desire to know her would dissipate.

I needed my damned life back.

I walked quickly across the room and closed myself in the adjoining bathroom. I was paying a large sum of money for the private suite, so I may as well use its facilities.

***

I moaned, as I shifted in the bed. Good God...how much had I drank last night? My entire body ached as though I had been beat with a baseball bat and my head throbbed. My muscles were stiff and I feared, for a moment, if I was to move, they might even creak like the wheels of a bike with no oil. Oh hell, who was I kidding? I couldn't move. This was the worst hangover I ever had. I couldn't even remember my night. The last thing I remembered was texting Trisha about two bottles of wine. I decided, right then and there, I was done with wine. I would never drink it again! Never ever! God, my head ached.

After a long moment of trying desperately to build up the courage to open my eyes, I did. My lashes felt as though they had been braided together by sleep. It took a few minutes to untangle them enough to open my eyes just enough to see the room was dimly lit. I thanked the heavens it was not too bright. Even still, the dim light that lit the room made my eyes burn with watery tears. I slammed my lids closed and tried to build the courage to try again. I just needed to get used to the light. And, I was never, ever, going to drink another drop of alcohol again for as long as I lived. I didn't think it was possible for a bottle of wine to make you feel as though you had been hit by a bus...but, I guess anything is possible. And who knows, maybe I drank more than just the one bottle. I mean, I couldn't remember my evening...so, I very well could have drank much more than I thought.

I peeled my eyes open again just in time to see the door across the room open. A man stepped into the room...or no...a God, stepped into the room. My eyes popped open and my mouth dropped. Holy moly! He was gorgeous. His black hair was wet and messy and his chest was bared. His naturally tan skin glistened from the residue of water and his muscles rippled with each movement. He ran a towel through his hair, roughly drying the locks as he lifted his eyes to meet mine.

Oh my....

His eyes were the most beautiful, hypnotic shade of blue I had ever seen. They were framed with thick, long, black lashes that made me want to sigh. And, they were focused intensely on me. He froze and his lips parted. An emotion that resembled relived shock passed over his God-like features as he stared at me. I stared back. I believe the correct word was ogled, but I didn't particularly want to admit that...even to myself.

"You're awake." His voice was smooth, like warm honey. It made my skin tingle and my toes curl.

Who was this man?

As my mind asked the question, I realized he was alone with me. We were in a room I didn't recognize and he had just stepped from the shower. Oh holey moly...did I sleep with him? Surely, I would remember something like that...with him! A blush crept into my face as I stared at him without the ability to look away. He held me captive with the intensity of his blue eyes. I had never been so...speechless.

"Olivia, are you all right?" The man moved quickly across the room and my eyes fell to his chest. His shoulders were broad and his arms were thick. I wondered what it would feel like to curl into his chest with his arms wrapped around me.

I shook the thought from my mind and my eyes dropped lower, trailing down his golden abs to his hips. Goodness gracious, he was just divine. Every sculptured curve of this mans body had been carved with exact precision. He was glorious. Magnificent. Seraphic. He was perfect.

I thanked the heavens he was wearing pants. The black slacks hung low on his sculpted hips and I stared at the line where the material hugged his skin. I wanted to trail the tip of my finger along the line of fabric that met with his skin and I thanked small mercies my body was simply too sore to follow through with its instinctual desire. If this man didn't step away from me, surely, I would humiliate myself without chance of redemption.

"How are you feeling?" He asked gruffly, as he leaned over the bed so he could look over my face with close inspection. Had I seriously been so drunk that I warranted his piercing concern? What was he doing? And who was he?

"I'm fine." I finally mustered.

He leaned over the bed and pressed a little button. My eyes followed his movement and that's when I saw it. There was an IV in my arm. I was in a hospital. A man I didn't recognize was with me and I couldn't remember anything. How old was I? Was I missing years of my life? Who was this man to me? I didn't know him...but he knew me. I had heard of things like this happening. I had heard of people waking up from a trauma and being unable to remember a thing about their lives. Was this man my husband? My heart rate spiked and the monitor that sat next to the bed began beeping irregularly.

His blue eyes flashed to mine and worry pinched his expression. "What is it? Are you all right?"

Oh God, he was worried about me. Who the hell was he? My palms were sweating and my stomach ached from the bundle of nerves that had gathered like a flock of butterflies. If he was my husband...well, then I didn't do a bad job in picking him from the crowd. The problem was I couldn't remember him. I couldn't remember anything about him. Surely, I would remember his eyes...no matter the trauma I had endured?

"How old am I?" I whispered. Emotion cracked in my voice, as I tried, desperately, to recall something about this man.

His eyes widened. "Fuck," he leaned over and pressed the button again. "You don't remember how old you are?"

I shook my head and my eyes filled with tears I was determined not to let slide from my eyes. "Who are you? Where is Trisha?"

Relief washed over his face. "You remember Trisha?"

"Of course," I squeaked. I couldn't stop staring at him. "I don't know you."

His perfect mouth opened at the same time the door opened and a doctor rushed into the space, commanding it.

The mans blue eyes focused on the doctor. "She doesn't know how old she is."

My eyes swept over the nametag clipped to the white jacket, Dr. D. Bower. "What happened?" I asked, panic started to filter into my voice.

He held up his hand. "How many fingers am I holding up?" His voice was filled with unquestionable authority.

"I-um three." I answered.

Blue eyes shifted his stance as he watched Dr. D. Bower pull a small tube-like object from the pocket of his jacket. "David, I had her moved here because you are the best," Blue eyes spoke roughly. His voice was thick with restrained emotion. "Why can't she remember how old she is?"

He was on a first name basis with the doctor? What did he mean, he had had me moved here? Did that mean blue-eyes was indeed, my husband? Oh, good lord.

"Jace, you need to keep calm." David spoke with a clipped tone. "Sometimes the mind needs time to recuperate."

I looked back and forth between Jace and David and hoped I might hold just an ounce of recognition for either of them, but there was nothing. I had nothing.

I couldn't hold my questions in a moment longer. I needed answers. I looked to Jace and blurted, "Are we married?"

His brows plunged high, almost to his hairline, as he stared at me in astonishment. "Pardon me?"

I set my eyes on him, hoping they were stern and unwavering. "Are we married? I don't recognize you at all...but, it appears you know me. I don't remember anything about our life together."

David sighed. "Jeez," he shot a glare to Jace, who shifted uncomfortably, before focusing on me. "How old do you think you are?"

I shrugged. What if I was missing time? I would feel humiliated saying I had only just turned twenty-two. I coughed and mumbled. "Twenty-two."

David smiled and nodded. What did that mean? "And what is the last thing you remember?"

I bristled, uncomfortably. "I remember," I looked at Jace with wide, uncomfortable eyes.

"Jace, I think you should step out into the hall." David said, sternly. Jace looked murderous at his command, but he nodded and shifted.

My heart lurched and I felt suddenly panicked. "No, he can stay."

Jace turned to stare at me with those intense eyes and I felt as though I were about to melt into a puddle on the bed. David sighed. "Are you sure?"

I nodded. "I'm sure."

He shrugged as though he had been overthrown and gestured to the chair. "Sit over there and don't say a thing." He commanded. Jace nodded tensely. He didn't look like a man who was easily dominated, but he obliged.

David shifted so he was sitting half on the bed. "Now, what is the last thing you remember?"

I thought for a moment, trying hard to remember some semblance of a life where Jace existed before I cracked. He held no place in my memory. "I remember being on my way home. I was texting my best friend and roommate, Trisha."

David nodded and a hint of a smile touched his lips. "Well, it seems as though your memory is intact."


Chapter 2

My memory was intact. That just didn't make an iota of sense. Jace was here. He knew me. It was obvious he knew me, but I didn't know him. I couldn't remember him at all. How was my memory intact, if I couldn't even remember his eyes? I knew for the rest of my life I would never forget his eyes. I was so confused and frustrated. The emotions were leaking from my body in the form of tears.

What was wrong with me? I never cried. My family had always told me my emotions were combustible. Over the years, I had grown a thick protective layer around my heart that kept situations like this from arising. I never allowed my emotions to surface until I was safely locked behind closed doors. I hated crying in front of others. It was a weakness I never allowed myself to succumb to. I couldn't lower myself to that action now. I survived for years without showing fear or pain. It was, in part, the reason why I had chosen to move to New York. After my grandfather passed, I couldn't live near my family. It was too much pain and no relief. I needed an out, and my inheritance had given it to me.

I shook the thought from my mind and looked at David. For the first time since he walked through the door, I was seeing him. He was young. Probably, five years older than Jace and he was handsome. He was not particularly my type, but then who was I kidding? I didn't have a type.

"I don't understand." I finally mumbled. "I don't remember meeting Jace. Ever."

David nodded and Jace sighed as he stood from the chair he had been instructed to remain sitting in. His features were tense and his eyes looked saddened. "We have never met. Not officially, anyway."

My brows furrowed and I narrowed my eyes at him. "Please explain."

"You were in a car accident." He stated as though he had rehearsed the speech. "I was there, I saw the whole thing happen. I pulled you from the car and rode with you in the ambulance to the hospital. You were in a coma for four days."

My heart thumped erratically in my chest as I stared dumbfounded at him. Four days? Crap! "It's Monday?"

Jace frowned at my response, but he nodded. "Yes."

"No!" I covered my face with my hands as my mind worked to think of a way to fix the mess I was in. I had had meetings out the ass for the building I just leased. Obviously, I'd missed them all.

"What is it?" Jace asked. His tone told me he was determined to fix all my problems. As if!

I waved my hand and sighed. "It's nothing." I narrowed my eyes at him again. "What are you doing here? I get why you rode with me to the hospital and all, but why are you still here? Don't you have a life of your own?" I was pissy, and apparently, I was taking it out on him.

Surprise flashed in his eyes and David laughed as he stood from the side of the bed. "You're going to have your hands full with this one." He looked at me, ignoring Jace's scowl. "You need to stay awake for the next few hours, but you can leave in the morning."

"Thank you, Dr. Bower." I smiled politely before turning back to look at Jace with a scowl on my face. I didn't trust him. I didn't know him and he was way to beautiful to be trusted. "Are you going to answer my questions?" I snapped, as David walked from the room, still chuckling.

Jace cocked a grin that would have made any girl turn to cream. Any girl but me. "I couldn't leave. I had to be sure you were all right."

Wow, he sounded sincere. I almost wanted to curl up and soak in his words like the Hawaiian sun, but I kept my expression stern and untouchable. I had learned my lesson on trusting without reason. I would not make the same mistake twice. "You can leave now."

He shifted, but his grin never ceased. "You heard the Doctor. You have to stay awake for the next few hours, and who better for the job than me?"

I frowned. "I can keep myself awake."

His smile disappeared and steely determination filled his ice blue eyes. "I'm staying. I've waited four long days to hear your voice. Now that you're finally awake, I am not leaving."

I stared at him in awe. There was something about him that told me not to question his decision to remain in the room with me. Raw power, unlike anything I ever experienced, rolled off him in waves. Instinct told me to accept his company without quarrel, but the side of me that was unable to consent without challenge, refused to rest.

"Fine. You don't have to leave, but we are not discussing anything personal." My tone was barbed, challenging him to argue. His eyes flashed in a moment of surprise, but finally, he nodded and settled back into the chair.

"Sounds perfect." His eyes never left mine. "I don't do personal."

I scowled at his reply. His overall aura was bursting at the seams with confidence. Who was this man? How could any one person be so full of himself? I almost worried he would drown in his ego, suffocating with self-inflicted expectations. I rolled my eyes and sighed, trying to think of something that might conquer the silence but I came up empty. After countless minutes of strained silence where Jace just stared at me and I avoided his eyes like the plague, I had to say something.

"What do you want to talk about?" I asked. It was apparent by my tone I was on edge. How could I not be? I felt as though his gaze was moments away from lighting me on fire.

"Well, since you have forbidden anything personal...that leaves us with very little to discuss. Does it not?" His voice moved over me like silk and I fought the urge to curl my toes at its decadency.

I needed to harden my resolve. Men, like him, were the last things I needed in my life. Actually, men, in general, were the last things I needed invading my carefully planned agenda. And, who was I kidding? Jace was stunning. He was everything I was not. I had no place thinking the heat of his gaze held anything more than friendly concern. He was so far out of my league it wasn't even funny.

I glanced at him and realized he had yet to put a shirt on. I shifted uncomfortably and winced at the stiff pain that held onto my body. Jace frowned and I scowled at him. "You should put a shirt on."

"You don't like the view?" He asked. I stared at him with wide eyes. Was he serious? His expression was serious...but he couldn't possibly think the question was appropriate.

My cheeks were warm as I fumbled for an answer. Finally, I settled for the truth. "The view is nice, but I would still prefer you put a shirt on."

He grinned as though he had just won a gold medal, and I rolled my eyes. He stood and walked to a small suitcase, while I watched the muscles in his back shift with each movement. Goodness me...he really was a piece of art. His body should not be covered, and yet, I had asked him to do just that.

"Are you sure you want me to put a shirt on?" Jace asked without looking back at me as he pulled a black dress shirt from the bag. My eyes widened, and my already warm face, felt as though it was on fire.

"Um, yes." I murmured, forcing my eyes to look away from his picturesque physique.

Jace laughed. The sound was all consuming and my eyes lifted of their own accord, finding the source of the sound. His lips. If I was not discharged from this hospital and his company, I was surely going to combust. Jace made me think thoughts I had never bothered to entertain before now, and quite frankly, the thoughts were inappropriate. I should be scolded, but to hell with the idea of admitting my thoughts aloud to earn a well deserved scolding.

I sighed and watched as he moved across the room with the skilled agility of a stalking panther. Jace made me feel as though I was safe, while at the same time, inflicting the fight or flight response. It was conflicting and I decided he was not responsible. No, I had to be hazy from the coma. I would not admit he affected me so completely.

"What shall we discuss?" Jace asked as he sat on the edge of the bed, puncturing my bubble of personal space.

I fought for control. "What would you like to talk about?"

"I want to talk about you, Olivia." He said matter of fact. There was no humor in his eyes. All fun and games had been lost the moment he buttoned his shirt.

"What about me?" I whispered. He was so close to me I could smell him. It was a delicious scent that overpowered my mind, throwing my senses into overdrive. My every nerve felt stimulated and my every hair stood on end, as though the static in the room had been corrupted by his powerful energy.

"Everything, Olivia." He replied, and I lost my breath. "I want to know everything."

I swallowed. "There's not much to know."

"Of course there is." He smiled a ghost of a smile. A haunted shadow passed through his blue eyes before it was gone. Their icy depths were staring at me with an intensity that burned.

"I don't know what to say." I admitted. I cursed the fact that I had never really bothered to date since the disaster of a relationship I had in university. My parents had adored him, but he had been a jerk. My parents were the only reason I stayed with him for so long. If he hadn't been the reason they looked at me with pride for the very first time in my life, I never would have put up with his shit.

"Tell me about you." He commanded, and I shivered. His eyes burned as he stared down at me with...interest? No, someone like him couldn't possibly be interested in someone like me. And, I honestly didn't want him to be...did I? "What's your favorite pastime?"

Seriously, he wanted to know what I did with my free time? Well, I was pretty damned boring. "I like to read."

The corner of his mouth twitched, pulling his lips into a half-grin. "What is your favorite food?"

I frowned and crossed my arms over my chest. He was not playing fair. "What's your favorite pastime?"

Darkness settled over his features, but his eyes never wavered from my face. "You don't want to know." I shivered again and his eyes flashed. "If you keep shivering, I'm going to be forced to find a way to warm you up."

I didn't know why his words sounded so threatening, but my lips formed an 'o' as my mind envisioned the many enjoyable ways he could warm me up. I shook the thought from my mind, scolding myself internally for my rash track of thought. Jeez, he was going to give me an aneurism. I said the only thing I could think to say, "I like Italian."

His brows raised and he chuckled. "I like Italian too." Oh, good. He could respond like a normal person. "I know an excellent restaurant. I would like to take you."

My heart raced as my mind deciphered the meaning of his words. Was he asking me out? I shook my head. "I don't think that's a good idea."

"I happen to think that it's an exceptional idea, but I'm interested, so please indulge me. Why do you think it's a bad idea?"

I felt as though I were floundering in the intensity of his gaze. "I don't date."

He cocked his head, grinning devilishly. "I don't date either, Olivia."

"Oh," I blushed. "Well then,"

"Is that a yes?"

Was it? God, I wanted to...but I knew better. He was bad! He was the worst kind of bad. Good lord, he would be a devastating danger to the sanity of my mind and heart. "No."

His eyes burned with curiosity. Did he not realize I just rejected him? "So, it's a no?"

Was he dense? "I don't want to go out with you."

"May I ask why not?"

"No." I shook my head.

"Well, I'm going to ask regardless." His gaze swept my face, and I flushed...again. "Why?"

I tried to measure my uneven breaths. "I apologize if this is rude, but I do not associate with men like you."

"Men like me?"

I nodded, feeling bold and a tad frustrated. "Yes, men like you."

"You think you have me pegged?"

"I do."

"Please, enlighten me as to what kind of man you assume me to be." His words were gruff. I had offended him. That had not been my intention, but if that was what needed to happen for him to leave me alone, then, so be it. Offense was unavoidable.

"You're dangerous."

"I am." He confirmed, interrupting me.

I paled, but continued. "You toy with women's emotions and use your looks to your advantage in swaying the resolve a woman places against you. I have no interest in tangoing with a man like you."

His posture was stiff as he took in my harsh words. "I do use women, but not first without their consent. I assure you, if it is my desire, they find equal pleasure in my company, as I do, in theirs. I admit my looks are an advantage, but there are many other compensations I occupy that enable me to possess the women I crave." He lifted his hand from his side before sliding his fingers beneath my chin, tilting my face back, forcing me to meet his eyes. "I crave you."

My heart was beating erratically in my chest. He was so much more dangerous than I thought. The fact that I was turned on by his words was confirmation I could never meet with Jace again. He would destroy me, of that I was certain. "You are impossible," I breathed.

"And for your information, I do not tango." He specified, ignoring my statement.

I pulled my face away from his heated touch and glared hard at him. "It was a figure of speech."

"I assumed." His reply was clipped.

"I think you should go."

He nodded as he stood. I watched as he packed up his sparse belongings before moving to the door of the hospital room. He paused, turning to look back at me, and my heart ricocheted in its cage.

"You will see me again, Olivia." He promised. And then he turned, and walked from the room.

***

It had been a week since I'd walked from the hospital room, leaving Olivia to her own devices. I knew Trisha would be there to pick her up in the morning when she was discharged. I'd even had half a mind to send a car to pick them up, but I talked myself out of it after a long night and half a bottle of whisky. I was not a drinker. That was rare for me, but I had been, and still was, desperate for a release from her memory.

I thought after a few days, I would forget about her, but that had not yet happened. She was the first thing I thought of when I woke. And, the image of her face was the last image I saw when I closed my eyes at night. She plagued my dreams and haunted my days. I didn't know her, but I wanted her. I wanted her in ways I had never wanted anyone else. If only I could have her...if even for a short period of time, I could, surely get her out of my system and move on with my life.

Yes, that's what I had to do. I leaned back from my desk into the plush leather of my chair and nodded at the brilliance of my idea. I would only need a month with her to sate my preposterous infatuation. Only a month...and then, I could move on and forget about her existence.

Caleb had been right in saying I was not good for her. I was, undoubtedly, going to be her undoing, but at this point, I didn't give a shit. She had become my undoing and from my point of view, it was take or be taken from. I had always been a taker and she was not about to change that.

I would find a way to make her mine. I would find a way to break through her armor so I could possess her completely. I would own her, no matter the line I had to cross.


Chapter 3

"Eat." Trisha commanded. She pushed a bowl of oatmeal across the granite countertop of the island.

I shook my head. Eating was the last thing I wanted to do. My nerves had been a jumbled mess since the night I watched Jace walk from the hospital room, leaving me alone and confused. His promise lingered in my mind, demanding prominence over all other thoughts. As each day passed without him making good on his promise, I realized I wanted to see him again.

My mind knew he was wrong for me. Oh, I knew he was wrong for me...but I was past the point of caring. I wanted him to reappear in my life in all his godly splendor. If all I ever did was appreciate his body...well, that would be enough.

"You are eating whether you want to or not." She reached across the counter and plucked the spoon from the bowl, holding it as though she expected me to allow her to feed me. "I made it just the way you like it. Even though all that milk in there disgusts me. How you eat it like that, I will never know."

"Trisha, I'm not hungry."

"I don't care." She continued to hold the spoon. "You haven't eaten a full meal in four days."

"It's my nerves!" I exclaimed in a whine. "You know how I get when I'm nervous."

She nodded. "I do. That's why I'm going to force you to eat, because I know if you don't, you will starve."

I narrowed my eyes, glaring at her over the spoon. "I will not starve."

"You need to forget that Jace ever existed. I don't know what he was hanging around for anyway." She sighed, finally lowering the spoon. "It wasn't like it was survivors guilt or anything."

I had been waiting for this talk, and quite frankly, I was humiliated it had even come to this point. I'd spoken to the guy for a few hours. We exchanged awkward words and heated moments...well, they were heated on my part. Regardless, I had no excuse for my obsession of him. Trisha was right, I needed to move on and forget Jace and all his glory, ever existed.

"I'll eat." I mumbled. I didn't want to continue with this conversation. It was too much.

"You are beautiful and brilliant. A man like him would only dull your light, honey. You need someone who isn't so...haunted." She shivered as she thought of Jace and my heart sped up.

"Haunted?"

"Yeah, while you were in the hospital," she paused at the memory. "He just seemed like he needed you to live so he could live. It was weird. I didn't like him from the moment I met him."

"Oh,"

She continued and I took another bite of oatmeal in hopes she would continue talking if I continued eating. "It's obvious he is a man in power. I mean; no one called him Jace, but me. They all referred to him as Mr. Rush," she laughed. "And when I called him by his first name, people looked at me like I'd sprouted another head."

"Really?" I needed her to continue talking. I hadn't known his last name before now. I decided then, I would Google him as soon as I got a minute away from Trisha's worry-filled eyes. For now, I was soaking up every miniscule tidbit of information she threw me. I was a woman possessed.

"I know, right? Who goes by their last name?" She shook her head. "It's so cold."

"Totally." I agreed, in hopes she would give me something more.

"Anyway," she shook her head. I felt my heart sink into the pit of my stomach. Suddenly, the half bowl of oatmeal I gorged didn't make me feel so hot. The nerves were back. "I thought we would go visit the site for your café bookstore today. You should really get back to work or you'll never get it open."

I nodded. She was right. My dream of opening something simple and homey was being stomped on by the memory of a brutally egotistical man. Opening a café bookstore had been a dream of mine since I was a little girl. My parents tried relentlessly to dissuade me from the idea over the years, but I adamantly refused to be swayed. It was a feat I was proud of.

My parents had wanted me to partner with my brother in hopes the two of us would take over my fathers practice. But, law had never held a smidgen of interest for me. It was so stuffy, and serious, and well...it was depressing. I wanted to find happiness in my life. As a child, there had been little to no joy available.

I was well aware that a café bookstore wouldn't offer me the kind of lifestyle I had been raised to desire, but I knew first-hand what money did to a family. I hadn't decided for certain if I even wanted a family. I was only twenty-two and in my opinion, that was far too young to bring a child into my life. But, I knew what I did want. I wanted to wake up everyday with the knowledge that I was fulfilling a deep routed passion. I wanted to be happy.

I pushed away from the island counter and stood. "I'm going to get into the shower."

Trisha clapped her hands excitedly and a high-pitched squeal of self-satisfied excitement echoed behind me as I made my way down the hall to my bedroom. Our condo was nice, but it was nothing spectacular. There were two bedrooms, each with their own bathroom attached. I'd had enough money from my grandfather's inheritance to lease the apartment for one year. I paid my half and Trisha's parents paid hers. I spent the rest of his money opening my café bookstore. I hoped to God my risk paid off, because I really could not afford to live in New York any other way. And, I could not ask my parents for a dime. I hadn't spoken to them since moving across the globe. They disowned me when I decided to follow my own dreams rather than obliging to theirs. I knew it was going to be hard, but I was determined. Nothing worth it in life ever came easy.

I closed the door of my bedroom before twisting the lock on the knob. I rarely ever locked my door. There was nothing I desired to hide from Trisha...but I wanted to hide this.

I folded my arms over my chest as I stared through narrowed eyes at the silver laptop that sat untouched on my desk. I hadn't fired it up since the accident. I still didn't remember the accident. The only thing I remembered was waking up and seeing Jace and his glistening chest.

I shook my head, trying to shoo away my nerves as I crossed the distance from my door to my desk. I opened the laptop, clicked the Google icon I had stored on my desktop and typed in his name. Jace Rush.

Oh. My. Goodness.

This man was a God in every sense of the word that mattered. I would swear over my grandfather's grave he owned half of New York. I scanned through image after image of Jace, and in each picture there was a different beauty on his arm. This man had it all. The cars, the clothes, the looks...the life. He didn't appear to want for a single thing. I didn't even know if he knew what wanting entailed. It's not like I was born into a life of poverty, and I was no expert on the aspects of yearning for something physical. But, regardless of the materials I'd had lavished on me throughout my life, there had always been something missing. I realized, as I grew older, it was affection. In my home, dreams didn't exist, and in their place, sat cold, hard cash.

Jace didn't look as though he wanted for anything and from what I'd read he'd only ever lived through one tragedy. The suicide of his father. My heart felt heavy as I read through clippings of the businessman who had raised Jace. He appeared to have been a hard, determined man. He didn't seem a thing like Jace. He looked almost like my own father. And, I couldn't help but wonder, if he too had been haunted by his need to succeed.

I read further, clicking on another article with Jace's name printed in bold. He had taken over Rush Industries when his father passed, expanding the company far beyond any reach his father ever could have dreamed. I didn't really understand companies like Jace's. But, they bought companies that were struggling to thrive against the challenges presented by the world and broke them into smaller divisions and somehow made a profit off it. In my opinion, it was gambling of the most lethal kind. A risk like that...well, it was just unfathomable. My little café bookstore was enough to give me an aneurism. I couldn't imagine how he slept at night with the pressure he had weighing down on him twenty-five hours a day, eight days a week.

I thought of the man I'd met in the hospital room. Confidence oozed from him by the gallon. If anything, the pressure of his responsibilities built him up rather than weighing him down. How, I would never know.

My eyes caught sight of another headline and my heart raced. It was dated two days ago. My fingers slid over the mouse-pad as though they were possessed. The article came to life on my screen, halting my heart. He was at an event, and like always, there was a beauty on his arm. I couldn't tear my eyes away from the photo of Jace with the red head at his side, but I had read enough of the article to know he was at a grand hotel opening. The hotel was his. It shouldn't have surprised me, but it did.

I felt sick to my stomach as I studied his picture. His beauty was magnificent; it was unearthly. His black hair was purposefully disheveled, giving him the 'just fucked' look. I hated myself when my stomach muscles clenched in desire just from looking at him. I wondered if Red ran her fingers through his hair earlier. My throat closed at the image I'd conjured in my mind. I knew I could read the article and probably locate her name, but Red suited me just fine. I didn't want to give her a name. I already hated her.

I powered off the laptop and sat back in my chair. I felt numb. Who was this jealous girl possessing my body? This was so unlike me. If I was being honest with myself, there was nothing about Jace that should appeal to me. He had money and fame and everything my parents had back home. He was the kind of guy my parents would pressure me to date and like the times before, I knew Jace would hurt me. I had never bothered to give my heart to anyone and, in my opinion, no one I'd ever spent any time with was ever good enough to be given such a precious gift.

I knew men like Jace. I had grown up with them. They didn't fascinate me or captivate me...so, why did he? I was stumped, but if I had to take a leap and guess, I would have to assume that it was his eyes. His blue eyes made me feel exposed down to my very soul. When he cast his gaze on me, my flesh came alive and my blood warmed. No one had ever made me feel so animated. That had to be the reason for my unexplainable infatuation. Nothing else made any sense.

Jace was all wrong for me. He was everything I ever warned myself against. It was men like him that kept me from pursuing any healthy relationships. I couldn't even allow myself a night of carefree fun with Trisha because of the things I had seen men with money and power do. My own father was no exception to the rule. I made a vow years ago, I would be nothing like my mother who was little more than a trophy wife to her cheating, overbearing husband. Men like Jace, and my father, were dangerous. They cared about nothing, and no one, but themselves. Image was everything to them. In the world they lived in, it had to be. But, I had been raised in that very same world and I knew, first-hand, what happened behind closed doors. I had no desire to immerse myself within that life. And I was proud to say, I was somewhat immune to the glitter and glamor.

I stood from the desk and wandered into the bathroom. I'd made up my mind. If Jace ever decided to come through with his promise and show up, unbidden, in my life, I would turn him down. Any perusal of him would be unhealthy, never mind dangerous to my sanity. It would be flat-out lethal.

It was best I nip this in the butt now, rather than falling to pieces as a result of my weakness later.

***

"I was thinking a serene green." I paused, looking around the blank canvas of the building I hoped to turn into my café bookstore. "And dark wood trim."

Trisha nodded exuberantly. I could see she was relieved to see me back at work. It was obvious by the glances she kept throwing me, she expected me to start moping over the fact that Jace still hadn't walked into my life clearing the wake of mysteries he'd left behind.

That was not going to happen.

"Yeah, I think green sounds nice." She plopped her hands on her hips and spun, eyeing the entire canvas that was mine to transform. The thought sent my blood pumping at a delicious pace through my veins.

"Good." I beamed. "I cannot wait to walk in here and smell the scent of fresh lattes and newly printed books."

Trisha shook her head. "You're the only person on the earth who shoves their nose in every book they pick up."

"They smell like peace." I defended myself adamantly.

"I didn't know peace had a smell."

I shot a smile at her as I walked to the back of the store. "There's a book in my purse. Take a whiff."

"Thanks. But, no thanks."

I shrugged. "Suit yourself."

"You know ereaders are becoming popular now, right?" Trisha asked cautiously. "People don't really need to buy books anymore."

I frowned. "There will always be people, like me, who adore both. There is nothing wrong with an ereader. They offer books you cannot get anywhere else."

"Aren't you worried no one will bother to support your business?"

"Not at all." I grinned. "There is still the coffee."

Trisha smiled her brilliant smile as she shook her head. "You are much more confident than I would be in your shoes."

My heart lurched at the thought that this might not take off like I hoped it would, but if it didn't...it was nothing I couldn't jump back from. I was still young. "I have you to remind me how awesome I am."

She threw her arm around me and pulled me in for a tight hug. "You will always have me."

I knew I would always have Trisha. It always amazed me how protective the girl could be over me when she couldn't even manage to pay a bill on time without me reminding her. She considered me experienced in the world of paper, but innocent in every other aspect of life. I didn't really understand her logic, but I assumed it was because I hadn't slept around at all during high school or even college. I had always preferred to spend my time with my nose buried in the crease of a book or my mind in the clouds.

"When are you expecting the contractor to arrive?" She asked, releasing me from her embrace.

"Soon." I glanced at my watch to find he was late. "He should have been here fifteen minutes ago."

"Oh," the corners of her lips dipped in a frown. "That's not a good start."

"Anything could have happened," I shrugged it off. "This is New York."

"The city of possibilities." Trisha finished off for me and we laughed like hyenas at our ridiculousness.

Just then, the door opened. A man walked into the room as we quickly swiped at the tears that had formed in the corners of our eyes from laughing too hard, for too long. He looked behind him, shifted uncomfortably and sighed. "I'm Trey Boyd, the contractor."

I fought to assemble myself as I closed the distance, offering him my hand. "I'm Olivia LeRoux and this is Trisha Bauer. It's nice to meet you." And it was. He was hot!

Trey had sandy hair and amused green eyes. His muscles bulged under his fitted blue shirt and his hand was strong and warm as it folded around mine.

"It's my pleasure." His steady eyes remained on my face for longer than necessary and I felt a blush creep into my cheeks.

I shifted uncomfortably. Trisha came to my rescue, shoving her hand into his. "You made it. We were almost worried you weren't going to show."

"That would be bad for business." He smiled and Trisha melted. I literally watched as the muscles in her back relaxed beneath his grin. He really was good at this. Trisha didn't melt for just anyone. She flirted with anyone who looked her way, but melting was reserved for a small selection of men who walked the earth.

Trey pulled his hand from Trisha's. His eyes flickered over my body as though he was drinking me in. He was cute and definitely interesting. But, he just didn't do it for me...not the way Jace did. I caught myself before my track of thought was lost in the memory of Jace's heated gaze. I cursed internally.

I was so not going there!

I cleared my throat. "Well, I guess we should be getting started."

"As you wish." Trey winked, as he turned his back to me. My mouth fell open as I watched him move to a small table that had been brought in for situations like these. Trey laid his plans on the dusty surface and started pointing, forcing me to close the distance between us so I was able to understand what he was referring to when he spoke.

Trisha shot me a shit-grin when I moved nearer to Trey. I glared daggers at her. If she humiliated me today by offering to set us up on a date, I would kill her and bury her body in Central Park. There was only so much stimulation my nerves could take and their weekly cap had already been used on Jace.

Trey went over everything. On top of being absolutely stunning, he was truly exceptional at his job. And, beyond that, it seemed he was passionate about every aspect his job entailed. His energy was vibrating around him as he spoke about the colors, the set up of the café section and the rows of built in bookshelves. He missed nothing. He was so hired.

If there was anyone I trusted with aiding me in making my dream become reality, it was him. His eye for detail in a blank opus was extraordinary and I would be a fool not to see that.

"What do you think? Is there anything I missed?" He asked. I leaned over his drawing. I was in awe of his talent.

"No," I breathed. "I think you captured my vision for the place."

"I'm glad to hear that." He grinned and leaned down on the table next to me. His face was inches from mine and my heart lurched. "When do we start?"

"Um," I straightened and he chuckled. "When can you get a crew together?"

"As soon as Monday." He said confidently.

"Sounds great." I smiled, trying to keep a professional tone to our conversation. "We will start Monday."

***

"Cheers!" Trisha squealed as she clinked her wineglass against mine before taking an ample gulp of the deep red liquid. She sighed in delight and smiled. "I've been waiting to crack these bottles since last Thursday."

I smirked. "I bet you have."

"Hey," she barked. "Just because you don't see the reason to indulge in a celebratory drink, doesn't mean I'm as boring."

"Uh, huh." I took another sip and inhaled the scent of herbs and spice that wafted from the lasagna in my oven. I knew most people in New York used their ovens as a place to store shoes, but I couldn't get over how absurd that was. New York was expensive as it was. I couldn't fathom the excuse of eating out each night. Plus, I enjoyed cooking.

"Seriously, Olivia," Trisha took another sip before setting her glass down on the coffee table to add another coat of paint to her toenails. "You need to live a little more."

"I am living."

"No, you are existing." She argued pointedly. "There's a difference."

I sighed. "And how do you suppose I live?"

"How about dating?" She proposed and I cringed. "Trey is totally into you and he is crazy hot!"

"I don't know,"

"Oh, come on," She flailed her hand and I watched with wide eyes as the purple brush moved through the air. If she dropped it, and got the shinny purple paint stuck in the rug, I was going to freak. "You are twenty-two and you still haven't had sex. I have been waiting for years for you to tell me you finally let it go."

"Seriously?" I exclaimed. "That's why you want me to date?"

She shrugged. "Honey, I just want you to experience."

I sighed. "Maybe I'm waiting for marriage."

She laughed. She actually laughed at me! "That's bullshit and we both know it."

Offence burned in my cheeks as I stared at her, waiting for her to explain. When she didn't elaborate on her comment, I spoke. My voice was thick. "Why is that bullshit?"

Trisha dunked the brush back into the nail polish and tightened the lid. "I think you and I both know you don't believe in marriage."

I knew where she was getting this...but, was I really so opposed to the idea? "No, I believe in marriage."

"You do?" She asked in surprise. Her eyes were wide. I felt as though I had grown another head for her to ogle.

"I don't know," I stood as the ovens timer chimed. "I don't believe in the kind of marriage my parents had, but who knows...maybe marriage isn't so bad."

"Okay, I can entertain you." She said as she followed me into the kitchen. "Exactly what kind of marriage do you think you want? Because I hate to break it to you since your parents really are totally and completely screwed up. But, all marriage really is is a binding contract."

"I know." I murmured. I shoved my hands into oven mitts and opened the door before pulling the hot dish from the heat and setting it on top of the stove.

"Well, what kind of marriage are you waiting for? Because, from where I'm standing, if you're waiting on marriage, then you're going to die a virgin."

I glared at her. "I want the union without the contract."

"Then, that is not marriage."

I shook my head and lifted my glass to my lips, downing every last drop.

***

I rode the elevator to the top floor, thanking small mercies there was no one in the confined space to witness my unease. It had been a week since I'd last spoken to Olivia. I felt as though I was starving for some sort of interaction with her. I hated how weak I had become since meeting her. It was as though she had my balls in her fist and I was helpless to go about my life the way I always had before meeting her. I wished I had never left the office early that Thursday. If I had stayed late, like I usually did, I wouldn't have seen her. I would still be the Jace Rush that used women for my pleasure without thinking of them again. It was difficult to admit, even to myself, but I hadn't enjoyed a woman's body since I'd met Olivia. It was probably why I was so damned irritable. I hadn't had release in a week, not for lack of trying.

I had even gone to the grand opening of my newest hotel I hoped to make into a chain with a supermodel I met while on business in Malan. She was stunning. I had wanted her when I'd met her in Malan, but for legal complications, I had walked away. I didn't usually consort with women who walked in my world. They were too educated. And, if I was being honest with myself, I knew they wouldn't be willing to sign my contract. They knew enough about my world to know, not everyone with money and power was as fucked up as me.

I'd been told I liked sex rough, and after shit went down with Lexie, I even started seeing a psychologist. He recommended I have a lawyer draw up a contract to have signed before entering into a physical relationship with another individual, and because I was still paying Lexie for the 'supposed' abuse she endured by my hand. I took his advice and applied it to every sexual relationship I had since. I'd learned my lesson.

The elevator door chimed as it rolled open. I stepped out into the foyer of the top floor and Laura smiled at me from her desk. She'd worked for me for years. After the sorry excuse of a man she had called a husband disappeared to Italy with another woman, I'd given her a raise and the position she currently held. She had two kids at home and without the pay raise she wouldn't have been able to support for them. I didn't mind though. She was always on time and she was efficient.

"Good morning, Mr. Rush." She greeted and I nodded. "Mr. Cage would like to see you in his office when you have a moment."

"Would he?" I growled.

"Yes, Sir." Laura nodded. Her eyes glittered knowingly and I shook my head as I turned away from my side of the upper floor to the left where Caleb's office sat.

I didn't bother knocking to alert him to my presence, I just twisted the knob and walked in. I was not surprised, or even fazed, by the sight that greeted my arrival. It was not yet eight a.m. and Caleb was already indulging himself with a woman. Her back was to me and her legs were spread wide. Her beige skirt was bunched up at the waist, baring tanned thighs. I fucking hoped she didn't work for me.

Caleb lifted his face from between her legs and grinned as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The woman whimpered her frustration, but Caleb didn't seem to notice.

He patted her thigh, dismissing her. "You can leave now."

The girl frowned, but she didn't protest as she slid off his desk and walked from the office. I waited until the door closed before moving across the office to sit in one of the white leather chairs Caleb had positioned before his desk.

"I'm sorry you caught me having breakfast," Caleb's grin didn't falter.

"You knew I was coming. You requested my presence, Caleb." I growled. My annoyance spiked.

"Yes," he shifted in the high-backed chair. "I suppose I did. But I didn't think you would oblige."

"Why not?"

"You have been...irritable as of late." He stared at me intently and I growled under my breath. "Why?"

"If you have nothing important to discuss, then I will be getting back to my office. I have work to do." I stood.

"You still want her." He stated and I froze mid-step. My blood warmed in my veins as I turned to stare intently at Caleb, daring him to speak another word. He did. "Admit it, Jace."

"Now, why would I do that?" I asked. The tone of my voice came out bitterly and I cursed internally. The last thing I needed was Caleb knowing how entirely affected I was by Olivia.

Caleb laughed. "If you want her this bad you should just take her."

"It's more complicated than that." I snapped.

"Well, I suggest you figure it out, Jace." He leaned over his desk, looking at me with challenge in his eyes. "Because, I can't take another day of your shitty ass attitude."

"Screw you." I turned and walked to the door. If I didn't get out of here soon, I would end up throwing a few painful punches at Caleb. It was not that the idea didn't appeal to me, because it did. Caleb was an ass and he deserved a good beating, but when we fought the business suffered. It just was not worth the money we would lose.

"Forget about me Jace, and screw her." Caleb taunted with laughter in his voice. "You know the only reason you can't forget about her is because you have deemed her forbidden fruit."

I let the door fall closed behind me, shutting off the rest of his spiel. I didn't want to hear it. I had already decided if I couldn't forget about her by today, I would make my move. That had not changed. I would approach her today.

And, I was going in for the kill.


Chapter 4

"All right, Olivia," Trey shifted his weight onto his right foot as he stood by the door of my soon to be shop, looking unsure. "I'm going to head out for the night."

I nodded tiredly, pushing my hair back from my face as I tore my attention away from my laptop. "I'll see you tomorrow."

"Yeah." He opened the door and I bent my head, turning my attention to the screen. "Uh, you want to grab a bite to eat? I know an awesome Italian place just around the corner."

My stomach rumbled. I was hungry, but I didn't want Trey to get the wrong idea, if I agreed. It was already late and the ebony sky was a glowing ember ignited by the glimmer of thousands of street lamps. In my mind, New York at night was one of the most romantic settings in the world, and the last thing I needed was a boyfriend. I already had so much going on in my life, the thought of a boyfriend was just overwhelming and on top of that, I hadn't been able to stop thinking of Jace. I knew it was silly and unrealistic of me, but I wanted him. There was no reason, or logic, behind the burning desire, but none-the-less, it was there.

"I think I'm going to stay here. I have a few contracts to go over for potential distributors." I felt obligated to give an explanation. "I'm sorry."

Trey shrugged, but his eyes dimmed. "No problem. Maybe another time."

"Yeah, maybe." I forced a smile before looking down at the screen of my laptop again. It was late, but I didn't feel like I could just leave now that I told Trey I was staying to go over contracts.

With a sigh, I rubbed my forehead and focused on the words I already read through a dozen times today. This entire process was enjoyable...but at the same time, it was incredibly complex. My nerves were frayed and I was exhausted. I feared I might make a wrong decision that would in turn have devastating consequences. I had never done anything like this before and I knew with my inexperience, starting up a shop in New York might not have been my smartest move. I was well aware of the fact that I may have bitten off more than I could chew, but that was not going to stop me from trying. I had to get away from my home and New York just sounded like a great place to escape to. Everyone who walked these streets had their own baggage to concentrate on. I was sure, because of that, this was the perfect place to let me forget about mine. I knew I was running, but I hoped I could grow roots here. I hoped I could make this my home. I hoped I could find happiness here.

But, happiness always came with risks. I was smart enough to know if I didn't cross the bridge, I would never get to the other side. So, no matter how terrifying it looked, I would just have to take a deep breath and hope I didn't fall. Because not taking the first step would be a thousand times worse than falling to rock bottom.

With a grumbled sigh of defeat, I closed the screen of my laptop before shoving it into its case. I was tired and I had a date with a book, my bed and a steaming cup of white hot chocolate. The thought of much needed relaxation lit a fire under my butt and I stood from the table, reaching for my cardigan from the back of the chair. It was summer, but since I was almost always cold, I tended to carry some sort of jacket. I slid my arms into the sleeves and winced at the discomfort in my upper back. I was still just a little sore from the accident, but it was not too bad and most certainly not something I couldn't live with. When I'd got over meeting Jace, I started asking real questions about the accident...like, how much was my stay in such an elaborate room going to cost me?

I had been shocked, warmed and just a little annoyed to find Jace had paid for everything. Yes, it had been a kind gesture, but I could have paid the bill. I was not so foolish to think paying that hospital bill for a stay so long would be an easy feat, but I could have taken out a loan and paid monthly installments. I hadn't needed him to drain his bank account because of me. Not that it would have even made a dent in his account. The man was richer than God, I thought wryly.

I wanted to see him again. I had questions that were desperately in need of answers and I knew he was the only one who could give them to me. I had grilled Trisha, endlessly, about Jace. Why had he been in the hospital with me? Why was he showering in my room? Why was he so awfully brooding and, why on earth had he promised to make an appearance in my life without following through? She had responded to all of my questions with a shrug. I knew she was over the hype that was Jace...but, I was not. Not yet. I still had questions and I still wished I would see him walk into my life as though he belonged.

The front door swung open and my heart lurched as I thought of the crazies this brilliant city housed. Why hadn't I thought of locking myself in here when Trey left?

"Hello, Olivia." The deep, musical voice that sounded throughout the space soothed my suddenly wired nerves when it should have had the opposite affect. My palms were moist and my heart thundered as I stared at him in awe. I most certainly had not been expecting my next five minutes to go this way.

"Jace," I stuttered, trying to regain some semblance of professionalism. "Mr. Rush."

His blue eyes glittered in the dimly lit space. The electrical work had not been completed and we were stuck with the light of an industrial lamp generated by a battery. "Jace will do."

"Oh," I swallowed as I nodded. I couldn't think of a thing to say now that he was here. Of all the questions I had run off on Trisha this past week, why were none of them surfacing now? "What are you doing here?"

He grinned as his eyes settled on mine. They were so intense, I felt as though he were stripping away layers of my very soul with just his eyes. It was uncanny, but at the same time, I didn't want him to stop looking at me. Ever. I would take the risk of him exposing my deepest pains and secrets if he just kept staring at me like that.

"I came to see you, Olivia." Jace stated as though it was obvious, but it was not. There was no reason for him to be here...and this late! It was inappropriate, I thought, before I remembered I was in New York...the city that never sleeps.

I took in a deep breath and tried to act as though his voice didn't affect my body so intimately. "Yes, but why?"

His brow raised. "I promised you when I left the hospital, I would see you again."

Oh, jeez! I was such a fool. He had never been interested in me, for goodness sakes. The sexual tension I'd been entertaining had been entirely one-sided. Maybe I should have taken Trey up on his offer of dinner. It was obvious, by the fact that I was imagining stripping for Jace this very moment I was in need of a man. But, he didn't want me. He wanted me to reimburse him the money he'd paid for my stay at the hospital...and the cruel businessman he was probably wanted interest!

I glared hard at him. "I can pay you whatever you paid the hospital, but I won't pay interest and you will have to take monthly install-,"

"What are you talking about?" Jace growled. One moment he was across the room and the next, there were only inches of space separating us. And those inches were sizzling with electrified energy. If he reached out to touch me, I was certain I would combust.

It took all of my concentration to speak. "That is why you're here? You do want me to pay you back?"

Jace ran a hand viciously through his hair as he scowled down at me and my heart lurched in my chest. He was intimidating. "No. You will not be paying me back, Olivia."

I fisted my hands and his eyes glowed with amusement. "Then, why are you here?"

"I wanted to see you."

My eyes widened. Oh God. This is what I had feared and desired most. Jace wanted to see me. Just me. "Oh,"

His brows furrowed as he shifted his stance. It was really hard to concentrate with him in the same room. His very powerful energy was raw and all consuming. My skin tingled with awareness every time he moved. I knew it was my body's way of begging silently for his touch.

"Oh?" He cocked a half-grin. "That's all you have to say?"

I shrugged, helplessly. "I don't know what else you want me to say."

His blue eyes burned. "Would you say what I wanted you to say, Olivia?"

A frown tugged the corners of my mouth at the reaction my body entertained at his words. My stomach muscles clenched and my core felt uncomfortably warm. "No, I don't suppose I would, Mr. Ru-,"

"I said to call me Jace." He growled and I nodded, abruptly halting my response.

"Jace," I whispered and he stepped closer to me. I scolded myself for my quick need to please him but was distracted by his decadent scent. He smelled...heavenly sinful. He was temptation wrapped in the finest package. God help me, I am weak against him.

"What are you doing tonight, Olivia?" His deep voice rumbled through me, ricocheting through my body, demanding an answer.

"I'm going home. I um," What was I supposed to tell him. I had a date with my cat? Seriously, he would bolt from the shop without ever looking back.

"You um?" he prodded and I blushed. Without warning, Jace lifted his hand. He pressed his knuckles against my flushed skin, swiping gently across my cheek. The action was both innocently affectionate and embarrassingly erotic. I hadn't expected such gentleness to stem from such powerful hands. "You don't know what you do to me when you blush. Your heated skin tempts me to do things you couldn't even begin to imagine. It begs for my touch."

Wow. What was a girl supposed to say to that? His confidence aroused me to an extreme and I was worried if I didn't put some space between us, I would lay down for his taking right here on the plaster dust coated floor. Oh, this was so not the girl I wanted to be...but, I couldn't fathom breaking away from his touch. He was like a drug, and I knew I would be irrefutably hooked at first taste.

"What are you doing tonight?" Jace asked again. His tone was commanding and I found myself answering as though compelled.

"I was going to go home and curl up in bed with white hot chocolate and a book." I murmured as his thumb caressed the delicate skin beneath my eye. His palm cupped my face and I couldn't help but lean into his touch. He made me feel hunted and safe at the same time. My nerves were on high alert, stimulated by his presence alone.

"You were going to go home?" He asked in astonished surprise. "To a bed and a book?"

I nodded meekly. "Don't forget the white hot chocolate."

He frowned. His thumb stilled and he dropped his hand from my face. I wanted to cry out at the broken contact, but I took to wringing my hands instead. I didn't want him to know how ridiculously desperate I was for him. I told myself for the past week I wanted nothing to do with Jace, but it was more than obvious, I had been lying to myself. I wanted everything to do with Jace.

"Is something wrong?" I asked unsurely as he studied me. His lips were tipped in a frown that marred his handsome features and his eyes were hard and sad. I couldn't begin to fathom what had upset him so quickly, but I wanted to make him feel better. I needed to make him feel better. I already missed the glitter that lived in the depths of his deep blue eyes.

"No," He shook his head. "How are you getting home?"

I felt as though I had been slapped by the sudden topic change and my face heated of its own accord. "Um, I'm walking."

Anger flashed in his eyes. "You are not walking."

"Pardon me?" I asked. I was completely taken aback. Who did he think he was to tell me what I was or was not doing?

Jace pulled a key ring from his jacket. "I'll drive you."

I shook my head. "You don't have to. I like the walk."

A shadow crossed his face, daring me to argue. "I told you once, you are not walking. This is New York. It's no place for a young woman to go gallivanting along the streets at night."

My mouth dropped. He might be able to talk this way to his other conquests...or whatever I was to him, but I would not stand for it. I don't give a shit how much money he makes. I'm not going to submit to his ridiculous whims.

Without looking at him, I moved to the table and pulled the strap of my laptop case onto my shoulder. "Are you ready to leave?" I asked.

Momentary surprise flashed in his eyes before pleasure settled into the deep blue depths at my easy acceptance of his demands. I shook my head, biting back a growl of frustration. If he thought I was going to lie back and take his shit, he had another thing coming. I didn't know him from a patron in the café I visited regularly. He had no right to make demands of me.

Jace walked from the shop and I shoved my key into the lock before twisting my wrist harshly. The lock thudded in the door, and I sighed, as I turned to face him, dropping my keys in my bag. "I'm walking home, Jace. I don't appreciate being told what to do. I had enough of that from my parents and I'm not taking it from you. Goodbye."

"Then, I will walk with you." Jace said through tightly clenched teeth. I rolled my eyes. "Don't roll your eyes."

"Don't tell me what to do." I snapped.

I watched with interest as a muscle in his jaw twitched. "Let's go."

"I can walk alone." I sighed. "Obviously, you have a car here. There is no point in you walking me to my condo when you are going to have to walk back to retrieve your vehicle."

"You're correct, Olivia." Jace growled. "There is no point."

I stomped my foot without thinking how ridiculously childish the action would appear and blushed immediately afterward. He was so immensely irritating. I had spent ten minutes with him and he already had me wanting to pull my hair from my head.

"Then get in your car and drive away." My voice shook as I spoke, my anger audible. "I've taken care of myself in this city for the last five months, and I will continue doing just fine. I don't need you hovering over me as though I'm a child."

"Then stop acting like a child." Jace barked. "If you don't want me to drive you or walk you, at least call a cab."

My heart lurched in fear. I hadn't ridden in a taxi since the accident. I didn't remember it, but for some reason, I was unexplainably terrified of riding in one again. "No."

"I'll pay for it." Jace offered and my cheeks flamed. My fear turned quickly to anger.

"This is not about money. I already told you I would pay you back." I snapped. My voice was raising an octave with each passing minute. Soon, I wouldn't be able to control myself.

"Then what the hell is it about?" Jace barked back at me. I had a feeling he was not quick to anger and his heated reaction surprised me. By the look in his eyes, it had surprised him too.

I folded my arms over my chest and tapped my foot on the cement as I thought through my options. I wanted to walk because the night air was refreshing against my heated skin, but I knew if I walked, Jace would too. I didn't want him to have to walk back to his car because of me. And, there was absolutely no way I was getting into a taxi just yet, so I decided I was left with him driving me.

I shook my head. "You realize this is absurd?"

Jace fisted his hands, but aside from that, his body exuded no movement. "I do."

"You realize you are absurd." I stated, needing to clarify I didn't believe I was in any way at fault for this ludicrous situation we were trapped in.

"If you say so." Jace muttered.

"If you insist on being difficult, you can drive me." I finally said and my tone was defeated.

Jace sighed in relief. "I insist."

"Where is your car?" I asked wearily. I couldn't believe I was getting into a car with a stranger I knew nothing about. Besides the fact that I had become a regular stalker of his on Google, I didn't know a thing about him.

Jace didn't seem to notice my unease, and if he did, he chose not to aid in its release. His hand moved to the small of my back as he guided me to a car that sat parked on the side of the street. It was black and sleek and probably worth more than my life. I knew enough about cars, but I didn't know this one. The badge it wore was unfamiliar.

Jace seemed to notice my ogling because a grunted laugh sounded from between his perfect lips. "Bugatti Veyron."

I tore my attention from the beautiful black car almost painfully. "What?"

"The car." Jace nodded to the work of art. "It is a Bugatti."

"I've never heard of it." I said, focusing my attention back to the car. Wow.

With his hand on my back, we moved to the passenger side of the car. He opened the door and nudged gently for me to get into the expensive contraption. Everything in the car was black and smooth. I slid against the leather as though it was silk and stared out the heavily tinted windows.

A moment later, Jace was beside me. The engine revved to life and he pulled away from the curb. His hand on the gear shifter was an erotic sight that really shouldn't have turned me on...but it did. Jeez, everything this man did turned me on. It was as though I had been waiting all my life for him. My body had been dormant before meeting him. I had never desired anything physical with a man...and how I had tried. I hated being called cold. I loathed the fact that I couldn't get through a kiss without thinking of other things I could be accomplishing with the time I was wasting. I had always been unaffected by affection, but with Jace...all he had to do was look at me and I turned to warm putty, ready for his molding.

I didn't say anything to Jace as he drove. I was too distracted by his close proximity to speak as I tried relentlessly to dull the burning ach in my core. His scent filled the space around me, making me feel intoxicated by him.

When Jace pulled the car against the curb outside my condo, I felt my mouth drop open. "I didn't tell you where I lived." I gasped.

Jace didn't react. "I'm aware."

"How did you know?"

"I have my ways, Olivia." His tone was dismissive and I felt my cheeks burn.

I knew I should have got out of the car, but I couldn't. I just sat there dumbfounded as I waited for his answer. "Are you stalking me?" My voice was accusatory and I wished I could take the words back as soon as they were out of my mouth. I had basically been stalking him, so I didn't know why I felt I had the right to question him.

Jace laughed, but the sound was strained. "I suppose you could say that."

My breath caught at his admittance. Was he insane? You weren't supposed to go around divulging the fact that you were a stalker. Jeez, whoever gave him his facts should be charged. "You know you aren't supposed to admit that." I blushed. "I mean, if you're stalking someone, you should deny it at all costs because they might think you're creepy."

He laughed and this time it was real. "I don't care what people think of me."

I shook my head. "That's not true."

"How do you figure?" He cocked his head to the side.

"Well," I scanned his outfit. "You are very well dressed and your car...I wouldn't even call this a car. It's more like a piece of art sent from the heavens." I continued. "And you are always so calm and collected. You definitely care about what people think."

"I dress for myself, Olivia. And, as for the car, I like cars. I collect them."

I frowned. "You collect cars in a city like New York? What's the point?"

He shrugged and his eyes darkened. "We all have our interests."

I nodded. "Yeah, we do."

"What's yours?" He asked so softly, I almost didn't hear him.

I thought for a moment. "I like to read." I smiled before continuing. I was very aware of his cobalt eyes on my face as I spoke, but I continued. "I love words. They are magical. Words can create a world beyond the imagination and sometimes it's nice to just escape into those worlds."

"You like to escape, Olivia?" Jace asked. His eyes searched mine as he waited for an answer.

I thought, for a moment. This conversation was getting awfully personal. I knew I should be weary of telling him anything. He was Jace Rush, for goodness sakes. He shouldn't be interested in someone like me. In comparison to him, I was dull. He was like the sun, magnificent in his burning beauty, shinning, so brilliant, that even the lifeless grow exquisite in his presence. I, on the other hand, was insignificant as the pebbles in the asphalt. We were worlds apart, and yet, here we were, together in his car.

My heart rushed as I thought of bolting from the car, but I knew I couldn't. Whatever this attraction was Jace held over me, I was aware it simply could not be denied. I was simply not strong enough.

Finally, I replied. "I do like to escape." I admitted quietly. I felt foolish as I looked at my fidgeting hands in my lap. "Sometimes, I just need to."

There was no warning for what happened next. I had no time to prepare my heart, and I was certain that if I did, I still wouldn't have been able to muster the courage to stop him.

Jace slid his fingers beneath my chin, tilting my head back so I was staring up into his devilish eyes. His touch sent electrified jolts through my entire body, igniting my core into uncontrollable flames of desire. I tightened my thighs, willing the delicious ach away as he dropped his eyes from mine to stare hungrily at my lips. Without thinking of the action, I swiped my tongue over my lower lip, wetting it. My heart raced and my nerves tore at my insides. I pulled my bottom lip into my mouth, scraping my teeth over the plump, moist lip before releasing it. I felt the blood rush to the surface and my bottom lip burned from the assault, but I was too far gone to care. I was lost in his eyes. Jace made a sound deep in his throat, and I knew he was a man of broken will.

His mouth crushed against mine as his hand moved from beneath my chin to cup the back of my neck. Every hair follicle on my body was on high alert, over stimulated from his touch as he weaved his hand through my hair, grabbing hold of the wavy brown locks as he tilted my head back so he had better access to my mouth.

I didn't fight him. I couldn't fight him. His mouth covered mine completely, his lips moving in perfect sync with mine. My mind lost control of rational thought and I released my body to his command. His tongue poked at my lips, demanding entrance and I obliged. The heat of his mouth set my entire body on fire as he explored every inch of my mouth, possessing every crevice, claiming every part of me I could give.

Jace flicked his tongue against mine, coaxing me to loosen myself to him, and when I did, I moaned into his mouth. He kissed me harder, forcing me into the back of the seat. It was as though he wanted to swallow my moan and possess my pleasure. The desperation behind the action only made me burn hotter for him. My mind was hazy as Jace pulled his tongue from the dance with mine to lavish attention to my bottom lip. He sucked it into his mouth before biting down. It stung, but the sting was delicious. I moaned a plea and he, a tortured sound, as he moved to kiss my chin. His tongue trailed a fiery path over the line of my jaw and I tilted my head obediently for his access to my throat. Without warning, he nipped at my earlobe and the wet need that had accumulated between my legs, doubled.

"You smell so good." Jace's whisper was tortured against my neck as he inhaled deeply. "I fear if I do not stop now, I will take you in my car, whether you are ready or not."

I moaned at his words. I wanted his mouth back on mine. I wanted his hands on my body. "I'm ready."

Jace groaned and pulled back until he was sitting in his seat. There was too much distance between us. I felt as though I was robbed of an essential need to survive as he moved away from me. I wanted to grasp hold of the expensive black dress shirt he wore and pull him closer to me. "Good night, Olivia."

My mouth dropped open as my mind struggled to comprehend his words. He wanted me gone? After a kiss as hot as that, he wanted me to walk away? Was he so unaffected by me that he could dismiss me with such ease?

My body burned with unsatisfied need, and humiliation, as I pulled at the door handle. It would not relent. How the hell was I supposed to open this thing? I yanked harder, fearing for a moment I might ruin the handle, before deciding, I really didn't care. He had enough money to fix it. He could concentrate on fixing the car I'd break while I licked my newfound wounds.

There was a gentle thud and the door opened. I realized with even more humiliation, the car had been locked and Jace had been the one to unlock it. My cheeks burned again, as I threw myself from the car, determined to run to safety before he decided to say anything else. But, the heavens weren't so gracious.

"I'm sorry, Olivia." Jace spoke without looking at me as I closed the door. I should have slammed it, I thought. But I couldn't bring myself to abuse such a beautiful work of art.

I stood on the sidewalk, hugging my arms to my stomach as I watched the sleek car disappear into the night.


Chapter 5

I drove to Rush Industries because I knew I wouldn't be able to sleep. Not after kissing Olivia. There was no coming back from something like that. It was, fucking, life altering. I was ruined. I could still taste her in my mouth and, somehow, her scent clung to my clothes. I could still smell her. She had a sweet fruity-floral scent that drove me to the brink of insanity. Everything about her drove me to the edges of insanity and, I knew, that soon I would, willingly, jump from the ledge.

I'd gone to see her with the intention of luring her to a bed. Any bed. I'd fully believed, before seeing her, if I could just get inside of her...just once, I would be able to move on without continuously being haunted by her. But, the moment I walked into that damn shop of hers, I'd been floored with the realization, I would never get her out of my system. She was not that kind of girl. As a matter of fact, I was beginning to think she was a species of woman that didn't exist in the masses.

"Shit," I rubbed my forehead as I rolled into the underground parking of Rush Industries.

The only way to access the building at this hour was through the underground garage. It was restricted and only a handful of people had access through their key card and punch code. Security had always been exceedingly important to me. I employed twenty-four hour surveillance, although, I had never been one to enjoy the idea of having another person glued to my hip, the way my father had. Some believe it is foolish that I do not have a bodyguard, but I've never felt the need.

I threw the Bugatti into park and stepped onto the concrete. The lights were bright and I couldn't wait to get up to the top floor where my office resided. My office was my sanctuary. If I wanted, I could live there, and for the most part, I was so busy, that I did.

I swiped my key card at the elevator and waited as the private elevator, reserved for staff on the top floor began its descent. The doors chimed as they opened and I stepped into the pale green and stainless steel box. I wouldn't have chosen green for the elevator myself, but I hadn't been the one to build Rush Industries. I had taken over the company when my father died. I'd always expected the responsibility would fall onto my shoulders someday and I had prepared myself to the best of my ability. My father had always made it clear. I had been born with a title that held expectations. When a guy had that drilled into him, everyday from birth, he started to believe it.

When the elevator slowed to a stop, the doors slid open and I stepped out. There was no one at the front desk to greet me, so I took a moment to appreciate what was mine. I'd remodeled the top floor a year after my father passed. I couldn't handle feeling his stuffy personality everyday.

A large, round white, lily-gloss desk sat in the center of the room, facing the elevators. The floor was made of black granite that, in the light, appeared to hold flecks of silver-gold. On the curved, raised surface of the desk, white vases were filled with real white lilies and long green stems. The desktop computers were a sleek, shiny silver and the chairs were white leather. The walls had been painted barley beige. I didn't understand why the color had that name, because it was not beige at all. It possessed a slight glow and appeared to be a cross between gray and white. It was an elegant, clean reception area that would make anyone feel sophisticated and welcomed. On my way to my office, I passed a waiting area furnished with white leather furniture, a white glass coffee table with vibrant green accents.

With a sigh of relief, I stepped into the peace of my office. I closed the smoked glass doors and walked across the black marble floor, past the black leather couch set to the large desk. It sat possessively before an entire wall of windows. My office reflected the way I saw myself entirely. Whereas Caleb liked everything white and pristine, I preferred my space dark. I often envied Caleb his ability to shrug anything, and everything, off without a second thought. If I had that ability, I wouldn't be trying to ignore the image of Olivia that danced in the back of my mind, demanding precedence over any other thought.

I shoved my hands deep into the pockets of my black slacks and leaned against the desk to look out at the New York night. I was fully aware Olivia was livid with me for leaving her the way I did, but I couldn't take her as planned. I hadn't thought her to be as innocent as she was, but after kissing her, it had become obvious she was inexperienced. I doubted she was a virgin or anything. Someone as beautiful as her would not have made it through college without the vultures pouncing, but she was innocent enough to have never been used. Or, I hoped she had never been used, and if she had, well, I would kill him.

I groaned aloud at the track my thoughts had taken and tried desperately to ignore the bulge that demanded release in my pants as I remembered kissing her. Fuck, she was sweet. I had a taste and I didn't think I could go on without taking another...and another...and another. I was ruined.

What the hell was I supposed to do? I turned her on and kissed her until she was aching with need, so potent, I could see it in her brown eyes before I left her. She would never forgive me. I had a tickling suspicion Olivia was not the kind of girl I could send my personal shopper to her door at eight am and make it all better. I doubted she was the kind of girl I could just buy forgiveness from...but she had liked my car.

I shook my head. No, I couldn't buy her a Bugatti. I would, if I thought it would please her, but I knew she would probably send it back to me after setting it on fire. I couldn't bring myself to subject such beauty to her anger.

Finally, after extensive pacing, where I was sure I would have to get my floor polished and two classes of cognac, I came to the conclusion, money just wouldn't do. I had to break it down. Not because Olivia was simple, but because she was complex. Where as most women would want material things, I believed she wanted personal apologies. I fucking sucked at that shit. I was aware I would be staring at this piece of paper for the rest of the night. I had no clue what to write, but I hoped to make it good.

The sun was tainting the sky when I finally folded the letter and placed it in an envelope. I needed a few hours of sleep before my meeting at eleven. I wandered into the bedroom adjoined to my office and closed the door behind me. The windows were covered floor to ceiling, blacking out the light that tried relentlessly to slip through the cracks. I walked over the lush black shag rug and stripped from my clothing before dropping onto the bed. I would call Laura to arrange to have the letter sent as soon as she came into the office. I had a couple hours before she arrived and I fell into sleep with images of Olivia plaguing my mind and following me into my dreams.

***

I moaned aloud and pulled my pillow over my head. How dare that son-of-a-gun do this to me? I had only been able to sleep for a few hours because of his games. My body was exhausted but my mind was wide-awake. I tried relentlessly to sleep through my thoughts, but when four-thirty rolled around, I decided there was no use in trying when I'd proven to myself over the course of the last few hours, I would only fail.

I threw the blanket off my bared legs and padded barefoot from the bedroom. I wore my pajama shorts and a tank top, but decided I may as well throw on a housecoat since I was always cold. I usually tried to avoid the inevitable and packing extra clothing was my thing.

I walked into the kitchen and glared at the coffee pot. I wished I could remember to set the damned timer so I had fresh coffee waiting for me when I woke up, but that would require I had a set time to rise, and recent events proved, I obviously didn't.

I groaned as I moved across the kitchen to pour the ground grains of deliciousness into the filter before adding the water and pressing start. Now, I had to wait. Since twiddling my thumbs just wouldn't do, I decided to vacuum Moo-moos hair off the floor he was currently running across to greet me with his kitten-cute meow. Because the darned fur ball was simply irresistible, I put off vacuuming and picked him up into my arms before reaching into the fridge and grabbing his open can of cat food. After giving him sufficient love, I plopped a spoonful of his favorite wet food into a bowl and set it on the floor for him to indulge in. I stared appreciatively at his little belly and smiled. Moo-moo was black with a white belly. He looked more like an Oreo, but I couldn't resist calling him Moo-moo. It just suited him. He was a little piggy, but that was to be expected since he'd been all bones when I'd found him.

I quickly pulled the vacuum from the pantry and started the machine. I knew Trisha was probably going to bite my head off, but oh well. When I ran the vacuum over the last inch of floor, I turned it off and jumped to see Trisha with her blond, bed-head scowling at me.

"You are so damned lucky you made coffee." Trisha grumbled as she moved around the island on the hunt for a mug.

"That's my coffee." I protested as I wrapped the cord around the vacuum.

She glared at me with hard eyes. "Don't test me. It's not even five a.m. and you woke me up with," she waved her hand at the vacuum, "whatever you were doing."

"It's called cleaning." I sighed. "Trisha, meet the vacuum, he lives in our pantry."

Trisha grunted. I watched her pour the deep brown liquid into her mug and I laughed. I put the vacuum away and poured myself a cup of coffee. One milk and one sugar. It was the only way to wake up. The bittersweet magic of caffeine was an essential need of mine.

Trisha sighed after a gulp. Her eyes softened and she looked up at me. "Spill it."

"I have no idea what you're talking about." I avoided eye contact as I sipped my coffee, warming my chilled bones.

"You know what I'm talking about." She stated. "What's got you up at this ungodly hour?"

I shrugged. "I decided to enjoy the sunrise."

"It wouldn't have anything to do with the fact that you came home late last night?" Trisha asked bluntly.

"No." I said, too quickly, and her eyes widened.

"Did you go out with Trey?" Her smile was so wide I feared it would split her face. "Tell me everything."

I shook my head. I really didn't want to tell her about Jace. She made her opinion of him more than clear. "I didn't go out with Trey."

She frowned. "Oh, he told me he was going to ask you out."

My mouth dropped and I set my cup on the counter just a little too hard. "You didn't think you should tell me?" I demanded. "I gave him the stupidest excuse. If you had told me, I could have prepared myself."

Trisha shrugged. "I promised Trey I wouldn't tell you."

"Uh, your allegiance should be to me...remember," I pointed to my chest. "Your best friend."

Trisha rolled her eyes. "Believe me honey, my allegiance is entirely yours. It's in your best interest to date and I happen to know Trey would treat you right."

"What's that supposed to mean?" I shrieked.

"You need to take a chance and you need someone patient and kind. Trey is both of those things. The fact that he is smoking hot is only an added bonus that should already have you jumping his bones!"

I shook my head incredulously at her, as she stared wickedly at me from the opposite side of the island. If I could reach her, I might have pulled her hair. "Whose bones I decide to jump is so not your business."

"That's where you're wrong, honey." She said as she brought her mug to her lips.

I was about to go on a rant about the fact that, it was in fact, none of her business, but our condo buzzer rang, interrupting my blazing train of thought. I pointed my finger at her. "This is not over."

"Of course it isn't." She smiled sweetly. I shook my head as I padded to the intercom.

"Hello?"

"Miss. LeRoux?" A male voice replied in question.

"Yes."

"There is a delivery here for you."

I frowned. What could possibly be delivered for me? "Send it up please."

I waited anxiously by the door as Trisha cocked her head at me. She wore a confused frown on her lips as she waited to see what had been delivered. When there was a knock on the door, I opened it, and a man, who looked to be in his early forties stood in the hall holding a single flower and an envelope. My heart jumped into my throat.

"Hello, I'm Olivia LeRoux."

The man smiled. He assessed me before handing me a single purple flower. It was gorgeous. I had never seen a flower like this before and it had, possibly, become my very favorite.

I eyed the man. "Do you know what kind of flower this is?"

He nodded politely. "It's called a purple hyacinth. It's a unique flower commonly regarded as a symbol of regret."

My blood chilled as I stared at the beautiful flower. Why on earth would this flower be sent to me?

I nodded at the gentleman. "Thank you." I said as I closed the door and leaned my back against the wood. I stared at the envelope. My name was written in handwriting I did not recognize. It looked more like ancient script. It was beautiful.

I wouldn't have opened the envelope if I hadn't been plagued by curiosity. The moment I unfolded the letter, my heart stopped in my chest and I stared breathlessly at the words.

Dear Olivia,

Please forgive me. I am weak.

-Jace Rush-

"What is it?" Trisha asked as she stared at me through narrowed eyes. "Let me see."

I shook my head, quickly folding the letter. "It's nothing." I forced a smile, hoping to ease her suspicion.

She held out her hand, palm up. "Let me see it."

"Trisha," I sighed. I never was a good liar. "It's from Jace."

She twitched as though I'd slapped her. "Why would he send you a flower and a letter? Jeez, the man has more money than the devil and he sends you single flower. Where the hell is the rest of the bouquet?"

I couldn't help but realize that where as I compared Jace to God, Trisha compared him to the devil. Did she really believe him to be so horrible? I shook the thought from my mind and looked down at the flower. "I think it is for effect."

Her brows rose. "If he was going for effect, he should have sent fifty bouquets."

I shook my head. There was nothing to say to her. If she didn't get it already, then I doubted she ever would. I started to walk to the kitchen for a vase when she pulled the letter from my hands. I thought about fighting for it, but she wouldn't relent until she knew what had been written, so I continued to walk away.

"What the hell does he want your forgiveness for?" She snapped her inquiry and I shrugged.

"I have no idea, Trisha." I said. "Why don't you call him and ask?"

"I'm not calling him and you shouldn't either." She paused as I eyed her warningly. "I just mean he doesn't seem like the kind of guy you should be with. He is controlling and arrogant and I'm close to one hundred percent positive, he's dangerous."

I turned my back to her as I reached into the cupboard for a small vase. I filled it with water, added a spoonful of sugar into the liquid before dropping the flower into the vase. "I was not planning on calling him." I stated. "But, I will admit, I think he's interesting."

Trisha looked frustrated. "I just don't want you to get hurt."

"I can take care of myself, Trisha." I said, as I walked to the hall. I wanted this flower on my nightstand. Moo-moo followed me into my bedroom meowing as I closed the door behind us. He jumped up on my bed, and stretched, before curling up into a tight little ball. I set the vase and letter on my nightstand before I wandered into the bathroom to get ready to start what I felt was, certainly, going to be a long day.

***

I stepped into the summer sun wearing a loose-fitted purple satin sleeveless shirt tucked into a black pencil skirt. I carried my laptop in a bag over my shoulder and started walking in the direction of my shop. My heels clicked on the sidewalk as I cursed New York fashion...and, it was not the first time.

"Miss LeRoux?" A male voice called out and I turned, locating the man who'd delivered my flower earlier this morning. Why was he waiting outside my condo?

I frowned, as moved across the sidewalk. "Can I help you?"

"I work for Mr. Rush." He quickly explained. "And, he has instructed I drive you wherever you would like to go."

My brows rose so high on my forehead I was certain they touched my hairline. What was wrong with Jace? Seriously, just last night he had left me so hot and bothered I couldn't get a good nights sleep, and now, he was sending me flowers and cars. This was simply unacceptable.

"I'm sorry for your trouble sir, but I'm not getting into that car." I gestured to the white Audi SUV that sat parked at the curb.

The mans face tensed as he slid his hand into his pocket. Oh. My. God. Was he seriously going to force me into the car at gun-point? I debated on bolting down the sidewalk but was halted when a phone appeared. I sighed, in relief, and the man frowned at my obvious distress, as he tapped the screen and placed the phone against his ear.

"She will not accept the ride, Sir." He paused and my mouth popped open in shock. He was tattling on me? To Jace? This couldn't be happening! It was absurd. "Yes, Sir." He nodded and I folded my arms over my chest, as I waited for the phone conversation to come to a close. I should just walk away, but I was curious. "Of course, Sir." He hung up the phone and looked at me determinedly.

"What?" I asked.

"Lead the way, Miss. LeRoux." He waved his hand in the direction I had been traveling before he had, so rudely, interrupted my day with Jace's unnerving demands.

"Excuse me?" I asked as politely as possible.

"I am to follow you, Miss-,"

I shook my head sharply. "Stop calling me Miss. LeRoux! I'm twenty-two for goodness sakes, not fifty."

"I'm sorry." He apologized gruffly and I huffed, tapping my toe in irritation as I tried, relentlessly, to think up a way to mess with Jace's plans for me.

I settled my hands on my hips, trying to make myself appear intimidating. "You're not walking me to work."

"I'm sorry, Olivia." He said. "But I am."

"This is harassment. I could have you charged." I threatened.

His lips twitched, but he didn't smile. "Mr. Rush donates exceptional amounts to the New York City Police department. I do not think they would offend him, so much as, to slap a harassment charge against him."

My mouth dropped. Was this for real? "You can't be serious?"

"I don't lie."

I was grasping at straws. "But you joke...you're joking, right?"

He looked at me as though I had fallen and hit my head. "No Olivia, I'm not joking."

"Well, I'll be damned."

"Pardon?"

I held up a finger. "Will you excuse me a moment? I forgot something inside."

I didn't wait for his response as I darted back inside the lobby of my condo. When I was certain I was out of sight, I fished through my bag for my phone. The instant I located it, I dialed a number and listened to it ring.

"Hello?" A deep male voice sounded through the phone and I smiled.

"Hi, Trey." I said. "It's Olivia. Would you mind picking me up from my condo today, if it's not too much of an inconvenience?" I asked before adding in a sweet voice. "I'll buy you a coffee."

He laughed. "I'm on my way. I should be there in a few minutes."

"Thank you."

"Anytime." He hung up and I grinned at my quick thinking.

Zero for Jace. One for Olivia, I thought, as I leaned against the wall for another minute before walking back out into the sun. The man was still waiting by the Audi and I realized I hadn't asked for his name. Since I figured he would, more than likely, be harassing me, I should at least get his name.

I closed the distance between us and he smiled politely at me. "You know my name, my address and, more than likely, my place of work...I think it's only fair I know your name."

He nodded. "My name is Gabe Blake."

I handed him my hand and he shook it, but not without first inspecting it to be sure I didn't hold something within my palm in which I could electrocute him. What did this man encounter on a daily basis that would make him weary of a handshake?

I smiled brightly, trying to ignore the prickling sensation on the back of my neck as I remembered Trisha accusing Jace of being dangerous. "If this were under a different circumstance, I would tell you it was a pleasure."

Gabe nodded, as though he understood, but he was not affected.

I pulled my hand from his grasp and fought the pout that threatened to claim my lips, as I stood awkwardly, waiting for Trey to arrive. I shifted from one foot to the other, inwardly reminding myself I needed to buy more comfortable shoes.

"Are we waiting for something, Olivia?" Gabe asked.

I looked at him with wide eyes. "Not at all." I replied sweetly, hoping I sounded innocent.

Gabe narrowed his eyes. "I have a teenage daughter and an ex-wife. I know when a female is lying."

My lips parted in shock as I stared up at him. "I pity your daughter. I am sure she can't get away with sneaking a bowl of ice cream."

He grunted. "It's not ice cream I'm worried about."

"Well, I'm not your daughter." I snapped. I was offended. This man knew when I was lying, when my own father had never bothered to stare at me long enough to recognize the fidgeting I tended to succumb to when I lied.

"No. You're not." He said factually. "But you are an interest of Mr. Rush's and he has made your safety a top priority. That is not something I am able to ignore, Olivia."

I spotted Trey's truck and breathed a sigh of relief as I threw a glare at Gabe. "Jace can screw himself."

Gabe's mouth tightened, as I walked to meet Trey's truck as it pulled up to the curb. He already had his phone pressed to his ear, and when I settled into the seat and looked back at him, he looked less than pleased with me. Oh, well. I was less than pleased with him, so, I guessed we were even.

Trey raised his brows as he meshed his vehicle into the flow of traffic. "Who was that guy you were with?" He asked, when I didn't bother to divulge any information.

"He's a bodyguard." I snapped, deciding on the truth.

Trey's eyes widened and he whistled. "What do you need a bodyguard for?"

"I don't need one." I folded my arms over my chest. "Jace Rush commanded he follow me like a lost puppy."

"Jace Rush...as in, Rush Industries?" Trey sounded bewildered. Why was Jace such a big deal?

I nodded. "That's him."

"How do you know Jace Rush?" Trey asked gruffly as he stared out the window.

"I don't really know." I shrugged. It was the truth. One day, life had been normal and then...boom...I'd gotten into an accident and Jace appeared.

"What do you mean?" He chuckled tensely. "How do you not know how you know the richest bachelor in New York?"

"I guess he just appeared one day."

Trey frowned as he pulled next to the curb outside my shop. "I didn't think you were that kind of girl."

I paused in my descent from the truck. "What kind of girl?"

"The kind that dates guys like him."

I settled back into the seat, suddenly overcome with the need to defend myself. "First, I am not dating Jace. Second, if I was dating him, it damn well wouldn't be because of his money. And third, who I decide to date has nothing to do with you."

Trey nodded. "He's dangerous, Olivia. So, be careful."

I frowned. Why the hell did everyone keep telling me how dangerous Jace was? Did they see something I didn't? Was I just blind when it came to Jace Rush?

I quickly hopped out of the truck to catch up to Trey. He was walking toward the nearest Starbucks at a pace that made me curse my heels for the billionth time today. "What do you mean, Jace is dangerous?"

Trey stiffened. "He has a lot of power, Olivia. Anyone with that much power is dangerous. Plus, he constantly uses women and then throws them away." He paused and turned to look at me with stern green eyes. "I don't want to see you used by someone like him. You deserve more than that."

I felt as though I'd been slapped, but somehow I found it within me to nod. "Well, I guess it's a good thing I'm not dating him."

Trey studied me for a minute. "But you want to, don't you?"

I thought about lying, but since my success rate was already a massive fail, I figured I should stick with the truth. "I think he's interesting. But, I don't know if I would ever actually date someone as demanding as Jace."

"Okay. Let's go get that white hot chocolate you can't seem to get enough of."

I beamed. "Sounds like a plan."


Chapter 6

I sipped the creamy white hot chocolate as I watched Trey direct his men to work. I was trying to ignore the nagging exhaustion that kept creeping up on me, but the warmth of the hot chocolate only made me want to curl up in a comfortable little ball on a plush mattress. Trey shot me a few curious glances and I tried to flash him a smile each time I caught the worry in his eyes. Finally, he stood from his crouched position near an electrical outlet, wiping his hands off on his jeans as he advanced.

"You look pretty tired." He stated, but it sounded more like an accusation. "What time did you leave here last night?"

I took another sip before answering. "Not too long after you. I just didn't sleep very well last night and I was up really early this morning."

"You look like you're about to pass out and you're on your third hot chocolate." He sighed as he looked around at the shop. "Come on, I'll take you home."

"I've got it from here, Boyd." A deep voice resonated from my right and I spun to face the man responsible, almost dropping my hot chocolate in the process. I didn't function well without sleep. Obviously.

Trey stiffened, but I shook my head, laying my hand on his shoulder. "I'm good. I have a bone to chew with Jace anyway."

"You really shouldn't go with him." Trey said, while staring down Jace. I felt as though I were witnessing a stand down between two bucks for a mate, but neither man had a right to stake a claim on me.

I squeezed Trey's shoulder reassuringly and glanced at Jace. He was staring at my hand and his eyes were ablaze with anger so potent, I dropped my hand. "I'll be all right, Trey." I took a step toward Jace. "I'll see you tomorrow."

"Yeah, I'll see you." Trey said tightly, his eyes still locked on Jace.

Jace didn't say anything as he reached out to wrap his fingers around my wrist. If I hadn't had my laptop packed, I would have been forced to leave it behind. Thankfully, I was able to snatch it from the table before Jace pulled me from the shop.

"Does Trey have keys?" Jace demanded once we were standing in the sun.

"Yes." I nodded as another question popped into my head. "How did you know Trey's last name? Do you know each other?"

Jace frowned at me as he shook his head. "I don't know him." He did not elaborate and I pressed.

"Well, if you don't know him, then how did you know his last name?"

Jace tightened his hold on my wrist before pulling me across the sidewalk to the Bugatti he'd driven last night. "Get in." He growled.

"Tell me what I want to know and I'll get in." I bargained.

Jace's jaw twitched as he stared at me. "Get in my car, Olivia."

"No, Jace."

He relented, surprising me. "I'm interested in you, Olivia. Because Trey is a part of your life, I have made his life my business."

My mouth dropped. "But,"

"You said you would get in the car if I told you." He growled threateningly. "Don't make me force you."

"Holy shit!" I gasped as realization crept into my stomach. "You are stalking me."

Jace didn't flinch. As a matter of fact, he didn't react at all. "I'm not going to ask you again."

I complied immediately. I told myself it was because I was afraid of him. He had proven to me countless times today he was mentally unstable. He had to be to send me a bodyguard for my safety...only to kidnap me later himself. Oh, God. What was he going to do to me?

My heart raced as he lowered himself into the car beside me. The engine revved and he sped into traffic recklessly. My hands clutched at the door as I tried not to scream in fear. Jace glanced once at my white knuckled grip and slowed to a reasonable speed.

"You didn't accept Gabe's offer to drive you." He stated and I wondered how I was supposed to respond. I didn't particularly want to test his anger.

"Is that supposed to be a question?" I squeaked.

"No."

I nodded. "Oh,"

"I was worried about you, and because of that, I was incapable of focusing my attention on a very important meeting I had to attend today." His words were clipped. "Did you refuse him because you haven't forgiven me for last night?"

I scoffed. The arrogant ass-wipe! My face burned. He was right on the money, but to hell if I would admit it. "I didn't accept his offer to follow me around like a lost puppy because I appreciate my privacy. Since you seem to know everything about my life, I would have thought you'd know that."

"I don't know everything about you, Olivia." He replied, but I was angry.

I focused steady eyes on him, determined to make him see I was not going to play his game...whatever it was. "I do not need a bodyguard, or a driver or anything else that you think to employ Gabe, or anyone else to be."

Jace tightened his hold on the steering wheel until the skin of his knuckles was nearly translucent, displaying the white of the bone. "Yes. You. Do."

I was so angry. I was vibrating. "Why would you think that?"

"Because, I was not thinking when I decided to spend four fucking days with you in the hospital." Jace roared. I flinched at his sudden explosion. I was sure anyone else would have backed down from him, but I couldn't.

"What does spending time with me in the hospital have to do with this?" I asked wearily. I hadn't decided if I really wanted to know, when he continued.

"A gossip magazine got wind of my staying in the hospital. They printed a story about us having a wild affair. Apparently, we are madly in love and soon to be engaged. I will be damned, Olivia, if I let a single hair on your head get hurt because of me." His tone was stern, leaving no room to argue. "Got it?"

I didn't reply. I couldn't. Holy crap! There was an entire story in print about my life and I hadn't even read it...much less lived it. I didn't know what to think, much less say. How the hell hadn't I seen this alleged story? I'd stalked him every day on Google...how hadn't I stumbled across the article?

"Okay, I get it." I said quietly. "But, I still don't understand why I would need protection, Jace."

He sighed. "I am a powerful man, Olivia."

"I'm aware." Seriously? He chose now, of all moments, to stroke his ego?

Jace growled at my interruption. "I have made many enemies over the years and I'm afraid some of them wouldn't think twice about hurting you to get to me."

I stilled as I took in his words. I hadn't even eaten the cake to gain the weight. Jeez, I was being threatened because I allegedly held Jace Rush's heart in the palm of my hand.

"Olivia, are you all right? You look pale." Worry fringed his tone and my heart jumped, causing frustration to spread throughout my veins. It burned like fire.

"I'm thinking." I snapped, unable to help myself. I was, admittedly, angry with him.

"About?"

I turned to glare at him in my seat. "I'm being prosecuted for a crime I didn't even have the enjoyment of committing. What do you think I'm thinking about?"

Jace's mouth dropped. Score another point for Olivia! I'd just shocked the untouchable, unshakable, Jace Rush. Damn, I'm good!

"You would have rather...commit the crime, so to speak?"

Was he delusional? "Of course. If I have to take the heat for it."

"We can rectify that immediately." Jace said, without humor and I blushed. Was he being serious, because I couldn't tell? Our private conversation was all about sex. But, was I really ready for that...and, with Jace Rush, of all people? Well, at least he turned me on. I had never been affected by anyone else, so why not take it while I had the chance?

"I think that's the best idea you've had yet." I said soberly. I held my breath as I watched for Jace's reaction. It was instantaneous. His blue eyes blazed and he hissed in a breath before looking at me suspiciously. I smiled with as much confidence as I could muster and he shook his head in exasperation.

"You should not tease me about such things, Olivia."

Why did his words sound like a warning? And, better yet, why did I want to challenge them?

I decided on asking another question, while I had him talking so openly. "If you know why I may, possibly, be in danger," I accentuated the word 'possibly' because, as of yet, the only person I feared I was in danger of, was Jace himself. "Why are you still coming to see me? Why wouldn't you make it obvious the rumor is just that, and leave me alone?"

Jace stiffened as he turned down an unfamiliar street bordered by tall buildings with curved glass. "I can't stay away from you, Olivia." I gasped, feeling a rush of heat between my legs at the meaning and intensity of his words. My stomach dipped. "Believe me, I tried."

I felt myself free falling into oblivion. Jace Rush had just committed the impossible. He affected me with only words. No one had ever succeeded in such a feat before this moment and I knew I had to have him. If only for a few short months, I had to make him mine. I knew it would hurt when it was over, but, at least, I would have the memories to last me a lifetime. I decided then I would take whatever moments I was offered with Jace, because I was sure they would not last. I glanced sadly at Jace. The brightest stars are always the ones that lose their shimmer first.

Jace didn't add anything to the comment and I did not reply as he continued to drive through the streets of the big city. When he signaled to drive into an underground garage of a very large, very tall building, I found myself in incapable of maintaining my silence.

"Where are we going?"

"I am taking you to my home." Jace replied stiffly. Had I made him mad by not replying to his earlier admission? Jeez, I hoped not. This was unfamiliar territory for me. The ball was entirely in his court and I didn't know which direction he planned on serving it.

I started fidgeting nervously with my hands as the nose of the car dipped into the dim lighting of the parking garage. My heart was a nervous wreck in my chest. I couldn't concentrate on a damned thing.

"Calm down." Jace said gently. "You don't ever have anything to fear with me."

"I trust you." I was just as floored as Jace by my words. It was so unlike me to utter something so...binding. The moment one allowed trust to weave its way into a relationship was the moment it was surely headed for doom. Like love, trust holds the capacity to become ones' undoing. I can only pray it will be kind enough not to prey upon me.

"You shouldn't." His blue eyes narrowed at my words.

"But, I do." And it was the honest truth. I trusted Jace with my life. If I didn't, I would have bolted from his car a long time ago.

Jace turned the car into a parking space beside a row of impressive vehicles. I couldn't help myself. "You must live in a building of movie stars." I half joked.

Jace cocked his head. "Why do you say that?"

"Did you not see all those cars?" I asked in astonishment. Was he so rich he didn't even notice the expensive badge the cars wore? I'd even seen an Austin Martin in the line, looking pristine and stroke-worthy. I wasn't even going to get started on the Lamborghini. My mouth was already watering. I swear my irrational love of cars had me fearing the possibility my body stored a Y-chromosome.

Jace laughed, interrupting my train of thought. "I saw them."

My mouth dropped as he shrugged off my astonishment. He stepped from the car. I pushed open the door slowly; fearful I might ding another car with the door of the Bugatti. I couldn't imagine the price my head would have if I accidentally dented one of these vehicles. Jeez, I felt as though I was in a museum filled with ancient artifacts that were not encased in protective displays. It was nerve wracking.

Jace watched me step slowly from between the two cars with an amused grin on his face. How dare he laugh at me for this? He might be rich enough to bargain for his life, but I certainly was not.

"Wipe that grin off your face." I snapped. "It's rude."

He laughed. "I'm sure the owner appreciates your care."

I glared hard when I finally made my way from between the two vehicles. A breath of utter relief rushed out of my lungs when I realized I was standing on safe ground. Even if I somehow happened to fall, I would only damage myself.

Jace placed his hand on the small of my back as he guided me toward the elevators. I couldn't seem to tear my attention away from the line of cars. When I looked up and saw the letter P above each parking stall, including the Bugatti's, I realized, with horror, each car belonged to Jace.

I stopped dead in my tracks and Jace looked down at me with confusion on his face. "Is something wrong?"

"These cars are all yours." My voice got higher with each word, and I coughed, too shocked to be embarrassed.

He nodded easily. "Yes. They are."

My eyes bulged. "There are so many..."

He nodded as though it weren't a big deal. It was a huge deal! "I told you I like to collect cars."

"But these are not cars, Jace...they are..." There were no words. No one person should have this much money. Goodness gracious, he was the definition of extreme.

"Come." Jace commanded, and I shook my head, backing away from him.

He was crazy if he thought I was going to go up to his condo after seeing what he had in his parking garage. I could only imagine the things he had incased within the walls he called home that I could destroy.

"I think you should take me home, Jace." I tried to employ command to my tone, but I was unsuccessful.

"Why?"

"I'm exhausted." It was a lame excuse, but at least it was true. I was exhausted.

"I assure you I have a bed you can occupy." Jace smirked and my stomach flipped at the double meaning in his words.

I looked back at his car before narrowing my eyes on his deliciously handsome figure. "Exactly how meticulous are you?"

Jace cocked his head. "I fail to see the relevance in your question, Olivia."

I pulled the corner of my bottom lip between my teeth as I thought. "What I am meaning to ask is, how angry will you be if I scuff your floor or ding your wall or I don't know," I waved my hand. "Chip your granite or something?"

Jace nodded, finally understanding my hesitation to set foot into the elevator that would take us to his condo. "If you scuff my floor, I will watch as you clean it on your hands and knees. All the while, enjoying the curve of your ass." He stepped toward me and my breath caught in my throat. "If you ding my wall, I would be willing to bet the fault was mine; for ravishing you against it." He took another step so only an inch of space I so desperately longed to close, stood between us. "And, if you somehow chip the granite, then I'll know, I was too rough."

Wow. I definitely didn't care about a thing in his condo as long as he lived up to the promise in his words. The only thing causing me to hesitate was the fact my knees felt as though they would buckle if I tried to move. How his words affected me so intimately, I would never know.

I said the only thing I could think to say. "Lead the way."

Jace grinned, devilishly, and my heart rate spiked. "So eager."

I felt my cheeks burn as he placed his hand once more against the small of my back. "Don't tease me, Jace. It is rude."

"Don't pretend you don't love it." Jace retorted and the blush in my cheeks deepened. How did he know me so damned well? It was like...he was meant for me.

Oh, hell no! I forced the thought from my mind as he pressed the button in the wall. I was not even going there. This was a strictly sexual relationship I was willingly entering into. I knew what I was getting into. I knew men like Jace...the powerful men that walked in this world I had forbidden myself from venturing into. They were selfish in their desires and strictly incapable of any emotion that resembled love. I would not let myself fall for him. I would enjoy what he had to offer me. I would learn from him, but I would not expect him to remain a part of my life for long. I was certain our time together would be just as fleeting as it would be passionate. I was okay with that. I had to be.

The elevator door rolled open, exposing a stainless steel box. I stepped inside and couldn't help but marvel at how impeccably clean the dark tiled floor was.

Jace rubbed a circle into my back with his thumb. "You are tense."

"I am?" Of course I was. I was moments away from walking into Jace Rush's living space. I had no idea what to expect. Google offered me nothing of his living space. I was walking into the lions den blind...but, oh so willing.

"Yes. You are." Jace confirmed. "Why?"

"Wouldn't you be?" I asked, pointedly, and he took a moment to ponder my question.

"I suppose."

I scoffed. "You suppose?"

"You will be the first, aside from very close friends and family to be brought here." He looked down at my bug-eyed disbelief, and chuckled. "Like you, Olivia, I like my privacy."

I liked my privacy for what I suspected was an entirely different reason than Jace's. I knew what it felt like to feel owned. I loathed that feeling with every fiber of my being. When I decided to move to New York, I had experienced a severe sense of relief I would never again be forced to bite back my opinions, beliefs or feelings because of my father. The man had done everything in his power to mold me into a woman who would succumb to his will. He'd wanted me to marry into power and had a list of eligible bachelors that would suit him just dandy. He'd chosen carefully, but each man had something in common. Contacts. Everything was about contacts to my father and he would have gladly sold me in order to gain an upper hand. I vowed I would never again feel the way he made me feel. Like I was nothing more than cattle.

I looked up when Jace's hand paused its movement against my back. His eyes were dark as they studied my face. I felt as though he could see through me, right down to my very soul. The idea filled me with a debilitating fear unlike anything I had ever known and I sucked in a deep breath for courage. "What are you looking at me like that for?"

"What were you thinking?" Jace asked. There really was no beating around the bush with him.

I shook my head. "Nothing."

He nodded, but I could see by the stiff cold swamped his eyes that he didn't believe me. A wave of relief washed over me when the elevator door opened up to a clean, modern lobby. The floors were a black marble that had intricate flecks of gold...no wait, maybe it was silver and the walls were a bright shade of white. It looked almost sterile, but I loved it. I loved the modern, spacious look. I couldn't help but wonder what his condo would look like.

"Come." Jace pushed gently, but authoritatively, against my back as he guided me across the spacious room. The art on the walls was exquisite. I could have stood here studying the art all day if he'd allowed me.

Jace typed a code into the door and it unlocked. He twisted the knob, letting the door fall open to expose his personal space. It was so much more than I ever could have imagined. It was modern and warm at the same time. I had no idea how his designer had accomplished this feeling, but whoever it was, deserved a handsome pay raise.

There was a long corridor of black marble floor that stretched into the living space. It overlooked an enormous window that covered what appeared to be the entire far wall of the condo. The living room housed a sleek, black, leather couch set and decorative chairs, accents of cerulean added pops of color to the space. It was a beautiful color that couldn't decide whether it wanted to be blue or green. A silver-gray shag rug was positioned artfully against the marble floor, making the flecks I now decided were silver, pop from the depths of the black.

A large fireplace assembled with smooth, gray tile, stood between the living room and the dining room. The kitchen stood on the other side of the large dining area. The fireplace allowed the space to feel open, while at the same time, giving a distinct feel to each separate room. I ambled toward the kitchen, as though in a trance, and marveled at the grand beauty. The cupboards were all a white gloss and the counters were black granite with flecks of cerulean dispersed intricately within the rock.

Three beautiful, white vases, stood on the island with fresh white lilies. The chairs that sat at the island were a contemporary style of black leather.

I looked back at Jace who was leaning against the tile of the fireplace with a look of heavy curiosity in his eyes. I had the sudden urge to run my fingers through his messy black hair, but I resisted, for humiliations sake. I was not on my territory and I would not be the one to initiate anything intimate. Jeez, I didn't really even know how to initiate anything romantic. In situations that called for romance, I had always been too busy stressing over my need to keep it platonic. I had missed the steps.

"Do you like it?" Jace asked heavily. His voice was deep, and even though I must have been mistaking, I thought maybe I'd heard worry stress the fringes.

"I do." I breathed. "There are no words."

"I'm glad you like it." He smiled genuinely. "This space reflects me entirely."

My throat fought to close. "It's a beautiful space, Jace."

He shifted against the fireplace, holding his hand out to mine. "Come with me."

I narrowed my eyes. "I'll show you the rest of my space, Olivia."

My heart rushed with equal portions of excitement and fear, but regardless of my feelings, I moved to set my hand into his. His fingers enclosed around mine and his eyes burned as he turned to lead me away from the impeccable design of the kitchen. He led me to a staircase I truly have no idea how I'd missed before. It was between the entrance and the living room. The stairs went straight before branching off in two separate directions. It was stunning. The steps were assembled with a shinny white stone material and the handrail was glass. I noticed a room I had missed before and couldn't help but inquire.

"The room below the stairs, what is it?"

Jace tensed, but did not turn to face me as he continued his ascent. "It's my office."

"Oh," I squeaked, feeling as though I may have crossed some invisible line.

Jace led me down an open hall with paintings of shocking beauty on the walls. We passed four doors, and at each one, I had wanted, desperately, to stop and peek. But, Jace kept walking, and I followed. Finally, he stopped at the end of the hall. He turned to look at me, and behind his heated gaze, I thought I saw humor.

"I have four guest bedrooms." He explained, gesturing to the doors we had passed. "This one is mine." He placed his hand on the knob and opened the door.

I released his hand as I moved into his bedroom. I hadn't known how badly I wanted to see his bedroom until I was standing beneath the threshold. Wow. It was so...Jace. The entire far wall was a window that looked out over New York, while the wall to my immediate left was compiled of the same smooth grey tile that surrounded the fireplace downstairs. Only, this wall appeared to be one enormous fireplace. Six small fires were dancing about a foot off the ground and each one was separated by almost five feet of space. The fires looked to be embedded within the tile, but it was just an illusion crafted by the cut of the stone. The floor was made of the same dark marble as the rest of the condo, and a silver-gray shag rug sat in the center of the room with a very large bed on top. The bed was framed by black lily-gloss, but the sheets and duvet were crystal white. It was such a drastic color change from the dark, but it worked. With the light of the fires, the room in all its' cold splendor, appeared warm and sensual.

"This is unbelievable." I breathed. I turned to find Jace leaning against the door that was still open. He was watching me with a hunger in his eyes that I ached, on some primal level, to satisfy.

"Are you still exhausted?" He asked with interest as his eyes moved over my face, studying my reaction. Was he serious?

"No Jace." I shook my head. "I don't feel tired right now." I didn't know exactly what I was feeling, but I was fully aware it was anything but tired. My stomach was doing flips and my skin tingled with acute awareness.

I watched as Jace peeled himself from the doorway, kicking the door closed as he stepped toward me. My heart lurched and I thought once about running from his predatory advance, but I remained where I stood. He had left the door open for my escape, but I had given wordless permission for him to close me in...with him.

I thought for certain Jace would touch me, but instead, he moved to the bedside table. He pulled open a drawer and dipped his hand into the cubby. When his hand reappeared, he had a remote in his grasp. He pointed to the window. My mouth dropped open as the glass started to change color. Slowly, the clear glass hazed, and then darkened, until there was no daylight breaking into the room. The glass had turned black. I had never seen anything like it before.

"Wow," I breathed. I was so very far out of my league.

Jace didn't reply as he dropped the remote back into the drawer. With only the glow of the fires emitting any light to fight the darkness, Jace looked suddenly dangerous. His blue eyes regarded me intently and my breath raced of its' own accord. I felt the need to fidget with my hands, but I couldn't move. He looked ready to pounce and I wanted to be readily prepared, as best as I possibly could, for when he decided to make his move.

"You don't need to be nervous, Olivia." He stated factually and I nodded tightly. His words did nothing to relieve my sudden uncertainty. When I didn't say anything, he continued. "Take off your clothes for me. I want to see you."

My mouth dropped. Heated blood rushed in violent waves to my every extremity as he stared at me, waiting for me to oblige his command. My body wanted to, so bad. But my mind told me we were treading dangerous ground. Should I give him control over my body as though he owned me? I had done everything possible to escape the unhealthy control my family had exercised over my life. I didn't know if I should submit to him simply because my body burned to do his bidding.

As though I was possessed, my fingers began tugging at the fabric of my shirt, pulling it from the waist of the pencil skirt. I pulled the fabric over my head, exposing the black lace of my bra. My cheeks burned as I watched Jace watch me move. His jaw was rigid and he stood still as a statue. Feeling empowered, I ran my hands slowly over my slightly too large breasts, and south, over the skin of my stomach. His eyes blazed and his lips tightened as he watched me. I moved my hands to the back of my skirt, tugging at the zipper, before sliding the material down my hips, letting it fall to the floor. I stepped out of the skirt, wearing only my heels and underwear and completely unsure, what to do from here.

Jace's voice was gruff. "Continue."

I wet my lips as a blush burned my skin. My hands moved to the clasp of my bra and I unhooked the rings, letting it fall to the floor. I had never felt so powerlessly emboldened by my body before this moment. I felt so conflicted, and yet, the warm wetness that pooled between my legs had me aching for more. Desire, white-hot, flamed in the pit of my stomach. I needed to please him. I wanted to please him. My thumbs hooked the edges of my lacy panties and I slid them over my hips, kicking them from my feet. I was so wet and so hot. I was moments away from pleasuring myself. This was pure torture and I hadn't even had him touch me yet. His eyes on my body were enough to make me come. I moved to remove my heels, but his voice stopped me.

"Leave them on." He commanded and I straightened, my lips forming an 'o' as my face heated for the billionth time. Was he just going to stand there and stare at me all day? "Walk slowly to the chaise, and when you get there, place your elbows on the surface with your feet firmly on the floor."

Was he serious? I couldn't move. I just stood there, dumbfounded. Did people really do this? And, why the hell did my stomach ache to act on his words? What was wrong with me?

"Do not make me ask you again, Olivia. I do not like to be ignored and I will punish you." Jace growled low under his breath. My heart raced as I began walking slowly to the chaise that sat in the corner close to the fireplace. The sound of my heels on the marble was the only sound in the room aside from my ragged breathing.

I didn't look behind me to see if he was watching as I placed my elbows onto the black leather. My ass was angled up in the air, completely bared to him. I closed my eyes and waited for him as humiliation settled into the pit of my stomach. What was he doing? Admiring my ass?

Suddenly, there was contact. His hand was on my butt, caressing the skin. "You have a beautiful ass, Olivia." His voice was a low, tortured sounding growl. "I'm going to touch you. There is a gel on my finger. It will stimulate your clitoris."

I nodded, as a small moan escaped my lips at his words. I didn't say anything. I didn't trust my ability to speak coherently.

"Spread your legs for me, Olivia." Jace demanded.

I spread my legs immediately. I was eager for his touch. I would do anything, anything at all for relief. God, I just wanted relief...but, at the same time, I wanted this to last forever. How conflicting!

His hand slid between my legs, moving against the smooth, wet folds, in his perusal to locate my clitoris. Every nerve within my body had been stimulated. My core ached and my knees shook.

"Breathe." Jace commanded and I immediately hissed in a deep breath.

His fingers worked to separate the folds. He located my clit with an expertise that made me blush and rubbed the ball between his thumb and forefinger. Instantaneous pressure built up within me as he massaged the nub, working me with his fingers and the gel. Jace brought his free hand to my lower back before sliding his hand to my hip, holding me in place as he moved a finger deep inside of me...where no one had gone before.

"You're so fucking tight." He roared and I moaned out at his delicious invasiveness, bucking with need as he remained holding my hip firmly in place. While continuing to massage the bead of nerves between my legs, he worked my hot core. His finger slid in and out of my folds, moving proficiently as a pressure unlike anything I have ever known built up within me. It was so deliciously painful I cried out. I was going to come. I stretched my hands over the leather of the chaise, trying to gain some semblance of control, but the effort was lost. In this moment, Jace owned me.

"Do not come, Olivia." Jace warned as he continued his delectable assault on my body. "I'm not done with you yet."

I moaned loudly. How was I supposed to stop myself when he was doing this? I couldn't.

The pressure was too much. It built inside of me, begging for release as I clawed to hold it in. His finger bent inside of me, just so, as he stroked the walls of my most private place, and I cried out. "Jace," A moan, accompanied his name on my mouth as my body tightened. My body bucked and quivered only moments before my legs went stiff. My toes curled as sweet relief rushed through me.

Jace pulled his hand from between my legs and I whimpered at the lost contact. The hand that held my hip moved to my stomach and he pulled me up to stand against his chest. The hand that had worked me with perfect precision, only moments before, went back to work with a diligence that surprised me. My head lolled back against his shoulder, as he kissed my neck. In the distance, my panting moans sounded needy, but I didn't care. I couldn't care. I was too far gone.

"Exactly how experienced are you, Olivia?" Jace asked against my ear and I stiffened slightly, but his fingers didn't stop his stroking. He was building me up for another orgasm.

"Limited." I breathed, as I ground my hips against the bulge in his pants. His groan sounded strangled in my ear and I smiled, rolling my hips back against his hard erection once again. I wished he were naked. I wanted to feel him against me.

"How limited?" Jace demanded.

"I have never done this before, Jace." I replied, deciding on the truth. I had a pressing suspicion he already knew.


Chapter 7

Jace didn't respond for a long moment as his hand continued moving against the swell between my folds. It was still very stimulated. Abruptly, he pulled away and the air that assaulted my back was cold where his warm body had been. I wanted him back. The feeling of his body against mine had made me feel complete in a way I had never been before.

"Turn around." His voice was a guttural command. I turned slowly, fearful I would see judgment in his eyes, but I didn't. Instead, there was a hot desire pooling in his depths that almost made me orgasm at the sight. God, would I ever get enough of this man? If I had him a thousand times...would it be enough to sate the need that clawed within?

Jace closed the distance between us in one long stride. His fingers weaved into my hair as his mouth crashed down on mine. His lips moved with an agonized need against mine as he steered me backward across the room toward the bed. I let him guide me as I closed my eyes, adrift in the bliss of my senses because of him.

His tongue explored my mouth, pressing against mine in hungry strokes I met, with what I believed, was equal intensity. When my legs bumped the back of the lily-gloss bed frame, his lips began a gentle caress against mine. "I am weak." Jace sounded haunted against my lips as he pulled my bottom lip into his mouth, suckling it, before biting hard enough to earn a sharp gasp from me in reply. "I should have walked away a long time ago. I never should have let myself peruse you. It was wrong."

I shook my head, protesting his irrational words as I tried to fight the haze of my mind. "No."

"I'm not good for you." He broke away from me as he slowly laid me on the bed. His eyes were tense and filled with desire, as they trailed over my body, moving aguishly slow. "But, I'll be damned if I let you go now."

A smile pulled at the corners of my lips as I watched his fingers move to unbutton the black dress shirt. My stomach muscles clenched with a familiar need I was beginning to associate with Jace. Inch by inch, he exposed golden skin I wanted desperately to touch. My fingertips twitched, but I remained on the bed where he had laid me, and watched as the demand within my core for him grew. I feared for my sanity as I watched Jace's eyes on my face. I feared this man would be my undoing. He had the power to rob me of my heart, and I was too overcome with need, to stop him. I decided then I didn't care. If I lost myself to him completely, I would worry about it then. I would make love to him now, because I had a sinking suspicion this might be the only time I was allotted the chance.

Finally, he shrugged out of his shirt. I was speechless. His skin was the color of spun gold and honey. I wanted to trail my tongue over the contours of his chest to see if he tasted as sweet, but again, I held back. The muscles in his arms rippled as his hands moved to the button of his slacks. His pants fell open and he let them drop from his lean waist to the floor. To my disappointment, he was wearing deep blue, silk boxers.

Jace grinned, devilishly, as he bent to hook his hand around the back of one ankle, flicking off the shoe, before doing the same to my other foot. Now that I was completely bared to him with not an article of clothing on my body aside from the small white-gold hoops in my ears, he kneelt between my legs. I watch, propped up on my elbows, as he picked up my leg, pressing feather-like kisses against my ankle before trailing a fiery path with his smooth lips up my leg. His movements were slow, agonizingly slow. My breathing was ragged, and my skin was hot as I watch him press his lips to the crevice of my thigh, scorching me. His hands moved to my inner thighs, his fingers trailing lightly over my skin as he moved to hook one arm around my thigh, while the other begins to caress the sensitive bundle of nerves at my sex. He bent his head, and I felt my eyes roll back, as my elbows gave out beneath me. His tongue flicked at my clit, prodding and stoking. I moaned in utter ecstasy.

"You taste so good, Olivia." He said. His words had just as much effect on me as his tongue lapping at my sensitive core. I feared I was in danger of melting beneath him.

"Jace,"

"Yes Olivia," he growled. "Tell me what you want."

"I want," I sighed. What in the world did I want?

"Tell me, Olivia." He commanded, sliding a finger deep inside me as he nudged my stimulated bulb with his tongue. My back arched as need swelled within me, building higher and higher, until the pressure was almost too much to endure.

"I want you, Jace." I cried as he pulled his finger from my folds, stoking me gently.

"You are so wet for me." He groaned as he kissed a trail over my stomach to my bared breasts. His tongue stroked the underside of my breast before he took the tip into his mouth, suckling gently as he worked my other breast with his hand. He pinched my nipple just enough to cause a sharp intake of breath to sound from my lips.

"Please, Jace," I cried, and his lips pulled into a smile as he lifted his head.

"Please what?" Jace asked wickedly. "What do you want?" He dipped his head to the crevice of my neck, nipping gently at my skin.

"Make love to me." I whispered, closing my eyes. He asked what I wanted, and well, this was it.

Jace stiffened instantly as he moved to hover over me. I kept my eyes pressed tightly shut, afraid to meet his gaze. "Open your eyes, Olivia." He commanded and I shook my head. I wished I could take back my words. They had been foolish. "I want to see you. Please, open your eyes."

Well, when he asked like that...I was helpless. I opened my eyes, feeling the warmth of my blush sting my cheeks painfully, as his blue gaze swept over my face. I felt the need to defend myself. "You asked what I wanted, Jace."

"I did." He nodded.

"You shouldn't ask questions you are not positive you can handle the answers to." I said, biting back the threat of tears. I would not cry in front of him. He was so close, and yet, so far away.

"I shouldn't." He conceded with a sigh. "I do not make love, Olivia. You need to understand that now, before we take this any further."

"Oh," It was the only word I could muster. I didn't trust anything more to come out steady and confident.

"Shit," he hissed as he dropped his forehead to mine. "It was never my intention to hurt you. If you do not want this, tell me now."

I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply. I could feel his eyes on my face, studying my reaction, but I didn't care. There was no way in hell I was walking away from Jace Rush after everything we had done, and still say I was a virgin. I was twenty-two and I had the only man who had ever made my body quake with need, hovering over me and ready to take me. I was ready. Whether he made love or he fucked, this was happening. Surely, I was mature enough to separate my emotions from my body's commands.

"I want this, Jace." I said, firmly, as I opened my eyes to meet his. My breath caught in my throat as I witnessed an emotion that could only be relief, wash over his face.

"Is it safe to assume you are not on birth control?" He asked.

Well, at least this was one thing I had right. "No. I am."

Anger lit his eyes and my stomach dropped. His hand moved to grip my hip beneath him. His fingers splayed possessively over the expanse of my hipbone. "Why would you be on birth control if you are not having sex?" His eyes narrowed. "Were you planning to do this with someone else?"

I blushed at his tone. "We are fucking, Jace. If I were planning on doing this with someone else, it would be none of your business." I snapped.

"I do not share, Olivia." Jace growled possessively into my ear and I shivered. God, how did he do this to me?

"If you must know, I'm on it to help with my cramps." I hissed.

The corner of his lips shifted onto a half-grin. "I must admit that pleases me."

"What does?" I asked, feeling boggled by his behavior. He didn't want to make love to me, but the idea of sharing me with another was enough to set him over the edge. I knew it was a possessiveness that should send me running for the hills, but rather than scaring me like it should, I found I was excited by him and my reasons were all wrong. I wanted Jace to want me. I wanted to belong solely to him.

Jace pushed his boxers from his hips with the hand that had gripped my hip before he pressed his hot erection against my aching folds. I moaned as a surreal bliss tore through my body, claiming every nerve ending for its tenure. Jace rubbed his shaft against my wetness, sliding against me in sinful strokes without penetration. How could something so simple, feel this good?

"The fact that there will be no barriers between us when I take you." Jace said roughly, as he answered my previous question. I sighed and he covered my lips with his, claiming me, as he swallowed my moan. "I need to be inside you."

"Yes," I whispered.

Jace shifted so the point of his shaft was resting against my opening. He felt large against me and I wondered, for only a moment, how this was going to work, and how bad it was going to hurt, when he pushed inside of me an inch before pulling back out. He repeated this motion, stretching me until I fully believed all the romance novels I read about the first time hurting, had been bullshitting me.

I wanted him deep inside of me, no longer fearing the possibility of pain as he continued his deliciously teasing invasion. "Are you ready?" He asked. His voice was strained and his eyes were tense. I wondered why.

"Yes." I whispered only a moment before his mouth covered mine and he plunged deep inside of me. Holy hell, there was pain. It was blinding and hot. Jace swallowed my cry as he remained lodged deep inside of me, not moving, as he allowed my body time to grow accustomed to his intrusion.

The pain was gone as fast as it came, and Jace began moving as though he knew the pain had dulled. His lips moved against my mouth, swallowing every moan that escaped my lips as though he was a man starved. I wrapped my legs around his waist giving him complete control over my body, as he plunged inside of me, filling me entirely before pulling out to dive inside again. God, this was...heavenly.

His thrusts took on a rhythm as he slid one arm beneath the crevice of my neck as the other rested on my hip, pushing me against him, helping me to meet his thrusts. Not that I needed any help. I was there with him. His speed quickened as he pounded relentlessly inside of me. His thrusts were quick and satisfying, mind consuming. My skin tightened and tingled, as he dove deep and my muscles quaked, as my body bowed. Oh. My. God. The pressure that built within me was excruciatingly sweet and fantastically liberating as I found my climax, combusting just the way I wanted, from the moment I first saw his glistening cheat, ebony hair, and bright blue eyes step from the bathroom in the hospital. Every moment between us had been leading to this one right here.

Jace continued to push inside me as I exploded around him, until he too, found his release. As he came, he called my name before settling on top of me, still lodged deep within me as he spilled himself inside. His eyes were hazy and satisfied. I had a feeling I mirrored him.

"Are you all right?" Jace asked. He brushed my hair away from my face gently. "Are you hurting?"

My brows furrowed. "People have been doing this since the beginning of time, Jace."

He shook his head. "I don't care about any of them. I care about the way you are feeling, so please, answer my question, Olivia."

My heart thumped in my chest. Okay, he didn't want to make love...fine. But, why did he have to go saying stuff like that and making my heart go all funny? It was not fair! "I feel good." I smiled, because I felt so deliciously great. The fact that he was still inside of me, keeping our bodies together, made the moment all the more pleasurable. "I feel wonderful, actually."

Jace kissed my lips and my heart rushed. "I'm glad to hear that."

Slowly, he pulled out of me. I felt odd without him inside of me. I had lived twenty-two years without him and now that he'd been in me, I was certain it was where he belonged, but to hell if I was voicing that. I had this memory with Jace to last a lifetime and I would make it last if it killed me.

"I will be right back. Stay here." I watched as he backed off the bed and disappeared around the bed. When I heard the water running, I assumed he was in the bathroom. Without his weight on my body, I felt cold and very naked. I wanted to reach down and pull the duvet that was folded at the foot of the bed up over my body, but Jace had said to stay here, so I did.

Jace appeared again. He was wearing black silk drawstring pants and my mouth watered. God, he was so damned good looking. "Spread your leg's for me, Angel."

I complied and he wiped me down with a warm washcloth. The action was so gentle and caring, and so very against the man he claimed to be, I was left feeling confused and warmed. When he was done, he threw the cloth onto the floor and climbed back onto the bed. I didn't know what time it was, but the exhaustion that hit me earlier came back at full-force. I didn't want to overstay my welcome, though.

With a sigh, I sat up and reached for my panties. Jace's arm caught my wrist before I had a chance to grasp hold of the material. "What are you doing?"

I glanced at him with wide eyes as I shrugged. He looked mad...really mad. But why? "I'm getting dressed."

"Why?" He growled.

"I'm really tired and I think I should be getting home."

His blue eyes darkened. "I think you should stay here."

My brows raised and so did my voice. "The night?"

"Yes, the night, Olivia." He said slowly so there was no chance of misunderstanding, and I blushed. I preferred when he called me Angel rather than Olivia, but oh well. I would take what I could get.

"Are you sure, Jace?" I asked wearily. "I really won't be offended if you want to take me home."

"Well, you're beginning to offend me and if you slide into even one article of clothing, I will be offended." His eyes burned with warning. "You don't want to offend me, Olivia."

My blood warmed as I nodded. Why was I so quick to obey him? That would have to change. I couldn't possibly be one of those women, and if I was, then I was heading straight to therapy as soon as I had a free moment.

"I'll stay." I relented, scooting back on the bed. "But, if you don't pull that blanket up here, I will be putting my clothes back on." I threatened and Jace chuckled.

He pulled the duvet cover up over the bed before tucking it around me. He pulled me into his side and I wrapped myself around him as naturally as I would if I had spent the last three hundred and sixty-five nights with him in this same way. My head rested on his chest and my leg was twined with his. I found it unfair I was naked, while he was half clothed, but I decided not to bicker about something so trivial. I closed my eyes and sighed contentedly.

"Goodnight Jace." I breathed as I fell into sleep.

***

I hadn't been able to reply to her whispered words before she'd fallen into sleep. Now, as I sat on the edge of the bed, watching her sprawled comfortably in my bed, I couldn't help but wonder, what the fuck I was doing. She had wanted to leave. She'd even gone as far as trying to get dressed and I should have let her, but I couldn't. I was quickly realizing just how powerless I was against her...and that was dangerous.

I rubbed my forehead almost violently as I looked at her over my shoulder for the thousandth time. She was still in the same position. Her dark brown hair spilled over the white pillow. Her chin was tucked into her chest and she held her blanket clutched tightly in her secure fists, close to her face. It looked as though she was trying to protect herself even in sleep. I couldn't help but wonder what kind of childhood she had. My research told me it was privileged, but those were the lives that tended to hold the most painful secrets. I knew if someone had hurt her I would probably kill them. The thought made me cringe. I shouldn't feel a damned thing for her, and yet, on countless occasions, I had proven to myself and to her I was incapable of letting her go. But why? What was it about her that had me ignoring every lesson I ever learned?

My possessiveness did not surprise me. I was possessive over everything that was mine and I definitely considered Olivia to be mine. As far as I was concerned, I had staked my claim on her. The prick she had working for her knew, it and soon I would ensure everyone who went sniffing around her knew it. She belonged to me. I needed her to belong to me. Fuck.

I stood and started pacing the room. I had been hoping I would be able to forget her...get her out of my system, if only I could get her into bed, but I think I knew it would be impossible. Olivia was not the kind of girl you could just screw and be done with. It didn't work that way with her. She was so much more. But damn, I was not good for her. I lived with secrets that would ruin her. I carried a weight on my shoulders that would destroy her wide-eyed innocence. She was good, right down to her very core. She was honest and blunt and to my surprise, naturally submissive. She was everything I wanted, but shouldn't let myself indulge in.

I was like poison to her, but the problem was I was already in her veins and now that I was there...I didn't know if I could leave. It was not a matter of want any longer. She'd bewitched me. There was no other explanation for my sudden carelessness.

I paused in my advance for the door and glanced back at her again. She must have been exhausted to sleep through my relentless pacing. A smile touched my lips as I stared at her. I shook my head at the involuntary reaction my body entertained in response to staring at her. I threw open the bedroom door and let myself out into the hall, closing it, silently, behind me.

I descended the stairs into the living area and stared out at the dark sky. It was only midnight and I hoped Olivia continued to sleep while I tried to figure out what I was going to do about her. I knew one thing for certain. I could not enter into a sexual relationship without her first signing a contract. I simply did not know how I was going to explain that to her. Olivia was not the type of girl I typically decided to spend my time with. As a matter of fact, I wasn't even sure I wanted to have the kind of relationship with Olivia I had with so many other women. After Lexie, I still had the urge to dominate women to a point I knew was sadistic, but I'd taken precautions, and apart from Lexie, I had never pushed them too far. If I thought they couldn't handle it, I released them and sent them on their way. But, Olivia was different. There was no doubt I wanted to dominate her, because I did. I wanted for her to be willing to push her boundaries to please me. I wanted her submission...but, I didn't want to induce pain. Even if the end result was typically pleasure. I didn't want to raise any object to her and nor did I want to raise my hand. The urge simply was not there.

Regardless of what I wanted to do to Olivia sexually, I had to figure out how I was going to incorporate her into my life without her ever knowing of the man that I had always been. After the publication of the article in the gossip magazine, I had good reason to worry about Olivia. I had more enemies than the devil and I knew they wouldn't think twice about using Olivia as a means to acquire what they desire most, my destruction.

If I could, I would have my every enemy watched, but that was impractical. The only option I was left with was having Olivia guarded, but I could already smell an argument brewing over that. The woman liked her privacy there was no doubt about that. She had made it more than clear.

"Jace?" Olivia's voice echoed through the space. I turned to find her standing on the stairs. She was wearing my shirt. The sight made my cock jump, but I clenched my teeth and tried to force my eyes to her face rather than her bared leg...that were wrapped around my waist only a few hours ago. Shit, head in the game! There are more important things to be discussing here.

"Come here." I commanded, and her eyes narrowed as she stepped down the steps, crossing the distance into the kitchen where I sat. Her arms were folded protectively over her chest as she scooted up onto the stool beside me. Damn, I liked the way she looked with her messy hair in my kitchen.

"What is it?" Worry fringed her tone and my heart throbbed. The last thing I wanted was for her to stress...over anything.

"We have to talk." I began, but she interrupted me.

"Don't worry about it, Jace." She shook her head, refusing to meet my eyes. "We talked about this. You took my virginity, not my soul or heart or anything else. It's not a big deal." She lifted her eyes and forced a smile. "Don't worry, I won't start confessing undying love to you." She joked.

My mouth dropped. I couldn't believe that's what she thought I wanted to talk about. I was not that much of an ass; was I? And as for her soul and heart...maybe I did want those things? Ah, hell. I needed to make an appointment to meet with my shrink.

I regained my bearings and spoke. "That's not what I wanted to discuss, Olivia. You're right. We already did talk about that." I should have told her that her undying love was a welcome confession, but I didn't want her to slap me, so I left it at that before I moved on. "What we need to discuss is the matter of your safety."

Her body stiffened. "My safety?"

"Yes, your safety, Olivia." I spoke sternly. I needed her to understand this was serious. "You don't understand how dangerous it is to be considered important to me. I do not want to take any chances that something might happen to you because of me."

She laughed. "Jace, be serious."

"I am." I growled.

"Nothing is going to happen to me. We are not in love as that article claims we are and I am of no importance to you." She laughed again as though the possibility of my caring for her was ridiculous. "Soon, the world will realize just how ridiculous such a notion is. You don't need to worry."

I wanted to shake her. I wanted to throttle her. How could she not see she was the most important thing to me? I had never allowed a woman to even enter these walls that was not either working for me or family. She was the fucking definition of different.

"Damn it, Olivia." I rubbed my forehead as I slid off the stool. Maybe I'd been wrong about not having a desire to punish her. The devil knows she deserved it right now. I could take her over my knee right here and now, and slap her ass until it was pink with my handprint.

"Jace, I'm sorry." She said without humor. Obviously, she could sense my bubbling anger. "I just don't see a threat here."

I grabbed a bottle of wine and two glasses. Maybe if I could get her drunk, I could dig up some semblance of rationality within her thick skull that might make her realize self-preservation was not as absurd of an idea as she thought. I poured the glasses and handed her one. She nodded in thanks, as she brought the glass to her lips, taking a sip.

"Please try to understand this from my point of view." I would beg if she wanted. I would do anything so she would let me assign her a bodyguard. "I only want you safe until this blows over. Let me assign Gabe to you for your protection."

She took another sip of the wine as she pondered the idea. Hope sparked in my chest. "Do you have a bodyguard, Jace?"

I frowned. What relevance did this have? "No."

"Well, do you not think your supposed enemies would just go straight for the target then?" She asked. "I mean, it would be easier to just eliminate you rather than to get their hands all messy with me? Am I right?"

Yes, I most definitely was interested in spanking her. I would have to reconsider on the contract if she continued testing me this way. "No, Olivia. You are very wrong."

"Oh?"

"My enemies do not want to kill me. They want to hurt me. They want to break me down so I am a hollow, shell of a man, and if they think you are the key to my undoing, they will use you without hesitation."


Chapter 8

I stared at Jace for a long moment, hoping to God he was joking. When I realized he was not, I picked up my glass of wine, pressed the rim to my lips and threw my head back. When I set my empty glass down on the counter and stood, stumbling a little from nerves, Jace's eyes widened. If I was not so rightfully pissed off, I might have laughed.

"What the hell are you doing, Olivia?"

I turned my back to him. "I'm getting dressed and going home."

"The hell you are." Jace growled and then I was in his arm. He threw me over his shoulder, and stomped, angrily, to the stairs.

"Put me down right now, Jace." I yelled as my fists pounded against his back. I couldn't remember the last time I was this angry. I was fuming. The moment he set me down on my feet, I was going to show him just how angry I was. How dare he think this is appropriate?

Jace's hand came down hard on my almost bare ass, stinging my skin. "Enough." He barked. The sound of his voice rumbled through my stomach and I fisted my hands, my nails digging into my palms, as I thrashed, relentlessly. I was not about to make this easier on him. Hell, no! He just spanked me! Was he insane? Was I insane for feeling almost warmed by the sting over my rear?

Jace didn't bother to acknowledge the fact that my fists were pounding, insistently, against the small of his back as he climbed the stairs. I couldn't help but think if he fell, I would most certainly be dead. I would fall head-first into the sharp looking steps. The thought caused me to halt my incessant beating on his back and I whimpered.

I allowed my body to hang limply over his shoulder, as he walked quickly down the length of the hall toward his bedroom. My body's limpness was deceiving to the rush of anger I felt building within as Jace pulled me from his shoulder. My body slid against his before the pads of my feet touched the floor. Warmth pooled between my legs at the friction and that only served to provoke my anger.

"You have no right to force me to remain here." I snapped. My fists were clenched tight and my nails dug deep into my skin, moments away from cutting. "You were nothing more than a fuck to me, so don't start acting like you hold any rights over me. You wanted it this way, Jace." There! How did he like it? He had said I could be nothing more then sex to him when I had asked him...begged him to make love to me, and now he thought he had the right to boss me around as though he was some permanent part of my life? No way, I didn't see a ring on my finger, and I sure as hell, didn't feel love in the air. Jace was obviously controlling and I simply was not interested in submitting to his whims.

His eyes flamed, as he stared down at me. He didn't speak for a long moment, and when he finally did, his voice was eerily calm. "No woman has ever made me as pissed off as you."

That is what he had to say to my outburst? Well, screw him! "I really don't care how pissed off you are, Jace." I turned away from him and started marching toward my clothes that were still on the floor where I had willingly stripped for him. My cheeks flamed, as I recounted my earlier behavior. What had gotten into me? Oh right, Jace had.

His hand shot out to close the space between us, and his fingers wrapped tightly around my arm. "Where are you going?"

"I already told you I'm going home."

"And, I already told you, you aren't." Jace pulled my arm back toward his chest, forcing my body to tumble against his hot, warm chest. I tried to ignore the effects his hard body had over mine. But, the moist heat between my legs and the ache in my belly were more than demanding. My body screamed for his at the same time my mind ordered me to run faster and farther than I had ever run before. I didn't know which demand I was supposed to listen to.

Jace's hand remained stiff, and possessive, on my arm while his free hand moved to the hem of his shirt I wore, travelling up over my naked belly to the heavy underside of my breasts. I moaned. "Let me go, Jace." I begged, pathetically, at the same time as I rolled my hips against his hardness.

"You don't want me to, Angel." Jace spoke low in my ear, as his fingers inched up to my breast. He flicked my nipple, causing a gasp to escape from between my lips. His hand stretched to cover my entire breast, and he squeezed, only hard enough to make my stomach clench with need. "Admit you want me."

I shook my head from side to side against his chest. "I want to leave."

Jace didn't bother taking my words to heart; rather he took them as a challenge. He tugged at my nipple, pulling it too roughly and I shivered, my knees felt weak. I slumped against him. He rolled the swell of my breast between his thumb and forefinger; eliciting another reluctant moan from deep in my throat. What was he doing to me? I should be stronger than this.

"Tell me you want me, Angel." Jace commanded.

"No, Jace..." I whispered as his hand moved over my stomach. "I don't want you." I moaned. His fingers dipped into the band of my panties before stopping, rubbing small circles against my skin. "I can't want you."

"You can want me." Jace growled. "I will give you anything you need. Just tell me and it's yours."

His fingers danced over my skin, teasing me. I wanted him to run his fingers south. I wanted him to touch me where I needed him most. I wanted him to release whatever this was built up within me, but I knew he wouldn't. He wouldn't continue until he received permission...but, he wouldn't stop teasing me either. Oh, I was weak when it came to him. My resolve melted away and I leaned my head back against his chest, as I closed my eyes.

"I want you to touch me, Jace."

"Where, Angel?" His whispered words against my ear made the ache in my core so much hotter.

"I want you to touch my clitoris. I want your fingers inside of me." I couldn't believe he made me speak my desires aloud. The blush that bloomed in my chest spread quickly to my hairline. I was just happy Jace was behind me, unable to see the burn in my cheeks.

"As you wish." Jace growled in my ear as his finger moved deeper into my panties, sliding into the slick folds. He hissed in a breath. "You are so wet for me, Angel." His finger massaged my clit, circling the bulb at the same time one of his other fingers moved slowly inside me, filling me. I moaned and my skin heated as he pulled his finger out slowly before plunging in again. His hand moved from my arm to my hip, holding my bucking body in place as he worked me with his fingers. His invasion was hot and I couldn't refrain from moaning his name continuously as he worked me.

Jace slipped another finger deep inside me and I felt my body quiver, as it stretched to accommodate his delicious intrusion. "You are so tight." He quickened his pace and my body tightened. "Come for me, Angel." He instructed, and as though on queue, my body bowed, eager to fulfill his command. His hand on my hip held me tight to his body, as I came unraveled in his hand. His fingers stroked me gently, as he pulled from the folds, slipping his hand from my panties.

My skin was flushed and my knees were weak. My body was exhausted and satisfied, but my mind was wide-awake. What had I done?

Jace placed his hands against my waist as he turned me to face him. He turned until my back was against the wall. "Do you still want to leave Angel?"

Did I? No, I wanted to stay with him, but I knew I should leave. He was not good for me. He obviously held a power over me I could not diffuse, and that, in itself, made him dangerous to me. I should walk out his door and never look back...but I couldn't.

"No." I shook my head. "I don't want to leave."

Jace cocked his head to the side. He towered over me, as I stood encompassed by him against the wall with nowhere to run, but somehow, I still felt safe. "What do you want then?"

I stared up at him, meeting his experienced blue eyes that were filled with amusement. "I don't know what I want." My voice shook and I cursed my sudden girly feelings. I was just, so confused, by him. What did he want with me? I didn't know where I stood with him...and I was fully aware, a man as powerful, and as handsome as him, could have any woman in New York...why me?

A frown tugged at his features, threatening to revoke him of his cocky grin. He studied my face and his hands, that were still placed possessively against my waist, slid to my back, peeling me from the wall. He tugged me against his chest, holding me against him with one hand, as his other held my chin up, forcing me to meet his eyes.

"Come with me." Jace curled his hand around my wrist as he tugged me across his bedroom to the adjoining bathroom. He opened the door and flicked on the lights. They were not the harsh lights I had come to expect from bathrooms. These were dim and they cast a romantic hue over the room.

I stood in the center of the room as Jace moved to the shower. The walls were dark tile with speckles of shimmering cerulean. The floor and shower was decorated with the same dark tile. The jetted tub was large enough to fit at least four people. He leaned over and turned the water on. It was such a dark space, but it had been elegantly designed, just like the rest of his penthouse. It was gorgeous.

Jace leaned into the shower and turned on the water before turning to look back at me. "Take off your clothes."

I raised my brows. It was beginning to bother me how turned on I got by his bossiness. I should be irritated with him, but, in reality, I just wanted more. My shaky fingers moved slowly to the buttons of his shirt, and, one by one, I popped them through the holes. When the shirt was hanging open, I pursed my lips and stared at Jace who appeared content to just stand there in his pants and watch me.

"Are you planning to stand there and watch me shower?" I asked. I was frustrated with the hint of fear that sounded in my voice. There was no way I was allowing that to happen.

Jace smiled. "No."

"Then, what are you going to do?" I pulled his shirt closed, hiding within the material. The room was starting to fill with steam and I would have much preferred to be naked, but I was not going to stand here bared to him again. I had already given him enough of myself for one night. If I gave him any more, I was afraid I would be a shell of a woman when I finally found the ability to walk away from him.

"I'm going to shower with you, Olivia." He stated. "Now, please get in the shower."

"What if I don't want you to shower with me?" I challenged.

His eyes blazed as he stalked across the room. "Do not deny me if you have to deny yourself."

God, this man was overly full of himself...but, he was right. I did want him...again, and if I denied him, then I denied myself my body's desires. I just had to figure out a way to sever my heart's connection to my body's interpretations of Jace's intimate touch. It really shouldn't be that hard. Men do it every day...so, why couldn't women?

I let the shirt fall open, as I shrugged it from my shoulders. The material dropped to the floor. "You're right." I slipped my thumbs into the lace of my panties and tugged them from my hips. "Denying you would be denying me...and, tonight, I'm being selfish."

"I might like this side of you." Jace grinned, as I walked past him to step into the warm water of the shower. I dipped my head back, reveling in the feel of the water soak through my hair. This was just what I needed to work the tension from my body so I was ready for whatever Jace had planned for me.

I watched as Jace tugged on the draw strings of his pants before they slid from his waist to expose the most beautiful penis I had ever seen. He was large and hard. I couldn't help the widening of my eyes as I stared at him. How the hell he'd fit inside of me only a few hours ago, I would never understand. Jace must have been able to read my thoughts because his lips tipped up at the corners in the cocky grin he wore so often.

"Do you like what you see, Angel?" He asked, as he stepped into the shower behind me. His hands immediately moved to my stomach, where they spread wide enough to make me feel claimed. He pulled my back against his chest and I felt his hardness against the small of my back.

"I wouldn't be here if I didn't." I replied.

"What else do you like, Angel?"

I thought for a moment. I had liked everything he had done to me, so I didn't know how to reply to his question. "What do you like?"

"I asked you first." Jace growled, against my throat. I tilted my head to the side, offering my throat to him.

"I like when you answer my questions." I breathed. I felt his lips move into a smile against my skin.

"I like when you listen to me." Jace said smoothly. His hand moved up over my breast and he squeezed my already hard nipple. "God, your body begs for my touch," he twirled my nipple between his fingers. "Do you know how much that pleases me?"

I pressed my backside against him, feeling the tip of his hardness press against me. "I have an idea."

Jace nipped my shoulder and I gasped. The feel of his teeth on my skin had my knees weak and my stomach clenching in desire. "Has anyone ever told you that you have a smart mouth?"

As a matter of fact, yes. Aside from my grandfather, every member of my family had said that I have a smart mouth, and they never passed up the chance to predict the trouble it would one day get me into. "I've been told that a few times."

Jace grazed my shoulder with his teeth. "I should punish you."

My eyes widened and I thanked small mercies he could not see my face. He should punish me...for my smart mouth? Oh, hell...if this is the trouble my mouth got me into, then I would have to step my sarcasm up a notch. "If this is punishment, I will have seconds, please."

Jace growled and before I knew it, my back was pressed up against the tile of the wall. His blue eyes were hot as an inferno, scorching my skin, as they swept over my body. "You tempt me, Angel." He shook his head before setting his fisted hands against the tile, encompassing me. My skin tingled for him and he was not even touching me. "But, you are too innocent for the things I should do to you."

I frowned. Now, I was confused. "What do you want from me, Jace?"

His mouth was tense, as he stepped away from me. His eyes were hard. "Get on your knees, Olivia."

I noticed how he used my name rather than the nickname he tended to call me. My cheeks flushed. Was he really mad? The thought I might have truly angered him had me itching to oblige him. I didn't know what it was that drove me, but I needed to satisfy him. I needed to see his eyes filled with warmth again.

I moved away from the wall and immediately knelt on the tiled floor of the shower. The water sprayed around where he stood before me, ricocheting off his body and I looked up at him, trying to ignore the drops that hit my face. God, he was beautiful. Even when his face was marred with anger, he was hypnotic. I could stare at him for hours. I wanted to run my tongue over his chiseled jaw before tracing his lips. If angels graced the earth with their presence, I might believe Jace was one, if he didn't possess the danger of the devil.

"I want you to take me into your mouth, Olivia." Jace spoke roughly and I felt my eyes widen. "And, I want you to make me come with your tongue."

I didn't think about his request and I didn't allow myself to process the context of his words because I knew I would be offended. Instead, I took his shaft in my hand before bringing the tip to my lips. I flicked the head with my tongue before closing my lips around him, sucking him deep into my mouth. The head of his penis hit the back of my throat, but I didn't care. I brought him deeper. I wanted to please him. I wanted to make him come unraveled in my mouth.

I sucked him hard before pulling back and flicking his tip with my tongue. Jace groaned and I watched, as the tenseness in his face evaporated into euphoric bliss. I moved my hand to the base of his penis before cupping his balls in my hand at the same time I took him deep into my mouth. I felt the length of him swell just slightly in my mouth, and instinct told me, he was moments away from coming.

"Angel," Jace opened his eyes to look down at me. "I'm going to come. Stop."

I didn't stop. I didn't want to. I continued stroking his length with my mouth.

"If you don't stop, I'm going to come in your mouth." Jace growled.

I didn't stop. I wanted him to come for me. I wanted him to come inside of me. I wanted to please him and I had a feeling this was how to do it. Jace's eyes never left mine as he exploded in my mouth. The salty wetness of him moved quickly down my throat. When I was certain he was done, and I had swallowed every drop, I pulled him from my mouth. His eyes were hot, as he watched me with silent appreciation. I kissed the tip of his penis before I sat back on my heels, waiting for permission to stand.

"I can't believe you just did that." His voice was rough, as he stared down at me on my knees before him. "You can stand."

I nodded and stood. I didn't know why, but there was something so fulfilling about submitting to his command. I figured Jace was just a man who never met resistance in his life and commands came natural to him. Maybe that was why I needed to give into him. I didn't know, but there was half of me that thought I was seriously twisted, and the other half thought I was just addicted to the life I had run from. Commands were all I ever received while growing up. Maybe this was a pattern for me, and Jace just fit the bill.

Jace poured body wash into his hand and looked at me with warm eyes. "Let me wash you."

I was not sure if it was a question or a command, but I nodded regardless. When his hands moved over my body, spreading the smooth suds across my skin, I tried to ignore the need for him that swelled in my belly. How could I still want him? How many times would I have to have him before I quelled the pressing desire for him?

"I love the way you feel under my hands." He said, as he moved his hands over every inch of my skin before directing me into the water. When I was rinsed of the soap, he threated his fingers into my hair, massaging my scalp with heavenly scented shampoo. It was awfully girly, but I didn't question why he had this in his bathroom. I closed my eyes and reveled in his touch.

When I was rinsed completely of the suds, Jace moved me to the stone bench in the shower and I watched as he washed himself quickly. I would have preferred to wash him myself, lavishing him with the same attention he had, so generously, given my body, but I chose not to say anything. Instead, I remained quiet, as I tried to commit every inch of him to my memory.

Jace turned off the water as he eyed me curiously. "Come here." He pulled a fluffy black towel from a built in shelf and wrapped it around my body before wrapping another around his. I smiled a small smile, as I turned away from him to step closer to the mirror. I looked exhausted. Jace had drained me. How could I look so damned tired when he looked ready to run a damned marathon? It was so unfair.

"Is something wrong, Olivia?" Jace asked from the door. He was already wearing his pants and he was dabbing his hair with the towel.

I tightened the towel around myself. "No. I'm fine."

His jaw clenched, but he nodded. "You need to sleep."

"I'm not really tired."

"Then just lay in bed." Jace shrugged. "Come."

"Let me get dressed."

Jace walked across the room and my heart pounded nervously in my chest. He took my towel and bent. He picked up one foot and patted it dry before moving to the other. He then moved the towel up over my legs and then addressing my body. When he was done with my body, he moved to my hair. He twisted the long brown locks and squeezed the towel around my hair until it was nearly void of water. He dropped the towel to the floor and took my wrist in his hand, as he led me from the room.

I wanted to ask how he could go from being so gentle and caring, as he dried my body, to this cold man who led me by my wrist as though I was nothing more than a possession. He confused me and intrigued me with equal intensities. I knew that was dangerous, but I couldn't help it. I wanted to know more about him, just as much, as I wanted to run from him.

"Lay down and get comfortable." Jace commanded, as I moved to snuggle beneath the covers of his bed and he climbed in beside me. This time, he didn't touch me and I didn't make a move to touch him. I pulled the blankets tight to my chest and closed my eyes against the tears that threatened to spill from my lids. What was I doing with a man like Jace? I should have listened to Trisha. She knew the kind of guy I needed. I should have taken Trey up on his offer for dinner. Then, I wouldn't have been at the store to see Jace...I wouldn't be feeling so lost and alone beside a man I couldn't help but entertain feelings for.


Chapter 9

My shoulder shook and a deep warm voice spoke next to my ear. "Coffee's fresh."

I moaned as I opened my eyes to see Jace impeccably dressed in a black suit with a bright blue tie that rivaled his eyes. His black hair was styled messily and his eyes were serious. Why was he awake? I felt like it was three in the morning. Jeez, did the man never sleep? I glanced around the room and my eyes locked on the blackened window. I didn't know what time of day it was. There was no sky visible for me to judge.

"What time is it?" I croaked, as I sat up clutching the blanket to my chest.

Jace looked at my white knuckled grip on the blanket and clenched his jaw. "It's quarter after four." He said stiffly. "I have to get to the office."

"Oh," He was kicking me out. I felt my cheeks flush and I wished I could find it in me to regret the night before. "If you will leave me alone to get dressed, I'll meet you in a few minutes."

Jace's eyes hardened. "Have you forgotten I've seen every inch of your body?"

My heart pounded in anger against the cage of my chest and I glared at him. "Please, leave me alone to get dressed, Jace."

He shook his head as he moved to the door and slipped out into the hall. I sighed shakily, as I fought another wave of tears. I scrambled around his bedroom as I dressed myself in the clothing I had worn the day before. I had never had to do the walk of shame from a man's home before. I decided then, I hated it. I couldn't wait to get back to my condo and strip from these clothes...and possibly burn them.

When I was all dressed and I had combed through my hair with my fingers until it was as presentable as I was going to get, I opened his bedroom door, and stopped immediately. Jace was leaning against the wall waiting for me. I scowled at him as I moved past him. I didn't know why I was so angry with him when he told me before we even had sex, he was only interested in my body. I supposed it was because I still wanted him even though he was an ass. He was everything I had always promised myself I would steer clear from. But, I wanted him, regardless.

"You are angry." Jace stated as I stalked past him.

"I just need caffeine." I mumbled, as I started my descent down the stairs with Jace close behind me.

"Well it's a good thing I made coffee." Jace replied and I looked over my shoulder at him. I could not see him making coffee. "Because, we have important matters to discuss."

I rolled my eyes and walked to the kitchen where I left my bag on the island counter. I opened it and dug for my phone. There was a pile of missed phone calls and texts from Trisha. Shit. I totally forgotten to contact her and let her know I was with Jace and I was not coming home. Jeez, thank God for the twenty-four hour rule before someone could report a missing person to the police.

If it was not just past four in the morning, I would call her. I placed the phone back into my bag without opening the texts and sighed, rubbing my face.

"Is something wrong?" Jace asked, passing me a cup of coffee. I frowned as I brought it to my lips. It was perfect, just the way I liked it. I wondered how he knew what I liked in my coffee, but I decided it was probably just a lucky coincidence. I decided not to give him the satisfaction of making my coffee correctly.

"I just forgot to let Trisha know that I was staying here last night and apparently she is worried." I took another sip of my coffee and he nodded. "What is it that you need to discuss with me?"

"I wanted to resume our earlier conversation of your safety." Jace replied tightly. His eyes were hard as they watched my reaction. I set my coffee on the counter and stared back at him with equal stubbornness.

"I'm still opposed to a bodyguard. That has not, and will not, change." I was so not awake enough to deal with this. Hell...I didn't get enough sleep to have to deal with this without wringing his neck. My fingers twitched and I thought once about where I would bury his body, before I shook the thought from my head and forced my hands to my side. I could not dispose of him simply because I was irritable as a starved lion.

"Olivia, be rational." Jace growled, interrupting my thoughts.

"I am Jace." I snapped as I pulled my bag onto my shoulder. "And, I said no."

"Why the fuck are you so stubborn?" Jace was close to yelling, but I was close to throwing my mug at his head. How could someone turn me on one minute, and then, anger me, like this, the next? Jeez, if I didn't clear my head soon, I would lose my sanity.

I took in a deep breath and set both hands on the counter to halt their shaking. "Look, I will make you a deal."

Jace narrowed his eyes. "Let's hear it."

"I don't want a bodyguard, and right now, I don't see the need for one, so how about we go on with our lives like normal. If something happens to make me feel unsafe, I promise, I will tell you, and then you can assign Gabe as my shadow. How about that?" I proposed, hoping to God he would agree.

"Why would you want to wait until something happens before you take a bodyguard?" He demanded, and I fought the urge to pull my hair from my head.

"Those are my conditions. You can take them or leave them." I said through clenched teeth. He made me so angry. I was moments away from screaming at the top of my lungs.

"How do I know you will tell me when something happens?" Jace growled as he stared hard at me.

"I don't like the idea of living my life in fear. You have nothing to worry about. If something happens, I will tell you."

"If that's what you want, then fine." Jace said without commitment. There was a glint in his eye I did not trust. I decided there was definitely something he was not telling me.

"I need to get home." I said as I walked away from him.

Jace followed me to the elevator, tapping the screen of his phone. When the doors rolled open, he followed me in. "Gabe will be driving you home. I have an early meeting."

"I can take a cab." I said, by way of declining his offer.

"Will you just let Gabe drive you home, Olivia?" Jace looked up from his phone and glared as he waited for me to answer.

"Whatever, Jace." I folded my arms over my chest and leaned against the wall.

"Thank you, Olivia." The doors rolled open to a glamorous lobby. "This is your stop."

I didn't say anything as I stepped from the elevator. I could feel Jace's eyes on my back, but I kept walking through the lobby. Never once did I allow myself to look back. When I stepped out into the early morning air, I sighed and waved for a taxi. I climbed in the back seat and tried to pretend I didn't notice Gabe watching me. I closed the door and leaned my head against the back seat as I prayed to get home safely. I still didn't like taxis, but the thought of getting into Gabe's car was worse.

***

"What?" I growled into the phone.

"She took a taxi, Mr. Rush." Gabe replied.

"Why did you let her take a taxi?" I demanded. I knew I was being unreasonable, but I was irritated. The damn girl tested me at every corner. How the fuck was I supposed to protect her when she refused to follow simple orders?

"Short of me tying her up and forcing her into the backseat, I had no choice, Sir."

"Are you following the taxi?" I asked. I was trying to ignore the way my cock jumped at the thought of Olivia bound in the back seat of a car...completely at my disposal.

"Yes, sir." Gabe interrupted my thoughts, bringing me back to the issue at hand.

I smiled. "Good. Follow her for the rest of the day, but do not get too close. Try to keep her from noticing your presence."

"Yes, sir." Gabe said politely and I ended the call. I tossed my phone onto the passenger seat as I pulled out of the parking stall. I had no idea how one small woman could irritate me so greatly.

***

I tried to ignore the anger bubbling to the surface of my throat as the Audi pulled to the curb a few cars down from the taxi. Gabe had followed me the entire way home. I was furious with Jace for his intrusion in my life by the time I handed the cab driver the money and stepped from the car. I made a point of looking directly at the Audi and wished Gabe was not wearing sunglasses. If I could see his eyes, maybe I would see shame residing in their depths for following me. After glaring hard at Gabe, I stomped into the lobby of the condo. I marched straight to the elevator, and wondered momentarily, if Gabe would follow me, to then station himself outside my door. I didn't know what I would do if he did...but, I would not be held accountable for my actions.

I shoved my key into the door, but didn't have time to twist the knob, before the door flung open and Trisha stared down at me. She was furious.

"Where the hell have you been?" She roared. Her hair was a mess and her makeup was smudged. She looked like shit. "I've been worried sick. I called the police, dammit!"

I tried to keep my eyes from growing wide as I stepped into the tight entrance, setting my bag onto the table. "I'm so sorry, Trisha."

"Where were you, Liv?"

A blush crept into my cheeks. "I was at Jace's."

"Are you kidding me?" She wiped her hand over her already smudged raccoon eyes. "Trey said you went with Jace, but I didn't believe him."

"Why didn't you believe him?" I crossed my arms over my chest.

She looked at me tiredly. "I just thought you were a better judge of character."

"What is that supposed to mean?" I kicked the door shut. I didn't think it was appropriate to wake up the entire building at five a.m. over something so silly.

"Jace is dangerous, Liv. How do you not see that?"

"I don't know what you mean by dangerous, Trisha."

She looked hard at me and then shook her head. "You know what? Never mind. Just, next time you decide to spend the night with him...give me a call or text. Let me know that you are alive rather than in a dumpster somewhere."

I was fuming. How dare she make a big deal over my spending time with Jace, and then, not give me a real reason for her obvious loathing of him? Did she hit on him at some point while I was in the hospital and he turned her down? Was that why she hated him?

"Trisha, you need to tell me why you don't like him. I deserve to know." I leaned against the wall.

"Come on. I need a coffee." She turned her back to me and walked into the kitchen. There was already coffee in the pot. I thought about making myself a cup, but I was cranky and I needed something more soothing. I went for the pantry and pulled out the kettle and my special tin of white hot chocolate.

"Was it that bad?" Trisha nodded to the tin and I blushed. She knew me well.

"We will talk about me, after we talk about why you have a bounty on Jace's head." I snapped.

Trisha sighed and took a long sip of coffee. "I don't have a bounty on his head." She began and I rolled my eyes. "I just don't like him. I don't even have a real reason...it's just everything about him, and nothing about him." She shrugged. She was not making sense, but I understood. "When you were in the hospital...he was so irritatingly commanding. And, everyone followed his orders as though he was their freaking God. Whatever he demanded, he received." She shook her head. "I just think someone like him would crush someone like you and you deserve so much more. I don't want to see you hurt and I'm so afraid if you continue whatever is going on between the two of you that is exactly what will happen. You will be hurt and he will leave you alone to walk onto his next victim."

Wow. Did I really give the impression that I was someone who was so completely helpless?

"Don't worry about me, Trisha. I went into this with Jace knowing exactly what I was getting out of it. It's just sex." I felt my cheeks burn, bright red, as I poured two heaping spoons of powder into the mug. I added the water and set to stirring.

"Just sex." Trisha's mouth dropped. "You've never believed in 'just sex'. I have been telling you for years, you just need to loosen up and live, but you've never listened. You aren't admitting it to yourself, Liv...but this is more than 'just sex' to you."

I shook my head adamantly and eyed her coldly. "Nope. It's just sex."

"What changed?" She raised a brow, and her voice sounded interrogating.

I shrugged. "I decided to listen to you for a change."

She stared at me for a long, hard moment before finally nodding. "Well," she sighed. "How was it then?"

I blushed again. "Have I ever been one to kiss and tell?"

She stood. "You're blushing, so it must have been damned good." She walked around the island and dropped her mug into the sink. "You can tell me about it some other time. I have to get to work. I'm hoping the four pots of coffee I had over the night will keep me coherent."

"I'm sorry again." I said as I downed the rest of my creamy drink.

"Yeah, yeah." Trisha padded to the hall, paused and poked her head back into the kitchen. She pointed to an envelope on the counter by the fridge. It was where we tended to keep our bills. "A letter came for you last night. I don't know when it came or who dropped it off. They just slid it under the door. Believe me, I was tempted to read it...but, it was sealed so I refrained."

"That was big of you, Trisha." I grinned. She waved her hand and mumbled as she disappeared down the hall to her bedroom.

I padded across the kitchen. I had my sights set on the envelope. I was intrigued. I picked it up and stared at it. My name was hand written in elegant script. I frowned as I tore the envelope open, pulling a single sheet of paper from the pocket. I unfolded it eagerly and as I read through the words, my blood froze.

Olivia,

You've gone too far and tempted a prodigious monster. He wears his mask well and he plays his part flawlessly. Make no mistake, you are nothing to him but a conquest he will eventually have his fill of, and when he does, he will leave you a shell of a woman. Mark my words, he will rob you of your humanity, crush your dreams and taint your sanity. But, worst of all, he will steal your soul and leave you so broken you will have no hope of ever picking up the pieces.

But, you can still run. You have not been ruined...yet. He has not broken you and you still have a future ahead of you, but if you remain in the den with him...be prepared to remain forever within his shackles.

Sincerely,

Your Savior.

My knees were weak. That was the first thought that registered in my mind as I leaned against the counter. The letter was not a threat...but a warning. I had a sickening feeling the man the writer was referring to was none other than Jace. But I didn't understand. Who would be warning me away from Jace? And, why?

With shaky hands, I folded the letter and placed it in the envelope. I thought about calling Jace and then shook the thought from my mind. Whoever sent me the letter was obviously unstable. I walked through the hall and slipped into my bedroom. It had to be a crazy ex girlfriend. I couldn't think of another scenario. Someone wanted me to stay away from Jace and they were trying to frighten me into complying.

I laughed aloud as I placed the letter in the top drawer of my desk. As much as I hated the thought of giving the writer even an ounce of satisfaction, I didn't think I would be seeing Jace again. At least not anytime soon. Jace was all kinds of wrong for me. The writer had that tidbit correct. Jace would, undoubtedly, hurt me if I allowed this to continue...but, it didn't matter. By the way the morning unfolded, it was more than apparent Jace had gotten what he'd wanted from me. I was a body to warm his bed. I was mature enough to accept the facts for what they were. Jace was one hell of a one night stand...and, that was all.

I forced thoughts of Jace from my mind as I peeled my clothing from my body before throwing them into the laundry hamper. I turned on the shower and climbed into the steamy stream of water. I tried to ignore the memory of Jace washing me down with his delicious hands as I scrubbed his scent from my body.

I had to move on from the world of Jace and there was nothing like an early morning shower to start a new day.


Chapter 10

I looked up from the screen of my laptop as Caleb waltzed into my office. He grinned at me as he planted himself comfortably in one of the two black leather chairs I had facing my desk. Moments later, he had his ankles crossed and his feet rested on the corner of my desk. Sometimes I wondered what went through his mind. Caleb was both refreshing and infuriating. There was no one in the world who dared to speak to me like Caleb...as though he didn't give a shit about ticking me off. I liked that, and hated it at the same time. As a matter of fact, Olivia was starting to act remarkably similar to Caleb. Maybe that was why I couldn't seem to get enough of her. She tested me.

"What do you want, Caleb?"

"You're here early." He cocked a brow. "Does this mean you took my advice?"

I closed my laptop and gave him the attention he was obviously begging for. "What advice would that be?"

"You fucked the girl, right?"

I bristled. I didn't like him talking about Olivia like that, but I knew Caleb wouldn't understand. I had never shown an ounce of annoyance over his vulgar comments of the girls who found themselves at my mercy in the past. I didn't know why I was bothered now...but I was.

"Do you have a reason for coming here?" I asked as I leaned back in my chair, looking coolly over at him.

Caleb chuckled. "You definitely had her because you haven't ripped me to shreds yet, so what's the problem? She didn't satisfy you?"

I scowled. "I'm not discussing this."

Caleb's mouth dropped open. "Since when do you keep your excursions from me? Man, you know I live vicariously through you."

I shifted. "We both know you live an abundant life of your own. You don't need my sexual encounters laid out on a platter for your indulgence."

"That's true, but it doesn't mean I don't enjoy hearing about them." He winked. "So, what did you do to this one?"

I eyed him coolly. I didn't know if I should tell him. Caleb was just as fucked up as me. We tended to swap stories and, often, women. We had a good arrangement...but, I didn't want to share anything regarding Olivia with Caleb. "I took her home, Caleb."

His brows rose. "You what?"

I didn't let my eyes waver from his. "I took her home and I had her in my bed."

"You took her to your condo?" Caleb sputtered and his eyes bulged. He was obviously shocked.

"Yes. I did." I nodded.

"You went vanilla? And, you took her to the one place you keep for yourself?"

I scowled. "You've gone vanilla plenty of times."

Caleb dropped his feet from the desk. "I am not you, Jace."

I narrowed my eyes. "I'm not going to pretend I know what you're talking about."

Caleb scoffed. "You use women, Jace. As a matter of fact, you don't even treat them like they have feelings. You are not gentle and, you are most fucking, certainly, not vanilla!" He stood and planted both hands on my desk. "Who the hell is this girl and what did she do you to?"

"She didn't do anything to me, Caleb." I growled. He was testing me. "She's just...different."

Caleb eyed me as though I was a fucking math problem and I glared up at him. "You care about her, don't you?"

"No." I replied coldly. I didn't let myself care about any woman. There was no point. They were all cold and heartless. Just like Lexie.

Caleb nodded. "Don't forget about Paris. We leave on Monday."

I watched in silence as Caleb walked out of my office, leaving me frustrated and pissed off.

***

I grabbed the list of coffee the men had ordered before flinging my purse over my shoulder. I stepped out on the bustling street and a man caught my elbow. My chest tightened and I looked around wildly, ready to scream. I was jumpy after receiving the letter. Someone had obviously been watching me...and Jace.

"Olivia LeRoux?" The man asked. His dancing, green eyes stared straight into mine. He was beautiful. Anyone would say that his beauty rivaled Jace, but not me. Nope, Jace had me hooked! Jeez, if someone this stunning couldn't even spark a flame of desire within me, then I was hopeless. Jace had ruined me. I would be good for no one.

"Miss LeRoux?" The man asked again, raising his brows with a look of crafted amusement on his sculpted face.

I flushed, swallowing my earlier panic. "Yes, that's me." I held out my hand for the man to shake. "And, you are?"

"My name is Caleb Cage."

I frowned. He sounded just as dangerous as Jace. "It's nice to meet you...but, may I ask how you knew my name?"

"You seem to have sparked the interest of a friend of mine and I just had to meet you for myself." He grinned. I suddenly felt as though I was standing in the line-of-sight of the world's most dangerous predator. If this man had been the one to write the letter...then, I was in so much more danger than I first suspected. A female, I thought I could handle...but, this man...oh, hell no.

"A friend of yours?" I tried to play it coolly. The last thing I wanted him thinking was Jace had been the first 'friend' I had thought of.

"Yes." His smirk never faltered. He was not going to tell me who this elusive friend was.

"All right, then." I smiled politely. "I should be on my way. I'm expected to bring coffee."

He cocked his head to the side. "Do they not work for you?"

I paused. "Pardon me?"

"Do the men inside not work for you?" He gestured to the door. "This is your project, is it not?"

"I have contracted them, yes." Where the hell was he going with this? And how in the world did he know this was my...project?

"Then, should they not be getting you your coffee?" His eyes were trained on my face as they waited for a reaction. I was torn between wanting to kick him in the shin and turning to walk away.

What was it with these godly gorgeous men popping up out of the woodwork with their cockier than cocky attitudes, expensive suits and shiver inducing names. In all my life, I had never met someone like Jace, and now, Caleb. Was this for real?

I plastered a smile on my face. "It was nice to meet you Mr. Cage, but I should be on my way."

Caleb moved into step beside me. He was powerful, obviously privileged, confident and determined. Oh, he was definitely dangerous. Probably just as dangerous as Jace. Damn it! Why couldn't I stop thinking about Jace?

"I assure you, Miss. LeRoux, it was all my pleasure." His voice was deep and close to my ear. I could almost feel the heat of his breath against my ear. It made me shiver and that made me angry.

He was definitely pissing me off. "You're probably right."

Beside me, I heard him gasp and I had to fight the urge to look up at him. "And, you're just as fiery as you are beautiful. I see what my friend likes."

Who was this friend of his? "You don't know me well enough to make such an assumption."

He chuckled. "You do not think I have seen enough to know what another man might be intrigued by?"

I felt a blush creeping into my cheeks. "So, this friend of yours is a man?"

"You are perceptive, too." I could hear the grin in his tone and I chomped down on my bottom lip to keep from spitting out a threat. "Yes, I most definitely see what he likes. Although, I must admit you are not his usual...victim."

I looked up at him. I was unable to stop myself. I didn't understand this man and I most certainly did not understand my desire to knock him upside the head. He was stunning and clearly hitting on me. Well, at least, I thought he was hitting on me. But, in the back of my mind, there was a nagging need for Jace. No other man would do. Again, I couldn't help but admit to myself I was ruined. And what the hell did he mean...victim? Who uses that word? I must be so off base, because I really didn't understand.

"Is there something you want from me, Mr. Cage?" I asked shakily. I didn't know if I could control my anxiety if he continued with this charade of his. It had already been a stressful morning and he was only making it worse. Who was he? I decided then, as soon as I had a moment alone, I would Google him. Oh, my good friend, Google.

"Yes, actually there is."

I felt as though I had been slapped, but I quickly regained control of myself as I pulled open the door of the Starbucks. "And, what might that be?"

"Well, since you obviously do not trust me, I think I will show you I'm not the evil villain you assume me to be." I scowled at him and he grinned. "I only want to help you carry the coffee back."

"Oh," Shoot. I hadn't even thought of how I was going to get the coffee back to the shop. I guess I could have stacked the trays on top of one another and hoped I didn't trip. But, knowing me, I could have a clear pathway and I would still fall face first into the ground. It is just who I was, and it was, definitely, not genetic. My mother was the epitome of control and grace. It was probably why she couldn't stand to have me as a daughter.

As a child, I would often come home with mud under my fingernails, twigs in my hair and tears in my dress. I had adored playing with the boys at the parks. It was fun, but I learned early on, it was not appropriate for a lady. Not one born by my mother, anyway.

Caleb reached out and swiped his thumb over my lower lip. The contact made me jump back as though he'd burned me. I felt silly under his concentrated frown.

"Are you all right?" Caleb asked. He looked mildly uncomfortable as he shoved his hands in his pockets. It was not a look that suited him. He was too confident. "You looked upset."

I forced a smile, as I shrugged off his concern. "I'm fine. Let's get the coffee's ordered. The boys are bound to wonder where I am."

"That's true." Caleb agreed as he watched me walk to the counter. It was not long until I felt him close behind me.

I read my list off to the woman behind the till before looking back at Caleb. "What do you want? It's on me for the help."

Caleb's eyes twinkled as he smiled. He ordered a black coffee. Gross. Could he get any more boring? "What do you want?"

"I'll get a white hot chocolate, please." I said as I started to fish through my purse for my wallet.

When I looked up, Caleb was pressing his pin into the machine. I punched him in the arm before thinking the action through. He turned to look at me with raised brows and wide astonished eyes. I blushed. "I was going to pay for that." I squeaked.

The woman behind the till smirked, but continued to watch us with interest.

"You just punched me." Caleb stated.

Jeez, I hit him in the arm not the head. Why was he acting like I had damaged his brain? I didn't even hit him hard.

I planted my hands against my hips and nodded curtly. An action straight out of my mothers books. "You weren't supposed to pay. It was my treat to you for being willing to help me transport them back to the shop."

Caleb shook his head. "You actually just punched me."

I scoffed. "Get over it. You're a big boy." I turned and walked to the other side of the counter to wait for the order.

"You really are a perfect match for my friend. He needs someone who can throw him around a few times." He chuckled under his breath. "I cannot believe you punched me."

I looked directly into his eyes as though I could find the answer there, but nothing jumped out at me. "Who is your friend?"

"I'm sure you will find out soon enough?"

"Have I already met this person?" I asked.

He looked at me funny before rubbing his forehead. "Yeah, I believe you might have."

"Hum, well..." I crossed my arms over my chest. "No one I've met has really made that much of an impression on me. I'm sorry, but this friend of yours has no place in my life aside from the past."

Caleb cocked his head. Amusement flickered in his eyes. "Really?"

"Really."

"We will see about that."

The coffees were placed in front of us in their trays. Caleb took two and I took one. A kind customer held the door open for us as we walked out onto the street.

When we had walked half the distance in silence, I couldn't take it any longer and decided I had to know what he had been talking about. "What do you mean that we will see about this friend of yours having more than just a past place in my life?"

"My friend is determined and it's very rare he is denied something he wants." Caleb answered, after a moment of thought.

I blushed and quickly blamed it on the heat. "And, this friend of yours wants me?"

"I didn't say that."

"Oh." I blushed again and wished I had some way of controlling my humiliation. Normally, I didn't care about what a guy thought of me, but I had a feeling this friend was none other than Jace Rush...and, I wanted him to want me. There was no doubt in my mind I would do almost anything to be with him again. But, I knew it was for the best we go our separate ways. I would just have to forget him. It was better this way. So long as his beautiful, mysterious friends stayed out of my life...surely, I would be able to forget him.

"Well, this is me," I said as I came to a stop outside the door of my shop. "Thank you for your help and for the coffees."

His green eyes sparkled and I found myself wishing they were blue. "It was all my pleasure, Olivia."

The door opened beside us and Trey stepped out onto the sidewalk. His eyes narrowed on Caleb and his jaw tightened. "Olivia, what's going on?"

I looked between Caleb and Trey. "Trey, this is Mr. Cage. Mr. Cage, this is Mr. Boyd."

Caleb grinned easily, but behind his friendly demeanor there was something that made me feel as though Trey was a bug that was about to get squashed. I shivered.

"Well, we should be getting back to work." I breathed and Caleb passed the trays to Trey. He slid his coffee from the corner and nodded to me.

"I'll see you around, Olivia." Caleb promised.

I nodded. "Mr. Cage."

I watched as Caleb turned and walked to a very expensive looking white car. The only thing I recognized was the Audi symbol. I had no idea what the car was.

Trey sighed beside me, and when I looked up at him, I found he was looking down at me with a tired expression on his face. "How do you know him, Olivia?"

I chewed the corner of my lip in thought. "I don't know him. I just met him today."

Trey shook his head. "You attract the vultures in swarms, don't you?"

"Vultures?" I laughed. "Trey, that was a man and he was, actually, quite nice."

Trey's jaw tightened and I could see his frustration. "No, Olivia. That was a vulture and he now has you in his sights."

I felt my spine stiffen. "Do you know who he is, Trey?"

"Yeah Olivia, I do." He stated, tiredly. "Caleb Cage is Jace Rush's best friend and business partner. They are both dangerous, and they have both come here for you now. What's going on?"

I felt my heart flutter at the mention of Jace. I had suspected all along, Caleb was Jace's friend, but I couldn't be sure. Now that it had been confirmed, I was filled with even more questions than I had woken up with. I shook my head, but the image of Jace remained.

"I don't know what's going on, Trey." That was the truth. "Let's get inside. There's work to do."

I ignored Trey's exasperated expression as I moved to the door loudly calling out the coffee had arrived. I didn't want to talk to Trey about Jace. I didn't know why...but I wanted to keep him all to myself.


Chapter 11

"Rush." I snapped into my phone.

"Mr. Rush," Gabe paused, sounding uncertain.

My heart lurched. Painfully. "Has something happened to Olivia?"

"No," he paused again. "Mr. Cage has just left her. They spent thirty-six minutes together. I'm not sure what they were discussing, but Olivia looked upset."

What the fuck? "What do you mean, she looked upset?"

"Her expression, Mr. Rush. She seemed tense in the beginning." Gabe explained.

"In the beginning?"

"Well, yes." He sighed and I knew he loathed his job at the moment but I couldn't find it within me to care. "Near the end of his visit, she seemed, almost happy. She was at ease with Mr. Cage."

I clenched my fist and closed my eyes. I took a deep breath. I was trying to coax my raging jealousy into submission. "Do you know why Caleb was visiting Olivia?"

"No, Mr. Rush."

"Where is she now?" I asked tensely.

"She's at her store, Sir." Gabe replied quickly. "Mr. Cage left a moment ago."

"And, why am I only hearing about this visit now?"

There was a short pause. "I am sorry, Sir. It will not happen again."

I hung up the phone with a sharp shake of my head. What the hell was Caleb doing with Olivia? If he touched her...if he hit on her...I would kill him. She is the only woman I have ever refused to share with him. I don't care how badly he wants her...she is mine.

I dragged my hand through my hair and stood from behind my desk. I hit the direct line to reception on my phone.

"Mr. Rush?" Laura answered quickly. That was what I liked about her. She was efficient and she never made me wait.

"Get Mr. Cage in here as soon as he arrives." I barked.

"Of course, Sir." I could practically see her nodding. "Anything else, Mr. Rush?"

"No." I closed the line.

I was too tense to sit and continue reading through my emails as I waited for Caleb to show his traitorous face, so I started pacing. I swiped my IPhone from my desk and dialed his number. It rang and finally went to his voicemail.

"Caleb, you dirty son-of-a-bitch. Answer your phone." I barked before hanging up.

I paced the room another few times before I dialed his number again. This time, it went straight to voicemail. The piece of shit ignored my call! I don't think I had ever been so livid in my life. I didn't even have a good damned reason for my crazed state. The only thing I knew was Olivia was much too innocent for the likes of Caleb. She was too innocent for me, damn it!

Maybe that is what Caleb was doing. Maybe he was warning her away from me. It would make sense. It was obvious Olivia was not the type of woman I typically pursued, but there was just something about her. There was an unexplainable force that compelled me to her even though I wanted desperately to be repelled. Whatever she had done to me...I was irrevocably addicted. She had captivated me.

From the moment I first saw her honey colored eyes...I was lost.

The door to my office flew open and Caleb strolled in as though he owned the place. "Don't get your panties in a bunch." He teased at my obvious state of anxiety.

It took everything inside of me to keep my hands clenched at my side rather than allowing them to enclose around his throat to throttle him the way I really wanted to. I needed to go to the gym and work off some of this built up tension. Or, I could just bring Olivia home again tonight.

I shook the thought from my head. "Why were you with Olivia, Caleb?"

Caleb rubbed his chin with his thumb. "You know, I thought I saw Gabe lurking in the background while I was visiting with our girl."

I bristled. "She is not, our girl, Caleb."

"Oh, she isn't?" He cocked his head to the side before waltzing across the office to the bar. I watched as he poured whiskey into a glass. "She seemed to like me just fine."

I clenched my jaw and struggled to retain my composure. "What were you doing with her, Caleb?"

"I only wanted to meet the girl that had my friend, and business partner, wrapped around her pinky finger." I felt my eyes widen and my fists tighten. Caleb laughed, easily reading my body's response to his words. "It's all right. She has me wrapped around her finger, too."

I was going to kill him. "What the hell are you talking about?"

"Jace," Caleb chuckled. His eyes were far away and I knew he was thinking about Olivia. I could have killed him right then and there, if he hadn't started talking again. "The girl punched me. She, actually, punched me."

I felt as though I had been rooted to the floor beneath my feet. Images of Olivia punching Caleb had my mind over-stimulated. I couldn't help but want to hear more. "Olivia punched you?"

Caleb laughed. "She did."

"What did you do to her?"

"I paid for her coffee."

I felt a burn travel up my chest and into my throat. I knew I was angry. And jealous. "You took her to coffee?" I hadn't even done that. Yet.

"Actually, I just accompanied her to coffee. She was on a coffee run." Caleb replied.

"She was on a coffee run by herself?" I asked in disbelief.

"I know." Caleb took a sip of the whiskey. "I thought the same thing."

I shook the thought from my mind, getting back to what was important. "Why were you really there, Caleb? What did you tell her?"

Caleb locked his eyes on me. "I didn't tell her anything, Jace. She doesn't even know we know each other."

I narrowed my eyes. "You didn't tell her you knew me?"

"No, why would I?"

"Why would you even go there?" I barked. I don't think Caleb had ever pissed me off this much.

"I already explained I wanted to know the girl who had you wrapped around her finger." He shrugged, exasperated. "What else do you want me to say?"

I shook my head. "Stay away from her, Caleb."

He raised his brows and watched me carefully as I moved back to the chair behind my desk. "You want me to stay away from her?"

"I do."

"Why?" Caleb pressed. "What does it matter to you whether or not I pursue Olivia?"

I studied Caleb for a good long minute. He didn't even seem to be interested in Olivia. I was pretty sure he was only testing me to see how far I would go, but I was not taking my chances. I knew Caleb. If I gave him an inch, he would take a mile.

"Olivia is mine." I stated tensely. I needed him to understand I had no flexibility when it came to her. I was possessive over her in a way I had never felt possessive for any other woman. I was the only one who had ever had her, and I fully intended to keep it that way. At least, for a while.

"You are staking a claim on her?" Caleb sounded stumped before he grinned.

"I am."

"I understand." Caleb nodded. "When are you seeing her again?"

I sighed, relieved I had drilled through his thick skull. "I don't know."

"Well, if I was you, I wouldn't be taking my time." Caleb informed.

"What do you mean?" I growled.

"That guy she has working for her wants her just as bad as you do, and he isn't going to back down without a fight." Caleb stated, factually, as he downed his whiskey and walked to the door of my office. "If you're really serious about the girl, forget about Lexie. Olivia is nothing like her."

I stared at the closed door Caleb disappeared through for a long time. He knew me well. He knew Lexie was the reason I was not jumping headfirst into...whatever these feelings I had for Olivia were.

It was in that moment, I realized why, exactly, Caleb had gone to visit Olivia. He wanted to make his own judgment of her. He wanted to protect me from another episode like the one I had faced with Lexie. He was obviously confident Olivia was nothing like Lexie...so, why wasn't I?

I knew I shouldn't take this thing with Olivia any further...but I couldn't help it. My body craved hers. She consumed my every thought. She was the drug I couldn't deny and even though I was sure I would regret my decision...I picked up my phone and dialed her number.

***

My phone started ringing in my purse on the table. I thought once about ignoring it, but decided that wouldn't look too good in front of the men working for me. So, I politely excused myself from the conversation I had been engaged in with a man on Trey's crew, and jogged to my phone.

The number was not one I recognized, but I answered regardless. "Hello."

"Hello, Olivia." There was a pause. My heart thundered in my chest as the familiar voice moved through the phone and through my body like liquid silk. "I'm taking you to dinner tonight. I will pick you up from home at eight."

Why was he always so damned bossy? And worse...why did I always want to comply? "I have dinner plans tonight with a friend." My voice shook when I spoke and I cursed my weakness.

"Cancel them." Jace replied, quickly and gruffly.

"I don't cancel my plans, Jace." I snapped. Saying Jace's name aloud was a mistake. Trey looked up at me from where he was working and his brows furrowed. He really did not like Jace, and I just did not understand why.

Jace sighed, claiming my attention once again. "Who are you going with?"

"That's really none of your business."

"Then, where are you going, Olivia?" He growled. I could almost picture his jaw tense and his perfect teeth clench. God, he was beautiful even in my minds eye.

"I have to go."

"Don't you dare hang up on me." He warned. "I will find you, Olivia."

"Don't threaten me." I spoke under my breath. I was afraid Trey would hear me and take my words out of context. I cringed thinking of the outcome that would undoubtedly be bad.

"Do not test me, Olivia." His words were quiet. "You do not know what I am capable of."

"You're right, I don't know." I whispered.

"I will see you tonight." Jace said, confidently, before he hung up. I held the phone to my ear for a long moment as I tried to process his cryptic words.

I might not understand Jace, but I fully understood the fact that he believed I would bend to his demands. I might have given over to him in his bedroom...but this was more than just a fantasy. This was real life. This was my life, and I was not about to let him dictate it.

I had worked hard to break away from egotistical men who believed they owned every woman who crossed their path, and I know, my life is my own, for the first time in twenty-two years. And, now that I was finally in control, I was forced to face Jace. If one of us was coming out on top...it would be me.

I looked across the room to Trey and smiled as flirtatiously as I could. I knew this was wrong on so many levels, but I was fueled by something foreign to me, and I hadn't yet learned how to control the reins. I took a step toward Trey, and then another, and another, until I was standing before him. He watched me with an almost cautious burn in the depths of his eyes.

"Is the invite for Italian still on?" I asked.

He nodded. "When do you want to go?"

"How about tonight?" I proposed hopefully.

"Sounds good." He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. I knew he was aware of my reasoning for wanting to go out with him. I could only hope he didn't call me on it.

"Great. I'm going to go home to get ready." I flashed a smile. "Pick me up at seven?"

Trey nodded. "See you at seven."

***

"So, let me get this straight," Trisha paused to glare at me from the end of my bed where she sat with her legs crossed as I rummaged through my closet on the hunt for something appropriate and comfortable. "You spent last night in Jace's bed...but, you are going to go out with Trey tonight?"

"Yup." I pulled a cute little chiffon dress from the closet. "What do you think about this one?"

She shook her head. "I already told you, I like what you're wearing."

I put the dress back with a sigh. "Fine. I'll wear this." I glanced once more at my image in the mirror. I wore a white summer dress that ended just above my knees. I wanted to get as much as I could out of the summer season before it dwindled into fall. I really disliked fall. It was beautiful, but I liked the daylight, and fall was just the beginning of the end of long sunny days.

"I don't really understand why you are going out with Trey, when you aren't interested in him." Trisha said tensely.

I turned to face her. "I will make it clear to him, I'm only going as a friend."

"You will?" She raised a disbelieving brow and I nodded exuberantly. Trisha knew me well. I was not one to lead someone on...but, I still hated the idea of hurting someone. "Then you won't mind me crashing?"

I narrowed my eyes. "You want to come?"

She nodded. "Absolutely."

"Why?"

She stood and walked to my closet, pulling a black satin dress from a hanger. "Because, someone has to be there to kiss away poor Trey's wounds when you shatter his hopes."

I shook my head. "I am not going to wound him."

"Yes, you will." Trisha argued. "You are so caught up in the world of Jace Rush, you can't even see how affected Trey is by you."

"He is not affected by me." I frowned. "He's just tempted by the challenge I present."

"Keep telling yourself that, but Jace Rush has you wrapped around his finger." Trisha slipped out of her jeans and tank top before stepping into my dress. I rolled my eyes.

"I don't want to talk about Jace tonight." I said flatly.

"You want to do so much more than talk about Jace." She waggled her brows at me and I blushed.

"Oh. My. God." Her eyes widened. "You do want him again!"

"Trisha," I warned. "Let it go."

"Absolutely not. No can do, sister." She followed me into the hallway as Moo-moo weaved through my feet on his way to my bedroom. "Why don't you just call him back and tell him you'll meet him?"

"I have plans with Trey."

"I could have plans with Trey." She winked at me. "Believe me, by the end of the night that boy will forget you even exist."

"Oh my goodness." I covered my ears. "I don't want to hear it."

She laughed for a moment before all traces of humor were gone from her face. "I'm serious Liv, you need to let Trey know you have feelings for someone else. Someone he can't compete with."

"I thought I had." I frowned. "I even left with Jace yesterday."

"Look, I still don't like Jace, but it's obvious you do." She sighed. "I have no idea what you see in him, but I know you, well enough, to know you are not irrational in regard to the men you choose to allow into your life. If you feel something for Jace, there is a reason. I think you should follow your gut...or, your heart." She scrunched her nose. "Whatever that saying is."

I laughed. Trisha was the worst person in the world to hand out advice. She did what she wanted regardless of the consequences. The fact that she was offering me her advice, and it was to take a chance with Jace, should have me doing the exact opposite. But, it didn't. It had me itching to dial the number I programed into my phone after Jace called me today. I wanted to, so badly...and I knew if he had asked me to dinner like a normal person, I would have gone. But, he hadn't. He demanded I be ready, and at his disposal, and I couldn't allow him to believe he had control over me. I couldn't.

"Look, I will let you flirt with Trey and, all that, tonight...but, I really can't call Jace." I spoke softly, hoping she didn't demand an explanation, because I simply, couldn't give her one.

Trisha stared at me for a long moment before finally nodding. "Fine. But, you need to figure out what you are going to do with Jace. You have a choice to make. And, if you want him in your life, you better make it quick. Men like Jace Rush don't wait around for long."

My stomach flipped at the thought of Jace simply losing interest in me, but then maybe that would be for the best. "I'll think about it tonight."

The door buzzer rang and Trisha flashed a wide smile. "Come on, Liv. The night is young and the possibilities are endless."

I weaved my arm thought Trisha's as we made our way to the ground floor where Trey was undoubtedly waiting. I tried to ignore the hopeful butterflies that swarmed my stomach at the possibility that maybe it was not Trey...but Jace. If it was, I knew I would be all kinds of helpless against his charms. I would, undoubtedly, allow him to fly me away, with no questions asked.

Trey grinned at us as we walked toward him. I thought there would be confusion in his eyes when he realized Trisha was joining us, but there was not. Instead, he looked almost relieved.

"Hey," he breathed. His eyes moved over Trisha, and then, over me. "The taxi is waiting."

I nodded and smiled as Trisha slid her arm into Treys, leading him to the door. "Let's be on our way, then."

I followed close behind them and slid into the taxi next to Trisha who was cuddled, as close as she could get to Trey in the backseat. He didn't seem bothered by her sudden affections in the least and I couldn't help but wonder, if maybe, Jace or Gabe had sunken their fangs into Trey.

"So, are we still going to the same place?" I asked, leaning over Trisha to see Trey.

"Uh, yeah." He nodded.

I couldn't help but frown. Trey was acting weird and I didn't like it, but I was not about to badger him for an explanation. I focused out the window, trying to forget about Trisha's incessant flirting.

The taxi pulled up outside a little Italian restaurant that had a patio stretched out on the sidewalk. It was a quaint restaurant I couldn't picture Jace ever dining at. He was too extreme...in everything he did. A place like this, surely, wouldn't appeal to him, but even though my logic was nearly perfect, I still felt as though I was about to turn around and look into his captivating, cobalt eyes. The thought made me shiver.

"Are you cold?" A deep voice asked against my ear. Holy shit! He's here! I couldn't force myself to turn around and face him. My stomach was flipping like a fish out of water. My fingers trembled as I toyed nervously with the hem of my dress. Why was he here? "After extensive hounding on my part, Trey told me where you were going to be tonight."

That rat! "He did?"

"Yes." Jace hadn't moved from his position behind me and I hadn't moved to face him. My eyes were focused on the retreating backs of my dates.

"What are you doing here?" I breathed.

"I came to take you to dinner." Jace said roughly. "It would have been so much easier if you would have just allowed me to pick you up at home, but I don't mind the chase." He purred in my ear. "Actually, I like the chase."

Wow...how was it possible for my entire body to engulf in raging flames at only his words? It made no sense.

"We should go in then," I said. "Don't you think?" God...I wanted him to say no. I wanted him to tell me we didn't need to go to dinner anymore. I was not hungry for food. I was ravenous for him.

"We should." He moved away from my back to stand beside me, but his hand set against the small of my back. The pressure of his hand heated my skin through the thin layer of my dress and, I sighed. Jace looked down at me through hot eyes and I blushed. "You know you are beautiful," he spoke softly. "Exceptionally so, when you blush."

"Thank you." I murmured. I wanted to find it within myself to be angry with him...but, I couldn't. His persistence was something I had to admit thrilled me.

"You are very welcome." He spoke with control. How was it I couldn't refrain from being so affected by his mere presence, and yet, he was entirely unaffected by my touch? It made my nerves dance.

"Why are you here, Jace?" I asked. I hated how the question made me sound so needy, but I had to know what he was doing here. I had to know what he wanted from me because only this morning, I was certain, anything personal between us had vanished.

"I wanted to see you, Olivia." Jace replied coolly, before he fastened his attention on the hostess. "We are with the Boyd table."

"Of course, sir." The woman nodded obligingly, but not first without giving him a slow once over before licking her plump lips. I shook my head and shifted uncomfortably.

Jace didn't seem phased by the hostess as she led us through the restaurant and out onto the patio. The patio was cute. It was decorated to give the feeling of Italy. There was a long stretch of wooden beams overhead and along every beam, twinkling lights flickered. The patio was covered with plants and flowers. It was a place I would definitely like to visit again. I was cheesy like that. I liked flowers and lighting and sappy stories of love and happily ever after.

Trisha looked up from her flirting with Trey and her eyes widened at the sight of me with Jace. Trey appeared to be feeling both uncomfortable and angry, but I didn't really care. He sealed the deal on our friendship when he told Jace where I would be tonight. I only wondered what he had bargained for in order to give Jace the information...or what Jace held over him. It was more than obvious Trey still didn't like Jace. His eyes were narrowed and his shoulders were tense as he watched Jace pull the chair out for me to sit in. I sat and he slid the chair closer to the table before taking a seat beside me. This was going to be one awkward night.

Trisha leaned into the table, eyeing Jace seriously. "You decided to join us?"

Jace nodded. "I did."

"How did you know where we would be?" She asked. "I was under the impression Liv didn't want to have dinner with you."

I felt my face flush a deep cherry red as I stared in horror at Trisha. Leave it to her to be blunt and frankly...rude.

Jace nodded again. "Your date actually told me where you were going to be tonight and I thought I would join."

Trisha's brows raised. "My date?" She looked at Trey who looked like he was ready to murder Jace in the worst of ways. "You invited him?"

"I didn't invite him." He growled, staring haughtily at Jace. "I told him where we would be and hoped he would not join, but here he is."

I decided now was as good a time as any to speak up. "It is what is it, so let's just make the best of it." Jace smiled tightly as his eyes swept over the table. It was obvious he didn't want to be here. He was uncomfortable. I shifted in my seat, pushing my chair away from the table to stand. "On second thought, you guys have a nice evening. I'm going to get out of here." I looked down at Jace. "Are you coming?"

Jace shook his head sharply. "No, Olivia. You need to eat."

Here he was being bossy again. I don't know why it was surprising to me. It shouldn't be considering the fact that it was just in his nature to act as though he owns everything and everyone.

I focused steely eyes on him. "I am leaving, Jace." I took pride in my unwavering tone. "You can come with me, or you can stay here. It's your decision."

I turned to walk away and he cursed. The sound of chair legs on the stone patio made my heart jump. I looked over my shoulder to wave at Trisha who winked at me before walking from the restaurant.

I felt Jace near me before he spoke. It was as though my body responded to his on another level my mind couldn't comprehend. My skin tingled and my stomach flipped.

"Why do you insist on defying me in everything?" He demanded.

I shrugged. "Why do you insist on acting like my father?"

He stiffened, visibly, at my side. "I do not insist or even want to be your father, Olivia."

"Then, stop trying to control me at every turn." I snapped.

He caught my upper arm in his grasp, forcing me to stop walking and meet his blazing gaze. "I'm taking you home, Olivia. You need to eat and we have important matters that must be discussed."

I sighed. "Do these important matters include your ridiculous notions that I need a bodyguard?"

He growled low under his breath. "They include, but are not limited to, your safety."

"I am not discussing any 'alleged' dangers with you, Jace." I tried to pull my arm from his hold, but he wouldn't relent. "Let me go."

"Are you coming with me, Olivia?" He asked seriously. There was nothing humorous in his tone. His jaw was hard and set in a firm, grim line. His eyes were steely. I had a feeling if I walked away from him now, I would lose any hope of ever having him in my life again.

The thought of losing him was too much. I nodded. "I'm coming with you."


Chapter 12

My hands curled into tight fists against the granite countertop of the island in Jace's kitchen. My eyes burned and my knees were weak as I sat numbly staring at the contract laid out in front of me. In all my life, I never once imagined I would be sitting in the kitchen of a man I was borderline obsessed with, staring at a contract that, basically, requested I sign away the rights to my body, and my time...to him. The words on the sheet of paper were not complex. As a matter of fact, they were really quite simple, direct even...but I still couldn't wrap my mind around them. They were absurd. This was absurd! But, the most ludicrous thing of all was, I was seriously considering picking up the black inked pen Jace had set beside me and scribbling my signature over the blank space provided.

All in all, the contract requested I give Jace the right to possess my body sexually and in every other way possible...and in the event the relationship goes sour, I can never take him to court. For anything.

My eyes skimmed over the section that would require me to accept Gabe as my personal driver slash bodyguard. I sighed, feeling severely overwhelmed. It was funny how that was what overwhelmed me on the contract. It was not the countless other shocking points. No, it was the thought of taking a bodyguard that pushed me over the edge. My mother must have dropped me on my head as a baby. There was no other explanation.

I glanced up to see Jace leaning back against the counter. His hands were shoved deep in his pockets and his eyes were serious and probing. Intense. He was waiting patiently for my answer. He appeared to be cool and calm...and collected, while I squirmed at the impropriety of every second word I read. I wanted to make him sweat.

"Do you have a highlighter?" I asked.

He narrowed his eyes. "What do you need a highlighter for?"

"Do you have one or not?" I asked quietly.

Jace didn't say anything as he pushed himself from the counter and disappeared from the kitchen. I looked down at the contract again.

I was requested to provide him with complete sexual authorization over my body. I would try everything he desired, at least, once. My stomach tightened with the delicious discomfort that screamed...I wanted him. Okay, I guess I could deal with that.

One request down...

Jace came back with a yellow highlighter and set it down on the contract. He didn't say a word and I didn't either. I decided to categorize the contract into two sections. Things I could live with...and things I couldn't. I pulled the lid off the highlighter and skimmed the contract.

* Permission to possess my body...yes please!

* Accompany him to all business functions...yes.

* Allow Gabe to be my driver...fine.

* Spend the nights with him upon request...yes please!

* Permission to use objects to induce sexual pleasure...um, yes.

* Both parties must refrain from any sexual encounters apart from one another...definitely!

Okay, those were the things I could agree to, and live with. Now, it was time for me to put the trusted highlighter to work on the things I simply could not live with.

* Permission to assign Gabe as my bodyguard...hell no!

* Allow Jace to purchase and choose what I would wear to accompany him to his business functions...nope.

* Permission to inflict pain to later induce pleasure...not really my thing.

* Permission to choose and pay for a condo when current lease is exhausted...absolutely not!

In a nutshell, that was the contract. When I felt confident I had highlighted everything I simply could not live with, I slid the contract across the counter and smiled sweetly, hoping the smile masked my nervousness.

Jace picked up the contract, and I watched, as a brow rose in amusement. "You realize this contract is non-negotiable."

I shrugged. "Negotiable or not, those are my terms."

"All right." Jace nodded. "We can discuss them."

My heart pounded relentlessly against the cage of my chest. "Okay."

"Why are you willing to accept Gabe as your driver, but not your bodyguard?" He asked pointedly.

"As my driver, he will see me throughout the day, and I suspect he will never be too far, but I am unwilling to have him as a second skin...or shadow." I shook my head adamantly at the thought. "I just don't want a bodyguard, Jace. I believe my reasons are the same as yours."

"All right." Jace nodded, but I didn't miss the muscle in his jaw tick. "You are willing to accompany me to my business functions, yes?" he cocked his head and I nodded. "Then why are you so opposed to me purchasing and choosing what you wear?"

I narrowed my eyes and shifted on the barstool. "I do not enjoy feeling as though I'm a responsibility, or like, I'm a doll for you to play dress-up with."

"I believe you are missing the point. I do not feel as though you should have to pay for the clothing to accompany me to my functions. You would, in the end, lose money doing so, and therefore, I believe it is my responsibility to ensure you are dressed appropriately for each function, without it hindering your bank account."

"My bank account is really none of your business." I snapped, suddenly feeling warm.

"You must realize, Olivia," he stared pointedly at me. "I have made everything that regards you my business."

What the hell was that supposed to mean? He somehow had access to my account...but that was impossible and completely inappropriate. And, it was not the topic of importance as of this moment. "I'm going to pretend you didn't just say that, for now." I said tightly. "And, I have decided you can purchase the attire, but you will not choose it for me."

He cocked his head. "I will bend on this because there is another point I would much rather fight for." I shivered, but held my ground. "I am assuming you dislike my desire to pay for your living space for the same reason you dislike my paying for your attire?"

"You would be right." I folded my arms over my chest. "And, that it's completely preposterous."

"How so?"

I couldn't help the words that tumbled from my mouth. "Are you dense, Mr. Rush?"

He flinched, but had the audacity to look mildly amused. "No, Olivia." His eyes were focused solely on me. "I am not dense."

"Then, how is it you find paying for my condo in New York City anything but preposterous?" I snapped. He was making me feel like a whore. There was no nice way of putting it. He wanted me to sign a contract that would give him the right to my body and my life in return for complete monetary comfort. It was offensive, to say the least.

"Living in this city is expensive, and I believe, I made myself clear when I inadvertently admitted to knowing the sum of your bank account." I was shocked speechless and he continued. "You have monetary responsibilities to your project that is not nearly ready to open, and, your lease is due for evaluation in six months."

He looked at me pointedly and I blushed, so hot, I feared it would singe the roots of my hair. "I fail to see what this has to do with you." I spoke, quietly. I had never been this humiliated in my entire life.

"I'm not ready to lose you, Olivia." Jace said gently, but with as much authority as ever. "And, because I doubt I will have had my fill of you in only a short six months, I would hate to see you leave this city because you cannot afford to live here. I also refuse to see you living in an unsafe walkup apartment or location."

Wow. I had no idea what to say to him. He had sifted through my dirty laundry and was now holding his findings over my head. My hands shook with the need to throttle him and my tear ducts were stinging as I tried to force my emotions into obedience. No one had ever made me feel so low and incompetent in my life. And, that was a feat to be recognized because my father was the king of making me feel worthless. The fact that Jace had surpassed even his most ruthless comments and actions, in a matter of minutes, was astonishing. He really knew how to take someone down. I guessed that was why he was known as a cutthroat businessman. His conscious knew no bounds and his heart...well, I was beginning to wonder if it even existed.

"Shall I take your silence as acceptance?" Jace asked cordially. His tone really was not fit for the scene.

I shook my head and looked down to the speckled marble floor. "No," I spoke quietly. If I allowed my voice to be any louder, I feared it would reflect my feelings to him and I could not have that. "I think this meeting is over."

"You're wrong, Olivia." Jace stated. "Stop running from me every time you do not get your way." His tone was a warning that set my body on fire despite the fact that my mind begged for severance.

He set the contract on the counter and rounded the island. I knew full well, I should run from him. But, I couldn't. I was fully aware, once he touched me, he would ensnare me in a trap that would eventually claim my soul. He was like a black hole, irresistible in his dangerous beauty. It would not be long until he had sucked everything passionate within my person into his dominating abyss. Soon, there would be nothing left for me to give and he would be forced to move on to find another life to claim...another soul to fulfill his own. But, the sad part was, I was entirely aware of the danger he posed to me...to my life, my heart, my soul...and, I still wanted to save him. Was there nothing I would not sacrifice for this man? Was no part of me safe?

His eyes locked on mine and despite my anger, I was lost in their sorrowful blue. It was moments like these I wondered who the man behind the cool, impeccably calculated frontier was. His hard exterior was no doubt a shield he held intact against the wounded soul within; but I wanted inside. I wanted to save him. I wanted to show him there was a world apart from the darkness that festered within his soul...there was a part of him worth loving.

It was in that moment I realized I would do anything for him...even if I had to lose myself. The realization was frightening and awe inspiring and downright knee-knocking. But, it was the cold hard truth. This man had found a way into my caged heart...it was my turn to return the action no matter how impossible the feat may be. He was worth it.

"I don't want to fight anymore with you, Jace." I whispered. I knew what I wanted to do with him...and, it was, so not this.

"And, what do you want, Olivia?" Jace leaned into me and I couldn't help but breathe him in. His scent was intoxicating and my mind clouded, tainting my rationality.

"I agree to the contract." I spoke quietly. I couldn't even find shame poking at me relentlessly for my weakness. There was nothing...but Jace. "All of it...apart from Gabe being my bodyguard. I still don't want a bodyguard."

Surprise flashed in his eyes, but it was soon swamped by white-hot desire that made my knees weak and my core ache. "You're perfect." Jace whispered, as he swiped his knuckles against the skin beneath my eye. I leaned into his touch and he groaned, cupping my cheek. "Do you see how natural it is for you to surrender to my demands, Angel?" He slid his thumb under my chin, tilting my face up, forcing my eyes to meet his. "Does this not feel right to you?"

It was so wrong...but he was right on the money. This felt right in every sense of the word. "Yes."

"Yes," he cocked his head. "Tell me, Angel."

"This feels right." I conceded, in a hoarse whisper that made him groan. The hairs on my arms stood erect at his primal sound and the future pleasure it promised me.

Jace dropped his hand from my face, slowly moving it down over my body while his other hand held my hip in a possessive grip that had my core melting for him. The idea of him possessing me was life altering in its raw, primitive perfection. His eyes were trained on my face that felt warm with the heat of my racing blood as his hand trailed a scorching path over my breast, down my stomach and further still, over my thigh and between my legs to the source of the heat. His fingers trailed lightly over my panties and I parted my legs, hoping my knees didn't buckle. The tips of his fingers moved sensually over my crease teasing the inferno that was my body with sweet release only he could supply. Only he could fill me and feed the fires that burned solely for him.

One by one, his fingers slid into the side of the fabric of my panties and my core clenched with need. I pushed my hips against him in desperate pursuit for release I knew he could give me.

"Stay still." He growled, pulling away only fractionally.

I whimpered, closing my eyes against his delicious assault. Slowly...teasingly slowly, his finger parted my folds and slid against my clitoris. My entire body felt the pleasure the nerves exulted under the pressure of his expert touch. His finger circled my opening in a teasing massage, as I fought to hold my body still for him. I wanted him inside me more than I had ever wanted anything else, but he was determined to keep me moments away from release, building me up higher and higher. Oh, God. I couldn't possibly survive this...but at least I would die a happy, fractionally satisfied woman.

His finger continued his sensual exploration against the entrance of my core and I cried out in frustrated pleasure as I rolled my hips into his hand, begging for penetration. His finger felt so good...the pleasure almost verged on pain. I needed him. Now.

The hand he had on my hip tightened his hold, forcing my body into submission. "I asked you to remain still, Angel. If you cannot, I will be forced to tie you up so movement is not a choice you have to make." His finger dipped a delicious inch into me and I moaned aloud, closing my eyes in pleasure. "Do you understand me, Angel?" I moaned, but couldn't summon the ability to form coherent words. He pulled his finger from inside my body and went back to his teasing onslaught against my opening.

"Do you understand?" Jace asked again, his tone a demand that could not be ignored.

I opened my eyes to glare up at him. "I understand." I panted. "No movement."

He smiled winningly. "Unless instructed."

I nodded. "Yes, Sir."

I had meant for the words to be sarcastic, but by the light in his eyes, it was more than obvious the title pleased him. He slid his hand from my panties and stepped back away from me, forcing me to hold myself up on shaky legs. I wanted to ask him what he was doing, but I decided that would probably warrant the elusive punishment, so I kept my mouth shut. This teasing punishment was enough for me.

"Climb up on the island." He commanded.

I raised my brows. Could my legs handle that kind of stress when they were so weak? I didn't think so.

Seeing my hesitation, his eyes flashed. "Do not make me ask you again, Angel."

I nodded and turned back to the island. I planted my palms flat against the granite and raised myself onto the countertop so I was sitting on the ledge, dangling my legs toward Jace. I waited for further instruction, my heart beating wildly in my chest, my most intimate place throbbing with incessant need for him.

"Stand and strip for me, Angel."

Wow. He had a thing for watching me strip for him. I glanced over at the harsh light shining through his floor to ceiling window and cringed. Thank goodness it was only sunset and not full-blown daylight outside.

"Don't worry, Angel. Only I can see you." Jace spoke confidently. It was not others seeing me I was worried about. It was the fact that Jace would see me under such a unforgiving light that would surely put every one of my flaws on display for him.

I turned away from the sunlight that peered into the window and took a deep, calming breath that had no effect on my wired nerves, before I set my eyes on his and started a slow, sensual movement of my hips. If he wanted me to strip...that is what he would get.

I let my body move to music in my mind as my hands ran over the expanse of my hips, up my stomach and over my breasts. I came to the straps of my dress and pulled them ever so slowly from my shoulders before sliding the flimsy white material over my breasts and down my hips. It pooled on the counter around my feet and I stepped out of it slowly before catching the material with my toe and kicking it at Jace. I was awarded when his brow twitched in surprised appreciation and his blue eyes widened. But, I was not done yet. I was feeling emboldened under the heat of his gaze and I was not near ready to stop. Continuing my slow sensual dance, I turned my back to him and wiggled my butt as I unfastened my bra before turning around to reveal my breasts to him. I let my hair fall down to the center of my back, baring my breasts to him completely as I traced the trim of my panties with my fingers. I let my fingers trail up my stomach and to my breasts that were aching to be touched...preferably by him, but I was left to work with what I had.

I watched his blue eyes turn to molten lava as I cupped my breasts with my hands, needing them the way I wished his hands would. I let my fingers trail over my nipples, pinching them and pulling in just the right way to evoke a moan of decadent pleasure from between my lips. Jace took a step toward me as though captivated, and I smiled as I leaned my head back, pleasuring myself with my fingers.

"Take off your panties, Angel." Jace commanded, breaking through my haze of self-inflicted passion.

I smiled and raised a brow. He was getting impatient. Oh, my, my. Did I really have so much of an affect on him?

Without breaking from my dance, I moved my hands over my stomach slowly and slipped my fingers into the lace of my panties, hooking the material and pulling it slowly over my hips, baring myself to him completely. I let go of all reservations and dipped my body low, spreading my legs to him before slowly closing them and rising to resume my slow dance of desire.

Jace's hands twitched at his side and his jaw clenched. "Come here to the ledge." He growled huskily. I complied. "Sit down with your butt here," he tapped the countertop in front of him. I complied again, eager to please him. The counter was cold on my bottom, but I didn't care. The rest of me was scorching. "Lean back on the counter and spread your legs for me." Again, I acted immediately on his command. Jace bent and wrapped both hands around my ankles before bringing them up to the ledge of the counter.

He dipped his head, flicking his tongue at my aching clit as I sat completely bared to him. I was entirely at his mercy as a bolt of pleasure shot through my body in heated waves at his lapping tongue. "You are so fucking wet for me." His husky voice met my ears from between my legs and I moaned in response. "You taste so good, Angel." His tongue darted between my folds, teasing my core as the tip of his nose continued to stimulate the bundle of nerves at the apex. His hands were still possessively wrapped around my ankles, holding them in place and me wide open for his taking.

Pressure built up within me until I thought I would explode. "Jace," I begged.

"Yes, Angel." His words vibrated against me as he continued to press his tongue inside me. "Tell me what you want."

"You, Jace." I moaned, rolling my head back against the granite. "I want you inside me...now."

Jace pulled his tongue away from my sensitive, throbbing place and kissed the inside of my thighs. He released his hold on my ankles and I heard his hands go to work on releasing him from his tented pants.

"Lean up on your elbows, Angel." Jace spoke gruffly. "I want you to watch me possess your body."

Oh...my...goodness...yes.

I moved up on my elbows and my eyes widened again as I took in the view before me. This man was truly beautiful. He was hard as steel, and covered in silky smooth skin the color of spun gold. He was perfect.

Jace's eyes were on my face as he placed the tip of his penis against my throbbing crease. He held the base with his hands as he slid it up to my clitoris and back down over my hot core, and then further still, to my butt. I squirmed and his free hand moved to my hip, holding me in place as he ran the tip of his penis back up over my warmth.

"I will take your ass, Angel." His penis moved back down and my eyes widened. "Not now, but I will. I will have you in every way. I will possess you completely, do you understand?"

My heart raced. Oh God, I had no idea what I was getting into. I looked up to meet his eyes. "Yes, Sir."

"Look back down. I want you to watch me take you, Angel. I want you to watch me fill you." With those words, he paused with the tip of his penis at the crevice of my hot, wet opening. Slowly, he shifted his hips and the tip of him punctured me. I gasped and tightened at his delicious invasion. He pulled out fractionally. "Have I hurt you?" Concern tainted his words.

"No," I whispered. "More please. I want more."

"So greedy." I could hear the grin in his voice, but I couldn't take my eyes off him partly immersed within me. Without warning, he slammed himself into me and froze. I cried out loudly and slammed my eyes shut as searing pain transformed into decadent pleasure. "Look at us, Angel. Do you see how good we fit together?"

I opened my eyes and looked at our connection. Skin against skin. I wished he was naked with me. I wanted to see him bared to me as I was to him, but I would settle for what I had. Jace shifted, rolled his hips and then pulled out of me before slamming back in. He settled into a delicious rhythm that rocked my body, soul and my world. In and out, he plunged, as pressure grew until I was strung tight as a bow about to be released. I watched our bodies move together the entire time, but I knew Jace watched my face. I could feel the heat of his gaze on me. "Look into my eyes, Angel." Jace whispered as he rocked into me again and again. "I want to see you come."

I looked up at him, obligingly, as my insides tightened around him. My orgasm pulled a deep-rooted quiver from a foreign place inside me. I cried out as I stared into his eyes as I came undone around him. I cried out his name as he darted inside me once again before stilling, emptying himself inside me. He bent at the waist still inside me and claimed my mouth with his, kissing me for the first time tonight. It was soul searching...and soul finding. Connecting with him like this could not be rivaled. I had a feeling every time Jace took me, I would, both find, and lose, a little piece of myself.

Jace pulled away from me, slipping from between my folds to tuck himself back in his pants. I sat up on the edge of the counter as he leaned over to pull the contract down beside me. "I'm held by so many barriers I cannot cross, for my protection, and also yours, until you sign this."

I glanced up into his hopeful blue eyes. I could not disappoint. I checked to see he had crossed out, and initialized the fact that I didn't want a bodyguard, before I initialed beside his and signed the paper.

I picked it up off the counter and handed it to him. I had nothing to lose and no one to hold me back from happiness except myself. "I'm all yours."

Jace eyed my naked body, and somehow, his pants tented once again. How he was hard and ready again, I would never know. "I can see that. I can't wait to show you what being mine entails."


Chapter 13

I fought a shiver as I watched Jace walk, fully dressed, across the expanse of his penthouse with the contract clutched tightly in his grasp. When he disappeared into his office and shut the door behind him, I slid off the counter and quickly dressed myself. My fingers shook, as I fastened the clip on the back of my bra before sliding the straps of my dress onto my shoulders.

I just signed a binding contract that was, so completely intense, it left me with little control over my body, sexually or otherwise. What had I been thinking? Oh, right...I hadn't. I had been sated by sex. But, it was not just any sex. It was sex with Jace Rush and I was pretty sure it didn't get any better or any hotter. But, none-the-less, I had signed a contract that enabled a man to control me...completely. How was I supposed to go on living my life? And, why on earth did it excite me...the fact that Jace Rush, of all people, held a control over me no man had ever held or would ever hold again?

"I didn't tell you to get dressed." Jace said gruffly. He closed the door of his office behind him and walked toward me with hot blue eyes.

"You want me to be naked?" I squeaked. I felt the sudden need to curl into myself and hide from him.

His brow quirked, "I always want you naked, Olivia."

"Oh," I breathed. My fingers trembled with the sudden desire to tear my clothing from my body, but I didn't know what I was supposed to do...or what he wanted me to do. So instead of undressing, I stood still in front of him, waiting for his command.

I couldn't believe this was the girl I had become. I was waiting for a man to tell me when, and if, he wanted me to strip for him. I never thought I would be this girl...but, I had to admit there was a part of me that was liberated by giving Jace control. Giving up the rights to my body had never been something I would look at as liberating, but it was.

"Ever defiant." Jace smiled at my confusion as he ran a knuckle over my cheek. "What do you want for dinner?"

Dinner? He was thinking about food? Seriously! "Um, I don't want food."

His eyes flashed. "What do you want?"

"You." I whispered. I tried and failed to fight the blush that crept up my neck.

"You are insatiable." The corner of his lip twitched in the beginning of a grin I knew would melt my heart. "But, you need to eat something. Tomorrow is going to be a long day."

My heart rushed in my chest. "It will?"

He nodded and the promise in his eyes confirmed his words. "Yes, Olivia. It will."

I breathed heavily. I felt close to panting and I hoped he didn't notice. "In that case, I will have whatever you're having."

"I was going to make cob salad."

I felt my brows raise in surprise. "You can cook?"

"I'm not incompetent, Olivia." He frowned. "I know how to feed myself."

I blushed. "I didn't mean it like that, Jace."

He cocked his head, amusement alight in his blue eyes. "How exactly did you mean it?"

"I didn't think you would bother to learn how to cook. I just assumed you would have someone here to do it for you." I couldn't help but remember my parent's cook. My family did not have near as much money as Jace had, but we had a cook, and a maid, and a nanny. I highly doubted my mother even knew what a spatula was. She had been born into privilege and she had married into it. She never had to live without, and didn't know how to live apart from excess. I had just assumed, Jace being so obviously above wealthy, would have a personal cook.

He nodded as though my reasoning would make sense. "I employ a maid Monday through Friday. Mrs. Clark does not spend her evenings here, but she is usually here in the morning. She cooks me breakfast, but apart from breakfast, I tend to fend for myself. I like it that way."

"Will I meet Mrs. Clark?" I asked.

"If you stay the night tonight, I suppose you will meet her in the morning." Jace replied.

I didn't miss the 'if you stay the night tonight'. What did that even mean? Did he not want me to stay with him? And, if he didn't...when was I supposed to go? Did I just wait for his dismissal? I glared at the closed door of his office, wondering for a moment, if I made a break for the door, if I would get there before Jace, and if ,by some miracle, he didn't catch me, would I be able to locate the damning contract and burn it so there was nothing left but ash?

Jace caught my chin in his grasp, forcing me to meet his eyes. "What are you thinking?"

"Nothing." I forced my eyes to remain on his as I lied.

"You're lying." He accused, regardless of my efforts. "Tell me."

I bristled. "I did not sign away the rights to my thoughts when I signed the rights to my body."

Jace's hand moved so quickly from my chin to the nape of my neck. His fingers curled into my hair, as his other hand moved immediately to possessively grip my hip. He stepped into me, holding my body in place, as he dipped his head down to mine. His lips grazed mine as his thumb pressed against my hipbone. I closed my eyes, savoring his nearness. His scent enveloped me and I breathed him in.

"Is that what you think you did?" His words were gritted. "You think you signed the rights to your body over to me?"

"Didn't I?" I whispered against his lips. I tried to concentrate on our conversation, but the feeling of his fingers weaving in my hair, and the taste of his breath on my lips intoxicated my senses.

"I would never ask for you to do something like that, Olivia." He said. "I only want your permission to provide you with protection, if need be. I want your acceptance to try new things with me sexually, and I will admit, Olivia, I do want to test your sexual boundaries. I want to push you past your comforts in the hopes of providing you and myself pleasure, but I never, ever, want you to feel as though you do not have the right to deny me or to say you want me to stop. I never want you to feel as though you have no identity apart from me, and, I certainly, do not want you to resent me."

Wow. The way he spoke made me feel as though he was speaking from experience. The thought made my skin tighten and my stomach roll with jealousy. I disliked the idea of him binding any other woman to him.

"I do not resent you." I spoke softly.

"It sounds as though you are already starting to resent me." He quipped. "The fact that you threw the contract into the conversation when I asked for your thoughts tells me you are trying to hold onto your identity. You feel helpless. If you didn't feel helpless, it never would have occurred to you to use the content of the contract as a means to protect yourself."

He was right. I shook my head, trying to shove myself from his grasp, but he refused to let me go. He rested his forehead against mine and breathed me in as I struggled to untangle myself from him. "Please, let me go." I tried to hold onto my humility as I pushed at his chest in a futile attempt to isolate myself. "I'm sorry."

"I want you, Olivia." Jace whispered. "I have never wanted anyone the way I want you." I stopped struggling. I went weak in his arms as he rubbed the back of my neck with the pad of his thumb. "I don't want you to fight me, Angel. I want you to accept me. I want you to let me in, and I won't lie, I want you to be mine."

My heart thrashed and my stomach flipped. God, how I wanted to be his...I really did. But, I was fully aware the way Jace wanted me was not the only way I wanted to be his. He wanted my body and my desire, but I wanted to be his...completely. In the grand scheme of things, those two desires were very different. They were polar opposites. Jace had made it clear he didn't do relationships, and love was out of the question. I had to keep myself in check and my emotions reigned in, because, Jace possessed the capacity to be my undoing. He held the power to devastate me and destroy me. I understood, and was aware of the power he held. It was the only advantage I had in this situation. I had to find a way to keep my emotions separate from the physical aspect of this relationship. I knew enough from Trisha, and the abundance of romance novels I read, men had a different look on relationships then women. Where women saw the physical as a declaration of love and feeling, men saw it for what it was. Sex. Good...great sex. But, none-the-less, it was just sex. I had to keep that in mind because if I didn't, I was sure I would lose everything in the gamble for Jace Rush. I had too much to lose.

"I think I want soup for supper." I said after a long moment and Jace's lips moved into a grin against mine.

"I thing I can manage that." He said before pressing his lips to mine. The kiss was gentle and it pulled viciously at my heartstrings. By the end of this thing...whatever it was with Jace, I was bound to be a walking disaster.

Jace pulled away as I shivered. He slid his hands over my arms before dipping his head to press his hot lips against my shoulder. "Are you cold?"

"A little." I admitted. His eyes swept my face as he removed his hands from my body and walked into the living room. I instantly regretted telling him I was chilly. I hadn't thought he would walk away from me. He picked up a remote from the coffee table and turned up the fire before pulling a soft gray throw from the shoulder of the black leather couch.

I watched as Jace closed the distance between us again. I couldn't help the rush in my heart as my eyes swept over the expanse of his perfectly endowed body. Everything about him was purely decadent. His face and body were, surely, the envy of the Gods. Broad shoulders and muscular arms curved into a defined chest and sculpted waist. His hips were narrow and firm and his legs were long. He was a decadent package of man at six foot three. Watching him stalk toward me was an erotic sight in itself. The effect he had on my body was simply, unbelievable.

"Here," he wrapped the blanket around my shoulders. He ran his hands over the blanket on my arms and pulled me to a stool. I climbed onto the flat expanse and watched as he moved to the fridge. "I hope you like chicken, vegetable and quinoa soup."

"Sounds delicious."

He pulled a large glass dish from the fridge and set it on the counter beside the stove. "I didn't make this." He admitted. "Mrs. Clark tends to make soup and other little things while she is here. She doesn't believe I cook for myself." He looked up at me and winked. "I think she believes I starve myself without her here to feed me."

I laughed. I liked this side of Jace. Seeing him joke and play was cute, and deliciously unexpected. In his element, he was fabulous. I couldn't help but wonder why this was the first time I was seeing this side of him. Was so he weary of the world, he posed behind a cool, hard exterior that nothing, and no one, could touch?

"Well, as excited as I am to critique your culinary talents I must admit I'm excited for that soup." I beamed. "It looks divine."

Jace looked up at me from where he was pouring the soup into a pot on the stove and his smile faltered. My heart jumped. What had I done wrong? "Will you stay the night, Olivia?"

Where had that come from? "Um, I really was not expecting to stay."

"Why not?" He frowned as he placed the empty bowl in the sink.

"Well," I shifted on the stool. "I don't have any clothing to wear tomorrow and I have to be at the store early."

He looked away, but his shoulders stiffened. "I thought you would like to stay here tomorrow."

"You're taking the day off work tomorrow?" I asked. I was surprised and the fact was obvious in my tone.

"No, but I thought maybe you would like to just relax."

I felt my spine stiffen as I took in his words. "You wanted me to stay here in your home without you here?"

He looked back over his shoulder at me as he stirred the soup. "Is that a problem?"

I narrowed my eyes. "Yes, Jace. It is a problem."

He cocked his head. "Why?"

Was he serious? "Why do you think I should stay here?"

He shrugged. "It was just a thought."

"Okay, well I'm declining the offer."

"Fine." He shrugged. "Will you stay the night?"

I shook my head. "Not tonight."

"Why?" he persisted. Good lord, this man was a piece of work. No wonder he was so rich. He knew no bounds.

"I already told you. I don't have any clothing to wear tomorrow. I do not like walking out of here in the same clothing I walked in."

"Is that your only reason?"

I nodded. "Pretty much."

"Well, I can get you some clothing." He said as thought the problem was now non-existent.

My mouth dropped. "No."

He raised his brows, clearly astonished. "And, why not?"

"I have my own clothing, Jace. If you gave me advance warning on when you wanted me to spend the night here, I would be ready...but, you didn't and therefore, I'm going home."

He tightened his lips, but did not argue. "Fine. I would like you to spend the night tomorrow."

I ignored his clipped tone. "Fine."

He looked back at me and shook his head. "You test me, Olivia."

"You test me, Jace." I quipped.

His jaw clenched. "You defy me at every turn and challenge me at everything. I don't understand why you do this?"

"I don't know why I do either." I shrugged. "Maybe it's because you clearly expect me to jump when you say jump."

Jace shook his head. I could see he was annoyed and, possibly, angry with me, but there was nothing I could do about it. He was driving me near insane with his commanding domineering. It was one thing in the bedroom...I liked it sexually. It was hot as hell, but outside the bedroom. That was something I couldn't fathom accepting.

"The soup is ready." Jace growled as he filled a bowl for me. "I have some documents to look over. I will be in my office. Gabe will drive you home when you're ready."

I stiffened. "You're not eating with me?"

"No." He turned and walked away. I was stumped. It was nearly eleven and he was ditching me. I thought about arguing with him, but instead I looked down into the soup and waited for him to close the door to his office. As soon as he escaped behind the closed door, I bolted across the floor to the elevator, leaving my soup untouched. I was in no mood to be stopped by him and I hoped he didn't find a way to halt my flight.

When the elevator rolled open, I stepped through the door and pressed the lobby button.


Chapter 14

She irritated me. Everything she did evoked an unwelcome emotion from me I had never before been forced to entertain. Even Lexie, who was the epitome of regret, hadn't possessed the ability to make me feel so helpless and robbed of control.

I shook the thought from my mind as I stared out the window of my office. Olivia was nothing like Lexie. Even I knew they were worlds apart, but I couldn't help but be weary of her regardless. She was female and I had learned the hard way how very conniving and ruthless females could be. Lexie had shown me just how heartless the female species were. Beneath their soft skin and wide eyes, they were little demons.

Since Lexie, I had been able to locate the demons they possessed in their eyes, I found greed disguised as love, and manipulation disguised as weakness. In most men, those things worked...but not me. Never again would a woman fool me. Lexie had nearly destroyed me, and yet, even as I searched for something untrue in Olivia, something that would light the much needed fire under my ass so I might regain my control and walk away from her...hell, I would fucking run from her if I could...but I couldn't. There was nothing amiss about her. She was an innocent in every aspect of the word.

Olivia was cautious of everything. She was cautious of me, and yet, she had given me so much more than she had ever given any other. The idea I was the only man on the face of the earth who had ever been inside her was mind-blowing. She was sweet and so fucking untainted by me. If I weren't so weak, I might walk away for her own damned good...but I couldn't. I just couldn't. She was unlike anyone I had ever pursued. She was good and kind and caring. And, she deserved so much more than me. I was poison to her. But, regardless of my toxicity, I was determined to flow through her veins. I wanted to possess her completely. I wanted her to want me, to rely on me, to need me. I had never wanted a woman with such completeness before. The thought terrified me. She terrified me.

I dragged a hand through my hair. My chest felt tight and my breaths were coming in shallow. What the hell had she done to me? How could I be feeling anything for her? My defenses were built so high and impenetrable she never should have found a way to weasel in. She never should have found a way to break through my barriers. But, she had. Somehow, she had found a way into my heart. I cared for her. That was obvious. It was not love. I was not capable of love, and I would never allow myself to live in such a delusional state as to believe I had somehow found the ability to love, but I did care. I cared more than I should.

I turned on my heel and marched out into the living room. My eyes quickly shot to the island where her still steaming bowl of soup sat with the spoon at its side. She hadn't even touched it. Where the fuck was she?

"Olivia?" I called. My eyes wandered to the stairs and I thought just maybe she'd gone to wait for me in my bed. I knew the thought was just wishful thinking. I had dismissed her when I had gone into my office. I told her to eat and leave. It was obvious she had taken one of my commands to heart, although it was not the one I would have preferred her to listen to. Damn! Why the hell did everything she do inflict feelings of intense frustration? The woman was impossible.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Olivia's number. It went to voicemail. My blood heated as my heart throbbed viciously in response to her rejection. Rather than pouring my anger out into her voicemail, I hung up and called Gabe.

"Mr. Rush," Gabe's line opened.

"Is she with you?" I snapped.

"Yes, Sir." Gabe said and I released a tight breath.

"Where are you taking her?"

"Home, Sir."

"Can you please put her on the line, Gabe."

"Yes, Sir."

There was muffling in the background as Gabe explained to Olivia I was on the phone, and I wanted to talk to her. My fingers twitched and my heart thundered.

"Mr. Rush," Gabe's voice came back on the line. "She does not wish to speak with you."

If I had thought I was angry before, I was livid now. I wanted to take her over my knee and spank her pretty ass until it was pink and tingling. "Make sure she gets home safely." I gritted my teeth as I spoke. "And, tell her I'm sorry."

"I will, Sir." I did not miss the surprise in Gabe's tone.

***

Gabe pulled up outside my condo and I sighed in relief. Part of me had been terrified Jace had somehow convinced him to turn around and take me back to his condo, but he hadn't. I didn't know if I was upset about that or not. Did he not want me there with him and if he didn't...then why was he calling? Was he mad I didn't eat the soup? If he was afraid of me going to bed without eating, then he was a fool. I was upset and I totally planned on eating away my frustrations with freshly baked brownies and a cup of white hot chocolate.

I reached for the door handle. "Thank you, Gabe."

"You are welcome, Olivia." He said with a glint in his eyes and a fondness in his tone I could not explain. Gabe had never looked at me like this.

I paused, frowning at him. "Good night."

"Mr. Rush expressed his apologies, Miss." I stiffened and Gabe continued. "To the extend of my knowledge, Mr. Rush has never apologized for anything, to anyone. He simply does not see the need to grovel because of his actions. I know that might not mean a whole lot to you, but I know Mr. Rush and I will be the first to tell you he means it."

I nodded. "Right now I'm upset with Jace. I'm sure by tomorrow, I will not be so frustrated, but right now I'm in need of a good cup of white hot chocolate and some relaxation." I smiled gently as Gabe nodded. "Good night."

"Good night, Olivia." He called. "I will be here in the morning to take you to work. You have my number. You can call me anytime."

"Thank you." I said as I closed the door. I walked to the door of my condo with a heavy heart and overactive tear ducts. For reasons beyond my ability to comprehend, I was a raging mess of emotions that could not be controlled.

I pushed the door of my condo open and flicked on the lamp that sat on the table by the door. Warm amber light spilled into the space and, I sighed. I looked down to see if Trisha was home with Trey, but there were no shoes. Instead, there was a letter. It was addressed to me in handwriting that resembled the previous letter. My heart stilled before it began beating rapidly in my chest. Who the hell was sending me these letters?

I closed the door and carefully locked it behind me. I wished I would have stayed at Jace's tonight. I was afraid without Trisha home and I really did not want to be alone. I also, did not want to read the letter. Slowly, I bent to pick up the paper envelope. I twisted the thin slice of paper in my hands before I stood and walked into my kitchen. I turned on every light as I moved. I was terrified, and every shadow posed as a threat to my existence. I knew I was being ridiculous. The sender obviously slid the letter under my door and walked away...but, I was still afraid...maybe, I was not alone.

I crossed the distance of my condo and quickly pulled the curtains closed over every window before walking to the kitchen. I was agitated.

A thump sounded back in the condo toward my room and my heart started pounding so loud and hard I could feel it against my eardrums. I froze. I stared into the darkness of the hallway and waited for my assailant to attack me. My heart wept as little black paws with one white toe poked out of the darkness, followed by a stretching kitten eager for some attention.

Moo-moo meowed as he padded across the floor toward me. He arched his back and rubbed against my leg as I laughed aloud at my ridiculousness. Jeez, I couldn't remember a time when I had been more spooked.

I decided to avoid any more fear for the night and texted Trisha.

Are you coming home tonight?

No, babe. See you tomorrow. Xoxo.

Xoxo. I texted back as I stared at the letter on the counter.

I poured Moo-moo a dish of milk before I tore open the envelope. I took a deep breath as I listened to his little tongue lapping up the milk and tried to regain some semblance of courage.

I plucked the letter from the envelope and unfolded the paper.

Olivia,

I see you have chosen to blindly ignore my previous warning to you. I must admit this upsets me. I am deeply bothered by your ignorance. I thought, perhaps, you were smart enough to save yourself and walk away from the monster in the man...but I see now after watching you from afar, you are not stupid or ignorant. You are innocent. And, it is because of that, I must take extensive measures to protect you from him and from yourself. You cannot be trusted to protect yourself and, therefore, I assure you, you can trust in me to protect you. I will shy from nothing to keep you safe.

Be warned, there is nothing I will not do to keep you from the fate I myself have witnessed. You are different from the others who have walked in his past. Unlike them, you have a future and if I do not succeed in saving you, the woman you believe yourself to be will cease to exist.

With love,

Your Savior

My hands shook as I stared at the words. I'd never been one for fear. I didn't watch scary movies and, I certainly, didn't read scary stalker books. There was no rush in feeling the violation of fear. The letter had me spooked. I was going through my day trying to recall seeing anyone watching me from afar, but there was nothing in my mind. There was no image that evoked a feeling of discomfort. I glanced over my shoulder and was thankful I decided to close my curtains before reading the letter. The idea of someone, so mentally unstable, watching the fear form in my eyes in response to their letter was too much for me to fathom.

I shook the thought from my mind and straightened from my perched position over the island. I folded the letter and placed it back into the envelope. I moved cautiously to the hall, flicked on the light and sighed in relief as the golden hue of light flooded the space. I moved quickly through the hall to my bedroom where I tucked the letter in my desk drawer next to the previous letter I'd received.

I thought about telling Jace, but there was no way he would know who was writing to me. It was more than likely some crazy female who had read the article published in the gossip magazine, and was jealous. She probably just wanted to make me feel threatened so I would, ultimately, avoid Jace. She wanted a threat eliminated and I was not going to be so easily frightened.

In the back of my mind, I knew it was more than just a jealous female...but I was not ready to admit that yet. I also didn't want to worry Jace. He was already paranoid, but I was starting to wonder if his paranoia was valid. I moved quickly to my closet in search of something comfortable to change into. I decided on a little white tank top and a pair of light pink boyfriend shorts. I slid from the dress and stepped into my shorts, pulling the shirt over my head.

A bang sounded against the door of my condo and my heart thrashed nervously in my chest. How the hell had someone gotten past the buzzer? What if it was the writer of the letters coming to make good on their threat? No...threat was not the right word. The letter had been composed with a threatening feel, but, in reality, there were no threat...just warnings.

I slammed the desk drawer closed and ran through the hall. I paused in the kitchen, debated on picking up a knife, but I decided I was not going to live my life in fear. I walked past the kitchen with all the sharp knives and paused by the door. I peeked through the peephole and my breath caught in my throat.

I swung open the door. "Jace?"

"Olivia," he grinned almost sheepishly as he handed me a cup from Starbucks. "I was told you wanted white hot chocolate."

I glared. Gabe, the traitor! If I didn't want to pull him into a tight bear hug for sending me Jace, I might have plotted revenge. I said, "I could have made that here."

"I want to be the reason you feel relaxed." He spoke gruffly. "It's only fitting I calm you down considering I'm the one who worked you up."

I shifted my weight from foot to foot. How was I supposed to keep my emotions in check when he was doing things like this? Damn! I reached out to accept the hot chocolate. "Thank you."

"Of course." His eyes stared intensely into mine. "Are you going to invite me in?"

My heart fluttered and I held the door open for him. He took a step inside and I watched as he kicked off his shoes. He pulled the door from my grasp, and closed it, before locking it. He really was attentive and for someone who didn't want a bodyguard, he was paranoid. I wonder if he had also been receiving threatening letters...or, if Jace was just this way all the time. It was obvious his obsessive need to control, everything and everyone around him, stemmed from a deep-rooted distrust of undefined variables. I frowned. Was I an undefined variable in his life? Did he not trust me? Was that why he was here? Was he checking up on me?

I cocked my head to the side as I watched him walk slowly into my living space. His shoulders were tense and his eyes were all-seeing. I wondered what he was thinking. Did he draw a conclusion on my personality as I had done when I'd walked into his penthouse?

"It's not as bad as I thought it would be." He admitted as he scanned the condo. I didn't know whether to be offended or relieved. Had he thought I lived in a complete dump because I didn't have a doorman? The condo was still very aesthetically pleasing; maybe not so much as his penthouse, but it was my home and I loved it.

"Thank you." I chuckled. I shook my head incredulously. Any living space would appear shabby in comparison to Jace's pristine penthouse, but I appreciated his odd attempt at politeness. "How did you get in?"

His eyes glittered. "You wouldn't have to ask that question if you had a doorman."

I pursed my lips and my shoulders tensed. "Jace," I warned.

He grinned. "Take a sip of that hot chocolate, baby. I want to see you come undone."

I frowned. Was he being serious? Jeez, he was like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Sometimes he was so difficult to read, but tonight I decided to beat him at his own games.

"It comes in second to you." I flirted, and his eyes glittered. It was not a lie. Giving myself over to Jace was the best feeling in the world. It fulfilled me completely. Was it irrational...hell, yes! But, would I stop...oh no!

Jace turned away from me and I watched as he brought a long, steady breath into his body before releasing. "You do not like the dark?" He inquired.

I stiffened. "I just like a high power bill." I joked.

He turned to face me again. His blue eyes were filled with concern. "Is there something I should be aware of, Olivia?"

I froze, momentarily, before bringing the hot chocolate to my lips. "Nope." I took a long sip as Jace studied me. Finally, he nodded. In a few long strides, he was standing in front of me.

"You promised you would tell me if something happened to make you feel unsafe." His eyes searched my reaction, but I held myself together, remarkably well, considering the penetrating blue eyes that were, for all intents and purposes, glued on me. Why on earth hadn't I thought to turn off some of the lights before answering the door? Oh right...because no other human being was as observant as Jace.

"I'm fine, Jace." I said. "I just didn't want to be alone tonight and Trisha is still out with Trey."

Jace nodded stiffly. "Well, in that case, I'm not leaving."

"You're not?" I squeaked. I did not see Jace Rush, of all people, sleeping in my queen sized bed with the three-hundred and fifty thread count sheets. He was an Egyptian cotton and silk kind of man.

"No, Olivia," Jace purred. "I am not leaving."

"Okay."

He cocked his head. "You're not going to fight me on this?"

"No."

"Why?" His eyes glittered and he held his breath as he waited for my whispered response.

"I want you to stay." I admitted.

Not a moment after I spoke the words, his lips were on mine. They were hard and hot. There was emotion I couldn't begin to understand in his kiss, and in response, I gave him my all. He demanded my all. His lips moved with an urgency that made me want to fall into him and lose myself completely in his entity. It was euphoric.

I pulled away from the kiss to set my empty cup on the countertop. I weaved my fingers through Jace's and tugged on his hand, leading him to the hall that would take us to my bedroom. Tonight, I just wanted to be with him like two normal people who were more to each other than just a warm body. Tonight, I wanted to envelope myself in his scent. I wanted him to consume me completely so I might forget everything negative in my life. The letters, the contract, the knowing that nagged relentlessly at my mind I would one day be forced to stand alone and empty as Jace turned his back and walked away. Tonight, I wanted to feel loved by this man. I knew in the deepest recesses of my mind and heart it would be nothing more than an illusion...but a beautifully, crafted illusion, it would be.

I turned around so Jace would not catch sight of the sudden pain that flared in my heart at the fact I feared loosing him. I let a sway fall into my hips as I led him toward my bedroom. I could feel his eyes on me, enveloping my body in heat as I moved closer to my destination. I couldn't wait to have him inside of me. The thought of him filling me, yet again today, made my stomach muscles clench with a need that could not be denied. I didn't know what it was about Jace...or even how he had found a way to sneak under my skin, but he had. He was like a drug I could not resist, and after first taste, I was irrefutably hooked. His essence swam though my veins, fueling a desire for more of him. I was an addict to his touch. It was time I admit it to myself...it was already too late to avoid the inescapable pain I had tried so hard to keep myself from.

I turned into my bedroom. The light was on already and Jace stepped into the room. His eyes immediately locked on my bed. A look of horror crossed his face before a firm scowl took its place.

"What is that, Olivia?" Jace asked. He was still looking at my bed. Was it really that bad? It was smaller than Jace's bed, but it was still comfortable.

"Um," I shifted. "My bed?"

"No," Jace growled. "The fur ball on your pillow. What is that?"

I laughed. He was joking about Moo-moo. "That's Moo-moo." I said proudly.

Jace shook his head as though he could somehow will away the image of my little kitten. "Moo-moo?"

I frowned. He was not joking. He really didn't understand. "It's a kitten, Jace."

"I know what it is, but why is in here? And on your pillow for God's sakes?" Jace growled.

Was it so abhorrent I have a kitten on my pillow? Did people in this city not have animals? "Moo-moo lives here."

Jace threw a look at me that said he thought I was crazy. "Are you even allowed to have cats in here?"

I shrugged. "I don't know and I don't care. Moo-moo goes where I go. End of story." I dropped Jace's hand and moved to the bed. "Did you never have a kitten while you were a kid?"

He shook his head. "No."

I frowned at the clipped tone he'd used with me as I scooped the kitten up into my hands. I held him to my chest and walked back to where Jace stood at the door. He was clearly uncomfortable with the little purring ball of fur, but I didn't care. I held him out to Jace. "Here, hold him."

"No."

"Jace," I growled. "Will you grow up?"

He glared at me, but held his hands out for the kitten. "I don't like it." Moo-moo struggled immediately in his grip and Jace bent to set him on the floor, watching as he scampered down the hall. I laughed.

"He doesn't like you either." I giggled. "But, don't worry. I like you both, so you will just have to get used to each other."

Jace stared at me with amusement in his eyes. "I didn't peg you for a cat lady."

"He needed a home and I have plenty of love to give."

His eyes shimmered. "Do you?"

My breath hitched and I marveled again at how quickly a typical mundane situation could turn to one so intense.

"I do, Jace."


Chapter 15

She had a cat.

I couldn't help but stare at her as though she had lost her mind. In the back of my mind, I remembered Trisha talking about the fur ball, but I had completely forgotten.

Would I ever cease to be surprised by her? Everything she did was a shock to my system. There was no explanation for the way I was feeling at the moment, but I knew it was dangerous. I should take her to the bed, tie her hands behind her back and fuck her. Hard. I should imagine the thrill I would attain by flogging her pretty ass, marring her perfect skin red...but, I couldn't. The only thing I wanted to do was burry myself inside of her. I wanted to run my nose along the line of her jaw, down her neck and across her collarbone. I wanted her scent to calm my nerves and her body to heal my demons.

I was not worthy of her, but, as selfish as I was, I couldn't ignore the pulsating need that plagued at my mind and body to possess her. My fucking entity craved her. She was the light that would undoubtedly singe the dark surrounding my soul, but I couldn't turn away. I was weak. I was far too pathetic to rise above my desires and do what I knew would be noble. I should walk away from her so she might live her life with someone who could give her everything I could not, but even as I had the thought, I felt my body take a step closer. And that one step was my undoing, because it was not a moment later that I closed the distance between us. I slid my hand around her neck so I was cupping the back of her head before I twined my fingers in her hair. I pulled gently, but authoritatively, at her hair, forcing her head to tilt back.

She looked up at me with wide brown eyes that were the color of spun gold...or honey. I didn't know. All I knew was they were the eyes of a fucking angel. From the first moment I caught a glimpse of those big, warm eyes, she'd had me hooked.

"Kiss me Jace." She begged. As if I could deny her...

I brought my lips down to hers; kissing her gently as she weaved her hands around my neck. I gripped her hip possessively as she rose up on her tiptoes, pushing herself into the kiss. She took the lead and I let her. Her lips crushed against mine. I swept my tongue over the curve of her bottom lip and she moaned. I swallowed her sound, needing more. I trailed slow, gentle circles against her spine as I dropped my hand from her neck to the hem of her shirt. I slid my hand beneath the fabric, spreading my fingers and pressing my palm onto the soft skin of her back. She melted against me, sighing sweetly. It was as though my touch was her catalyst. The thought sent a burning through my body. I wanted to be the one to affect her, always. That thought, in itself, was terrifying. I would rather face the crumbling of my company than this...whatever this was. I knew it couldn't be love. Hell, I hoped it was not love. I had accepted years ago, love was something I would never possess.

But, if this was not love, it was a strain of infatuation I had never before entertained.

I pulled back away from Olivia as I tugged on the hem of her shirt. I wanted her naked and surprisingly, I wanted to undress her myself. I'd never undressed a woman. I always had them strip for me. It was a way of letting their subconscious know they were submitting to my demands from the start. But, I didn't want Olivia submitting to me tonight. Tonight, I wanted to be her equal. I wanted to be worthy of her.

I stared into her wide brown eyes as I pulled the fabric up over her head, letting it fall to the floor. I couldn't tear my eyes away from hers as my fingers moved to pull at the drawstrings of her shorts. The pink fabric pooled at her feet, but she did not move. She stood frozen as she waited for me to finish what I started. I knelt down on my knees and pressed my lips to her hipbone. She shivered and I smiled. She was so responsive to me.

She was mine.

The thought rolled through me in violent waves as I looked up into her face. Her wavy brown hair fell over her shoulders as she looked down into my face with tender eyes. This was new to me. The women I engaged with sexually looked at me like I was an abomination. They were with me for the novelty of being with me. Because, I was Jace Rush, and I could, and would, pay them generously for their time. In reality, those women were nothing more than highly paid call girls.

But, this was different.

Olivia was different. She wanted me...for me. I would never understand what she sees in me, but for now, I wouldn't question her insanity. I would take it, and revel in it, because these chances were rare. They were once in a lifetime.

I pressed my lips to her hip once again, trailing my tongue over her navel and along her stomach. I dipped my fingers into her panties, pushing them down her legs as I peppered her stomach with tiny kisses. Her breathing halted and her hands weaved into my hair.

"Step out of your panties, Angel." I coaxed and she complied. She was eager for me...but not nearly as eager as I was to have her...all of her.

I helped her step from the lacy material around her feet before hooking my hands around her ankles. I ran my hands up the backs of her legs, over her butt and farther up her back as I stood. I wanted to touch and kiss every inch of her skin. I wanted to brand her to me. I unclasped her bar and pulled the straps from her shoulders, letting the material reunite with the floor.

I stepped back to admire her body and couldn't help but smile as she shivered under my gaze. Tiny bumps appeared over her skin before a pink blush fought them for dominance.

"Jace," her voice was husky. "I want to feel your skin on mine."

My cock jumped at her words and I fought the primal urge that ignited within me to pull her down on the floor and take her. Tonight was for her. I would take it slow. She deserved to be made love to.

I wanted to make love to her.

"Not yet, Angel." I took her hand in mine and led her to the bed. Her bed. It was smaller than mine, but that just meant we would have to sleep closer. I pulled the covers down, exposing her sheets. "Lay down for me. I want to kiss your entire body."

Heat flamed in her cheeks as she pressed her back into the bed. I released her hand and moved to the foot of the bed, balancing on my knees between her legs. I looped my hand around an ankle, bringing it to my lips. I kissed her heel before moving slowly up her leg. I trailed my tongue over the smooth skin of her inner thigh before inhaling deeply at the apex of her sex. She smelled decadent and I knew she tasted even better. I had her this way before, but I couldn't wait to taste her again. I teased the rim with my tongue, delving in, and then out, as I worked her clit with the pad of my thumb. Her panting moans filled the room and my mind. My body was strung tight with a need for her I knew I would never be able to resist, but first, I wanted her to beg for me. I wanted her so desperate she hurt for me. I wanted to mark her. I wanted her to know she was mine. This was more than a contract. This was more than just obsession. This was unexplainable, universe changing and world claiming.

"Jace," her fingertips moved into my hair and over my temple. "Please,"

"Tell me what you need, Angel." I blew against her clit. "I will give you anything."

"I just need you." She whispered. I had hoped she would ask me to make love to her, but I guessed I burned that bridge. I realized I needed to rebuild that trust, but hearing her say she needed me was just empowering and earthshattering as her asking to be made love to.

What the fuck was wrong with me? Damn, I would figure it out later. Right now, my focus was on her.

I skid off the bed, quickly attacking the buttons of my shirt. I shrugged out of the fabric before I tugged on the button of my pants. I quickly stepped from the binging material of my boxers before moving to the bed. She spread her legs, welcoming me to her. The action made me swell until I thought I would burst with need for her.

I hovered over her, staring down into her face for a long moment. I let my tip rest against her opening, feeling her warmth seep through me as I stared down into her eyes. Her brows furrowed and she pulled the corner of her bottom lip into her mouth. She did that when she was confused or uncertain. I didn't want her to be uncertain of me. I nudged her with my cock as I settled between her legs, letting my length rest against her opening.

"Tell me your thoughts." I begged. Her body was flush against mine, testing my very carefully, calculated, control.

"I-," she looked up into my eyes and a pink hue colored her cheeks. "This feels different."

"Different," I nodded. "How?" Fuck...I prayed she would tell me she felt this odd sense of life-altering emotion too. I prayed it wouldn't be just me.

She shook her head. "I don't know, really." She chewed on her lip and my cock jumped. "I guess it's just in my head."

"Don't be shy with me, Olivia." I growled, staring at her lip that was still lodged between her teeth. "What do you think is in your head?"

"This feels gentle and real and...pure." She shook her head and her eyes glazed over. What the fuck? Was she close to tears? "It's not normally like this with you, Jace."

Was I really that much of a prick that this newfound gentleness would bring her to the brink of tears? "Fuck, Angel." I breathed. "I'm so sorry."

Her eyes flickered to mine. "What? Why are you sorry?" She wriggled her hips against me and I throbbed against her. Now, more than ever, I just wanted to burry myself inside her. When I was inside of her, I was safe. Safe from myself. She'd given me reprieve from the malice I had stored within myself, a constant reminder of why I could never have this...love. But, I would be damned if I would give up now, when I was so fucking close to what had always been, a far-fetched illusion, crafted by the delusional in the world. Olivia had shown me how to give into my heart. There would never be another who would give me what she already had and even if there were, I wouldn't care. I only wanted her.

I watched as emotions flickered over her face and through her eyes. There were so many emotions and each was more potent then the next. Fear. Anxiety. Passion. Desire. Acceptance. Terror. Need. She felt them all. And to all of them, I wanted to kiss her until she was left with only the good. I wanted to be the one she caved to when the world was too much. I would be that one for her. I could be and now that I realized that, there was no chance I was giving up.

"Angel," I breathed. I set my forehead against hers and her hands moved to my shoulder blades. She held me tightly to her. It was as though she thought I was going to disappear into thin air.

"Please, don't be sorry, Jace." She kissed my lips and I couldn't help but notice how hers shook. "Just take me. Please, I want you inside of me. Now."

I kissed her back. Hard. My tongue explored her mouth and she gave me her all. I had never felt so accepted by a woman before this moment. Tasting her mouth on mine, the passion that poured out of her to burrow into me was like tasting bliss. Euphoric bliss.

I positioned my body above hers, wrapping one arm around her waist before tucking the other beneath the nape of her neck. I dipped my head, pressing my lips to hers as I pressed the tip of my cock into her opening. She gasped at the delicious intrusion and I devoured her sound as I pressed further in until I filled her completely. I rocked into her at a slow, sensual pace and she arched her hips into every thrust. When I couldn't hold back a moment longer, I thrust deep and hard, claiming her entirely. She moaned. It was a sound that seeped in through my skin, penetrating down to my very bone.

I rocked into her over and over again. She wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper as if she couldn't get enough of me. I was glad I was not the only one. Happy to oblige, I thrust deeper and deeper as she cried out against my lips. I felt her body tighten beneath mine. Her back arched and her legs tightened around my waist. Her nails dug into the skin on my back, evoking a groan from deep in my throat.

"Come with me, Angel." I whispered against her lips as I rocked deeper into her. Her body tightened around me, quivering as she found her release. Her nails went ridged against my shoulders, before going slack. "You are mine." I growled as I pumped into her, spilling every ounce of myself deep inside of her.

"Yes Jace," she spoke against my mouth. "I am yours."


Chapter 16

My heart ached as Jace brought his lips down to mine. He kissed me slowly as he finished his release inside of me. Nothing about tonight had been expected. The hot chocolate, the sex that felt so much more like love making...not that I would know...but, I felt it. And now this; his gentle kisses that tugged on my heartstrings.

Jace remained buried deep inside me as he kissed me. His lips moved over mine, to my chin, over my jaw and down to the hollow of my throat where he kissed my collarbone. Where was this coming from? This gentle side of him I never thought I would be so privileged to see. And, why did this feel like goodbye? I wanted to beg him to stop this nonsense. I wanted him to fuck me hard...because, then, he would be here in the morning when I awoke. I wanted to beg him not to leave, but I didn't know how.

My stomach muscles clenched as my heart thrashed painfully in my chest. Tears burned my eyes and I clenched the lids closed as he slowly kissed his way back up my neck, nibbling my earlobe. Why did his goodbye have to be the thing that hooked me irrevocably to him? Why would he show me this side of him when he only intended to leave me for good? Why did he have to make me feel loved by him?

I inhaled an unsteady breath into my lungs. The sounds of my insecurities were loud, ricocheting off the walls around us. I felt as though my thoughts were bared to him in the silence. His blue eyes met mine and my heart clenched. I felt as though he had fisted it and squeezed. He looked...happy.

"Baby, what is it?" His voice was tender as he brushed my hair back away from my face.

I shook my head. "Nothing," I smiled, but I knew it didn't reach my eyes. My heart was aching. I didn't want to lose him, but I didn't know how to keep him. I had always known this day would come, but I hadn't thought it would come so quickly. In part, I knew I should be grateful. I was not in love with him...yet. But, I knew I would be soon. I cared deeply for him already. If I was given a little more time, I knew I would fall for him...without the chance of ever finding myself again. "I'm exhausted."

Jace nodded, but his eyes were clouded over. "It's been a long day." Jace dipped his head, brushing his lips against mine. "Go to sleep, Angel."

My heart wept as I closed my eyes. Jace hovered over me for a long moment and I knew he was hunting for an explanation for the sorrow in my face. I knew he wouldn't find it, because the reason was him...and, everything I felt for him was locked away in the vault that was my heart.

Jace shifted and I felt his movement deep inside of me, but still he didn't pull out. He rested his face in the crevice of my neck and breathed me in. His lips skimmed over my skin as he tucked his hand beneath my neck.

This was how we fell asleep. Together as one. For the first and last time...my heart shattered into a million little pieces.

***

I woke early. The sun had not yet risen and the condo was quiet, but I knew what woke me. Jace was gone.

The bed next to me was cold...and so was my body where he had lain when he fell asleep. My heart pounded...thrashed in my chest. My fingers trembled as they clenched into tight fists, the nails digging into the flesh of my palm. I tried to fight the tears that swarmed me, but I was weak. Hot rivulets flowed through my lower lashes in streams of heartache and anger. Oh, I was angry with him. I was furious. How dare he make love to me, only to leave me?

I was angry with myself. I let him in when I knew he never wanted any part of what I had to offer. My heartache was on me. I let him love me and I let him walk away knowing full well I should have been the one to do the walking...or running. I should have been smarter because, maybe then, I would have avoided the pain burning in my chest.

When I cried the last of my tears, I pulled myself from the bed and walked like the ruined woman I was, to my closet. I pulled a deep purple silk negligée over my head. It rested just above my knees. It was cute. I thought about wearing it for Jace before I shook the thought from my mind. Jace was gone. Last night had been the sweetest of goodbyes...but goodbye it had been.

I had to get over him. I had to get over my foolish pain.

I pulled a black silk housecoat from the hanger and shoved my arms into the holes before tying the string at my waist. It was a nice housecoat. Trisha had bought it for me last year for Christmas. She liked sexy boutiques. They weren't really my thing, but with the amount of outfits she bought for me, one would think I was obsessed with the skimpy materials.

I sighed as I padded down the hall. I walked into the empty kitchen and reached for the can of white hot chocolate I kept in the pantry just as the door clicked. I froze as it creaked open. It was too early for Trisha to be creeping in the front door. Someone was entering into the apartment and I could only imagine it was the writer of the letters...my savior.

Without thinking, I reached for the largest knife in the holder and faced the entrance. I listened as each step came closer and closer. My heart was pounding so hard, I could hear its beating in my ears. Relentless.

A figure dressed in black turned the corner and my heart leapt into my throat as blue eyes locked on mine. His eyes widened and he stiffened mid-step.

"What the fuck, Olivia?" Jace growled. His eyes were locked on the knife.

Slowly, I lowered the knife to the counter. My fingers were too shaky to release their hold on the handle as I brought a calming breath into my throat. "I'm sorry."

Jace set the Starbucks tray he had in his hand on the counter before shrugging a laptop case from his shoulder, setting it on the island stool. His eyes were wary as he approached me slowly. "Let go of the knife, Olivia."

Jace did not wait for me to comply. He reached for my hand and plucked one finger after the other from the knife handle. When he was positive I was not going to grab for it again, he set it on the counter behind him and pulled me into his chest.

"I didn't know it was you." I whispered against his chest.

"Who else would it be, Olivia?" he growled. "Aside from Trisha. I don't think she would appreciate that kind of welcoming."

I laughed. "She wouldn't."

Jace pulled me away from him. His eyes swept over my face and he sighed. "Why were you crying?"

"I wasn't." I shook my head and looked away from him. What was he doing here?

"Do not lie to me." He growled. He slipped a finger under my chin, forcing me to look up into his face. "What made you cry and why did you greet me with a knife?"

I drew in a shaky breath. "Why are you here, Jace."

He flinched as though I had slapped him. "What do you mean, why am I here?"

"Why are you here?" I asked again. "I thought last night-," I broke off, as my voice cracked. "I thought last night was goodbye."

"Why would you think that?" He barked. Offense ignited in the depths of his ice blue eyes and he dragged a hand through his hair. "Fuck, Olivia...why would you think that?"

I shrugged. "I don't know, Jace."

"Don't fucking lie to me, Olivia." He warned. "My patience is tested and-,"

I cut him off. "You made love to me last night, Jace."

"And you interpreted that as goodbye?" He frowned as I nodded.

"You never promised to stay." I fought my tears. "You said you would never make love to me, Jace."

"I made love to you because I had to. I needed you last night and I want to need you again." He groaned as he rubbed his forehead. I stood frozen as his words washed over me, seeping through my defenses and attacking my heart. "I wanted to wake up to see you smile at me."

I couldn't fight my tears any longer. The sadness turned to debilitating happiness and they spilled over my lashes. Jace looked horrified as he watched my eyes fill with tears that ran down my face. I didn't think, I just bolted into his arms. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my body into his. This man evoked feelings within me no other held the power to inflict. How I thought for even a moment I could just move on without him in my life?

I pulled away from him as he set me on the counter. I wrapped my legs around his waist and stared into his brilliant blue eyes. "Why did you leave?"

"I don't sleep for long, Olivia." He shrugged off my concern. "I took a taxi home to retrieve my laptop and I stopped at a Starbucks on the way back to get you a hot chocolate. I figured it wouldn't be long until you woke, but I honestly thought I would be here before you did."

"You took a taxi?" I gasped.

"Yes." He frowned. "Gabe brought me here and I was not about to call him in the wee hours of the morning to get him to drive me around the city."

"Did you drive back here?" I winced at the thought of him leaving his car on the street.

"No," he smiled as though he could read my thoughts. "I took a taxi."

"Good." I breathed.

He cocked a brow, leaning over the island to drag the tray of morning fuel over the counter. He handed me the hot chocolate and I took a long sip, reveling in the sweet taste. "I don't know how you drink that."

I frowned. "Have you ever had it?"

He looked horrified at the thought I might make him try it. I watched as he debated on lying to me, saying he had, so I wouldn't make him try it. Lucky for him, he decided on the truth. "I do not enjoy sweet drinks, Olivia."

Very well. I wouldn't make him try it. It would be too sweet for him. "Well, I like it."

He looked relieved as he watched me take another sip. His jaw was tense and I knew something was on his mind. I didn't have to wait long. "Why were you so afraid, that you would take a knife into your hand?"

I felt my face pale. "I was just worried, Jace."

"Why?" He persisted. I hoped my lying had gotten considerably better.

"Well, I didn't grow up here and I never know what will happen. I knew it was not Trisha and I thought you were gone, so I didn't know who it was. I thought it was better I had a means to protect myself."

Jace's jaw ticked. "You do realize to use a knife, someone has to get very close to you."

I nodded. "It was better than nothing."

He shook his head in exasperation. "And, you're still opposed to having a bodyguard?"

I nodded. "I am."

He growled low under his breath. "You will be the death of me, Olivia."

"Happy to be of service." I winked at his open mouthed gape.

"You are incredulous."

"I learned from the best."

"I'm sure you did."

I cocked my head to the stool. "What's the laptop for?"

The glitter in his eyes dimmed. "I have to work. I wanted to spend the morning with you and since you flat out refused to spend it at my place, I am forced to do my work here."

My heart fluttered. "How sweet of you."

His brow raised and he shook his head as he leaned in to kiss me. "Your smart ass mouth is going to get you into trouble one of these days."

I pressed my lips against his. "Oh, please Lord, let today be that day."

Jace pulled away from me with fire in his eyes. "You should sleep a little longer. It's not even five a.m. and you will be exhausted by the end of the day."

"I don't think I can sleep." I pouted as I watched him move around the island to the stool. He pulled his laptop from the bag and set it on the counter.

"I'm leaving for Paris on Monday and I would like you to join me." Jace stated factually.

I couldn't help but marvel in his ability to switch from easy-going to absolute control freak. It was slightly disconcerting and a whole lot of mind-blowing. "Um, this Monday?" I lifted my leg onto the counter so I could face him. I knew it was unorthodox to be sitting on the counter, but I didn't really care. It was my counter.

"Yes. This Monday."

"Jace," My voice was tense. "That is in two days."

He nodded tightly as he glanced up at me from the screen of his laptop. "I'm fully aware of that."

"How long?"

"I will be there for four days."

I sucked in a deep breath for courage. "I can't come with you."

He frowned and surprise lit his features. "Why not?"

"I can't just leave the store." I said slowly. Firmly. "I have to be here to oversee my project."

Jace shifted in the seat. "Have you ever been to Paris, Olivia?"

The way he asked the question made me think he already knew the answer. It unnerved me. "No, I haven't."

He nodded as though this was no revelation to him. "And, you are going to pass up the chance to see one of the most romantic cities in the world to remain here to oversee your project."

"I have never desired to see Paris, Jace." I stated matter of fact. I didn't like how he just assumed he could demand I go with him to Paris and just drop the rest of my life as though it were insignificant.

He frowned. "That is ridiculous. Every woman wants to see Paris."

I shrugged. "Maybe every other woman you know...but, not me."

"Humor me, Olivia." His fingers were tense as they traced his top lip in thought. "What part of the world is irresistible to you?"

"Italy." I said immediately and then I blushed.

He nodded. "Italy, huh."

"Yup." I nodded. "Not Paris."

His eyes twinkled. "The fact that you want to be here to oversee your project is the only reason you will not accompany me to Paris, yes?"

"Basically."

"Either it is or it isn't." His blue eyes were an inferno as he watched me lift my other leg onto the counter. I wrapped my arms around my knees and shrugged.

"It is."

His fingers began typing madly over the keys of his laptop. My curiosity doubled with each second that passed us by. I had no idea what he was doing, but I had a sickening feeling it was not something I would later be pleased about.

"The dilemma is solved." Jace said. He lifted his eyes to my face and I took it for what it was. A challenge.

"I didn't know there was a dilemma that needed solving." I snapped.

"Oh, there most definitely was." His lip twitched and I knew he was fighting a smile.

"Enlighten me."

"You needed someone to oversee the project. You have that someone. I hired the best and you will be meeting with her today. She will ensure that nothing goes amiss while you are gone and she may even find some things you overlooked. She has worked for me on countless occasions. She is willing to clear her schedule for the week. You are lucky to have her working for you." Jace spoke as though I had asked for this. I wanted to crawl across the counter and wring his neck.

"I did not ask for this, Jace. You can contact her again and let her know I'm not interested in her services." I snapped.

Jace laughed. He actually laughed! I was moments away from shifting to my knees and diving at him when he spoke. "I'm going to Paris because I'm opening another hotel there. You will accompany me, Olivia, because you signed my contract. If you need to be refreshed on the terms I can pull it up for you in a moment. I have a copy on my laptop."

I felt the blood drain from my face as I stared at him. I clenched my teeth, fighting the urge to scream bloody murder at him. How infuriating! "Your arrogance is astounding." I managed through clenched teeth. "And you are paying that woman for every dime of her time."

"I never once considered anything else." Jace replied calmly.

I hated the fact that I was so worked up and he was calm as ever. It only made me want to strangle him more. Or kick him in the shins and watch him fall to his knees. Oh, yes. How I would love to see him on his knees. He wouldn't be so smug then.

"When are we leaving?" I pushed myself off the counter. The temptation of throwing myself at him was too much.

"Very early Monday morning. You will be spending the night at my place for an easier transition."

"Whatever." I snapped. "I'm going to take a shower."

I turned and walked from the room. I was furious with him and the thought of spending even another moment with him was too much to handle.


Chapter 17

I stripped as quick as I possibly could before I stepped into the hot water. The pounding pebbles of water felt delicious against my tight muscles. I sighed and leaned my head back, closing my eyes. I lit two delicious vanilla and brown sugar scented candles before stepping into the shower. The lighting was dim. Finding the much-needed relaxation I was seeking should be relatively easy.

The door to the bathroom opened and Jace stood beneath the threshold. His eyes were dark and his jaw was set. His arms were folded over his chest and he leaned against the door-jam. He looked dangerous. My heart stuttered.

Scratch the thought of relaxation. With Jace standing there like that the possibility of relaxation, was simply impossible.

"What are you doing in here?" My words came out a mumbled mess that made the tips of my ears burn red.

Jace didn't say anything as he stepped into the bathroom. He closed the door behind him before turning to walk slowly across the floor. My heart rate soared and my skin tingled.

"What are you doing in here?" I repeated, forcing my tone to sound steely.

Jace's eyes flickered to mine. Through the glass of the shower and the dim lighting, I could see his eyes glitter. "You wanted me to come with you, Olivia."

"Oh, no, I didn't." I argued, crossing my arms over my chest.

"Don't be coy." My mouth dropped and he continued. "If you did not want me in here, you would have locked the door."

"I never lock the door." I defended myself.

Jace's hands moved to the buttons on his shirt. "I dislike it when you argue with me, Olivia."

"Get used to it." I snapped.

His eyes flared. "I will not get used to it." He shrugged from his shirt. "You will have to get used to submitting to me. That is what I need from my woman, Olivia."

"I will not submit to you for everything, Jace." I growled. "You had no right to-,"

He cut me off. His voice was loud and commanding. "You are mine, Olivia. You are mine to satisfy, mine to protect, mine to love, and by God, you are mine to punish."

My stomach clenched at his words. My core heated and my anger dissolved into lust. I hated myself for my weakness and I clawed at my anger, trying to hold it intact. "You need to leave, Jace."

"You don't want me to leave, Olivia. I can see the lust in your eyes. I can smell it surrounding you like a thick haze of fog." He stepped out of his pants and boxers. "And, I promise to take care of you, but first, I will dish out the punishment you deserve."

My knees weakened. Holy shit!

"What are you going to do?" All confidence was gone from my tone, leaving me sounding meek. I hated myself for it.

"I am going to fuck you, Olivia."

Where was the man who made love to me last night? Did he disappear so quickly to be replaced by this...sex God? And, did I have a complaint?

That was just it. The thought of being punished by Jace was anything but frightening. It was enticing. I wanted it. I wanted him to...in his words, fuck me hard. I couldn't deny it. He had changed me, for the better or worse, I would never know. I was his. He was right. To satisfy, to protect, to love and to punish, I was his.

I watched as Jace opened the shower door and stepped into the steam filled box. I had always thought this shower was too large, but now that I was sharing it, it was just perfect.

"Turn around." He commanded. "I want your back to face me."

What? My knees shook as I turned my back to him. He pressed his body against mine. I could feel his hardness press against the small of my back and my body tightened with need for him at the feel of his swollen cock.

"You need to understand you are mine, Olivia. You need to understand my expectations are to be met by you at all times. I do not like to argue with you and, I hope, after this, you understand just how much power I have over your body. Whether or not you derive pleasure is entirely my choice, do you understand?"

I didn't say anything. I didn't know what to say. I was in shock. I was in shock because I was so completely turned on when I should be very turned off. How could his words affect me when they were so...sexist and masochistic? What was wrong with me?

"Olivia?" Jace's tone was a bark in my mind. "Do you understand?"

"Yes." I said, weakly.

"Answer me when I speak to you." He growled. His breath was hot as the steam from the shower against the skin on my shoulder. He pressed his lips to the crevice of my neck, inhaling deeply. "I am going to fuck you now, Angel."

"Yes, Sir." That seemed to please him because the grip he had on my hip lessened. He rubbed his thumb in caressing circles over the bone before placing his other hand on my back between my shoulder blades. He pushed down, still holding onto my hip.

"Bend at the waist, Angel. I want your ass to be high in the air and your head as low as it will go." He ensured I obeyed by pushing harder on my back. I reached out for the lip of the tub, clutching at it to hold my balance as he ran his fingertips lightly over the length of my spine. "I'm going to take you like this, Angel. I'm not going to be nice about it. I want you now, and I want you rough."

I moaned aloud at his words. I wanted him to stop talking and take me already. I wanted him deep. I needed him to quell the ach that had built up within me. I raised my butt higher in the air, a silent plea for him to hurry. Jace chuckled behind me as he placed the tip of his penis at my opening. I throbbed for him. It hurt.

"So impatient." Jace spoke huskily. "But remember, this is for me, Angel. I am not doing this for your pleasure. I will not wait for you to come, and if you do not, then you will be forced to go through the day unsatisfied. That will be your punishment."

I moaned again. I was not worried. I was already on the brink of coming as a result of his words. If he didn't hurry, he would be the one going through the day unsatisfied. I thought about speaking my thoughts but at the last second, I chose to remain silent.

Jace ensured his tip was at the door of my opening. He pushed in. My warmth enveloped the rim of his cock. I wanted him deeper, but he remained there. Still, as a statue.

"You are so wet for me, Angel." Jace groaned. His cock swelled within me, stretching me and I moaned.

There was no warning for what happened next. Jace slammed into me. Hard. My mind hazed. My blood boiled. I could feel his balls slap against my clit as he pulled out so only his tip was within me and then slammed inside again.

Holy freaking wow! I could feel him in a place I never imagined he would be. It hurt. But the pain was welcome. It was a delicacy of sorts. I was breathless. He had robbed me of air and he continued to do so as he continued his delicious assault on my body. He picked up the pace, slamming into me violently again and again. My body tightened. I was growing weak in the knees. I didn't know how much longer I could remain standing. As though Jace could feel my sudden fatigue, he looped his arm around my middle and slammed into me.

"Stand up straighter for me, Angel. Place your hands on the wall."

I complied immediately and he resumed his thrusting. He was hitting me at a new angle now and I cried out his name as I came undone around him. My entire body tightened as I quivered around his shaft.

"Fuck, Angel." Jace groaned as he pumped faster and harder. "You weren't supposed to come." His words were husky as he spilled into me. I felt his cock jump with each spurt of hot liquid he pumped inside my body.

I sighed, leaning my forearms against the wall. Jace was leaning against my back, resting his weight against me as he continued his release. His hand gripped my hip in the way I was coming to expect from him as he pushed my hips down onto his shaft once more. Our groans of utter ecstasy twined as he pulled out of my body. I felt empty without him, but I was completely sated. It was the sweetest kind of assault. Nothing could rival this.

Jace peeled me from the wall to lean my back against his chest. He turned slowly so I was facing the water that sprayed over my front. He pulled away from my back and a cold gust of air hit me hard. I was moments away from crying out for him when he returned. His hands moved over my body and a burst of strawberry body wash claimed the air surrounding us. His hands worked the suds into my breasts, my shoulders and stomach. He didn't miss an inch of skin as he lathered me with the scented pink soap.

"This smells delicious." I could hear a grin in his voice, but my eyes were closed and my head was in the crevice of his shoulder. "But, do you have anything a little more...manly?"

I laughed. "Um, no."

Jace huffed. "I suppose this will have to do for today."

I laughed louder. I was completely unable to stop my giggling. "Are you going to use my body wash?"

"Do I have a choice?" He growled.

I shook my head. "I guess you don't."

"This is a problem we will have to rectify as soon as possible." Jace said sternly. My heart jumped.

"Does that mean you're going to be staying here more often?" I tried to quell the hope that tainted my voice, but that was a nearly impossible task.

"I'm going to be wherever you are." Jace said. "It became more than apparent to me last night, when I realized you had left, I couldn't fathom spending the night without you."

"Oh," I breathed.

"Olivia," Jace sounded tested. "I absolutely loath when you respond with 'oh'."

"I'm sorry." I squeaked, but my mouth was spread in a wide smile. Jace couldn't spend the night away from me. This was a new revelation that warmed my heart and made it feel as though it had swelled twice its size.

I didn't know how it was possible, but in only two short weeks, I had fallen in love with Jace. I loved him. There was no longer any doubt lingering in the back of my mind. I loved Jace!

"Lean your head back, Angel." Jace commanded. "I'm going to wash your hair."

I complied immediately, groaning the instant his fingers worked into my scalp. It was heavenly. Everything about Jace's touch was heavenly. He walked and trusted as a man cursed by the devil, but he touched like a man adored by the Gods. Even when his touch was dark and rough, I found pleasure. I couldn't begin to understand how he could switch from being the man who had loved me tenderly last night, to the man who fucked me this morning. It was disconcerting.

My thoughts fell apart as Jace placed his hands on my hips, spinning me around so the water rinsed out my hair. I brought my hands up to rinse the suds from my hair and Jace bent to press a kiss to my breast. My heart sped and my knees weakened.

He straightened. His blue eyes glittered with mirth. "I couldn't resist."

I pursed my lips, trying to fight a smile. "I'm sure."

When I was free of the suds, I pulled on the shower door and stepped out, leaving Jace alone to lather himself in strawberry scented soap. He glared at the bottle for a moment before sighing.

I fought a smile as I moved to the sink to brush my teeth. I grinned at him as he stared at me. "Don't worry, I have an extra toothbrush."

"I'm assuming it has not been used?" His eyes were wary.

"No, I'm offering you my old toothbrush." I shook my head at his horrified expression. "I'm kidding, Jace. It's unused."

"Good." He shuddered.

I shook my head and turned away from him. Could he be any more ridiculous? The man who kissed me...everywhere...was afraid of using my toothbrush. Wow.

I tried to ignore the sharp lines of his body as I moved to my closet, but it became too much for me. "Do you work out?"

His brows lifted. "I do."

"Oh," I disappeared into the closet as I heard him sigh in frustration. He didn't like it when I replied with 'oh', but I didn't like his short replies that only offered the bare minimum response to my questions.

I quickly dressed in a dark brown pencil skirt, a white blouse with a soft pink sweater overtop. I added a brown braided leather belt and pink-nude pumps. It was cute and comfortable. When I walked out of the closet, Jace was dressed and placing his toothbrush under the sink beside mine.

"When am I meeting that woman?" I asked. "The one who will oversee my project?"

Jace turned to face me. "Her name is Jaylah Rush."

I felt my eyes grow wide as I stared at him. "She's related to you?"

He nodded tightly. "She is my kid sister."

"Wow." I nodded. "I didn't expect that."

"How could you?" He asked. "You didn't even know I had a sister."

I cocked my head. That was not exactly true. I knew Jace had a sister. I had Google searched almost everything I possibly could about him. I knew she was younger, only a year older than me. His mother, Karen, had remarried after his fathers suicide to a man named John. But that was not the point. The point was Jace had hired his baby sister to oversee my project.

"So, she's the best at what she does, huh?"

"She is." Jace nodded. "And, I'm not saying that because she's my sister. She earned the title she has."

Was his whole family power hungry? Did they all have to walk in the spotlight? Was it genetic?

"We'll see. Either way, I cannot wait to meet her." That was the truth. The thought of meeting someone in Jace's family set the butterflies loose in my stomach. Would Jaylah be like Jace? Would she be cold and distant and unapproachable? Where did Jace get his Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde personality flips from...and did his sister have this...condition too?

"I'm sure she is more than curious to meet with you as well." Jace said stiffly. He seemed almost annoyed. I couldn't help but wonder...was she peppering him with questions about me? Did she know about me? What exactly had Jace told her about me...and what was I expected to keep from her?

Suddenly, my heart started thrashing in my chest and my palms felt moist and sticky. I didn't want to meet her any longer. I felt sick to my stomach. The butterflies had turned to ladybugs...a much heavier kind of fluttering that was not nearly as appealing, flooded my body.

"Olivia, you're pale." Jace stated as he strode across the bathroom. "What's wrong?"

"I don't think you should have hired your sister." I managed. "Actually, I am more than certain you should fire her."

Jace's brows dipped in confusion. "Why would I fire her?"

"I don't want to meet her." I shook my head and fidgeted with my fingers nervously.

"Why?" Jace asked. "Only a moment ago, you said you were excited."

"Well, I'm not anymore."

"Why?" I didn't reply and Jace sighed. "I'm not firing her without a good reason, so why?"

I closed my eyes. It was easier to tell him of my fears when I was not intimidated by his blue eyes. Sometimes, I felt his eyes were able to brake through the barriers of my soul, digging so deep he uncovered even my most buried secrets. It was nerve wracking.

"Well, I don't know what to tell her...about us." I opened one eye to peek up at him and he was grinning. A big shit-grin was plastered over his face and my fear turned to raging anger. Without thinking, I poked him in the chest. "You, Mr. Rush, have no right to laugh at me. My fears are valid. What if I tell her something that angers you?"

My reaction only seemed to make him smile wider. "I told her the truth."

I rolled my eyes. "And, what is the truth, Jace?"

Jace cocked his head. "I told her you were my girlfriend and you refused to come to Paris with me because you needed to remain here to oversee your project."

Oh...My...God. "You said I was your girlfriend?"

"Aren't you?"

"Well," I paused. "I thought I was more of a...hobby."

Jace frowned. "What is that supposed to mean?"

"Well, I had to sign a contract to be with you, Jace...what should I think?"

"The contract is only there for both of our protection, Olivia." He growled. "Think of it as a prenuptial agreement."

"We aren't married." I snapped.

"No," he smiled stiffly. "We most certainly are not. But just like a prenuptial, the contract is there to protect us both from later allegations that could possibly be made."

"Who hurt you so badly that you are incapable of trust?" I asked softly.

His eyes flashed and his jaw hardened. He glanced down at his watch. "You should finish getting ready. You're to meet Jaylah in two hours."

"Where?"

"Gabe will drive you to the Starbucks closest to your shop. You will be within walking distance to show her the space." His eyes swept the length of my body. "I will be in the kitchen. I have a work to do."

I watched with a heavy heart as Jace turned his back and walked from the room.

I didn't know who had hurt Jace, but he was most definitely scarred. I vowed I would uncover the marks he tried so hard to hide and I would do everything within my power to heal them. I loved him. As impossible as he was to love, I did. There was nothing I could do about it now, but accept everything he dished out and hope I was strong enough to fight the demons he held within. He was damaged...but, he was mine.


Chapter 18

My heart jumped into my throat as the door fell closed behind me. The scent of coffee beans and sweet sugars assaulted my senses. I took another step into the café and tried to even my unsteady breaths.

Was I ready to meet Jace's sister? Was I ready to meet her as his girlfriend?

My heart raced as my mind worked to supply myself with the answers to my questions. What in the world was I doing here? Had I lost my mind? I had to admit I liked the thought of being Jace's girlfriend. It made me feel as though he was not about to go poof and be gone from my life. I knew the title was just another factor in a well-crafted illusion, but for now it warmed my heart. And, he warmed my bed.

"Miss LeRoux?" A female voice sounded behind me. My spine stiffened and shivers claimed every inch of bared skin. I turned around slowly.

Blue eyes, the same as Jace's, looked back at me. Jaylah was tall, just a few inches shorter than Jace. She had jet-black hair and high cheekbones. She was stunning. I felt inferior just standing next to her.

"Hello," I slid my hand into hers, shaking it formerly. "You can call me Olivia."

Her eyes twinkled. "And you can call me Jaylah." She beamed. "I cannot believe Jace has a girlfriend."

I swallowed. "Why not?"

She cocked her head to the side. "Jace does not date. This is new for him and for me. I never thought I would live to see this day."

"Oh,"

"And I cannot wait to tell Mother. She will be so happy." Jaylah's eyes misted over as though she were about to cry and I stiffened. Shock rolled through my system as I stared into her face. "Anyway," she huffed. "Now that I have made a complete and utter fool of myself, I should probably show you I can be professional or you aren't going to trust me with your project."

I smiled. I liked her already. Whereas Jace was always so controlled, Jaylah was a bundle of emotions and she was not afraid or ashamed to show them.

"I already trust you." I beamed. "But let's grab a coffee and settle in."

***

I leaned over the pile of paperwork on my desk and wished, for a moment, I liked the thought of having a personal assistant. Life would be so much easier if I had one, but I couldn't overcome my trust issues. It was because of that I could not allow myself an assistant. If Jaylah hadn't been so determined to make a name for herself on her own, I would have had her as my assistant, but I couldn't tie her to me. She was bright and I would only take her down with me, dimming her shine. She deserved more than I could give. She deserved more than Rush Industries could give...and so, I allowed her to pursue her dreams. And she grew out of the little girl I had always loved into the confident woman I adored. She was the only woman apart from my Mother...and now Olivia, who made me feel like a normal guy. Just Jace...without the Rush. It was exhilarating and relieving at the same time.

The phone on my desk rang. The line for reception flashed and I pressed speakerphone.

"Why are you still here, Laura?" It was after ten-thirty. She should be at home with her kids.

"I was just about to leave, Mr. Rush." She assured quickly. "But Mrs. Rush is here. She will be in your office in a moment."

I sighed and glared at the door. "Did she say why she was here?"

"No, Sir. But, she looked almost nervous."

I scoffed. "Thank you, Laura. Go home."

"Goodnight, Sir."

The line went dead as the door to my office opened and my mother stepped through. Her face was pale, but her eyes were bright. I shifted in my seat as she strode confidently into the space, letting the smoked glass doors fall closed behind her.

"Hello, Mom."

"What are you still doing here, Jace?" Karen demanded. The underlay of her tone told me I was being scolded...but what the hell for?

"I'm working." I gestured to the papers on my desk.

She frowned. "Jaylah tells me you have a woman in your life. When were you going to tell me this and when will I meet her?"

My mouth dropped. The little scoundrel told Mom about Olivia even after I made her promise she wouldn't say anything. "Her name is Olivia, Mother."

"Oh, don't you dare Mother me, Jace." She pointed her finger at me. "You should have told me yourself and you should be with her rather than in this office hiding out like a frightened pup."

My brows rose. "A frightened pup?"

Her sharp eyes narrowed. "You know exactly what I mean, Jace."

I bristled. "I don't think I do, Mother. I'm trying to run my father's company."

She paled. "You didn't have to take over the company, Jace." She whispered. "You could have sold it and lived your life. When he died, you were free."

I stood, running a hand through my hair. "I was never free, Mom."

"I'm so sorry, Jace." Her voice shook and I felt like an ass. She didn't know why I took over the company. She had no idea the choices I was forced to make. "If I could go back and make different choices...I would. You know that, don't you?"

My skin tightened as I stared into her soft blue eyes. She was the polar opposite of my father. Where she taught with love, my father taught with his fist. He had been a harsh man ruled by his desire to succeed. He wanted a son he could mold into a better version of himself, a version more successful, and he succeeded. I had always known my fate. He had drilled it into me ever since I could remember. I knew who I was supposed to become. I knew who he expected me to become. And, it was this. In a moment of rebellion, I decided this was not the life for me. I decided I wanted to move away and study architecture. I wanted a family.

In a heated moment of bravery, I told my father I would never run his company. I told him I was leaving New York, and I would never look back.

The bastard that he was killed himself. Not two days later. He had refined his will to state if I chose not to run the company, it would be sent to auction and the proceeds would be given to charity. The will stated my mother and my sister would be left with nothing, robbed of the only life they had ever known. I had been forced to take over the company to ensure the carpet of their lives was not ripped out from under their feet, leaving nothing but concrete on the bare pads.

"I know you would make different choices, Mom." I sighed heavily. I would never tell her of my reasons for remaining in control of the company. She didn't need to know the brutal father I had been born from ruled my life and happiness from the grave.

Karen sighed heavily and her frail looking hands shook. "Jace, don't become your father." My blood turned cold. "Don't throw away the love you have for this girl for this company." Her eyes were serious orbs in her face. "It will not keep you warm at night and it will not chase away your fears. She will."

"I don't love Olivia, Mom."

She smiled gently. "But, you do, Jace. You just don't know it yet. Go home to her for tonight and bring her home to meet your Mother tomorrow evening." She closed the distance between us and pressed a kiss to my cheek. I tried not to flinch away from her affection, and to my relief, she pulled away quickly. "Goodnight, Jace. Think about what I said."

I watched with my feet rooted to the floor as she moved across the room to the door. She paused when she reached the door and turned back to look into my eyes. Hers were sad and I wished I could be the son she wanted me to be. I had fought hard to be the son she desired. The one who lived for himself and for his dreams, but my father had robbed me of my life when he'd robbed himself his own.

***

I paced the floor with a glass of white wine in my hand. Jeez, where was Jace? It was already half past eleven and I hadn't heard a word from him all day long. What the hell was he doing and why wouldn't he have texted me back?

"Come and sit down. You're freaking me out." Trisha called out from the couch, patting the cushion beside her.

"No, I'm good." I didn't think I could sit down. My nerves were too tightly strung and if I sat still...I was sure they would snap.

"I'm sure he's fine. He's probably just working."

I glanced at her, trying to hold back the glare that wanted to surface. "It's late."

Her eyes narrowed. "Maybe he went home tonight."

"He told me he would be here." I snapped. I was growing more and more irritable by the second, but I was afraid for him. I came home to another letter today, but I didn't open it. I was afraid I would find the words more threatening than the last two letters. I was afraid that whoever the writer was had Jace. What if they did? I had no idea who the person was.

Trisha sighed, breaking through my thoughts. She stood and walked to past me to the kitchen, picking up the letter I had placed on the counter. "Well, maybe you should open his letter." I felt my face grow pale and her eyes narrowed. "The letters have been from him, right?"

I shook the fear from my head and snatched the letter. "Of course." I huffed. "Who else would they be from?" I downed the glass of wine. It was my fourth glass and I was just a little tipsy. But, I was certain I was going to need to be intoxicated to read this particular letter. The weight of it in my hand was different. It felt...heavier somehow. Like the weight of the words would undoubtedly weigh down on my heart. And, break it.

I reached for the bottle of wine I'd left on the counter and tipped it over my glass. Not even a drop fell from the bottle. I pouted, staring at it as though I could set it to flames.

Trisha scoffed. "You drank the entire bottle by yourself."

I frowned. "Apparently." I glared at the bottle for another minute before setting it on the counter. The glass chimed against the granite and I flinched. "Do we have any more?" I peeked up at Trisha who was staring down at me with wide, worried eyes.

"No." She shook her head. "I think you've had enough."

My mouth drooped. "We do have more. You liar!"

Her brows rose. "I think you should go to bed, Liv. You're going to have one hell of a hangover tomorrow."

"I have to wait for Jace." I argued. "I want more wine." A giggle erupted from my lips and once I started, I simply could not stop. What the hell was wrong with me and why was this so fun? "Drink with me, Trisha!"

"I don't think so, Liv." She reached for my glass, but I clutched it to my chest protectively. She sighed. "How about you go to bed and I will wait up for Jace?"

I pouted, but finally nodded. "Fine. Since you aren't going to be any fun tonight, I guess I will just go to bed by myself."

"Yes, you do that sweetie." Trisha smiled as I set my glass on the counter.

Glaring at Trisha, I made my way to the hall. When I opened the door to my bedroom, Moo-moo stretched on the corner of my bed, but didn't bother to open his eyes. I held the unopened letter to my chest, and sighed shakily, as I walked to my desk, dropping it in the drawer with the others. I didn't want to read the words until I knew Jace was all right. I needed to know he was okay before I tore open the daunting envelope.

On shaky knees, I moved to my bed. I didn't bother to pull back the covers or change from my clothing. I just flopped on the bed, pulled Moo-moo into my chest and fell asleep to the sound of his purr.


Chapter 19

I pressed the buzzer to Olivia's apartment and tried to ignore the worry plaguing at the fringes of my mind that she might not answer. It was late. Probably too late.

"Hello?" A voice sounded through the intercom. It was not Olivia's.

"It's Jace. Is Olivia there?"

There was no answer, just a buzz allowing me access to the building. I really couldn't wait for her lease to be up so I could get her into something...safer. This brick building housed some shady people. I had done my research and I wanted her in something approved by both me and my security team. She needed to live in a place that had a doorman. Not this little buzzer that let anyone in. I ran a hand though my hair as I pulled the handle of the barred door open and stepped into the building.

I climbed the stairs until I came to her floor and walked to her door. I knocked gently before trying the knob. It was unlocked. Instant anger sizzled in my throat and I swung open the door to find Trisha leaning against the wall with her arms over her chest. She looked madder than a bat out of hell.

What the fuck?

"Where is Olivia?"

"She is asleep. Finally."

"What is that supposed to mean?"

Trisha rolled her eyes. "She was waiting for you for hours. Where were you?"

"I was working." I didn't like being questioned by her. Actually, I didn't really like her at all.

"And, you didn't have time to text Liv...or answer her texts?"

I bristled and kicked off my shoes. I closed the door, making a point of locking it behind me. "I am going to go to her."

"She was drunk out of her mind when I came home tonight." Trisha's voice was low. Her anger was sizzling. If I got any closer to her, I was confident she would burn me. "Liv does not drink, Jace. She drank an entire bottle of wine and fought me for another. She only went to bed because I promised to wait up for you."

"Why-,"

She cut me off. "I really didn't think you were going to show up, but I waited because I promised I would. It's after one in the morning, Jace. What the fuck were you thinking?"

She was more than mad. She was furious and she was in protection mode. I couldn't blame her. "Look, I'm sorry. I had a few things I had to figure out before I could come here."

"And, I am assuming those things you were trying to figure out revolved around Liv, right?" I didn't say anything as she glared up at me. "That's what I thought. Let me tell you something, Jace. Olivia is not like you. She is so much better than you or any of the whores you have had in the past,"

I cut her off. "Don't you think I fucking know that? I've done everything within my power to forget about her. I've done everything I could do to stay away and let her live her life, but I can't. I know she deserves better than me."

Trisha took in my fisted hands, but didn't back down. "Then, be better, Jace. Because I promise you," she paused. For effect I assumed. "If you hurt her, I will kill you."

"I don't doubt it." And, I didn't. There was some feral protection housed within Trisha for Olivia. A protection I couldn't begin to understand.

"I gave up everything to help Olivia get away from men like you. And, if you don't start treating her as though she means more than your average conquest, I will do everything within my power to get her away from you." Her voice was low and threatening. "Have I made myself clear?"

I clenched my jaw. "What do you mean, you gave up everything to get her away from men like me?"

"Her father is just like you." Trisha's eyes were cold. "And she hated him."

With those words, Trisha walked away from me. My blood boiled under my skin as I took in her words. They were like a punch to the gut, but ten times more painful. It was in that moment I realized...I did love Olivia. I was in love with her because I wanted to be better for her. I wanted to be everything and more than she deserved. I just had to prove to her I could be different than her father...but, I didn't know if I would succeed. I didn't know the type of man her father was. I had nothing to compare myself to.

I flicked off the lamp in the entryway before walking slowly through the condo to Olivia's bedroom. I opened the door to find her sprawled on the bed with her cat curled in her chest. As soon as I stepped into the room, the cat gave a growl of sorts before jumping off the bed and wandering away. My eyes were focused on Olivia. Dim light spilled over her features from the lamp on her end table, making her dark brown hair appear to have streaks of red. She looked peaceful in sleep. Her lips were soft and her eyes were relaxed. I wanted her to feel that way when she was with me. I wanted to be the one to relax her.

Fuck. I had been an ass not texting her and letting her know I was all right. I should have listened to my Mom. A small chuckle escaped my lips at the thought and I tugged at my tie. When it was loose, I let it fall to the floor before working on the buttons of my shirt.

Olivia stirred and I froze. I didn't want to wake her up. She looked so damned peaceful.

Her eyes fluttered. "Jace?" She sat up on the bed, her brown eyes wide and dark. "You're here."

"I said I would be here, Angel."

"What time is it?"

The air was tight in my chest. I felt as though I was about to suffocate. If she was angry with me and told me to leave, I think I might die. I just realized without a doubt that I am in love with her, and I have been stupid enough to throw our already fragile relationship into a grinder. Shit.

"It's late."

She nodded. "How late, Jace?"

"It's after one."

She dropped her gaze and I couldn't help but notice how her bottom lip quivered when she took in a deep breath. "Where were you? Why didn't you call?" I sighed and fear tainted her eyes. "I know I don't have a right to demand anything of you...but, I waited."

Well fuck! I was in the wrong and here she was afraid I would leave her alone because of a fucking question? What kind of a man was I? The answer to the question flooded into my heart from the blackest corners. I am becoming my father.

I quickly closed the distance between us to sit beside her on the edge of the bed. Her knees were pulled up to her chest now and her fingers fidgeted with the hem of her skirt as she peeked up at me through thick lashes. My heart felt as though it were going to be ripped from my chest in the most violent of ways.

"You have every right to question me, Olivia." I said sternly. Her eyes flashed with surprise and her lips formed an O, but she didn't speak. "I'm sorry I didn't let you know I would be late. I'm not used to having someone waiting for me."

I hoped that was enough of an explanation for her. I hoped she jumped into my arms and forgave me with kisses, but this was not a utopic world where the mistakes of a man were so easily overlooked. This was a place for judgment and, by the look in Olivia's eyes, it may as well be judgment day.

"I was worried about you, Jace." She skimmed her bottom lip with her teeth, making the pink skin burn red under the assault. "I was afraid something happened to you."

Why would she have jumped to that conclusion? Why would she think I was hurt? "Olivia," I breathed in. I was treading thin waters as it was. "I'm not used to having someone worry about me, either."

"Well, I did. I do worry about you." She stated loudly. Firmly.

I cocked my head, watching her reaction carefully. She was afraid. It was more than just worry. But what had happened to make her react this way? "Why were you worried about me, Olivia? What happened?"

Her eyes darkened and her shield banged down between us. "Nothing happened, Jace. But, anything could have happened."

There was something she was not telling me. I forced myself to hold back from the interrogation I wanted to force her through as I skimmed my knuckle over her cheek. "I am sorry, Angel. Can you forgive me?"

She smiled. "Only if you never do that to me again."

I didn't say anything as I leaned in to kiss her. Promises weren't my thing. I did not like making them when I felt confident I wouldn't be keeping them. There would be times when I shut Olivia out just like I shut everyone out, but I hoped her feelings for me were somewhat as intense as mine were for her. I knew I would do nearly anything for her, including forgive her for almost anything. I guessed that was love. It was ruthless. It made even the strongest, most defiant men, crumble.

Love makes men weak. That was what my father had always said. But I didn't believe that. Love holds the power to both build and destroy. I knew, if I played my cards right, I would build something great. But, if I played them wrong, all hell would, surely, break loose.

I pressed my lips to her forehead and pulled away. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was measured. "Take your clothes off, Olivia."

Her eyes opened. "But,"

"I want to feel your skin against mine while I sleep." I said. "Take them off."

She nodded, obligingly. She stood and worked the belt at her waist before undoing the buttons of her cardigan. When she finally slid out of her last article of clothing, I stood from the bed and pulled back the covers for her. She climbed between the sheets and I pushed my pants down, leaving my boxers on. I wanted her like usual. But, tonight I would do nothing more than hold her. I wanted to be someone she deserved. I wanted her to know how I felt about her without having to say the words. I was not nearly ready to say the words.

I climbed into the bed beside her and pulled her into my arms. Her naked backside pressed against me made me throb with a need that, for the first time in my life, I ignored. I tucked her head beneath my chin and closed my eyes.

"Goodnight, Jace."

"Goodnight, Angel." I replied. I reached up and flicked off the light. I fell into a troubled sleep with troubled dreams.

***

I woke before Jace. His breaths were hot against my shoulder. My dreams had been filled with both relief and fear. Jace was here and he was all right. No one had hurt him...yet. I needed to read the letter, but I didn't know how I was going to do that with him in the room with me. I didn't want him to see the letter or even know of their existence.

Holding my breath, I wiggled slowly from under his arm. When my feet hit the floor, I looked back at his sleeping form and sighed a breath of relief. I crept to the desk, pulled the unopened letter from the drawer and ran to the bathroom. I looked once more at Jace's sleeping form and closed the door, locking it quickly behind me. I moved to the toilet and sat down on the lid. I took in a deep breath and held it in my lungs. It burned and when I couldn't take another moment, I released it. I closed my eyes and tried to find the courage I needed to open the letter.

Finally, I tore at the sealed paper and pulled the neatly folded paper from the envelope.

Dear Olivia,

You have chosen not to listen to me. My warnings seem to be of no consequence to you. Either you do not care for yourself the way you should, or you care for Mr. Rush too much. Neither of these pleases me.

Since you do not listen as you should, I have decided I need to up my act. I will no longer write my warnings to you, but instead, I will do what I should have done so long ago. I will eliminate Jace Rush from your life and from the world. He is no good for you. In order for you to live your life and prosper the way you should, I need to help you. This was never my plan, Olivia. You have forced me to take actions I never intended to take. It is because of you Mr. Rush will cease to exist.

Do not warn him. It will do no good.

In the end, you will thank me. When the fog his influence has over your mind has run its course, you will see he was never the one for you and you are better off. You will thank me and I will be waiting, ever patient, for that day.

Love always,

Your Savor

I dropped my hand into my lap. The words on the paper made my blood turn so cold, it hurt. I felt as though my veins would surely explode. My heart broke with the thought of loosing Jace. I didn't know what to do. I didn't know how to save him. I thought about calling Gabe. Jace would be livid with me, but I didn't know what else to do. I had to call someone and I didn't think the police would be able to handle a crazy, insane person, like the writer of the letters.

I trusted Gabe.

I trusted him with my life and since Jace's life was ten times more important to me than my own, I trusted Gabe with Jace's life.

I folded the letter that threatened the only man I had ever loved and shoved it in the envelope. I walked back to the door of the bathroom and opened the door. I peeked into the space and was surprised to find my bed empty. Where the hell was Jace?

I stepped into the room and slid the envelope into the drawer. I walked quickly to my bedroom door and pressed my ear to the wood. Relief filled my chest when I heard Jace and Trisha talking. I rubbed my forehead, grabbed my housecoat from the door and slid my arms into the holes as I ran to my phone.

I dialed Gabe's number and held my breath.

"Olivia?" Gabe's tone was all business.

"Gabe, I need you to come to my condo." I took a deep breath. "Jace is in danger."

"Does he know this?"

"No."

"I will be right there. Do not let him leave." Gabe hung up the phone and I let it fall into my pocket with shaky hands. His instructions were clear. And, within them, I could hear the stress that accompanied the fear for Jace's life. He truly cared for Jace. More than Jace knew, I was sure.

I took a deep, calming breath and stepped into the hall. I was not nearly ready to face Jace with what I had done. But, at least, I would have Gabe here when it finally came time to let it all out. I could only hope in the end, he would forgive me.


Chapter 20

"Oh, thank God." Trisha huffed as soon as I stepped into view. "You're up."

Jace glanced over his shoulder. He was flipping eggs. And damn, did he ever look good doing it. The muscles in his back rippled with each miniscule movement, and I couldn't stop the bloom of desire that pooled in my belly. I wanted to run my fingers over the rippled contours. I wanted to do so much more, but there was a part of me that feared I would lose him when he realized the seriousness of the letters...and, I hid them.

"I told you she was awake." Jace's words shattered my thoughts and I tried to smile. The motion felt awkward and forced. It felt wrong.

Trisha rolled her eyes, thumbing over her shoulder at Jace. "Does he really know how to cook?"

"Yes." I replied and Trisha frowned. Her eyes coated with weariness and her shoulders stiffened as she looked to Jace, before pinning her inquiring gaze on me.

"Are you all right, Liv?" She asked. My heart raced as Jace's shoulders stiffened and he glanced back at me again. His brows were knitted with worry I wanted to smooth away. I didn't want him to worry about me. Not when he was the one who was in danger...and I had put him there.

"Yeah." I smiled a smile I hoped was reassuring. "I just have a bit of a headache." I rubbed my temple for good measure.

"I'm surprised that's all you have." Trisha stated as she moved to the coffee pot. "You drank an entire bottle of wine yourself last night."

I blushed. "Don't remind me."

Trisha handed me the coffee. "Drink this."

"Thanks," I took a sip, praying for the caffeine to run through my veins and calm my anxiety.

"Is that all that's bugging you?" Trisha asked.

"Of course," I smiled again. Jeez, sometimes her perceptiveness really ticked me off. Couldn't she see I didn't want to talk about it? Couldn't she tell, whatever was chipping at the fringes of my mood was not something I was ready to share with Jace...yet?

Jace coughed. He placed an egg onto a buttered piece of toast and handed me the plate. "Eat. You need something in your stomach." He went to work setting up the other two plates. I smiled genuinely when he handed one to Trisha.

Jace came to sit beside me. He rubbed the small of my back with his hand and I bit back a moan. His touch was divine. "Jaylah ran to my Mother not a minute after meeting with you yesterday," He spoke softly and horror flooded my system. Oh God. Was he angry? "She came to my office late last night."

I looked up at him. Could this day get any worse? "I'm so sorry, Jace."

He frowned. "For what?"

I could feel Trisha watching us closely and I suddenly wished this conversation could have occurred in private.

"Well, if you aren't ready for your Mother to know about this..." I paused. He had said I was his girlfriend...but, I still didn't feel like I was anything more than his bedroom buddy. He hadn't taken me out on a date, and I didn't feel like we were dating. Nothing in our relationship had changed...apart from the passion in the bedroom...so why would I feel as though he was all right with his Mother, of all people, knowing about us.

"You are a part of my life, Olivia. I want to share you." Jace said sternly and tears stung my eyes at the sudden flow of happiness that coursed through me. "My Mother wants to meet you. And, I would like for you to meet her. She has invited us to dinner tonight." He looked deep into my eyes. His blue eyes were soul-searching and breathtaking. "Say you will come."

I smiled...or beamed up at him. A giggle erupted from my lips and I nodded. "I would love to meet your Mom."

"I'm glad." Jace grinned, and for the first time since meeting him, his eyes glowed like a boys on Christmas. My heart swelled. "Eat your breakfast, Olivia." He commanded, back to his regular old self.

I caught Trisha's small nod of satisfaction and I was certain Jace didn't miss the action either. I felt great. Suddenly, the day didn't seem so dull. I would just have to get this thing with Gabe over with, and then we would be on our way to meet his Mother. At least, I hoped that was how it would go.

Trisha shattered the silence, and my hope in one infinitesimal moment. "So Jace, are you going to have another letter delivered when you leave here? You know, you could save time and money by just giving them to her before you go."

Jace stiffened. He placed his toast on the plate and looked with hard eyes at Trisha. "What letters?"

Trisha paled and her eyes shot to mine. I looked down at my plate, praying they would both forget about it. I didn't want to do this alone. At the thought, my eyes swept over the face of the clock. Where in the world was Gabe? What was taking so long?

"Who are the letters from, Liv? If they aren't from Jace, who is sending them?" Trisha's tone was tense. I never lied to her, but I lied about the letters. I didn't want to bring her into this. I still didn't want to bring her into this. Whoever the individual was behind the letters...he was creepy. And, he scared me.

I had already gotten one person I cared for deeply in danger...I didn't want to add Trisha to the list.

"I don't know." I whispered.

"Bullshit, Liv." Trisha yelled. "Where are they?"

I didn't say anything and Jace shifted beside me. "Where are the letters, Olivia?" His voice was so calm. Eerily calm.

I knew he was fuming inside...and I wished he would show me his feelings. This coolness that radiated off him was so much worse. It was devastating and fear provoking. I couldn't lose him. Not to this. If I did, then the writer had won.

"In my room." My reply was meek.

"Where?" Jace stood.

"Jace, please don't do this." I begged. Tears brimmed my eyes. "I don't want you to read them."

"What the fuck do you mean? You don't want me to read them?" He yelled. The vein in his neck pulsed and his hands fisted. It was evident; he was barely holding his anger together. "You don't have a fucking choice!"

I half expected Trisha to say something in my defense, but in this, she was standing with Jace. I couldn't hold back the tears a moment longer. "They are threats, Jace." I stood from the chair and begged him with my eyes for forgiveness. "I called Gabe. He should be here soon."

His brows rose and his blue eyes widened. "You called Gabe?" His words bit my skin and stabbed my heart. "You told Gabe, but you didn't tell me."

"I'm sorry. I don't want you to see them."

Trisha stepped behind me. "Where are the letters, babe? You need to go get them so Jace can look at them, and figure out the best way to protect you, okay?"

"I'm not the one in danger." I whispered and my eyes met Jace's. "You are. That's why I called Gabe."

Jace turned around and walked toward my bedroom. I knew it was only a matter of minutes before he found the letters. I hadn't exactly hid them well. I hadn't been prepared for a search. If I had...I may have tried to find a loose floorboard or something.

"Why didn't you tell me?" Trisha demanded.

"I couldn't. I didn't want you to worry."

Jace stormed out of my room with the letters in his hand. His face was red. If he were a cartoon character, smoke would be billowing out of his ears. "What the fuck were you thinking, Olivia? Whoever wrote these is clearly obsessed with you. Enough to kill me off to keep you away from me." He was yelling, but I expected that much.

"Jace,"

"What were you thinking?" His fingers wrapped around my arms and he shook me angrily before pulling me into his chest. His heart thundered against mine and his warm scent enveloped me.

"I thought you were the one writing them. At first." I admitted and he gasped. "I thought you were trying to make me accept Gabe as my bodyguard."

"I never would-,"

"I know that now, Jace. I'm sorry." I cried. I didn't know how many more times I could utter the apology. I just wanted him to tell me he forgave me and that we would work through this...together. He was Jace Rush...he could do anything...right?

Jace sighed, holding me tightly to his chest as though he was afraid I would disappear into thin air. His fingers worked the knots in my back absently, and his lips skimmed my hairline. His silence was deafening and a part of me was terrified this was his goodbye. I couldn't handle that. I needed him.

"I know, Angel." He kissed the top of my head. "We're going to figure this out and you aren't going to fight me on my decisions, do you understand?"

I nodded. "I understand."

The buzzer rang and Trisha moved to the door. "Hello?"

"It's Gabe."

She let him in and went to unlock the door. Jace's commanding tone filled the room. "Do not unlock that door, Trisha. Not until you can see his face through the hole."

She stiffened. Fear blazed in her eyes and her face paled. "I won't."

Jace pulled away from me. His blue eyes searched my face. "Are these the only letters?"

I nodded. "They are."

"Do you have any suspicion as to who the writer is?"

"No," I shook my head. I had tried relentlessly to come up with a name of someone who would do this...but each time I came up blank. "I have no idea. I don't know anyone who would do this."

"You would be surprised." Jace said stiffly. He rubbed my back when hurt flashed in my eyes. "I have to read through these, Olivia. How about you go have a bath and relax. You are not leaving today. I will have Jaylah start early."

I nodded. "You can have Jaylah start early, but I want to know what you and Gabe find. I'm not having a bath."

His eyes glowed as they trailed over my body. "Then at least go put some clothes on."

Gabe knocked on the door and Jace held my eyes. I nodded and walked back through the hall to my bedroom. I ran across the room to my closet. I pulled on a pair of black leggings and a heavy beige sweater that hung low on my hips before running back to the hall. I didn't want to miss a thing.

By the time I got out to the living room, Gabe was sitting in the chair with his elbows on his knees. He was reading through the first letter. His shoulders were tense and his eyes were sharp. He didn't say a word as he picked up the second letter and then the third. When he was done, he looked up at me, and then at Jace.

"The writer is a man. He seeks control, but he more than likely lacks it in his career. It's likely he is Caucasian, and he knows Olivia personally. He has not committed a murder previously, and he does not appear to want to kill now...but he will, if he is pushed." Gabe spoke with confidence and authority. Both of these things frightened me terribly.

"How do you know?" I whispered. I toyed with the hem of my sweater, trying to keep my fingers from shaking visibly. "The letters didn't say any of that."

"That is impossible to know by reading the letters." Trisha snapped. Her voice was strained.

It was obvious, her nerves were frayed and she was worried about me. It was evident by the way she moved to stand beside me, pulling me into her side. Trisha has always been protective of me. Sometimes it was good, but other times...like this time, I was afraid it could, and possibly would, get her hurt. I wanted to push everyone away from me so I was the only one at the mercy of the writers' psychotic threats.

Jace's eyes held mine. "Gabe was a profiler. He still does odd jobs when required. He knows what he is looking for, Olivia."

I felt a breath whoosh from my lungs as hope vacated my body. My knees were weak.

"Okay," Trisha took control. I was clearly unable. "What do we do now?"

Gabe's eyes were serious. "I don't think you should change anything right now. I don't think he will act on his threat soon." Gabe placed the letters onto the coffee table. "We are going to up your security. There will be someone standing guard in your condo each night and someone will be with you at work. You are not to be left alone, but the writer cannot think the sudden security is because you have shared his letters. As I said, he knows you personally. We need to make your relationship with Jace public. He will assume that is the reason for the added protection and will not think it is because of him. We do not want to make him feel threatened. We do not want him to act irrationally."

"But wouldn't that be like taunting him?" I asked. "If we were to make our relationship public?"

Jace dropped his head into his hands. His fingers weaved into his hair before cupping the back of his neck. This was taking a toll on him and I didn't like it. If there was anyone I loathed in this world...it was the unidentified writer.

"No. So long as he believes you have kept the letters to yourself, then he should not react irrationally." Gabe held my eyes. "He believes he is saving you from Jace."

"I think we should stop seeing each other." I said slowly. Jace lifted his head and his eyes were filled with...fear. Why was he afraid? "It's the only way to ensure you remain safe."

"That's out of the question." Jace growled. "We will not stop seeing each other because someone feels they have the right to dictate your life."

Gabe shook his head. "I agree with Jace, Olivia."

My brows rose. Surprise and...hope...bloomed in my lower belly. "You do?"

"I do." He nodded. "I believe, so long as Jace allows a security team to work with him for his protection, then you can remain seeing one another."

Jace stiffened and I stared at him. "Will you take a bodyguard, Jace?"

"I will take one if you agree to continue to be a part of my life. If you walk out, then all bets are off." Jace's eyes burned, daring me to argue. Daring me to walk away from him.

"Fine," I said. I hugged myself. "What do we do from here?"

Jace smiled. "From here, I'm taking my girlfriend for lunch. I'm sure our new security team can be ready within the hour?" He looked at Gabe.

"Of course, Sir." Gabe nodded. He pulled a phone from his pocket and walked to the kitchen.

Trisha blew out a breath as she watched him move away from the living room. For the first time since Gabe walked in the room, I noticed how Trisha watched Gabe. It made me feel almost sad for her. She liked him. That much was obvious. But it was also obvious; she felt he was out of her league.

She turned to face me and her cheeks warmed when she noticed me watching her. "I'm going to take a shower."

I watched her move from the room with a frown on my face. I remembered Gabe telling me he had a teenage daughter and an ex-wife. He was too old for Trisha. I hoped he didn't notice her interest in him, and I hoped the crush she had on him...or whatever it was faded. She deserved someone young and filled with life. Someone like Trey.

Jace weaved his arms around my body, resting them on my ribs beneath my breasts. He dipped his head and kissed my neck. "I won't let anything happen to you."

"It's not me I'm worried about."


Chapter 21

I stepped into the sun, but did not feel warmed by the glow. Jace stood beside me as Gabe strode to the Audi SUV and opened the door. Jace's hand on my back steered me toward the car and I couldn't help but look around for watching eyes. Jace noticed my screening of the street and stiffened.

"Get in the car, Olivia." Jace commanded. I quickly stepped into the backseat and Jace moved in beside me. The windows were tinted, so dark, I knew no one could see inside. I was safe to scour the streets. "You need to act normal." He scolded me and I blushed.

"It's hard." I murmured.

"Come closer." Jace lifted his arm from his side and I wiggled across the seat so I was nearly on top of his lap. "I'm taking you to lunch because I want to date you. This is not an act for me, Olivia. I want you to know that."

My heart fluttered. I felt alive for the first time since news of the letters broke loose. And, it was because of Jace. I sighed and leaned my head onto his shoulder, inhaling the warm scent that only Jace possessed. "Thank you."

"You don't need to thank me." He replied gruffly. "Is it not obvious, I would do anything for you?"

I lifted my head from his shoulder and looked into his brilliant blue eyes. "What's that supposed to mean, Jace?"

He smiled and his hand cupped my cheek. "It means exactly what it should. There is nothing I would deny you, so long as it doesn't affect your well-being." He pressed his lips to mine. The kiss was sweet, and powerful, and intense, all in one. I felt as though it were my lifeline. It was beautiful.

Jace was beautiful. Everything he did reminded me, that apart from the dreariness I had come to know as my life, there was still a fire burning within me. There was life. And, it was vibrant. With Jace, anything was possible...any dream could become a reality. He was my undoing and my rock. He was everything. I loved him.

"I-," I stopped myself at the last moment from saying those three little, but very frightening words aloud.

Jace stiffened. His hand was still cupping my face and he looked into my eyes. I didn't know if he was waiting for the words, or if he was begging me silently not to speak them. I shook my face from his hand and curled into his chest, content to just sit beside him.

He wrapped his arm around my body, holding me tight. His breathing enveloped me in a cocoon of comfort. In his arms, I found a place in the world where I was completely safe and entirely impenetrable. So long as his arms were around me, my life would be perfect...I could continue breathing and laughing. He was my lifeline. The thought was both devastatingly terrifying and earthshattering in its greatness.

When the car pulled up outside a very elegant looking restaurant, I was almost disappointed. I wanted to stay with him...just the two of us. I wanted to stay in his arms, where I felt the safest. Away from the world...alone with Jace, was the perfect escape to the fright of my thoughts and stress of the day.

"Are you all right?" Jace asked when Gabe stepped from the car to get the door.

I nodded and smiled; a smile I knew did not meet my eyes. What was wrong with me? Here I was with the most perfect man alive; he was taking me on a date, and I couldn't find the desire within me to step from the car.

Jace frowned, but didn't say another word. Gabe had opened the door and was waiting patiently for us to step from the car. Jace stepped out first and waited for me to exit the vehicle. I took one look around while the tinted windows hid my scrutiny, but found nothing out of the usual, so I stepped from the Audi. Jace placed his hand on the small of my back and walked into the restaurant with me.

Jace opened the door and I stepped through. My mind was frazzled, but I was not oblivious enough to miss the gawking hostess. Her eyes drank in Jace's fill as though she was standing in the desert sun, and he was a tall, icy, glass of water. I rolled my eyes. Okay, maybe I preferred not to go out in public with him. At least, when we were holed up in either of our homes, I had no fear of anyone else stealing him away from me.

"For two, please." Jace said. He appeared oblivious to the woman's obvious attentions.

"Of course," She nodded exuberantly. I didn't miss the glare she shot me as she turned promptly on her heel to lead us into the dinning room. She gave us a table for four, but Jace didn't complain, and neither did I. "Your server will be right with you."

Jace nodded, because it was him she spoke to, which was fine. I would not be the one tipping her.

"What are you in the mood to eat?" Jace asked.

I shrugged. "I don't know." I picked up the menu and decided pasta was probably the best way to go.

I could feel Jace's eyes on me. Even when the waiter stopped by our table, his eyes never moved from my face. A blush crept into my chest and traveled quickly to my face as I stared up at the waiter.

"Can I get you something to drink?" The waiter asked politely. I wondered, for a moment, if the manager stepped in and sent a male to serve our table because his waitresses couldn't possibly serve Jace without acting like a cat in heat. I shook the thought from my mind and nodded crisply.

Jace spoke before I could. He ordered a bottle of wine I couldn't say the name of and sent the waiter on his way. His eyes hadn't left my face the entire time.

When the waiter was out of earshot, Jace spoke. "You're upset."

"No. I'm not upset." I sighed. "I'm nervous, Jace."

"Why?"

"How can you expect me to act normally after this morning?" I asked.

His eyes blazed as he watched me. I felt unraveled. "You're with me, Olivia. You can trust no harm will come to you while you're in my presence."

There was no point in telling him I was not worried for me, but for him. It was a concept he clearly could not understand. I shook my head and toyed with the corner of the silky napkin. I didn't want to talk about this.

"What time is dinner at your Mothers?" I asked.

"We'll be there by six." He replied factually, watching my reaction with calculating eyes. "And, we will be leaving by nine. I want you in my bed with me tonight."

"Oh," I breathed. Excitement I knew I shouldn't feel bloomed in my chest.

The waiter returned with our wine. He poured two glasses. "Do you need more time with the menu?"

"No." I answered quickly. "I'm ready." I looked to Jace and his eyes glimmered with amusement. He nodded his head toward the waiter and I blushed. "I would like two orders of the three cheese Alfredo pasta. I would like one to stay and one to go. Thank you."

The waiter raised a brow, but did not ask why I had oddly ordered two servings of the pasta. I guessed it was not a regular occurrence in this prestige establishment. Jace on the other hand was not so quiet. "Are you that hungry?"

My shoulders stiffened. "No, but I assume Gabe is."

Jace nodded. "I'll have the same thing."

The waiter shifted. "Three orders of the three cheese Alfredo pasta?"

"That's what was ordered." Jace said stiffly.

The waiter blushed deeply. "Yes, Sir."

He turned on his heel and walked quickly to the kitchen. I looked at Jace as though he had lost his mind. "That was rude."

He cocked his head. "How so?"

"You frightened and humiliated him." Disbelief fringed my tone.

"And, I will tip him well for his accosted emotions, I assure you."

I bristled. "That's not the point."

"What is the point?" Jace demanded. "I'm trying to take you on a nice date and you're trying incessantly to pick a fight with me."

He was right. I lowered my eyes. "I'm sorry."

Were there no other words in my vocabulary?

"What's wrong, Olivia? Tell me."

I shook my head. "I'm just frazzled."

"I understand." He brought his wine to his lips. "I also understand you think you can push me away. You will not succeed, Olivia, so don't waste your energy."

My face heated and I picked at my nails. I was silent for long minutes and Jace seemed to take the quiet as permission to continue.

"We will get through this together." Jace said confidently. "I refuse to be without you. And, I'm not allowing you to leave me."

I looked into his eyes, and for the first time since meeting him, I saw a vulnerability that pulled at my heartstrings. "I don't want you to leave me. I don't want to be without you."

"Good." Jace smiled. "Let's enjoy lunch."

"Okay," I breathed. A smile pulled at my lips and I let the ember of happiness grow inside me. I prayed it would last the rest of the day, and into the night, before being snuffed out.

"Tell me," his eyes glowed. "What do you plan to open with the space you have under construction?"

He didn't know? I ran through our past meetings in my mind and realized we never really talked about anything personal. He didn't know me all that well, and I didn't know him. But, I loved him.

The thought robbed me of speech. How on earth could I be in love with someone I knew nothing about? The thought was ridiculous.

I regained my bearings and answered whimsically. "I plan to open a café bookstore."

Jace set his wine on the table. His eyes glowed with surprise and my heart fluttered. "A bookstore?"

"And, a café." I added quickly. "I want to open a place of peace, and what better way? I mean, warm drinks and books," I sighed at the heavenly thought. "There is nothing more peaceful."

Jace nodded. "Do you intend to make it into a chain?"

I frowned. "I hadn't thought of that." I admitted almost shamefully. "I wanted this for me. Not necessarily for the money, but for the life it will give me."

"What life is that?" He asked. Interest burned in the depths of his eyes and my heart fluttered for what felt like the millionth time in the last minute.

"A life where not everything revolves around pressure, manipulation and capital." I said, thinking of my parents. My mood dimmed and Jace shifted. He noticed my change in attitude and his brows furrowed as his eyes studied me.

"Tell me about your family." He asked. I wished he wasn't so observant.

"There is nothing to tell." I answered. "They care more for image than they do about happiness. They care about the clothes they wear, the size of their houses and the number of zeros on their bank statement more than they care about appreciating the strokes in a painting, hearing the laughter of a child and growing old with warm memories. That is not family." I met his eyes. "They are not family."

Jace nodded, thoughtfully. "You do not agree with their way of life?"

"No." I shook my head. "I don't."

"What do you see in me?" Jace asked. I could hear the wounded interest in his tone and I wanted to quell it immediately.

"When I met you, I thought you were just like my family." I admitted, and he flinched. "It was, partly, the reason I stayed away from you. I thought you cared only for money and materials...but I'm not so sure anymore."

"What was the other reason?" He asked. "The reason you wanted to stay away from me?"

"You made me feel things no one else ever had." I blushed profusely at my admittance and sipped my wine, hoping to cool my heated blood.

Jace cocked his head, his mouth quirked in a grin. "What did I make you feel, Olivia?"

I held his eyes with my own. I felt entirely bared to him as I stared into his eyes...into his soul. "Alive."

***

My heart stuttered. It actually stuttered, skipping a beat before resuming, at the thrilling pace of a runners' pulse. The way she looked at me through her lashes, her eyes so clear and...trusting. It winded me.

She said I made her feel alive. Like no one ever had before. The concept was difficult to wrap my mind around. When I first saw her in the back of the taxi, her chocolate hair falling in waves over her shoulder and her cherry lips tipped up at the corners in a sultry, subtle smile...well, she was the essence of life. How could she say she hadn't felt alive before meeting me? She was what made me feel alive.

The moment I saw her eyes for the first time, the flash of emotion and purity in their depths...I had been lost, and yet, so very found. She breathed life into my dark, withered soul, without any realization or effort. She brought me back from the brink of oblivion...the hell that had become my life. In Olivia, I found cause to find myself again. She was the reason for my newfound happiness. I was aware my affections bordered on the fringes of obsession...but within the danger of my feelings...there was another, unfamiliar feeling lurking. I cared for her in a way I thought impossible. I would do anything for her. I would give anything for her. She owned me. And, I wanted to own her.

The waiter arrived with our food, interrupting my rash thought and I breathed out a breath of release. What did this woman do to me? She affected me in every way, shocked me at every turn and made me burn with the need to touch her every second. In the moments I spent away from her, she claimed my mind. I could barely concentrate on anything but getting back to her.

"Is there anything else, Sir?" The waiter pulled my attention from Olivia and I shook my head.

"We're fine. Thank you." My tone was clipped. I hadn't meant it to be, but it was, none-the-less.

I watched as he nodded before walking brusquely away. My gaze swept the restaurant and then settled back on Olivia. I watched as she forked the pasta, popping a noodle into her mouth. She closed her eyes in appreciation of the flavors and my cock jumped. It was an irritable, and yet, amusing sensation.

"Do you like it?" I asked. My voice was husky and thick. Her eyes widened as she looked up at me and smiled. Fuck, she was gorgeous. She was perfect in all her imperfections. Everything she did held me captivated. I was completely, and utterly, enthralled by her. If she asked, I knew there was nothing I could deny her. I would walk across the desert sand, barefoot, if she requested.

Olivia nodded. "I do like it." She gestured to my untouched dish. "Don't you?"

"I'm certain I will find it satisfactory." I replied tightly. I willed away the demanding erection that stressed the fabric of my pants as I watched the silk of her shirt pull tight against her breasts as she shifted.

"Now it's you who is gloomy." She narrowed her eyes. "Is there something bothering you?" Red bloomed in her cheeks. "Did I say something wrong?"

Well shit. She thought I was mad about her earlier admission? I couldn't be more pleased about it. I made her feel alive in this big, dreary world, where living day to day often felt like a chore. I was fucking thrilled. If I could stand on a Manhattan rooftop and shout to the skyline I was the reason she was happy and feeling alive...well, I would. I wanted to, forever, be the one to give her what she needed to be happy. I wanted to prove to the world I was capable of making her smile; I wanted to prove to the world, this beautiful woman before me, was mine.

"No, Angel." I smiled. "You didn't say anything wrong."


Chapter 22

My heart raced a thousand miles an hour as I stared at Jace from across the table. The expression on his face was one I had never seen before. I didn't know what to make of it. He called me Angel. He only ever called me Angel when we were in the bedroom. Outside of the bedroom, he used my name. I couldn't help but wonder why he was calling me Angel...and in the middle of a fairly busy restaurant.

What did he want?

"Jace," I breathed in a shaky breath. "You're acting...different."

His brow furrowed and he nodded. "Eat, Olivia."

I thought for a moment about arguing, but instead, I nodded and focused my attention back on my pasta. He confused me, but I was ravenous, and the pasta on the table was just too, deliciously, tempting to pass up. I shrugged, and picked up my fork.

We ate in silence. It was not the uncomfortable silence I feared it would be, but instead, it was easy. With Jace, I felt...safe. In everything he did, he proved to me his capability to control with both ease and agility. He was a man of many talents. I knew he was just as capable of making me fret nervously, as he was to allow me a moment to revel in the serenity I found in his presence.

I set my fork on the empty plate and grinned at him from across the table. A slow smile materialized on his face as he sat back in his chair, sliding his fingers over the stem of the wine glass.

"What would you like to do today?" Jace asked.

I narrowed my eyes. "Is there a restriction?"

Jace eyed me carefully as he shook his head. "So long as we can make it to my Mothers for dinner, then no...there is no restriction."

I made a show of thinking even though I knew exactly how I wanted to spend the day with him. "I would love to take your Bugatti to a race track."

His brows plunged high on his forehead. "You want to race my car?"

I nodded vigorously, trying to restrain my growing excitement. "Yes."

He whistled under his breath. "I definitely didn't imagine that response when I asked you what you wanted to do."

I felt the excitement in my stomach plummet. "Oh," I sighed. "You're not interested in racing?"

"I never said that." His blue eyes twinkled mischievously and I grinned.

"Does that mean we can?" I asked, nearly ready to bolt from my chair.

"Absolutely," Jace smiled widely and my heart danced eagerly in my chest.

***

Jace pulled the sleek black Bugatti into the parking lot of the racetrack and grinned over at me. My stomach fluttered, full of butterflies as I thought about what we were about to do. Speed had always enticed me, but ever since the accident...I'd been somewhat leery of vehicles. I wanted to crush that fear...and I couldn't think of a better way then to sit beside Jace as his car spliced through the air. I wanted to loose myself in the feel of the gears shifting, and the sound of the rumbling engine, as Jace's foot slammed the peddle to the floor.

"Are you ready for this?" Jace's voice was thick with excitement and I nodded exuberantly. Seeing such a childish excitement billow through his eyes was gratifying...but, knowing I was the reason for this beautiful, controlled man beside me to smile so easily, was more than satisfying. It was liberating.

"I've never been so ready."

Jace pushed open the drivers door of his car and I waited as he jogged around the nose of the vehicle to open my door. He held his hand out to me and I placed my hand in his. I felt like a princess...or, a queen, as he helped me from the seat. I couldn't stop the beaming smile that claimed my features as I rose to my full height.

"You are so beautiful." Jace murmured as his hand moved to rest against my hip. My heart thundered as he pulled me into his chest, bending his head to press his lips against mine.

My breath hitched as his tongue parted my lips and my heart soared, flying high. His hand tensed, tightening his hold on my hip before he released, sliding his fingers beneath the fabric line of my shirt until his fingertips made contact with my skin. I hissed in a breath as he traced gentle circles over the skin of the small of my back. I wanted him to lay me down right here in the parking lot to show the world just how much he owned me.

I shifted, pressing my body flush against his and he moaned into my mouth. "I want you right here. Right now."

My skin tingled with anticipation as I breathed a breathy response. "I'm yours to take, Jace."

His eyes blazed as he stared down at me. "Say that again."

I froze. "Take me?"

He shook his head. "The other part."

"I'm yours." I whispered.

He groaned deep in his throat. It was a tortured sound as he set his forehead against mine. "I love the sound of those words coming from your lips."

"I mean them, Jace." I spoke, confidently. "I am yours. Completely."

"I want to take you home to bed right now, but you deserve a real date." He sighed as he pulled away. "I will wait to take you until later."

I shivered almost violently as he pulled away from me. I wanted to protest against his sudden desire to provide me with a normal, mundane dating experience, but I knew he needed this just as much, as he believed, I deserved it. So, rather than protesting and demanding he drive me back to his penthouse, I nodded and slid my hand into his.

"I can't wait until later."

He threw his head back and groaned. "You will be the death of me."

I pushed myself up on my tiptoes and kissed his chin. The brush of stubble against my lips sent a thrill through me as I imagined how it would feel against the softer, more sensitive areas of my body. That was a thought for later tonight, I chastised myself with a sharp shake of my head.

"Take me for a drive." I begged.

"Come." He tugged my hand. "I've been here before. They know me well."

I frowned. "They do?"

He chuckled. "You're not the only one with a need for speed."

I bumped his shoulder with mine. "I didn't think you were one to let loose like this."

He frowned, looking down at me with deep blue eyes. "Have you not noticed my collection of cars? They're all built for speed. Did you think I purchased them to sit and collect dust?"

"Um," I shrugged. "Maybe."

"That is a preposterous assumption, Olivia." He scolded teasingly. "You should be ashamed of yourself."

I laughed. "Yes," I nodded through my blush. "It is preposterous. You'll just have to teach me a lesson."

His shoulders stiffened and he hissed in a deep breath as he looked down at me. Horror mingled with, what I believed, was arousal in his eyes. His hand tightened around mine and his brow furrowed, marring his handsome features with a look of stress. "What did you say?"

I fumbled for words. What did I say to set him off? "I was teasing you, Jace."

He nodded, looking pale. "Of course."

"Jace," I frowned. I didn't know what to say, or what had made him so tense. I had only been teasing...but he had looked at me with...appalled hunger?

"They are waiting." He nodded to the tall industrial building and forced a smile. "Come."

My attention wavered as a tall, bald man, in his early forties started walking toward us. His eyes were filled with laughter as he stared at my hand tucked in Jace's. His eyes scanned my face and he nodded. My heart knocked in my chest.

"Jace Rush." His burley voice carried over the airwaves and Jace nodded in response. "It's been a while. I was wondering when you were going to come around for your next fix."

I cocked my head to the side. "Fix?"

Jace laughed, shaking hands with the bald man. "Olivia, this is Kyle." Kyle extended his hand and I shook it.

"How do you do?" His eyes scanned my face again and I blushed under the scrutiny.

"Fine, thank you." I swallowed my nerves. "And, yourself?"

"Oh, I'm great." He grinned, released my hand and looked back at Jace. "You here to race the Veyron?"

"We are." Jace nodded. "Olivia will be my passenger today."

Kyle winced. "You know we can't let you take her out with you, Jace. It's too dangerous."

"I will pay whatever I have to pay to get her into the seat next to me." Jace spoke easily and I blushed bright red. This was, so not, how I saw our date unfolding.

"Jace, it's really okay." I ensured. "I don't mind watching."

He looked down at me with fierce determination and heady confidence. "You're coming with me, Olivia."

"Jace, think about this." Kyle said roughly. "I've seen you drive. You're good. But, if you lose control...you aren't walking away. Do you really want to subject her to that possibility?"

"You know I won't take the same risks with her beside me, Kyle." Jace spoke with venom. "She's coming with me."

Kyle shook his head uncomfortably before setting steely eyes on me. I squirmed. "You'll have to sign a waver."

"Of course." I smiled unsurely and Jace tightened his hold on my hand.

"Come on, then." Kyle turned his back. "Let's go sign your life away."

***

I stared through the windshield at the track ahead and wiped my moist palms on my thighs for what felt like the thousandth time. I was nervous. My seatbelt was buckled and the car was stationary. I thanked the heavens for small mercies as the low rumble of the engine drowned out the rampant beating of my heart.

Jace frowned. "We don't have to do this."

I shook my head. "I want to." Especially after he paid all that money to get me into this seat beside him. There was no way I was backing out now.

"Are you sure?" Jace asked. He revved the engine and the Veyron growled, a sweet seduction of my senses.

"Oh," I smiled breathily. "I'm sure."

"Hold on." Jace grinned...and then he floored it.

The Veyron shot off like a black arrow from the pavement and into the air. I stared straight ahead as the rubber claimed the asphalt. My entire body felt as though it were defying gravity as I was pulled back into the seat, molded to the leather. My heart raced in my chest as exhilarated excitement consumed me entirely.

I don't know if it was nerves, or terror, or joy, but a laugh that mocked a squeal, sounded from my lips and I pressed my eyes shut tightly, allowing the speed to overtake me. Everything cleared from my mind. The worry of the day fell away. The threat and stress of the letters dissipated, as speed took precedence. I forgot about the bodyguards who'd been commanded to stand in the background of my life, always watching, ever alert and waiting for the need to intervene.

I felt like I was flying...and I didn't have a care in the world.

Surely, this was why Jace loved to race. This had to be the point at which drove him to press for speed. There was liberation in this act that no other could give. It was like a drug...and, I was addicted.

The engine growled and the car slowed. The rubber hummed against the asphalt and I opened my eyes. Jace was looking at me with a smoldering intensity glowing in his eyes.

"Wow," I breathed.

"You liked it." He stated. It was not a question, but I nodded regardless.

"I loved it, Jace." I laughed like a lunatic. Obviously, I was coming down from my cathartic high. At the sound of my laughter, Jace joined, unable to stop himself.

"Did you want to go again?" Jace asked seriously. I pulled my bearings together enough to answer him.

"I would love to." A rush unlike any other flooded my belly as I thought of riding with Jace again. "But, by the looks of Kyle," I pointed to where Kyle stood. If he had hair, I'm certain, he would have pulled every last strand from his head. "I think we should call it a day."

Jace glanced at Kyle who was now jogging across the tracks. Tense relief filled his eyes as Jace rolled the passenger window down. Kyle gripped the hood of the car as he leaned down into the window, looking winded.

"I've never been more worried about a race in my life." He sighed. "And, I've seen some knuckleheads get behind the wheel."

"I would never let anything happen to Olivia, Kyle." Jace reprimanded the man for his worry, and I shook my head, looking up at Kyle.

"Thank you for letting me drive with him. You have no idea what the speed did for me." I grappled for the right words. "It was like everything inside of me, that's been weighing me down, was just tossed away...lost at the start line."

Kyle's eyes flickered with knowing. "I understand, Olivia." He nodded and I knew the speed gave him release, too. "If you ever want to come back, don't hesitate. I have both the license, and the training, to drive with passengers. You can ride with me." At the last part, he glared over my head at Jace.

"I will be back." I ensured.

"She will be back with me." Jace added as he revved the engine. "See you again, Kyle."

Kyle shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. A look of bewilderment flared in his eyes as he watched the car drive away.

I couldn't help but notice as we drove from the parking lot onto the road, a black BMW SUV followed our trail. I knew the men within the vehicle were the appointed bodyguards and, I frowned.

"They're not very discrete." I mumbled and Jace nodded tensely.

"Discretion is not their purpose." Jace stated. "They have one purpose and that is to protect you."

I bristled. "And you."

Jace frowned. "I can take care of myself, Olivia."

I sighed. "Well, you agreed to take a bodyguard and that's all that matters."

"It's pointless." He argued.

"It's not pointless, Jace." I picked at my nails. "Not if they are the difference between you living from an attack and dying."

"I will not be attacked." Jace shook his head and I could see the conversation was getting to him. "I've lived in the limelight all my life. I know how to handle the crazy people who have nothing better to do than stalk and terrorize others."

I narrowed my eyes. "Have you been threatened before?"

"Yes." He stated. "On countless occasions."

"What did you do?" I asked. My stomach tightened, feeling as though a rock had been dropped into the pit.

"Never once did I employ a bodyguard." He replied stiffly and, I stiffened.

"I'm sorry...but, I care for you." I said quietly. "I don't want something to happen to you...and think it was my fault and I could have prevented it. Whoever is writing these letters doesn't want me with you. I'm certain you would be safe if we were to part ways." I pulled in a shaky breath. "I don't want to be the cause of something awful happening to you. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

Jace's jaw was set tensely. "I understand what you're saying. I took a bodyguard for you, Olivia."

"And, I thank you." I said.

"Let's enjoy the rest of our day."

I nodded. We still had a few hours before we had to meet his family for dinner. I would need to get changed, but we still had an hour to kill.

"What do you want to do now?" I asked, trying to hide the mischief in my tone.

Jace eyed me warily. "What do you want to do?"

"I want to go to an ice cream parlor with you." I grinned excitedly as he pondered my request.

"I haven't been for ice cream since I was really little." He shook his head in wonder. "It's probably been almost twenty years."

"No." I gasped. "You're joking."

He shook his head. "No, it's been a while."

"You were like...seven then." I shook my head. "You never went for ice cream?"

"We were busy." Jace said stiffly at the memory.

I swallowed my frustration at his lack of a childhood. Even I, who'd had a crappy childhood, went for ice cream every now and again. "What was your favorite flavor?"

Jace chuckled. "I was pretty boring."

"Go on, what was your favorite?" I prodded.

"Vanilla."

"That's not boring. It's delicious." I beamed. "Can we go?"

His eyes glowed as he glanced at me. "You really want ice cream?"

"I do."

"All right then." He nodded. "Where do we find an ice cream parlor?"


Chapter 23

I stepped closer to the lady behind the ice cream counter. Jace stood uncomfortably at my side. He was, so obviously, out of his element, but I wanted him to know there was so much more to life then his work. I wished I knew a little more about him so I could judge his reactions to places like these. There was no doubt in my mind, I loved Jace...but, I didn't know him very well. I made it my mission to get to know him better. I wanted to know everything about him. I wanted to know his favorite drink, fruit, place...I wanted to know his dreams and fears. I wanted to be the one he trusted to confide his innermost desires. I wanted it all with Jace...the good, the bad, and the ugly.

"What can I get for you?" The lady asked politely.

I looked up at Jace. "You have to get a cone dipped in chocolate. They are the best."

His eyes widened. "What are you getting?"

I shook my head and turned back to order. "May I please get a white chocolate cone dipped in sprinkles with a scoop of white chocolate ice cream."

She nodded. "And you, Sir?"

Jace shifted. "I'll have a cone dipped in white chocolate with a scoop of vanilla ice cream."

I couldn't help but laugh, as the words rushed from his mouth. He looked so terribly uncomfortable, it bordered on hilarious. I weaved my fingers with his as I stepped to the cash register. I pulled my wallet from my purse and Jace stiffened, glaring haughtily at me.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm treating you to an ice cream." I said factually. "Please, let me."

"No."

I shifted uncomfortably as he handed the nervous teller his debit card. When he finished pressing his pin into the machine, I shook my head, reached for my ice cream and walked out onto the patio. I left him to follow me.

I cringed as I watched Jace chewing off the top of his ice cream. Jeez, that had to hurt the teeth. I thought, as I licked mine the way normal people eat their ice cream. "You like it?"

He shrugged. "I've always liked ice cream."

"Hum," I nodded. "So, how did you come to be the owner of Rush Industries?"

He gave me a hard look as though the question had the force to punch him in the gut. "My father passed it onto me."

"Oh," I nodded. "You always wanted to take over?"

His eyes were serious as he answered. "No. I wanted to be an architect."

I was taken aback. He wanted to be an architect? How did he end up running a multi-billion dollar corporation? "Why didn't you?"

"Life held responsibilities I simply could not turn away from."

"You must have loved your father dearly to take over his company when it was not your interest to do so."

He laughed, but there was no joy in the sound. My skin tightened over my bones. "I loathed the man."

I was speechless. "You loathed you father?"

"I did." He nodded. "He was a controlling son-of-a-bitch."

"But, why would you take over his company then?"

Jace shifted, popped the end of his cone into his mouth and chewed. "We should leave. You will need to change for dinner."

I frowned as he stood, waiting for me to follow suit. I nodded crisply, dropped the remainder of my cone into the nearest can and followed him to his car. We drove in silence to his condo.

"Why are we here?" I asked. "I don't have any clothing to change into here."

"I know." Jace stated.

"Well, what are we doing here?"

"I had Gabe call my personal shopper with your sizes. She delivered an assortment of outfits. I'm sure you will find at least one of them to be to your liking."

I didn't know why, but I was offended. Having someone I didn't know shop for something I considered personal, took a bite at my already upturned nerves. "Why would you do that?"

Jace looked over at me as though just considering the possibility of offense. "I thought you would find it convenient. You'll be spending a lot of time with me here and I want you to have clothing to change into." He frowned. "You made a point of voicing your dislike for wearing the same outfit twice."

I shook my head. "I didn't enjoy feeling like I was a one night stand. That's what I meant by saying I didn't like wearing the same outfit twice." I sighed at the image of myself creeping from his penthouse, in the early morning, on route to my own apartment to change for the day ahead. "I didn't think you would have your personal shopper buy my clothing."

Jace looked uncomfortable. "Please, do not argue with me." He glanced at his watch. "We only have an hour and a half before we have to leave."

"Fine, because we are going to meet your family...I won't press this. But, I want you to know it's far from over. I do not want to feel like doll for you to dress."

Jace bristled at my comment. "You are not a doll, Olivia." He snapped. "And, if I remember correctly, you signed a contract with the knowledge I would be purchasing clothing for you."

My mouth dropped at the mention of the contract. I'd signed the damned thing during a moment of sex-hazed satisfaction. It should be null and void.

Without looking at Jace, or acknowledging his comment, I stepped from the car. I walked to the elevator and pressed the button as he came to stand beside me. He did not say sorry for bringing up the contract, or for being so ridiculously hurtful about his words. Instead, he weaved his fingers through mine and pulled me into his chest. As we waited for the elevator to arrive at the parking garage floor, Jace's hands started a slow exploration of my stomach. I wanted to be mad at him. I wanted to push him away...but, I couldn't. I could not deny myself his touch. It was like a drug and I was irrevocably addicted. There was not much I could think of him doing that would persuade me to refuse the fire his touch ignited.

I leaned my head back against the nook of his shoulder and sighed, closing my eyes. I let the tension release from my body as his hands moved to the waistband of my leggings. His fingertips skimmed my skin, trailing a path of fire in their wake. God, what did this man do to me?

Without shame, I pressed my hip into his hand, reveling in the sweet pressure the weight of his fingers provided as he dipped his hand lower. He rubbed my aching spot overtop of the material of my leggings and, I sighed, unable to control the effects of his touch.

"I dislike it when you challenge me." Jace said against my earlobe. I moaned. The deep throaty sound echoed through the parking garage. "But, I love it when you make that sound."

I moaned again as he pressed harder at the ache he'd created within me. Oh, I needed him. I wanted him. Only he would do.

The elevator dinged and Jace stepped away from me as the door opened. Lucky for me, no one stepped out to see the haze of lust burning in my eyes. Only Jace was subject to such a view.

I followed Jace into the elevator. When the door closed behind us, his eyes blazed. "Stand in the corner, Olivia." Jace pointed to the corner he wanted me to stand in, and I moved slowly to oblige his command.

I stared straight into his eyes as he typed a code into the elevator and it stopped moving. My heart raced as he stocked toward me. It was unnerving...but, I was completely turned on. Jace's blue eyes were hot as they settled on my breasts.

"You're breathing so quickly." He stated.

I gulped. "I am."

My words were choppy and he grinned at their sound. His hand moved to the hem of my shirt, and he pulled it up, before dipping his fingers into the band of my pants. My breath caught in my throat as he moved his hands deeper. I gasped, a whimpered sound, when his fingers found their target. He spread my lips and stroked his finger over my wet folds. Unable to stop myself, I pressed into his hand. He pinched my clit in response and, I cried out. It was a pained pleasure, serving only to trap me deeper into the lusty haze.

"Watching you unravel in my hand is a delicacy." Jace spoke huskily.

I closed my eyes as he moved two fingers slowly inside of me. His thumb continued its delicious assault on my clitoris and, within moments, his lips were pressed hotly against mine. With every flick of his fingers inside my body, I moaned. He swallowed every sound as though he was a man starved. It was an erotic thought...that this brilliant, beautiful man, would be starved for me. It emboldened me in a way I never imagined possible.

Jace kissed me relentlessly as my body climbed higher and higher up the rungs of ecstasy. I moved my hands over the carved contours of his immaculate chest before dipping them into the collar of his dress shirt. The skin of his back was hot against my fingertips and as his strokes quickened, my nails bit into his shoulder blades.

My body had become a bundle of over stimulated nerves in only a few short moments. Every inch of skin over my body was charged as my insides quaked in desperate search of release.

"Come for me, Angel." Jace begged.

Those words were all I needed to come undone in his hand.

Completely.

My body slouched against the wall as I breathed in deep breaths of the warm air that had been trapped in the elevator with us. It tasted of Jace. It tasted delicious. Decadent.

My eyes opened to find Jace staring down at me with tender care alight in his spectacular eyes. My heart swelled to a point of pain and I pressed my lips shut tightly to keep from speaking the three little words with the power to ruin everything.

"From now on, do not argue with me. Do not deny me." His words were stiff, but in his eyes there was emotion so potent, my breath caught. "If this proves anything, it's that you cannot resist me. You cannot resist this."

I sighed heavily. Jace was right. I couldn't resist him. I didn't want to resist him...but I wanted so much more then he was giving to me. God, I only wanted his love. Everything else was irrelevant. I understood this part of Jace that craved the power control provided him. I recognized the need within his eyes, as the same need plaguing my own father. The only difference was, unlike my father, Jace seemed to strive for more. Within his quest for control he was slowly, but surely, picking away at the stone barrier he'd built up around his heart. I couldn't help but wonder if he even realized his guard was crumbling...I hoped; no, I prayed, it would crumble faster.

There was no doubt in my mind I would wait for Jace until the end of time. However long it took him to accept the affections of another as his equal partner, I would wait. I loved him. I couldn't turn away from him for something so simple as a consuming need to control every minute aspect of his life and surroundings.

In all his faults...he was the embodiment of perfection.

Jace took my silence as acceptance of his harsh words. He pressed his lips to my forehead in a fleeting kiss that warmed my heart, before he turned to tend to the elevator. As it started its climb to his penthouse, I couldn't help but think, actions spoke so much louder than words. Jace might talk all high and mighty with his need to control everything, including me. But, his gentle kisses and frantic house calls in the middle of the night with white-hot chocolate proved to me, what I realized, he might not yet recognize. Jace cared deeply for me. He might not be in love with me...but, he cared for me in a way that frightened him. If he weren't so determined to show me how my will could bend at his whims, then I might believe otherwise. But, his near frantic need to prove to himself he had me hooked, only served to prove to me just how deeply his feelings for me were rooted.

The elevator door rolled open. Jace grasped hold of my hand as he pulled me gently from the box. He swiped his key card into the door and swung it open. Still, he didn't release my hand. I kicked off my flats and waited for instruction on where to find the clothing he had purchased for me.

"Come." He tugged my hand, leading me to the stairs. "I will show you to your room."

My room? He gave me my very own room? What for? I wanted to question him, but I couldn't find it within me to search for appropriate words...or, even my voice. I was still reeling from his hot touch in the elevator, to his cool words afterward. It seemed everything Jace did resulted in my mind reeling.

I followed him through the hall and my heart jolted when he stopped at a door closest to his bedroom. He turned to face me, his eyes dark and smoky.

"I wanted you to be as close as I could get you." He gestured to the door and I bit my tongue from pointing out his room would have been more effective in getting me closer.

I nodded in response. A frown pulled at his brows as he turned to open the door to 'my bedroom'.

It was beautiful. It was the complete opposite to his. Everything was warm and cozy feeling. The color scheme was golden brown and beige with pops of burnt orange. It was serene. Just looking at the dormant fireplace and the intimate seating area made me want to curl up in my most comfortable, heinous pair of pink fleece pajamas with a steaming cup of white hot chocolate.

"Do you like it?" Jace asked huskily from behind me. I nodded. "I chose these colors because they are how you make me feel inside." His tone lowered and when I turned to look at him, I saw his discomfort shining clear in his eyes. "You make me feel warm."

I sighed at the meaning of those words. God, he was a talker...when he wanted to be.

Jace coughed. "Your closet is through the bathroom." He pointed to a closed door. "You can have a quick shower and get yourself dressed."

He fumbled for a moment by the door and I watched him. I couldn't find two words to put together, so I said nothing at all. Jace nodded, looking unsure as he closed the bedroom door behind me. As soon as he was gone from sight, I felt empty.

***

I ran a hand through my hair as I paced the floor of my bedroom. What the hell had I done wrong? Olivia hadn't said a word to me since we were in the elevator. My stomach felt as though it were being chewed from the inside out. My nerves were fucking shot.

It was obvious there was something wrong...but what? I'd run through the day a thousand times and I couldn't find the glitch that spun my perfect picture into this tense evening we faced.

"Shit," I whispered aloud as I sat down on the edge of the bed. This was not the mood I wanted Olivia in when she met my mother. My mother and sister were the two most important people in the world to me. Never before had I ever shared them with another person in my life, except Caleb. But, I wanted Olivia to meet them. It hadn't taken her long to climb the ladder of my affections. She was quickly becoming the most important person in my life.

It was her face I wanted to wake up to each morning. It was her hair I wanted to run my fingers through when I kissed her lips. It was her I wanted to see in my kitchen every morning...barefoot...and hell, I don't know what I want.

I dragged my hand over my face as I shook the almost thought from my mind. All I knew was, I wanted Olivia...in every way. She was the yin to my yang.

Whatever it was I'd done to upset her, I had to fix it.


Chapter 24

I took a deep breath of air into my lungs and sighed. Damn...she smelled so good. I snuck another peek at her in the passenger seat at a red light. She looked good. The little white dress she wore was cut perfectly to accentuate all the right curves, while at the same time, pulling off that modest look women love. Her heels were nude to match her handbag and she wore a stunning gold watch. Her wavy hair was down around her shoulders...just the way I loved it.

A flashback of the first time I'd ever seen her shot though my mind. I remembered the way her red lips looked as they lifted at the corners in the formations of a smile. She looked like an angel then...and she looked like one now.

"What are you staring at me like that for, Jace?" She asked, breaking through my thoughts.

"You're beautiful." I grinned and she blushed. My cock jumped at the pink in her skin and I pressed the gas, focusing on the busy streets.

"How many women have you brought to meet your mother?"

"None." I answered honestly. I had never desired to bring a woman home to Karen's gentle heart. Regardless of my attempts to keep the women in my life separate from my family, one had weaseled her way into Karen's life. Without my consent or knowledge, Lexie targeted both Karen and Jaylah's pity during her efforts to ruin me. After a tiresome court battle, Lexie agreed to disappear from not only my life, but from my family's life...at a cost.

Olivia's eyes bugged. "None?" Her fingers toyed nervously with the handbag on her lap. "You've never brought a woman home to your family?"

"No." Why was she so freaked out by this?

"Oh," she pulled her bottom lip into her mouth and I made a split decision to stop at the nearest Starbucks for her favorite white hot chocolate.

I pulled the car into the drive through and she sighed in obvious relief as I ordered her drink.

"You're getting me a hot chocolate?" She asked.

I raised my brows. "You looked like you needed it."

She nodded. "Oh, I do." The quick smile fell from her face and she looked into her lap. "Are you sure about this?"

I tensed. "About what?"

"About me meeting your family?" She took in a deep breath and I wanted to kiss away the worry marring her brow. "I mean, I will understand if you're not ready."

"I am ready." I drove up to the window, paid the lady and handed Olivia her drink. As I pulled back onto the busy street, I said. "If I was not ready, I would not be doing this."

"Okay." She took a long sip of the hot, sugary liquid.

"If you're not ready for this, I will understand." I said gruffly. I fucking hoped she didn't want to back out of this dinner. I could only imagine the disappointment fringing Karen's tone. After Jaylah's meeting with Olivia, Karen was dying to meet her.

Olivia thought for a moment and I held my breath. "No. I want to meet her."

"Good." I breathed a breath of release. "I did not want to cancel."

She laughed and it sounded almost easy. I smiled and her face grew serious. "What is her name?"

"Karen." I answered.

"Hum," she nodded. "Tell me a little about her."

"She remarried shortly after my father died. John is a nice guy." I shrugged. "He is good for my mother."

"Good for her." Olivia nodded. "I'm sure it took courage to allow another into her heart."

I decided not to point out my father never really had a place in Karen's heart. Karen had stayed with my father out of fear. She hadn't left him, because he had the money and power to fight to keep my sister and I. So, rather then make our lives hell, she dealt with him until he finally did us all a favor, and died. At least Karen and Jaylah were free to live their dreams without him in the picture. He still ruled my life, but the outcome was worth the restrictions for me.

"Will Jaylah be at dinner?" Olivia asked.

I glanced down at her and wondered, if maybe, she was not a fan of my sister. I hoped that was not the case. "She will."

Visible relief flooded her face and the tension in my stomach eased. "Oh, thank God."

I laughed. "You liked her, I take it."

Olivia nodded. "I won't lie, she was overwhelming." She laughed as though remembering something. "But, she was very warm hearted. Maybe a little too invasive of my personal bubble," she shrugged with a beaming grin. "But, I can deal with that."

She had Jaylah pegged. "I'm glad to hear it."

***

Jace pulled into a long, gated drive in the Hamptons. My heart thundered and my hands trembled as I thought of stepping from the comfort and safety of the car. I don't know what I was so afraid of...I had already met Jaylah and she was great. I was certain Karen would be just as amazing. I mean, she did raise both Jace and Jaylah...she had to be pretty amazing...right?

"Are you just going to sit in the car all night?" Jace teased, as I tried to pull my courage from hiding.

"I was thinking about it." I replied, smugly, and he laughed.

"Not going to happen, Angel." Jace stepped from the car and I watched him with a wildly beating heart as he walked around the car to my door. He opened it and bent down to press his lips to mine. "I'm here." He whispered the calming words against my lips and I nodded.

"I'm ready."

Jace placed his hand on my lower back as we walked up the intricate stone pathway. The door opened before we had even reached the front step and Jaylah's beaming face came into view.

"You're here." She squealed excitedly. Without giving me a chance to run in the opposite direction, she grasped my hands in hers and pulled me through the door. "Come in, come in. Take your shoes off and make yourself at home."

I couldn't help the smile from surfacing on my face. Over the course of the years, I'd begun to associate big houses and lots of money with cool, judgmental people. But Jace's family was warm and exuberant. I had a feeling, that of them all, Jace was the coolest personality.

I kicked off my shoes as Jaylah held onto my hands. "Mom is so excited to meet you. She's in the kitchen right now up to her elbows in food."

I cocked my head. My own mother wouldn't be caught dead in a kitchen. "She's cooking?"

"Yes. Mom only employs a cook when she is hosting a large gathering." Jaylah shrugged. "But, this is just family, so there was no need."

My heart flooded with heat at her words. I knew I shouldn't read anything into them, but oh, how I wanted to. I wanted to be part of this beautiful, loving family. I wanted to be with Jace...always. There was a part of me that was near certain he was the other half to my soul. Without him, I would never be complete.

A tall, burly man appeared at the top of a grand staircase. "You must be Olivia."

"I am." I nodded. "And you must be John."

"No." He growled. "Who's John?"

My eyes grew wide as I scanned my brain for the name Jace had given me...but, all I could come up with was John. I felt my entire face grow hot. Even my ears burned as I stared up at this big, gruff looking man descend the staircase.

Jace chuckled, laying his hand flat on my back. "He's joking, Olivia."

"Oh," a tense laugh escaped from between my lips. Oh, thank heavens...

Jaylah rolled her bright blue eyes and shook her head at John. "I'm telling Mom you were terrorizing her guest."

"I most certainly was not." John sounded appalled and then he turned serious brown eyes on me. "Was I terrorizing you, young lady?"

And, my ears grew hot again as I shook my head. "Of course not."

Jeez...what was going on here? I felt as though I'd stepped into another dimension. Jace did not display a sense of humor...at all. I didn't know what to make of John. I honestly didn't know if the man was serious, joking, or bipolar.

"And, there you go again," Jaylah accused. "Terrorizing her."

"I'm not." John defended himself adamantly.

"You are." Jaylah rolled her eyes affectionately. I glanced back at Jace, but he was watching me with bemused affection, making my heart skip beats erratically. "Come meet Mom. I'm sure we can leave the men to their own devices for just a moment." She looked at Jace, and then John, as though warning them with her eyes. "Can we trust you both to refrain from getting into any trouble?"

John nodded exuberantly, but Jace's eyes glittered with mischief. My steps stuttered as Jaylah pulled me toward, what I assumed, was the kitchen. I tugged on her hand. "Do you think they will actually get into anything?"

Jaylah laughed. "Without a doubt."

My eyes widened. "Seriously?"

"Oh, yes." She laughed. "But, nothing serious. Most likely, they will talk cars and Jace will have booked an appointment to purchase, yet another car, to add to his collection. Or, who knows, maybe today it will be land and Jace will decide to build another hotel." Fondness flooded her tone. "John brings out a side of Jace, Mom and I rarely ever see. It's like he's a kid again. He forgets about the world around him and his responsibilities and just sort of glows."

"I would like to see him like that."

Jaylah cocked her head. "You already do."

I was taken aback. "I do?"

"Yes." She paused. "Jace has become someone completely different since you entered his life. Even Caleb stopped by one evening and was yipping on about how he is taking so much time off work and, when he is there, its obvious, he's not concentrating." She laughed at my wide eyes and nudged my shoulder. "You must see it?"

"Not really." I shrugged. "We went for ice cream today and he seemed a but more laid back than usual, but-,"

"You went for ice cream with my brother?" Jaylah looked like I'd slapped her across the face. Her shock shocked me, and I floundered for words.

"Yes,"

"Wow, he really is a changed man." She mused and then her eyes turned hard and she focused on me. She stopped walking and I followed suit. "Are you serious about him?"

I nodded. "I am."

"Good."

"Why?"

She shook her head as though I was dense. "Well, because he is obviously head over heels for you."

"Oh,"

"As if you didn't know."

"Well, I suspect he has feelings for me." I admitted. "But, I don't know how serious they are. We haven't really talked about our feelings."

Jaylah eyed me seriously. "Have you told him you're in love with him yet?"

"What?" I felt the blush return full force. "Why would you ask that?"

"Well, because you do." She shrugged. "Surely you've realized that by now?"

I shook my head in exasperation. "I haven't told him. But, I'm not exactly sure how I feel yet. We've only been a part of each others life for a few weeks. I'm not ready to jump into something so...serious." I shrugged. "I don't exactly think Jace is ready for that either."

"Great. You're both obliviously bullheaded people when it comes to love." She accused. "Just be sure you realize it before its too late."

With those words of confidence, she turned on her heel and walked away. I kicked into gear and followed behind her despite the fact that I wanted desperately to ponder her words.

I followed her into a spacious kitchen. My eyes immediately settled on a petite woman with black hair twisted up into a bun. She looked up when we entered the kitchen and I couldn't help but catch my breath at the sight of her eyes. They were just like Jace's...only hers weren't so haunted. She looked happy. I wondered if this is how Jace's eyes would look if he allowed some of the stress of the world to fall away to ash.

"Olivia," my name was a smile on her lips. She set the knife on the chopping block and moved quickly across the kitchen. "Well, aren't you a beautiful young lady." She appraised for a quick moment and then, to my surprise, she pulled me into a tight hug. It was the kind of hug I'd dreamed about for years of my own mother giving me. It was an embrace filled to the very brim with feeling. My throat closed with emotion and I hugged her back.

"Hello Mrs. Rush."

"Oh, don't you dare," she chastised. "Call me Karen...or Mom. Those are your choices."

Jaylah chuckled as she resumed chopping the potatoes Karen had been working on when we interrupted. "Just call her Mom. It's what she's hoping for."

I laughed. "I don't know how Jace would feel about that."

Karen's eyes glittered with mischief; the same mischievous look I'd seen in Jace's eyes only a few minutes ago. Suddenly, his voice rang out from behind me. I swear I jumped at least a meter.

"I would feel honored if you called her Mom." Jace moved easily, with long strides across the kitchen. He wound his arms around my waist and pulled my back into his chest. He pressed his lips against the back of my head and I felt his smile.

My heart fluttered at the look Jaylah shot me from where she stood. Maybe she was right?

"If that's how you feel, then, I guess, Mom it is." I smiled and Karen beamed a brilliant smile back at me.

"So glad you caved." She teased and Jace laughed.

"She's easy to convince." Jace added. "All you need is a white hot chocolate and your bribe is a success."

My mouth dropped. "That is, so not, all it would take."

Jace's chest shook, vibrating me with laughter. He released me and walked to the fridge. "I think I found a property in Italy I might like to purchase." He spoke as though it were an every day conversation. My eyes bugged and Jaylah laughed aloud.

"Italy?" Karen asked. "What inspired that?"

I already knew the answer. Me. When he'd asked where I wanted to travel to...I'd answered Italy.

Jace shrugged. "I think a hotel would do well there. Apparently Italy is a popular tourist destination." Jace's eyes danced as he spoke the words and I blushed. "Would you like to view the property with me, Olivia?"

I narrowed my eyes. "I'm not sure I can get away from my own project, Jace."

He cocked his head. "I'm sure Jaylah would oversee the construction."

I sighed. "Jace, I am already going to Paris with you..." I shrugged. I did not want to have this conversation here in front of his family. It was highly uncomfortable. "I can't take anymore time away. I'm sorry."

Jace shrugged, leaning into the fridge for two beers. "We will discuss this later over a white hot chocolate."

I knew he was teasing. Karen and Jaylah laughed so hard, I thought they would bust a gut. I felt my face flush and I glared hotly at Jace, daring him to continue. "You won't get anywhere with hot chocolate, Jace."

"We'll see about that, Angel." Jace leaned down to plant a kiss on my forehead, and then, he was out the door.

Karen shook her head in laughter at me and I flushed deeper. "He's your son." I accused and her laugh got louder.

"Oh Honey, but he's your man." Karen shot her retort.

***

Karen pulled me into her arms, hugging me close to her chest. My heart swelled with the feeling of belonging and I couldn't wait to see her again. I already missed her. She was so easy to talk to and laugh with. Her and Jaylah had the perfect mother daughter relationship. It was the relationship I had always wanted with my mother...the relationship I knew I would never attain.

I couldn't help but wonder why Jace was so different from them. I didn't understand where his calculated control originated from when Karen was obviously so joyful. I wished I had a moment alone with her to draw some of my questions to the surface.

"You two come back soon." Karen demanded.

"Of course we will." I beamed my joy and Jace rubbed the small of my back.

John held out his hand for me to shake. "I hope I didn't frighten you away forever, Liv." His barrel laughter roared. "We would love to see you around again. I just love property hunting with Jace."

"I'm sure you do John." I teased. "And, as for scaring me away, you will have to step up your game."

He stepped back. "Is that a challenge?"

"Take it at face value." I grinned and Karen shook her head.

"I think you've met your match." She teased.

John shook his head. "No, I think Jace met his match."


Chapter 25

I let myself fall back into the couch cushion and sighed at the peaceful sight of Jace's living room at night. The fireplace was on, casting a warm, orange glimmer over the contrasting shades in Jace's penthouse.

Outside, dark, heavy clouds rolled over the city in a gloom, threatening rain. The wind howled and lightning flashed in the sky. A storm was soon to rage war on the city, but I was safe with Jace.

"A blush wine for you," Jace handed me a crystal glass. The pink liquid twinkled in the dim light of the fireplace.

I brought the wine to my lips and reveled in the sweet taste. Jace preferred red wine. I watched as he moved fluidly to sit next to me. His hand rested on my bare feet I had tucked into the split in the cushions and he sighed.

"My Mother adored you." His tone was gruff and thick with emotion.

"The feeling is mutual."

"I'm happy I took you to meet her." He stated. "My sister is in love with you and John liked you, too."

I rested my head back against the cushion. "And, I liked them as well."

"You have my entire family wrapped around your little finger." Jace said seriously. I lifted my head from the cushion and stared into his eyes.

"And, where do I have you?" I didn't know what made me ask the question, but once I did...I realized I needed an answer.

Jace thought for a moment and my heartbeat hindered. "Where do you want me, Olivia?"

What a way to turn that question back around on me! I had not been expecting to be bombarded with a question so difficult to form an answer for. But, I had no choice. This was not a moment I was able to walk away from, no matter how uncomfortable it might be. This was my chance to tell him what I wanted most. And, I refused to shy away from an answer.

"I want you with me, Jace." I said softly, tracing my finger around the rim of my glass. "Always."

His breath hitched. It was so terrifyingly beautiful to see such an intimate reaction to my words. It made me feel both empowered and hesitant.

"I think we can manage that." Jace's words were husky, but it was their meaning that set me over the edge.

Without thinking anything through, I reached for his wine glass. He surrendered it to me without hesitation and I set it on the coffee table. I didn't know why I felt the need to be as close as I could physically get to him, but I did. I wanted him inside me. I wanted him to fill me. I needed this. Him. Now.

I pulled my dress up just past my knees and straddled him. His hands moved to rest against my hips as I leaned in to claim his lips. My lips touched his in an explosion of passion so intense, I had to fight the tears that welled up inside of me. Oh, God...if I never loved again, I knew I would be okay. Because, I loved Jace so completely. There would never be another in which I would find this passion, desperation, and thrill, all in one. Jace was everything to me and more. I couldn't think of a single scenario to make me run from him.

In the distance, thunder roared and lightning flared, igniting the room for only a moment. But, that moment was enough. In that single moment, I saw everything I would ever need in Jace's eyes. He loved me.

And, I was, undeniably and irrefutably in love with him.

I jumped at the shrill sound of Jace's cell phone. His face fell and the moment was lost. Sorrow filled my chest as I moved to climb from his lap. But, rather than letting me go as I thought he would, he held me to him.

"Don't." The word was a plea on his lips. I couldn't deny him.

His phone silenced and I sighed my relief. He slid his hand to the back of my neck to pull me in for another kiss and his phone rang again.

"Fuck." Jace growled. "I'm sorry, Angel. I should answer."

"I understand." I slid off his lap as he fished his phone from his pocket.

"Rush." His answer was clipped, bordering on harsh. I watched the features of his face tense and my heart stilled before resuming at a pace so painfully high, I thought I would surely pass out. "Laura, calm down. You did nothing wrong. I'll be right in."

Jace hung up and flashed stress filled eyes toward me. "I have to go to the office. One of our biggest deals just fell through. Laura is in a panic over my absence in the office." Regret flashed in the depths of his blue eyes and I shook my head. "I have to go."

"Jace, I understand." I smiled gently. The last thing I wanted him to feel was fear I would be angry. He had an emergency at work, and I understood his need as the head of the company, to be there. I loved him. I would support him.

He stood and walked briskly to the door. I followed quickly behind him as he shrugged into his suit jacket. "Will you be here when I get home?"

My heart fluttered. "Do you want me to be here?"

He nodded. "I do."

"Then I will be here, waiting." I promised. "So long as you drive safe. That rain is torturous."

"Anything for you, Angel." Jace leaned in to kiss me on the lips. It was a gentle, quick peck...but within it was a promise of so much more. "I will see you as soon as I can."

I smiled. "I will be here."

I watched with a heavy heart as Jace walked quickly from the penthouse.

***

Two hours later, I was still at a loss for what to do. The man must not spend much time here, because he really didn't have much in the category of entertainment. He had a massive television, but I'd never really been one to enjoy loosing myself in acting. I preferred reading and I wished I had my ereader. As I made my way back to the couch in a pout, there was a heavy knock on the door.

My step stuttered as I contemplated ignoring the visitor, but in a fleeting moment of bravery, I padded across the floor. I opened the door to find a thin blond staring back at me. She was gorgeous. Her blue eyes were pretty, not nearly as piercing a blue as Jace's, but they were nice. Almost the shade of clear water.

"Hello?" I cocked my head. "Is there something I can help you with?"

"You're Olivia LeRoux, aren't you?"

How did she know my name? "Yes, and you are?"

"My name is Lexie." She held out her hand for me to shake, and cautiously, I took it in mine. "I need to speak with you. It's important." She peered behind me and I stiffened. "Can I come in?"

"Um, it's not my place. Maybe we shouldn't talk in the hallway."

"I've been in there before." She smiled, but it was both sad and forced. "I'm Jace's ex-girlfriend and what I have to tell you is extremely important. I only need a moment of your time."

My heart plummeted into my stomach as I stared at the gorgeous girl before me. She was his ex? What on earth was he doing with me when he could have her? Obviously, she wanted him back...why else would she be here?

My mind registered a frightening possibility and I blurted my question. "Are you the one sending the letters?"

Confusion flitted through her expression. "Letters? No." She shook her head. "However, I have been trying to get your attention, but you are always with someone. Be it Jace, or your roommate." She shrugged. "I had a feeling this is my only chance and I took it. You need to be informed before things get too far and you are left like me."

"Left like you?" I glanced her over. I had no idea what she was talking about. She looked fine. Better than fine, actually. Her clothing was expensive and her nails were manicured.

"Empty, Olivia." She said matter of fact. "I am empty."

At her tone, I shivered. "What are you saying?"

"Are you going to let me in?"

"No." I shook my head. "We can talk out here, or you can leave. It's your decision."

She pursed her lips. "Fine."

"What do you have to say, Lexie?" I asked pointedly.

She drew in a deep breath, looking almost pained. "I was in love with Jace, once. I gave him everything I had...I gave him all of me and denied him nothing. And he took everything...and when I had given him all I had...he pushed for more." Tears welled in her eyes and I fought my need to hurry her on. My heart was pounding, thrashing violently in my chest. "I was in love with him, Olivia. You have to understand. I was desperate for him in every sense of the word, and I let him control me in every way, until he commanded every aspect of my life. That was the way he wanted things...it's the way he needs things."

"I don't understand."

"You wouldn't. Because, for some reason, he is not treating you the same way. He changed his tactics after me...he must have. But, the conclusion is inevitable. You will end up just like me."

I shook my head. "Stop talking in riddles and tell me what you came here to tell me, Lexie."

"Jace is a dominant. He is a sadomasochist. He can't control it, and he can't change it. It's why he needs to control everything else in his life and everyone else's life. It's why he owns Rush Industries and it's why, one day, he will own you, too. Just as he owned me."

My mind was reeling. Jace was a sadomasochist? Impossible. He was controlling and demanding...but, he was far from abusive. Lexie had to be delusional. She had to have concocted up some fabricated illusion of Jace in her mind...because, this simply did not make any sense.

"I think you are confused. "I said slowly.

Lexie shook her head sharply. "No. I'm far from confused." She growled. "Jace murdered my child...his child, with his sick commands. And, stupid me, I aided him, and now, I'm paying for my mistakes, day after day." Tears fell from her eyes, but I couldn't respond. She obviously believed what she was saying was true. She believed Jace killed her baby. Their baby.

"No,"

"Yes." She nodded. "Just ask him. It's obvious he thinks he didn't need to tell you, but sooner or later, he will need you to satisfy his sexual needs...and they are not easy. I promise you, I am not lying." She reached out and grasped hold of my hands, but I ripped them away. I couldn't touch her. I couldn't be near her. My feelings of obvious animosity did nothing to sway her determination. "You need to leave Jace before he ruins you. I'm trying to save you. Please, listen to me."

The elevator dinged and my eyes fluttered to meet shocked green eyes I recognized. Caleb was here. Why?

Caleb's face fell and he strode quickly across the lobby. "What the hell are you doing here, Lexie?" He roared, and I flinched.

Lexie ran to the elevator and once she was inside, her eyes met mine. "Just ask him. It's all you need to do."

The doors closed.


Chapter 26

"What was she doing here, Olivia?" Caleb asked, his voice commanding. "Where's Jace?" I looked up at him and he swore hard and loud, making me flinch. "She told you everything didn't she?"

That was it for me. Every ounce of will I had to hold back my tears crumbled. I was in a state of shock I feared I would never come back from. Caleb had known Jace was a...monster...and still, he allowed me to continue with my fabricated illusion of Jace being my prince charming? "You knew?"

"Fuck, Olivia." He ran a hand through his hair. "You don't understand."

I shook my head. "I can't do this."

With those words, I bolted to the elevator and beat the button hard. Caleb moved quickly to stand beside me. "You need to talk to Jace. You owe him that much."

My heart thrashed with the pain of loss, humiliation, and fear, I felt in that moment. "I don't owe him anything!" I screamed as loud as I possibly could. I was near certain the entire building heard me clearly.

Caleb flinched, but he was not ready to back down. Not yet. "How can you take her side in this?"

My hands fisted tightly. "There is no other side, Caleb. The girl lost her baby because of him. How can you not take her side?"

"You don't understand. You obviously don't have all the facts." Caleb said as the elevator rolled open. I stepped inside and he followed.

"Get out." I was shaking, completely robbed of all control. "Get out!" I screamed.

"Please, at least, let me drive you home."

"No." I shook my head. "Get out!"

Finally, Caleb nodded. He stepped from the elevator a moment before the doors started to close. While I rode to the ground floor, I cried.

***

Caleb's name lit up my phone. "Where the hell are you?"

"Lexie was just with Olivia."

"Where's Olivia?" My heart raced and my mind fogged.

"She left, Jace."

"Where?" I yelled.

"I don't know." Caleb sounded distraught.

"What happened?" I asked.

"Lexie told her about the baby." Caleb replied.

"And she didn't understand?" I asked. Well, fuck...of course she wouldn't understand. I'd been the cause of the death of a child. No one could understand that. But, I'd hoped she would.

"She thinks you're a monster, Jace." Caleb sounded pained.

"I am a monster, Caleb." My heart felt as though it was being torn from my chest. "But, with Olivia, I felt like a man. I felt worthy."

Caleb sighed. "Go to her. I'll use your home office to conference the investor. I will fix this. You fix your relationship with Olivia." There was a pause. "You need her."

***

I didn't think twice about pushing through the glass doors and running into the rain. The doorman called for me to stop, but I couldn't. I left everything at Jace's house. I didn't have a thing on my person. No money for a cab and no keys to the condo. I could only hope Trisha would be home when I finally made my way there.

Rain spilled from the sky above in a torrent of rivulets, stabbing my skin in their descent. Much like my tears. My throat burned and my skin felt like ice. The city was dark and dreary. It was sad. A black hole of a place...a perfect match for my heart.

What started out as an evening of bliss, spiraled out of control, and I knew there was no going back. Not from this. The man I loved with my entire heart was also a man who'd destroyed another girl's life. He'd killed a child...his child...their child. Although, I do not know the circumstances...I could only imagine. And, what I imagined was simply too much to bear.

However much I loved Jace, I couldn't imagine moving forward from this...whatever this was. I guessed I'd finally discovered the scenario with the capacity to make me run from Jace, rather than toward him.

Lexie's words branded my mind. Her twisted tidbits of information left a stale, bitter taste in my mouth. I felt ill. The vaulted past she'd unlocked tonight was not one I could fathom reliving with Jace. It was far too painful. It was far too distorted.

My bare feet ached from the bite of the cool pavement, but I continued running. I ignored the stares I received from curious, pity-filled eyes, as cars drove by. My white dress was now nearly translucent. It was heavy from soaking up the rain and as I ran, the hem slapped against the cold skin of my knees. But I didn't care. In a way, I reveled in the pain.

The pain was a distraction from what I knew could very well hold the capability to end me. The thought of Jace with another woman...inducing pain for sexual gratification...or pleasure...or whatever...it was too much.

My lungs burned as my steps faltered and I tripped, landing on all fours, but not before first scrapping my knee. It was in that moment, as I sat on the cement sidewalk, curling my knees into my chest, I truly feared I'd hit rock bottom. I set my cheek on my knee, not realizing...or maybe not caring, about the blood it oozed. And, I cried some more.

Then the shivers kicked in. I knew I had to find my way to warmth or I would fall into hyperthermia. For the first time since leaving Jace's penthouse, I looked around. The buildings were tall and the streets stared back at me like a long, daunting maze. My heart constricted and my stomach dropped. I was lost. And, I was a mess.

"Miss?" A man's voice pulsed over the airwaves and I tensed. "Are you all right? Do you need a hospital?"

I couldn't respond. I couldn't even move.

The man stepped cautiously around me. He looked to be in his early fifties and his face was pinched with worry for me...a stranger on the street. There was hope for humanity yet...

"Can I help you? Is there somewhere you want to go?" He knelt on the ground, his bony knees pressed hard against the pavement as he struggled to lower himself to my height. I was appreciative of his gesture...even in my crazed state of mind. The man was trying to show me I was safe with him. He was willing to bring himself to my level to show me he was not going to hurt me, that I could trust him.

Tears streamed down my face. "Home."

He nodded, pushing himself back up to his feet. He held his hand down to me and I took it. For a man who appeared so brittle, he was strong and sturdy. He helped me to his car; a taxi, and my heart rushed.

"I don't-," My throat tightened and I stuttered. "I don't have money."

He looked hard down into my face. "I didn't ask you for money, young lady." I nodded, and cried harder at his unexpected kindness. He opened the door of the front seat and pushed me into the car. "You can't very well sit in the back. Your skin is near blue." He reached over my lap and blasted the heat. "Warm up your hands and feet or you'll surely catch your death."

I nodded, shoving my fingertips against the heat vent, desperate for warmth. Thunder cracked in the distance and I flinched. My rescuer slid into the seat next to me and turned to stare at me with hard...almost fatherly eyes. "Now, what happened to ya?"

I shrugged. How was I supposed to tell him any of this? How was I supposed to tell him I was in love with a powerful billionaire killer? How was I supposed to tell him, the man I loved with every fiber of my being, ached, to inflict pain upon the women he entered into a physical relationship with? I couldn't.

"I won't be taking you home to a man if this is what you look like leavin'." The old man's voice was hard and determined. Fiery.

"He's not there." I cried. "I want to go to my home."

"What's your address?" I told him my address through chattering teeth and he nodded. "You're a ways away from there, Darling. You got someone waiting for you at home?"

I shrugged. "I hope so."

He shook his head and pulled into traffic. "I'm going to tell you what I'd tell my own daughter." He announced and I cried harder. "You're a beautiful woman. You got the world at your fingertips and although I haven't seen it, I'm sure you got a smile to light the Heavens. You deserve a man who loves ya. Not a man who beats ya down. You hold your head high and you fight for what you want. Don't let nobody stand in your way, ya hear?"

I nodded and he continued. "You get yourself fixed up tonight. I'm a give you my card. If you ever find yourself in need of a ride...to anywhere...you call me, you here?"

I didn't reply.

"Did you here me?" He asked a little louder. I flinched and he shook his head.

"I did, Sir."

"Don't you, Sir, me." He grumbled. "I ain't your master, I'm a friend now. You call me when you're in need and I will come. I ain't asking for your money, either. Just want you safe."

"Thank you." I whispered. He plucked a card from the cup holder between us and held it out to me.

"Take it, girl."

I took the card between purple fingers and clutched it tight. In this moment, it was my only lifeline.

"What's your name, anyhow?"

"Olivia LeRoux." I replied meekly.

"Well, that's a strong name you got there." He stated. "And you have the potential to live up to that name."

"Thank you." I nodded.

"I'm Bill, by the way." He introduced as though just remembering himself.

"Hi Bill." I smiled, weakly and he nodded triumphantly.

"I knew it." He barreled and I frowned, flinching.

"I beg your pardon?"

"Your smile," he nodded. "It rivals the Heavens."

I laughed, for the first time feeling warmed since Lexie's cold words.

***

I was frantic. Where the hell was she? The streets were void of any sign of Olivia, and I'd looked. Everywhere. Trisha was waiting at home and after spiting threats, she'd finally agreed to call me, if, and when, she arrived. I hoped Trisha stayed true to her word. If she didn't...I didn't know what I would do.

I called Caleb and asked if she took her purse and he told me she hadn't taken anything. She left her keys and her money in my house and now she was wandering the streets of New York alone in this raging storm.

Fuck. I fisted the steering wheel as I turned down yet another road, scanning the grey slabs of concrete in the distance. All the while, I prayed she was okay and still alive. All I could think about was someone finding her and hurting her...maybe even her stocker. Why the hell hadn't I had someone posted outside my penthouse? Why had Caleb allowed her to wander into the night alone? It was fucking New York, and she was a beautiful woman...where was his brain?

My phone rang. Trisha's name lit the screen.

"Is she there?" I answered, skipping the technical formalities.

"What did you do to her?" Trisha growled low under her breath.

"What do you mean?" I demanded. "Is she all right?"

"She is bloody and soaked to the bone, Jace. If you hurt her, I will kill you." Her words cut. The thought of Olivia in pain had my heart throbbing. "She doesn't want to see you. Don't come here. She won't even talk to me."

"I have to come, Trisha. She needs to know what happened. She needs the truth."

The line went dead. She hung up. But, it didn't matter. I was already on my way.


Chapter 27

The dripping of my hair on the tile of my bathroom floor was constant. I stood before the full-length mirror, trying to induce an emotion aside from grief. I was a horror to look at. Trisha had taken one look at me and threatened to call the police. When I said I did it to myself...without knowing what she was staring at, her eyes had grown wet and she lunged for me. But, I'd dodged her arms. I couldn't handle the thought of affection. Not right now.

I wished I hadn't spent all my tears. I desperately needed to cry, to feel something aside form this debilitating despair curdling in my stomach. But, I couldn't.

I could only stare at myself in the mirror. Frozen.

And, what an image I was.

My eyes were rimmed in a bruised shade of red, fringed in a dark purple...the color rivaled black. My cheeks were pale and puffy from incessant crying and my lips were thin, positioned in, what I feared, might possibly become a permanent frown of sorrow. There was a streak of blood against the side of my face where I'd rested my cheek against my cut knee, making me look more a wreck than expected.

My skin was an appalling shade of blue that made me think of death. It was not all that surprising through...the fact that my body would begin a slow death, now that I couldn't have Jace.

Of one thing I was certain. There was a monster within the man I loved. And, for reasons far beyond my ability to comprehend; I sated him.

The bathroom door burst open and Jace stood there in his suit. His blue eyes blazed as he took in my image. Trisha slammed into his back, but he didn't react. His eyes didn't sway from mine.

"Please listen, Olivia." He begged. "Let me tell you my side of the story."

I shook my head. "I can't, Jace."

Trisha wrapped a hand around his arm, trying desperately to tug him from the room. "You heard her. She can't."

"Olivia, I'm begging you." And, he was. I could see his pleading alight in his eyes. My heart wrenched in my chest as I stared hard at him, my resolve weakening.

"You will tell me everything?" I asked.

"Everything." Hope echoed from his tone.

"And, if I decide I want you to leave, you will respect me enough to walk away?" I stared hard into his blue eyes and I knew we were close to an end. If it was not the death of me...I didn't know what would be. Because, I was certain there would never be a more painful moment.

"If you listen and decide you don't want to see me, I will leave." He agreed, but his words sounded pained.

I thought for a moment, and all the while, Trisha stood holding to Jace's arm. He didn't fight her, though I knew he could have with ease. Instead, they both waited for my reply.

"I will listen." I said stiffly. I looked to Trisha and she nodded, releasing Jace's arm. I could see in her eyes, she didn't think this was a good idea. And, maybe it wasn't...but, I needed it. It would be closure.

I needed closure.

Jace pulled the bathroom door closed and stepped closer to me. His eyes were alight with fire and worry. "You should get yourself out of that dress, Olivia."

I shook my head sharply, ignoring my shivers. "Talk Jace." I commanded. "It's what you came here to do."

He nodded. "What did Lexie tell you?"

"Her side of the story." I shivered again, and his eyes flashed.

"Please change." He begged.

"If you don't tell me what I want to know, I'm going to ask you to leave and never come back."

He nodded, but the pain in his eyes tore me apart inside. I didn't even know how that was possible. I was already a ruin.

Jace spoke. His tone was sad. "When I met Lexie, I was young and foolish. I trusted her enough to show her my innermost sexual desires, and she used them against me."

My stomach dropped. "What are your desires, Jace? Tell me what you really want."

"I enjoy inflicting both pain and humiliation upon the women I fuck, Olivia." He spat the words. "I'm a sadomasochist."

There was that word again...the one Lexie used while referring to Jace. But, how can that be when he is so gentle and caring with me? How is it possible for him to restrain the obvious urges he houses within himself while with me?

"I need you to explain, Jace."

He ran a hand through disheveled black hair and my stomach knotted. "I employ tools during sexual intercourse that allow me to derive both humiliation and pain...and sometimes pleasure from the women I fuck. I'm excited at the sight of their fear shinning in their eyes as they kneel before me, waiting to pleasure me without the knowledge I will satisfy them in return. A thrill runs through me at the thought of filling them with shame, flooding them with humiliation." He shrugged at my horrified expression. How could the man I love be so...cruel? "It's just who I am, Olivia. I can't help it."

I nodded. I'd asked...and he told. "Have you ever wanted to...do those things to me?"

His eyes narrowed and his lips pressed into a tight line. "We're not going there."

"Yes, we are." I said. "I want to know, Jace. I need to know."

"Of course I've thought about it, Olivia." He growled. He looked like a man about to lose his sanity.

"What do you fantasize about...with me?" I didn't know why I kept pressing for answers I didn't really want...but, I just couldn't stop myself. I needed to know.

Jace stepped toward me. "You want to know what I fantasize about doing to you?" His tone was low and menacing as he closed the distance between us. "I want to tie your pretty wrists behind your back until they mark red. I want to hear your whimpers as the whip in my hand meets with your pale, smooth skin. I want to see fear shinning bright in your pretty brown eyes as you look up at me from your knees. And, I want to see humiliation pale your skin before pleasure takes its place in a bloom of pink. I want to fuck you hard and rough, Olivia. Is that what you wanted to hear?"

My stomach was knotted and my entire body shook...but, no longer from the cold. I was conflicted. There was a sick part of me that ached to satisfy him regardless of my feelings of detest at his desires. I loved him...and some would say love is blind.

"What happened with Lexie?" I forced myself to ask.

"She was willing to submit to my needs. Nothing more." Jace replied harshly.

"Did you love her?" I whispered.

"No."

My eyes flickered to his and I knew we were standing on thin ice. "And, the baby?"

His eyes turned sad. "I didn't know she was pregnant. She didn't tell me until it was too late."

I was taken aback. "You didn't know?"

"No."

"Then how..."

"She was pregnant. My sexual relationships can be rough. I didn't know, I swear." Desperation clouded his eyes and he continued. "The doctor said she miscarried because of our...endeavors."

"You were too rough for her to carry a child?" I felt ill.

"Yes." Jace nodded. "Again, I did not know."

"Would you have stopped?" I asked.

His brows furrowed. "Of course."

"She hates you." I said.

"I know." He nodded. "With good reason. But, she sued me for her loss. She claimed she was not a consenting partner. I've been paying her out ever since." He dragged a hand over his face. "It's why I have a contract now."

I felt my skin tingle. "The contract I signed?"

"Has been reformed for you." Jace said quickly. "I didn't want you to know this side of me."

"Why?"

"Because you look at me differently. You're different from every other woman and I wanted you for you. For once in my life, I just wanted to please you."

"How many others have there been?"

"A few?"

"After Lexie?" I prayed he would say there had been no other.

"There have been others since Lexie." He admitted.

"And, they all signed your...contract."

"With glee." Jace replied.

I shook my head. "Why are you like this? What made you so...cruel?"

At my words, Jace's eyes were pained. "There is no reason. I'm just this way. I need to control both things and people, Olivia. It's who I am."

I shivered again for what felt like the millionth time, and this time, when Jace stepped toward me, I didn't stop him. I was powerless against him. My love for him overpowered my fear of him as his hands reached out to touch me. He tugged on the zipper at the back of my dress and turned me to face the mirror. His eyes remained on mine as he stripped me of my wet clothing. Never once did he touch me as he removed the sopping articles, but oh, how I'd wanted him to. Even still, after everything I knew about him...I wanted him.

Jace turned and walked brusquely to the bathtub. He turned the taps and tested the water until it was just right. When it was nearly full, he turned back to me. His eyes were ablaze with restrained desire and I could see he was hard by the tent of his pants. He wanted me just as badly as I wanted him. But, was he as powerless against me as I was against him? If I were to pursue this thing...whatever it was with Jace...would we ever be equals.

"Get into the water, Olivia." I didn't miss the air of command in his tone. And, although I wanted to prove I couldn't be controlled, my body denied my brain and I moved as though on auto-pilot.

I stepped into the warm water and sighed as I sank down into the warmth, letting it seep into my cold bones. Jace moved closer to my head.

"Lean back and wet your hair." I obeyed. Jace reached for the shampoo before stretching his fingers into my hair. He massaged my head and I felt yet another burst of tears well within me. Thankfully, they remained hidden. How could this man who appeared to star in nightmares be the epitome of my pleasure? How could his actions toward others be so inhumane and monstrous, while toward me his hand was so kind, his touch so gentle?

Jace spoke. "Do you know how worried I was when I couldn't find you?"

"No."

"I felt as though my heart was being torn from my chest." He spoke gruffly. "I was terrified for your safety. I was terrified of loosing you."

"I was afraid of you, Jace." I admitted softly.

"I don't want you to feel that way." His hands rinsed my hair and when I sat back up, I replied.

"What you want does not change how I feel."

His eyes darkened and he moved his hands that were now lathered in body wash over my body. His touch was like silk and its effect was just as erotic. His hands moved over my legs, over my knee and he paused, staring at the scrape. "How did you get this?"

"I fell."

He nodded crisply before continuing his sensuous exam. His hands washed my feet, massaging them, until I moaned. I caught the hint of a smile touching his lips at the sound, and my heart fluttered of its own accord.

God, I loved him. I was certain I would forever love him.

"You're so beautiful." Jace's words pulled me from my thoughts and I smiled sadly.

"Will you do something for me?" I asked. This was going to be the hardest thing for me to do...but, I knew it was for the best. It had to be done. So, we could both move on.

"Anything." He whispered.

"Make love to me." I watched as his eyes ignited with fire and his hands stopped massaging my foot.

"Are you certain?"

I nodded. This is what I would need to let him go. One last time with him. I was fully aware he would take my heart with him when he left, but I needed just this one last moment to carry with me for a lifetime.

Jace stood and stripped from his suit. His movements were slow and his eyes never left my face as he let each article fall to the floor. I stood from the bath water when he was finished and moved directly into his arms. I didn't care I was wet, and he was dry. I didn't care when he picked me up, winding my legs around his hips as his erection pressed against me and walked me to my bedroom that we were about to soap my sheets. I just wanted him, as much of him as I could take...because, I knew, I couldn't handle everything he longed to give...or take from me.

Jace set his hands against my butt, lifting me away from him, positioning his erection against my opening as he walked to the bed. His eyes were on mine as his cock pressed against my folds. Hot and throbbing for me in the same way I was for him. A need burst within me and I stared into his eyes as I pressed my hips down, filling myself with him entirely.

"Fuck Olivia," Jace groaned, as I cried out. My entire body sang alive with stimulated nerve endings as he held me against him. He walked to the bed, and I felt his every step deep inside my core. His lips found mine; searing me with every kiss and his tongue explored my mouth.

He shifted and set me back on the bed, looking deep into my eyes as he started a gentle, rhythmic pounding within me. He was so deep, hitting me in just the right way...a way only he could. My body climbed higher and higher, elated at the release he promised me...but, my mind and heart were in agony. Unlike my body, both my mind and heart accepted this as the last time with Jace.

Jace kissed me again as I came undone with him. I felt an explosion of warm liquid inside me as he thrust one last time, looking deeply into my eyes.

I felt my body grow stiff beneath him as I pushed against his chest. I was full of him...but still so empty. In my deepest heart of hearts, I knew we would never be able to fulfill each others deepest and most intimately frightening desires...and therefore, we had no future.

"You have to go now, Jace." My voice croaked with the threat of tears and dark understanding lit his eyes.

"Don't do this, Olivia." He commanded, before losing his desire to control his need for me. "Please. Please don't do this."

"I can't be all that you need." I said. "And, I won't be the reason you're unhappy."

"I have never been more happy with anyone else." His tone was desperate and his eyes were pleading. My heart clenched and I bit back my tears. I would not do this in front of him. I would lick my wounds in private where there was no one else to feel their hurt.

"I'm sorry, Jace." I said with as little emotion as I could. "I don't want this."

"Olivia,"

"You said you would leave when I asked." I reminded. "I'm asking you to leave now, Jace."

With clouded eyes, Jace pushed himself from the bed. I watched numbly as he walked to the bathroom and dressed. My fingers shook and my chest was heavy with sorrow as I pulled nimbly at the blanket beneath me. I needed to cover my nakedness from Jace...or I would beg for him again, and I knew I couldn't. This was for the best.

Jace walked from the bathroom and his eyes settled on mine. He didn't look any better than I looked, I was sure. "You can call me for anything, Olivia."

"I won't call you, Jace." I assured.

"I will always answer." He promised.

And then, he was gone.

The tears fell over my lashes and streamed down my face in silent agony as my heart shattered into a million little pieces with no hope of repair.

I guessed it's true what they say...even though I'd hoped to fight it until my very last breath...all good things really do come to an end.
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